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DECEMBER 22

Traci Ashton put her cell phone on her desk.

“Well, that screws Christmas.”

Alone in her office, she tried to forget the harsh conversation with her sister-in-law who lived on the West Coast.

“Sam and I are going to Mexico for Christmas. You’re not invited.”

“But what about the girls?”

“They couldn’t get a flight to California. They’re stuck in Pine Grove. Storms are predicted anyway. Their flight probably would’ve been canceled.”

“But Christmas in Mexico?”

“It’s not far. Mexico’s a lovely country. You should try it sometime. Just not on Christmas and not with us. If you’d held on to Lars, you could have had Christmas in Norway.”

Then her brother got on the phone. He tried to smooth things over with kind words, but it hadn’t helped. The end result remained the same. She’d be alone on Christmas.

A pain shot through her gut. Christmas was her favorite holiday. For years, she’d celebrated with her brother, his wife, and their twin daughters. The girls attended a culinary school in Oak Bend and lived in a cheap rental house in Pine Grove, a few miles away.

Traci sat back, resting her feet on the small trash can in her crowded office on the top floor of Ralston’s Department Store. For the past eighteen years, she’d been the senior buyer for junior wear. Yep, her first job out of college and she’d loved it, traveling all over the world, looking for chic clothing for young ladies.

She reported directly to Catherine Ralston, wife of the owner. With Christmas on a Saturday this year, the store would be closed on Sunday, too. Traci pushed to her feet and went to the window. She stared out at all the lights of Manhattan. Where the hell would she go?

Her boyfriend, Lars, had broken off with her at Thanksgiving. His job sent him back to Norway, and he hadn’t invited her to join him—story of her life. She had cried and moped around during the November holiday.

She’d been with him for three years and now—poof! He was gone, leaving a hole in her life and her bed. Did she love him? Maybe. He was handsome, presentable, funny, and available. Was Lars the best lover she’d ever had?—Not by a long shot, but, hey, sex with him satisfied her most of the time.

She’d miss the companionship. Regardless of her devotion to her job, Traci had rarely been without a man in her life. She didn’t like being a single woman, always the fifth wheel at parties and outings with friends. This year, she’d be alone for the holidays—crap!

Sure, she put her job first, who wouldn’t if they grew up poor? It left an indelible mark on her and her brother. She worked like a fiend to keep her job and save money. Her success had reaped rewards—raises and increasing responsibility.

After her first year, she’d found a spacious fixer-upper, two-bedroom apartment on the Upper West Side. She bought it and had been renovating the place ever since. At last, the work was finally finished. But so what? She didn’t have anyone to share it with.

She rarely took time away from work to put energy into a relationship. Having children would be too hard, so she’d crossed it off her list. Then her brother, Sam, obliged, producing two adorable little girls. Traci took on the role of aunt with gusto, spoiling the twins every chance she got.

Vera, her always-harried secretary, entered, toting a pad and pen.

“Give me your to-do list. I’m taking two extra days at Christmas. Friday and Monday. I want everything shipshape before I go.” She pushed the renegade strands of hair, on the loose from her ponytail, back from her face. At fifty, Vera had a husband and children. Sometimes, Traci envied her.

“Okay, okay. Give me a minute.” She leaned against the wall by the window.

“What happened?” The secretary plopped down in the chair opposite her boss’s desk.

“Nothing, nothing.”

“Don’t give me that. I know when something’s bothering you. We’re together eighteen years. You can’t fool me.”

She took her seat and recounted the phone conversation to Vera.

“Oh, damn. I’m sorry.”

“Yeah. Me, too.”

“The store will be closed. You can’t even come to work.”

“I know.”

“Hey! How about you visit the girls? Why don’t you bring some Christmas to them? I bet they’re sad they can’t go home.”

“Great idea! Brilliant, Vera.”

Vera smiled. “So...how about that list?”

“First item? Cancel my plane reservation to Los Angeles.”

By the time she finished with her secretary, it was lunchtime. After closing her door, she played Christmas music, grabbed a pad, and started a shopping list for the girls while she ate her homemade sandwich. With her store discount, she could create a lavish holiday for her nieces without spending a fortune.

