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      Rain hammered my umbrella, saturating my pants and my holiday spirit. The town should be sparkly white and inviting soon. It wouldn’t be long before the weather changed from rain to sleet to beautiful puffs of snow. After all, it had to be a winter wonderland to keep its logo, Make Magical Memories on the Mountain.

      Snow brought an entirely different suitcase of problems when each fleck in the sky reminded me of Seth Mason and his empty promises. If I counted all the snowflakes in the sky, it wouldn’t be enough to match how many times I think about you in one sleepless night. His words still twisted me up a year later.

      Shaking the raindrops and memories off me, I rested the brown soggy box full of holiday decorations on my hip and grabbed hold of the slippery bronze handle of the Pine Tree Lodge. The tip of the umbrella caught the door, sending it flying from my shoulder. It twirled and skated and popped inside out with the help of a wind gust.

      I had a choice: save my umbrella from slamming into my cottage at the bottom of the hill and ripping apart from the wood structure or save the Christmas decorations from ruin, but either way, my hair and makeup would be collateral damage. Today was not the day to strut into work looking like a drowned racoon wrapped in a saturated designer dress. Not when an important client was to meet me to discuss the menu for a corporate Christmas retreat.

      “Help!” I shouted to anyone in earshot.

      Margie raced over and snagged the box. She was the assistant of my dreams. “You should’ve had Hector bring this up.”

      “He didn’t answer his phone. I thought I could manage.” I yanked the door shut behind me and wilted into the wall. “Can you ask housekeeping for a towel, please?”

      Water trickled from my hairline, down my neck, and finding its final resting place in my bra. There was nothing worse than a damp bra. Ugh. I glanced out the window, catching a glimpse of my umbrella that looked like a hot-pink house swirling up in a tornado reminiscent of The Wizard of Oz. A clap of thunder sent me back a step from the window toward the roaring, stone fireplace. Nope, not going back to my cottage. Emergency makeup bag, hair in bun, and my chef coat would have to cover the damage.

      A towel was thrust into my hands. “Here you go.” Margie took a step back, but I caught her expression of terror. I didn’t need a mirror to know I looked worse than year-old fruit cake. “You’re shivering.”

      No time to worry about catching a cold, since I had four days of work to complete by this afternoon. “Any calls?”

      “Your mother’s housekeeper called. She wanted me to tell you that a woman from the club offered to set you up with her son.”

      I smacked my forehead. “Not again. The woman thinks the only way I’ll ever have real value is if I snag some rich guy to take care of me.” I looked down at my wrinkled, water-stained skirt and burst into laughter.

      “Oh my God, your mother did it. She finally broke you.” Margie shook her head. “It was only a matter of time. That woman can even make Hector squirm. And he’s ex-military.”

      “No, I just imagined my mother’s face if I walked into her precious club looking like this for a blind date. Wait, maybe that’s perfect. She’d never try to set me up again.”

      Margie laughed. “That would work, but you’d have to deal with the aftermath. Are you ready for that?”

      “No, I guess not.” I sighed and closed my eyes. “Just tell her I’m busy that night.”

      “Which night?”

      “Whichever night she wants me to go out on a blind date. I can’t handle another one of those.” I dried the back of my neck, arms, and legs. “Besides, if she can’t call me direct, then she can deal with my cryptic answers.”

      “Okay, I’ll send the word from your people to her people that you don’t want a blind date.”

      “Any date.” I held my hands toward the fire to enjoy the finger-thawing heat.

      Margie toed the edge of the hardwood floor, swishing a droplet of water around at my feet, so I bent down and wiped up the mess. “Don’t you think it’s time for you to move on? It’s been a year.”

      I smeared away the memories the holiday season brought of Seth Mason and his overzealous need to be successful. It was the most important thing in his world, more important than I could ever be to him. “I don’t want to date, that’s all. Right now, I need to stay focused on my job. That means I need to get this place ready for my appointment at two this afternoon.”

      Margie took a step away. “You mean at ten.”

      “What?”

      Margie glanced at the oversize clock hanging in the dining room. “It was moved up. I thought you knew. He’ll be here in twenty minutes.”

      I tossed the towel to Margie. “You’ve got to be kidding me. Of course.” I threw my hands up in the air but didn’t allow myself another moment to wallow. “That isn’t enough time. Can you salvage any of the decorations and put them together on the two-top table in the kitchen while I clean up and organize a few things?”

      “Yes.” She snagged the box and headed for the door. “But you sure you want Christmas decorations up? It isn’t even December first yet.

      “Yes. Apparently the client is going to host some corporate holiday party and rent out the entire lodge starting two days before Christmas.” I wrung my hair and dabbed under my eyes. “Frank said, and I quote, This is a VIP client. Don’t mess this up, or I’ll find another chef. There are fifty lined up to work here.”

      “Harsh. That job should’ve been yours. You do all of his work anyway; you should get paid to do it. I don’t know how long I can work here.”

      “Don’t say such things. Besides, I’m a chef, not a manager. You’re much more suited to that job. You can’t go anywhere. I forbid it.” I winked.

      “Go get cleaned up. I’ll decorate the table.” She scurried away through the door to the kitchen.

      I ran to my office, kicked off my shoes, snagged my makeup bag from my desk, and raced to the bathroom. The brightly lit mirrors revealed my resemblance to a pasty white, racoon-eyed, bozo doppelgänger. This wasn’t a job for a touch-up; this was a total do-over. My mother would faint if she saw me like this. A lady should always appear to be perfect. Never show anyone a crack in your façade.

      Wash, dab dry, reapply makeup. Five minutes.

      Hair slicked back into a bun. Two minutes.

      Race to my office, remove suit jacket and cover with chef coat. Two minutes.

      Eleven minutes left.

      Perfect. Still time to decorate the mantel over the fireplace to add a hint of holiday cheer. “Margie, come help me with some decorations in the main room.” I pushed open the swinging door and hollered, but she didn’t reply. I pulled a chair from the dining room and set it in front of the mantel. The clock ticked away, so I grabbed the garland and balanced on my slippery stilettos atop the wooden chair.

      “Wow. Emma Winters even wears high heels to climb chairs in a single bound,” a deep voice boomed. That voice. Seth Mason’s voice.

      His words stole the air from my lungs, my attention, and my balance. My shoes slid to the right, and I went left, landing flat on my butt with my heel still hooked to the back of the chair.

      “No. No. No.” It couldn’t be. Not today. A rush of heat blew over my skin like a lava tsunami.

      “Are you all right? I don’t think those shoes are ideal for this kind of work,” Seth announced, as if he’d come in for a cup of coffee after a morning stroll instead of reappearing after I’d told him to go away and never return to Blacktail. Not as long as he wanted me to give up everything to be with him. “I know you always have to look perfect, but why don’t you leave your heels on the ground next time?”

      He knelt by my side and slid my foot from my shoe in a reverse Cinderella-Prince Charming move.

      His words simmered with reminders of his superior attitude, and I ignored the way his touch felt like salve on an angry wound. The way his words and his touch made me feel like I’d always been in constant battle. But there was no recovering from falling off a chair in a dress and heels at the feet of the man who stole my heart and my focus. Today was not the day I could be distracted.

      “I thought I told you to leave Pine Tree Lodge and me in peace.” I managed to roll onto my hip with my legs under me and push up to stand once more.

      “And I did, but now I’m back,” he said as if we’d parted as friends.

      I didn’t turn to face him until I took in a deep breath and smoothed my skirt. “Now isn’t a good time for you to pop back into my life. For your information, there wasn’t an expiration date on never returning here.”

      “Ms. Winters, what on earth?” Frank Tarpelo, the new GM, shouted from the front entry of the lodge. New to the lodge but not to me. A bully boy turned madman manager.

      I looked to the charismatic, dark-haired statue of distraction and then at my general manager, the polar opposite in appearance. “I’m decorating for our meeting. Don’t worry, sir. I’ll escort Mr. Mason out and finish preparing. I’ll be ready by the time our client arrives.”

      “It’s too late for that now,” Frank barked.

      I grabbed the garland, slid my shoes back on, and climbed the chair to finish what I’d started. “Don’t worry. I’ll get everything done before he arrives.”

      “As I said, you’re too late. Mr. Mason is your appointment.”
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      Tall, dark, and job-ruining Seth cleared his throat. “I’m afraid there’s been a misunderstanding. I know Emma. We go way back.”

      A year was way back? One year and a few months ago, he swept me off my feet. One year ago, he used his feet to hightail it out of Blacktail.

      The kitchen door swung open and Margie stepped out, but instead of joining us, she faded into the wall.

      Frank pushed back the three hairs on top of his head and shifted his lower lip to the left like he did when I irritated him, which was only about every three seconds of every day. “Still, please excuse Miss Winter’s manners. We will speak about this later. For now, can I show you the rooms and amenities?”

      I had to give Frank credit. He was playing the part well. Deep inside, I knew that Frank hated entertaining the rich. He hated the rich, which is why he hated me. If only he understood I didn’t want the family fortune, only a shot at making my own way in the world.

      “I’d prefer to go over the menu plans first,” Seth said, sending Frank into an epileptic facial fit before he recovered and settled with a common frown.

      Frank straightened his suit jacket that was missing one button. “Of course. I’ll sit in on the meeting, and then I’ll escort you around.”

      Seth smirked, that sexy, silly, sensational, devious smirk. “If you don’t mind, I could really use some documentation. Could you put together the room proposal, floor plans, itemized cost list, and could you find a local company to help with excursions?”

      I thought about telling him about the Adventure Recreation company my closest friend, Ashley, had started in Christmas Mountain but decided to seal my mouth shut.

      Frank inhaled a breath that made me fear he’d pop a second button. “I can email that to you this afternoon.”

      “I’d prefer to have it printed and in my hand before I leave here today.”

      That was Seth Mason. When he made up his mind, he didn’t care if anyone was in his way.

      I dared a glance at Margie, who remained a silent bystander, not daring to insert herself. But based on her hand covering her mouth, I guessed she stifled laughter. The same laughter I would feel if it wasn’t for the fact I’d been on the other side of a dress down by Seth before.

      Frank narrowed his gaze on me. “I’ll speak with you after.”

      Seth offered an apologetic tilt of his head, but I refused to accept his broken olive branch and only addressed Frank. “Certainly, sir.” I thought about saluting, but I needed this job. I’d worked hard to make head chef at the Pine Tree Lodge.

      Once Frank was out of earshot, Margie about-faced and fled, but I still caught her laugh behind the kitchen door before it swung shut after her.

      “How do you put up with that incompetent, power-hungry man?”

      I looked at Seth, but I wouldn’t give him an entrance to discuss our past, so I batted my eyelashes. “Really? I find him hot.”

      Seth’s mouth dropped to his expensive tie.

      “Shall we?” I walked to the kitchen door and held it open. “I have a portfolio ready to share with you in the kitchen.”

      After a perplexed glance toward the hallway of Frank’s office and then at me, he recovered with a mischievous strut. “I see you’ve lowered your standards by about a hundred places since I left.”

      “You left? I hadn’t noticed.” I marched into the kitchen, letting the door go. “Don’t let that hit you on the butt on the way in.”

      “So, you want to play our reunion that way.” Seth didn’t hurry to catch me, so I had to wait for him to join me at the two-top table that Margie had decided to decorate with candles and rose pedals. Great. I looked like I was trying to romance Seth. “The door didn’t hit me in the butt because I was following your lead.”

      “My lead?” Great. He double entendred my double entendre.

      “Yes. You gave me an order, and I followed it.”

      I blinked at him. “Let’s stop playing and get to what matters to you most: business. If you only scheduled this meeting to get access to me, forget it. Pick up a phone and call me. Don’t jeopardize a job that I loved.”

      “Loved? As in past tense?” Seth quirked a brow at me. The one with the freckle dotting like an exclamation point to his brilliant frosty eyes. “If I remember correctly, you’re not good at picking up the phone when I call.”

      It had been months! No, I wouldn’t engage in this destructive conversation. “I don’t want to lose this job, okay? Fifty people are lined up to take my job at any moment.”

      “So that’s how Frank controls you.”

      “Controls me? No man controls me.” I opened the portfolio book to the front page with a little more force than I’d intended, sending the candle swinging and causing wax to drop onto my hand.

      “You okay?” He snagged my wrist, but I yanked it away, rubbing the sting out. If I didn’t know better, I would think he cared if he hurt me. Obviously that wasn’t the case, since the minute we started getting serious, he took off.

      “You told me to leave, you know.”

      Technically that was true, but his foot was already pointed toward the door. “So, since your clients have sophisticated taste, I thought we’d start with a butter and sage turkey and a pineapple, cherry, and honey-coated ham with—”

      “No,” Seth said flatly.

      I blinked at him, trying to see if he was giving me a tough time to make a point, but based on his serious face—the one he had the night I told him that it was obvious his business meant more to him than my dreams and goals in life—I wasn’t sure.

      Steps clipped from the other side of the kitchen. The tap, clip, tap, clip could be no other person than Frank coming in from the dining room to eavesdrop. “Mr. Mason, I promise you I’ll provide anything you want.”

      “Then I want a date with you. One date for us to talk.”

      I lowered my voice so Frank wouldn’t be able to hear me. “You need to respect that I’m good at my job. If you want to have your event here, I’m the woman you want—”

      “I want a date with you for old times’ sake.”

      “Nothing’s changed,” I snapped in a whispered huff. “Please, just tell me what food you want, and I’ll make sure to have a menu for you by tomorrow.”

      “I need something fun and unique, refreshing and delicious. Something like you.” Seth slipped closer to me, cornering me between the walk-in refrigerator and the table.

      Tap. Clip. Tap. Clip.

      “Stop. Are you going to cost me my job? Is that what you want? You’re working an angle. I know you too well, Seth Mason. Don’t do this. I don’t want to play your game.”

      “Are you going to meet me someplace to talk besides here, where we can be overheard?”

      “No.”

      He stepped away from me and spoke loud and clear for all to hear. “Then I guess I will just have to tell you here and now.”

      Tap. Clip. Tap. Clip. Tap. Clip.

      Silence.

      “Meet me tonight for dinner.” His voice echoed through the kitchen and undoubtedly into the dining room and the lurking Frank.

      Margie entered the kitchen, waving her arms in warning, but instead of making me behave, I saw that she was the answer to my prayers. “I can’t. I have a date. Margie, you confirmed the reservation for us, tonight at seven, right?”

      Thank goodness Margie always followed my lead and had a champion poker face. “Yes, at Blacktail Base Bistro.”

      He smiled, as if he’d heard the punchline of my dating life.

      Tap. Clip. Tap. Clip. Tap. Clip.

      “I’ll be here at 4:00 p.m. tomorrow. We will review the menu then. I’d also like you to accompany me to Christmas Mountain to assist in planning for you to cater a special treat bar after a hike and shopping trip,” Seth said loud enough for Frank to overhear as he entered.

      He flipped his hairs over to the side and smiled. “That sounds like a marvelous idea. I’d be happy to work on a Saturday to help with the organization.”

      “I’m afraid I need you here to take a meeting with my coworker at 7:00 p.m. She’ll want to add some additional services to the event. I told her you were the man in charge, so I’m sure you’ll want to take that meeting.”

      She? My stomach tightened.

      “Yes, of course.” Frank appeared to buy his explanation, but I knew better.

      Seth stopped at nothing to get what he wanted. What he thought he deserved in life. And apparently he had decided it was a long overdue conversation with me.

      He leaned in and whispered in my ear, “I’ll count the snowflakes until I see you Saturday.”
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      The evening air was damp, so I dressed warm and comfortable for my date. I untied my apron and set the last of the dishes into the cabinet, making sure that all the cup handles were facing the right direction so they were easy to pull out as needed. Then I grabbed my purse.

      “You’re wearing that for a date?” Margie gave me that you’re-not-even-trying upturn of her lips.

      “It’s cold outside.” I brushed off a crumb that had clung to the cuff of my sleeve and then slid my arms into my full-length coat and flung my purse strap over my shoulder.

      Margie crossed her arms over her chest. “Turtleneck, long skirt, and boots are hardly first-date attire. I know you only agreed to this blind date because you were trying to deflect Seth, but maybe you should give Donald a chance. He seems like a nice guy.”

      “I’m going to. Promise.” I headed for the door. “I better go if I’m going to be on time. Thanks for dealing with my mother’s housekeeper.”

      “Actually, Donald called me three times trying to change the restaurant to the club or some other five-star place.”

      I stopped short of the door. “What did you say?”

      “Don’t worry. I told him you would have to cancel if he changed the location since you would be working too late to make it to the other side of the mountain.”

      “Thanks. No way I’m going to the club. I’d run into mother for sure, and I’ve had enough unwanted visitors today.” I picked a stray piece of lint off the arm of my coat.

      Margie opened her mouth to say something but then closed it. I didn’t ask because I knew it would be about Seth, this blind date, or my mother. “Go home and get some rest. It’s only a couple of weeks until the lodge opens for the season.”

      “Gladly. And have fun and be nice.” She emphasized the word nice as if I would be rude. I only reserved rudeness for meddling mothers and bosses.

      “I’ll be the perfect lady and give Danny my undivided attention.” I curtsied.

      Margie huffed and put a hand on her hip. “Really?”

      “What?”

      “His name is Donald, not Danny.”

      I pushed open the door. “Right. Right. Got it. See you tomorrow.” Before Margie had a chance to scold me on my vow not to date, I bolted to the shuttle pickup, where Hector waited for me. “Thanks for giving me a lift down. I know the shuttle shouldn’t be running for a couple more weeks.” I hopped into the oversize van and settled into the seat behind Hector.

      “Ever think about getting a car?” he said. “Maybe you’d actually go somewhere besides your kitchen once in a while if you had one.”

      “No need. We have the shuttle, and I can rent a car whenever I need to go somewhere. Besides, why pay for something if I don’t need it?”

      Hector slipped the gear into drive, and the brakes squealed all the way down the mountain. “I hear Seth’s back.”

      I cringed. Lodge gossip spread faster than in the small town of Christmas Mountain where I’d grown up. “He’s here on business.”

      The mountain road grumbled underneath us, and the lights of Blacktail below sparkled with the promise of a nice evening. Perhaps I did need to open my mind to the possibility of moving on with my dating life.

      Hector flipped up the turn signal and guided the van onto the side road that would lead us to the restaurant. “Right, because a tycoon hotel owner needs to host an event at Pine Tree Lodge.”

      “He used to come here each year since he was a kid, so why not?” I argued, but I knew he had a point. A point I didn’t want to face.

      “You keep telling yourself that.” Hector pulled into the drive of Blacktail Base Bistro. “Of course, I tell myself all the time that someday I’ll be a famous musician, yet I haven’t booked anything since coming to the lodge to work as a driver and maintenance man.” He shut off the engine. “You want me to wait until you give Danny the brush-off?”

      “Why does everyone think I won’t give this guy a chance? And his name is Donald, not Danny.”

      “I know that, but will you remember?” Hector winked. His dark Italian brow wiggled like rigatoni.

      I slid open the van door and hurried inside to avoid any more judgement from my lodge family. Candles sparkled around the room, casting golden images on the burgundy walls in hand-cut snowflake patterns. The aroma of Italian spices mixed with cinnamon accents filled the air with the promise of both savory and sweet delicious food.

      A well-dressed, good-looking, tall man stood from a corner table and lifted his arms, extending two fingers into the air. That had to be Donald, er…Danny…no. Ugh. I walked over and opted for a general greeting to avoid any embarrassing name slips. “Good evening. I’m Emma Winters.”

      His eyes grew wide, and he took my hand but didn’t stop there. He moved in for a full-on kiss-to-the-cheek greeting. Okay, he had some game. I cringed but tried not to show it since I didn’t want him to think I didn’t like him. I just wasn’t the kissing-a-stranger kind of person, so I moved to my side of the table and settled into my seat.

      “So, your mother says you cook at a hotel?” Donald asked.

      Oh no, not the mother convo. Okay, straight into the getting-to-know you part of the date. I’d give him a little guidance down the small talk road with a sharp right turn away from Mother’s Way. “I’m the head chef, actually.”

      “Well, maybe next time I can take you to Le Boucher. I know Chef Boucher. He trained in Paris and is an excellent connection in Montana.”

      Be polite, not defensive, Emma. So, he was of my mother’s breed, who preferred to pay too much for brand-name food despite the flavor. “Thanks, but I like what I do. I worked hard to earn the job, and I would like to continue there for a while.”

      The sudden urge to straighten his tie drew me to act, but Margie’s warning to suppress my impulse to control everything kept me in check.

      “The offer stands. Tell me about your family. I’ve met your mother a few times, and she spoke highly about her talented and beautiful daughter. I can’t agree with the talented part since I haven’t known you long or had the pleasure of tasting your cooking, but I can agree with the beautiful.”

      “Oh, look, they have sesame crusted seared ahi tuna this evening. It’s cooked to perfection here.” I lifted my menu like a shield to his roaming gaze.

      “Really? Here?” Donald stuck his nose in the air and glanced around the room. “I’m surprised they have anything that sophisticated, but it’s a charming location. Perhaps next time—”

      “Oh, and you have to try the duck. It’s not greasy at all.” I pointed to his menu, but he wouldn’t even look at it.

      Pretentious, calculating, and looking for a respectable bride who doesn’t know his girlfriend. That was the stereotype of the men at my mother’s club.

      “What do you enjoy doing besides cooking?” Donald asked.

      I couldn’t answer that, not really. Beyond the kitchen, I didn’t really have a life. “Enough about me. What do you do for a living?”

      “Oh, I’m a partner in my father’s textile business. I work long hours, but I hope to cut down when I have a family of my own. I don’t want to be an absentee dad to my kids.”

      “Kids?” There was the word, the date-ending-soul-crushing-reality-check word.

      “Yes, of course. I mean, we’re not getting any younger, right?”

      I folded my hands over the menu, more to keep them from grabbing my purse and running out the door. “Are you saying I’m old?”

      “No, of course not. You’re still young. I only meant that if you want kids, you should have them young so you can enjoy being active with them.”

      I could be nice and throw him a carrot. “So you want a family?”

      “Of course. I mean, not right away.” He took a sip of water. “I’d want to travel for a couple of years with my wife, and then we would settle into a nice home.”

      Nope, I couldn’t guide him out but toward the trap. “So you’d want her to stay home?”

      “Of course. She would stay home and take care of the house and children.” He beamed as if he’d found the golden egg on Easter Sunday.

      “So, you want a wife from 1954?” I said with more sarcasm than I’d intended.

      Donald peddled like a broken eggbeater, fast, hard, but inefficient. “What I mean is…oh look, they also have chocolate molten lava cake. I do love dark chocolate, don’t you?”

      Now the menu was good enough for him to read. “Yes, I do.” I snagged a breadstick from the basket and chomped down.

      Poor Donald signaled a waiter over, and he gestured for me to order first while he took a moment to close his eyes and take in a breath or two. Apparently he did allow women to think for themselves. Perhaps I’d been too judgmental. This man was nice enough, but we had nothing in common, and our goals were not even closely aligned. He was looking for happily ever after with kids and a white picket fence. I only wanted to survive the week without losing my job.

      Once the waiter took our order, Donald sat taller, as if he’d recovered. “I think you’d make an excellent wife. I mean, what other husband can tell the men at corporate their wife is a chef? Talk about impressing clients.”

      That was it. Date over. I was no one’s trophy wife who would spend all her remaining days pleasing a man because he offered her a big house, expensive car, and high fashion.

