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            Chapter One

         

         Dr. Charlotte Bailey’s first thought as she slid across the cracked vinyl backseat of the yellow New York cab was that she’d made it. Her year in purgatory was finally over. As she powered down the passenger side window to take in the mad swirl of humanity, the sights and sounds of the city, a smile stretched the underused muscles of her face.

         Underused was an understatement.

         In the year since she’d been banished from her beloved New York to the backwoods of Colorado, Charlotte could count on two hands the number of times she’d smiled. The majority of which had happened today. The first instance had been earlier that morning when she’d locked the door of the tiny rental in the small town of Christmas, Colorado. Knowing she wouldn’t be back, her lips had twitched and then curved as she tested the lock one last time.

         Her next smile hadn’t been so much happy as bittersweet. She’d forgotten to leave Jane Randall, her replacement at Christmas General, a note of welcome and had run the half block to the hospital, bumping into the gorgeous ER doctor who’d been making her pulse race since she’d first arrived in town. No easy feat, no matter how gorgeous or sexy he was, and Matt Trainer was both.

         Charlotte had arrived in Christmas last December with a huge chip on her shoulder and an even bigger case of manhating-itis courtesy of her cheating ex-husband, who hadn’t been her ex when he cheated. So racing pulses? No, they shouldn’t have been a problem at all.

         They probably wouldn’t have been if Matt hadn’t proven to be as incredible to watch with his patients as he was to look at. The man was a brilliant doctor with skills she greatly admired. He was also caring and kind. A lethal combination to any woman, but especially to one whose heart had recently been broken. Luckily for Charlotte, she’d had her priorities straight and kept her eye on the prize. She had a job to do and didn’t have time for a lover or a friend.

         Something she constantly had to remind herself eight months later, when her heart had healed and being in close proximity to Matt’s all-around awesomeness day in and day out proved almost as hard to resist as a one-way ticket home. She managed to, though. Barely, but she did.

         Her saving grace had been her position at Christmas General. As CEO, she was Dr. McSexy’s boss, and she couldn’t afford the complication or a lawsuit if things went south. And there were several nurses and doctors who would’ve taken great pleasure ensuring that they did. Not everyone at CGH had approved of Charlotte’s cost-saving measures.

         Still, she couldn’t deny feeling a touch of longing and regret as she wished the gorgeous Matt Trainer a merry Christmas and a happy life that morning outside the hospital’s revolving door. Or that her third smile of the day wasn’t tinged with those very same emotions when he gave her a friendly hug goodbye. The man was tall with an athletic physique, and he smelled amazing.

         Still, no matter how delectable Matt was, he couldn’t compete with the draw of her hometown. And half an hour later, excitement curved her lips as she left the small town of Christmas, Colorado, in her rearview mirror.

         She rested her head against the back of the cab’s seat, annoyed at the evidence of just how pathetic she’d become. Seriously, who knew the exact number of times they smiled in a day and the reason why? It definitely wouldn’t have been her a few years before. She’d been that woman who was always smiling, a glass-half-full kind of girl. She didn’t need to look far for the reason she’d changed. Her best friends, Abbie and Kate, took immense pleasure in pointing it out. They’d warned her not to marry Jeremy. It had been love at first sight for her, hate at first glance for them.

         They didn’t have to worry about her ignoring their advice any longer. Now that she was home for good, she’d gladly put them in charge of her love life. She was ready to get back in the dating game. Back in? More like getting into it for the first time. And wasn’t that a scary thought for a thirty-seven-year-old who’d wasted ten years and eight months of her life on a man who’d never loved her as much as she loved him. Which he’d proven at last year’s Christmas party with Bailey Healthcare’s most influential board member, Samantha Delray.

         As much as Charlotte would like to think she’d eventually extirpate from her brain the image of her husband with his pants around his ankles having sex with Samantha on the boardroom table with “Santa Baby” playing in the background, she hadn’t had much luck getting rid of it so far.

         Banishing the couple from her brain wasn’t as easy as their success in banishing her to the boonies. It still grated that her father had caved to Jeremy and Samantha’s demands and forced her to work in Christmas. Though she supposed she understood why. Money talked, and so did lawsuits.

         Which they’d threatened within five minutes of Charlotte stumbling upon the pair. Because as much as Jeremy and Samantha had done the dirty and unforgiveable deed, Charlotte may have gone a tad crazy on the couple. Who was she trying to kid? She’d gone bat-crap crazy. Nothing that three stitches on Jeremy’s backside hadn’t taken care of though, and what was the loss of a few strands of hair? Samantha wore extensions anyway. But according to the couple, Charlotte had created a scandal of epic proportions by opening the doors wide for all the guests to get a full-frontal view of the adulterous pair, including Samantha’s much older husband.

         So maybe time did heal after all, she thought, when laughter bubbled up inside her instead of anger and tears as she recalled the looks on everyone’s faces. Time and the knowledge that her father would name Charlotte chief medical officer of Bailey Healthcare at tonight’s board meeting.

         Benjamin Bailey wasn’t a man to hand out praise or promotions willy-nilly, but he did both during last week’s phone call. She’d turned Christmas General’s underperforming trauma center around, exceeding both the terms of her one-year contract and her father’s expectations. She’d not only overcome last year’s scandal, she’d won his respect. Take that, Jeremy and Samantha, she thought, her cheeks stretching in a true ear-to-ear grin.

         In the rearview mirror, she caught the driver raising a bushy white eyebrow. Okay, so it was possible that, in his eyes, Charlotte’s over-the-moon smile looked like she’d soon be howling at the moon. If she wasn’t careful, he’d drive her straight to Bellevue Hospital’s psychiatric wing instead of Park Avenue.

         She’d been about to stick her head out the open passenger side window and into the cold December night air to celebrate being home with a rendition of Alicia Keys’s “New York” but thought better of it. Instead, she hummed the song while taking in the city’s bright lights and reveling in the familiar cry of sirens and blasts of horns and the smell of car exhaust and fried food.

         “First time in New York?” the cabbie asked.

         She pressed a hand to her chest. The idea he thought she was a tourist was like a knife to her heart. If she was one of those women who poured out their life’s stories to perfect strangers, she’d try to explain how it felt being back in her beloved city after a year away. “Born and bred, actually. You?”

         He lifted his white-bearded chin, his lips bunched as he looked at her in the rearview mirror. “Huh. I can usually make a New Yorker straight away. You don’t have the vibe.”

         She looked down at herself and fake-sobbed in her head. He was right. Beneath her unbuttoned camel coat, she wore the goodbye Christmas present from her assistant, Sheila, a holiday sweater that was guaranteed to take top prize should Charlotte ever enter an ugly Christmas sweater contest—and her dark skinny jeans were tucked into practical snow boots that screamed country bumpkin.

         It didn’t help that her caramel highlights had at least six inches of dark brown regrowth or that her usually sleek corporate-styled hair had devolved into loose bedhead waves that fell to her shoulders. Nor did she have a speck of makeup on her face. She opened her purse and dug inside for a tube of lipstick.

         “My suitcases were left on the tarmac in Denver. I was stuck…posted in Colorado for a year.” She’d need more than the coat of crimson she swiped over her lips to project the image of chief medical officer at tonight’s board meeting.

         The cabbie opened his mouth to respond, but the sound of “Jingle Bells” coming from his cell phone stopped him. She looked at her own phone when he answered his with a playful “Ho, ho, ho! Nick here.”

         She smiled as she punched in her password, thinking Nick probably made a killing this time of year impersonating the jolly old elf. Too bad he wasn’t the real deal. Right about now she could use some Christmas magic. Abbie and Kate had yet to respond to the panicked text she’d sent upon discovering her suitcases hadn’t joined her on the flight. She’d asked them to bring her a change of clothes to the office.

         They worked for Bailey Healthcare, too. Kate, bookworm and wine snob, as a paralegal, and Abbie, fashionista and red lipstick aficionado, as executive assistant to Charlotte’s father.

         There wasn’t a message from either of them, which surprised Charlotte as much as them not showing at the airport. They were as excited about her moving back to New York as she was…or so she’d thought. Then again, her flight had been delayed due to a freak snowstorm, so maybe they couldn’t get away from the office. Still, it was odd they hadn’t let her know.

         She checked to be sure her phone wasn’t on airplane mode—it wasn’t—then re-sent the text, along with an apology for bothering them, but she was desperate. Thanks to her plane being delayed, she was already cutting it close for the meeting. If worse came to worst, she’d switch clothes with Kate. They were both five eight and close to the same weight. Used to be, Charlotte reminded herself. The break-up of her marriage had taken a toll. She’d dropped almost twenty pounds her first two months in Christmas.

         The cabbie glanced at her over his shoulder as he turned onto Park Avenue. “I would’ve called it. Denver,” he said when she gave him a questioning look. “You’ve got that laid-back vibe.”

         Well, that was a first. No one had ever accused her of being laid back before. Type A with a tendency to OCD, definitely. Though he may have a point. The last week in Christmas she’d found herself slowing down some. Most likely because she no longer had anything to prove and was going home.

         “You seem pretty laid-back yourself.”

         His smile reminded her a bit of her earlier one. “I’m retiring at the end of the month. My wife and I bought ourselves one of those tiny houses and a piece of land in Florida. Quiet little place with a post office and country store. Our own slice of Mayberry.”

         His rapturous smile deepened the lines at the corners of his twinkling blue eyes. No way would she rob him of his innocence or steal his joy by uttering the warning that had immediately come to mind. He’d find out soon enough that small-town living wasn’t all it was cracked up to be. “Sounds amazing. Congratulations. I hope your new life is everything you and your wife want it to be.”

         She wanted to add New York will always be here if it isn’t. Just like it was for her, she thought, as he pulled the cab in front of a modern glass and steel building. Home to Bailey Healthcare for the past thirty-five years.

         “I have no doubt it will be, thanks,” the cabbie said as he turned in the seat and tapped a finger to his temple. “All you gotta do is believe.” His chuckle was somewhere between a snort and a ho. “I see by your expression you’re the untrusting kind. Gotta see it to believe it, don’t you? Take it from me. All you need is a little faith.”

         Oh yeah, thanks to Jeremy, Charlotte didn’t trust much of anything these days. She played along anyway. “And hope?”

         “Yep, and charity,” he said, holding out his hand with a wink. “For the retirement fund, you know.”

         She laughed and added a generous tip to his fare. She liked his chutzpah. “Too bad you’re leaving town. I could’ve used a driver like you.”

         He took out a card, wrote something on the back of it, and then handed it to her. “I’m still around for a couple of weeks. My pal Henry will look after you when I’m gone. He’s almost as charming as me.” He leaned over to look up at the building. “You want me to wait?”

         “I’m good, thanks. I’m staying at a friend’s tonight. But I’ll give you a call next week. I prefer taking a cab when I work late.” And she planned to put in a lot of long hours over the next few months. The last thing she wanted was her father regretting his decision to promote her or to give someone the opportunity to say nepotism was the only the reason she got the job.

         At least there were two Bailey employees who would never question her ability to do the job, she thought as her best friends raced from the building wearing killer heels and killer dresses. The wind whipped Kate’s long black hair around her gorgeous face while Abbie’s perfectly styled red hair stayed firmly in place.

         Her father’s executive assistant knew more about beauty products than the buyers at Sephora. Actually, Abbie knew more about anything than anyone, especially when it came to the goings-on at Bailey Healthcare. Which raised the question, what exactly was going on? Because the smiles on her best friends’ faces didn’t say Welcome home! They screamed Start the car!

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         You’re here!” Abbie and Katie cried, helping Charlotte from the car and into a group hug. It was obvious they were thrilled that she was home, but just as obvious something wasn’t quite right.

         “Charlotte, don’t forget. Keep your eyes and heart open to miracles. They happen when you least expect them. All you have to do is believe,” Nick called out to her.

         Later, she’d wonder how Nick knew her name, but right then, she was caught up in the moment. She was home and with the two women she loved best in the world.

         They looped their arms through hers and hustled her to the glass doors.

         “Come on, let’s go to Kate’s office, and you can fill us in on everything about Christmas,” Abbie said, holding the door open before once again putting Charlotte’s arm in a stranglehold. “Kate picked up the wine, and I went to the deli and bought you those mini paninis with roasted eggplant, zucchini, and fontina that you love. And, wait for it…a double order of grilled polenta topped with truffled mushroom ragout. Sounds delish, doesn’t it?”

         It sounded so amazing that Charlotte’s mouth actually began to water. She was to food what Kate was to wine and Abbie was to beauty products. The last time Charlotte had a decent meal was two days before the infamous board meeting at Per Se with her lying, cheating husband. Still, as much as she was tempted to make a mad dash to Kate’s office, a warning alarm went off in her head. Even though she’d promised her father not to talk about the promotion with Kate and Abbie, they knew there was a board meeting tonight.

         Which is why when her best friends tried to bodily drag her to the bank of elevators, Charlotte dragged her booted feet and yanked them to a stop. “What’s going on? And don’t say ‘nothing.’ You know everything that goes on at Bailey, Abbie, which means you know that, in less than fifteen minutes, my dad is going to introduce me to the board as the new chief medical officer.” She crossed her arms when her best friends fake-gasped and shared a look that was more Now what? than OMG, that’s amazing! “Don’t try and pretend that you both didn’t know. As soon as Abbie found out, she told you, Kate.”

         They deflated right before her eyes, and her heart deflated along with them. “He already told the board, and they shot him down, didn’t they? That’s why you didn’t respond to my texts or pick me up at the airport.” She squeezed her eyes shut and squinched up her face in an attempt to keep her emotions at bay. Her father was all about the stiff upper lip. He probably wouldn’t care that she looked like an idiot keeping her emotions in check, as long as she did so.

         She’d been looking forward to seeing the faces of the board members the moment her dad announced her promotion. It was the public vindication she’d been craving this past year. For years, her father had treated Jeremy like the son he’d never had, and she’d started to feel like the daughter he’d never wanted. And as much as she may have understood why he kowtowed to Jeremy and Samantha’s demands and sent her away, standing in front of the board as he rendered his decision in their favor that night had hurt almost more than Jeremy cheating on her.

         “No, that’s not it at all. It’s—” Abbie broke off as the doors to the elevator opened, and she gently nudged Charlotte inside.

         “Don’t keep me hanging. What is it?”

         “Just a minute,” Kate said as she and Abbie stared at the doors. They waited until they closed and Kate had pressed the button to the twenty-fourth floor before turning to face Charlotte, who by then had sagged against the gold-veined glass wall, suddenly more tired and disappointed than the week she’d been banished to Christmas.

         “Maybe you should sit on the floor,” Kate suggested, obviously concerned Charlotte might end up there anyway.

         “The elevator hasn’t been mopped yet. She’ll get her coat dirty,” Abbie said, though she looked like that might not be such a great loss. “Just…lean against the wall, take a couple of deep breaths, and…”

         “Jeremy’s hedge fund bought up shares in Bailey, and he now holds a seat on the board. Between him and Samantha, they control thirty-five percent of the company. Twenty minutes ago, he called for a vote to remove your dad as chairman of the board.” Kate blurted it all out so quickly that she was breathless by the end.

         So was Charlotte. She covered her mouth with her hands to slow her breathing before she hyperventilated and passed out. “Please tell me the board didn’t do that to my father,” she said, her voice muffled by her hands.

         Abbie closed her eyes and nodded.

         “We were trying to come up with a way to stop them. That’s why we didn’t return your calls or pick you up at the airport. We were…There was nothing we could do. I’m so sorry.” Kate rubbed Charlotte’s arm, glancing at Abbie.

         Charlotte lowered her hands from her mouth. “There’s more, isn’t there? What aren’t you telling me?”

         “You know how Samantha’s husband, Harold, died last month?” Kate asked.

         From the look on her best friend’s face, Charlotte had a good idea where the conversation was headed and didn’t know how she felt about it. She didn’t love Jeremy anymore, of course. How could she after what he’d done to her and now to her father? She just wished he’d go away and leave them alone. “He married Samantha, didn’t he?”

         Kate made a pained face and cast a glance at Abbie, who nodded and then added quietly, “They’re having a baby, honey.”

         “Oh.” This time neither a stiff upper lip nor eyes squeezed shut could cover Charlotte’s reaction to the emotional hit. For years she’d tried to convince Jeremy it was time to start a family. He always managed to come up with an excuse that sounded reasonable and shut her down. And now he was going to be a father with someone else. Samantha had gotten everything Charlotte wanted, the baby, her family’s company, and her husband. “Merry Christmas to me,” she murmured.

         Her response made her think of what Nick the cab driver had said to her only moments before. It was almost like the older man was psychic and knew what she was about to walk into. She didn’t believe in miracles, but boy, could she use one now. There had to be some way to stop them. “What about me? I have a voting share. They held the meeting before the posted time. We’ll demand another vote. I’ll talk to the other board members.” The doors slid open, and she took off, running toward the boardroom before Kate and Abbie could stop her. She wouldn’t let Jeremy and Samantha win.

         “No, wait. Don’t go in there, Charlotte! You’re supposed to be in Christmas,” Abbie yelled after her.

         The warning didn’t really register, but it wouldn’t have made a difference if it had. Charlotte had already pushed open the doors and everyone had turned to stare. Including her impeccably groomed ex, who’d claimed her father’s seat at the head of the long boardroom table. The table where he’d first boinked his new wife. Who knew, though? Maybe it hadn’t been their first time. Charlotte stepped further into the boardroom then froze when her gaze moved from Jeremy to his perfectly coifed blond wife, who sported a healthy pregnancy glow.

         Jeremy frowned, looking decidedly unhappy to see her. What he didn’t look was ashamed or apologetic. “Well, this is a surprise. What are you doing here, Charlotte? As I understood from your father, your contract at CGH isn’t over until next month. Part of the agreement was that you weren’t to return to New York until your—”

         “Really, after what you’ve just done to my father, what you did to me, you have the nerve to sit there and—”

         From behind her came a groan, and then Kate was there, grabbing her by one arm while Abbie’s fingers wrapped around her other arm. Charlotte’s father leaped from his chair, moving to stand in front of her, blocking her view of Jeremy’s smug face.