“Dresses, check. Scarves, check. Watches, check.” One by one, she listed items she wanted to buy for Caroline and Amy.

Her phone rang. It was Carlos Verde, her favorite designer and best friend.

“Hello, darling!” She sat back in her chair.

“Chica. Can you do lunch tomorrow?”

“Oh, sweetheart, I can’t. I have to do Christmas shopping.”

“Have lunch with me tomorrow and I’ll give you 50 percent off everything in my shop.”

“Oh my God! It’s a deal!”

“Are you flying west for Christmas?”

She recounted her story.

“Lo siento. I wish I could help you, but Damian and I are going to Spain. I haven’t seen my abuela in years. I heard she’s not doing well. So, we’re going there to celebrate.”

“I’m so sorry to hear that.” She put down her pen. “It’s good you’re going.”

“So what are you doing, since California is out?”

She glanced at her list and smiled. “I’m going to surprise the girls. Since they’re stranded and I have no place to go, why not?”

“Perfect. I’ll come by the store at noon. Be ready and hungry.”

“Where are we going?”

“Damian found a new French place on West 55th.”

“Perfect. See you then.”

The conversation ended. Thank God for Carlos and his husband, Damian. They were her best friends. Carlos had been trying to convince her for years to start her own clothing line, but she resisted. She had a job she loved, and starting a business that size would be too big an investment.

But he’d planted the seed of an idea about having her own business. What business, she had no clue. Still, the desire to be her own boss grew. Someday, maybe in retirement, she’d find something to call her own. At forty, that seemed light-years away.

* * * *
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HUMMING CHRISTMAS CAROLS, she sat at her desk, crossing off the items she’d bought for the girls. She had seven gifts for each. Remembering she still had the Carlos Verde line to pick from—at an amazing discount—she grinned.

Her packages waited for her at the gift wrap counter. She planned to pick them up on her way home. As typical, she stayed late to get ahead on her work to take off half a day Friday and then the weekend. She prided herself on her work ethic, putting Ralston’s ahead of everything.

Now she had the prestige and income to justify turning her life over to work. Did she miss having a husband and a family? Of course, but it had been her decision and hers alone, and she hadn’t regretted it—until today.

As she turned off the lights and locked the door, she heard voices down the hall. Catherine Ralston had the large corner office. Who could she be talking to? Traci tiptoed down the hall, stopping short to listen.

“I know, Gordon. I hate to do this, too. But we’re giving her a generous severance package.”

“Severance?” came the general manager’s voice. “The standard?”

“No. Much better. I told Keith this would avoid trouble. The last thing we need is a lawsuit.”

“Still....” He sighed. “She’s the best, you know.”

“That’s what people say. But selecting for young women? You need to have a younger woman making those decisions.”

“Maybe.”

“And Tiffany has three years’ experience.”

“And she’s Keith’s niece. Traci won’t be fooled.”

“Tiffany’s the right age,” she shot back. “I can’t say that, officially, because we could get sued. But who knows what sells better to young women today? A twenty-six-year-old or a forty-year-old?”

“Go ahead, Catherine.” Worry filled his words. “But I think you’re making a mistake.”

“It’s Keith’s mistake. I agree with you. I think she’s got some good years left. I tried to talk him out of it. But he’s got this thing about the store staying in the family. Nothing I could do.”

Emotion gripped Traci’s gut. Her eyes watered. Fired? She was about to be fired? This couldn’t be happening. Not at Christmas. She tiptoed around the back way to the elevator. No way did she want to run into Gordon, the general manager, or Catherine. Stopping on the first floor, she stuffed her packages into shopping bags and headed for the street.

No subway today. At nine o’clock, she had no trouble flagging down a taxi. Managing to hold it together until she got home, she flung her bags on her bed then collapsed and sobbed. After five minutes, she dragged herself into the living room and poured a stiff vodka and tonic. She stood at the window, gazing at the colored lights of Christmas in window after window, street after street in Manhattan. Everyone was celebrating...but her.

She had nothing to celebrate. No job? Really? For the first time in eighteen years, she’d be unemployed. What would she do with herself? How would she get out of bed in the morning?

She finished the drink and poured another. Then she returned to the bedroom to sort and pack the gifts she’d gotten for her nieces.

