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  Dedication


This one is for my train pals. Roxy, Shawna, Raine, and Ellen.

Ladies it’s been a fun ride.

This story is for my three biggest fans, 

my mother, Irene, my sister, Jean, 

and my unofficially adopted sister

and number one fan, Suzette.

Love you all muchly.
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  Winning Her Love


Joy Spencer is an overprotective mother to seven-year-old Chantal, who lives with cerebral palsy. They’re on the Christmas train to raise money for the Cerebral Palsy Association. She’s prepared to do anything to win, except put her daughter in danger. 
Seth Mathison is a firefighter on a mission to earn money for the Alberta Children’s Hospital Burn Unit. Since his niece’s death, he’s separated himself from family and friends and isn’t great with children. When young Chantal Spencer starts following him around on the train, he doesn’t know how to get rid of her. She makes him nervous. He’s certain she’ll get hurt the way she’s lurching around on the moving train. He doesn’t need that on his conscience.
When Seth and Joy are thrust together to serve as supervisor and emcee of a local choir’s Christmas pageant, Seth suggests that Chantal substitute for a sick cast member. Joy is irate. There’s no way on this earth that she’ll subject her daughter to possible failure and humiliation.
Will their anxieties ruin everything, or will the miracle of Christmas help them get beyond their biases and fears and find true love?
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Chapter One


Relief fluttered through his stomach as Seth Mathison eased through the crowded terminal and onto his designated platform. Thank heaven he hadn’t missed the train. A snowstorm had delayed his flight from Calgary. Then they’d circled the Denver airport seven times before getting the clearance to land. He’d be beyond annoyed and sorely disappointed if he missed this chance. He struggled to be patient in the motionless crowd. What in the world was the holdup? 
His heart jumped, and he sighed with relief when he spotted the gaily lit train over the heads of the crowd. Bright holiday lights were strung along the length of each car of the long train. He’d done his research. The train had fifty cars, some were new and some were refurbished. These included luxurious sleeper cars, three different dining cars, three parlor cars, a library, two kitchens, three observation cars including one double-decker, a lounge car, and staff accommodations.
He fingered his tweed overcoat’s pocket to ensure his pre-paid ticket was still there. He’d lucked out when his entry was chosen. What a great opportunity to let the world know about the dangers of home fires. If, no, when he won, he’d donate the twenty-five-thousand-dollar prize to the burn unit at The Alberta Children’s Hospital. Presenting that much money would give him media attention too, and that would help inform people of the danger of home fires. This was about saving lives.
Being away from work for a full month didn’t bother him. His deputy chief was more than capable of handling the station in his absence. Learning that his travel expenses were covered by the contest was a bonus, though he’d have come anyway, just for the publicity. This was an opportunity too big to pass up. Nothing mattered more than fire safety.
As We Wish You a Merry Christmas played over the train depot’s speakers, the crowd sang along. How many of these people were going on the train? Surely not all of them. There had to be five hundred people here jostling each other about. They certainly weren’t fitting that many people on this train. Of course, Denver was a major stopping point.
How many other trains use this depot? Were most of these people saying goodbye to loved ones? Waiting for another train? He glanced at his watch again. It was just after eight a.m. and departure time was listed as eight-fifteen. What were they waiting for? Shouldn’t they be boarding by now? He searched the crowd for someone, anyone, who looked like they might be in charge.