         Benjamin Bailey put his hands on her shoulders and whispered frantically, “We changed the term on your contract to protect you. It’s ironclad. He can’t break it without opening the door for you to sue. I told Jane we decided it was best to transition in the new year and gave her the month off with pay.”

         “I have to go back to CGH? What about the job you promised me? I thought—”

         Her father’s hazel eyes reflected the same desperation she’d seen in her own gaze in the months and weeks leading up to the night she caught Jeremy with Samantha. Charlotte blinked, startled by the thought. It didn’t make it less true, though. She just hadn’t been ready to face it until now. Her marriage had begun unraveling long before that infamous night.

         “Please, do this for me. I’m not going to let them push me out, but until I can come up with a plan to fight back, I need to know a member of this family is still part of Bailey Healthcare,” her father pleaded, looking older than his sixty-eight years.

         “Sorry to break up the reunion, but I’m sure, like me, the rest of the board would like to know what Charlotte is doing here. It must be something urgent for her to show up looking like…” He trailed off with a shudder, as if personally affronted by what she chose to wear to the meeting.

         Abbie’s and Kate’s fingers tightened around her arms. “He’s just trying to goad you into giving him an excuse to fire you,” Kate whispered.

         “It’s okay. I won’t let him get to me,” Charlotte promised as she shook off their hands and stepped around her father. “I’m here to present my interim report to the board.”

         “Do you really think an interim report on the revenue of a small-town hospital in the middle of nowhere warranted a trip to New York? You’ve probably expensed the company more than CGH earned in the entire time you were there. Hmm, Danielle,” he lifted his chin at the woman sitting to his right, “make a note that Ms. Bailey’s expense account for the past year is to be verified down to the last cent. Now, if there’s nothing further…”

         Charlotte curled her fingers into fists, fighting the urge to launch herself across the table and wrap her hands around Jeremy’s scrawny neck. There was nothing she wanted more than to wipe the self-satisfied smirk from his cocky face. She wouldn’t let him get to her. She wouldn’t let him win. “No, nothing at all,” she said in a measured tone.

         “Good, then we’ll expect you at your desk at CGH at nine a.m. tomorrow morning.” He shared a self-congratulatory smile with his wife.

         When Charlotte thought about it later, she’d realize that wasn’t the moment that made her head explode and lose control of her temper. It was when her husband’s new wife held Charlotte’s gaze and rubbed her noticeable baby bump with a smile that said, I won.

         Her fingernails digging painfully into her palms, Charlotte managed to force her face into an apologetic expression. “Samantha, how rude of me. I forgot to offer my condolences on the loss of your husband. You have my deepest sympathies, truly. Harold was such a kind and generous man. It must bring you some measure of solace to know that he’ll live on through his child. Did he know you were pregnant before he dropped dead?”

         Several members of the board gasped.

         “What? Did I say something wrong?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         “Hold it! Hold the elevator, please!”

         Now that was a voice Matt Trainer hadn’t expected to hear again—unless he did something stupid like call her. As far as he knew, Dr. Charlotte Bailey, former CEO of Christmas General, had left yesterday morning with no intention of ever coming back. The woman couldn’t wait to shake off the snow of his beloved town, which was how he’d known it would be a complete waste of time to even think about contacting her, no matter how attracted he was. And he was very attracted to Dr. Charlotte Bailey. He had been from her first day at CGH.

         But while Charlotte had practically been salivating at the idea of returning home, Matt would never leave the small mountain town. The citizens of Christmas had welcomed him with open arms when he’d most needed it. No one here knew his story or why he’d turned down a lucrative position in California after his last tour of duty.

         “Stop! Stop the elevator!”

         Charlotte. Right. Matt stuck his arm between the doors and pushed back the left one to see the woman he’d hugged goodbye less than twenty-four hours before staggering toward the elevator with a large red purse hooked around her neck—swinging from side to side—while she attempted to drag three suitcases behind her. Continuing to hold the door open with his shoulder, he lifted his booted foot and hit the Stop button on the panel while stuffing the elaborately foil-wrapped box of chocolates from the local candy store, Sugar and Spice, inside his leather jacket to free up his hands. Dr. Paul McBride, the chief of staff, was away and had asked Matt to deliver the chocolates to Charlotte’s replacement

         “What happened? Did they end up canceling your flight on account of the snow?”

         “If only,” she muttered and gave the handles of her bags a hard tug when their wheels apparently stuck to something on the floor. Which caused the third and smaller suitcase to wing across the white tiles and bounce off the suitcase in her right hand, throwing her off balance. She tilted to her right and then overcorrected and lurched forward. His hands now free of the chocolates, Matt grabbed her before she took a header into the elevator. The purse swung around and whacked him hard.

         “What have you got in that thing? Bricks?” he asked, unable to let her go to rub his shoulder.

         Charlotte looked up at him, her eyes bloodshot and glassy. She was one of the most self-possessed and unflappable women he knew, but if he hadn’t already guessed that she was about to cry, the quiver in her bottom lip would’ve given her away.

         “Hey, I was just teasing. It didn’t hurt that bad. Honest.” He smiled. But instead of reassuring her, she hiccupped a sob and did a face-plant into his chest.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Matt held Charlotte as close as her purse allowed. He liked the feel of her slender body in his arms, her spicy floral scent. Her perfume smelled like lemons and lilies. It smelled like her—elegant and seductive.

         Her hair got caught on the stubble on his chin, and he lifted his hand to remove the silky strands. Instead he found himself stroking her tousled mane. She usually wore it sleek and straight. The casual look suited her better—at least he thought so.

         She turned her face as though to get more comfortable on his chest, and he noted the pallor of her typically glowing skin. The light dusting of cinnamon-colored sprinkles on her high cheekbones and across the bridge of her narrow, upturned nose that were barely visible most days, today stood out in sharp relief. Exhausted or not, there was something about the woman that appealed to him.

         And it wasn’t just her fresh-faced looks, willowy frame, or seductive scent he was attracted to. He admired her. She was bright, ambitious, and committed to ensuring the patients at CGH received the best of care. As much as she demanded of the staff, she demanded more of herself. In the year she’d been here, she’d rarely left her office on the eighth floor. Which hadn’t exactly endeared her to the rest of the staff or the citizens of Christmas.

         She hadn’t gotten involved in the community or made friends. As far as he knew, he was the only one she spent time with. And the only time they spent together had been here. It was an odd sort of friendship they had, he and Dr. Charlotte Bailey.

         “Ow,” she cried as she’d tried to snuggle closer. She let go of the handles of her suitcases and lifted her head to touch her mouth. “What have you got inside your jacket?” she grumbled at the same time her luggage crashed to the floor. She let go of the other handle and that suitcase fell, too.

         “Chocolates for your replacement,” he said as he lifted the straps of her purse over her head, inadvertently pulling her hair as he did so.

         She moved her hand from her mouth to her head. “That hurt.”

         “Sorry for trying to save you from strangling yourself.” He shook his head, exasperated, wondering what was up with her. This wasn’t the woman he knew and cared for.

         He handed her the purse and then picked up her suitcases. Once he’d placed them in the corner of the elevator, he took her gently by the shoulders, turning to position her back against the wall. She obviously needed something to lean on. “Your office?”

         She nodded, sniffed, and then blinked. “Oh gosh. The time. What time is it?” She unzipped her purse and began digging inside. Her head jerked up. “Matt, the time?”

         His hand automatically lifted in a what-the-hell gesture, but her head was now half-buried in her purse, so it wasn’t like she noticed. Reaching into the pocket of his jacket, he withdrew his smartphone and checked the screen. “Six fifty-five. Now are you going to tell me what’s going on? Because something is clearly going on with you, Charlotte.”

         “I will. I’ll tell you as soon as I get to my office. Can’t this thing go any faster?” She moved past him and repeatedly stabbed the button for the eighth floor. “You know what, never mind.” The elevator shuddered to a stop on the second floor, and she wedged herself through the barely open doors.

         He stuck his head out of the elevator to call her back but she’d already disappeared around the corner. She’d figure it out soon enough. The run might do her good. She’d burn off some of her anger and frustration, because the woman was clearly experiencing both.

         He leaned in to press the Stop button. Seconds later, he heard her frustrated cry from down the hall followed by the sound of her snow boots slapping against the tiles. “Stop! Don’t leave!”

         Holding the elevator doors open with his shoulder, he cocked his head as she pushed past him. “You’re welcome.”

         “You could’ve told me they’d blocked off the stairs for repairs.”

         “I would have if you’d given me half a chance. But I thought you’d figure it out since I only ever take the stairs. Plus you’re the one who ordered the repairs.”

         “The job was supposed to be completed by now.”

         “No, it was supposed to be completed by nine this morning. It’s only six fifty-eight. Now, are you going to—”

         She cut him off with a panicked yelp. “Hurry. Call me. Call my office,” she ordered, her voice muffled. Her head was stuck in her purse again. She pulled it out, staring at him through a curtain of honey-brown hair. “Matt!”

         “If you don’t tell me what’s going on, I’m stopping the elevator.”

         “No! I’ll lose my job if I’m not sitting at my desk in two minutes.” She looked at her phone and half-sobbed. “In one minute and twenty-six seconds. Please, I’m begging you. There’s two lines. If we both keep calling them and leaving messages, they’ll get a busy signal and think I’m there.”

         “You’ve lost me. When you left yesterday, you were headed home to accept a promotion, and now you’re telling me they’re going to fire you if you’re not at your desk by seven in the morning?”

         “Nine in the morning their time, I think. I should’ve asked if it was nine a.m. Eastern or Mountain, but at that moment I was thinking of ways to murder my ex-husband without getting caught.”

         “What does Jeremy have to do with this?” Matt knew all about Charlotte’s ex. She’d opened up about her failed marriage at Thanksgiving. After she refused the McBrides’ invitation to join them for dinner on account of work, Matt had brought it to her. They’d eaten in her office and talked the night away. It’d been one of the best dates he’d been on in a long time.

         “He has everything to do with it.” She brought her phone to her ear and gestured for him to do the same. While they alternated between leaving messages on her office voice mail and tying up the phone lines, she filled him in on what happened in New York.

         As the elevator shuddered to a stop on the eighth floor, Matt tucked his phone between his shoulder and ear and handed her the smaller suitcase. He grabbed the other two. “Look, I know it’s not easy for you to leave this for your dad to handle, but if he says he’ll take care of it, I’m sure he will. You’ll eventually get the promotion he promised you. And hey, you’ve gotta admit, being stuck in Christmas over the holidays isn’t so bad.”

         She shot him a Grinchy look as she strode from the elevator. “You can’t be serious. Christmas in New York is magical, Matt.”

         “Compared to here? No way. This town looks like it belongs on a Christmas card or in a snow globe. It’s so Christmassy, even Santa set up a second workshop here.”

         His remark earned him an eye roll.

         “Right, as if that can compete with skating in Central Park, the tree in Rockefeller Center, the Rockettes, and tea at the Russian Tea Room.”

         “The only reason you say that is because you haven’t given this town a chance. Wanna bet I can change your mind?” Underneath the teasing challenge in his voice, he was serious. He wanted to show her what she was missing. Maybe it was just wishful thinking on his part, but he didn’t think she’d be so anxious to leave if she gave the town half a chance. Then again, maybe he just wanted her to give him one.

         “Even if I wanted to take you up on your bet, which I don’t, but if I did, I wouldn’t have the time. Jeremy’s looking for any excuse to get rid of me. I made a promise to my dad, and I can’t go back on my word. I won’t. This is Bailey Healthcare, and I’ll be damned if Jeremy pushes me out, too.”

         Her lips moved silently as she swiped her key card at her office door. Her shoulders relaxing when the knob turned under her hand. “Thank God, I thought they might’ve deactivated my card. Maybe my luck is finally turning around.”

         It was a good thing the phone on her desk rang just then. He didn’t have to point out that Jeremy would most likely fire her when her contract was up in a month’s time—if the guy didn’t find a way out of her contract before then. Matt scrolled through his contact list and sent Ethan O’Connor a quick text. Ethan was a district attorney and an all-around good guy. Now and again, he took on pro bono work for the hospital. It wouldn’t hurt to have him check out Charlotte’s contract.

         As Charlotte registered the ringing phone, she released a panicked gasp, letting her suitcase and purse drop to the floor as she raced across the office to the massive cherry wood desk that sat in front of a wall of bookshelves. Her desk was on the left, a small seating area made up of a charcoal-gray couch, a glass coffee table, and two modern-looking chairs to the right.

         It was an impressive office for an impressive woman, but what made it spectacular in Matt’s opinion was the view. Straight across from where he stood in the doorway, the bank of windows framed the snow-covered Rockies and below, nestled in the tree-lined valley, Main Street with its cobblestone streets and pastel-painted storefronts decorated for the holidays.

         He didn’t know how Charlotte, who’d looked at that view for the past year, couldn’t see what he did. Like her, he’d been a city boy, and his love life hadn’t ended much better than hers. He’d go so far as to say it had been worse. But he’d healed with the help of the people in Christmas. Charlotte hadn’t.

         Oh, she talked a good game, and she was definitely in a better place than when she first arrived, but until she found a way to let go of her anger and hurt, she’d have trouble moving on to the life she deserved. And the woman deserved a wonderful life.

         “Christmas General, Charlotte Bailey speaking.” Her mouth turned down, and she pulled the phone away from her ear to strangle it.

         Okay, so definitely someone from New York, and if Matt was a betting man, he’d say it was Jeremy. And…he’d be right.

         “It’s five minutes after seven, Jeremy. I’ve already been on the phone for the past ten minutes dealing with hospital business.” She looked at Matt and lifted a shoulder. Probably because she was lying through her clenched teeth, and, as Matt knew from experience, Charlotte Bailey was a stickler for the truth. Other than someone not taking responsibility for their mistakes, nothing irked her more than someone lying to her face. Like her husband had, repeatedly, for years.

         Matt decided it might be better if he came back later. Before he gave in to the urge to take the phone and tell Charlotte’s ex what he’d do to him if he upset or threatened her again—and as a former special ops medic with the Rangers, Matt was well trained in not only healing a man but making him suffer—he left the two suitcases by the door. Once he’d gathered up her smaller suitcase and purse, placing them with the rest of her luggage, he removed the now-squashed foil-wrapped box from inside his jacket and walked over to put the chocolates on her desk.

         Through all of it, she sat quietly listening to whatever her ex had to say. What he hadn’t noticed before then was that she wasn’t only quiet, whatever color she’d had left on her face was gone, and her bloodshot eyes were no longer only glassy, they were wide with panic.

         “No, no way. You’ll never get the board to agree to this.” She brought a hand to her mouth and slowly shook her head. “I can’t. There’s no way I can close CGH within a matter of weeks.”

         He felt like he’d been sucker-punched and uttered a strangled sound of disbelief.

         As though she’d forgotten he was there, her gaze shot to him. She covered the receiver and whispered, “I’ll talk to you later, Matt.”

         “Charlotte, you can’t do this. You can’t—”

         “Just go, okay. I can’t deal with both of you right now.”

         He turned on his heel, anger dogging his every step as he strode to the door.

         “Yes, I’m here, Jeremy. And what you’re asking me to do makes no sense. CGH is operating in the black, which is more than…Of course I want to come back to New York, but…I don’t understand. What’s going on? Why would my promotion and my father’s reinstatement as chairman of the board hinge on me closing Christmas General by the beginning of the new year?”

         Matt swung around to stare at her. She wouldn’t meet his eyes, just shook her head and waved him out.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The next morning, Charlotte arrived at her office at the more reasonable hour of nine. She preferred to start her day at eight, but this morning she’d had trouble getting out of her bed at the lodge. Probably because she’d spent half the night trying to figure out how she was going to face Matt. She hadn’t seen him since he’d stormed from her office yesterday. He was angry, and he had every right to be. He wouldn’t be any happier with her today or tomorrow. None of the staff would.

         Yesterday, she’d spent the entire day and early evening on the phone with her father, Bailey’s lawyers, Abbie, Kate, and then every single board member trying to understand what was behind the decision. Well, every board member except Samantha. None of their answers made sense to Charlotte, but she soon learned there was nothing she could do to change their minds. Jeremy had the board members wrapped around his crooked little finger.

         Either Charlotte closed CGH, or they’d send in someone who would. And if she couldn’t do her job, she was out of one. The unspoken inference was as clear as if they’d said it aloud: Good luck finding another executive position in healthcare if you don’t do as directed. There was no doubt in her mind that Jeremy and Samantha would make sure no one hired Charlotte or her father if they didn’t toe the line.

         Today was going to be a long one. People’s livelihoods were on the line, and she was all too aware of the impending holidays. It was a difficult time of year for a tenth of any community’s population to receive pink slips, but more so she imagined for the citizens of a town named after the holiday. Her stomach tossed and turned like she’d taken a ride on Santa’s sleigh. She could use a little Christmas magic right about now.

         Only Charlotte didn’t believe in Santa or magic, and never had. The only way out of this mess was to come up with a solution that would work for Jeremy and the board, and the citizens of Christmas. She’d been mulling over an idea since late last night. Neither side would get exactly what they wanted, but if she could get them both on board, she might have a chance of pulling it off. First, she had to talk to Matt.

         “Sheila, would you do me a favor and schedule a meeting with Dr.—” Charlotte began as the door to her office opened. She stopped and stared at the man who walked in with two takeout cups in his hand. “You’re not Sheila.” Though the handsome man with the red-framed glasses and model-perfect dark hair looked vaguely familiar.

         “What gave me away?” He grinned and set a purple to-go cup that read SUGARPLUM BAKERY on her desk and then took a seat across from her, crossing his legs. He wore black pants with knife-edge creases and a black wool vest over a silk shirt that matched the frames of his glasses.

         The divine smell wafting past her nose distracted her, and she picked up the cup and took a careful sip. Cocoa and candy canes. It tasted as divine as it smelled. “Oh my gosh, this is amazing.”