A small smile graced her lips. At least she had Caroline and Amy. Visions of how surprised and excited they’d be to get her gifts and how grateful to have her to celebrate with them danced through her head. Food crossed her mind. While she was too upset to eat, she had to figure out how to bring food with her, since the girls wouldn’t be expecting her. Young college girls don’t have fresh turkeys sitting in their refrigerators just waiting for an occasion.

She made a list of the food she wanted. She’d call Luigi’s Gourmet Shop. They advertised cooked meals delivered for the holidays. That would be perfect. She’d pick it up on her way out of town.

She checked the weather report. Friday morning would be clear, but a big snowstorm was due Friday late afternoon. She hoped the girls had a fireplace in their house. How cozy—to be snowed in with them, food, and gifts! She made a mental note to grab a couple of bottles of wine, too. And maybe a jigsaw puzzle, in case the electricity went out.

Pushing the disaster of her lost job out of her mind, she focused on planning the best Christmas possible for her nieces. At eleven, the vodka kicked in. Yawning, she stumbled to bed and fell into a dreamless sleep.

* * * *
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DECEMBER 23

She awoke with the puffiest eyes since Lars walked out. After lying with cold packs on her face, she bit the bullet and dressed for work. She wondered when they’d talk to her, give her the boot—before Christmas? That would be beastly but not beyond Keith Ralston.

Preoccupied with emotions bouncing from anger to despair and back, she trained her gaze on the floor and smacked right into Gordon Allread. Her head snapped up, and she made eye contact—or tried to. He avoided her gaze, cleared his throat, apologized, and attempted to move around her. She blocked his path.

“When, Gordon?” She planted herself in front of him.

“What?”

“When? When is it going to happen?”

His brow furrowed then he averted his gaze. “When is what going to happen?”

“Don’t play games. We both know I’m getting booted out on my ass. When is it going to happen?” Her voice grew thick and rough.

His eyes snapped to hers, and his eyebrows rose. “How did you find out?”

“It doesn’t matter. When? At least tell me that.”

“I’m so sorry.”

“Bullshit. When?”

He frowned. “Catherine didn’t want to do it until after the holidays. So, the first week of January.” He grabbed her forearm. “I’m really sorry. I think you do an amazing job.”

Her eyes filled. “Thanks, Gordon. I know you do.”

“I was against this.”

“I’m sure you were.”

“But Keith has his own ideas.” His disparaging tone revealed his feelings about the decision.

“Yeah. I know. Thanks for telling me. At least I have some time.”

“If there’s anything I can do to help you find a new position, please don’t hesitate to ask.” He stepped closer and gave her a hug.

They had always been comrades-in-arms. When he became general manager, they celebrated together. She was going to miss him. And Vera! What about her?

“What about Vera?”

“Catherine plans to keep her on. Your successor will need her. Vera knows everything.”

“And where the bodies are buried, too.” Traci stepped back.

Gordon gave a short laugh. “She’s in no danger.”

“Good. She doesn’t deserve to be.”

“And neither do you.”

“I know.”

Gordon checked his watch—always his signal he needed to move on.

“I’ll see you later.”

He looked up, his gaze connecting with hers. “You’ll have the year-end report ready on time?”

“Don’t I always?”

“Of course. Thank you for taking this so well.” He stepped around her, heading for his office on the other corner.

Taking it well? What the hell could she do? If she’d thought to record that conversation, maybe she could sue. But all the negative energy. She’d need to find a way to move ahead with her life.

Life? What life? She no longer had one.

She glanced at the clock. Only half an hour until her lunch with Carlos. Thank God! She needed a friend, a true friend, and that was Carlos all over. She headed for the ladies’ room to refresh her makeup. Carlos hated it when she looked sloppy.

“You are a beautiful woman, Traci. Don’t hide it. Let it out. Treat the world to your best face.”

She tried, but it wasn’t going to happen today. She piled on the concealer, renewed the blush, added mascara then stared at herself. It was true. She was a very pretty forty-year-old woman with chestnut hair and soft-gray eyes. Yes, she colored her hair and there were a few lines making themselves known around her eyes, but she knew clothes, quality, color, fabrics—and had long-standing relationships with all the best designer houses.