The speaker crackled, and the music ended with a screech that impaled his eardrums. Too many decibels for safety. He shook his head to clear the ringing in his ears.
“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to The Rocky Mountain Christmas Train’s first annual Christmas Charity Dream Trip. Are you ready to board?”
The crowd’s roar was deafening. He should have worn earplugs. Find the positive, he reminded himself. His niece, Gwyn, would have told him to look for the bright spot. Since she wasn’t here, he tried to adopt her positive mindset despite his exhaustion.
The positive here was that he’d won the opportunity to be on the train and compete for the grand prize. All prizes were awarded to a pre-approved charity. He’d labored for hours over his entry form. Now, here he was, boarding the train and ready to compete. Luck had definitely been in his favor, as rumor had it that tens of thousands of people had entered the Canada-U.S. wide contest.
“If you flip to the second page of your ticket package,” a female voice announced, “you’ll find your car and room numbers. Please make your way to your car and board in an orderly fashion after placing your baggage on the carts provided. Our staff is happy to load your baggage for you.”
He looked at his snowy white ticket’s bright red and green print. No doubt custom-designed for the inaugural journey. A souvenir for sure. He was in car number eighteen. Assuming they were in numerical order, and why wouldn’t they be, he headed left, toward the front of the train.
In keeping with the season, the crowd moved gently. There was almost no pushing and shoving. Everyone was cheerful and polite. Until he reached car nineteen when someone shouted, “Get out of my way. Can’t you move any faster than that?”
A woman’s high-pitched voice shouted back. “Just be patient. She’s going as fast as she can. What kind of grinch are you that you can’t give a physically disabled child thirty seconds to board a holiday train? You should be ashamed of yourself.”
He could almost see her shaking her finger in the man’s face. Good for her. Children were precious and needed protection from the ugly realities of life. The crowd parted, and he had a clear view of the altercation.
A burly man in his mid-forties glared down at a petite woman and her child. The blonde had her arm wrapped protectively around the shoulders of a girl with arm crutches. “Look, lady,” the man snapped. “I paid big money to ride this train and no little snip of a woman, and her damaged goods child are going to keep me from my berth.”
Seth hadn’t realized that the train would have paying customers as well as contestants. That was neither here nor there. The man should be more patient.
“She is not damaged goods,” the woman declared. “She has cerebral palsy. The only person who is damaged here is you, you deranged galloot.”
“Lady, you’re testing my patience.”
What kind of man acted like that? He was a big bully. Seth stepped forward to stand up for the woman, though he admired her spunk.
“Sir, if it wasn’t Christmas, I’d tell you exactly what I think of you,” the woman proclaimed. “But Christmas is the time of love and caring, I’ll just ask you to step aside so we can board. We were here before you.”
The man’s face turned florid. Seth stepped between the combatants. “Stand down, sir. Give the family a moment to board.” The man was tall but not as tall as Seth. He blustered a bit and stepped back with a sarcastic bow. Seth said, “We appreciate your patience. Go ahead, Ma’am. Take your time.”
“Thanks,” she said. “We appreciate you stepping in, but I had it handled. I might be a single mother, but I am capable of taking care of my child.” She smiled, spun round, and taking her daughter by the arm, assisted her up the tall steps onto the train. The young girl flashed Seth a smile.
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Chapter Two