         “Yes, I am.”

         “I was actually talking about the hot chocolate. Thank you, though. Uh, is there something I can do for you?” she asked, choosing to go for the politer version of What are you doing in my office? She knew for a fact she didn’t have any appointments scheduled for today, because she wasn’t supposed to be here. She was supposed to be in her beautiful corner office on Park Avenue looking out at the gorgeous view of her beloved city. Not at a crystal blue sky and snow-covered mountaintops.

         “Pour moi? No, no, it’s what I can do for you. And darling, let me tell you, I can do a lot for you. Starting with your hair.” He put down his cup and rose from his chair to come around to hers.

         She stared at him as he fluffed the hair she’d spent twenty minutes straightening this morning.

         “First, I think we’ll—”

         Shaking off her shock, she raised a protective hand to her head. “Who are you?”

         “Ty. The owner of Diva’s Hair Salon and Diva’s Catering. I’m also right-hand man to the mayor, Chloe McBride, and now, part-time assistant to tu.”

         “Who’s tu?”

         He laughed and lightly swatted her shoulder. “You, silly.”

         She may have had next to no involvement in the community, but that didn’t mean she hadn’t heard about Mayor Chloe McBride and her right-hand man. “No, I’m good, thanks. I already have a full-time assistant. Sheila. Sheila, can you come here, please?” Charlotte called out with a nervous hitch in her voice, hoping her assistant had finally shown up for work. She’d never been late before.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         Abbie and Kate leaned forward, their faces filling the computer screen. “Why are you whispering?” Abbie asked.

         Charlotte was at her desk, talking to her best friends via Skype. “Because I swear I heard him outside the door. He’s probably got his ear pressed to it now.”

         “You better hope not. You more or less accused him of kidnapping Sheila to take her place,” Abbie said before she took a bite of what looked like the grilled polenta slice Charlotte would’ve eaten two nights before if she hadn’t been forced to take a red-eye back to Colorado.

         “I know you think I’m overreacting, but you guys haven’t heard the stories I’ve heard.” She frowned. “Why are you looking at each other like that?”

         “Well, the thing is, I’ve not only heard the stories, I’ve read them.” Kate held up a paperback: The Trouble with Christmas. “It says the author is Debbie Mason, but I think the town’s matriarch, Nell McBride, actually wrote it.”

         “I’ve met her. The town matriarch, I mean. She’s the chief of staff’s aunt.”

         Kate gave her a knowing nod. “And the town’s matchmaker. You’re lucky she’s retired, or she’d be trying to marry you off to one of the single men in town. That’s what she did to Madison Lane in The Trouble with Christmas. And Madison hated the holiday and small towns even more than you do. You probably know her; she’s Dr. McBride’s daughter-in-law.”

         “Dr. McBride’s mentioned Madison, but I haven’t actually met her. And I don’t hate the holiday or small towns. I just love New York, and want to spend the holidays with you guys.” The thought of spending another Christmas here was depressing. She’d never felt so alone or lonely as she had last year.

         “You know I’d come if I could, but my mom’s not doing well,” Kate said, taking a bite of her polenta slice. Charlotte’s stomach growled. All she’d had was the hot chocolate Ty had brought her that morning. She’d passed on lunch, and it was close to four in the afternoon. Her best friends had stuck around after work to talk to her.

         “And Mark won’t let me take Emma out of state,” Abbie said, referring to her five-year-old and her ex, who was almost as bad as Jeremy.

         “I’m sorry for being so whiny. You guys have enough on your plates without me going on about my problems. I’m sorry Mark’s being a jerk, Abbie, and that your mom’s not improving with the new meds, Kate.”

         “Stop. If anyone deserves to whine, it’s you, and you never do. We’re going to do everything we can to help you from here, but we’d both feel better if you had someone in Christmas to support you.”

         “Abbie’s right. I know the situation isn’t ideal, but you and Matt seemed to be getting along really well before you left. For a while there, Abbie and I thought you guys were dating. Didn’t we, Abs?”

         “Okay, don’t even go there.”

         “Why not?” Abbie said. “It’s been a year since you and Jeremy split up. It’s past time you got out there.”

         “Says the woman whose been divorced for two years and hasn’t gone on a single date.”

         “It’s not the same. I have Emma to think about. But trust me, if I met someone like your Dr. McSexy, I wouldn’t be single for long. That man is—”

         “He’s not mine.” And she didn’t need to be reminded how amazing he was. Matt probably hated her now, and she wasn’t about to let her friends know how much that bothered her. It was one of the reasons Charlotte hadn’t asked Ty to schedule a meeting with Matt yet. The other reason was she had to find Sheila and convince her to come back to work before she did anything else. Ty obviously had an agenda, and it didn’t coincide with Charlotte’s.

         “The only reason Matt isn’t yours is because you put up roadblocks every chance you get,” Kate said with a raised eyebrow, challenging Charlotte to deny her accusation

         Which she couldn’t, because after spending an incredible night with Matt at Thanksgiving and having one glass of wine too many, she’d confessed as much to Kate and Abbie via Skype.

         “And before you try to deny it, remember who you’re talking to. No one knows you better than we do. We’ve had the feeling something was going on between you and Matt long before Thanksgiving. He’s perfect, and he’s perfect for you.”

         “No one is perfect,” Charlotte grumbled.

         “So, you’re telling us that if Matt lived in New York, you wouldn’t be practically engaged by now?”

         She may have had that fantasy every now and again. Not the engaged part; the part where Matt lived in New York. “First, you’re forgetting that I’m stuck in Colorado. And second, that I’ll never be engaged to anyone since I’m never getting married again.” From behind the door, someone laughed. “Did you hear that? I told you Ty’s spying on me. Somehow, they’ve found out that I’ve been ordered to close CGH.”

         “Do you think Matt told someone? It’s a small town. Once one person knows—” Abbie began before Charlotte cut her off.

         “No, Matt wouldn’t do that. He’s not like that.” He was loyal and dependable with a deep sense of moral integrity. Quite simply, he was the most incredible man she’d ever met, and she was going to have to fire him if she couldn’t convince Jeremy and CGH to get on board with her plan.

         “It wasn’t Matt,” she reiterated, thinking back to yesterday. “It was Sheila. She came in while I was on the phone with one of the board members. I stopped talking as soon as I saw her, but she could’ve been there a while before I noticed.” If Charlotte was honest, someone could’ve been standing in front of her and she might not have noticed. By then, she’d been up almost thirty-six hours straight.

         “So that means everyone in Christmas knows,” Kate said, making a face that Charlotte could take only one way. Her goose was cooked, as her maternal grandmother used to say. Then again, Kate had been power eating. Maybe she had heartburn. Charlotte was able to hold on to that hope for about half a second before her best friend added, “You know the old adage about knowing your enemy? Maybe you should pick up a copy of The Trouble with Christmas.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Christmas General Hospital needed a miracle, and it looked like the folks in town had decided Matt was it. It felt like half of Christmas had paid him a visit today, and another one was on her way. He leaned his elbow on the table in the hospital cafeteria and raised his hand to the side of his face in hopes the mayor wouldn’t notice him, inwardly groaning when the chair across from him scraped across the tile floor.

         “Matt, what are we going to do? I can’t have the babies at home. I have an incredibly high pain tolerance, but I’m not ashamed to say I want drugs. Whatever kind of drugs you can give me, I want them.”

         He reached across the table and patted Chloe’s hand. A former soap opera star, the beautiful brunette was affectionately known in town as Diva #1, and her sidekick, Ty, was known as Diva #2. “Relax. The last thing we want is your blood pressure to go up. You’re months away from your due date. If necessary—and I highly doubt it will be—there’s lots of time to come up with a new birth plan.”

         She relaxed in her chair. “Of course, you’re right. The babies will be fine, and so will I. What I’m really worried about is the town. The hospital is our biggest employer. Not to mention the best healthcare provider in the state. How will we survive without it?”

         “I think it’s premature to go to the worst-case scenario. Charlotte’s smart. I’m sure she’ll figure out a way to save the hospital.” He hoped his voice sounded more confident than he felt. From what he heard of her conversation with Jeremy, both Charlotte and her father would be pushed out if she didn’t close CGH as directed. And if she tried to fight her ex-husband, what then? No doubt they’d send someone else to do the job.

         “What if she can’t? Sheila told me Charlotte spent most of yesterday trying, and it didn’t get her anywhere.”

         “I heard Sheila quit. She should’ve at least given Charlotte two weeks’ notice.” He’d meant to go up and check on her a couple times today, but between patients, concerned citizens, and shoring up the staff’s morale, he hadn’t had a chance. And maybe, if he was honest with himself, he’d admit he didn’t want her to validate his fear that this was happening and there wasn’t a damn thing any of them could do to stop it.

         “Oh, don’t worry about Charlotte being left high and dry. She has a new assistant.”

         Her grin made him nervous. “Chloe, what did you do?”

         “You sound like Easton,” she said, referring to her husband. “It’s not like I was up to anything nefarious. All I did was suggest Sheila come work for me, and Ty would work for Charlotte. We need someone like him on the inside if we want to keep ahead of this. Oh, look, there he is. Ty!” She waved him over.

         Matt sat back in the chair and crossed his arms. “Whatever you two are planning, the answer is no.”

         Chloe pouted and batted her long eyelashes.

         “Yeah, and that’s not going to work on me. Save it for your husband.”

         “Diva, you’re looking divine as always.” The two air-kissed, and then Ty leaned in to do the same to Matt, sniffing him as he did. “Yum, you smell edible, McSexy.”

         “I think it’s whatever you’ve got in the bag, Ty.”

         The other man looked down and chuckled. “You see, that’s what happens when I’m around you. I forget myself.” He handed Matt the bag.

         “What’s this?”

         Ty frowned down at Chloe. “You didn’t fill him in on the plan?”

         “He said no before I got a chance.”

         “Is that right?” Ty wrapped one arm around his waist and used his other hand to cup his clean-shaven chin. Slowly moving his head from side to side, he tapped his forefinger on his lips.

         He made Matt more nervous than Chloe did. “Look, Ty, I don’t know what you two are up to, but I don’t want any part of it.”

         “Is that so? Well, if you don’t go along with our plan, I’ll have to bring in the big guns.”

         Chloe sighed. “Nell’s retired, Ty. You know that.”

         “I have my ways. So, what’s it going to be, McSexy, us or Nell?”

         Nell McBride’s matchmaking schemes had a one hundred percent success rate. Any couple she set her sights on ended up married within the year. As much as Matt liked Charlotte, he didn’t want to marry the woman. He’d been down that road before, and it didn’t work out so well.

         He stood up and looked into the bag. “Christmas cupcakes and cookies? What about real food?”

         Ty shrugged. “That’s what Chloe told me to get. And chocolate’s an aphrodisiac.”

         Matt reminded himself that Ty and Chloe were the lesser of two evils and kept his mouth shut. He’d pretend to go along with the plan. No harm, no foul. “I’m taking it Charlotte never left her office today. I’ll pick her up a couple of chicken wraps.”

         She turned up her nose at pretty much everything else on the cafeteria menu. A few months ago, he’d challenged her to come up with a better one, but at the time, she’d been busy requisitioning new equipment for the cardiac unit. His own heart squeezed at the thought it would all be for naught if Jeremy had his way.

         Matt didn’t know what he’d do if they closed the hospital. He’d been working here for more than five years. It was his home away from home. They were like one big, happy family. Not all the time, of course, but what family was? Certainly not his. He’d disowned his brother after his betrayal.

         Ty waggled his eyebrows. “Chicken wraps? It sounds like the man knows his woman.”

         “She’s not my woman.”

         “Well—” At the sound of a low moan, Ty turned to Chloe. “Diva!” He took away the bag she’d slipped from Matt’s hand and held it protectively to his chest as he returned his attention to Matt. “Charlotte’s friends didn’t believe her any more than I believe you when she said you weren’t her man. Now come here and let Uncle Ty fix you up a bit.”

         Before he realized what Ty was up to, the other man had his fingers in Matt’s hair. “So thick, and just, oh, what I wouldn’t do to get you in my chair. To think all of this male goodness is real. And you’re smart too, and nice.” He tousled Matt’s hair and then patted his chest. “Good God, your muscles have muscles.”

         “Okay, I think I’m good now. I’ll just go up and…What exactly is it I’m supposed to do?”

         He should’ve kept his mouth shut. After he picked up the chicken wraps, Chloe and Ty spent the elevator ride up to the eighth floor instructing him on the art of seduction. He sent them back down to the third before they decided to join him on his date.

         There was no reason for Matt to be nervous. Okay, so there was when it came to the future of Christmas General, but not his future with Charlotte. He had to remind himself he was just playing along with Chloe and Ty to get them to back off. He’d shared coffees, lunches, even dinners with Charlotte on many occasions, and this was no different. Even if it sort of felt like it was because of Chloe and Ty’s romancing-the-CEO pep talk.

         He knocked on her office door, cracking it open when she didn’t answer. “Charlotte, you got a minute?”

         She was on the phone and waved him in. “Jeremy, I’m going to put you on speaker. Dr. Trainer is here representing Dr. McBride, our chief of staff.” She raised her eyebrows at Matt as though asking if that was okay. He nodded, and she put her ex on speaker. “I have a proposal I want you both to review. I’ve e-mailed you a copy. Dr. Trainer, here’s one for you. I realize it’s not ideal, but Jeremy, I think by closing the long-term beds and focusing on outpatient and emergency services, we can generate the profit you’re looking for while retaining at least fifty percent of the jobs and services the town has come to rely on.”

         “You’re kidding, right?” Matt asked as he tossed the file on her desk. “This isn’t close to acceptable.”

         “I agree, and I don’t appreciate you wasting my time or the board’s, Charlotte. I want notices to go out this week. Assets sold off and Christmas General closed by January first.”

         “I’ll see you both in court. By the end of the day, I’ll have at least two hundred employees signed on to a class-action suit.”

         “Matt,” Charlotte said, sounding shocked and hurt by his threat.

         “On what grounds?” Her ex’s voice came through the speaker, his tone condescending and smug.

         “The WARN Act. You’re required to notify local and state governments sixty days in advance when more than one hundred people will be put out of work.”

         “Fine. Consider them notified. And Charlotte, as of now, I’m verbally extending your contract until February tenth. Paperwork to follow.”

         Charlotte sat there without saying a word. Matt shook his head, disappointed that she didn’t try to intervene. He dropped the bag of cupcakes, cookies, and chicken wraps on her desk and strode to the door. He opened it, and Ty fell into him.

         “Not a word,” he told the other man when he opened his mouth.

         Ty sent both Matt and Charlotte a tight-lipped look before hurrying back to his desk and picking up the phone.

         As Matt strode across the reception area, he heard him say, “Nell, it’s Ty. This is a direct order from your mayor. The town needs you. Get your butt over to Christmas General, ASAP.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         Five long and agonizing days after Matt confirmed he officially hated her by threatening to sue Bailey Healthcare, Charlotte walked into her office and immediately walked back out. She glanced at the empty desk to her right. She wasn’t in the wrong office; it was definitely Ty’s desk. He wasn’t in yet—because God forbid he actually got to work on time—but there was no mistaking the dancing Santa and the bowl of neon candy canes.

         She took a deep breath and once more opened her office door to slowly walk inside. Someone liked pink, a lot. Christmas, too. Feathery pink garland was looped from one end of the wall of windows to the other. At least fifty glass snowflakes dangled in a symmetrical line from the window frame. The heat pouring from the vents caused them to spin in the bright morning sunlight, turning her office into a glittering rainbow. She’d need to wear sunglasses if she hoped to make it through the day without developing a migraine.

         As she made her way to her desk, she noted the ornaments strategically placed on the bookshelves. A pink tree in the corner was tastefully decorated with miniature white lights and glass icicles, which no doubt would glitter and shine once the sunlight made its way to that side of her office.

         “All I Want for Christmas Is You” blasted through the speakers, and she jumped. Even though she should be used to it by now. The onslaught of Christmas music signaled Ty’s arrival.

         It had been the same routine every morning since Matt confirmed Charlotte’s worst fear that he hated her. She gave herself a mental slap. It was like she couldn’t stop thinking about how Matt felt about her. And it seemed to be getting worse. She supposed that shouldn’t be a surprise. Her days were getting worse, too.

         But Ty was at least twenty minutes earlier than usual. She knew why when he ushered a woman into her office. He made a Vanna White gesture with his hands to the attractive woman with blond hair. “Christmas’s favorite New York girl, Madison McBride.”

         Charlotte managed a smile and put down her briefcase to shake Madison’s hand or, as Kate referred to her, the butt-kicking heroine of book 1 in the series. Her best friend was officially addicted to both the books and the town of Christmas. Which was annoying when the citizens of said town hated Charlotte as much as Matt did.

         She gave her head an exasperated shake. She’d done it again. It was like she was obsessed with the man. She wasn’t, was she?

         She ignored the silent question. Losing her mind was apparently a consequence of living in a town where 99.9 percent of the population hated her. An image of He Who Shall No Longer Be Named popped into her head, and she pushed him out. Maybe it was a good thing Ty had once again ignored her no-more-appointments directive.

         Over the course of four days, Chloe McBride had stopped by three times. And now that Charlotte thought about it, she had a fairly good idea who was behind her office re-do. The woman liked pink and was Ty’s best friend.

         Charlotte also had the grave misfortune of dealing with Sheriff Jill Anderson on a daily basis. Several times a day, actually. Because that’s how often a member of the charming little mountain town (Kate’s words, not hers) leveled a fictitious charge against Charlotte. Yesterday, she had supposedly been seen in the grocery store fighting with someone over a head of lettuce, which resulted in an older woman falling and breaking her wrist. She also had reportedly been seen leaving the local bar under the influence and driving away in her car. Neither incident had taken place, of course.

         Oddly enough, the one person who hadn’t demanded an appointment with Charlotte was Nell McBride. As Charlotte had been led to believe, nothing happened in Christmas without Nell getting involved. Kate had been even more surprised than Charlotte that the seventy-something woman hadn’t demanded an audience. Albeit for an entirely different reason.