But none of that mattered. So, she might as well forget thinking about her strengths, get through the holidays, and find another path. Keith Ralston wouldn’t be the only one to see her as too old. Just a year out of her thirties. Damn, sometimes life was effing unfair.

She returned to her office. Vera followed her in and closed the door.

“Okay. What’s up?” The secretary sat facing the desk.

“Huh?”

“You. What’s up with you?” Her assistant tilted her head and narrowed her eyes. “Something’s happening. And it isn’t Christmas. I can feel it.”

“Go home. Start your holiday. I thought you weren’t supposed to be here today anyway.” She stood up.

“I forgot this.” Vera took a package from behind her back and set it on the desk. “Merry Christmas. Tell me the truth and I’ll go.”

At the sight of the gift, Traci broke down. She’d put Vera’s on her desk yesterday, figuring her secretary wouldn’t be back until after Christmas. She covered her eyes with her hand. Crying in the office, how unprofessional. She’d never done this before, well, maybe once—no, twice, and both times when she’d been dumped.

“Aw, honey, come on. Tell Vera all about it. Is this about Lars?” Vera moved toward her boss and hugged her.

Unable to control her voice, she shook her head.

“Take a deep breath.” Vera let go and stepped back.

Traci fell into her chair and turned watery eyes on her secretary. “I’m getting fired. Canned. Kicked out.”

“What?” Vera’s eyes widened to twice their size. “No! I don’t believe it!”

“It’s true. I overhead Catherine and Gordon talking last night. He confirmed it this morning.”

“When?”

“Right after the first of the year.”

Vera’s eyes teared up. “Oh, no, no, no. After so many years. No way.”

“Yes. Way.”

“Me, too?”

“Nope. You’re safe.”

She shook her head. “Who’s going to take your place?”

“Keith’s niece.”

“I don’t want to work for that brat. She’s barely out of diapers.”

“You’ll work for her or lose your job, I’d imagine.”

Vera covered her eyes. “I love working for you. Why did they have to do this?”

“I’m getting too old to buy for young girls, I guess.”

“Bullshit. And you know it.”

“Yeah. I know it. You know it. Gordon knows it. But Keith doesn’t know it and he’s the only one who counts.”

The two women hugged.

“Go fix your face. You have lunch with Carlos.”

“Thanks. Have a great holiday, Vera.”

“I will. You going to surprise Caroline and Amy?”

Traci nodded.

“I’m sure you’ll have a blast. Forget about this place.”

“Thanks. I’ll try. Gotta figure out where I’m going next.”

“When you do, please, take me with you.”

They hugged again, and Traci took one last trip to the bathroom. When she got herself looking as good as she could expect, she trotted to the elevator. She’d wait for Carlos on the first floor, by the exit. When she got there, he had already arrived.

After one glance, he said, “What the hell happened to you?”

“Come on, I’ll tell you over lunch.”

Carlos took her hand and guided her to the restaurant. Thick grayish-blue carpeting made the place quiet. They had a table off by themselves. He ordered wine and appetizers. Wine at lunch? She never did that, but at this point, she didn’t care. What were they going to do, fire her? Oh, yeah, they were, so it couldn’t get worse, could it?

After she poured out her story, Carlos grinned.

“Ah, chica, here’s your chance.”

“What?”

“You can design your own line.”

“Oh? With the backing of what millionaire?”

“You can get a loan. I can chip in, too. You’ve got the talent and the background.”

She shook her head. “I’m not the creator; I’m the seller. I know what’s good and what will sell. I can read the market. But creating? That’s not me.”

“Think about it during the holidays. If you change your mind, let me know.”

They finished lunch and an entire bottle of wine. Carlos took her to his showroom, where she picked out two outfits for each niece. He gave them to her for free, as his Christmas gift. When he hugged her goodbye, her eyes filled.

“Don’t worry, chica. You’ll land on your feet.”