      Despite my efforts, dinner took a wrong turn and derailed from the appetizers to dessert. Certainly, Donald, as well as I, knew this was not a match made in heaven. I relaxed into the evening with the avalanche of expectations falling to the ground without any major damage. If I was being honest with myself, I was relieved.

      “Check, please,” I requested when the waiter returned to collect the dishes.

      “I’ve got that,” Donald protested, but I held up one hand to him.

      “Nope. My restaurant choice, my bill.” I plopped my credit card down on the ticket and took a few sips of water. With a full belly, maybe I’d get a good night’s sleep. Alone. I didn’t want Danny boy getting any bright ideas because he bought me dinner. The waiter ran my credit card, and I signed the receipt, officially ending dinner.

      I gathered my belongings. “Well, it’s been fun. I need to get back to the lodge.”

      “I’ll walk you to your car.”

      My heart sank. I didn’t like rejecting someone, but I knew this would never work between us. “No need. I don’t have a car.” No. No. No, I didn’t just tell him that.

      “Then I’ll drive you there.” He offered his arm, and I scanned his face to see if he was joking.

      I scanned the room to find a way out when I spotted Seth at the bar. What was he doing here?

      I tightened my grip on my purse and headed for the door. “That isn’t necessary. Hector is probably already waiting for me. I mean, I’d feel bad if he drove down here to get me and I blew him off.”

      “It’s no bother, really. Call and tell him not to come. I’m happy to take you.”

      Seth bolted from the bar and intersected our stumbling act to the exit. “Miss Winters, Frank sent me to pick you up. There’s a souffle emergency.”

      “What?” That was my brilliant question.

      “Excuse me, but we’re on a date. I’m sure any kind of work emergency in a kitchen can wait.”

      “I didn’t mean to interrupt your date, sir.” Seth offered his hand, but he stood several inches taller and broader than my date, and his deeper voice and alpha way about him challenged any man.

      “Sorry, Seth. This is Donald…I mean, Donnie…ah.”

      “Donald Frasier.” He accepted Seth’s hand. “If you’ll excuse us, I’ll drive her to the lodge, and she can look into this souffle emergency.”

      That was it. Instead of Seth sweeping me away from this awkward situation, I was just confirmed for my ride.

      “I’m afraid Souffle isn’t at the lodge. That’s the problem.”

      I blinked at Seth, Donald blinked at Seth, and the waiter who had returned to clear the rest of our table blinked at Seth, who pulled a pink dog leash from his pocket and held it up.

      “I’m sorry. I know I should’ve been more careful.” Seth offered a raised brow, pouty-lip expression.

      “Oh. Oh!”

      Donald sneezed. Looked at the leash and sneezed again. “Dog? You have a dog?”

      “Um, yeah. She’s my best friend in the world.”

      He sneezed three more times. “Right, um. I should let you go. I’ll, ah. Good night.” Donald darted from the restaurant faster than a rat from a snake.

      “Sorry. Did I ruin your date?” Seth shrugged with that smug I-can-win-you-with-one-wink attitude. “I guess you need a ride back to the lodge now.”

      I faced Seth. “Did you follow me here?”

      “No,” he said with a downward turn of his lips.

      “Sorry. I thought—”

      “That I came here to spy on you?”

      I flushed. “Well, yeah. You show up here this morning at work declaring that I’m going to go on some excursion with you, and now you appear at the same restaurant as my date and I.”

      “Blind date. And no, I came here to check out this place as a possible night out for our upcoming visitors to the lodge.”

      “Fine. Enjoy your evening.” I marched to the door.

      “Wait. I’ll drive you back to the lodge. I’m going there anyway.”

      “No. I’ll call Hector, but thanks.”

      “Call him. It doesn’t matter how mad I am at you for sending me away. I’m not going to leave you stranded here at night.”

      “I sent you away?” My blood hit boiling as if his words had microwaved my mood. “What choice did I have? You were with another woman. I saw you.”

      “I know I wasn’t ready to settle down then, but I am now.”

      “Please stop lying. Do you even know what the truth is anymore? I mean, Souffle? Really? You couldn’t make up a better dog name than that?” I dialed my cell, and it rang twice.

      “Hello?”

      “Hi, Hector. Are you free right now? If so, I could use a ride.”

      “I’m afraid not. Boss man sent me on an errand. Might be a good time to admit you need a car, dear. Sorry.”

      “No worries. I’ll get a ride. Thanks.”

      Seth whistled. Loud. As if I were jogging by a construction site during a lunch break. “Excuse me, but I will not be summoned like a dog. I don’t know who you think you are, but you cannot waltz back into my life, upset my job, ruin a date, and now whistle for my attention.”

      Woof! Woof!

      “Souffle. There you are sweetie. What a good girl.” Seth squatted and hooked a leash to a hot-pink collar around a large silver dog. “You were saying?”
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      “A dog?” Ashley squealed over the phone. It was nice chatting with one of my high school best friends, especially since we’d all only reconnected last year after a decade-long separation.

      I heated a cup of tea and settled in for a long night of planning. “Yes, Seth has a dog.”

      “No. I mean, I don’t know. Maybe he’s changed.”

      “Really? Then why is he being difficult about the menu? He’s doing it on purpose. He almost cost me my job.” The tea pot whistled, so I poured the steaming liquid into a mug and dropped a tea bag inside before I realized that the mug I’d retrieved from the cabinet was the one that Seth gave me last Christmas. A gift that came with a promise that we would find a way to make the long-distance thing work. “That being said, he was so sweet with Souffle.”

      “Souffle?”

      “Yep, he named his dog Souffle. She’s beautiful and sweet, and he’s really good with her.”

      Ashley burst into a two-minute-long laughing session.

      “What?” I took a sip of tea and eyed my blank menu planner. “What’s so funny? I’ve got a ton of work to do tonight.”

      “You seriously don’t see it?” Ashley snickered and then cleared her throat. “He named his dog after you. I mean, not your name, but who you are. He’s back for you.”

      I removed my tea bag, placed it in the wastebasket, and then scrubbed the spots of water from the countertop. I didn’t stop there. A spot on the stainless-steel stove dulled the service, so I attacked that, too. “No, he’s back for this event and he knows I’m the best chef for the job. That’s all this is, and I’ll remain professional this time. I will not allow him to distract me.”

      “Good luck with that.” Ashley covered the phone and mumbled something to Brent. “Brent says to let him know that if Seth hurts you again, he’ll beat him up.”

      “Tell him thanks for me, but that door is shut, locked, and bolted.” I was so glad that Ashley and Brent Donnelly had worked out their issues. It still surprised me that she’d ever thought Brent and I had been together. He was a good-looking man, but he wasn’t my man. “No need. I can handle it. Tell him thanks, though.”

      “What about the dog?”

      I rung out the sponge and set it properly on the rack so it would drain and not smell sour later. “What about her?”

      “Did she send you into a dog lint meltdown? I mean, did you freak out when she rubbed up against you?”

      “What are you talking about? I like animals.”

      “I’m not saying that you do or don’t. I’m just saying all that fur is going to drive you insane. Do you remember the calico incident from our junior year?”

      Visions of shaving my neighbor’s cat and discovering the skin was the same pattern as the fur was disconcerting enough, but when I was done, the cat looked like a rat and I received two weeks in my room with no friends. She had a point. A point I didn’t want to admit. “I better go. I get to pull an all-nighter to get this unique and sensational menu ready for tomorrow night.”

      “Will I see you at the Christmas tree lighting on Saturday?”

      We’d vowed that whoever lived within driving distance would meet there each year for the event. Of course, Lexi had moved away, so she wouldn’t be there. But the rest of our high school circle of friends would be: Faith, Ashley, Carol, Joy, Morgan, and me. “About that. How would you and Brent feel about Seth and me meeting with you before the event? He wants to set up an outing over in Christmas Mountain, so I thought you two would be the perfect people to help with that. It could bring in new clients, and the one thing Seth does is pay well.”

      “Yes, we’d love that. It’s a double-date.”

      “I’ll hang up on you.”

      “Okay, okay. I’ll stop teasing. Thanks for the business boost. You get to work and wow Seth with your amazing menu.”

      “I better, or I’ll lose my job.” With a sigh, I collapsed onto the fading sage couch my mother had given to me when she’d ordered a new keeping room sofa.

      “Would that be so bad?” Ashley asked. “I mean, I know you’d love to start your own catering business. You’d be amazing.”

      “Dreaming and planning are two different things. My job here has a steady paycheck.”

      “Yes, but letting go of control might be what you need for a change.”

      I opened my laptop and started riffling through recipes that I had created and saved over the years. “Lobster thermidor might be good.” Inspiration struck. “Hey, I need to run, but I’ll see you Saturday at four.”

      “Have a productive night.”

      “I will. I’m digging in and not coming up for air until I have a killer menu planned.”

      “K. See you soon,” Ashley said before I hung up and began putting together my idea of an international Christmas.

      It was unique, and I could see the decorations unfold around the food, the aroma filling the dining room, the clinking of crystal, and the pops of organic color from the side dishes.

      For seven hours I worked and tweaked and perfected my menu. When the sun rose, my neck ached from working so long hunched over the computer and my eyes were bloodshot, but I was energized and ready to take on Seth.

      After a short nap, I went to work, where I found Frank waiting for me in the kitchen. “You and I still need to have a conversation, young lady.”

      Young lady? I had earned my head chef position certainly, which garnered a little respect. “Frank, I’ve already created a new menu—”

      “That’s not what this is about. You need to realize that you have an attitude problem and you’re going to lose your job if you don’t learn to control it. I know you think because you come from some snooty family that your mother is going to make a call and your job is safe, but that won’t work this time.” Frank’s face resembled a radish, and I thought if he didn’t take a breath soon, he’d pass out. “And furthermore, you will find a way to include me in that meeting Saturday. I will not be shut out because you batted your eyelashes and swayed your hips at the man.”

      “Excuse me?” I slammed my bag down on my desk and faced Frank. “First off, I don’t know what you’re referring to. My mother has never made a call for me, and I wouldn’t ask her to. I have earned my job here. I’ve had it since before you came to town.”

      “You know exactly what I’m talking about. You cost me my job and my girlfriend, all because your daddy made a call to my boss.”

      I was growing impatient. “I assure you, I don’t have a clue what you’re talking about.”

      “You can play innocent, but I know better. Watch yourself,” Frank ordered. “I’m not a server at your parents’ club anymore. I’m your boss. It’s my turn to fire you.” He pressed his palms to my desk and narrowed his gaze.

      “You worked at the club?” I asked, still trying to follow his trail of stale breadcrumbs.

      “Don’t act dumb. I was fired for a mistake, a spill of a drink on your new white dress. You will be fired for gross incompetence.”

      That’s why he hated me? Because he thought I had him fired? “That was over a dozen years ago.”

      The narrowed-eyed, pinched-face glower told me time didn’t matter to him. I needed to think fast before he escorted me out of the lodge. “If you fire me now, how will you have a menu by six o’clock this evening?” I didn’t know if it was the reappearance of Seth or the fact I’d reached my limits for disrespect, but for the first time since Frank arrived at the lodge, I was done taking his jabs. “Besides, this grudge you have against me is misplaced. I never told on you for spilling a drink on me.”

      “I know it was you, but even if it wasn’t, all you spoiled little rich girls are the same. I’ll make calls and hire a new chef. There’s still time.” He pushed from the desk, leaving behind a palm print.

      His phone rang with the song “I Just Called to Say I Loved You.” He held out one finger at me. “This isn’t over. You will apologize to me, or you can start packing up your office.”

      My smugness faded faster than a flame caramelized brown sugar. I’d done it this time. I closed my eyes and counted and prayed and had a flash of Anne from Green Gables sucking up her pride to apologize so she could remain in her new home.

      “But that’s in ten minutes,” Frank said, his voice laced with plummeting-over-a-mountain kind of terror. “She’s here, but I’m not sure she’s ready.”

      It didn’t take a business genius to deduce that he was on the phone with Seth and his ridiculous demands. Maybe it was my turn to channel my inner Seth. I snatched the phone from Frank’s ear before he could react. Careful not to make ear-to-phone contact, I said, “I’m ready with the most amazing menu that will leave your mouth watering and your anticipation stoked.”

      “Great, because I’m pulling up now.” The phone went dead before I could even think of a not-so-witty response.

      “I’m not feeling an apology at the moment, so I’ll go pack my desk.” I knew I finally had the upper hand. Sick of my job being held over my head on a daily basis, I lifted the box that had been drying by my desk all night and tossed my apron and pens and my nameplate the girls had given me as a gift last Christmas that read Chef Extraordinaire into it.

      “Wait. I am a gracious man. I’ll give you one last chance. You secure this client, and you can keep your job.”

      “I’ve decided I don’t want this job any longer.”

      “What?” he screeched.

      I batted my lashes and swayed my hips. “There will be some conditions if I’m to agree to continue working for you.”
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      Some people called it OCD, but I called it controlling my destiny. If I could keep things in place, clean and organized, then life was easier.

      The morning sun filtered through the glass windows. It was a sign. A sign that things were looking up in my world. After negotiating a no-entrance policy for Frank in my kitchen and a promise never to accuse me of using seductive tactics to win over clients again, I was feeling like I’d just won top chef on some reality show.

      Male voices carried down the hall and into my space. I flung open the door leading to the dining area. Seth, Frank, and Souffle congregated together at the other side of the long table. “I’m glad you’re here. I’m excited to share the new menu that I know will impress you.”

      Seth gave his one distinguished nod approval. “Based on your reputation and previous experience with dining here, I’m sure I will not be disappointed.”

      I backed away from a sniffing Souffle. Her silver fur would turn my black pants into mountain sheep. “How is my dog in shining coat this morning?”

      Seth cleared his throat. “You know, I had something to do with your rescue, too.”

      “What rescue?” Frank asked with a hint of I-knew-there-was-something-between-you tone.

      I scrambled for a reason not to be with a hairy dog that would leave its mark everywhere. “Sorry, girl. No dogs in the kitchen. It’s against health regulations.”

      Seth unceremoniously handed the leash to Frank. “She might need to go out.”

      Frank looked at Seth with wide eyes but then straightened his tie and took the leash. “Margie,” he called out.

      She came racing into the room. “Yes, sir.”

      “Please take Mr. Mason’s dog outside.”

      I offered Margie an apologetic smile.

      “You be a good girl.” Seth bent in half and rubbed her ears. This was not the distinguished Seth I knew.

      Margie took the leash. “I’ll take good care of her. Promise.” She patted Souffle on the head. “Sweet girl. I have a ball in storage. Let’s go play fetch while your daddy has a meeting.” She took Souffle and bounded down the hall.

      Daddy? Seth never wanted to be a father. That was one of the reasons I fell for him so hard. It was safe. How could I ever be with a man who wanted children? Not when I couldn’t give them to him.

      “I’ll make sure to escort Seth to your office when we finish here.” I didn’t wait for him to respond. Instead, I did what I had wanted to do for the last year: I shut the door on him.

      “I see you don’t need me to rescue you from that inept and rude manager.” Seth removed his jacket and hung it on the rack near my desk. He’d been working out. Not that he was out of shape last time I saw him… Why couldn’t he be fat or bald now? It’s how I envisioned him each time I’d imagined how he looked after a year away from me.

      “I’m neither rude nor inept, so please sit down.”

      His gaze took in the length of me before he relaxed and took a seat. His legs stretched out for miles. He was tall, fit, and perfect. Perfectly wrong for me. I had learned that lesson the hard way.

      I sat across from the table, but he scooted the chair closer with a squeal on the tile floor. My mouth went overcooked-turkey dry. “So, I came up with a theme for the Christmas dinner.” The excitement welled inside me the way it always did when I planned a big meal for an event. I opened the notebook to the first page of my presentation. “It’ll be an international creation of recipes from around the world steeped in traditions. For instance, one of the appetizers will be empanadas mendocinas from Argentina. As you can see, it is rich and elegant and perfect for your business clients who have discerning tastes. And for the main course, we’ll have duck confit from France, and for dessert—”

      “No.”

      I stopped mid-flip of the page. “Excuse me?”

      “No.” That’s all he said, no explanation. Just one word that ended my presentation.

      “I assure you that these items are sophisticated and will dazzle your clients.” I forced a calmness to my voice, despite the fact I wanted to slam my fist on the table and call him out for being difficult on purpose just to get a rise out of me.

      “I’m sure if my clients were adults.”

      My mouth fell open. So much for looking prim, proper, and professional. “Excuse me?”

      “This isn’t a corporate event. It’s for children. Lots of children. Orphaned children, and I’ve promised them that this will be a Christmas they will never forget.” He smiled like a kid waiting to sit on Santa’s lap.

      “I don’t understand.” Before I could stop myself, I found my hand on my low belly, where the hollow spot remained.

      “Didn’t Frank tell you this was an event for children?” He chuckled with an ease I hadn’t witnessed before. Like he’d been on vacation for two weeks instead of taking over hotels and rebranding them for the rich and frivolous crowds.

      I blinked at him as if to process a year of epic change in a second. The man sitting next to me didn’t look so stiff, and he didn’t talk about himself as if he were the CEO of the world. He’d mellowed and softened. Why?

      “I can see that he did not. One more evidentiary note of his gross incompetence.”

      There. That sounded more like the Seth Mason I knew and declared the right man for me before I realized he would never work out a long-distance relationship. Not when he needed a woman on his arm for corporate events and I wasn’t giving up my dream job to serve as a beck-and-call prop for his business advancement.

      “Why does he hate you so much anyway? And me, for that matter. I can tell that under his forced smile, he wants to take a swing at me.”

      “Don’t take it personally. He hates the rich. Apparently I’m guilty by association and a stain on a white dress.”

      “I don’t understand.” Seth drummed his fingers on the table.

      “Don’t worry about it. Just know it isn’t you personally. As for this dinner… You say it’s for children? How young?” My mind spun with images of toddlers running through the halls and hopping over furniture. Their sweet little faces a constant reminder that I’d never have my own child to watch open presents on Christmas morning.

      “This isn’t going to be a problem, is it?” He tilted his head and bore into me like a carpenter bee into a paper tree. Fast, careless, damaging.

      I snapped my face to a blank affect and offered a tight smile. “No, of course not.” With one more quick breath to recover from the memories I’d worked so hard to bury from my early adulthood: pregnancy, miscarriage, surgery, loss of ability to be a real woman for any man.

      Shut. Bolted. Pad-locked. Stored in the darkest, furthest memory compartment in my brain.

      “Great to hear it.” He stood, leaving me reeling with the idea of a Christmas dinner for children. Soon there would be laughter filling the halls of a lodge I loved because it was mostly for adults.

      “I’m sure you’ll create a sensational menu now that you know what I’m looking for. I apologize for the misunderstanding. If you don’t mind, I’m going to go speak to Frank now.”

      “Wait. No, let it go.” I tried to sound professional, but I heard the plea in my voice.

      Apparently he did too, since his eyes softened and he placed a reassuring hand on my shoulder. A hand that sent tingles across my shoulders and down my neck. “Don’t worry. Your job is safe. I wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize your dream.”

      He slid his chair under the table and offered his hand to help me stand, as if we were at a gala event instead of my kitchen. “I’m sorry I didn’t understand before about how hard you worked and how you deserve to be a renowned chef. I guess I just have one question for you.”

      His words were like a thick mist I had to find my way through. “What’s that?”

      “What are you still doing here? You were going to start your own catering business.” He stood close, as if there was a crowd pushing us together instead of in a large empty room.

      “This was my dream job.”

      He smiled with that hint of knowing that always drove me crazy, as if he’d read the punchline before I’d told the joke. “What?”

      With a quirk of his mouth up one side, he leaned in and whispered, “You said was. That this was your dream job. Maybe you’re open to new dreams now.”
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      The sun crested the highest peak, but it didn’t penetrate the cold on the mountain to warm me, so I raced into my cabin and heated a cup of coffee. Four hours I’d worked on a new proposal, but it still lacked something. My heart.

      I knew why, but I didn’t want to admit it to myself. Not now, not ever.

      My phone buzzed with the third voice mail from Ashley. She meant well, wanting to know how my meeting went with Seth, and I owed her a call back. What would I say though?

      With coffee in hand, I eyed the menu items. Traditional family favorites with no real creativity. Boring, lifeless, humdrum.

      Apparently retreating from the lodge to my living room didn’t add any inspiration like I’d hoped, so I went to search for a suitable business outfit to wear to Christmas Mountain tomorrow evening that would be comfortable and practical.

      I snagged my phone, popped in my earpiece, and returned Ashley’s phone call.

      “Oh my God. I’ve been on the edge of my raft waiting for you to call.”

      Ash always had to relate everything to her outdoor adventures. She was as passionate about the outdoor experiences as I was about cooking.

      “Hi, girl. Sorry. I would’ve called sooner but I was swamped.”

      Liar.

      “No worries. Just tell me how it went. Did you rekindle an old flame? Slap him across his face and declare war?”

      “Funny. None of the above. Not that I didn’t want to slug him or throw him out of my kitchen. Turns out, all this work was for nothing. I’m not organizing and cooking for a corporate event but for orphans.”

      “What?” she shrieked. “Why orphans? What does Seth have to do with any kind of charity, let alone one for children?”

      “Don’t know. We didn’t get that far. I don’t know this man. He isn’t the bad-boy business tycoon I knew a year ago. I think he has a good twin who decided to take over for him.”

      “You might be on to something, because this certainly doesn’t sound like the man I met. Although, he is playing games. I mean, he didn’t tell you this ahead of time. About the orphans, I mean. Does he not realize how much work you’ve put into the proposal? Why you didn’t sleep all night and yet are still working now? What nerve. You should’ve slugged him.”

      “It actually wasn’t his fault.” I sighed, realizing my anger was at myself more than Seth. “Seth told Frank, but he didn’t pass that information on to me. I have a feeling Frank attempted to sabotage me to get revenge for Seth excusing him from our meeting. Although, that doesn’t make sense because he wants this contract. I’m not sure what to think anymore.”

      A bark drew my attention to my front window.

      Ashely didn’t say anything, which was uncharacteristic.

      “What? You want to ask me something, don’t you?” I peered out and spotted Seth playing with Souffle. I thought it was Seth. It looked like Seth, but the man was in jeans and a bright-green hat. No way he would wear jeans. I’d never seen him in anything but a suit. His custom suits were like my designer heels.

      “Yes, but I don’t want to upset you.”

      I swallowed a gulp of coffee courage, allowing the warmth to coat my insides before I listened. “Go ahead. You know you can ask me anything.”

      Seth threw the ball for Souffle, who bounded at lightning speed and caught it in the air.

      Ash cleared her throat and took in an exaggerated breath but still didn’t say anything.

      “Shoot, girl.” Perhaps it was the warmth that soothed me, watching this ex-boyfriend turned stranger play like a fun-loving vacationer, but I wasn’t scared to face Ashley’s normal inquisition.

      “I know I swore never to talk about this, and I haven’t. None of the other girls know. But maybe it’s time that you opened up.”

      So much for the soothing warmth. Her words shot fiery regrets through me.

      “What I mean to ask is if you’re going to be okay with the children and family thing with Seth there?”

      “Of course,” I said way too quick. “Are you still good meeting with us tomorrow to discuss some adventure plans?” I took a quick breath to force the one word I never liked to say aloud. “I know the kids will love whatever you come up with.”

      “Riiight. Um, you never told him, did you? I mean, about your condition.” Her words were like skewers poking through my heart.