         As her best friend had learned, and shared, Charlotte’s new assistant had begged Nell to come out of retirement…She’d refused. According to Nell, via Ty, then Kate, the town’s matriarch’s gift couldn’t be forced. Unless the couple in question hit the top of her chemistry meter, she wouldn’t waste her time. Apparently, that was the case with Charlotte and Matt. They had no chemistry. He wasn’t her one and only, and she wasn’t his.

         “Charlotte.” Ty nudged her. “You fell asleep with your eyes open again.”

         “I wasn’t…Sorry, I just have a lot—”

         Ty talked right over her. “She hasn’t been sleeping. All you have to do is look at her to know that, right? The bags under her eyes have turned into suitcases since yesterday. Look—” he said to Madison while pinching Charlotte’s cheeks—“the color disappears in seconds. She glows in the dark.”

         Charlotte nudged him away, forcing an isn’t-he-cute smile on her face as she took a seat behind her desk. “Thanks, Ty. I think Madison gets it.”

         “At least her hair looks fan-tab-u-lous, doesn’t it? I gave her the full treatment yesterday. We turned her office into a salon. Poor thing, it’s safer for her here than out on the streets.”

         “I’m right here,” Charlotte reminded him.

         Obviously Madison decided a distraction was in order. “Ty, I’d kill for a Sugarplum Bakery gingerbread latte. Charlotte, what about you?”

         “Definitely. I’ll have a salted caramel latte, and—” Charlotte began.

         Ty rolled his eyes. “I know, three of the bakery’s Christmas cupcakes. Might as well make it a half a dozen,” he said when Madison raised two fingers.

         “I hope you don’t mind me stopping by, Charlotte,” Madison said once Ty closed the door behind him, taking a seat across from the desk. “My father-in-law asked me to check on you. He knows how hard you worked this past year for CGH, and he feels horrible that everyone has turned against you. They’re just scared, you know.”

         Charlotte didn’t know what it was about Madison, maybe it was Dr. McBride’s words of support, or knowing the other woman was originally from New York, but she suddenly found herself spilling her guts about how awful the past week had been. Nothing like this had ever happened to her before. Well, of course the scandal with Jeremy and Samantha had been horrible, too, but this situation was so much worse. Madison was right. People were terrified about losing their jobs and not being able to find another one. And Charlotte had no idea how to fix it.

         As she shared just how bad it had been, Madison nodded like she understood her plight completely. Once Charlotte fell silent, the other woman said, “You know when you’re talking to someone and sharing how crappy your life is and they can’t just listen and make sympathetic noises and tell you it’s going to be all right?”

         Charlotte nodded.

         “Well, I’m not that woman, Charlotte. I’m honestly not. But let me tell you, when I first came to Christmas, I couldn’t wait to leave it in my rearview mirror. People here were horrible to me. They basically ruined my reputation. I lost my job because of them. And as much as I hated small towns before, nothing compared to how I felt about this one. But everything changed once I got to know the people in town and they got to know me. You’ve been here a year, and none of us really know you. I’d like to, and my friends would, too. If you gave have us half a chance, I think you might be pleasantly surprised.”

         “I’m sorry. It honestly wasn’t my intention to bury myself in work. I wasn’t in a good place when I first arrived, and it had nothing to do with the town. My marriage had just ended, and not happily.”

         “I know. Ty told us. I’m sorry. Your ex sounds awful, and so does his new wife. Believe me, we’ve all dealt with jerks, and in the end, they get what they deserve. My friend Skye would say it’s karma.”

         “You and your friends are all from New York, aren’t you?” At Madison’s nod, she said, “Don’t you miss New York? I’m not trying to be rude; I’m just trying to understand how you can go from living in New York to living here.”

         “If it wasn’t for my husband, Gage, I might still be in New York. But I’m happy here. Happier than I ever thought possible. Of course that’s because of Gage and our children, and his family, who’ve become mine. We’ve all made great lives here. We have wonderful friends. If you gave Christmas a chance, I think the town would grow on you, too. And the people. They’re good, decent, hardworking folks. It’s like I said before, you just have to let them get to know you.”

         “They might’ve been more open to getting to know me last year, but I’m pretty sure they’d be just as happy if I left town. Honestly, I don’t blame them. I understand why they’re angry. I am, too. I didn’t sign up for this. I’ve tried everything I can think of to stop them from closing CGH. Obviously, neither side was happy with my idea to keep the emergency and outpatient services running, but I haven’t been able to come up with anything else.” She lifted the piles of notes she’d made over the past couple of days. “I’ve heard you’re a financial genius and consult with local businesses. If you have any ideas, I’m open to them. I’ll take whatever help I can get.”

         “I’m happy to hear you say that, because I’ve already had a look.”

         Charlotte sighed. “Ty.”

         “Ty, and my father-in-law. And just so you know, they weren’t questioning your ability or willingness to do the job. They just thought a second set of eyes would help.”

         “Did they?” Charlotte asked hopefully.

         “No, I would’ve suggested exactly what you did. Like you, I’m at a loss. And as much as people complained about your cost-saving measures, you did an incredible job turning CGH around. If I was a shareholder in Bailey Healthcare, I’d be recommending you for promotion.”

         “Thank you. I appreciate the vote of confidence. And you probably should know, I will be promoted, and my dad will be reinstated as chairman of the board if I wind down CGH by the deadline and at a profit. If I don’t, we’re both out.”

         By the look of surprise on Madison’s face, that was news to her. And not happy news. Only Matt had overheard that part of Charlotte’s conversation with Jeremy the other day. She’d known all along she could trust him to keep her confidence, and this proved her right.

         “I’m not going to lie: I’ll do whatever it takes to ensure my father and I don’t get ousted from my family’s company. The way I see it, I have a couple weeks to convince the other board members to vote Jeremy out and reinstate my father. If I can’t, I have no choice but to begin winding down operations at Christmas General.” She’d already begun closing long-term beds. It’s why people were picketing outside the hospital.

         “If I were you, I’d probably do the same,” Madison said, although she didn’t look happy about the admission. “That’s more or less what I was doing when I first came to Christmas. Hartwell Enterprises, the company I worked for, wasn’t my own, but in some ways I felt like it was.” Madison frowned. “You know, maybe we’re looking at this all wrong. The deal Harrison, my boss’s nephew, was trying to push through for Christmas was a smoke screen for a get-quick rich scheme of his own. So maybe you have to figure out what’s in it for Jeremy. Why is he focused on Christmas General? Is he closing down any other hospitals?”

         “Not that I’m aware of, but I can’t think of any way closing Christmas General would benefit Jeremy personally.”

         “You keep thinking, and I’ll have my friend Vivi look into Jeremy, too. She’s an investigative reporter and owns the Christmas Chronicle.”

         “Thank you. I’d appreciate it.” Charlotte smiled, looking up when Ty walked in carrying a bag and balancing a tray of coffees in one hand, his phone in the other.

         “My New York BFFs wanted to check on their girl. See,” he said to the blurry faces on the screen, “she doesn’t look depressed anymore. I told you I’d find her some friends.”

         Madison waved and said hi to Kate and Abbie.

         “We’ll all get to hang out next summer. Kate, Abbie, and little Emma have promised to visit Charlotte then. We’ll have so much fun.”

         “But I won’t be here next summer,” Charlotte said.

         Ty laughed like he knew something she didn’t.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Charlotte had spent the rest of the day before thinking about what Madison said. It made sense. There had to be some financial reward in it for Jeremy. The man was motivated by money. Every decision he ever made revolved around the almighty dollar. Charlotte had planned to practice family medicine, but the ink had barely dried on her degree when Jeremy called a family meeting, insisting that she take her rightful place at Bailey Healthcare.

         Her mother, a pediatrician, had still been alive then. She’d wanted Charlotte to follow in her footsteps, but Charlotte’s father and Jeremy had overridden both their objections. Granted, Charlotte’s had been half-hearted. Head over heels in love with Jeremy, she would’ve done just about anything to make him happy, even if it meant giving up on her own dreams.

         She supposed that’s something she should think about when all this was over. Whose life was she living, her own or the one Jeremy had mapped out for her? Right now, he was definitely still pulling the strings. She planned to put a stop to that. She’d spent, or she should say Ty spent, the entire morning trying to reach the CEO of Valley Ridge Medical Center. In the end, they’d given up and driven the forty minutes to track down the woman themselves.

         Valley Ridge Medical Center was the hospital most likely to benefit from Christmas General’s demise. They were also owned by a for-profit corporation who had expressed an interest in buying out Bailey Healthcare a few years back. It wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility that Jeremy was in bed with that company now, weakening Bailey Healthcare’s position and leaving them vulnerable to a hostile takeover. For which Jeremy would no doubt be handsomely rewarded.

         Only Charlotte didn’t have any evidence, and it didn’t look like she was going to get any today. “She must have left early. We’ll try again on Monday,” Charlotte said to Ty, who’d insisted on accompanying her to Valley Ridge Medical Center.

         He shook his head and rattled the knob on Maureen Cheever’s office door. “I don’t think so. Everyone we talked to said she’s here. She’s hiding from us, which means that we can try to set up a meeting with her all we want, and it’s not going to happen. She’ll wait us out.”

         Up until fifteen minutes ago, Charlotte had begun to think she was reaching, seeing conspiracies where none existed. But Ty was right. Valley Ridge’s CEO was definitely avoiding them. “I don’t know what else to do. We can’t break into her office.”

         “Why not?” He crouched in front of the knob. “It can’t be that hard to—”

         She grabbed his arm and pulled him to his feet. “Because that would be breaking the law, and there are cameras. Trust me, I know how important it is that we get to the bottom of this and put a stop to Jeremy. But we have to go about it legally.” She looped her arm through Ty’s and guided him toward the elevators.

         “Ma’am, I think you dropped something.”

         She turned to see a man standing outside Maureen Cheever’s door. He was dressed in white coveralls and leaning on a mop, holding up a business card between his fingers.

         “Thanks, but I don’t think—” Charlotte began, only to be cut off by Ty, who half dragged her back down the hall saying out of the side of his mouth, “He’s a janitor, and janitors know everything.”

         Charlotte smiled at the thirty-something man with the attractive, angular face, a heavy lock of dark hair flopping over his forehead and left eye. “Thank you,” she said, accepting the card. It read NICK CLAUSE, NEW YORK CAB CO. She turned it over, and there, written in ink, were the words Believe and Miracles happen every day. Open your eyes and your heart to see them. She checked the zipper on her purse, trying to figure out how the card had fallen out. It didn’t make sense. She’d put the card in her wallet.

         “Charlotte, Henry’s going to open the door and let us wait in Ms. Cheever’s office for her. Isn’t that nice of him?”

         “Yes, that’s wonder…Henry? Your name’s Henry?” she asked, thinking back to what Nick had said that night about his partner. She could’ve sworn his name was Henry, too. Henry was a common name, but still…

         The man grinned. “That’s me. There you go.” He held the door open. “Good luck finding what you need, Ty. Ms. Bailey.”

         “Thank you,” Charlotte said as she looked around the room. They might have gotten in legally, but she didn’t want to be here any longer than was…“Wait, how do you know my—” She turned to face Henry, but he wasn’t there. She leaned out the door. The hall was empty. “Ty, did you tell him our names?”

         “Of course. He’s hot. I gave him my number, too,” he said, as he rifled through some files on Maureen Cheever’s desk. “Not sure if I told him your name though. Why?”

         “Nothing,” she said as she joined him. “I just…” She trailed off as her eyes landed on the photograph on the far corner of the desk. She picked it up and smiled, Henry all but forgotten. She knew exactly what Jeremy was up to and why.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Six

         

         Smile,” Ty said just before he took a picture of Charlotte on the drive back to Christmas. The flash nearly blinded her.

         She blinked the stars from her eyes to focus on the taillights ahead of her. Wrapped tight around the steering wheel, her hands began to cramp. After a year in Colorado, her defensive driving skills had improved, but today’s road conditions would be trying for the best of drivers. “No more pictures. If you haven’t noticed, it’s snowing and the roads are a mess.”

         “It’s not your best side, but it’ll do. I can see the headlines now: Charlotte Bailey saves Christmas. I’m going to suggest it to Vivi. Catchier if she leaves off General,” Ty said as he worked his phone. “Wait, this is even better.” He lifted his hand and punctuated each word. “Miracle at Christmas.”

         “Don’t start celebrating just yet. I don’t mean to be a downer. I’m excited about this too. But you heard my dad. We don’t have any evidence that Jeremy is colluding with Maureen.”

         “Yeah, but he’s calling an emergency board meeting. So he must think he has a good chance of getting them to oust Jeremy.”

         “You don’t know my ex like I do, Ty. If anyone can spin this, it’ll be Jeremy. I’m just hoping the board members will see through him. It all depends on whether my dad can lay out the case against him.”

         “Maybe you should do it. You laid out a pretty good case when you were talking to your father.”

         “Thanks, but I just stated the facts.” Ty was right, though. Despite not having solid evidence of collusion, they had a pretty good circumstantial case. It would be up to the board members to connect the dots. Maureen Cheever was Harold Delray’s daughter and could legitimately contest her father’s will. Charlotte imagined there was no love lost between Harold’s daughter and his second, much younger wife. Samantha was the reason Harold had left Colorado for New York. And until today, no one at Bailey Healthcare had even known Harold had a daughter. As far as anyone knew, Samantha was Harold’s sole beneficiary.

         If Harold had indeed cut his daughter out of the will, Samantha’s pregnancy would provide Maureen with the ammunition she needed to prove her stepmother had been unfaithful. Even if a judge didn’t overturn the will based on the evidence, Maureen could tie up the money for years. And that wouldn’t suit Jeremy’s purposes at all. Especially with a baby on the way. Every time Charlotte had suggested they start a family, money had been the number one excuse he’d used to put her off.

         Given how things had turned out, it was for the best. She returned her attention to Ty. “And I didn’t have Jeremy arguing against each fact as I presented it. Or Samantha, for that matter. Which is what my dad will be up against,” she added. “And, like he said, if they offered to close CGH as a bribe, Maureen won’t come forward.”

         “Why not? She stands to gain a lot more money if she goes after her father’s fortune.”

         “No, the odds of her overturning Harold’s will are negligible. Even if she did, it would take years, and Samantha would still receive the majority of Harold’s fortune. If Maureen was lucky, she might get a couple hundred thousand dollars. But after paying her legal bills, she’d walk away with next to nothing. This way, the closure of CGH ensures a huge increase in Valley Ridge’s revenues and solidifies Maureen’s position as CEO, as well as ensuring she’ll surpass her targets. Her bonuses alone will more than likely be in the hundred-thousand-dollar range. She’ll also look good to the higher-ups, which puts her on track for a promotion.”

         “Okay, your father has as much on the line as you, but trust me, you’re the best one to present this to the board. You’re one of Samantha and Jeremy’s victims. You’re proof he lies and cheats and doesn’t care who he hurts. I’m not dissing your father. But I’d feel better knowing the fate of Christmas was in your hands and not his.”

         Ty had hit a sore point. Charlotte hated to be seen as a victim. Which made the idea of being the one to bring Jeremy and Samantha down hard to resist. However, it was the thought of telling Matt that Christmas General and his job were safe that made the decision for her. “I’ll go.”

         “Yay! I knew you would. Did you hear that, ladies? She said yes. Call every scalper you know and scrounge up four tickets to the Rockettes. We’ll have lots to celebrate. Later.” He made kissy noises into the phone.

         “Who was that?”

         “My girls?”

         “Your girls?”

         “Yeah, my girls. Abbie and Kate. I can’t wait to see them.”

         “You’re coming with me?”

         “Of course, I am. You need me. Besides, my job has become hazardous to my health. I need a holiday. All day long I take calls from angry people threatening you and people sharing what’s going to happen to them if CGH closes. One minute I’m shaking like a leaf and in the next crying like a baby.”

         She knew exactly how he felt. He took thorough notes and made sure she—and the sheriff—got each and every one.

         “That girl is good,” he said, holding up his phone. “Abbie’s got us covered. Emergency board meeting is scheduled for tomorrow night. We leave first thing in the morning.”

         “Ty, you might want to look outside.” She nodded at the near white-out conditions through the windshield.

         “Good God, when did that happen? Charlotte, watch out!”

         She reacted without thinking and slammed on the brakes. The car fishtailed, skidding sideways into the truck ahead of her. There’s was a crunch and screech of metal scraping metal and then the loud whoomph of the airbag on Ty’s side bursting open, pushing his body into hers. They bumped heads.

         “Ouch,” they both cried at the same time.

         Charlotte raised a hand to her temple, Ty to his forehead. Someone rapped on her window. “Charlotte.”

         It was Matt, looking big and strong, his handsome face concerned. She opened the door, so glad to see him she wanted to jump into his arms and share the news that they might’ve found the answer to saving CGH. And then she realized how and why he’d arrived so quickly at the scene. She winced. “That’s your truck, isn’t it?”

         He nodded and leaned in, looking from her to Ty. “You guys okay?”

         “No, I’m sure I’ve broken several bones. I’ll need a thorough examination,” Ty said, casting a hopeful glance at Matt.

         “He’s fine,” Charlotte said, attempting to undo her seat belt. “What about you? Are you okay?”

         “He looks more than fine to me.”

         Matt ignored Ty and reached in to help with her seat belt. “There’s a fifteen-car pileup. We’ll be here for a while. You’ll be safer waiting it out in my truck.”

         She nodded while trying not to react to the feel of his strong hands or to how close his face was to hers. Until then, she hadn’t noticed how long his eyelashes were. Like his hair, they were golden brown and had a slight curl. Dark stubble shadowed his square jaw, and she got a whiff of his aftershave. He smelled like snow falling on cedars and warm leather.

         “Bailey, you look like you’re going to lick the man,” Ty groused, then sighed. “I guess I can’t blame you. Just do it and get it over with.”

         Matt turned his head, his whisky-colored eyes holding hers. “You want to lick me?”