After returning to the office, she sent an email informing everyone she was taking the afternoon off. Her holiday spirit flew out the window with her job, so she canceled her trip to Luigi’s to order food and went home instead. Traci turned on a Hallmark movie but couldn’t concentrate. She pushed to her feet and returned to the window. Gazing out at the bright, shiny lights of Manhattan, she bit her lip and wondered what would become of her, of the life she knew and loved. Who starts over at forty?
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December 24

Traci checked the weather report again. According to the Internet, she needed to get on the road no later than ten to make it to Pine Grove before the snow started. Checking the clock, it was already nine thirty.

“So I drive through a little snow. So what?”

She called for her car to be waiting at the garage at noon, ordered breakfast delivered, took a shower, dressed, gathered all the gifts for the girls, and headed downstairs. Okay, so it was one, and there were a few flakes coming down.

“I’ll drive carefully. Take my time.”

She got behind the wheel and headed for the George Washington Bridge. As the falling snow thickened, she nixed the idea of taking the Palisades Parkway. Too winding, not safe in a snowstorm. She kept on Route 80, figuring when she got closer, she’d take back roads that would be less crowded and not as challenging to drive.

But the snow was relentless. Soon, she was crawling, driving at 25 miles an hour with visibility of about three feet. Whenever she hit the brakes, the car skidded a bit until she lifted her foot. Tension coiled inside her, settling in her shoulders and neck.

She flipped on the radio, searching for Christmas music. Burl Ives “Holly Jolly Christmas,” made her smile as she tightened her grip on the steering wheel. The back roads she expected to be clear were anything but. She crawled along Route 512 bumper-to-bumper with dozens of other cars. Seemed everyone had someplace to go.

By three thirty, she’d reached a little more than halfway. A rumble from her stomach reminded her she’d skipped lunch. A restaurant appeared out of the haze of snow pelting the windshield. Traci pulled into the parking lot.

Foolishly adorned in high-heeled suede boots, she made a break for it from the car and slipped and fell in front of the door to the eatery. A couple coming out stopped to help her to her feet. Of course, her jeans, rolled to the knee, were soaked and her bottom freezing.

She made her way inside, plopped down on a seat at the counter then ordered comfort food—soup, a burger, and fries. The elevator Christmas music playing didn’t sweeten the sour expression on the waitress’s face. She guessed if she had to work Christmas Eve in a snowstorm, she wouldn’t be smiling, either.

“Maybe by the time I’m finished, the snow will stop,” Traci said aloud, more to herself than anyone.

“Good luck with that,” the waitress said, wiping down the counter for the third time. The place had only a few patrons. “Coffee?”

She nodded. The woman filled a mug then brought out her tomato soup.

“No reason to hurry. This isn’t supposed to be done until midnight.”

“Midnight?”

The woman nodded.

Emotion filled Traci. She needed to get to Caroline and Amy, as much for herself as them. She poured out her story. The waitress brought her burger then leaned on her elbows and listened.

“I’ll call my boyfriend, Al. He’ll know if the roads are clear. If you drive slow, you’ll get there. Just take it easy. Don’t get nervous.”

She nodded, her appetite deserting her.

“So what did you buy for these lucky girls?” The waitress refilled her own mug.

Between bites of food, she reviewed the list of things. Thinking about the presents she was bringing to her beloved nieces lifted her spirits. Her hunger returned. She wolfed down the rest of the fries.

“How about dessert?”

Traci glanced out the window. The snow kept coming. “Why not.”

While she enjoyed a hot fudge sundae, the waitress spoke to her boyfriend. The clock chimed. Four o’clock. Glancing out the window again, she noticed it was getting dark.

“Don’t worry, honey. Al said they’re plowing like crazy and there aren’t so many cars.”

“I guess everyone has reached their destination. Except me.”

“Finish up and get on the road. You’ll be okay now.” The waitress cleared away the dishes and brought the check. Traci paid the bill and left a twenty-dollar tip.

“Wow! Thanks. And Merry Christmas!”

“Merry Christmas,” she called as she headed for her car.

She got the wipers going, the headlights on, and “White Christmas” on the radio, as she trudged forward, crawling along the road. When she turned onto Route 412, it was a miracle! She followed in the path of a truck plowing the street. They were the only vehicles. Tension drained slowly as she made her way closer and closer to the twins’ house.