      “Hey, it’s been a while since we had some girl time. Maybe we can have coffee or something before the meeting.”

      “Change the subject much?” Ash tsked. “Yes, on for tomorrow. And now on to a friend-vention. You need to talk about it. I know it’s painful and raw and awful, but you are not going to feel better if you don’t start dealing with everything. You’ll remain hidden on that mountain forever.”

      My fingernails tapped vigorously against my ceramic cup—something my mother would be smacking and chastising me for, citing inappropriate manners for a lady.

      “How can I move forward without telling anyone the truth? I mean, I’ve been out on four blind dates set up by my helicopter mom, in which the first thing they mention is marriage and children.” I watched Seth sit on the ground, rubbing Souffle’s ears and nuzzling her. That wasn’t the man that I once dated because he was safe. A man who could never want children since he was all about work. “The last blind date with Allergic Danny made me realize there was no way I could ever trust one of them with the truth. Not when they are only one degree of separation from my mother. I already have to deal with my mother thinking a woman is worthless unless she produces heirs.”

      I paused, but no comment from the Ashley help line. “How do I start dating a guy I can’t tell that I’m damaged goods who can’t give him a child because, oh, I got knocked up by the guy I thought I would marry after high school, lost the baby, had to have emergency surgery, and I can’t have kids anymore.”

      “You can’t. Not anyone your mother sets you up with, but Seth Mason isn’t just anyone. And he’s fifty degrees of separation from your mother’s world. If I remember correctly, he believed the only reason to go to a club was for a business meeting.”

      “No, he’s the man I thought I could have a future with because he wouldn’t want kids. But now…now you should’ve seen his eyes light up at the word children. And right now, outside my window, he’s playing with his dog like she’s everything to him.”

      “Listen.” Ashley chose her soothing tone. “You don’t know what the man wants. You thought he wanted to leave you behind so that he could find another woman to be his show-mance for clients. Apparently, that wasn’t true, because he’s back.”

      “That doesn’t mean he’s back for me.” I sighed, realizing I’d gotten myself all twisted up over nothing. “Thanks, Ash. I realize now that I way overreacted to all of this. He didn’t return for me. He returned to have this event because he’d traveled here when he was a kid. That must be why he wanted to have the party here. I mean, it makes sense. It’s the only happy childhood memory he has. The one where his father picked him up and spent the weekend with him before taking him back to his foster family again. He’s from foster care, so it would be natural for him to want to give orphan children a good Christmas.” I rotated my shoulder, relieving the ache in my neck. “Seth Mason is just another client.”

      “You keep telling yourself that, but we both know that isn’t true.”

      I huffed. “What are you saying? You just agreed that I was right about why he returned here.”

      “Maybe, but that isn’t the only reason.”

      “Oh, please.” I set my mug down on the cloth coaster to open my laptop to resume work now that I’d had my Mason meltdown and I could move on. “What other reason could he have? He left, remember?”

      “That isn’t how I remember it. If I remember correctly, he mentioned going away together, and you told him to go away on his own.”

      “Yeah, but I didn’t mean for a year.” I laughed with a hysterical giggle chaser.

      Ashley let out a long breath that whistled through the phone. “Come on, girl. You might lie to yourself, but you can’t lie to me. You know he’s interested.”

      A piece of me didn’t want to hang up the phone and work. That one little part, okay, big part, wanted to know if it was true. Had Seth Mason returned for me? “What makes you think he’s still interested in me? And why now, after a year?”

      “I can’t answer that, but think about how he showed interest in you last time… Did he lean in when you were talking? Touch your hand or shoulder when it wasn’t necessary? Did he smile or look at you in that I’m interested way?”

      My head ached with the combative thoughts. Left brain said he almost cost me my job. Right brain said he touched my shoulder. And it only became more gray gravy from there. “I don’t know. What if I’m reading too much into it?”

      Ashley chuckled. “I tell you what. Next time you’re with him, watch how he moves. Does he stand close or walk so close that your knuckles brush? Does his gaze remain on you while you’re talking instead of veering away to something going on in the background? And the one foolproof way you know if he’s interested for sure…”

      “What?” I asked before I bit my bottom lip to keep my mouth from opening again.

      “If he kisses you, even on the cheek, you’ll know he’s here to get you back.”

      My brain hurt. “He didn’t and he won’t kiss me,” I said as if I believed my words.

      “Okay then, I only have one question for you.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Do you want him back?” Ashley’s question sent a static charge to my every nerve.

      “I don’t know.” I pulled up a folder on my computer with pictures from last year. One showed us next to the fireplace standing hand in hand, as if we would be together forever. That night I was happy, content, hopeful. But then…the next day was the death of our relationship.
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      “I see that you still choose manual labor over a good marriage.” Mother’s voice echoed from my childhood, young adult failings, and through my lodge kitchen.

      A chilly breeze shot through the area from a door open nearby, or perhaps it was from the realization that my mother had crash landed into my world. A place she’d sworn never to visit.

      My hand trembled so much that I had to abandon my slicing and dicing for lunch prep before I lost a finger. I steadied myself to prevent my voice from quivering. “Mother? What are you doing here?” I set the knife on the counter and wiped my hands on the dishtowel at my side.

      Her black-with-red-heel Manolo Blahnik heels click-tapped closer. I knew them from the sound of the distinctive red tip clinking against the tile floor. One hitting harder than the other due to her bad knee. Not that she’d ever admit to anything wrong with her. Shoes I knew. The only trait I inherited from my mother was a love for designer shoes. The rest of her was an enigma to me. “I thought it was time we had a sit down.”

      I tried to remain calm and turned with ballerina grace to face her while remembering to keep my chin up, shoulders back, slight smile to my lips. The way the first finishing school instructor had taught me so as not to give Mother reason to criticize or scold. Of course, she was fired when I was nine and sat improperly at one of my parents’ parties.

      Mother stood in perfect form, her purse one inch from her elbow, arms not crossed over her chest but poised with one wrist over the other and her feet turned straight forward.

      I adjusted my right foot to match her stance.

      Not one hair moved when she stepped away from me, her lips tightening at the edges, but the fact that she reacted at all had the same level of impact as if she had fainted or had run from the room screaming. “I can’t talk to you when you look like that.”

      Frosty nips stung all over my skin as if Christmas fairies in ice slippers danced the Nutcracker on me. I glanced down to check my list of etiquette. Proper stance, hands at my sides not in pockets, hips straight. Nope, couldn’t figure it out. “What?”

      “That apron. Remove it before you bring tea. I’ll wait for you by the fire that janitor man is building for me in the main room.” She removed her gloves, one finger at a time.

      “He’s not a janitor.” I spoke out of turn and received a painted-on ebony eyebrow lift, but she didn’t speak. She only tap-clicked out of my kitchen. Thank goodness, too, because in another few seconds of restricted breathing, I’d pass out. An event that would land me in a nurse’s care at my mother’s house behind a locked door that not even a knight could break through.

      Margie rushed from the office. “That perfectly primped prima donna is your mother, isn’t she? Yikes! She’s everything you made her out to be. I slipped back into hiding the minute I saw her reprimanding gaze. I mean, I felt like the Grinch on my knees begging Santa for a Christmas gift.”

      “She has that effect on people.” I removed my apron and placed it on the hook in my office. When I returned, Margie already had the water on to boil and the china tea set ready on a tray with a single red carnation in a glass vase. “Don’t try to impress her. You’ll never succeed. I’ve been trying to gain her acceptance all my life, and nothing.”

      I checked my eye makeup, my hair, my clothes, reapplied lipstick, and then retrieved the tea tray. “Thanks, Marg. I owe you one. Feel free to come get me for a cooking emergency if I don’t return in twenty minutes.” I slipped through the doorway into the main room, where I found Mother with perfect posture on the edge of the couch, ankles crossed.

      “Don’t you have staff to serve, my dear?” she asked in a sweet tone that disguised her disappointment to the untrained ear.

      “Yes, I have a personal maid, butler, and an elf, but I thought it would be nicer if we had some time alone.”

      “Sarcasm is not attractive.”

      I poured her tea two-thirds up the cup without a drop spilled and then passed her the cup perched on a saucer. “Here you go.”

      Her nose wrinkled and then relaxed. “Darjeeling at this hour?”

      I ignored her jab and poured my own.

      “No scones? I thought you were a chef.” She sipped with no sound, her pinky raised.

      “If you are here to judge me and tell me that I’m wasting my life, you can leave now. And don’t try to hold money over my head. As far as I know, you wrote me out of the will years ago.”

      “I’m shocked at your lack of appreciation that I came all this way for a visit, especially when I canceled all my appointments. You think that I don’t care about you, but I do, that’s why I’m here and so urgently. Really, Emmeline, you can be so ungrateful.” She placed her cup on the saucer and returned it to the tray. “You have always been so sensitive, so I thought I would come here in person to protect you.”

      “Protect me from what?” I abandoned my own hot tea.

      Mother examined a pin-sized dot on the napkin in her lap, removed it with the tip of her fingers as if it were dynamite, and dropped it onto the table in front of us. The woman who always had control of every word and emotion looked…unsure. Fear bubbled inside me. There was little on this earth that would shake my mother. “What is it?”

      “I just thought it would be better hearing it from me first. You know, instead of a stranger.”

      My mind spun with things one never wants to think about: cancer, heart disease, Mother going broke. “Are you dying?”

      She nudged the undesirable tea tray farther from her, as if risking contamination. “No. Not yet anyway. You’re stuck with me a few more years.”

      “Mother. That’s not what I meant. We have our differences, but we’re still family.”

      She relaxed into her normal blank façade. “Yes, well, I fear that there is an issue in regard to your life choices.”

      “I know you hate that I work here, but I’m a chef and that isn’t going to change.”

      “No, not your work. Although I don’t approve. This is your relationship history.”

      Dear Lord in heaven, did she find out? Did she know about the baby? I didn’t care about the money, but for some unknown reason, I still cared about my mother’s love and respect. I bit my lip, trying to buy time before I faced the horrible, ugly truth. A decade-long secret exposed. I felt raw and vulnerable.

      “You have been labeled a player. A woman who frolics from man to man. I fear that your reputation will tarnish our name.”

      I shot up. How could I sit still if she knew about my past? About my baby? “What are you talking about?”

      The room was stifling hot, so I walked away from the roaring fire, away from her judgmental gaze.

      “You didn’t even give Donald a chance. He’s a good man with a good family. What are people going to think?”

      My pace slowed, muscles disengaged, and I thought I’d collapse at the relief, but my temper revved. “That’s all you care about is the family name. Relax, I’m not dating around, Mother. I’m not like that.”

      “No, but you are a polarized magnet to losers.”

      “Dramatic much, Mother?”

      She smoothed her skirt, warning me she was devising a plan of attack. “Is it being dramatic to care that my daughter may have no future? Everything I do is out of love. Why are you against having a good-quality man in your life?”

      “You mean a man with a name and money,” I shot back.

      “Is it wrong to have both? Why do you choose men who aren’t worthy of you, darling? I mean, do you recall your choice after high school? The fire I had to put out when he was arrested?”

      “For an unpaid parking ticket, Mother.”

      “That was just the beginning. Think about it, dear. That boy was no man worthy of you.”

      She had a point on that one. Something I was too young and in love to see at the time. “I’ve grown, Mother. I am wiser, and you need to trust that I know what I’m doing in my life.”

      A door squealed upstairs, so I hoped Frank wasn’t eavesdropping, but I lowered my voice, knowing Mother would follow my lead since she cared about what people thought. “Listen, you need to give me space.”

      “I will if you explain one thing to me. What was wrong with Donald? I mean, he was a nice man, good job, handsome, charismatic, good name.”

      I fought for a reason that it didn’t work. No way I could explain that it wouldn’t work because I’d have to live a lie with him. I’d never be able to tell him my shameful secret. Not when he was part of Mother’s world. “He is allergic to dogs.”

      She blinked. “You don’t have a dog.”

      Woof.

      I turned to find Seth with Souffle at his side. “Sorry for interrupting.”

      Mother shot me a sideways another-man-not-worthy look. “What is he doing back here?”

      I cleared my throat, ignoring Mother’s glare. “He’s—”

      “I’m here to win your daughter’s heart.” Seth strutted into the room, matching Mother’s confidence with each muscle fiber movement. “You see, after I left to return to my life in California, I realized I’d given up on the one person who was perfect for me, all because I felt threatened by her independence and drive to succeed in her chosen carrier.”

      Mother’s face relaxed from judgmental to hopeful. “That’s why you left?”

      “Yes.” He let go of Souffle’s collar, and the dog raced around Mother and then returned to Seth’s side. Mother froze like a reindeer in a semi’s headlights. “You see, my company is international, so I thought I needed a woman on my arm who would support me and raise me up in my world.”

      “My dear Emmeline is perfectly suited for such a life. She’s been groomed in that world and is an excellent choice.”

      Seth’s lips tightened. “Yes, well, since then I discovered that I want more than that. I want a woman who challenges me, keeps me guessing, and who is strong, brave, and talented. That is Em.”

      Her eyebrow twitched at that name. In that moment, my two worlds collided, and I watched Mother reconcile the possibility of a rich, successful, important man to a person of my choice who would allow me to continue my frivolous path. I didn’t know if what he said was true or if he only wanted to stick it to my mother after the way she’d treated him last year with her dismissiveness, but it felt good. I stood taller, calmer, happier.

      “Does this mean you’ll be staying this time, or will you run off when things become difficult? With Emmeline, things can be challenging.”

      “That is what Em and I will be discussing.” He stepped into the center of the room, Souffle obediently at his side. “Em, we need to go over something for the event. If you’ll excuse us. I’m sure you have a tight schedule today.”

      Mother’s mouth fell open. As in chin to chest. I’d never seen anything like it, and I had to stifle a cheer. I was totally on team Seth at the moment. She recovered, retrieved her bag, and kissed each of my cheeks. “I will send a car to pick you up for a proper afternoon tea shortly.” She didn’t wait for my response. She only tap-clicked out of the room and out of my world.

      After the door closed, I collapsed.

      “Well, that clarifies things.” Seth sat next to me, rubbing Souffle’s ears as if praising her for making my mother uncomfortable. She remained on the opposite side of him, as if she was worried about getting cooties from me. Which worked well for the both of us.

      “What?”

      “You. You’re just like her.”

      I shot a foot away from him and smacked him in the arm as if we were old friends. “You take that back.”

      He reached around me and scooted me into his side. “Relax. I only mean that in your way of being in control. Other than that, you are opposites. Tell me, did I rescue you at the expense of being uninvited to all future family dinners?”

      “Next time, try harder so that I’m uninvited to all future family dinners.” I snagged the tea tray and headed for the kitchen. “Thanks for rescuing me, though.”

      “I meant every word. I’m here to win you back, Em.”
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      A dusting of snow flittered down from a clear evening sky. It was the first of the season. I stood outside for a moment to collect myself before facing a forty-five-minute car ride to Christmas Mountain alone with Seth. His words still echoed through my mind. Was it true? Did he really return to win me back? No, he’d taken the opportunity to put mother in her place. That was the Seth I knew.

      I closed my eyes and lifted my head so the light flakes tickled my cheeks and nose.

      “You still look like a child when the first snow arrives.” Seth cut through my moment of serenity, and I snapped back to the here and now with a jolt.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you. I love watching you enjoy life in a way that most people don’t make time for. Although, I must admit, this is the first hint I’ve seen of it since I arrived. When I met you, even the mention of cooking sent you to your apron. And you’d live for the next creation.”

      He joined me with Souffle at his side. I patted her head twice, but she growled low. Not in an aggressive way, more like a I-know-you-don’t-like-me way.

      I stepped back.

      Seth’s brows furrowed. “Souffle…”

      She lowered her head, and I felt bad. “It’s okay. I’m not great with animals.”

      He nudged closer. “I don’t think it’s the animal you don’t like.” He stayed my fingers plucking lint from my skirt. “Same ol’ Em.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” I huffed.

      He held up both hands. “Nothing. Your attention to detail is what makes you an amazing chef. I think it’s adorable the way you can’t stand anything out of place. Even if I was the one who was out of place in your world.”

      “No, the woman I saw you with the day you left probably had something to do with that.” I found myself defensive, but was it about his accusation of my OCD ways or because I didn’t want to allow him close to me?

      He pursed his lips together and nodded. “I’ll give you that, but you had told me you wouldn’t leave to go with me to Los Angeles.”

      “Beaches aren’t my thing.”

      Souffle sat and looked up at me. I had to admit her blue eyes were precious and her fur was at least short. I smiled at her, and she tilted her head as if to ask me why I was looking at her.

      Seth closed the space between us as if he didn’t want anyone to overhear what he had to say next. Was that a sign?

      “Is it me? You look unhappy and even uninterested in cooking. Last I saw you, I couldn’t get your apron off long enough to get your attention.”

      He had a point. It had been a while since creating food had brought me pleasure, but he didn’t need to know that. He didn’t need to know that I had decided to stay, yet my heart, my inspiration, had left with him. “I’m good. We should head out if we’re going to make it back at a decent time. Who’s going to watch Souffle?”

      She moaned at me. At least it wasn’t a growl.

      “I don’t leave Souffle anywhere. She goes with me.” He passed the pink leash to his other hand and offered his arm as if he were to escort me instead of walk with me to a car.

      I sauntered past him, my bag with the new menu plans held tight to my chest. Souffle whined. “We can go over my ideas on the way.”

      “Sure. Why not.” Seth led me to his black car that probably cost more than I made annually, and it was only a rental or one of his company vehicles. He opened the back door, and Souffle obediently jumped up and settled into the seat with head on her paws. I slid into the passenger seat in the front, hoping the seat would be a fur barrier. Inside it was spotless. How did a man never have lint on his clothes or his seats, especially a man with a dog? I swore he had a valet hiding in his pocket with a lint brush. One I wanted to borrow.

      I picked off the three pieces of hair I found on my jacket and put them on the floorboard before he rounded the car and hopped into the driver’s seat.

      “No driver today?” I asked, thankful we weren’t nestled together in the back seat with a dog between us.

      “I thought it would be better if we were alone. Especially after yesterday.”

      I swallowed, hard and fast. Alone was the one thing I never wanted to be again with Seth. I had to know now of his intentions. Why he’d truly returned. “Are you insinuating that what you said to my mother wasn’t just a way to get back at her for her snooty dismissal and that you are here to win me back? Do you expect me to believe that?”

      I attempted to remain focused on the job, not on him, but it was difficult when he was dressed in perfectly fitting clothes that didn’t hide his broad shoulders and thin waist, with his hair perfectly styled in a movie star way, and not with his perfect eyes, perfect teeth, perfect lips. And not after his words to my mother yesterday.

      Oh God… He’d caught me staring at his lips. I unzipped my bag and pulled out the notes I’d taken on the menu, but not before I saw that smirk. That I-know-what-you-were-thinking smirk.

      Great, I’d already fallen under the Seth Mason spell. The man didn’t just kiss well. He kissed like a professionally certified first-place winner of the world’s best kisser award. The kind that a woman would compare all other kisses to in her future.

      “If I say yes, then you’ll send me away. If I say no, then I shut this down. I take the fifth.”

      “We’re not in court. And this isn’t a game. It’s my job,” I said.

      He nodded. “Then let’s focus on the job for now."

      Yes, the job was what I needed to focus on right now. I wouldn’t give in to a little physical attraction. Not this time. Not when I knew better. This wouldn’t be a quick romance, where he won my heart in a matter of a couple of weeks and then ended in a day. “So, I was thinking about doing a traditional turkey that is flavorful and elegant. Then I’ll add in colorful sides like candied apples, corn, mashed potatoes, pumpkin bread. And then on the dessert table, they could do cookie decorating while the staff enjoys coffee and crème brûlée and chocolate lava cakes.”

      “They?” Seth revved the car and pulled out of the front space reserved for important clients such as himself.

      Souffle moaned, stretched, and then closed her eyes. I caught a glimpse of Frank peeking through his office window at us, which sent a chill through me.

      “Geesh. You hate kids that much?” Seth asked.

      “What?” I blinked.

      “Children? Do you hate them that much? Are you scared they will smear jelly on you?”

      “No.” I caught my hand at my belly again. Darn arm still didn’t get the message that there would never be anything there. Not now, not ever.

      “Then why isn’t your heart into this? I know you, Emma Winters. You are a passionate, creative, talented chef who would jump at the chance to create something new and exciting. This isn’t it.” He pointed at the menu in my lap.

      “Wow, okay.” I shoved my papers inside the bag and zipped it up. “I’m sorry I’m not the right chef for you. If you want to leave me here, I can let Ashley know that you’ll be there in about an hour.”

      “No matter how hard you work to run me out of town, I won’t let you do it this time.” He turned onto the main road that lead to Christmas Mountain.

      “Run you out of town?” I twisted my bag strap mercilessly. “You ran out so fast you made my souffle fall when you slammed the door behind you.”

      Souffle bolted upright and made a noise.

      Seth laughed.

      “It isn’t funny.” I forced a breath into my lungs that were tight and constricting.

      “When I left, it was because I knew you cared about being a chef more than you cared about being with me. It was difficult to face. I’d never had a woman reject me like that before. I thought that choice meant that you didn’t care, and that stung. Let’s say I didn’t handle it well.”

      A smidgen of sympathy tapped at my ten-foot wall. “You left, not me.”

      He pulled off the road, sending me sliding into the door. Souffle collapsed with a whine. The car rolled to a stop. “Only because you told me that you wouldn’t go with me. That you would never go with me. That you’d never leave Montana, and my job is everywhere but on this mountain.”

      “I thought you understood that I didn’t want to give up being a chef so that I could follow you around the world. I worked too hard to give up my dreams for yours.”

      He shook his head, but his eyes remained trained on the road ahead. A car passed, headed toward the city limits. “I don’t expect you to give up your dreams for me.”

      Clack, clack, clack. I realized the noise came from my hands twisting the bag strap, causing the zipper to hit the door. I fisted my hands to stop my nervous habit. “It wouldn’t have worked. You’d be gone all the time to LA, and I’d be here.”

      He gripped the steering wheel, as if to subdue his frustration. “You’re a chef. Do you know how many amazing restaurants are in LA, New York, Paris?”

      “That’s it. You want me to move to where your job is, but mine is here.”

      “You’re right. I did.” He slid the car into gear and pulled out from the shoulder. “Answer me one question. Why on earth do you want to remain here working for that man in a small resort in Blacktail? Explain it to me, because I don’t understand. Why are you hiding here?”

      “I’m not hiding. I’m working.” I set my bag on the floor and clasped my fingers together to keep from fidgeting.

      “I’ll let you use that as an excuse for now if you admit one thing to me.”

      A siren went off in warning for me not to go there. I glanced behind me at Souffle, but she’d fallen asleep, so no help there. I never listened to my internal warnings like I should. “What’s that?”

      “That if my job wasn’t in the big cities and you didn’t work here, that you’d want to be with me.”

      “Why would you think that? What we had is over. It won’t work.”

      “Pretend last year didn’t happen. I didn’t leave after you sent me away and we are meeting now. Would we have a possibility of a happily ever after?”

      I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t talk, but I could cry. Cry for the real reason I could never be with a man. Facing the front, I forced an indifferent tone to my voice. “It doesn’t matter because my job is here and yours is not. There is no reason to ‘what if’ us again. Nothing has changed.”

      He smiled, as if I’d told him that he was everything to me. The only sounds were the wheels on the road and Souffle’s snores.