         No, she wanted to kiss his corded neck and his strong jaw and that sensuous mouth with the full bottom lip and…The corner of his mouth kicked up. She shot Ty a killing glare, and said, “Of course not. Ty’s just being Ty. I’m not a dog.” No, I’m an idiot. Why did I say something like that? Her seat belt popped free. Her “Thank you” came out a little breathy and squeaky. She sounded like she’d sucked in a lungful of helium.

         “Are you sure you’re okay?”

         “She’s fine, but I’m being smothered by a giant marshmallow. Not that either of you seem to care.”

         Matt extended his hand. “It’ll be easier to get him out the driver side.”

         “Right. Of course.” She put her hand in his and stepped from the car into ankle-deep snow. Only underneath it was ice, and her heel went out from under her. Matt’s arm shot around her waist, saving her from falling backward. It didn’t save her from embarrassment, though. From the waist down, she was pressed against him, resulting in another breathy “Thank you.”

         He stared into her eyes as she lay over his arm like a heroine on a romance cover. There was something about the way he looked at her that made her think he wanted to kiss her as much as she wanted to kiss him. Even if he didn’t, at least he wasn’t looking at her like she’d disappointed him when she pretended to go along with the plans to close CGH and that made it feel like everything was finally right with the world. Through the snowflakes pelting her face, she smiled up at him. “We might’ve found a way to save the hospital.”

         The smile he gave her softened his ruggedly handsome face, telling her more than any words could. Dr. Matt Trainer liked her, a lot. Maybe as much as she liked him. Slowly, he drew her upright until they were thigh to thigh, chest to chest, the frosted clouds of their breath intermingling. “I always believed you would, Dr. Bailey.”

         This time something more than admiration lit up his eyes. He didn’t just want to kiss her; he was going to. It would be the perfect ending for what was turning into a perfect day. Other than being involved in a fifteen-car pileup and smashing into his truck, she supposed. She went up on her tiptoes, and he began to lower his head when from within the car Ty said, “Seriously?” And from down the road, “Doc Trainer, is that you?”

         Matt straightened, easing Charlotte from his arms. “Ted, what’s going on?” he asked the older man hurrying toward them.

         “A young woman. Think she was the one who caused the pileup. Car went off the road. Someone just spotted it. She’s hurt bad. Unconscious. Two young ’uns in the back. Shaken, but I think they’re all right.”

         “I’ll get my medical bag out of the truck and be right with you.” He handed Charlotte his keys. “Get Ty out of the car and into my truck. Be care—” His head shot up, and he grabbed Charlotte. “Ty, brace. Ted, run. Not between the vehicles,” he ordered as he slammed the car door shut and took off at a run, half dragging her with him. She turned her head and saw what he had, headlights coming through the wall of snow, and they were coming on fast.

         “Oh God,” she cried out, just before the SUV crashed into her car, followed by two more. The ground shuddered as if there’d been a mini earthquake. A drawn-out, ear-piercing screech and the sound of metal crunching like accordions vibrated in the early evening air. And then it was over. Low moans, an anguished cry, and the hiss of steam replaced the sounds of moments before.

         Matt snapped into action. Once he’d confirmed she and Ted were okay, he moved to her car and checked on Ty, and then the on the passengers in the vehicles behind. She hurried after him, wishing not for the first time today that she’d worn practical boots.

         “Charlotte, call the sheriff’s office and ask where the hell they are. I called them ten minutes ago. And unless they have emergencies, get on with the fire department and Search and Rescue. We need all the help we can get.”

         Less than fifteen minutes later, Matt had proven, at least to her, why he was called Dr. McSexy. His gorgeous face, chiseled six-pack, and rock-hard pecs that his scrubs couldn’t hide were probably why he’d been given the nickname. And of course those attributes put him at the top of anyone’s sexy meter.

         But in Charlotte’s eyes, he’d never been sexier than he was when he took control of the situation. He was confident and commanding, and no one doubted they’d be safe with Matt Trainer on the job. He wasn’t only a doctor; the man had been a special ops medic and volunteered with Search and Rescue. It’s how he was able to outfit Ted and his friends in some form of reflective wear. They were stationed a few hundred yards down from them with flashlights in hopes of preventing the pileup and the number of injuries from getting any larger.

         At last count, there were twenty vehicles involved and at least fifteen people injured. Matt had gone to look after the unconscious woman and her children while Charlotte took care of the rest. Most of them had sustained minor injuries, including Ty, who’d broken his nose. He currently wasn’t speaking to her. Aware of his dramatic tendencies, she’d thought it best not to warn him before she reset his nose.

         From where he sat cross-faced and cross-legged in a snowbank, he grumbled at the distant wail of sirens, “About time. Now a real doctor can fix my nose.”

         The woman whose arm Charlotte was putting in a splint glanced from Ty to her. “Don’t worry, I’m a real doctor,” she assured her patient while shooting a zip it look at Ty. He lifted his nose and sniffed, and then his face contorted in a pained grimace.

         Moments later emergency vehicles filled the other lane of the highway. Two tall men got out of the sheriff’s white Suburban. They were extremely good-looking, so Charlotte wasn’t surprised when Ty flagged them down. “Gage, can you check my nose?” he asked, lifting his chin at the dark-haired man.

         “Ty, I was a paramedic, not a doctor. Looks fine to me, though.”

         Apparently not happy with his answer, Ty looked to the fair-haired man for advice. “Chance, tell me the truth. Has she ruined my face forever?”

         “Put some ice on your nose, take two ibuprofens, and you’ll be as good as new.” Chance winked at Charlotte, and she blinked. No wonder Madison and Vivi didn’t mind leaving New York.

         “Can I call you in the morning?” Ty asked, but the two men had already walked off to make themselves useful.

         Charlotte continued to treat the injured until the paramedics took over. She helped them load an elderly man complaining of chest pain onto a stretcher.

         The younger woman thanked Charlotte and then said to her partner, “Matt said we’re to take everyone to CGH.”

         “Will do,” her partner responded with a nod.

         “No, I’m sorry. You’ll have to take them to Valley Ridge,” Charlotte said.

         “Sorry, ma’am, but we take our orders from Dr. Trainer.”

         “Yes, and Dr. Trainer takes his orders from me. I’m CEO of Christmas General, Dr. Charlotte Bailey, and you will do as I—”

         “Charlotte, what do you think you’re doing?” asked a deep and unhappy voice from behind her.

         She turned around. “Matt, we’re not equipped to—”

         “I don’t have time to argue with you about this, Charlotte. Everyone is going to Christmas General.” He lifted his chin at the paramedic, who nodded and wheeled the patient away.

         Charlotte stared after the woman and then looked up at Matt. “I can’t believe you countermanded my order like that. We’re down to a skeletal staff. We can’t handle—”

         “We can, and we will. Now I have a patient to get back to.” He turned and walked to one of the other ambulances. Tucking supplies under his arm, he waved over the McBrides. “Hey guys, I could use a hand.”

         Ty was gone, and most of Charlotte’s patients had been loaded in the ambulances or taken away in other emergency vehicles. She started to walk in the direction Matt had taken but then turned back. If he wanted her help, he would’ve asked. Obviously, he wasn’t happy that she’d wanted to send the patients to Valley Ridge. She wasn’t happy with him, either. Which proved she’d been right all along. She couldn’t afford to get involved with an employee, no matter how much she wanted to.

         She walked over to where the dark-haired sheriff stood beside the white Suburban with a picture of Santa on the door. Jill was on the radio. The call sounded serious. She didn’t mean to listen in but couldn’t help herself. It sounded like the call was about Matt’s patient.

         The woman’s children were being transported to Christmas General now. The jaws of life had finally cut through the vehicle, and the woman was being removed. From what Jill said, it was only because of Matt’s heroic efforts that she was even alive.

         Charlotte turned and ran down the road. Matt had to listen to her. The woman was in a life-and-death situation. CGH was already overextended. Charlotte had closed most of the long-term beds. The rest were filled. She had to make him see reason.

         The beep, beep, beep of an ambulance backing toward the side of the road was barely audible above the engines and howl of the wind. Lights from the emergency vehicles lit up the path the McBride brothers and two paramedics walked along as they carried the woman on the stretcher toward the waiting ambulance. Matt stood beside the mangled car with two firemen. It was dark now, and the snow was still heavy so it was difficult to see what he was doing, but he appeared to be treating one of the firefighters.

         Someone shouted. From where she was, it was hard to make out the words. In seconds, she didn’t need to hear what they yelled to know Matt and the firefighters were in trouble. Carried on the wind was the smell of gas. The McBride brothers pointed something out to Matt. A spark. A flame. He was already moving away from the car. And then it was like someone had turned a camera on slow motion. Matt’s face was lit up in an orange glow as he looked over his shoulder. One of the firefighters had tripped and was struggling to get up. Matt started back, heedless of the danger.

         “Matt!” she screamed.

         Boom! A ball of fire lit up the night sky.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Seven

         

         There was standing room only in the emergency room at Christmas General, where Matt waited for someone to stitch his head. At least he had company to keep him entertained. The McBride brothers, their great-aunt’s best friends Ted and Fred, and a few guys from the old-timers’ hockey league Matt played on, including the sheriff’s husband and owner of the Penalty Box, Sawyer Anderson. Jill was there, too. So was Ethan O’Connor, three guys from Search and Rescue, and two of Matt’s firefighter friends.

         And that right there was why he loved the town of Christmas, Colorado. He counted himself blessed. And lucky. Other than a mild concussion, some scrapes and bruises, and a minor head wound, he’d survived tonight’s explosion in one piece. Both firefighters had escaped with minor injuries, too. The person Matt was most worried about was the young mother they’d extracted from the car just before it blew.

         He raised his voice to make himself heard. His visitors were getting loud. “Jill, how are Jane Doe’s kids?” Whatever could’ve helped them identify the woman was now destroyed by the explosion, and, as far as Matt knew, the kids weren’t talking. Matt suspected the older boy—who was maybe four—was in shock.

         “They were having a hard time. Dr. Bailey thought it might help if they saw their mom. She has them in the room with her now. Before you ask, yes, she’s still unconscious, but she’s stable. Thanks to you and your field work.”

         It was more thanks to his time in the military. He’d learned to think on his feet and improvise. “Cold weather helped some.”

         “So, you and Dr. Bailey, anything to share?” Gage asked Matt.

         “Ah, no, and I’m not sure why you’re asking.”

         “He can’t help himself. He has three daughters,” his older brother Chance said.

         “What do you mean you don’t know why Gage is asking? The only reason a woman runs toward danger instead of away from it is—”

         Matt cut Ted off before he said what he thought he was going to. Insinuating that Charlotte was in love with him wouldn’t do either of them any good, especially in a small town. Especially given their last exchange. He had little doubt his boss had a few things to say to him about overruling her at the scene tonight. “I wasn’t actually thinking or seeing clearly for a few minutes. But the only reason Charlotte would run to my aid is because she’s a doctor.”

         “No, siree, the woman had tears streaming down her face. She thought you were dead. Ain’t that the truth, Ted?” Fred asked his best friend of seventy years.

         They reminded Matt of Jack Lemmon and Walter Matthau in Grumpy Old Men. Fred was Walter, and Ted was Jack. Only it wasn’t Ted and Fred who worried him. It was their best friend, Nell McBride.

         Maybe Matt’s hearing had been affected by the blast or his concussion was worse than he thought. Because he was pretty sure Fred had just said Charlotte was crying. He glanced at Jill, figuring it was safer to ask her than Fred or Ted.

         “So, how about the big game last night?” he said, knowing that would get the conversation started and distract them from the one he planned to have with Jill. Christmas was a big hockey town, thanks to Sawyer Anderson. He used to be captain of the Colorado Flurries.

         Sure enough, they were all eager to share their opinion of the game. It helped that a couple of guys were cheering for the opposing team. As soon as the conversation got heated, Matt turned to Jill, who sat on the edge of the bed.

         He’d made a slight miscalculation: He’d forgotten that Jill was as big a fan of the game as the rest of the guys. “You’re joking, right? He’s a baby. See how many goals he scores without his team protecting him.”

         Before he lost his chance, Matt nudged Jill. “Fred said Charlotte was crying. Did she hurt herself?”

         “No, you idiot. She thought you were dead.”

         “Keep it down, would you?” He should’ve known better than to ask Jill.

         “Why? It’s a good thing, isn’t it? If she gets that upset at the thought of you dying, she’s probably in love with you. And if she’s in love with you, she’ll fight to ensure that you keep your job and that Christmas General stays open. Way to go, Matt.” She raised her hand to high-five him.

         The guys stopped arguing and turned to look at him.

         Sawyer laughed. “If you expected Jill to keep it on the DL, you must’ve hit your head harder than we thought.”

         “Okay, just so you all know, that wasn’t what it sounded like. Charlotte and I are friends. That’s it. That’s all.”

         “Won’t be for long. Nellie’s coming out of retirement,” Fred said.

         “No, she’s not,” Matt said, his voice rising an octave. Everyone laughed at him.

         “Yes, she is,” Ted said, turning his phone around. “She just announced it on Facebook.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Charlotte cast a nervous glance at the older woman sitting with the two little boys on the couch in her office. Nell McBride had been waiting for them when they returned from visiting with the boys’ mother. Charlotte supposed she should be grateful for the older woman’s presence. Nell had come straight from Santa’s Village, where she’d been performing in her role as Mrs. Claus, and was providing a welcome distraction from the little boys’ grief and fear as she read them a Christmas story.

         Charlotte’s gratitude was tempered with worry only because Nell’s reputation preceded her. Perhaps she was worrying for nothing. At the moment, the older woman looked sweet and grandmotherly with her rosy cheeks and smiling blue eyes. As though she sensed Charlotte’s perusal, Nell raised her gaze from the page. “Why in the Sam Hill are you staring at me? Go see to Matt.”

         Nell had no idea how much Charlotte wanted to do that, but she had to ensure the children were taken care of first. She knew Matt would feel the same. “I will as soon as I’ve met with social services.”

         They were looking for someone to take in Jane Doe’s sons while they searched for their extended family. Both boys had curly light brown hair and hazel eyes. Charlotte guessed the youngest to be somewhere between two and three, and the oldest to be between four and five. So far, neither of them had said a single word. Although she’d seen signs they were communicating with each other. The oldest was sweetly protective of his baby brother.

         His wary gaze narrowed on her over the top of the book, and she had a feeling he understood more than she’d thought. Charlotte smiled at him. “It’s just a temporary arrangement until your mother gets better. We’re going to make sure you and your brother stay together and that’s there’s lots of toys for you to play with. You’ll see your mom every day, I promise. I’ll bring you to the hospital myself. Okay?”

         The boys shared a glance, and then the oldest looked at her and shook his head. Charlotte moved to the chair closest to them and sat on the edge. “If you told us your names and where you live, it would help us find your family. Can you do that? Can you tell us your names?”

         An emotion sparked in his eyes just before he lowered his gaze to the book. Fear or panic, she couldn’t be sure which. He’d reacted the same way when she’d questioned him earlier. At the time, she’d put it down to worry about their mother and being among strangers. Now, though, she had a feeling it was something more.

         “We don’t need social services involved, do we, boys? How would you like to stay with Dr. Bailey? She lives a couple blocks from the hospital.”

         “Well, um, I’m living at the lodge right now, and that’s not really a suitable…” Trapped by two pairs of hazel eyes set in adorable, scared little faces, she trailed off helplessly when the oldest gave her a tiny nod.

         “You’re right, the lodge is no place for two little boys during the Christmas season. You need a big yard to play in and a house to decorate, don’t you?”

         Thank God, Charlotte thought, Nell’s taking them home with her. Charlotte stood up, her relief turning to delight at what looked to be a gleam of excitement in the oldest boy’s eyes. And she might be mistaken, but she thought she caught a hint of a smile on the toddler’s face just before he stuck his thumb in his mouth.

         “All right, you get on the horn and tell social services we’ve got the boys set, and I’ll put out a request for toys and clothes on Facebook. When you go down to check on Matt, ask him how he’s set up in the way of Christmas decorations. I can put out a call for them, too, if need be.”

         Charlotte froze with the phone in her hand and slowly turned to look at Nell. “Why do you want to know if Matt has decorations?”

         “You’re a smart girl, why do you think? Kids like to decorate with colorful lights for the holidays, don’t you?” she asked the boys, who nodded. “And Matt lives in a nice, big, family-sized house just around the corner. I’ll feel better knowing you’re with him on account of the head injuries he sustained playing hero tonight, Dr. Bailey. Seems to me we’ve found the ideal solution for everyone.”

         This time there was no mistaking the expression on the boys’ faces, and no matter her near panic at being caught in the crosshairs of Christmas’s resident matchmaker, Charlotte would not be the one to make their smiles disappear. Which, as evidenced by her satisfied grin, Nell McBride knew full well.

         Ten minutes later, after clearing the arrangement with social services and leaving the boys in the capable hands of the manipulative Mrs. Claus, Charlotte went in search of Matt in emergency to break the news. It wasn’t difficult to figure out where he was; all she had to do was follow the sound of male laughter. Opening the door was more difficult. She heard a grunt as she shoved it open. Crossing her arms and raising an eyebrow, she leaned against the doorjamb. The laughter in the room trailed off then died.

         “Uh, oh, looks like you’re in trouble, Trainer,” the firefighter in the corner said.

         “Take good care of our boy, Doc. It’s a busy time for Search and Rescue. We can’t afford to have him out of commission for long,” a hulking man said as he and his friend gave Matt a fist bump.

         Matt was watching her as warily as the little boy had fifteen minutes before. Ha. He should save his wary looks for a woman who warranted them. But Nell was the least of her worries at the moment. Charlotte had received the radiologist’s report on Jane Doe on her way to see Matt. And now that she saw him, she didn’t like his coloring or the blood seeping through the gauze on his forehead.

         “Your boy should’ve been taken care of an hour ago.” Charlotte leaned back to look for a nurse.

         “Charlotte, they’re overrun, and I’m fine.”