“Take your time, Chantal,” Joy Spencer told her daughter as they made their way toward their sleeping quarters. 
“Mama, I could have waited to get on the train,” Chantal said over her shoulder. Her waist-length blonde hair swung across the back of her bulky down jacket. California was a long way from Denver, and they’d had to buy special winter clothing for this trip of a lifetime. Thank heaven for secondhand stores.
“You shouldn’t have to wait,” Joy grumbled. “People need to be more patient.”
Chantal laughed. “Mama, you are being very impatient right now. Everyone is just excited. If I could run down the aisle, I would, I’m so happy.” She giggled.
“You’re too kind to people who should be more tolerant.” Joy sighed. Chantal was fragile. She’d been diagnosed with spastic cerebral palsy just after her third birthday. The diagnosis had broken Joy’s heart, but Chantal had taken it in stride, so to speak. She was a veritable Pollyanna and not nearly cautious enough to suit Joy, who worried every moment her daughter was out of her sight. “And that man didn’t need to butt in.”
“Mama, he was being kind. He was handsome too, wasn’t he?” At seven, Chantal had decided she needed a new father since hers had abandoned them, and the ever-growing mountain of medical bills when Chantal was diagnosed.
“I suppose so, but I’ve told you, more than once, I don’t have time for men.” He had been handsome. Tall, probably over six feet, with dark hair and eyes. His jacket looked expensive. He was probably one of the tourists on the train rather than a contestant. She pushed his image out of her head. She was here to win the prize, not get caught up in a man, no matter how handsome.
Gosh, she felt like a Grinch today. She needed to lighten up. This trip was dual purpose. A free vacation and a chance to win enough money to pay off Chantal’s medical bills. As a receptionist at a veterinary clinic, she didn’t make nearly enough to live on and pay down their massive debts. If they won, they’d pay off their debts and donate any leftovers to the Cerebral Palsy Association. She’d have been lost without their guidance and support.
“Here it is!” Chantal almost wobbled over in her excitement when her crutches tangled together.
Joy forced a smile. “Careful there.” She barely resisted the urge to steady her daughter. Instead, she handed over the digital key to their accommodations so Chantal could unlock the door. She held her breath as Chantal slid her arm out of the crutch’s cuff, rested the crutch against the wall, and stuck the key in the slot. Joy clenched her fists to keep them still. She’d never get used to Chantal taking even the smallest risk.
Chantal pushed open the door and gasped. “Mama, it’s beautiful.” She grabbed her crutch and stumbled inside, oohing and aahing as she went.
Joy followed and eased the door shut behind them. She gasped in delight equal to her daughter’s. She’d been expecting a utilitarian room with nothing more than bunk beds. This was the height of luxury. Decorated in cream and navy, it was practically a suite. Over in the corner, there was a table with two chairs. There was a bar fridge, and a pair of plush twin beds piled high with pillows. There was even a tiny bathroom with a shower. “Wow. This is amazing.”
There was a tall thin tree lit with blazing multi-color lights in one corner. A garland of silver stars hung over the window. Outside, snow drifted down on the busy platform. It was a holiday dream.
Now, if only her dreams of winning this contest would come true. They could be free and clear…at least until the next disaster.
The bags they had sent ahead were set under the tree like presents. There was a cream-colored envelope with gold script on one of the beds. Joy picked it up and ran her fingernail under the seal.
[image: image-placeholder]
Joy glanced at her snowman watch. “We better hurry if we’re going to make it to the meeting. Are you okay to move between the cars?” Maybe this trip was a mistake.
“Mo-om.” Chantal rolled her eyes like a teenager. She never called Joy Mom, she always called her Mama, just as Joy called her mother Mama. She must be annoyed to use Mom instead.
“Well then, we should go.” She studied the car list to figure out how many cars they had to pass through. They locked up and made their way forward.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” a cheerful female voice boomed out of the intercom, “we’ll be underway momentarily.” As if on cue, the whistle blew, and the train gave the slightest lurch forward. Chantal cheered even as she wobbled.
“I’m so excited,” she blurted. “Christmas on a train.” Her laughter was contagious. “Can we read The Polar Express tonight?”
“Absolutely. I brought a different book for every night.” Reading together was a nightly ritual and blessing.
“Yay!”
Yes, she’d dragged books along. Several for Chantal and her e-reader was loaded with a dozen Christmas romances from the library. She couldn’t wait to dive into the one about being snowbound, though the thought of actually being trapped made her shudder.
The acceleration was slow and steady and, to Joy’s surprise, her daughter didn’t stumble once as they moved along, passing through accordion-fold links between cars. She couldn’t help but notice some passengers moving ahead of them, and others staying seated in the elegant dining car. Not everyone on the train was involved in the competition, like the troglodyte who had snapped at her earlier. He’d flat out said he paid to be here.
Okay, Joy, let it go. He’s in the past and you
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The News Post

Charity Train
Rolls This
December,

Win the trip of a
lifetime this
December on the
maiden voyage of
the luxurious
Rocky  Mountain
Christmas Train.
With a chance to
win  a $25,000
cash prize for the
charity of your
choice. To enter,
send your name,
address, and a bio,
along with the

name of your
charity and why
you chose it to
3566 Maple
Lane, Delta,
Alabama,
36258.
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Dear Jog and Chantal:

Pleasejo'm us in the forward observation car at 9:15 am.
for an introduction to your host and a briefmg on the

contest rules.

Wa'r“mest hOI.I.Cl.CLH ’T"€9CL'T"C|.S CI.’TlCl bless'mgs Of the seasom.

Your hostess,
Jenny.
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