      “Nothing. It’s just you didn’t say no. You only gave the same excuse.”

      I threw my hands up. “You’re not listening.”

      He shrugged. “I’ve been told I’m not a great listener.”

      I hit my head back on the headrest, closed my eyes, and counted to ten. “Is that why you chose the lodge to have this event? I mean, why isn’t it in one of the big cities? Wouldn’t that provide better publicity if you’re trying to change the optics?”

      “No, that is the reason I want it here. I don’t want the publicity. This is all for the children. It is not to enhance our company image.”

      “Really?”

      “Believe it or not, I do care about more than business. I do care about other people.”

      I relaxed a little with his explanation. Good. I didn’t need to think about us since he wasn’t here for me. That made everything easier.

      “Of course, there are other lodges on other mountains that are private, so maybe you’re on to something. Maybe I am here to win you back.” He winked.
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      Ashley and Brent sat with Seth and me at a cedar table at their store, Overlook Adventure—a store that had been transformed into a mountain lodge on the inside, with large tree poles, animal-print area rugs, and kayaks and oars hanging on the walls. The roaring fire made it cozy, so cozy Souffle rolled over and stretched, showing her belly. Yet Seth kept sliding closer to me as if we were snuggled close to keep warm.

      His movement wasn’t lost on Ash, who kept winking when no one was looking.

      “I think the sleigh ride will be the highlight for the children.” Seth pointed to the image of a horse-drawn red sleigh with children tucked into blankets and bells strewn along the sides.

      I wilted away from him, but instead of letting me go, he grabbed my hand and squeezed. All eyes were on us. “What do you think? Will kids enjoy the rock climbing, snow fight, sledding, and the sleigh ride?”

      “Children?” I shrugged. “I guess.”

      I looked to Ash to save me from this conversation, and she obliged. “Then you want everything we proposed here?” she asked with a glimmer in her eyes. Too bad I couldn’t please him as easily with my menu choices. What did the man want? Did he even know?

      Brent sat tall and gathered the price list with the photos and put them inside the fancy folder to pass off to Seth.

      “Yes, I think that all looks great.” Seth scooted the wood bench back but didn’t let go of my hand. Instead, he pulled me to stand. “I’ll have my assistant finish all the paperwork on Monday when she arrives.”

      “Perfect.” Brent offered his hand, which meant Seth had no choice but to release me, so I scurried to Ash for a hug good-bye.

      “I had forgotten how good-looking he is,” she whispered in my ear before nudging me toward the door.

      I hadn’t.

      “We’ve got to go pick up my parents, and then we’ll see you at the tree-lighting ceremony.” She snuggled into Brent’s side and waved.

      Seth held up my coat, and I slid my arms inside, but he didn’t stop there. He wrapped his scarf around my neck and tucked it under my chin. “I wouldn’t want my chef to get sick before the event.”

      Souffle obediently ran to Seth’s side and waited for him to attach the leash. She seemed a little more friendly, but I wasn’t going to chance it.

      “Wow. She is such a well-behaved dog. Is she a purebred?”

      “No.” Seth chuckled. “Did you hear that, girl? I told you how special you are.” He rubbed her ears. “She’s actually a mutt. The owner didn’t want her. Said she was damaged goods and they were going to turn her over to a shelter. I couldn’t let that happen. She’s been with me ever since.”

      “You rescued her?” Ashley asked in a louder tone than necessary. “You are obviously a good man.”

      A hint of scarlet pinked his ears, and I thought I’d fall over at the sight. Seth didn’t blush about anything. At least not the old Seth.

      After waves and byes, we made our way out into the quiet night. Seth and I walked up Main toward the town square for the tree lighting with Souffle trotting along between us. “Is your mother going to be at the tree lighting?”

      “My mother? Are you kidding? You don’t know her at all, do you? This would be beneath her.” I scanned the area just in case, though. Mother had never shown up to work before, either. “Why you want a round two with her?”

      “I think we should give it some time. I’ve got to prove myself to you before I can win her over.”

      I opted to ignore his comment and watched the residents gather in the square. The aroma of fresh-baked cookies and hot chocolate promised a down-home good event.

      “Did you know that when I met her last year and she discovered I was a business tycoon, she asked when I’d pop the question.”

      I choked and coughed. “She what?”

      “It’s true. She spouted off your resume of accomplishments—of course, none of them included cooking.”

      “No, she wouldn’t mention that. She still thinks that’s a servant’s job.” I waved at Morgan and longed to go chat with her, but it would only generate more questions about Seth. Questions I had no clue how to answer. She lifted her Styrofoam cup of hot cocoa at me before I lost her in the crowd. “What did you say to her?”

      “That I would’ve already asked, but you would’ve turned me down flat.”

      I stopped, not sure what to say.

      “I don’t think she liked my answer since I cited your cooking as a problem. And then when she told me to give you time, I might have made a comment about your family name. I don’t think she liked that last part, but she didn’t say anything. Instead, she walked away, mumbling something about you being corrupted by the cook and that you would be the death of her social standing someday.”

      A crowd of people shuffled around us before I realized I wasn’t moving still, so I stepped onto the brown grass in the square. “That sounds like good ol’ Mom.”

      Seth guided me toward the Christmas tree and found a free bench on the other side. “How is it that you became a chef with a mother who obviously never cooked a day in her life?”

      I sighed. “You have to understand, when my father died, Mother threw herself into charity work, parties, banquets, and anything else that would dull her pain. She attended a few board meetings, but my uncles had the tech company well in hand. My mother, who was born into a rich family, never believed women should damage a nail by working in an office, so I was never groomed to take over the family business. Honestly, I never wanted it, so that suited me just fine.”

      Souffle set her head on my lap, and I stiffened.

      “She won’t bite you. I promise.” Seth scooted closer and did the “arm over the back of the bench” thing men do. I leaned forward to avoid any contact, opting to pat Souffle’s head instead. To my surprise, it was okay. Actually, kind of nice. Her fur was softer than I’d imagined.

      “So why did you choose to be a chef?” Seth asked.

      “When Mother was out all the time, I hung out in the kitchen with the staff. They were always good to me. They became my family.”

      “I’m sure your mother loved that.” Seth offered a crooked grin. “I can only imagine her reaction if she caught you hanging out with the staff.”

      “It’s worse than that. I spent two days making an exquisite dinner for her and a companion she was bringing home. When I came out to serve it to them, she fainted. Literally fainted. Swooned and all. Then the doctor was called, and I was told I almost killed my mother from the shock of seeing her only daughter working in a kitchen.”

      The crowd grew and I spotted one of my choir BFFs, Faith Sterling. We waved madly at each other and she trotted over to us. We flew into each other’s arms. After only a few months, it felt like a reunion of a lifetime. How I missed this girl. I lived a half hour away, but we’d only visited two or three times in the last year since Faith had such a busy work schedule now that her boss, the owner of Silver Bells Luxury Tours, had passed away unexpectedly.

      “Hi! I’m so glad I found you. Ash told me that you were here.” She stepped back and I noticed how shockingly beautiful she was with her long dark hair and stylish outfit. But then Faith had always managed to look good, even when she didn’t seem to be trying.

      As if announcing our epic reunion in the square, the speakers crackled, and Christmas music hummed from the corners of the park filling the area with holiday cheer. Faith eyed Seth standing behind me and I could tell she wanted the 411 on the hunk at my side, but I wasn’t sharing. Not when there was nothing to share.

      Souffle had other ideas, though. She bolted to Faith’s side. “You have a dog?” she asked, with a hint of understandable doubt in her voice. “She’s so sweet?”

      Apparently, it was true that dogs could sense who liked them, because Souffle was nuzzling against her designer pant leg and even flopped over for a full belly rub.

      Seth took her by the leash, “Okay, girl. That’s enough.” At his words, Souffle stood at attention and he offered his free hand to Faith. “Hi, this is Souffle, and I’m Seth.”

      Faith’s eyes widened and she looked to me with a smile before she shook his hand “Nice to meet you, Seth.”

      “Souffle shake,” Seth said.

      She lifted her paw and the way Faith squealed I knew she had totally fallen under the cute dog spell.

      “He’s here on business,” I said.

      “Yes, well. It’s nice to meet you.” As if Faith understood the friendship cue not to read any further into the Seth-Emma book, she spun back to me. “How have you been? Are things going well at the lodge? We miss you so much here in Christmas Mountain. Oh, before I forget, I hear they’re looking for a chef at The Chop House.”

      My heart filled with the love of friendship. I had no intention of moving back now, but I didn’t want to shut the idea down completely. “Things are going well. I should have some free time after Christmas, so maybe I’ll check into the position then. Thanks for the tip.”

      I gripped Faith’s hands tightly. “Listen, I’ll try to visit more. When are you free next?”

      “I’m glad you asked. I need help making homemade ornaments to sell as a fundraiser for the community center.”

      My heart ached for the loss of Ms. King, our choir teacher. “I’m not sure I’ll have time. There’s this big event, and—”

      Seth stepped into our friendship space. “She’ll have time to help. I hear the guy she’s planning an event for is an understanding and generous man.”

      Faith tilted her head and popped her hip out. “Really? And his name wouldn’t happen to be Seth, would it?”

      “Okay, that’s enough.” I spun Faith around and sent her on her way. “Send me a text with date and time for working on the ornaments. I’m in.” It took two shoves and a glower to get her on her way. I knew she meant well, all my forever friends from childhood did. That’s part of what kept me close to Christmas Mountain so I could see them more often. That hadn’t worked out too well lately, though. I’d make more of an effort in the future.

      “She was nice. Why haven’t you ever introduced me to more of your friends? I mean, the only ones I’ve ever met were Ashley for business and running into her in passing. Maybe I should attend This Christmas Extravaganza.”

      “Nope, no way. Not going to happen.” I plopped down on the bench and pointed to the tree. “Look, they’re about to turn on the lights.”

      “Nice try. There’s still thirty minutes.” Seth took a sip of his hot cocoa and made a face. “Ugh. Instant. You might accuse me of being a snob, but I’m not. Until it comes to hot chocolate.”

      “You sure that is all you’re a snob about?” I elbowed him.

      He pulled me into his side, pressing a finger to my rib. “I might be a little particular, but if I remember correctly, you’re ticklish.”

      “Stop.” I pushed him away, but Seth scooted me into his side. People mingled around us. I even spotted Carol and Joy near the tree, chatting with Ash and Brent.

      “I guess I should’ve made Ms. King’s famous hot chocolate, but when she entrusted me with her top-secret recipe, I swore I’d never share it. I’ll only make it for the girls in the future.”

      “I was sorry to hear about Ms. King. Did you get the flowers?”

      “Yes, but I assumed your assistant sent them. If I remember correctly, you don’t have time for silly gestures.”

      Seth’s attention settled on me. I’d forgotten how he always made me feel like I was the only girl in the world. The way he looked at me, opened doors, held my hand…kissed me. My toes curled in my boots at the memory of our first kiss. The one by the fireplace in the lodge next to the Christmas tree that sparkled and the smell of cinnamon and gingerbread. With that one kiss, all my troubles had disappeared, and I had believed in a Christmas miracle. But now I knew better.

      “Look, they are putting out the wrapped faux presents and the wooden nutcrackers.” I pointed, but his attention didn’t waiver until I pressed my palm to his cheek and nudged him to look. “And the wishing star.”

      “The wishing star?” Seth watched as they unloaded all the Christmas decoration boxes from the trailer.

      “It’s silly, but that’s what I call it. I used to sneak to the town square at Christmas and make a wish for what I wanted.” The memories flooded in on me. “As a child, when the first wish came true, I became a believer.”

      “So, you come to wish on the star every year?”

      “No. Not since high school. That was the last year.” I spoke the words, feeling hollow inside. Unable to even think about that wish.

      My hair blew in the wind, and I pushed it behind my ears, but Seth found one wayward strand. Perhaps he was the only man on earth who was almost as fastidious about things as I was. “Why was that your last year?”

      I shrugged. “I grew up, I guess.”

      “Sounds like you forgot how to believe in Christmas miracles.”

      “No, it was never about miracles, only practical wishes.” Miracles weren’t for women with poor judgement and mistakes they carried with them forever. It was my fault I couldn’t have children. I’d chosen the wrong guy. I’d chosen to hide the pregnancy. I’d chosen to keep the pains to myself.

      I blinked away the tears forming in my eyes. No. No. No. There was no time for pity. I’d accepted a long time ago that I could never have children, but I couldn’t accept never giving a man I loved children. Not that I loved Seth. He’d been gone too long. The feelings were different now. They weren’t the pixie dust kind. There were scratches and cracks and gouges out of our relationship now. Yes, he was attractive. Yes, he was attentive and strong.

      “What is it?” Seth whispered in my ear.

      I stiffened and forced the emotions away. “Nothing. It’s the cold air causing my eyes to water.”

      He’d leave tomorrow to return to New York on business while his assistant ironed out the details here. Then I could resume a normal life, free of pain and suffering.

      He pulled me tight against him and pressed a kiss to my head. My breath caught somewhere between doubt and want. A dusting of comfort coated my anguish, and I wanted more. I wanted that faith in him, the hope of a future, love that could never be between us.

      He took me by the shoulders and forced me to face him, knee-to-knee, nose-to-nose. “You don’t have to tell me anything. But I’m here. Here for whatever you need.” He cuddled me into him, rubbing small circles on my back.

      “It… It’s just that this is the first Christmas without Ms. King,” I whispered, and he hugged me tighter, as if without words he promised never to leave me again.

      We remained in each other’s arms and barely noticed the lights cut on, illuminating the tall tree in the town square, or the applause and squeals that followed.

      Snowflakes drifted from the sky but melted at first contact with trees or ground. “If there is anything I can do to make it better, I will.” He held me like he held me on Christmas Eve last year. In a way that made me feel like he’d be by my side forever.

      No. Not this time. I couldn’t believe it. “Let me go.” I pressed my hands to his chest. “I’m not yours to comfort.” I forced the lump from my throat and broke the connection between us, despite my desire to remain in his arms forever. Forever only meant a few days, and I didn’t want that. Not now, not ever.

      “I’m sorry if I hurt you when I left. I thought it was what you wanted.”

      I shoved from the bench and the possibility of rekindling something with a man I couldn’t trust. “You didn’t. I’m fine.” Without another word, I bolted to the car, but I couldn’t help pausing at the edge of the square and glancing back at the wishing star.

      Before I could stop myself, I wished for a miracle. A miracle that Seth Mason would stay past Christmas Eve and that he wouldn’t care about having children.
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      The next morning, I tiptoed into work after having another fitful night’s sleep. I set to work experimenting with unique hot chocolate recipes as a welcome drink for the kid’s arrival. After fourteen versions, I almost caved and used Ms. King’s, but I’d never betray her that way. Then I had a breakthrough, but I wanted a second opinion. Perhaps when Seth’s assistant arrived, I could ask her.

      At least I’d have a few days while Seth raced back to LA for some important meetings before he’d return. I sat down at my desk to send him the updates for the menu I’d created. After watching a few kid’s movies with a tub of ice cream on my lap and a box of tissues, I’d come up with some ideas. Not that they were sad movies. It was the fact that for hours I watched the tiny angelic faces that haunted my life. Did Seth have a point? I’d remained at the classy lodge for years, never having to face any kids since this was an escape for most adults. I mean, I saw them in the streets when I went to town, but that was it really.

      I opened my email to see the advertisement I’d saved and dreamed about over the last six months. The flyer revealed pristine white-sand beaches, turquoise water in an adult-only Caribbean island getaway. That’s what I needed. A beach vacation. I’d get a week off after Christmas, so why stay here and mope? An all-inclusive, all-adult vacation would be perfect.

      Wait. All-adult? Perhaps I was hiding on this mountain. A place where I’d never have to spend time with children, or my mother, or date, or face anything.

      No. That wasn’t it. I clicked the button for the vacation and booked it. There, I would make it through all of this now that I had something to look forward to. Who didn’t enjoy drinks, sunshine, and the ocean? Of course, the sand was not really my thing. It was so…gritty. I’d deal with it, though.

      I opened my email, ready to send the updated menu to Seth, but I noticed he’d already sent me a message. It only said one line. “Take the menu to the living room at nine a.m. for review.”

      The clock on my computer changed to 9:01. Before I could even think about it, I snatched my ideas and a tray with two cups of my new hot chocolate to share with his assistant and undoubtedly Frank. I shuffled through the slick kitchen floor on my slippery heels into the main room.

      Brown liquid sloshed over the rim, making a muddy river look on the bottom of the tray. Good thing Chef Ramsey wasn’t my client.

      I backed out the door and could feel and hear the fireplace already lit and alive. “I’m so sorry for the delay, but I have something delicious to make up for my tardiness.”

      “Here, let me help.” Seth’s voice boomed in the two-story room, stopping me in my tracks.

      “What? I thought—”

      “When I got back to my room last night, I realized the meetings weren’t as important as you, so I sent my assistant to cover those and I stayed here.”

      My mouth fell open. What was he saying? That he stayed to be with me?

      “What are you two chatting about?” Frank asked from the couch near the fireplace.

      Seth snagged the two cups from the tray, leaving me with mouth open and papers still under my arm. “I was just telling Ms. Winters how amazing these smell.”

      “Hot chocolate? That’s the amazing surprise? I thought you were a chef,” Frank grunted but took his mug anyway. “I’m sorry, Mr. Mason. I’ll make sure she develops a more sophisticated menu for you and your guests.”

      “Why do you think I need that? Did you read the proposal I sent to you before my arrival?” Seth asked in a way I recognized as the you’re-busted tone.

      “Read? Proposal? Yes, yes, of course. You mentioned something about families, but the main purpose was a corporate retreat.”

      “No. Mason Hotels corporation is sponsoring the retreat, but the retreat is for orphans. Something I clearly stated on page four of the proposal.” Seth set his mug down and towered over Frank. “Am I to understand that you made it through the introduction and the finance page but didn’t finish the details? As a general manager, I would’ve assumed that you read through the entire document. Have I been wasting my time here?”

      That was the bossy businessman I knew. The sad thing was the one thing I disliked about Seth was also the one thing I admired. A man who could command a room and never allow someone to give him attitude. He’d never let anyone change his mind or make him feel bad for his decisions.

      “I assure you that I understand this is for children, but any chef could make hot chocolate. As I mentioned earlier, I know a chef who—”

      “Let me be plain, Frank. If there is no Emma Winters, the chef I personally chose and only decided to book this failing resort because of her talents, then there is no resort-saving party. Understood?”

      Frank turned eggplant purple but didn’t lash out the way he normally would. Apparently his business sense could overcome his temper. “Understood.”

      “Great. Now, I’d like to meet with Ms. Winters on my own to discuss some of the menu. I’d prefer you go read over the document my assistant sent. I’ll come by your office to discuss room accommodations, transportation, ski rentals, and other general manager duties when I’m finished here.”

      Frank shot me a you-get-a-reprieve-for-now look and then bolted from the room, leaving me with the reality that my time at Pine Tree Lodge was coming to an end if I didn’t figure out a way to work better with Frank.

      “I wish you’d be more kind to the man. I know you’re some business giant, but he’s still a person.” Nervous energy wouldn’t let me sit, so I stoked the fire until it roared.

      “Is that how you see me? A tyrant who doesn’t care about anyone, who only focuses on business?”

      I returned the poker to the hanger but kept my gaze on the orange flames. “Don’t get me wrong. I admire you for being so successful. Good for you. But this isn’t one of your chain hotels. This is a mom-and-pop-owned lodge. You try to turn it into a chain, and it’ll lose its character.”

      “But at least it won’t have to shut down. Look, this place is empty. Not one person is staying here.”

      I shrugged. “That’s normal. The snow won’t hit until around the week before Christmas. At that time, I’m sure we’re booked solid. As a matter of fact, tomorrow morning at sunrise, I need to go find a tree and have it cut down and brought in so we can decorate it. I’ll have to get the place ready in the next week so that when people arrive, it’ll be ready. Then I need to order all the food for Christmas Eve dinner and make sure the rooms are refreshed and cleaned. Not to mention all the little touches.”

      “That sounds like the general manager’s job, not the chef. I know you love to cook, so why are you doing everything else, too?” He lowered onto the couch and patted the seat next to him. “All I’m saying is why is the general manager being paid to run this place if you’re doing it all? The owners should pay you double, or you should be allowed to spend your time in the kitchen, where you’re happiest.”

      “I’m happy.” I said the words but didn’t feel the flutter of excitement when I said it. It had been a while, a year, since I’d felt passionate about anything. “And Margie does more of the administrative stuff than I do.”

      “You know, this would be easier if you sat down so that we can make some notes about the menu.”

      I snagged my bag and retrieved my notes. “Here. You can email them to me, and I’ll make the changes.”

      “Are you baiting me to prove that I’m a tyrant?” He tilted his head and patted the seat next to him. “Avoiding your client isn’t a way to make a good impression. Now, let’s work out this menu so that we can move on to some other topics.”

      The way his voice dipped made my legs weak, so I lowered to the couch a respectable distance from him. Of course, he wasn’t having it and scooted closer until our knees were touching. “Other topics?”

      “Don’t worry. We’ll get to that in a minute.” He opened the folder. “Now, I love the hot chocolate. I mean, wow. That will appeal to staff and the children. I think it’s the best hot chocolate I’ve ever had.”

      Pride filled me that the hot chocolate snob liked my concoction, even if it wasn’t the best recipe. That title undoubtedly belonged to Ms. King’s hot cocoa.

      “I know I want the recipe, and I don’t cook.” He winked.

      A distracting, I-could-forget-everything-and-fall-into-your-arms kind of wink. That’s when I noticed the perfect romantic scene. How many times had I made sure the room was set for romance for my clients? The candles on the mantel twinkled, the fire sparkled, the faint music played in the background.

      “Emma?”

      “What?” I snapped back to the moment and realized I’d been lost in my own thoughts. Thoughts I shouldn’t be having, so I snagged the paper and thought fast.

      “There’s a lot you don’t know about me.” He raked his knuckle down my cheek, and my body shivered. “Emma, I want to tell you something.”

      I sat silently, not sure if I should run from the room or listen to what he had to say. Nothing mattered. He was a businessman who would be gone in a couple of days, and I was a barren woman who would never have a family. No matter what he said, it couldn’t fix these things.

      “This isn’t easy, but in the last year I’ve changed. You need to understand where I came from. I mean, I had nothing. Nothing at all. Poor didn’t begin to describe my circumstances. I was less than poor, because you have to have some money to be poor.” He took in a stuttered breath, and I saw it, the vulnerability. Something I never thought I’d witness from Seth.

      I couldn’t help but want to know what touched him in such a way. “You can tell me anything.”

      He covered my hand and let out a surrendering breath. “I know, or I wouldn’t be telling you any of this. Even though I only shared snippets of my past with you before, I want to tell you everything now. You will be the first woman I’ve ever trusted with my past.”

      “The only one? But you’ve dated—”

      “Plenty, yes. I know. None of them were real, though. They were placeholders until I knew what I truly wanted. That’s what you did for me. Last year, I realized the place you were holding wasn’t temporary. You made me realize that I wanted more than just my business and I didn’t handle that well.”

      “That’s why you left? Because I scared you?”

      He nodded. “Yes. I knew you had drawn the line that you wouldn’t go with me and leave behind this job. You’re the first and only woman who’s ever told me no. Although I still can’t understand why you want to remain here when you could be a chef in a big, glamorous city.”