         “You’re not fine. And they’re overrun because someone vetoed my directive to send the accident victims to Valley Ridge,” she snapped, and then winced at the expression that came over the other men’s faces. In their eyes, she’d officially become the witchy Dr. Bailey. Given the way Matt’s mouth flattened, he thought so, too. Wait until he found out the witchy doctor and two children were having a sleepover at his house tonight.

         Two grizzled older men stood up. She recognized them from the pileup this afternoon. They said their goodbyes to Matt and gave her polite nods as they walked past.

         When they were a few feet down the hall, she heard the taller one say, “Ted, I’m thinking Nell’s been retired too long and doesn’t have it anymore. Those two are no Maddie and Gage.”

         Charlotte had no idea why, but she felt slightly offended by the older man’s remark.

         “Good thing you got here when you did, Charlotte. He’s been threatening to stitch himself up. I offered, but he didn’t take me up on it,” Gage said as he and his brother filed out with the rest of the men. They’d officially introduced themselves to her after Matt was loaded in an ambulance. By that time, she’d recovered from her meltdown. She’d been so certain Matt was dead that she’d lost it. Like completely lost it. She hadn’t been as upset about losing Jeremy as she’d been at nearly losing Matt.

         Her cheeks heated with embarrassment at the thought. His friends had probably told him she’d made a fool of herself. She went to the small sink in the room and washed her hands, wishing she could splash cool water on her face. She felt the weight of Matt’s gaze on her back.

         “Have you had a CT scan?” she asked, keeping her voice professional and detached.

         “No, and I don’t need one.”

         She turned, her mouth open to argue only to realize he was no longer sitting on the bed but moving to the door. “Get back on the bed. I need to examine you and stitch your head.”

         “You’re not stitching my head or examining me. What you can do is sign me out.”

         “Yes, I am, and no, I will not. And if you don’t allow me to do so, I won’t clear you for work.”

         “Fine. I’ll wait until one of the other docs is available.”

         “I’m afraid that’s impossible. You’ll have at least a two-hour wait, and the boys need to be put to bed before then. They’ve had a trying day, and so have I. Of course, you have, too. So would you please just do as you’re told and not make such a fuss about it so we can go home?”

         He rubbed his temple as he returned to the bed. “You know, I might have hit my head harder than I thought. Because for a minute there, it sounded like you and I were married with children…” He groaned. “Ted and Fred weren’t joking, were they? Nell’s come out of retirement, hasn’t she?”

         “On the one hand, I’m pleased to report that, given how quickly you figured that out, you’re probably only mildly concussed. While on the other hand, I’m sorry to report you’re right. Thanks to Nell, I’m moving in with you, and so are Jane Doe’s sons. And before you give yourself a headache trying to come up with excuses, the boys smiled when Nell told them, so we’re staying.” At his stunned expression, she explained how it had transpired. As she did, she also began removing the gauze from the wound on his forehead.

         “You shouldn’t have let her in your office.” He pulled his head away. “And don’t think I didn’t notice what you’re doing.”

         “You need stitches. So why don’t you lie back and let me do my job? And while I do, you can tell me if anyone has ever been able to stop Nell McBride from doing exactly what she sets her mind to.”

         “To be honest, I’d prefer a doctor who’s practiced in the past couple years and who doesn’t have an ax to grind.”

         “I’ll be wielding a needle and thread, not an ax. And while I may be out of practice, I do know what I’m doing. But if you’d prefer a plastic surgeon…”

         “No, I don’t scar easily,” he said, and she knew he’d given up fighting the inevitable. Once she’d found a nurse to bring her supplies, she got down to business. He lay back on the bed.

         Feeling his eyes on her as she numbed the site, she glanced at him. “Second thoughts?”

         “No, I know you’ll do a good job. You wouldn’t be doing it if you didn’t think you could.”

         “Thank you for the vote of confidence, Dr. Trainer.” She smiled while beginning to stitch the interior of the wound. It was deep and would need two layers. She’d glue the external layer. She found her eyes straying back to Matt’s. Focus, she told herself. It might be a simple procedure, but she couldn’t afford to be distracted, and being this close to Matt was distracting. Maybe she should’ve had someone else take care of him after all.

         “How’s Jane Doe doing?”

         Just the distraction she needed as long as she didn’t look him in the eyes or pay attention to the way her hip brushed his muscled arm. She cleared her throat. “The general consensus is she wouldn’t be here if you hadn’t done a tracheotomy in the field. Under the conditions you were in, I don’t know how you did it, Matt. She’s lucky you were there today. Lucky to be alive.”

         “I hear a but in your voice.”

         “No, it’s just that the radiologist’s report came in.”

         “And?”

         “There are signs of old injuries, breaks that haven’t healed properly. They’re consistent with someone whose been abused. I think our Jane Doe is in an abusive relationship.” She told him about the oldest child’s reaction to questions about his extended family. “He’s scared, and not just because of the accident. There’s a shelter outside of town. What if that’s where she was going?”

         “I volunteer at Interval House a few hours a week. I’ll contact Gail and see if she knows anything. What? You okay?”

         “Yes, of course,” she said, and refocused on stitching his wound instead of thinking about Matt volunteering at a home for abused women. Just when she thought the man couldn’t be more perfect, she found proof that he was.

         “You seem angry.”

         “I am,” she said without thinking.

         “And why’s that?”

         “Because you nearly went and got yourself killed today, you stupid, stupid man. What would those women do without you? What would we do without you?” What would I do without you, she thought, squeezing her eyes shut and squinching up her face.

         “Look at me.”

         “No, I’m busy.”

         He wrapped his fingers around her wrist and drew her hand from his forehead. She let her hand fall to her side and bowed her head. “Matt, don’t,” she said as he sat up and drew her between his legs.

         “I’m sorry I scared you.” He reached up and tucked her hair behind her ear. “Will you look at me, please?”

         She did as he asked. His face swam before her eyes. Then his lips touched hers, and his strong hand curved behind her neck, bringing her closer. She didn’t realize until that moment how long she’d been waiting, wanting, this man to kiss her. Today, she’d nearly lost her chance.

         There was a loud knock. “Everyone decent in there?” Nell’s voice came through the door. “The boys are tired and need to get to bed. Folks have already started dropping off toys and clothes at your house, Matt. Hop to it, now.”

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Eight

         

         As Matt and Charlotte tiptoed from the spare bedroom where they’d set up the boys, he glanced at her, taking in the determined line of her delicate jaw and the set of her narrow shoulders. All evidence of the soft and willing woman he’d held in his arms an hour before was gone. What he wouldn’t give to get those moments back.

         “Do you think they’re warm enough?” she whispered.

         “They’re wearing flannel pjs, you added an extra blanket to the two already on the bed, and you used practically every pillow in the house to barricade them in there, not to mention the ten stuffed animals you tucked around them.”

         “I know but—”

         “You know what? I think you’re projecting. You’re the one who’s cold, not the boys. And you know why you’re cold?”

         She looked down at her red pjs and nodded. “I should’ve packed warmer pajamas. Can I borrow a sweatshirt?”

         The silky fabric outlined the sweetly feminine curves of the body he’d held in his arms and more than anything wanted there again. He raised his gaze to her face, watching her mouth move but not registering the words. All he could think about was that moment when he’d had his lips on hers.

         He took her hand.

         She took it back and said quickly, nervously, “It’s okay. I don’t need a sweatshirt. I’ll just take an extra blanket if you have one.”

         “You don’t need an extra blanket or a sweatshirt. You’ve got me to keep you warm.” He closed the distance between them, backing her against the wall. “We crossed the line tonight. We can’t go back. I don’t want to. I want you, Charlotte. I have for a long time. And I think you want me, too. Am I wrong?”

         “No, of course you’re not wrong. But we’re adults. We both know just because you want something doesn’t mean it’s good for you.”

         He tried to keep from smiling. “You think I’m bad for you?”

         “Yes, you’re like Di Fara pizza, polenta with mushroom ragout, Sugarplum’s cupcakes, and chocolates from Sugar and Spice. They taste amazing, but they’re addictive and you can’t stop at just one bite.”

         “Ah, so you’re afraid you’ll become addicted to me and not be able to give me up.”

         She nodded, raising her hand to play with the button on his shirt.

         “That’s easy to fix.”

         “How?”

         “Don’t give me up.” His brow furrowed as the words came out of his mouth. It wasn’t something he expected to say. Until that moment, he didn’t think it was something he even wanted again. It spoke of long-term commitment. But maybe like Charlotte, his near-death experience had affected him more than he’d been willing to admit.

         She rested her forehead against his chest and shook her head. “I didn’t want this to happen, Matt. I don’t want to want you. I don’t want to want this.”

         “But you do?”

         “Yes.” Her hands fisted in his shirt, and she went up on her toes and touched her mouth to his. “Please tell me we won’t regret this in the morning.”

         He deepened the kiss and walked her backward to his bedroom without answering. Her mouth was soft and warm. She tasted like sugar and spice and everything good and nice and right. And he knew then that the only reason he’d regret being with her tonight is if she regretted it. Because Charlotte Bailey had done what no one had done in a very long time: She made him believe there was such a thing as a second chance at love.

         
            *  *  *

         

         The only regret Charlotte had about last night was that she and Matt had wasted so much time. Though, in fairness to him, her friends were right. Charlotte had, metaphorically, held up a massive stop sign every time he got too close, every time she’d felt like melting in his arms and kissing his delectable mouth.

         She released a happy sigh and then smiled. She was happy, deliriously so. And it was an incredible feeling. She couldn’t remember the last time she felt that way. She searched her mind to a time long ago when she’d experienced the same incredible sense of…joy. That’s the only word she could think to describe this deep sense of contentment, of being exactly where she was meant to be. With someone who cherished her, believed in her, and loved her for who she was and not who they thought she should be.

         Other than with Kate and Abbie, the time she’d most felt that way was with her mother. Something had been missing since her mom died. Even between Charlotte and her father. Nothing had been the same, and Jeremy hadn’t filled the void. In some ways, he’d deepened the chasm between Charlotte and her father.

         But as much as it was tempting to put the blame squarely on Jeremy’s shoulders, she couldn’t. She was the one who allowed him to take over her life and control her every move and her every waking thought. In some ways, he was still doing that now. And she was letting him.

         She picked up the fresh basil leaves from the wooden cutting board, inhaled deeply of the aromatic scent of pepper and mint, and then snipped the leaves into tiny slivers over the big pot of soup bubbling on the back burner. The sweet smell of fall filled the air. Matt’s gorgeous gourmet kitchen was all warm woods and dark quartz. If she hadn’t already fallen in love with the man, his kitchen would’ve put her over the edge.

         The thought should’ve had her falling face first in the pot of soup. She wasn’t in like or lust with Matt; she was in love with him. She smiled, held up the scissors, and cut the air with a dramatic flair. It was time to cut Jeremy out of her life for good.

         At the sound of Matt’s deep voice coming from the front of the pretty white Victorian on Candy Cane Lane, Charlotte’s heart gave an excited leap. “Oh, Bailey, you’ve got it bad,” she said to herself, then put down the scissors and went to greet him and the boys.

         He’d taken them to see their mom, and then they’d gone off on a secret mission. At the smell of pine drifting in the house on a blast of cold, arctic air, she had a feeling she knew what they’d been up to. If she had any doubt, the excited light in the boys’ eyes gave the secret away.

         They spotted Charlotte and waved her over, pointing at the eight-foot spruce tree Matt was wrestling through the door.

         He looked up and grinned. “It might not be as big as the tree in Rockefeller Center, but this one was picked especially with you in mind, wasn’t it, boys? It took them a whole hour and a half to decide on which one they wanted for Dr. Bailey.”

         She took in their rosy cheeks and red noses, and struggled not to laugh at the image of the good doctor in a tree lot with two uncommunicative little boys, trying to find her the perfect tree. And along with the tears of laughter in her eyes there were tears of another kind. The gesture touched her right to the heart of her soul.

         Clearing the tight ball of emotion from her throat, she crouched in front of the boys. “Really? You picked that gorgeous tree out just for me?” They answered her question with solemn nods, and she pressed her palm to her chest. “That is the best present anyone has ever gotten me. Would it be okay if I give you a thank-you hug?”

         They shared a glance and then the oldest lifted a shoulder and the youngest nodded before sticking his thumb in his mouth. Charlotte drew them into her arms and held them tight. They smelled like fresh air and candy canes. “I hope you guys didn’t ruin your appetites. I made a special lunch,” she said as she let them go and came to her feet.

         They looked at Matt, who was propping the tree against the bookshelf in the living room. She caught his wince before he’d fully turned to face them. “Guys, take your stuff off and put it in the front hall closet, okay?”

         “You brought back lunch, didn’t you?” she said, trying not to let the disappointment creep into her voice. “It’s okay. We can have what I made for dinner.”

         He smiled and drew her into his arms as the boys trotted off to do as he’d asked.

         She shivered. “You’re cold.”

         “Tell me about it.” He kissed the tip of her nose. “But it was worth it to see your face and theirs. Do I get a thank-you hug, too?”

         “I thought that’s what we’re doing. How about a thank-you kiss?” She touched her lips to his stubbled jaw. “You know what? After all the trouble you went to, you deserve a you’re-an amazing-man kiss too.” And she gave him what she hoped was a kiss worthy of his amazingness, drawing away when she heard the pitter patter of stocking feet. “So, lunch,” she said in a breathy voice as she moved out of his arms.

         “After that kiss, my mind skipped to bedtime snacks. Them eating theirs and going to bed, and then me getting mine.” He waggled his eyebrows suggestively.

         “Did you have anything special in mind?”

         “I think you know exactly what I had in mind, Dr. Bailey.”

         “I do, and I think that can be arranged, Dr. Trainer. Now lunch?”

         “We went to the grocery store, and the boys picked out mac and cheese and hot dogs. But what do you say we eat what Charlotte made us for lunch and have yours for dinner, guys?”

         They looked at her.

         “Come on, I’ll show you, and you can decide.” They followed her into the kitchen, and she lifted the pot off the stove to give them a look inside. “I’ve got some delicious butternut squash soup, toasted sage garlic bread, and a wonderful spinach, escarole, and radicchio salad with sugared pecans. And for dessert…” She looked at their faces. “Okay, so mac and cheese and hot dogs for lunch it is.”

         They high-fived each other and then ran off to the family room, where Matt had put the majority of toys people had dropped off last night.

         “It’s not that funny,” she said as she returned the pot to the stove.

         Matt came up behind her and moved her hair to press a kiss to the sensitive place just below her ear. He smiled against her skin. “It kind of is,” he said, taking her by the shoulders. He turned her to face him. “But I’m definitely having that for lunch. It looks and smells incredible. Just like you. And I want you for breakfast, lunch, and dinner.” He pulled back, his brow furrowed. “Three-year-olds and five-year-olds still have afternoon naps, don’t they?

         
            *  *  *

         

         Matt walked into the family room. It was dark except for the colored lights on the decorated Christmas tree, quiet except for the soft sounds of Kenny G’s Christmas CD playing in the background.

         Lowering himself beside Charlotte, he handed her a glass of red wine and put his feet up on the coffee table. He let his head fall back against the brown leather couch and turned to look at her. “How do people do this day in and day out?”

         “I have no idea. I’m exhausted, and it’s only eight o’clock.” She put her feet up on the coffee table beside his and rested her head on his shoulder. He slid his arm around her, careful not to spill her wine.

         “Yeah, and they don’t talk. Can you imagine what it’d be like if they did?” He winced. “I shouldn’t have said that.”

         “I know what you meant. I was thinking the same thing. Did you have any luck with your friend at the shelter?”

         “Nothing stood out. They get e-mails and calls from women all the time. Typically, they don’t leave any identifying information, just ask questions.”

         “Now that you’ve looked at the scans, what do you think?”

         “Same as you, same as the radiologist. But it’s not just the scans, it’s the boys. It’s obvious they can talk. I’m pretty sure I heard them whispering to each other after we tucked them into bed. And they’re comfortable with us now. They’re laughing and smiling, playing, eating and sleeping well. So there’s only one reason for them not to talk. They’re afraid, if they do, we’ll force them to tell us who they are, and that once we know, we’ll get in touch with whoever’s been hurting their mom.”

         “Sadly, they’re right. We’d have no choice but to inform social services, and they’d have to make the call. There’s no way we can protect them unless they tell us what’s been happening at home.”

         “We might not be able to protect them even then. It depends on who’s been hurting them and how well he’s been hiding the abuse. Mom’s a wildcard, too. It all depends on what kind of hold he has on her. How long the abuse has been going on.”

         “If we’re right about the situation, and I have no doubt that we are, she’s made up her mind. She left with her two kids and very little else from what you told me. She’s ready to take her life back, and we’re going to help her do that when she wakes up.” She looked up at him, her eyes glassy. “Even if I have to hide those kids, and her, I’m not letting them go with anyone until we’re sure they’ll be safe.”

         Noting the determination in her eyes, the stubborn set of her jaw, he fell a little more in love with Charlotte Bailey. “You know I’ll have your back and theirs, but if you have to take a stand while she’s still in the care of CGH, without evidence to support our claim of abuse, you’re opening us up to a lawsuit, as well as giving Jeremy cause to fire you.”

         With everything that had gone on yesterday, Charlotte had postponed today’s emergency board meeting in New York. They were going to hold off until they found more evidence that Jeremy was using the closing of CGH to bribe Maureen Cheever.

         “I know. And I don’t care anymore. Maybe I’m wrong about Maureen. What if this is about me? Maybe what Jeremy wanted all along is me to quit.”

         “You’re thinking about quitting?”

         She swirled the wine in her glass and nodded. “I am. If it wasn’t for my dad, I would’ve tendered my resignation today.”

         “Don’t you think it’s time you thought about yourself for a change?” He worked to keep any emotion from his voice. He didn’t want to influence her decision one way or another. Even though whatever she decided would obviously impact their relationship. Somehow, in the past twenty-four hours, he’d forgotten that the woman he was falling in love with had her heart set on living in New York.

         “You know, since yesterday, I really have been thinking about myself and doing what I wanted.”