      I opened my mouth, but he pressed one finger to my lips. The contact was warm and inviting, and I longed to experience the kisses that made my toes curl and my insides gooey like we had last year, but I wouldn’t. That was in the past, where it needed to stay.

      “I’m not fighting with you about staying here and being a chef. If that is truly what you want, then I’ll support you on that, but I want another chance. I’m not asking you to open your arms and accept me at my word, but I’m going to stay here until after Christmas this year. I won’t leave this time. No matter what.”

      I shook my head in fear my words would betray me.

      “I know what you’re thinking. What’s the point? I have to return to the city, and you’re a small-town girl who wants to live on a mountain, but after…after something happened a few months ago, I realized that those are only physical obstacles that can be moved. And, Emma, I’d move Christmas Mountain to be with you.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 11

          

        

      

    

    
      White frost covered my cabin window. Part of me longed to escape to the white sand beaches far from here. Another part of me lived for the cold. I touched the frosted glass, recalling the night that Seth and I chipped away at the ice that had covered his car windshield while we were out hiking. To our surprise, there was no scraper in the rental car, so we resorted to his platinum credit card that broke halfway through. We’d laughed while we each used half the credit card to finish the job enough to see to drive. Although we fogged up the windows before we had a chance to start the car.

      Memories. That’s all they were. He was handsome, and he swept me off my feet, but it was a vacation romance. That was all. Why I’d ever thought otherwise never made since to me.

      I abandoned the crystalized winter wonderland and slid on my coat to go find a tree for the lodge. It was one of my favorite chores. I’d volunteered the first year, and I’d done it since.

      My phone buzzed, and I realized I hadn’t turned the ringer on since I woke up. A tingle of excitement danced over my skin, but when I saw the number, I knew it wasn’t Seth. I hated myself for wanting it to be him. But I couldn’t help it. There was something about that man that made me feel more alive yet content.

      I hit my voice mail button and listened.

      “Ms. Winters, I apologize for the inconvenience, but I can’t meet with you this morning to pick out a tree. My father fell and broke his hip. I’ll be closed for the next few days. I understand if you need to make other arrangements, but if you would still like me to help, please let me know.”

      My mood plummeted. How would I manage to get everything done if I didn’t get the tree today? I’d have to travel outside of town and try to find a tree lot at the base of Blacktail, or I’d have to drive to Christmas Mountain. I didn’t even want to think about how to get a ten-foot tree back to the lodge, though. Not since it was Hector’s day off.

      I wondered over to the lodge into the main room to find Seth with an axe in his hand, wearing snow pants, hat, scarf, and boots with a lumberjack-style coat on. Souffle sat obediently at his feet with a green Christmas sweater on. “I’m ready.”

      I blinked, trying to see past the obvious hallucination. I’d never seen anything more comical. There was no way Seth would ever wear anything that wasn’t Armani or some other uppity perfectly tailored suit. Then again, I’d never guess he’d have a dog, either. “For what? An axe throwing competition?” I couldn’t help but giggle.

      He looked down as if realizing what he wore. “What? Too much? I thought we were going to chop down a tree.”

      Souffle’s ears wiggled and her nose lifted in the air as if agreeing with Seth.

      “Not exactly. I was going to drive up to the tree farm and tell the man which one I want. He cuts down the tree and delivers it here.”

      “Oh.” He pressed his lips together and then blinked at me. I’d never thought to use the term adorable to describe Seth. Hot, sexy, strong, yes. Adorable? Not until now. “What’s the fun in that? Come on. Maybe it’s time for both of us to throw caution to the blistery mountain wind.”

      “Blistery to the point of blowing us off the mountain since there is a storm coming.” There were a thousand reasons not to go with Seth to find a tree, but the fact that without his offer I might not have a tree made me consider the option. “That sounds like it’ll take some time, and I need to start decorating the main room and dining room. Not to mention ordering supplies for our guests arriving in a couple of weeks.”

      “I’ll help,” he announced, as if he had nothing better to do than hang garland. “Besides, you and I both know you need a little Christmas inspiration to finish that menu.”

      “Seriously?” The idea of seeing Seth hiking up the side of a mountain and cutting down a tree was something I’d pay money to see. And he had a point. My creativity was misfiring since I found out about this event. What could it hurt to breathe some fresh, pine mountain air?

      “Yeah, why not. It can’t be that difficult.” He stood tall and proud.

      Souffle bolted to all fours.

      If he only knew. “What about Frank? He’ll expect his lunch, and I’m sure I won’t make it back in time.”

      “He’s been taken care of for lunch today. I’ve got him on an errand for me.” The way his tone deepened and his jaw tightened told me he didn’t like the man at all.

      “Okay, if you promise to help hang garland and ornaments and candy canes this afternoon, then I’ll go with you to find the perfect tree.”

      He lit up like the brightest star on the clearest winter night. “Souffle will even help. She’s great at catching things, right, girl?”

      Woof!

      “Let’s go, then.” He slung the axe over his shoulder and hit the mantel, sending a chip of wood flying. Souffle scooted closer to me. She wasn’t a bad dog. Big and furry but sweet.

      “Be careful with that thing! Have you even ever held an axe before?”

      He examined the mantel. “I’ll fix this later. As for the axe, I’m strong and capable, I assure you.”

      I retrieved my hat, gloves, and surrendered my heels for snow boots from the coat closet. I’d have to call Hector tomorrow to repair the mantel. Something told me Seth wasn’t a woodworker, even as a hobby. “Let’s go, then.”

      “There’s only one condition for me to help this afternoon.” He opened the back door. Souffle bolted outside and nosedived into the snow.

      “I should’ve known. You always have an angle.” I popped a hip out and put my hand there with all the attitude I could swing. “What is it?”

      “Hot chocolate. The one you made last night.” He offered a Cheshire smile.

      “Deal.” I snuggled my scarf around my neck and headed out into the cold morning air.

      It only took a hundred steps before Seth was heaving. “I don’t understand… I run daily, hit the weights, even have a personal trainer. This is so humbling.”

      Souffle bounded around him as if encouraging him to continue.

      “It’s the altitude. You’re not used to it.” I knew I needed a tree, but at this rate we wouldn’t even make it to the woods before he collapsed. “We can turn back.”

      “No. Not happening. Just give me a second.” He rested his elbow on my shoulder. “Better yet, you could carry me.”

      That boyish charm caught me off guard, especially up close and personal. I brushed his arm off my shoulder and stepped a foot away from him, trying to collect my wits. This was a mission, not a date.

      “Why do you pull away every time I get close to you? There was a time that you pursued me.” He waggled his eyebrows. “Is it because you don’t trust yourself to keep that massive attitude between us?”

      “What? I don’t have an attitude,” I protested.

      “Really? Then why are your arms crossed over your chest and why are you angled away from me?”

      Souffle rubbed against my leg as if we were friends now. “I-I’m giving you space to breathe.”

      He took a manly sized step, closing the distance between us. “What if I don’t want to breathe?”

      “Don’t be silly. Everyone has to breathe.” I swatted at him, but he snagged my fingers and laced his leather-covered fingers between my knit gloves.

      “I confess, I didn’t bring you up here just to get a tree.”

      Warning bells chimed. “Then why did you bring me up here?”

      “Because each time I try to talk to you, you shut me out. Last night I tried to tell you why I’ve changed, but I could tell you weren’t ready to hear more. Worse, you won’t share with me what you’re thinking or feeling. Did I hurt you that bad when I left?” He moved in, consuming my space.

      My lungs tightened, as if I’d run up the hill. Snowflakes dusted my lashes and lips. He leaned his head down so that his forehead touched mine. “Tell me. Why are you keeping me at a distance? I can see that you still care about me.”

      “You live in LA. I’m here,” I said with a hint of irritation. “How many times do I have to remind you that we didn’t work last time because of that, and we can’t work this time because that hasn’t changed.”

      “No, there’s something else. That’s an excuse, not a reason. Last time we weren’t ready to make geographic and time sacrifices to make this work, but now I am.”

      “No, you’re not.” I stood my ground. There was no reason to share anything further. That alone kept us apart, and I wouldn’t need to open a gaping wound to make him see that we would never work. Not when this new version of him was about dogs and kids.

      “What I didn’t tell you last night was that I watched my partner lose his health due to an illness. He was rich but alone. It put things into perspective for me. He only lived a few months after his diagnosis. He warned me not to waste any more time on proving that I’m not the poor foster kid who had no future. To let go of what made me feel worthy and go after what makes me happy. And you are what makes me happy.”

      A blizzard of thoughts and fears swirled inside me. His eyes were soft, and the way he looked at me was vulnerable, heartfelt. No. I couldn’t. This wasn’t real. “I’m sorry about your business partner. That’s tragic, but it doesn’t change anything. You might want to find happiness, and you might have even convinced yourself that I’m the one you found it with briefly last year, but I’m not. This won’t work. I won’t date a man who is in LA. My life is here.”

      He tipped my chin up to face him. “Then I’ll move to Blacktail to be with you.”
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      It took twenty minutes to reach the tree, but it wasn’t enough time to process Seth’s confession. He allowed me space to think and didn’t say another word until we reached the woods, but I could feel the tension between us.

      Snow drifted in thicker flakes, and the clouds rolled into the mountain like a dark tent billowing above us. Souffle ran and chased snow, jumping in the air to bite it piece by piece before it hit the ground.

      He pointed at a tree, but I crinkled my nose. I pointed to another, and he shook his head. At the third tree, I stopped. With a deep breath, I let out every question I had. “How will that work? You can’t have business meetings here. Your headquarters are in LA. There isn’t a nightlife here. No models to have your picture taken with. No opportunities to grow your business further. You’ll be lost and bored and hate me.”

      Chilly air shot into my lungs. My pulse hammered against my throat. Smells of tree sap, mountain air, and Seth surrounded me.

      He dropped the axe and held both my shoulders, forcing me to face him. “It will work because I don’t need to prove myself any longer. Most of my meetings are in various locations, not LA. My assistant will handle day-to-day functions at the office, and I’ll do most meetings remotely. There’s a thing called a computer now. I’m not looking for more opportunities. I’ve grown enough. As my partner said, know when you have reached max potential and then move on. I have enough, and I want to move on. And I could never hate you.” He waited, but I couldn’t look at him. A car drove by on the mountain road below. A wayward bird flew from tree to tree. His shoes were tied with brown, round laces.

      “It won’t work. You can’t run a business and live here.”

      “Then I’ll sell the company.”

      I met his gaze. His honest, I-vow-like-a-Boy-Scout kind of gaze. “I don’t know what to say.”

      He released me and lifted his chin high. “Don’t say anything. I did what I came here to do. I’ve told you how I truly feel. I understand that this is a surprise and you need time. I had a year to realize my feelings and that I want you more than anything. Now I need to give you time to figure out how you feel. Let’s just spend time together and enjoy each other through Christmas. After that, you can decide if you want me to stay or go. I won’t hate you for sending me away if I’m not who you want.”

      Not who I want? He was everything I wanted but could never have. If he really wanted more, a family…then I was all wrong for him.

      Souffle trotted over and nuzzled my hand, and I welcomed her comfort. She was special.

      “Stop looking like Rudolf caught in headlights. We’ve got a tree to cut down.” He turned in all directions, holding his goofy fur-cuffed hat on his head. “That one. There.” He pointed, and I followed him to a fourteen-foot tree.

      “We can’t get that back to the lodge on our own. It’s too big. And it won’t fit.”

      “Are you telling me that it’s too much for us to handle?”

      I scanned the tree from base to tip. “Um, yeah. It’s going to be too tall, and I don’t even think it’ll fit in the space.”

      “Then we’ll figure it out. We’ll trim the top and bottom, and it’ll fit. Sometimes things just take a little work, a little change, and a lot of faith.”

      “Why do I get the feeling we’re not talking about the tree anymore?”

      He lifted the axe over his shoulder and shooed me to the side. “Give me a chance to show you that I’m capable of making this work.”

      The whistle of the axe through the air followed by the chop to the trunk cut me to the core. There was no way this was going to work. This entire situation, the tree…us… It was doomed to fail.
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      Snow began to stick, leaving the rocky terrain slick. I slipped and slid despite my snow boots. “You don’t have to prove to me that you can get this tree cut down and back to the lodge.”

      “Almost got it.”

      Woof! Woof!

      Clack. Crack. Creak.

      “Timber!”

      Souffle darted behind me like a scardey dog—or maybe smart.

      The tree splintered and fell to one side, colliding with another tree, and then it slid down to lie flat on the ground.

      “See.” Seth looked like he’d just closed the biggest deal of his life. How could this be the same man who, only a year ago, I had to drag to the lookout in Christmas Mountain because he didn’t want to climb the rock? “Yes, I can see that.” I clapped, wanting to give him his moment of triumph.

      Woof! Woof! Woof!

      He tossed the axe to the side and then grabbed the trunk and yanked, but it didn’t budge. “Geesh, that’s heavier than I thought.”

      I stood there watching and realized he wasn’t giving up, so I went to the opposite side of the tree. “You do realize this tree probably weighs around 140 pounds, right?”

      “Heck, I can lift that at the gym no problem. Must be the altitude.”

      “Or the fact that you just spent almost forty-five minutes chopping it down. Your arms must be on fire.”

      He grabbed ahold of some bottom branches and yanked it two feet or so before taking a breath. “I see your point.”

      Souffle bounded around us and over the tree as if wanting to help us. “Sorry, girl. You need opposable thumbs for this job.”

      She lowered her nose to the snow in obvious disappointment.

      I snugged my gloves up under my coat sleeves to keep them from coming off and grabbed some branches on the other side. “Ready?”

      “Ready.”

      We tugged and pulled and slid down the mountain. The only reason we even could make it back down was because of good old gravity. Souffle was a great supervisor.

      Snow fell from the sky harder and faster, and by the time we reached the lodge, the ground was covered. We both collapsed, winded and tired and wet and cold and sweating. Souffle licked my gloved hands and nuzzled my cheek.

      “We did it,” I mumbled, surprised and relieved.

      “See what we can do together?” Seth shoulder bumped me and rested his head to mine, temple to temple. And I didn’t move away. “Looks like you’ve made a new friend.”

      “She’s sweet.” I patted Souffle’s head and didn’t even pull the silver hairs from the ribbing in my gloves. “Okay, you’ve made your point. But how are we going to get the tree inside and stand it up? We both can barely move.”

      He laughed. “That I can pay someone else to do. I guess I’m only half lumberjack for now, but I think I’ve proven my point that I’m not all—how did you put it last year when I tried to win that bear for you at the festival? Oh right—tailored tycoon with no sense of the real world.”

      “That might have been in the heat of the moment. If it makes you feel any better, I’ve always liked how put together you are. You made me feel like you had everything under control. Something I never seem to accomplish.”

      He hopped up and took me by the elbow to help me stand. “Time for you to keep your promise.”

      “Promise?”

      “Yep, hot chocolate. You get inside and get warmed up. I’ll deal with the tree and be in soon.”

      “You got it.”

      He brushed a snowflake from my cheek. The touch warmed my chilled face all the way to my lips. “It’s a date.”

      His eyes shot wide and shone bright at my words, but he didn’t say anything.

      Protests shot to my lips, but I smashed them shut. There was no reason to argue any more with him. I’d be leaving the day after Christmas for a Caribbean getaway, and he’d return to LA.

      I went to the kitchen and tugged off my coat, hat, gloves, and boots before working on the hot chocolate. The secret was in the homemade marshmallows and the use of Ceylon cinnamon. Heck, I even added a touch of vanilla bean.

      The warmth of the steam caressed my skin like a good facial. I stirred the chocolate, watching it melt. In the quiet of my kitchen, I dared to let my mind wonder to thoughts of how this could work out. If he wanted to continue working, then he’d be too busy for a family. Maybe the orphan Christmas event was a way of giving back to the system he grew up in. Last year, he’d said that kids weren’t in his plans. Maybe we really did have a shot at something together. It might not last forever, but he’d promised to stay through Christmas. By then I’d hopefully know if it would work between us. I would test the waters but keep my heart safe through the holidays. No reason to fall too quick for the man who swept me off my feet before.

      With a final stir, I poured the remaining ingredients into the pot, careful not to overcook it, and then poured it into two mugs.

      Sounds of thumps and grunts echoed from the main room, so I knew someone was getting that tree inside. That massive, beautiful tree that we’d brought down the mountain together.

      I dropped a few of the homemade marshmallows on top, cleaned up the counter, stove, and pot, and then headed to the main room where the tree stood to the roof with just enough cut away for a tree topper. Seth stood by the fire rubbing his shoulders. Souffle had collapsed in her favorite spot near the hearth, snoring.

      “It looks amazing. Thank you.” I rounded the couch and handed him a cup.

      He reached for it but cringed. “You’re welcome.”

      “You hurt?”

      “No. A little sore, that’s all.” He took his cup and sat on the edge of the couch watching the flames.

      “Here. Let me help.” I set my mug on the coffee table and removed his scarf.

      “I guess I’m more of a mean entrepreneur than lumberjack.”

      “I don’t know. I think you did better than most men from the area.”

      He took a sip and closed his eyes. Dark lashes brushed his cheeks, and I could hear him swallow. “That’s delicious. Perfect.”

      I ignored his insinuation that more than his beverage was perfect and rubbed down his neck and shoulders, where I felt several knots. His skin was soft and warm and flawless. His hair perfectly cut like always. Not even a stubble on the back of his neck. How did he always maintain such perfection? How could I ever live up to such perfection? I’d always failed my mother.

      After several minutes, his chin dropped to his chest and he sighed. “Thank you. That’s so much better.”

      He captured my hand and kissed my wrist, sending flutters through me.

      “You’re welcome.” I retrieved my cup and leaned back on the sofa, admiring the tree. He snuggled in next to me. For a long time, we sat side-by-side watching the fire and enjoying the aroma of pine and cinnamon.

      When Seth finished his hot cocoa, he took my cup and placed it next to his and then turned to face me. “You know, you can trust me with anything. I won’t judge. If you dated someone else while I was away, or you decided that you never want to get married, or, I don’t know, anything. I can take it. You can trust me. We can talk about it.”

      I opened my mouth, but I couldn’t. How could I tell him something I’d only told Ashley? How could I tell this perfect man that I had made a mistake that not only ruined my life but would ruin his if he wanted a real family? I couldn’t.

      “I-I…” Words. They weren’t there. Only the dark hole of loss in the pit of my stomach. I choked on the truth. It was my fault and I owned my mistakes, but did he have to? “Seth, I appreciate you taking a leap and coming here, and I understand that you want to find something that you fear your life won’t be complete without. But I’m not that person. I’m not the one your partner was referring to. I’m not…not…perfect.”

      The room sat quiet, and I knew he hoped I’d say more, but I couldn’t. What if it didn’t work out anyway? Then I would never have to see the look of disappointment in his eyes. I moved to grab the box, to decorate, to cover the scars of Christmas pasts. And he let me go.

      “Who hurt you so badly? Please say it wasn’t me,” Seth said with a ragged breath.

      I spun and faced him with the realization that he thought I was so deeply hurt by him that he’d broken me. “It wasn’t you. You’re right. I sent you away, and you chose to leave. Yes, it hurt both of us, but we both knew it wouldn’t work.”

      He relaxed and dropped his head to his hands. “Thank God. I never want to be the man who hurt you so deeply.”

      I put the box down and faced the wall, filtering through all the possibilities. Tell him? Don’t tell him? Run away and avoid him until he returned to LA? Fall into his arms and hope for a real future?

      Footsteps approached, and I knew Seth was closing in from behind. I wanted to run, to hide from everything.

      “I don’t expect you to be perfect. No one’s perfect. I cherish you just the way you are, and to make sure I ease any uncertainty… I had already been considering returning here before I found out about my partner. His illness and words only solidified my plans.” His lips pressed to the back of my neck, and I shivered at his touch.

      “I told you I would stay through Christmas, that we could decide then, but honestly, I won’t leave until you send me away or I have you back.”

      He stepped away. A cold draft swept over me, and I wanted to pull him back.

      “Until then, let’s decorate this room and get the work done so that you are free for dinner tonight.”

      “No need. I can do it. You should go get to your work. I’m sure emails and phone calls are piling up. I’ve never seen you without your phone for so long,” I shot at him, reminding him he didn’t have time to hang out with me all night.

      “My phone is off, so that problem is solved. Stop pushing me away. I know you’re scared, but—”

      “I’m not scared.” I grabbed the garland out of the box for over the door. “I just have work to do.”

      Seth took the garland from me. “Are you telling me you don’t want me here? That you’d prefer I left? Because if so, I think you’re lying to me and yourself. You feel something, the same way I feel something between us. It’s real and raw and rewarding.”

      I reached for the tree decorations I’d had Hector retrieve from storage. “There is so much to do. That’s all.”

      “Leave the tree. I was thinking we should decorate it with the children when they arrive.”

      I clasped the ornament to my chest. The flawless glass next to my cracked and withered heart.

      “Listen, I know you well enough to guess that you’re keeping something from me. It was a thorn in our relationship last time, but now it’s a Redwood tree. A reason that we can’t be together beyond our jobs. Last time I pressed for you to make a choice. This time I won’t. This time I’ll let you have the time you need to think through things. If there is one thing I’ve learned in the last year, it is that I have to be more patient with people.”

      I dared to look at him and noticed a slump to his shoulders. “Why’s that?” I asked.

      He shook his head, as if shaking off a memory. “Nothing. Just that I can’t force or buy everything I want in life.”

      “There’s something you’re not sharing now.”

      “Maybe.” He let out a long breath.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “As I said, this time I won’t push.” His tone sounded serious, and I wondered what could’ve happened to shake Seth to his core. But in less than a heartbeat, his face morphed from sad and confused to inquisitive and longing. He leaned in close, too close for me to breathe or think or deny that I still had feelings for this man. “I tell you what. You tell me your secrets, and I’ll tell you mine.”
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      All night I dreamed about Seth and me by the Christmas tree. At three in the morning, I bolted upright with inspiration, and I couldn’t wait to get to the kitchen to experiment.

      The snow fell in blankets, but it wouldn’t last for long. It was only a preholiday storm, but I knew in a few hours there would be some private snowboarders trying out the fresh powder.

      I tiptoed inside the lodge, turned on the kitchen lights, and wrapped the ribbon of my apron around my waist, tying it in the front.

      “You couldn’t sleep either?” Seth’s deep voice jolted through me.

      My hand flew to my chest. “Do you always creep around in the middle of the night?”

      He strutted out from the dark corner. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

      After my heartbeat slowed, I could manage a coherent thought. “Why couldn’t you sleep?”

      “Honestly?” He chuckled. The deep, raspy kind. “I’m embarrassed to admit it, but my back and shoulders were keeping me up. Each time I rolled, a spasm would take hold of a muscle.” He looked handsome and relaxed in flannel pajama pants, a long-sleeved fitted T-shirt, and slippers.

      “Sometimes things are worth working for and we pay the price later. I have to say that the tree is the most beautiful one we’ve ever had here. As a matter of fact, I’d love to make it a new tradition to cut down our own tree each year.” A heat rushed up my neck to my cheeks. “I mean for the lodge.”

      “Understood.” He hooked one finger around the bow I’d tied. “And you? What has you up at this crazy hour?”

      A rush of adrenaline made me want to run for a spatula. “The ideas were flowing through me. I couldn’t just lie in bed. I had to come work. It’s been a while since I was this excited about being in the kitchen.”

      “Then let’s get started.” Seth retrieved the other apron—the one with pink polka dots on it—and tied it around his waist.

      “You know how to cook?” I lifted one brow at him.

      “No, but I can follow directions.” He tilted his head to one side, and his middle-of-the-night hair fell over his right eye in a sexy, come-brush-me-away kind of motion. “Okay, I’ll confess, I’m better at barking orders than following directions, but consider it the Seth Mason overhaul plan.”

      “I don’t think you need to overhaul. I like you the way you are.” I grabbed a baking sheet and the mixer and set them out on the counter.

      “What are we making?” Seth asked.

      “A winter wonderland. Or, at least I’m going to try to see how this works out. My plan was to have it ready to show you tomorrow, where I’d wow you with my creative genius, but I guess that isn’t going to happen.”

      “I don’t know… The way you look in that apron wows me enough to want to cook with you.” He grabbed a pastry brush and saluted with it. “Your wish is my command, Chef Emma.”

      “I think you should win the sexiest cook alive trophy. Those ruffles are perfect.”

      He turned and swayed his hips and then posed like a model. I roared with laughter, so he clapped his hand over my mouth to stifle me. “Shh. Do you want Frank to catch us alone in the kitchen? I mean, you did say he was hot. I’m worried he might sweep you off your feet.”

      “I understand your concern. I’ll whisper my orders.”

      True to his word, he mixed, sifted, pounded, and rolled at my every command.

      “Don’t forget to flour the surface before you roll out that cookie dough.”

      “You mean with this?” He grabbed a handful of flour and tossed it at me.

      “Ah, you’re going to have to help clean up after this, you know.”

      He leaned into me with a seductive look. “It’s worth it.” He smeared more flour down my nose.

      I grabbed a handful and plopped it on the top of his head, sending a white cloud around him.

      “Oh, now who has a mess to clean up?”

      He slung another mound at me, and I retaliated until there was a puff of white around us and we were sliding on the tile floor.

      We both looked like ghosts by the time we were done with our flour fight, but we laughed and laughed and laughed until my side hurt.

      Beep. Beep. Beep.

      “The first batch is ready.” I shuffled through the pile of flour and retrieved the goodies from the oven. It wasn’t until around five a.m. that we sat down at the table with a massive number of various cookies and sweets.

      Seth swept up most of the flour and wiped down the counters. That’s when I realized I hadn’t obsessed about it. I hadn’t even thought about the mess. “Now what?” He snagged a dishcloth, dampened it, and tipped my chin up. He gently wiped away the residue on my face. “I thought I should be thorough if I had to prove I’m capable of clean up.” He kissed the tip of my nose.

      I found my hands clinging to his waist, and I relished the closeness in my quiet lodge kitchen with Seth.

      He set the dish towel on the counter. “So?”

      “So what?”

      “We need to use all this stuff.” He pointed to the counter and tableful of cookies and frosting.

      “Oh, right. We’re making a winter wonderland.” I sat at the table and directed Seth to bring me various cookies. Hours passed and he never stopped helping, even when his eyes looked heavy and his shoulders slumped as he sipped on coffee at my side.

      I dusted powdered sugar for the finishing touch when the clock chimed eight, and it was hard to believe that time had flown by so quickly.

      “You’re the Michelangelo of confectionary design. This looks like something out of a magazine or a world-famous cookbook.” Seth leaned over as if inspecting it further, despite watching me put it together for the last several hours. “The detail is outstanding. It is an exact replica of the lodge and surrounding lands.” He lifted me from my chair and planted a kiss on my cheek. “You are beyond gifted.”

      Despite my fatigue, I felt like I’d just drunk a dozen espressos with a few Red Bulls mixed in. “Thank you.”

      “We need to celebrate. I’m going to shower, and then I’ll get you from your cabin and we’ll take Souffle on a hike. I’m sure she’s up and ready for a walk. Then I’ll treat you to lunch in Blacktail.”

      Before I could refuse, citing work and obligations, Seth raced out to the main room. I finished cleaning up and then hung my apron on the hook in my office.

      The door flew open from the dining room. Frank strutted into my kitchen. Behind him was a young girl with wide eyes.

      I didn’t want to talk to the man if I didn’t have to, so I stepped behind the wine racks.

      “At the first of the year, you’ll be taking over this kitchen.”

      His words shot through me with the heat of a convection oven on five hundred degrees.

      “The meal plans will be delivered to you monthly, and you’ll have two assistants to get the food out as quickly as possible.”

      Meal plans? Quick?

      “Now, you’ll need to keep this to yourself until after the holidays. We can’t afford to let the diva chef know that she’ll be out of a job with the event coming up, not when she’s sleeping with the client.”

      I wanted to jump out and pound him on the chest and scream that he was a liar, but I didn’t move. I only remained in the shadows.

      “For now, you can work in housekeeping.” Frank ushered her toward the door. “I appreciate you coming in so early, but I needed to show you the kitchen before Ms. Diva arrived.”

      My heart raced so fast I saw dots in my vision. I retreated to my office and fell into my desk chair, unable to stand any longer. The man had done it. He’d convinced the owners they could replace me.

      My job, my dream job, was over.
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      I threw the ball for Souffle, who raced across the snowy field and returned to my side to drop it once more at my feet. Seth took a call and paced along the tree line, keeping one eye on what he referred to as “his girls.”—a term I didn’t protest. Perhaps a little fantasy would calm my pulse, which still raced. I couldn’t understand how Frank had convinced Mr. and Mrs. Sherman that I should be replaced. I’d only met them a few times, but they had always commended me on my food. I hadn’t even seen them yet this season, since they spent most of the summer at their other place in Lake Michigan with their children and grandchildren.

      Souffle bounded back and dropped the ball at my feet, so I threw it again.

      Frank’s words about my relationship with Seth tumbled over me. Is that what he made the Shermans think, that I was conducting myself in an inappropriate way that made the lodge look bad? It was the only thing that made sense to me. Thank goodness no one knew about my indiscretion after high school. Then I wouldn’t be able to fight to keep my job. But I would fight. I needed to go to the Shermans and talk to them in person.

      Seth trotted over to us, sliding his phone into his pants pocket. “Sorry about that. It won’t happen again.”

      “You need to work. I know you’re trying to prove to me that you can do your job here and that it won’t distract you from me, but it isn’t necessary.”

      “I told you, I’ve changed. It isn’t all about business anymore. There’s more to life than running a company, profit, stockholders, and deals.” He snagged the ball from Souffle, who danced around in circles waiting for him to throw another long one, and he didn’t disappoint.

      “It’s not that. You have to work; everyone has to work. I’m not some girl who needs constant attention.”

      “If you want to get back to your kitchen instead of going to lunch, you won’t hurt my feelings.”

      “I’m saying you don’t have to prove you can work here since you don’t need to stay here past Christmas to prove anything to me.”

      His smile faded like a passing leaf in a fall breeze. “I don’t understand.” Souffle dropped the ball at his feet once more, but he didn’t move. “If you’re still worried that I’ll have issues with giving up my life in LA, you can relax. I’ve already put my condo on the market. You can trust me. I won’t leave.”

      I toed the snow, but I didn’t want to tell him what was going on in fear he’d make things worse. “Listen, it’s not that. It’s just that I need to cancel this morning. There’s something I need to take care of, if you don’t mind.”

      His face muscles relaxed, and he smiled. “Sure, no problem. I need to make some calls to check on the gifts for the orphans. My assistant said she wasn’t getting anywhere with the shipping company, so it’s up to me to track down the order.”

      A howl of wind whistled between the cottages, making Souffle bark. “Sorry, girl. We’ll need to wait until later to take that hike I promised you.”

      “Actually, I’m going to head over to a house to discuss something. The residents there love dogs. I’ll take her with me.”

      “Really?” He took a step back and slid his gaze up and down the length of me. “Who are you, and what have you done with my Em?”

      My Em. That sounded nice, but not when being with him would mean the destruction of my reputation that I’d worked so hard to keep all these years.

      “Great. I’ll meet you at your cabin in an hour to get Souffle.” Seth took off for the lodge with his phone already to his ear.

      “Come on, girl. Let’s go for a walk.” I took her by the leash and trudged down to the creek and across the footbridge to the Sherman place. They usually arrived this time of year, but I hadn’t seen them in town or at the lodge yet.

      The massive green shutters on the stone front of the house were open, so that was a good sign. I’d always loved this place, even dreamed of owning it someday, but it wasn’t a place I’d ever be able to afford.

      I went to the front door and rang the bell. It buzzed, and I heard footsteps. My nerves kicked up, but I took a few quick breaths to calm myself. I needed to fight for my job, my reputation. Certainly, if the Shermans were misinformed, they would listen to reason.

      The door creaked open to a woman dressed in a suit, hair in a French twist. “The open house doesn’t begin for another hour, but if you want, you can wait in the study.”

      “I’m sorry. Open house?”

      “Are you not here to view the home?” she asked.

      “No, I’m here to visit the Shermans. I’m Emma Winters, the chef at Pine Tree Lodge.”

      Souffle stepped toward her, but she pushed the door half closed. “They don’t live here anymore.”

      I tugged Souffle to my side. “They’re selling this home?”

      “Yes.” The woman eyed the driveway. “If you don’t mind, I need to get ready.”

      “Of course. Sorry.” I hesitated, hoping, praying she could provide more information. “One more thing… Do you know if they still own the Pine Tree Lodge?”

      “I’m sorry. I wouldn’t know.” The door shut, and I knew there would be no more information to be found here.

      My feet were like boulders shuffling up the hill until I reached the crest. Thanks to Souffle tugging me all the way, I didn’t get to sit down and cry.

      When I reached my cabin, Seth sat on the front steps waiting. “Hi, girls.” He scratched under Souffle’s chin. “How’d it go?”

      “Not so good. The Shermans are selling their beautiful home.” I collapsed beside Seth.

      He took the ball from me, unhooked Souffle’s leash, and threw the ball for her. The dog never tired. “That beautiful place you showed me last year? The one that your eyes lit up when you looked at it?”

      “Yep, that’s the one.”

      “Do you know why they’re selling?” Seth asked. “Aren’t they the owners of this lodge?”

      “Yes, at least I think they still are.” I dropped my face into my hands, but I didn’t cry. Crying meant I had admitted defeat. “All I know is that I’m going to be fired.”

      “What? That can’t be…” He said it with such authority I almost believed him.

      I dropped my hands and looked toward the roofline of the lodge. My home. “When you left this morning, I overheard Frank in the kitchen.”

      “What did that fool do?” He rubbed my back, coaxing the truth out of me.

      “I can’t tell you. Not unless you promise not to do anything. This is my fight, and you defending me or swooping in to save the day will just make things worse.”

      “What did that man do?”

      “Promise.” I gave him my best, you-better-not-lie-to-me stare.

      “Okay, spill it.” He threw the ball once more, but Souffle hesitated, her sweet eyes transfixed on me. “It’s okay, girl. I got her.”

      Souffle apparently trusted Seth’s words and took off once more. “Tell me why you think you’re being fired.”

      I inhaled and forced the bitter, nasty words from my mouth. “He told some girl he was giving a tour of my kitchen to that I’d be replaced after this event. That he couldn’t replace me now because I was sleeping with the client.”

      “What?” His muscles tightened like a charging bull.

      I snagged his arm. “You promised.”

      “Fine, but this won’t happen. You won’t lose your job here.”

      “How can I fight for my job if I don’t know how to talk to the owners? Heck, I’m not even sure if the Shermans are still the owners at all.”

      He fisted and released his fingers twice. “Listen, I can fix this. I know I can.”

      “No. I’ve worked too hard for my reputation. You going to my defense will only make things worse. I’ll figure out who the owners are, and I’ll speak to them myself. I just need to figure out how to do that.”

      “Can I at least help with that?” he asked, and I could see pain in his tight jaw and the way he looked at the snow as if he were going to blast it with laser vision.

      I leaned my head on his shoulders. “Okay, but only to confirm if the Shermans still own it or who the new owners are. I’ll do the rest.”

      “Deal.” He leaned his head into mine, and we both watched Souffle run circles around a tree. “It won’t happen, but what would you do if you did lose your job here?”

      I shrugged. “I’m not sure.” And I didn’t know. The only plans I had were going to the beach after Christmas. My first outing off the mountains of Montana in years. “I guess I can’t hide here anymore.”

      He sat up and took my face in his hands. “Listen, it might not be here, but you can be a chef wherever you want to be. If you don’t want LA, NYC, Paris, or Milan, then go to Christmas Mountain or somewhere else that makes you happy. If it has Internet, I can work there.”

      “Stop. No.” I pushed from him, realizing he meant what he said. He was really going to give up his entire life to be with me.

      “What?” He wrapped his arms around me, clasping his hands together in front of me. “Tell me. Whatever it is, I promise, I won’t disappear on you again.”

      I turned to face him. “I feel so safe in your arms. Your promises are the only light I can see right now with my world crumbling around me. But just because something feels good doesn’t mean it’s right.” I swallowed the lump that tried to lodge the truth inside. “I did something when I was younger that affected my life. You were right, I’m hiding on this mountain because it’s easy here. I don’t have to worry about the truth. I don’t have to face my friends and…my mother.” I choked, forcing the words out and having them burn with each phrase.

      “It’s okay. Shhh. I’m here.” He pulled me tight and stroked my hair, but the tears spilled over anyway. I wanted to be honest. I needed to be honest. It was time to face my regrets and my future. If he was going to give up his life for me, he needed to have all the facts. Facts that would change his mind, and then he’d be gone forever.
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      “You’re shaking.” Seth pulled me tight to him, but I couldn’t stop. I’d never spoken about what happened, not in detail, not even to Ashley. I had only said one line to her: I was in trouble, the problem fixed itself, and now I can’t have children. But this conversation would be different. I’d have to completely open myself up to something I’d never truly faced. A loss I could never process until now.

      My teeth chattered and my words were shaky. “You need to understand that I thought he loved me.”

      “Shh.” He stroked my hair and pressed his lips to my head. “Stop. I can’t see you suffer. You don’t owe me an explanation about anything.” His words were too easy to accept.

      “No, you need to know. If you want to consider changing your life for me, it’s only right.” The words were barely audible with my teeth chattering.

      He removed his coat and wrapped it around me. “If you want to tell me, then you need to warm up. You’re chilled.”

      Souffle whined at my feet and rubbed against my legs. “See, she agrees. I’m getting you to the fire to warm up first.” He swept me into his arms, carried me inside, and set me on the sofa. After a kiss to my forehead, he stoked the fire and wrapped me in another blanket.

      I couldn’t stop shaking. Why? It happened so long ago.

      He encircled me in his strong embrace and rubbed my arm. The sound of Frank’s footsteps made me stiffen. He couldn’t know. He could never know. I tried to move away, but Seth wouldn’t let me. “Let him think what he wants. Don’t let him control you with his worthless lies.”

      His footsteps drew closer until I could sense him enter the grand room. “Sorry to interrupt such an intimate moment.”

      “Emma became chilled when she was helping me. Her dedication to her job is unparalleled to any I’ve seen. She is warming up now only after my insistence. I’m sure you wouldn’t want to have emergency services have to rescue one of your employees for hyperthermia.”

      “Of course not,” he said with an air of superiority. “Please, continue warming her if you wish.”

      “No insinuation. It’s just that her mother called. She wants to host an event here apparently.”

      “What?” I shot forward. The heat of fear blasted the icy edges of shock from my body.

      “Yes, she insisted on speaking with you about the menu, but I told her you were…indisposed at the moment.”

      Seth moved toward him, sending Frank back a few steps. Seth stopped his advance, though, as if he remembered his promise to me. I was certain Seth wanted to slug Frank, but he shoved his hands in his pockets instead.

      “Mother would never host an event here,” I protested, but Frank only shrugged.

      “She did mention something about a rumor spreading through town about her daughter. I honestly wouldn’t know what she’s referring to, though.”

      I looked to Seth with a warning stare. The look on his face told me he was at his breaking point. And to ask him to remain silent another second was unfair to his man card.

      “Thanks for relaying the message. I’ll return her call,” I said.

      Frank slithered from the room.

      Seth stole my attention with a simple touch to my arm. “Listen to me.” He took both my hands. “Now isn’t the time to get into what you wanted to speak about. I know you’re concerned that whatever you want to tell me I need to know before making any plans about us, so I’ll make you a deal. I won’t do anything until after Christmas. Once you feel more comfortable and trust me, I know you can share whatever it is that troubles you.” He ran a thumb over my knuckles, calming me in a way I didn’t think a man could.

      I closed my eyes, trying to reconcile his words, his reprieve from the truth. “That’s not fair to you.”

      “No, what’s not fair is me pushing you when I’ve only just returned and I’ve been ruthless in my efforts to win you back. I’ve treated this like a business deal I want to win and didn’t think about how it could cause you any discomfort.” He lowered his head, his eyes cast to the floor in an un-Seth like way. “I nearly pushed you into shock. The way you were shaking, it made me realize that if having you causes you that much pain, I would let you go.”

      Let me go? Those words impaled me like a rouge icicle. Stinging and then freezing my heart. “No. It’s not you.”

      “Oh, you’re not giving me the ‘it’s not you, it’s me’ speech, are you?” He smiled, a lopsided, hair over the brow, easygoing smile that I loved. It would only be sexier if he was in his flannel pajamas pants and T-shirt.

      “No, but I want you to understand that what I have to tell you could change the way you feel about me.”

      “Never.” He traced my jawline and tipped my chin a little higher. “Listen, we both have things we should talk about. I know there are things I want to tell you, but I’m not ready either. We’ll know when the time is right.” He pressed a kiss to my lips, and I believed him—that the awful truth of my past wouldn’t damage our future.
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      An internal war raged through me all night. With each passing tick of the clock, I changed my mind: Tell him now. Take his offer and wait until after Christmas.

      Night slid into early morning, which slid into midmorning.

      I wanted to talk this through with someone, but I couldn’t talk to anyone but Ashley about what was going on. And I’d bothered her enough already.

      Who else could I talk to? It would normally be Ms. King, but she was gone now. I knew I had other things to focus on. Ms. King would always tell me that focusing on others would make one’s troubles seem less overwhelming, so the meeting with Faith to work on the ornaments for the fundraiser couldn’t have arrived at a better time. It also gave me some space from Seth. Space I didn’t want but I needed. Time to sort through my erupting feelings.

      If it hadn’t been for Ms. King and my friends, I would’ve never found my independence from my mother. But I had, and I wouldn’t let her force her wishes on me any longer. I didn’t have time to worry about her. I needed to figure out what to do with the rest of my life. My life after Christmas. Maybe I’d find a job on the island and make my vacation permanent.

      No, I loved this area of the world too much. My heart would always belong in Christmas Mountain. I never would’ve left if I didn’t have the job opportunity in Blacktail and to get farther from my mother. That wasn’t true. I had wanted this job more than anything. I’d wanted to work at Pine Tree Lodge the minute I’d walked in and found it felt more like home than the mansion I’d grown up in as a child.

      I retrieved a pan from my cabinet and plopped it onto the stove. It was time to pull out Ms. King’s perfect hot chocolate recipe. The top secret one I wouldn’t serve at the lodge, not even at Seth’s Christmas event. But for Faith and any of our other friends, I would always make it for them.

      I missed my friends so much. Maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if I looked for a job in Christmas Mountain if I was fired. If I lived there, I’d see them more often. How long had it been since I’d seen Joy or Carol for longer than a glance across the town square? Lexi had already moved away, but she had agreed to come back for The Christmas Extravaganza each year. Would Joy agree to the same thing? Was it reasonable to ask that since she was moving all the way to Paris? Our group was splitting apart again. I’d thought after we all reunited last year that it would be forever, but apparently I was wrong. The thought only darkened my mood. I felt trapped in a Nightmare Before Christmas reel.

      I poured milk along with the perfect measurements of the other top-secret ingredients into the pot and stirred. Once it was warmed, I turned the burner to low to keep it from scorching and enjoyed the aroma of sweet perfection.

      Perhaps it was the smell of cinnamon, sugar, and Ms. King’s love, but I had to talk to the girls. I had to ask Joy if she’d be returning each Christmas to us, but I would start with Carol. I hadn’t spoken to her the longest.

      With one hand still stirring Ms. King’s special brew, I retrieved my phone with my other. I dialed Carol, but after five rings it went to voice mail. I waited for the tone.

      “Hi, girl. It’s Em. I miss you and just wanted to say hi. I’m looking forward to The Christmas Extravaganza. See you soon. Bye.”

      I hit Joy’s contact and rested the phone on my shoulder. It took two rings, but my day brightened with Joy’s sweet voice. “Hi, Emma.”

      “Hi, girl. How’s it going? Are you packing and getting ready to head to Paris?” There was a hesitation. Perhaps she was busy and now wasn’t a good time to chat. “You can call me later if now isn’t good for you.”

      “No, now’s fine. Packing would be premature at this point. Things are a little complicated.”

      I laughed. It came out without warning. A hysterical, bad Christmas movie villain kind of laugh. After days of dealing with secrets and ex-boyfriends and mothers, I cracked.

      “You okay? Do I need to get the girls and rescue you?” Joy asked.

      “Sorry. I’ve been dealing with my own crazy here in Blacktail. I’d thought for a second that if I could return to Christmas Mountain, perhaps all would be easier.” I couldn’t help but chuckle at the absurdity of my thoughts. Perhaps Seth was right. I did like to hide from things. I’d moved to Blacktail, telling myself it was to get away from my mother, but now I saw it was more than that. I’d run from past mistakes and the fear of secrets being discovered. The kind that would send my mother to an epic swoon session. “It’s my mother. She showed up at the lodge today. The second visit in only days. I think she’s turning up the heat on her Emmeline Needs to Marry campaign.”

      “Ouch. Just remember, we’re your girls. Bad ex-boyfriends and mothers are our specialty.”

      I plated some petit fours I’d made and put an edible flower for a little extra dash of color. I wanted to make Faith feel special, as if she was visiting Ms. King again. We all missed her so much. “Thanks, but I think this time I need to handle things. Apparently moving an hour away and halfway up a mountain didn’t provide enough space between Mother and me, so it’s time to face the truth.”

      “What truth is that?” Joy snickered. “Your mother is an overcontrolling woman who wants to marry you off as soon as possible to her man of choice? I thought you already figured that out.”

      I inhaled the scent of Ms. King’s hot chocolate and allowed myself to dream of past Christmases full of warm fires, friends, and holiday tunes where the world seemed full of possibilities. Before I’d made bad choices that changed my life forever. “That it’s time for me to let go of old dreams and accept that life changes. Hiding on a mountain won’t fix anything.”

      “You might be on to something.” Joy sounded distant, vacant, as if my words had churned up some thoughts of her own.

      “You okay?” I asked.

      “Yep. At least we have The Christmas Extravaganza to look forward to. All of us together again. That one time of year everything seems clear and perfect.”

      A car pulled up outside, drawing my attention to the front window. “I totally agree. For now, phones and working on Christmas ornaments for fundraisers will have to do. If you see Carol in town, tell her I said hi. I tried to call, but I got her voice mail. Faith’s here now, so I have to run, but I look forward to seeing you soon.”

      “Sounds good. Hopefully things will be more settled by then,” Joy said.

      “Settled would be good.” I poured the hot chocolate into two mugs and hurried to the door so Faith wouldn’t have to wait outside in the frigid temperature and bitter wind. “I hope you’re right. This is turning out to be one complicated Christmas.”
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      The next morning, I woke determine to find out who the new owners of the lodge were. There had to be a way to convince them that I was the right chef for the lodge. Perhaps they’d never tasted my cooking or they judged me on what Frank had told them. Either way, I needed to fight if I wanted to stay at Pine Tree Lodge.