         He smiled down at her. “In the last twenty-fours, you say? Do you think it’s an odd coincidence you’ve been here with me about that long?”

         “Really? How strange. And wonderful,” she said, wrapping her arm around him. “It has been wonderful, Matt. I can’t remember when I’ve been this happy.”

         And he would do everything he could to keep her that way.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Nine

         

         The next day, they were standing in Santa’s tiny house in the village, holding hands. Charlotte’s fingers were breaking his. She might be delicate-looking, but the woman had a bone-crushing grip. He forgave her, though. She was too sweet not to. Her eyes were squeezed shut, and her face squinched up. It’s what she did when she was emotional and trying not to cry.

         He couldn’t say he blamed her. Watching the brothers sitting on Santa’s knee brought back memories Matt had spent years erasing. They’d been tainted by a memory from five years before, the day he’d come home unexpectedly from his last tour of duty. It was two months before their wedding. Lara had been complaining about how difficult it was planning everything without him, so he’d thought to surprise her. Only he ended up being the one who was surprised.

         He’d been smiling as he walked up to the house they’d bought together in Denver, imagining the look on her face when she saw him. He’d been so caught up in the fantasy that he hadn’t registered his baby brother’s truck parked up the street. He didn’t register the sounds coming from their bedroom, either. He assumed she had the TV on. Until he opened the door and his fantasy came crashing down around him.

         At first there’d been tears and pleas for forgiveness, but they’d soon changed to recriminations. What did he expect when he was gone so much? Oh, just loyalty from a woman who said she loved him and a brother he’d grown up protecting. The wedding went on as planned; she simply traded one Trainer brother for the other. He hadn’t attended the wedding or spoken to either of them since.

         “Matt, are you okay?” Charlotte whispered, pulling him out of his head.

         He looked up to see the boys handing Santa pictures of what they wanted for Christmas. He and Charlotte thought this might be the day they’d talk, but the kids were smarter than they were. When Matt had told them where they were going this morning, they’d disappeared into the family room, found a couple of catalogues, and started ripping out pages. If it wasn’t exactly what they wanted, they used markers to make the changes.

         “I’m fine,” he said, but he’d lost her attention. She was making funny faces at the boys to make them smile for the camera. Matt laughed, leaned in, and took one of her with his phone.

         “You didn’t.” She grabbed his hand to see the picture. “Oh my God. Delete it.”

         He held it over her head, the camera shaking as she jumped in an effort to take it from him. “Mrs. Claus is giving you the evil eye. You better stop or she’ll kick you out.”

         She stopped but whispered up at him. “Look again. That’s not the evil eye. That’s an I’m-the-matchmaker-extraordinaire look,” she said, rubbing the tips of her fingers on her winter jacket.

         “We probably should give her some credit. Without Nell setting us up, we might not be where we are today,” Matt said.

         “You could say the same about the accident and the boys.”

         “If you want to look at it that way, you could say the same about what happened with Jeremy and Samantha and my brother and Lara.” He wondered what his chances were of her not picking up…

         “What about your brother and Lara? I didn’t even know you had a brother. And who’s Lara?”

         “What are my chances of you letting this go?” She gave him a dream-on look. “Yeah, that’s what I thought.”

         He gestured to Nell that he and Charlotte would wait outside. The boys were opening an early present from Santa. Given their circumstances, everyone in town was making an extra effort to make their Christmas special.

         Matt joined Charlotte, leaning against the white picket fence decorated with cedar garland and bright red bows. Then he told her the same story he’d relived only moments before. No doubt it’s why he’d blurted out his brother’s and Lara’s names.

         “I’m so sorry, Matt. I can’t imagine how it must’ve felt to have your brother betray you that way. I bet you were an amazing big brother. You must miss him, just a little.”

         He smiled as the boys barreled out of the house. “To be honest, I haven’t thought about him much until the past couple of days. Having the boys around reminded me how close we once were.”

         “You should call him.”

         “We’ll see. Now we’re taking you to high tea at Dame Alexander’s tea shop. It probably won’t be what you’re used to at the Russian Tea Room. But Dame Alexander says she’s related to the royal family, so it should be pretty good.”

         She wrapped her arms around him and kissed his cheek. “If you do talk to your brother, tell him thanks for me.”

         “I’d tell you to thank Jeremy for me, but he’s still messing with you, so I’d rather beat him up.”

         She laughed and waved the boys over. “That I’d like to see. And it was sweet of you to want to take me to high tea, but I think the Sugarplum Bakery might be more the boys’ speed. Don’t you?”

         “Yeah, you’re—” Charlotte’s phone rang, and she glanced at the screen. “Sorry, I have to take this. Dr. Bailey here.” She frowned, and then her eyes went wide. She looked up at him, her expression stricken. “Don’t tell him what room she’s in. Don’t tell him anything. Say whatever you have to stall him, and I’ll back you up. I’ll be right there. Get security on her floor.”

         Matt swore under his breath. “Give me two minutes. I’m coming with you.” He was just about to ask Nell to look after the kids when she appeared at the door.

         “You go. Take care of this. We’ve got the boys.” Nell clapped her hands and the boys looked up from the snowballs they were rolling. She waved them over. “Our elves never showed up for work. We need replacements, and you two are the perfect size. Come on, you’ll be Elvis, and you’ll be Elfie.”

         Matt took Charlotte’s hand and gave it light squeeze before saying to the boys, “We’ll go get some Christmas shopping done and pick you guys up at four. How does that sound?”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Charlotte knew as soon as they arrived at the hospital that word had spread throughout the town. Gage and Chance McBride, who’d both been former sheriffs of Christmas, and the current sheriff met them in front of the elevators. “Jill, tell them what they’re dealing with,” Gage said as he held open the elevator door.

         “Okay. Jane Doe is Heather Brickman. Husband is Alan Brickman, a wealthy developer. Oldest son is Alexander and baby brother is Oliver. Brickman called the station and lodged a formal complaint. He’s not a stupid man. He knows he’s being stalled, and he knows why.”

         “Is she in the system? Has she been admitted for suspicious injuries in the past, or has her family physician registered any concerns?” Charlotte asked.

         “Nothing came up.”

         “Brickman has enough money and influence to ensure that it doesn’t. Easton’s on it now. Chance is working his connections, too.” Gage nodded at his brother, who was currently on his phone.

         “Jill, do you think he’s good for this?” Matt asked.

         She nodded. “He didn’t ask about the boys or the extent of his wife’s injuries. His biggest concern was how quickly he can move her out of CGH. He also didn’t like dealing with me. Which is often the case with abusers. They don’t like women in a position of authority.”

         “So, if I can get Brickman to threaten me, you can hold him for forty-eight hours without charging him, right?” Charlotte asked Jill.

         “What are you talking about? You’re not—” Matt began.

         Jill talked over him. “That’d be tough. The guy knows people. Now, if you could get him to physically attack—”

         “Dammit, Jill. Don’t give her any ideas.”

         “Matt, I’m CEO. My job is to protect my patients and my staff, and that’s what I’m going to do.” She leaned around Chance McBride and pressed the button for the fifth floor.

         “Well, I’m making it my job to protect you.”

         “I don’t need protection. Heather Brickman does, and so do Alexander and Oliver. They know you, Matt. They trust you. I do, too. Please, go back to Santa’s Village and watch over them. I’ll be fine. Jill will be with me. And Gage, if you and your brother could provide extra security for Heather, I’d be in your debt.”

         “That’s what we’re here for.”

         “Thank you. Matt, can you show them to Heather’s room and check her vitals before you leave?”

         “Yeah, but I’m not happy about it, Charlotte. Jill, you take care of her. Don’t let her do anything stupid.”

         “Matt, I’m perfectly capable of—”

         He cut her off with a hard, fast kiss. “I know you are. It doesn’t mean I have to like it though.”

         “So it looks like Dr. McSexy has met his match,” Jill said as the elevator door closed behind the three men. “Looks good on him. Guess Nell will be coming out of retirement permanently if you two head to the altar.”

         “No, there’s not going to be an altar. I mean, wedding. Matt and I aren’t the marrying kind.”

         Jill laughed. “That’s what they all say.”

         Before Charlotte could respond, the elevator dinged. “Showtime,” she murmured, wishing she’d been able to change into more professional attire. She wore a powder blue ski jacket over jeans and a cream sweater. At least she’d worn boots with heels instead of snow boots.

         Ty sat behind his desk, stiff and pale. She wasn’t surprised he’d come in on his day off. Alan Brickman had no idea what he was up against.

         “Mr. Brickman, I’m Dr. Bailey, CEO of Christmas General. I’m sorry to keep you waiting,” she said to the man sitting across from Ty wearing a three-piece gray suit beneath his navy cashmere coat. His black hair was slicked back from an attractive face. His dark eyes flicked over her dismissively as he came to his feet. He was a tall, well-built man.

         “Just tell me where my wife is, Dr. Bailey. I’ve been kept waiting long enough.”

         “I understand, and I’m sorry to keep you from Mrs. Brickman any longer, but your wife was seriously injured in a car accident two days ago and remains in a coma. It would be helpful to know her complete medical history.” Charlotte held his gaze. “I’d like to speak to your family physician about Heather’s previous injuries. They’re extensive, Mr. Brickman. Extensive and concerning.”

         He took a menacing step toward her, and then she could see him visibly rein himself in. “What are you implying?” He smoothed over the anger in his voice. Jill was right. He was a smart man. He wasn’t going to threaten Charlotte verbally or physically in front of witnesses. She needed another plan to buy them time.

         She ignored his questions and opened the door to her office instead. She gestured him inside.

         “Obviously, I’m going to have to go over your head, Dr. Bailey.” Brickman brought his phone to his ear.

         “You’re wasting my time and yours, Mr. Brickman. If you had your wife’s best interest at heart, you’d want to help us get a clearer picture of her medical history.”

         He walked by her as he spoke to someone on the phone, close enough that his body pushed her back against the door. “Sorry, I didn’t realize it was such a tight fit. That’s the problem with being big.”

         “That’s the problem with being an asshole,” Jill said under her breath. “You okay?”

         “Perfectly fine. Have you met our sheriff, Jill Anderson, Mr. Brickman?” she asked when he ended his call.

         “For all the good it did me, yes, I’ve spoken to her. Why is she here?”

         “To ensure the safety of my patient. Now, I’ll ask you one more time for your wife’s complete medical history.”

         He sat on the couch and examined his nails. Seconds later, her cell phone rang. Brickman looked up and gave her a contemptuous smile.

         “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Jeremy yelled as soon as she answered.

         Charlotte took the seat across from Brickman. “My job.”

         “You won’t have a job much longer if you don’t let that man see his wife and have her transferred to a private clinic in Denver. His lawyers are threatening to sue me personally, and you, and Bailey Healthcare, and CGH. So if you don’t comply within two minutes, you’re fired.”

         He had no idea how much she wanted to quit and never have to deal with him again. But that wouldn’t help Heather and the boys.

         She held Brickman’s gaze. “Really? And what clinic was Mr. Brickman planning to have Mrs. Brickman transferred to? You may not be aware of this, but she’s in a coma, Jeremy. I can’t sign off on a transfer that could possibly endanger her.”

         “How the hell should I know what clinic he’s transferring her to?”

         “Mr. Brickman, could you please give Sheriff Anderson the contact information for the private clinic? It would be helpful if it’s the same one you’ve brought Mrs. Brickman to for her previous injuries.”

         He didn’t respond. He was back on the phone with his lawyers.

         Charlotte got up and moved to the window that overlooked Main Street. Lowering her voice, she made Jeremy aware of her concerns. He was a lying, cheating slimeball, but even he wouldn’t protect a man who was physically abusing his wife. She hoped. She prayed.

         “Now what am I supposed to do with that? Dammit, there’s his lawyers again. You need proof, Charlotte. Unless you have proof, my hands are tied. And you better make sure it sticks, or we all go down.” He disconnected.

         Charlotte rested her forehead against the cold window pane. She didn’t have proof. She had a feeling, deep down inside, that if she released Heather and the boys to Alan Brickman’s care she was signing the woman’s death warrant.

         Her eyes were drawn to the snow-covered rooftops and the giant candy canes outside Santa’s Village. Matt was there keeping the boys’ safe, and she was about to release them into a monster’s care. They needed a miracle. The thought had barely passed through her mind when Whitney Houston singing “When You Believe” blasted through the office’s speakers.

         “What the hell?”

         She turned to see Brickman and Jill looking around the room. Ty peeked in her office, frowned, and then hurried back to his desk. The music went off.

         Charlotte closed her eyes and said a silent prayer. Then she moved back to the chair across from Brickman.

         He stood up. “Either you release my wife into my care, or I’ll have you charged with kidnapping.”

         “Mr. Brickman, is there a reason you haven’t enquired into the well-being of Alexander and Oliver? I would think you would be as concerned for them as you are in removing your wife from our care. As much as your wife’s previous injuries tell a story, your sons do, too. They’re lovely little boys. Very, very smart. Observant, too.”

         “What did they say? They’re two and five. You can’t believe what they say. It won’t stand up in court.”

         “Perhaps not. Although I believe them, and I imagine a judge and jury would, too. Regardless, phone records don’t lie. Did you know your wife was seeking shelter in a home for abused women, Mr. Brickman?” She clenched her trembling hands tighter, praying that the beads of nervous perspiration at her hairline didn’t begin trickling down her face. She turned to Jill. “I’d liked to bring a charge of spousal abuse against Mr. Brickman, Sheriff Anderson.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         In less than an hour, Alan Brickman would be free to remove his wife from CGH and take his children. Charlotte tried not to cry as she closed the freezer door. “Looks like we’re out of ice cream, boys. Would you like to go to the store with me?” She didn’t know where she’d take them, but she wouldn’t let Alan Brickman have them. She’d put them in grave danger by lying.

         She felt the weight of someone’s gaze and looked over her shoulder to see Matt watching her. He smiled, softly. “Honey, I know you’re scared, but you’re not going into hiding with the boys. Trust me, someone will find something we can use against Brickman.”

         There was a blast of cold air, and then a voice called out from the front hall. “Mrs. Claus here. I’ve come to pick up Elfie and Elvis. Only one week until the big day, and me and Santa are doing a trial run.”

         “Great, someone else trying to kidnap the boys,” Matt muttered, and walked to the front door where Nell waited, dressed as Mrs. Claus. Her husband, Calder Dane, dressed as Santa, waved and ho-ho-hoed from where he stood on Candy Cane Lane behind a sleigh pulled by a team of eight huskies.

         “Nell, you and Calder can’t take the boys,” Matt said.

         “Why the Sam Hill not?”

         “Because who’s going to keep the spirit of Christmas alive if you and your husband end up behind bars?” a voice from the dark said, and then a man stepped out from behind Matt’s truck. It was the janitor from Valley Ridge.

         “Henry?”

         “Fancy meeting you again, Ms. Bailey.” He sauntered up the walkway with a wiggling package in his hands and winked at Nell before addressing Charlotte. “You mind if I talk to Alex and Oliver? I have a special delivery.”

         “I guess. Matt?”

         “Sure. Just don’t call them by their names. They don’t know we know who they are. We didn’t want to scare them.”

         Henry patted Matt’s shoulder as he strolled by. “You’d be surprised what kids can handle. They know when you’re keeping something from them. More often than not, what they’re imagining is way scarier than the truth.”

         Matt watched Henry head for the stairs. “He’s right, you know. We have to tell them. We can’t let them be blindsided.”

         “About time. I’ve said right from the start you should tell the kids what’s what,” Nell said.

         “We were hoping for a miracle,” Charlotte murmured, wondering if Henry was it.

         Matt’s cell rang. “It’s Gage.” He answered the call. “Please tell me you have news…That’s great, right?…Oh, okay. Yeah. I will. Thanks.” He disconnected. “They found Heather’s sister. Brickman cut her family out of Heather’s life years ago so they couldn’t testify to the abuse. But they’ll be arriving in Christmas sometime tomorrow. Gage says they won’t roll over for Brickman.”

         “It won’t matter. What we need is information about the clinic and the doctor who treated Heather previously.”

         “Easton’s getting close. He needs another hour.”

         “Brickman’s out in less than forty-five minutes.”

         Alexander and Oliver came flying down the stairs. Alexander held up a doe-eyed puppy, who yipped and yapped and wriggled and squirmed. “Look what Santa gave us. We have to go to the hospital and wake up Mommy. Henry says all she needs is to hear us talk. It’s important. Really, really important.”

         Oliver nodded, his thumb in his mouth. He took it out. “Weally portant.”

         “Okay, let’s go. Hurry, Matt. We have to go.”

         Matt was staring up the stairs. “But that guy…Where did he go?”

         “Back to the North Pole. He’s Santa’s head elf,” Alexander said.

      
   


   
      
         
            Chapter Ten

         

         The citizens of Christmas were praying for another miracle to save CGH. In their minds, Heather Brickman coming out of her coma five minutes before her husband walked into her hospital room was a miracle. As a doctor, Matt could give them several medically sound reasons why that wasn’t the case.

         It had only been a matter of time before Heather regained consciousness. Hearing her sons’ voices had no doubt played a part, and having a roomful of determined and supportive strangers, along with her boys, had no doubt helped Heather find the strength and courage to bring charges against her husband moments after he arrived with the sheriff.

         Henry was harder to explain. And Matt was fine with that, because, like the citizens of Christmas, he was hoping for a miracle, too. He only had a matter of weeks to convince Charlotte to stay, and a lot of folks in town were making her feel less than welcome. He’d go so far as to say they were making her feel like she’d be lucky to survive the next month while she sold off the hospital’s assets.

         No one understood their fears and frustrations better than he did. After all, he’d soon be looking for work like everyone else. But Charlotte didn’t deserve to be treated like a cold, heartless woman. They had no idea how much she empathized with them or how hard she’d worked to try to save the hospital. To no avail.

         Jeremy had outmaneuvered them. Somehow, he’d gotten wind that they were looking for evidence of collusion with Maureen Cheever to present to the board. Yesterday, he’d called an emergency meeting to address the charges. Maureen had appeared before the board via Skype. Nothing short of a miracle could save Christmas General now.