      I dressed and planned to find Seth, but a frantic knock pounded on my front door.

      “I need your help,” Seth hollered from outside.

      I opened the door to discover a disheveled Seth outside. I’d never seen him without gel in his hair and with bags under his eyes. There was even Souffle hair on his coat.

      “What is it? What’s wrong?” I ushered him in and shut the cold outside. His hands were trembling, so I flipped on the electric fireplace to help him warm up.

      He ignored the fire and paced the room. “It’s the children. All the gifts for the orphans are missing.”

      I could see he was stressed, so for once, it was my job to help him. “Calm down. Start at the beginning. What happened?”

      He ran a hand through his hair but didn’t stop pacing. “They’re gone. Vanished. The tracking number showed that the gifts were delivered to the lodge, but there is no evidence they’re here. I’ve asked Frank. I’ve asked Hector and Margie. No one has seen them.”

      I skipped any of the obvious questions, knowing Seth was capable of tracking an order and making things happen. “No one saw anything?”

      “No. Did you know there aren’t even security cameras outside?” he said with an air of disbelief.

      “No, there aren’t, because we’ve never had any theft or problems up here. It’s part of why I like it here.” I checked to make sure the stove was off and turned off the kitchen light. “Okay, so let’s say we can’t recover the order. Can the gifts be replaced?”

      “Not in enough time. There’s a snowstorm covering over three states that is affecting shipping. The toys would never make it here in time.” He shook his head. “I can’t believe I let my partner down like this.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      “The orphanage, the entire event… It wasn’t my idea. It was my partner’s. It was his dying wish. His wife is flying up here for this and everything. I can’t let them all down.” He collapsed into a chair.

      “Now, I know you’re used to being the hero, but let me try this time.” An insane idea filtered into my head, and I grabbed it. “Do you have a list of the gifts?” I checked to make sure the refrigerator door was closed, and I straightened the quilt on the couch. I always thought better when I was cleaning.

      He shrugged. “Yes, but I told you we can’t get them shipped here.”

      With one last glance around the cabin to make sure all was set, I retrieved my hat, gloves, and coat from the rack. “Then we go shopping.”

      Seth blinked at me as if I’d said the most insane thing he’d ever heard.

      “There are several department stores and toy stores in and around Blacktail and Christmas Mountain. It sounds like a big job, but I’m sure we can do this together.”

      “Together? I like how that sounds.” One side of his mouth curled up into a grin. “It’ll take all day and possibly into the night.”

      “It’s fine. I’ll give Margie directions for any food orders, prep, and cleaning.” A realization smacked me like a snowball in the face. “Oh, no. Margie. I hope her job isn’t in danger, too.” I’d been so wrapped up in my own problems that I hadn’t thought that far. Now, more than ever, I had to fight for our jobs.

      Seth’s lips pressed together, and I knew now wasn’t the time to ask him if he’d found anything yet, so I shoved him toward the door. “We’ll deal with that later. Right now, we need to save Christmas. You go ask Hector if he can drive us around today. We’ll need the van to fit everything. Do you have a list for us to go with?”

      “I can get the purchase order from my assistant.” As if the possibility of saving Christmas for the children came into focus, Seth quickened his pace. “I’ll meet you in the lobby in twenty.”

      The temperature had dropped even lower, and there was standing snow that remained on the ground. Hopefully all the roads were open, or this could be a short trip.

      I entered the kitchen, where Margie was already working on scrubbing the cabinets as part of our opening cleaning regiment. “You work so hard. Thank you for doing that.”

      “Happy to assist where I can. Don’t worry, I’ll make sure it’s done right.”

      “I know you will. Sorry if I’m a little particular at times.”

      “It’s okay. My father had OCD. I get it.” She winked. We’d never spoken about my over-the-top ways, but those few words explained how she’d put up with me longer than any other assistant.

      “Thanks. Listen, I hate to put more on you, but I have a list posted on the wall in my office of what is left to do before the holiday opening and the event. Could you do your best to work on anything on that list today? There’s a little emergency with the event I need to help Seth with today.”

      “Of course. What’s up?”

      “I need to help Seth shop for the children’s toys.”

      She winked. “Just you and Seth going? Boy, you two have come a long way.”

      “It’s business,” I snapped. Then I shook my head. “Sorry. You don’t deserve that.”

      “So, you heard the rumor Frank started about you sleeping with the enemy.” She scrubbed the cabinet harder. “That man will get what’s coming to him someday. Don’t worry, though. No one believes him.”

      I wanted to tell her that apparently someone did because we both might be losing our jobs, but I wanted more information before I caused her the stress I was feeling. “Thanks. I better go. Don’t work too hard. I’ll still have time tonight when we return.”

      “Go. Enjoy.” She shooed me away, so I went to the entry and waited for Seth, who arrived only a minute or two later.

      “Okay, Hector gave me the keys. I left him the keys to my car in case he had to go pick someone up. That way he wouldn’t have to deal with Frank for lending us his van.”

      “Good thinking.” I scanned the hallway and then around the main room. “Where’s Souffle?”

      “She isn’t a pet therapy dog, so she won’t be allowed in the stores. I thought it best to leave her here instead of worrying about her being in the van alone. Hector offered to watch her.” He held out his hand, and I took it. It felt right, natural, familiar, yet exciting. “Thank you. I know this isn’t convenient for you to do right now.”

      Frank opened the front door and looked straight at our hands. The man was always watching me, gossiping about me, judging me. This time, I’d give him something to gossip about.

      I stood on my toes and pressed a kiss to Seth’s cheek. “Come, darling. We should get going. You said you’d buy me lots of stuff today.”

      Seth looked surprised, but a quick glance over and he must have realized it was a show for Frank because he turned back to me and brushed a kiss over my lips. “Of course, sweetheart. Anything you wish.”
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      A woman’s voice sing-songed, “Happy Holidays!” over the loudspeakers from every corner of the store. Christmas shoppers crowded the walkways. I held a doll in my hand, smushed up against Seth. Not that I was complaining. “Is this the right one?”

      “I think so. The product numbers don’t match, but I assume that’s because it’s a different store.” He eyed the list and shook his head. “This is going to be a challenge.”

      I placed a reassuring hand to his chest. “Don’t worry. We managed to cut down and carry a tree down a mountain, remember?”

      He covered my hand with his. “Using my own words against me. You parent practicing?”

      His words sent a charge through me, a pain I didn’t want to allow. The kind that you kept at a distance until it snuck through a leak and saturated your resolve. I scooted away under the guise of selecting another doll. “What about this one?”

      I’d never been in a place that brought me joy and sadness all in the same second. Watching little chubby cheeked faces with red noses point with wide-eyed amazement at the newest toys. They were angelic and sweet, and I would never hold one of my own in my arms.

      I averted my gaze to the toys. All the toys I’d never purchase for my own kids. It’s funny how I never thought I wanted to be a parent until I was told I couldn’t have a baby.

      A little girl threw herself on the floor, her pale-green velvet dress crinkled with each punch and kick to the floor. Her screams ricocheted off the walls and my calm. “I want it now!”

      The mother’s face matched her red handbag. “Please, get off the floor. You’re embarrassing me.”

      I scooted around the little girl and set both dolls into our basket next to the chess set and baseball glove. “Four items down, several more to go.”

      We circled the aisles and found we had crossed off a page and a half of the wish list when we checked out. “We’ll drop these at the van and then head to the sporting goods store.”

      A change of scenery would brighten my day. I’d chosen the toys first so I could rip the bandage off and move on to healing. It was time to stop hiding from the world.

      “Sounds like a plan.” He pushed the cart like a suburban mom through the parking lot, dodging cars.

      “Have you ever even been in a store like that one?” I asked.

      He tugged his hat to his eyebrows, making him look like a tall, husky elf. “Sure, when I was younger. It’s changed a lot. What happened to the big toy stores?”

      “Gone, thanks to online ordering.”

      We unloaded the merchandise and returned the basket to the store. “I’ll treat you to a coffee for a little pick-me-up. There’s a great place up the street.” I pointed in the direction of the clock tower at the end of the main thoroughfare.

      “Sounds perfect.” Seth offered his arm, and we maneuvered through the people, enjoying the aroma of fresh roasted peanuts and the twinkling lights strewn from gas lamp–style poles adorned with red bows. Traditional storefronts with gold and greens and gorgeous Christmas trees skirted each side.

      I stepped on an ice patch and flew back, but Seth kept me upright. “Okay, that’s it.”

      “That’s what?”

      “I’m like any guy and love a woman in heels, but this is ridiculous. You need a support group for practical shoes.” He swung me into his arms and marched through the crowd that parted for him. His strength and determination caught me off guard, and I loved it.

      “Where are you taking me?” I playfully swatted at his chest, but he still didn’t tell me. He didn’t have to because I figured it out when we entered the shoe store. “I need women’s practical shoes for walking in the winter, size six.” After issuing the order to the clerk, he unceremoniously plopped me down in a chair.

      I crossed my arms and quirked a brow at him. “How’d you know my shoe size?”

      “Last year I had my assistant write up everything about you. Don’t worry… I don’t snoop like that anymore.”

      “Everything?” I froze, the room chilled below the temperature at the peak of the mountain on February first.

      “Nothing personal. Well, except that you weren’t married and never had been married. Other than that, it was all practical stuff. Favorite restaurant, clothes, shoes. If I wanted to impress you with gifts, I had to know your size, right?”

      “Creepy much?” I relaxed, enjoying the break for a minute. “Besides, expensive gifts don’t impress me.”

      “Yep, I figured that out a year ago.”

      A man dropped four boxes at my feet and knelt in front of me.

      “That’s okay. I got this.” Seth shooed the man away and opened the first box. He shook his head. “I said practical, not nun-ish.”

      From the second box, he held up a shoe to me, but white seemed wrong this time of year. The third box had cute crossover tennis shoes with boot grip–style bottoms. “That’ll work.” I was just thankful I’d worn pants and not a skirt today or I’d look ridiculous. I’d be more comfortable, avoid blisters and a concussion, but I’d feel silly.

      He slid off my heels and laced up the first shoe and then the second. His gentle touch and attentiveness surprised me.

      There was a group of snow bunnies in the corner gawking at Seth and his shoe skills. I thought they were going to line up with bare feet at any moment.

      “I think we have an audience.” I tilted my head toward the women. “I’d forgotten how an entourage of hopeful women follow you around.”

      We both stood, and I realized how much shorter I was than him without my heels on.

      “Then we should let them know I’m not available.”

      I blinked at him, waiting for him to make a bold move. The Seth kind of smooth, sweep-a-girl-off-her-feet kind of advance, but he didn’t. “Actually, I don’t need to show anyone anything. Neither do you.” He leaned in closer, pushing my hair behind my ear, and whispered, “If I’m going to claim those luscious lips, I don’t want to stop with just one kiss.”

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 20

          

        

      

    

    
      The day grew into evening, and we found ourselves on the road back to the lodge as the sun drifted to sleep. “I think we aced this challenge. What’s next?” I asked.

      “Did I mention I need help wrapping?” He pulled into the parking lot, and I eyed the stack from floor to ceiling. “We can do it tomorrow if you’re available.”

      “I’m happy to help. For now, I think I’ll put a pot of coffee on after we unload.” The last rays of sunlight broke and faded, announcing night had officially arrived. Too bad there were so many clouds rolling in, since I loved the winter stars that shone so bright. They looked like they were only a few hundred yards away.

      “I forgot to buy tape and scissors.” He handed me several oversize rolls of wrapping paper with princesses, toy soldiers, or plain green with a sheen. “Do I need to run out in the morning to get some?”

      “No, I have them in my office and an extra pair of scissors in my cabin if we enlist Margie’s help.”

      “How about you take these and start coffee while I get Hector to help unload the rest? We can rest by the fire and enjoy a few minutes of relaxation before we call it an evening.”

      “Thanks for dinner. If you’re hungry still, I can whip something up.” I was thankful for the new shoes, considering I had to walk up the front steps with rolls of paper in my arms.

      “I’m good, but thanks. I wouldn’t call a hot dog and drink a good dinner, though. You have ordinary taste buds for a chef.”

      Hector opened the front door at our arrival with an urgent look on his face. Souffle darted out and ran circles around us.

      “What is it?” I asked.

      “Boss man is not happy. Apparently he said you weren’t here for his dinner and he had to make himself something.”

      “Tell him his new chef should make it for him,” I snipped.

      “What?” Hector asked, his brow’s shifting center toward his nose.

      Souffle groaned in warning that we were upset. I tried to remain calm and looked to Seth to save me, but he only rushed by to put his stack of boxes next to the tree. Souffle decided Seth was more important and trotted into the center of the room and rolled over to show her belly to him.

      “Listen, I’m going to handle it, so don’t tell Margie. I don’t want her to worry unnecessarily, but I was in the kitchen and overheard Frank talking to a young woman about being the new chef after the holiday event. He placed her in housekeeping and told her not to say anything to the existing Chef Diva.”

      “That smug—”

      Souffle growled, so Seth rubbed her stomach and gave her some much-needed attention.

      “Stay out of it, Hector. I don’t want you jeopardizing your job, too. I’m going to handle it.”

      He straightened his uniform top. “I’ll call the Shermans and tell them to fire that no good excuse for a general manager. I’ve known them for years.” He followed Seth to retrieve more of the gifts from the van.

      “I’m not sure you’ll be able to reach them. They don’t even own the house on the ridge anymore. I’m on it, though. Seth’s going to make some calls to figure it out in the morning. Right, Seth?”

      He kept his attention on Souffle by his side, wagging her tail at Santa Reindeer speed. “Yes, um…I figured it out. I know who the owner is.”

      “Really?” I set my stuff next to the boxes and knelt by Souffle to offer her some additional love. “Who bought the place?” I asked.

      Seth didn’t answer. Instead he looked to Hector. “Would you mind giving us a few minutes alone?”

      “I got some work to do. See you both later.” Hector bolted with the speed of a shooting star out the door.

      “How bad is this?” I searched my mind for the worst possibilities. “Oh no. Please don’t tell me that Frank came into some money and bought this place.”

      “No.” Seth took both my hands and guided me to the couch. “Listen. I have something to tell you, but I’m going to ask you to let me finish before you react. Can you do that for me?”

      All my muscles tightened at once, and the hair on the back of my head stood up like a toy soldier. “You’re scaring me.” I swallowed a lump of anxiety and prepared for the worst.

      He tugged me to sit and faced me knee to knee. “Just promise.”

      “Fine. I promise. Please tell me.”

      He shifted, and I could tell whatever he was about to say frightened him, so I squeezed his hands. “Go ahead. You can tell me anything.”

      The clock on the mantel ticked away a few seconds until Seth cleared his throat and licked his lips. “You promise to let me finish?”

      I nodded.

      “Do you remember me saying that we both had things we wanted to tell the other one but that we weren’t ready. Well, ready or not, it’s time for me to tell you something. The Shermans sold this place six months ago. There was a hotel chain interested, like I was at first, and I couldn’t let this place become another cookie-cutter resort, so I bought it.” His words rushed out like a blizzard.

      I gasped but bit my lip to keep my words inside.

      He scooted closer to me. “I didn’t buy it to control you or to manipulate anything. I bought it because of what happened with my partner. I wanted to keep my promise that I’d make things in my life mean something. This place meant everything to me as a child, and I want that for other children. A place to escape reality one time a year in which they can feel special and loved and happy. That’s why I’m hosting this event. I’m hoping it will be first of many. I can’t save every child from the hardships of being an orphan or living in foster care, but I can give them hope.”

      He took in a long breath and closed his eyes. “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you before. I wanted to earn your trust so that you’d know I wasn’t trying to interfere in your life.”

      His words were sincere, and he was right, I would’ve never accepted his explanation when he’d first returned.

      “Say something, please. Yell at me. Tell me how mad you are, but don’t remain silent.”

      “You told me not to say anything until you were done. Are you done?” I asked.

      “Um…yes.” Seth chuckled. “You can talk now.”

      “Fine. You’re right about one thing. I would’ve been mad, but you’ve earned my trust. As for my job, well, I’m not sure I can continue working here, but I’m glad Frank doesn’t own the place.”

      “I hope you will. This place is going to be amazing. I’d hoped that you would take it over. You’re already doing most of the work of the general manager anyway. I promise I’ll be a silent partner.”

      The room didn’t feel as suffocating as I thought it would after discovering that Seth Mason owned the resort and that I worked for him. “This isn’t going to help my reputation, you know.”

      “What?”

      I winked at him. “What are people going to say about me dating my boss?”

      He threw his arms around me, hugging me as if he never wanted to let me go. And it felt good. Better than good. It felt like I’d just found the other half of me that I’d lost ten years ago. But as fast as the comfort and joy spread through me, the fear of telling Seth the truth caused me to panic.

      He snuggled me into him, and we sat by the fire. Just the two of us…and Souffle. But Souffle passed out in her favorite spot by the hearth only minutes after we’d settled onto the couch together. Hector made himself scarce, and the lodge sat quiet.

      “Thank you for everything today. You’re an amazing woman, Emma Winters. The kids are going to love you.” He kissed my forehead, my cheeks, my nose.

      I cuddled into him and watched the flames. “Maybe.” My hands trembled before I even had a complete thought about my secret, but my body responded to the flash of memories. Was now the time to tell him? We were alone in the lodge next to a roaring fire, and we’d had an amazing day together. I opened my mouth to spill my past, but he shot up and held one finger out at me. “Wait here. I picked up something for you when you were busy at the coffee shop. It’s something I found that reminds me of you.”

      He reached underneath the couch and presented a square box inside a brown paper bag.

      “What is it?”

      “Open it, and you’ll see.”

      “I thought you already learned that expensive gifts don’t work to woo me over.” I elbowed him in the side.

      “Yes, but this isn’t expensive. It’s more a gift from the heart.” He sat with his ankle resting on his other knee, watching me, waiting with a child-like expression of excitement.

      I opened the bag, and inside I found a glass star and a marker.

      “It’s your own wishing star. You can keep it in your cabin so each morning you can write your Christmas wish, and by Christmas morning, your wish will come true.”

      I sat the glass star on the couch and lunged into him, wrapping my arms tight around his neck. “Thank you. Thank you so much. It’s beautiful, and thoughtful, and perfect.”

      “Yes, but is it kiss worthy?” he asked.

      “Most definitely.” I leaned back, cupped his face, and then pressed my lips to his. It wasn’t a romantic kiss, but a thank-you kiss. Yet, it still made my toes curl.

      We snuggled together in front of the fire, and I rested my head on his shoulder. “Is there anything else I can do? I mean, I want to make sure all the children have everything they want.”

      “Stop worrying.” He toyed with my hair, sending waves of tingles down my back and arms.

      Souffle loped over and collapsed at our feet, resting her head on my tennis shoes. The tennis shoes Seth had bought me earlier.

      “Thanks for a magical day. Ms. King was right. It does help to focus on others when you’re stressed about something in your own life.”

      He abandoned my hair and traced my earlobe with his fingertip, which I found extremely distracting. “What are you stressed about?”

      “I guess it’s my turn to tell you something.” I held my breath, but I didn’t even get a chance to form the words before Seth cupped my face in his hands. “Not now.”

      “But—”

      “No. I meant what I said. It won’t change anything, and you don’t owe me an explanation until after Christmas.”

      I wanted to trust his words, but what if I gave him my heart again and he rejected me? What if he couldn’t handle the ugly, shameful, life-altering truth from my past? And that’s when I realized that it was too late. Seth already had my heart because he’d never given it back when he’d captured it last year.
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      The next morning, I sprang out of bed and found Seth with coffee ready. We settled into the main room again, as if it had become our own home. We spent the morning wrapping presents and holding hands and kissing.

      I only worked an hour before Seth surprised me with flowers and dragged me out of the resort for a snowmobile ride, followed by a champagne flight in a biplane over the mountains. I protested that I needed to be ready for the children’s arrival tomorrow, but he wouldn’t listen to reason.

      Later that night, he showed up at my cabin with a movie and popcorn he’d made himself. It was the next day when I found out he’d burned it twice until Margie told him not to let it overpop.

      We plotted and planned and pondered how to make this the best holiday for the orphans, since we only had one day until the kids would arrive.

      I entered the lodge feeling like Tinkerbell played tennis in my belly. There was an energy to the lodge I hadn’t felt before. An almost childlike wonderment on Christmas Eve.

      “Seth, can you grab my apron off the rack in my office please?” I settled at the dining table, going over all the fine details for each meal.

      “Sure, happy to, but it’ll be at a price.” He hunched over and kissed me. I’d never grow tired of his kisses. “I’ll be right back.” He left with a holiday smile and returned with a funereal frown. His face was pinched tight, as if he’d been told Christmas was canceled.

      “What is it? Oh no, are the flights delayed? Are the kids not coming? I knew that storm was a problem.” I wrapped my arms around his neck, but he didn’t reciprocate. Coldness rolled off him. A nervous zap went through me. I lowered to my heels and took a step back.

      “Were you going to tell me?” he asked in a rough, punched-in-the-gut tone.

      “Tell you what?” I looked at him, to behind him in my office at Margie, who kept pointing at my computer.

      “That you were planning on running away the day after Christmas?” Seth shook his head. “Were you even going to tell me good-bye? Was this all a payback for me leaving you last time? This time you were going to do it to me?” He drifted from the room as if floating in a fog.

      “Wait. You don’t understand.”

      “So, you don’t have a single ticket to a beach vacation booked the day after Christmas? A vacation with sand. The one thing you hate. The main reason you cited for not wanting to live outside of LA near the beach with me.” His look of defeat sliced through me like a Ginsu knife.

      “I didn’t mean to hurt you. I’d never do that. Yes, I booked the trip, but it was before you even arrived. I honestly had forgotten about it.”

      “You mean the day that I arrived.”

      “What?” I blinked at him, trying to follow his train of thought.

      He threw up his hands. “You’re lying, because I saw the date on the reservation. You booked it the day I arrived.”

      “Yes, but it was before I ever saw you. Wait, the confirmation email will have a time stamp. If you don’t believe me, then I can show you that.” I wanted to argue the point and prove my innocence, but at the same time I was wounded that he thought I lied to him.

      The angry lines above his nose faded. He closed his eyes and rubbed his forehead. “I don’t know. You’ve been pushing me away since I arrived.” He glanced around the room and lowered his voice. “I’m not upset with you about the trip. It’s just that you’re not the only one with your heart on the line here. I’m falling hard for you, Em. I want to believe that when the holiday is over, you won’t run away because I own this resort or because you don’t think we have a future together.”

      “I’m trying. Yes, I’m holding back because I’m scared, but honestly, I forgot about the trip. That’s all. I made a mistake.” With a tentative step, I moved closer to him, but he looked like a wild animal about to flee.

      “Emma Winters doesn’t make mistakes like that. She doesn’t forget things.”

      I understood his words. It wasn’t like me to let something like that go.

      “Be honest with me. If you didn’t keep it as your planned escape, then you have to admit that it was your contingency plan. If I left, you had another plan.” His shoulders slumped, and his chest rose and fell as if he’d just climbed the mountain to cut down a tree. “I see that I’ll have to prove I’m here to stay. I’ll have to earn your trust and affection.”

      “You’ll never prove yourself worthy of my daughter.” Mother pushed open the door from the dining room.

      I slid from Seth. “What are you doing here?”