         As Matt drove his truck up to the entrance, he leaned on the horn to move the protesters out of the way. They were marching in front of the hospital carrying signs sporting the Grinch. They looked similar to the ones folks in town had used to protest against Madison McBride a few years before. Charlotte had the misfortune of the closure being announced at Christmas. It would’ve been bad regardless of the time of year, but the holidays made it seem worse.

         Matt left the truck running and hopped out. “Back off, and back off now. Sherriff Anderson is on her way.” He bodily pushed people aside to reach Charlotte, who was making her way through the angry crowd, holding her purse over her head. She never fought back or defended herself. Maybe she was right. Nothing he said had gotten through to the protestors, and he tried every day. Some of them had even taken to calling him…

         “Trainer the traitor!”

         Charlotte stopped in her tracks and removed the purse from her head to stare down his detractor. One word against Matt and the woman who wouldn’t defend herself was ready to take on thirty sign-wielding protestors. Which made him groan in aggravation and smile, just a tiny bit, at the same time.

         “You can say whatever you want about me, but you don’t get to say one negative word about Matt. He’s the heart and soul of Christmas General. He’s everything good about this hospital and town, so if you—”

         He made it to her side and drew her against him, shielding her from the waving signs. “Save your breath.”

         “Trainer the traitor! Trainer the traitor!” It sounded like the guy from maintenance had gotten a few of his friends on board.

         “Look, he’s had a problem with me since I reported him for drinking on the job,” Matt told Charlotte, tightening his hold on her as she tried to wriggle free and shout over his shoulder. “I don’t care what they say about me. What I do care about is you, and I won’t be able to show you just how much if you’re sitting in jail or in the emergency room. So let’s leave peacefully and enjoy the night.”

         She nodded as he guided her to his truck with a protective hand at her back. Jill arrived, and almost immediately the crowd dispersed. Pulling out of the lot, Matt waved his thanks.

         “There’s a bag for you in the back. Grab it and see if they fit. We still have time to stop by Hardy’s Mountain Co-op if they don’t.”

         She leaned around the seat and reached into the bag. “Skates?”

         “Yeah, our rink in the park is twice the size of the one in Central Park, and the trees are all lit up for the holidays.”

         “Um, Matt.”

         He glanced at her. “Yeah?”

         “Well, the thing is, while watching people skate at the rink in Central Park is something I love to do during the holidays, I don’t actually do it.”

         “You just like the idea of watching them?”

         “I watch them, but I don’t actually skate. I don’t know how.”

         “No problem. It’s easy. I’m a pro. I’ll teach you.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Forty-five minutes later, Matt worked to keep the frustration from showing on his face when he fit his hands under Charlotte’s arms and hauled her to her feet.

         She tipped her head back to smile up at him, her cheeks and nose pink. “I nearly had it that time.”

         Shockingly, she actually seemed to believe that. Matt was afraid she was going to break something, but didn’t have the heart to tell her he had met toddlers who learned to skate faster than she did. Or at the very least stand up on their skates, on their own, for longer than sixty seconds.

         “All right, you can let me go now.”

         “I thought maybe we could skate like this for a few minutes. You just lean back and relax against me.”

         “But I’m not doing anything.”

         Which is why you’re still upright and not taking out the other skaters, he thought but didn’t say. “Indulge me. I like holding you in my arms.” And even though he was pushing her around like she was a corpse, it was kind of nice.

         It was the perfect night for a skate. The stars were out, and it wasn’t too cold. The rink wasn’t packed. Well, it had been until Charlotte got out there and took out half the skaters. He smiled at the thought and kissed the top of her head.

         “Why are you laughing?” she asked, turning to look back at him.

         “No, don’t…”

         Her feet began to scrabble, and her right leg went one way, her left between his. She cried out, fisted her hands in his jacket, and brought him down with her. He got his hands behind her head just before it hit the ice.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “It was a good idea to take a little break,” she said, smiling up at him from the bench.

         He handed her a hot chocolate and sat down beside her. “Yeah, we should probably call it a night. You don’t want to overdo it your first time.”

         “No, I’m fine,” she said, and he worked to hold back a groan.

         He was about to suggest that they do something else when her cell phone rang. “Facetime. It’s Kate and Abbie. Wait until they see me skate,” she said as she held up her phone.

         The smiling faces of Charlotte’s dad and her best friends Abbie and Kate filled the screen. The three of them wore Santa hats and held Champagne flutes. They looked like they were in a partying mood. Charlotte put down her hot chocolate and waved. “You guys! You look so cute. I miss you!”

         The three of them looked down at the phone in the redhead’s hand as if waiting for a text. There was an audible ping, and then their heads popped up. They beamed. “Look over your shoulder. Do you see the sleigh?” Abbie asked.

         Matt followed Charlotte’s gaze. At the edge of the park, Calder Dane dressed as Santa stood behind his sleigh, the dogs yapping as they tried to catch the lightly falling snow.

         “Yes, why?”

         “Santa’s making your wish come true. You’re coming home for Christmas! There’s a private airport fifteen minutes away. Your plane’s waiting for you.” The three of them squealed liked three-year-olds who’d been given their Christmas wish.

         Charlotte frowned. “I don’t understand. Jeremy—”

         “You never did like to be surprised,” her father grumbled, and then sighed. “I don’t know why we expected you to change. All right, we might as well tell her now. Are you ready?” Her friends nodded, and the three of them held up their Champagne flutes. “Cheers to our new chief medical officer at Bailey Healthcare, Dr. Charlotte Bailey!”

         “What? How?”

         The three of them groaned. “Charlotte!”

         “I know, it’s amazing. The best news ever. It’s just that I don’t understand how it happened.”

         Matt was confused, too, as much by Charlotte’s reaction as the news. She looked at him. He forced a smile, nodding as if it were the best news ever when, for him, it couldn’t get much worse. But it was everything she wanted.

         “I was reinstated as chairman of the board fifteen minutes ago. Jeremy’s out, and so is Samantha,” her father said.

         “And it’s all thanks to your friend Nick,” Kate said.

         “Nick who?”

         “Nick from the New York Cab—” Abbie began before Charlotte’s dad cut her off with a laugh.

         “Nick Clause, can you believe it?” her dad said. “He even looks like Santa. Anyway, your friend Nick found Jeremy’s briefcase in the back of his cab and was returning it to his office. Only the briefcase popped open on the elevator, and Jeremy’s papers went all over. Which wouldn’t have been a big deal if the head of the hedge fund hadn’t been the one to help Nick pick up the papers and discovered what Jeremy had been up to at Bailey Healthcare. Like colluding with the CEO of one of their major competitors for personal gain. You were right all along, Charlotte. Jeremy worked out a deal with Maureen Cheever, just like you suspected. But that wasn’t what brought him down. He’d lost heavily on several trades last year and needed authorization before acquiring shares, which he didn’t do when he bought out a majority of Bailey Healthcare on behalf of the hedge fund. The good news is they think we’re a solid-performing company, and they’re holding their shares as well as buying up Samantha’s.”

         “Wait!” Charlotte raised her voice to be heard over their cheering. “This means Christmas General stays open? No cuts to staff or beds?”

         “Yes. Now get on Santa’s sleigh and come home where you belong!” her father said.

         “Go, go!” her friends cried, waving ticket stubs. “We have front row seats for the Rockettes tomorrow night!”

         “Can you believe it? Christmas General isn’t closing. No one’s losing their jobs. You’re not losing your job.” She threw herself in his arms. “It’s a miracle, Matt. A Christmas miracle.”

         It was. And he was happy for her, for the town, for his friends and colleagues. It just wasn’t the miracle he’d been hoping for. “You better get going. Santa’s waiting.”

         She pinched herself. “This feels like a dream. It’s all happened so fast.”

         “It’s what you want, though, isn’t it?”

         “Yes, of course. I just didn’t expect it to happen.” She glanced over her shoulder. “I guess I better go. I’ll call you. We’ll talk, okay? We’ll—”

         “Go. You’ll miss your flight.”

         “I’ll miss you. I.…” She cupped his face between her mittened hands. “Merry Christmas, Matt.” She kissed him and his arms went around her, holding her tight, praying that she’d change her mind.

         She didn’t.

         
            *  *  *

         

         Two days after Matt had watched until the sleigh was out of sight, he was packed and ready to head to the airport. If his flight wasn’t delayed, he’d land in New York on Christmas Eve. He planned to surprise Charlotte. He hoped it would be a happy surprise. She’d only been gone a couple of days, but he missed her like crazy. He loved her, so much so that he was willing to relocate to the Big Apple. He hadn’t told anyone of his plans. Who knew? Charlotte may not feel the same. But Matt was willing to take the risk. So he’d taken the week’s holiday owed him, and here he was, doing one last check of the house to make sure everything was turned off.

         A wave of nostalgia washed over him as he walked through the bedrooms. He’d put a lot of love into the old place. It wouldn’t be easy to say goodbye to either the house or the people who’d become a family to him. Then again, there was no comparison to the thought of being without Charlotte in his life.

         He glanced at his phone, checking to see if she’d responded to his last couple of texts. She hadn’t. He reminded himself that it didn’t necessarily mean anything. She was busy. It was like she was packing all her holiday traditions into a single day. She’d sent pictures of herself at the Russian Tea Room, at Rockefeller Center, at the Radio City Christmas Spectacular, and decorating a tree with her dad. She’d been up on a ladder, putting the angel on top. She looked beautiful and happy, excited to be home with her father and friends.

         His front doorbell rang, interrupting his thoughts. Which might’ve been a good thing because he was questioning his decision to fly to New York. He left his bags on the upstairs landing and went to answer the door. Later, he’d wonder if he’d made his decision to stay home then. He opened the door. It was only the memory of Charlotte’s voice that kept him from slamming it shut. If you ever talk to him, tell him thank you for me.

         His baby brother hadn’t changed much since the last time Matt saw him. Only this time he was fully clothed. They had the same light brown hair and light brown eyes and, once, the same taste in women.

         Ryan took a step back, and his hands went up. “Your girlfriend must have read you wrong. Sorry.” His brother turned to walk away.

         “What are you talking about?”

         “Charlotte. She called me yesterday. She wouldn’t happen to be a cop, would she?”

         “No, why?”

         “Because she asked about a hundred and ten questions before telling me to haul ass up here to spend Christmas with you. She thought it was time we talked. She thought you were ready to. I guess you’re not.”

         And there it was, the reason he wasn’t already halfway to the airport. She obviously didn’t want him to be alone for Christmas, but she didn’t want him with her. If she did, she would’ve invited him herself or responded to his texts.

         “You made the drive. You might as well come in.” He stepped back, gesturing him inside.

         “Yeah?”

         He saw the hopeful gleam in his brother’s eyes and had a sudden memory of him tagging after him. He remembered all the Christmas Eves and all the Christmas mornings. Their mother’s funeral, and two years later, their dad’s. For years it’d just been the two of them, and then the three of them, and then for the past five years Ryan with Lara, and Matt on his own.

         There was no longer any anger that accompanied the thought. Maybe just sorrow at all he’d missed out on with his brother. Matt nodded and then smiled. “Yeah.”

         He saw the tears swim in his brother’s eyes before he grabbed Matt and hugged him hard. “I’m sorry. You have no idea how sorry I am.”

         “I know,” he said, returning the hug.

         His brother let him go and stepped back, rubbing the sleeve of his jacket across his eyes and nose. Then he turned to wave at the black SUV parked just up the road. Matt briefly closed his eyes. While Charlotte was having the Christmas of her dreams, Matt was being visited by the ghost of Christmas past.

         As Ryan went to help his wife out of the vehicle, Matt texted Christmas General to let them know they could put him back on call tonight. He heard a woman’s voice and prepared himself before raising his gaze.

         “Jen?” He frowned at the dark-haired woman waddling up his driveway beside his brother. Growing up, Jen had been their next-door neighbor and Ryan’s high school sweetheart. Matt had loved her like a sister.

         She elbowed Ryan. “Did you let him think you’d brought Lara for Christmas?”

         “I told his girlfriend. I thought she would’ve filled him in,” his brother said and rubbed the side Jen had jabbed with her elbow. Then he grinned. “You must’ve really missed me if you were going to let me and Lara stay for Christmas.”

         “I’m sure he’s beginning to wonder why he missed you,” Jen said before smiling at Matt and moving in for a hug. Then she reached up as much as her generous baby bump allowed to whisper in his ear, “He was an idiot, but he regretted it the moment he married her. He loves you, Matt. He’s missed you like crazy. We both have.”

         He met his brother’s gaze over Jen’s head. “He’s not the only one who’s been an idiot.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         It wasn’t the Christmas Eve Matt had dreamed of, but it was better than he’d hoped for, much better. And he owed that to his girlfriend, who he’d been trying to reach for the past several hours. He stood outside the bank of elevators at Christmas General to check his smartphone for about the hundredth time. Still nothing.

         “Matt. Merry Christmas, son. Thanks for coming in,” Dr. McBride said and patted Matt’s shoulder.

         “No problem. How was the cruise?” He held the elevator door open for the older man. Paul had called Matt in for a second opinion on a new admission.

         “Great, even better that we came home to such wonderful news.” Paul pressed the button to the fifth floor. “I was all set to get off at the next port of call and come home, but both my aunt and Charlotte assured me things were under control.”

         Matt waited for Paul to pump him for information about his relationship with Charlotte, but the older man was busy looking at the chart in his hands. His aunt had no doubt filled Paul in on their status—somewhere between limbo and over. Way to depress yourself, he thought.

         “Do you have any specific concerns about your patient, Paul?” Matt asked as they walked down the fifth floor’s almost empty hall. Anyone that could go home was gone long ago.

         “Heart, I think,” he said as he opened the door to the room and then frowned. The room was in complete darkness. “Where’s the switch?”

         “On the wall,” an older woman’s voice came out of the dark.

         “Nell!” several people yelled, sounding peeved at the town’s matriarch.

         Paul sighed, and the room lit up. It had been decorated for the holidays, though packed as it was, it was hard to tell.

         “Surprise! Surprise! Surprise!” pretty much everyone Matt knew in Christmas cried. Even Alexander and Oliver, who were there with their mom and her sister.

         They were all looking his way so obviously the surprise was meant for him. “Thanks. But you know it’s not my birthday, right?”

         Nell peered at the person lying prone on the hospital bed. “Is she dead or asleep?”

         “Nell!” several people yelled, once again in those peeved voices that seemed to be reserved for the seventy-something woman.

         Ty leaned over and shook the person under the covers.

         It wasn’t the patient’s heart they had to worry about, it was Matt’s. It felt like it was beating outside his chest as he walked to the bed. And then it fell at her feet when Charlotte sat up, her hair all over the place, her face pale, her eyes bloodshot. “Surprise,” she said, and held up her hands.

         He laughed and took her in his arms. “I’ve had a couple of surprises today. I have to say you’re the best one.”

         “I better be,” she said. “Oh God, I’m so tired. Lie down with me. Just for a minute.”

         “We can stay here all night if that’s what you want. I’ll be happy as long as I have you in my arms.”

         “Aww, that’s so sweet. Isn’t that sweet?” said the man staring at them from the foot of the bed with his hands pressed to his chest.

         “Ty!” Jill grabbed him by the collar and half dragged him from the room.

         “Merry Christmas!” at least thirty different voices whispered, and then the lights went out and the door closed.

         “They grow on you, don’t they?” Charlotte murmured, snuggling close.

         “That they do. Just like you. I didn’t know how much until you were gone. Did I tell you how glad I am that you’re here?”

         She opened an eye, winked, and said, “I can tell.” She kissed his chin. “It’s good to be home.”

         He pushed up on his elbow and looked down at her. It was too dark to see her expression, and he took his penlight from his pocket and shone it in her face.

         “Matt!”

         “Sorry.” He moved the light out of her eyes. “But this is important. You said home. I want to know what you mean.”

         “Home is where the heart is, and you stole mine. You’re my heart, Matt. I love you.” She gave him a weak smile. “It’s okay if you don’t feel the same. I—”

         He placed a finger on her lips. “You just gave me my Christmas miracle, Charlotte. You’re all I want. All I’ll ever need. I love you. Letting you go, watching you leave were two of the hardest things I’ve ever done.”

         “I needed to do it for me, and for you too really. I needed to know this is what I wanted.”

         “How long did it take you to figure it out?”

         “When I was on the sleigh and looked back and couldn’t see you anymore.” She smiled and stroked his face with the tips of her fingers. “But my dad and Abbie and Kate were so excited, I couldn’t disappoint them. So I fit in as much Christmas as I could with them without missing out on my Christmas with you.” She yawned. “How do you feel about spending the holidays in bed?”

         “How do you think?” He laughed and got off the bed, leaning over to scoop her into his arms. He picked her up and headed for the door. “But I don’t want anyone saying I’m getting special favors from the boss, so I think we better go home.”

         She frowned and waved her hand at the room they’d just left. “That’s what all this was about. I’m not your boss anymore.”

         “I must’ve missed something because all I heard was surprise, and then is she asleep or dead. After that, all I saw and heard was you. So if you’re not my boss, who is, and what are you going to do?”

         “Paul is the new CEO of Christmas General, and I’m your new colleague. Well, I will be once I receive my license to practice here.”

         “And I didn’t think my Christmas could get much better. It’s going to be fun working with you, Dr. Bailey.”

         “Likewise, Dr. Trainer.”

         His phone pinged, and he set her on her feet outside the elevator, pressing the Down button before checking his message. “I was wrong. My Christmas just got better. Paul asked me to take over as chief of staff. Say hi to your new boss,” he said as they got on the elevator.

         She sighed and wrapped her arms around him. “I guess that means we’ll have to be discreet.”

         “I’m good with whatever you want. But I kinda like the idea of sneaking around. At least for a while.” He lifted her in his arms and pressed her back against the wall. Then he hit the stop button with the toe of his boot. “Merry Christmas, Dr. Bailey.”

         “Merry Christmas, Dr. McSexy.”
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