      “Since you wouldn’t return my call and I needed to set up this event, I decided to come up here again.” Mother removed her coat and tossed it at Seth. “If this is how you do business, though, I should rethink my plans.” She removed her gloves and tossed them on top of the coat, and Seth dropped them on the barstool unceremoniously. Man, he was brave.

      “You seem like a direct woman. Why don’t you tell me what your issue is with me,” Seth said.

      “I have no issue with you personally. Only with you corrupting my daughter’s reputation. Imagine my humiliation when I was told at the club that you were the man who interrupted her perspective future husband. A fact my daughter forgot to mention when we spoke last time.”

      “Mother, it was one blind date, and Donnie and I had nothing in common. It’s time for you to leave. I’m no longer under your control.”

      “A real, stable, and rich man who wants to settle down, marry you, and give you a good life isn’t as appealing as this playboy?”

      Seth rounded the counter and took my hand. “So that’s what’s bothering you. Well, let me reassure you, since we’re being so honest. I am a rich man who doesn’t want to just settle down with any woman.”

      Mother tilted her head back and looked down her nose at us. “See, he has no intentions of a future with you. Really? You’d think you’d see through this situation, considering your past mistakes.”

      Past mistakes? Did Mother know? No, there was no way she could know. No one knew.

      “As for mistakes, they are just that, in the past.” Seth tugged me closer to him, and I wanted to warn him to run away, to save himself. “What I’m saying is that I don’t want to settle down with just any woman like your so-called perfect suitor, but with this woman. The only woman I’d ever want to marry and to have a family with.

      Family? That one word made me want to cry.

      “This boy will hurt you. He already took off on you once.”

      “He didn’t abandon me. It was a mutual breakup,” I protested. “Seth, would you excuse us for a moment? I need to speak to my mother alone.”

      “Of course. I’ll wait by the fire for you.” Seth kissed my cheek and whispered, “I love you.”

      Those three words shouted at my resolve, broke my determination, and filled my heart.

      “See, you’re falling apart already. He’s hurting you. Now you listen to me. I’ve been thinking a lot lately, and against my better judgement, I’m willing to make certain accommodations for you. If you want to continue with being a chef, then I’ll send you to the best culinary school in the world, and you can open your own restaurant.”

      “Stop,” I said.

      “Just come home now, and we’ll work out the details later. Don’t let that boy hurt you again. You’re too good for him.”

      “No, he’s too good for me.”

      “Don’t be silly. He’s got a reputation, and you know he doesn’t come from a good family.”

      “No, he didn’t. He was in foster care. And no, he didn’t inherit the family business, because he built it on his own with no help from anyone else in the world. He’s a good man. A good man who deserves a family, which I can’t give him.” I choked on the bitter words.

      Mother huffed. “Don’t be dramatic. It isn’t good for your complexion, darling.”

      “You’re not listening, Mother. I don’t deserve Seth Mason. He deserves a wife who can give him children. He’s not the one with the reputation. I am. I’m the one who destroyed my life. I’m the reason I can’t move home. I’m the reason you’ll never want me in your life again.” Tears streamed down my face, and in that moment, I knew I couldn’t hide from the truth any longer. It weighed me down, made me sick, and had feasted on my hopes and dreams for too long.

      “Sit. You’re flushed, dear.”

      “Stop babying me. I’m not sick. I’m damaged. Damaged goods, as you’d put it. That’s why I’ve carried this secret for so long. I didn’t want to disappoint you more than I already have. I got pregnant right out of high school by the boy you warned me about. The boy who ran off. I wanted to tell you then, but I couldn’t. And then, when everything went bad, I didn’t tell anyone because it would have ruined not just my reputation but yours.”

      “Stop. I don’t want to hear this.” She grabbed her coat and gloves and prepared to leave in her determination to avoid the truth. “We’ll speak when you’re feeling better.”

      In a whirlwind, my mother fled, abandoning me now the way I’d known at eighteen how she’d abandon me then.
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      The fire crackled. Blankets snugged under my chin. Seth’s arms wrapped tight around me. But even that didn’t warm me enough to stop trembling.

      “I’m sorry your mother upset you. Sometimes I think I got off easy not having parents.”

      “No, I love my mother. It’s not her. I did something. Something that brought shame to our family name.” I sniffled and forced myself to tell the story. The entire story. Seth deserved that much. “I need to share this with you. And if you want to leave before Christmas, I’ll understand.”

      “No, you don’t have to tell me anything. It won’t change the way I feel about you. We agreed to wait until Christmas. After that, you’ll know that I’m here to stay and you’ll trust me, and everything will be fine. I won’t make the same mistakes I made last time. I promise.” He crossed his heart like a good Scout and held up two fingers.

      “I have to tell you everything. No more secrets between us. And I need to say it now, before I find another excuse to hide from the truth. To hide from what the truth will do to us. It will change things between us.”

      “I doubt that.”

      Before my hands could shake, before he could tell me to wait until Christmas, before I convinced myself it didn’t matter, I blurted the words that had been caught in my throat.

      “I can’t have children.”

      Seth sat with mouth open and a blank stare. He didn’t move or say anything for several ticks on the clock over the mantel. “That’s why you’ve been keeping me at a safe distance?” He took both my hands in his. “Darling, sweet Em. I want you.”

      “No. You deserve children. I can’t give that to you. Not now, not ever.” Tears streamed down my cheeks and splashed on his hands. “You deserve a real woman.”

      “You are a real woman. The woman I want to be with.” Seth clung to me, his eyes pleading for me to listen.

      “It’s not just that. You need to know the entire dirty truth about me.” There, I saw it. The doubt that flickered in and out the way his nose twitched.

      “Nothing about you could be that bad.” He kissed one hand and then the other.

      “I can’t have children because I got pregnant out of high school. I thought I loved the boy. I thought the boy would marry me, but I was wrong. Wrong and stupid.” My voice shook. “When I found out and told him that I was carrying his child, he split. I didn’t know what to do.”

      Seth didn’t speak, but I saw the fear in his eyes. The way his gaze drifted to my chin and snapped back. “Go on. It’s okay. I won’t judge you.”

      “The pains.” I found myself moving my hand to my belly, and he let it go. “They started early in the evening, but I couldn’t tell anyone. My mother would’ve sent me away in shame, and she would’ve never looked at me the same again. I couldn’t face it, so I told her I didn’t feel well, and I went to my room.”

      “You must’ve been so scared.” Seth didn’t sound judgmental or angry, but how could he ever want to be with me?

      “I was. The pains were worse, and I cried all night. And in the morning…in the morning…I couldn’t take the pain any longer. I drove myself to a hospital in another town. By the time I got there, they told me I’d lost the baby but there were complications.”

      “Shhh….it’s okay. I’m here now.” Seth stroked my cheeks free of tears. “You don’t ever have to be alone again.”

      I couldn’t stop talking. It was as if the sins of my past spilled out of the compartment now that I’d opened it. “They wheeled me into surgery, and when I came out, I was told I’d waited too long and that…that I could never have children. My fear of facing my mother and what people thought of me drove me to kill my own baby.” I choked and sniffled and rocked, but I continued. “I’d wished her away so much, I got my wish. That’s why I don’t make wishes anymore. Not since that year that I wished my baby away.” I convulsed in Seth’s arms, and he held me. Held me until the tears slowed and my body stopped shaking. He was a good man. A man I trusted with the truth. But it was time to let him go.

      “You didn’t do anything wrong. That snake of a boy did, and as for you harming your baby…nonsense. Women have miscarriages all the time. Complications happen. Making a wish as a scared child doesn’t make you a bad person. It makes you normal.”

      I couldn’t look at him. The shame still sat heavy on my shoulders. “You deserve better. Someone who can give you a full life, a family.”

      “Emma Winters, you listen to me right now.” He cupped my cheeks and forced me to look at him. “You’re not going to run away because you think I want children and you can’t give them to me. There are other ways to have kids if we decide to start a family. I’m a foster child. If anything, I’ll want to help kids who are in the system more than having them myself.”

      “Really?” Hope trickled in. “But how could you love me after this? My own mother ran away at my words.”

      “I don’t know your mother well enough, but I believe she just loves you so much, she wants the best for you. Give her some time. She’ll realize you’re worth far more than the family name and a little gossip. But you can trust me. Your secret is safe. I won’t tell anyone.”

      “I know.” And I did. I trusted Seth more than I trusted anyone else in the world.

      “You have nothing to be ashamed of, though. Your mother should be ashamed for making you feel like you couldn’t tell her what was going on. That boy should be ashamed for abandoning you. But you, my darling, sweet Em, you have nothing to be ashamed of. You’re strong and smart and beautiful. You wanted to break away from your mother, and you did. You wanted to get the job as head chef at this lodge, despite no formal training, and you did.”

      “Still, I’d understand if, after the children head back to LA, you go with them. Please, don’t stay because of a promise you made. You didn’t have all the information. I realize now that I care about you too much to keep you here if I can’t be everything you need. I think that’s why I sent you away before. I knew it wouldn’t work between us.”

      “I’m not going anywhere. This time there are no secrets between us, and I know what I want. That’s you, Em.” He pushed my chin up and kissed me.

      Kissed me long. Kissed me soft. Kissed me passionately.

      He kissed the pain away.
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      The fire dwindled to embers glowing in the early predawn hours, but Seth and I didn’t part. We had remained on the couch snuggled together under the quilt all night. A part of me worried that despite Seth’s actions, he would soon realize that he did want kids and that he’d regret his decision to be with me.

      I kept telling myself there was still time. That I’d see how he was with the kids and decide after Christmas.

      To my surprise, I couldn’t wait for the kids to arrive. The thought of decorating the tree with them, having cookies and milk, and watching their faces while they opened their presents on Christmas morning didn’t make me cringe.

      At the first rays of sun streaking through the room, Seth woke and stretched. “Good morning.” He kissed my nose and studied my face as if it was the first time he’d seen me.

      “Good morning.” I loved the way his hair was unkempt and stubble accentuated his jaw. Maybe having everything perfect wasn’t always best. Something I’d keep repeating to myself until I believed it.

      “What’s on your agenda today?” He caressed my face from temple to chin, distracting me.

      I sighed and leaned into his hand. “Work.” The sound of steps overhead warned that Frank was up and moving, which meant I needed to get up and out of here.

      Seth scooted me closer to his side, as if letting me know that escaping him was no option. And I didn’t want to argue. “Listen, I want you to understand that nothing has changed. I feel the same way about you as I did yesterday.” He blinked and his attention drifted to my lips, and as if he were the puppet master of my body, I smiled and leaned into him a little closer. “You have nothing to be embarrassed about. You are a successful grown woman who doesn’t need to worry about what people think. We’ve all done things we regret. I know I have. If it’ll make you feel any better, I can tell you the time with this one girl—”

      I pressed a finger to his lips. “No, I’m good. There’s such a thing as too much sharing.” I entwined my fingers with his and studied his short nails.

      “What is it?” He seemed to know my every thought and doubt.

      I bit my bottom lip. He was in the honeymoon phase of our rekindled relationship and didn’t realize what all this meant.

      “Go ahead,” he urged me.

      “Did you plan on having children?” My words were like spurs in my mouth, itchy and painful.

      “No, not before.” He rubbed my knuckles with his thumb, as if contemplating his words carefully. “I didn’t want them at all until after my partner became ill. Watching someone go through that with no family besides his estranged wife around caused me to rethink my plans.”

      “I see.” With a hand to his chest, I pushed to sit up. To give myself space to think clearly.

      “Em, I told you I don’t care if I have children of my own, adopt, or whatever. So don’t you dare think this is a reason to shut me out.”

      Steps sounded on the stairs, so Seth stood and took me by the hand to the door. “Get some rest. Trust me, you’ll need it when the kids arrive in a few hours.” He kissed me.

      I tried to push away, worried about my morning breath, but we both slipped into each other’s arms, and nothing else mattered in the world. This felt right, exciting, perfect.

      

      For two hours, Margie and I finished preparing the food while Seth went to the airport to retrieve the children.

      “I can’t believe how nervous I am. What if the kids don’t like the food?”

      Margie took a step back and laughed. “Are you kidding me? How many cute twists on food could I see on one table? This meal alone has sweet bread in the shape of a Christmas tree, pizza made into the shape of a snowman. Not to mention the reindeer pretzel and vegetable bites, colored dipping sauces, and the confectioner village that Hector has tried to sneak tastes of all day.”

      Hector entered the dining room carrying the oversize ceramic carafe wearing a chocolate mustache. “Oh, my goodness, this hot chocolate is amazing! I have to get this recipe.”

      “Sorry. Can’t share.” I smiled, knowing that Ms. King would’ve wanted me to make this for the kids.

      Hector set the carafe down on the coaster near the cups. “Oh, you’re going to become one of those chefs now, huh?”

      “No, this recipe’s a secret passed down to me. I can never share it.” I smiled, smelling the rich goodness and knowing Ms. King was still with me.

      Frank clopped down the stairs and entered with a snarl, dropping a suitcase on the floor. “I’m leaving. It’s obvious I won’t have a job here for much longer since you’ve weaseled your way into the new owner’s bed.”

      “That’s enough.” Hector stood to his full height, towering over Frank. “Yes, it’s time for you to leave. I won’t sit by and let you speak poorly of Emma or Margie or any other fine lady any longer. You can continue to blame women, or the rich, or everyone else for your misery, but it won’t make anything better. I’m sorry your rich mother ran off and left you and your father with nothing, but you need to grow up already. I suggest you work harder and judge less in your next job. Not every rich woman is trying to ruin your life.” Hector picked up the suitcase and backed Frank out of the room.

      Margie clapped, but I felt sorry for the man.

      “I wish we could’ve figured out a way to work through our differences, but I’m happy for you,” I said.

      “Why me? He was far worse to you.” Margie took my apron and headed for the kitchen.

      “I’m happy for you because you’re going to be the new general manager here. Well, you’re going to handle the business side. Hector will handle all the building stuff. You’ll both be managers.”

      Margie shook her head. “I don’t have a business degree or anything.”

      “You’ve been doing the job since Frank arrived. Seth and I talked about it last night. We both think you’ll be perfect for the job.”

      Margie flew into me, hugging me tight and rocking back and forth. “You’re the best!”

      The front door flew open, and kids ran inside, chasing each other up and down stairs, through the main room, and down the halls. Until one little boy found the food.

      “Hey, is this for us?”

      “It is.” I handed the little guy a plate.

      His bright-blue eyes shot wide. “Seriously? I mean, for realz?”

      “For realz. Eat all you want.” I patted his head.

      “Guys, come look at this!” he shouted to the main room.

      Seth entered a little more disheveled than when he’d left. “I think next year, I’ll take you up on your offer to help at the airport, Hector.”

      Hector broke into a Santa-style deep belly laugh that drew several kids’ attention.

      “Go relax. We’ve got the children for now,” I said.

      Seth kissed my cheek, which ignited a series of Ewws! from the boys and Awws from the girls. “Thanks, but there’s something you need to do. Margie, do you mind?”

      “Nope, Hector and I will hold the fort.”

      “Great, thanks.” He clapped his hands once, and a few faces glanced up at him. “Okay, kids, enjoy your food. When you’re done, we’ll meet in the main room to decorate the tree before bed.”

      “Bed?” The little guy and obvious ringleader of the bunch waved his hand in front of his face before popping a gumdrop from the village into his mouth. “We don’t need no sleep.”

      “That would be a shame, since Santa won’t be able to come if you’re not sleeping.” Mother’s voice shot through me like a Grinch laser, hot and fast.

      I looked to Seth, who put his hand on the small of my back. “Please forgive me. I called her, and she’s here in peace. Give her a chance. She’s your mother, and I can’t stand seeing you suffer.”

      With a glance around the room, I realized that what I wanted to say wouldn’t be appropriate right now, so I ducked into my kitchen and raced to my office to catch my breath.

      Mother tapped along behind me with her heels to the tile. “I realize this might come as a shock to you, but I didn’t mean to hurt you.” Mother’s voice sounded shaky. I’d never heard Mom anything but proper, so I turned to face her. The woman stood with chin down, shoulders slumped. The image frightened me.

      “Okay.” That was all I could think to say. I wanted to yell at her and beg her for forgiveness all in the same breath.

      “I won’t stay long if that’s your wish, but I had to come speak to you. That man cares deeply for you. I see that now.”

      “His name is Seth.”

      “Right, Seth is a good man. A smart and brave person. He showed up at my door unannounced and demanded to see me. He barged into the room during afternoon tea and told me I would spend the rest of my life regretting how I treated you unless I made it right.”

      She moved into the office and set her purse on the desk. “Listen, I know I can be overprotective of you, but there are reasons for that. Reasons I never shared with you.”

      The way her gaze drifted to the floor shook me. “What is it, Mother? You’re scaring me.”

      She snapped her attention to me. “No, it’s not like that. I’m fine. I just wanted better for you than I had.”

      I raised an eyebrow at her. “Um, you live in a mansion, had a loving marriage for many years. What else could you have wanted?”

      “It ended up fine, but I went through a lot before that. I wanted to spare you the pain. You see, I wanted to be a singer.”

      I pressed my lips together to keep from laughing aloud. The idea of my mother standing in front of an audience singing was the most ridiculous thing I’d ever heard.

      “I won’t bore you with all the details, but I found myself with no money, no prospects, and I wasn’t good enough to make it. For many years, I suffered, and I didn’t want that for you. I never wanted you to worry whether or not you’d have enough money to eat or if you’d have to spend the night under an awning because you were evicted for unpaid rent.”

      “Why didn’t you ever tell me this before?” I asked.

      She inhaled deeply and then let it out. “Because I failed. And when I married your father, I promised myself that I would never fail at anything again. I vowed to be the most devoted wife and mother. It was my new purpose, my only purpose, and when your father died, you were all I had left to focus on.”

      “But this is my life and I love Seth. I haven’t even told him that yet, but I do. Even if we were to be together, I still want to work. I want to cook and create. I don’t have to choose.”

      She nudged closer and took my hand. “I know that now. It’s just that the only happiness I found in life was with family. I wanted you to be happy, too. I guess I pushed too hard, though.” Her voice cracked, and tears rolled down her cheeks. “Seth told me what happened after high school.” She squeezed tight and took in a stuttered breath. “I’m sorry you never thought you could tell me about what happened. I’ll never forgive myself for that.”

      I rubbed her arm, hoping to connect with a mother I’d been distant from for over ten years. My heart wanted more now. A real mother-daughter relationship. Seth was right… She was my mother, and I felt blessed to have one who loved me so much. Even if it was a little tough at times. “I think there has been enough self-loathing in this family. How about we work on being better and not focusing on past mistakes? Seth has made me realize that it’s time to move on with my life.”

      “I can do that. And Emmeline, I will try hard to let you be yourself and not make you feel judged. Maybe someday, you’ll even want to spend the holidays at home with me.”

      I squeezed her hands. “How about for now you join us?”

      “Really?” She looked toward the boisterous laughter seeping through the doorway. “Um, okay. I can do that.”

      “They’re children, Mother. Not rats.”

      “Right. I know. There are just so many of them.” She followed me out of the kitchen into the main room. “Is that dog going to be joining us, too?”

      “Yes, Mother. Everyone is welcome at the Pine Tree Lodge at Christmas, now and always.”
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      Christmas Eve filled the lodge with happy faces, laughter, and warm hugs. Margie and I had never experienced a big family at the lodge before. It made the place seem like an entirely different place. I could tell even my mother was moved by the holiday spirit flowing through us all. She even read The Little Drummer Boy aloud to the children.

      Each kid was unique and special in their own way. I could guess that Sam was the one who had asked for the basketball cleats, Nathan the tent and sleeping bag, and sweet little Tabitha the doll. Tabitha was also Souffle’s favorite. Seth held Tabitha on Souffle’s back as she trotted around the room. If I ever was blessed with a daughter, I’d want her to be just like Tabitha.

      Seth turned me to face the Christmas tree. “I know you don’t like me buying you expensive things that will change your life, but I was hoping you’d give up the beach vacation for something else.” He whistled softly, and Souffle leapt to all fours, snagged a red envelope off the hearth, and trotted over. Seth took the envelope, patted Souffle—who only remained standing beside us—and handed me the envelope.

      “I want to show you that I support you and your dreams. That I’ll follow you to the ends of the earth so that you’ll be happy.”

      With trembling hands, I opened the envelope. Two airline tickets were wrapped in tissue paper. “Paris?”

      “Yes. You have an appointment next week. If you want to go, there’s a special training class. I thought you would like to spend your vacation studying to be a chef. This’ll give you a sampling of what it would be like.” Seth took my hand and knelt in front of me. “That’s not your only gift, though. Emma Winters, I’ve had this ring for a year. The morning I bought it was also the day I fled. The day you told me we’d never work out long distance. I believed you then, but now I believe in us. Em, will you marry me? Would you allow me the pleasure of watching you make all your own dreams come true?”

      I flung my arms around him and pressed my lips to his with all the passion I’d been holding inside for so long. A kiss of freedom. Freedom to allow myself to love.

      “Is that a yes?” Mother asked, and the kids giggled.

      “Yes.”

      Seth slid the ring onto my finger, stood, and swung me around.

      My heart pounded faster than a woodpecker on the lodge roof. “Wait.”

      He stopped and set me on my feet. I wobbled on unsteady feet with a spinning head. I looked at Seth, at my mother who had tears in her eyes, and at the smiling kids. “I’ll marry you as long as we both work on our dreams. You don’t have to give up LA for me. I don’t have to give up Montana for you. And we can both enjoy Paris together.”

      “I thought you didn’t do long distance.” He gripped my hands as if he’d never let me go.

      “I don’t, but we can live in more than one place. Last time I checked, I had a rich fiancé who could afford a couple of houses.”

      “That’s an idea, but I have another one. What do you think about staying here? I’d like to start a program for foster kids and orphans two weeks out the year to visit the lodge. And Souffle loves it here. I don’t want to return to LA, or Paris, or London, because my family is here. My heart is here.”

      “Yes, I’d love to stay here!” I scanned the room, imagining all the changes I’d love to make to turn the Pine Tree Lodge into a family friendly resort.

      “Good, because I already purchased the Sherman house. I thought we could live there year-round.” Seth blinked at me. “I knew you loved that place, and I couldn’t help myself, but if you don’t want to live there—”

      “It’s perfect.” I kissed him on the cheek.

      “Thank you. You’ve made me the happiest man in Montana.”

      “I hope you’re this happy when we face my mother’s guest list for the wedding. Oh, and tomorrow we’ll have to tell the girls before The Christmas Extravaganza. The kids will go with us, right?”

      “Slow down. First, I can’t get you to agree to go on a date with me… Now you’re rushing me around to tell everyone.”

      I snuggled into his side, eyeing the sparkling lights on the tree. “You’re the one who told me to go after my dreams. I’m just following your advice.”

      “Okay, what else are you dreaming about?”

      With new sense of fullness, I turned in his arms and said, “Children.”

      “I thought…” He looked at my belly but snapped his gaze back up quick.

      For once I didn’t have an urge to hold my stomach but to give my full heart. “I want to adopt, or foster, or volunteer. I don’t know. Perhaps the reason I can’t have children is because there are so many others to love. These kids showed me that tonight.”

      Seth held me close. “I’d love to help children who are in the system.” He looked at me as if I were the only woman in Montana. “But that’ll be complicated. It’s not as easy to adopt as you might think.”

      “Maybe, but I don’t mind complicated. After all, this has been one complicated Christmas.”
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