Checking with her GPS, at thirty miles an hour, she’d arrive at five thirty. Darkness settled in, but the whiteness of the snow reflected the light from her headlights and the streetlamps. As she traveled west, the snow tapered off. Her confidence grew.

* * * *
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AT SIX, SHE PULLED onto the twins’ street. There was a parking space in front of their building, but it was covered in snow. If she got in, could she get out? She’d have two days to figure it out. Using her best city parking skills, she got in the space, bouncing a bit off the car in front and the one behind, too.

With a huge sigh, she turned off the Mercedes and popped the trunk. Pushing the door against a pile of snow, she attempted to get out. She slipped on the snow on the sidewalk, but grabbed the door handle in time to keep from hitting the ground. Damn those boots! Eying the walkway to the front door, she frowned. No one had shoveled, and there was about four inches of snow—enough to destroy her expensive suede boots.

It was either ruin the boots or get there barefoot. She sacrificed the boots for comfort. After grabbing two giant shopping bags from the trunk, she slipped and slid her way to the front door. She rang the bell and waited.

She rang again. Looking to the left and right, she saw windows but no lights on inside. Maybe they were in the back of the house? She rang again. Nothing. The wind grew stronger, biting through the thin material of her skinny jeans. She rang once more then, clinging to the railing, she left the gifts by the front door and made her way around to the back.

No lights there, either. Maybe the girls had gone to a party? That was it, a Christmas Eve party. She’d just call her brother and get their cell numbers. The dropping temperature sent a chill through her. She retreated to the car, turned it on, and blasted the heat. She pulled her cell from her purse and dialed Sam.

“Hey, Sis, Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas to you, too. Can I have the girls’ cell numbers?”

“You don’t need to call them, you can wish them Merry Christmas right here.”

“Right there?”

“Yep. They couldn’t get flights to L.A., but oddly enough, Mexico wasn’t booked. So they flew down here to celebrate with us.”

Traci’s heart sank. “They’re there with you?”

“Yeah. Why? Something wrong?”

Humiliated, she couldn’t admit to Sam what she’d done. “No. Nothing. I’ll call you tomorrow.”

“Okay. Have a good night. And stay inside. I read there’s a blizzard rocking the Northeast.”

“You don’t say?”

He laughed. “I’m sure you know all about it and can watch the snow from your comfortable apartment high above it all.”

“Yeah. Sure. Bye, Sam.”

Checking her watch, she noted it was after seven. Damn. Fuck. Shit. She didn’t know diddly-squat about Pine Grove. Were there any hotels in this rinky-dink town? If there were, they were probably totally booked. One glance at her phone and she noticed her battery was wearing down. She turned it off. And her gas gauge read a quarter of a tank. No gas stations had been open on the way.

A sudden wave of loneliness engulfed her. When she realized she was stranded on a dark, cold street in a town where she knew no one, fear spiked in her heart. Would she freeze to death in her car? No one was alone on Christmas Eve—except her. Feeling sorry for herself, she lost her bearings. Tears filled her eyes. There would be no one to help her. A shiver ran through her that had nothing to do with the cold. Was this the utter darkest pit of loneliness on Earth?

Vera was the only one who knew where she was. No one would miss her. No one would wonder, “Is Traci all right?” The idea terrified her. Even if she’d told Sam, what could he do? He was in Mexico, too far away to help. She had to find a solution on her own.

“Get a grip, girl. You’re not totally helpless. You can figure this out. You have to.”

She spoke out loud with more conviction than she felt. Driving back to New York was out of the question. Besides the weather, she was too low on gas.

She eyed the house. She could spend the night there if she could get in. At least she’d be safe from the weather. Tomorrow, she could figure this out. She tried the door, but it was locked. Remembering a trick from her childhood, she wondered if Sam had passed it along to his kids. Their mother always left the front window unlatched, so if they ever got locked out, they could climb in.

Zipping her jacket all the way to the top, she exited the vehicle again. This time, she retraced her footsteps. She’d tramped down the snow enough so she could get back to the door. Her toes were numb from the cold wet boots and hurt when she moved them. Sidestepping, she grabbed the shopping bags and made it to the window.

It was dark, she couldn’t make out whether there was a lock or not, so she simply pushed. Thank the Lord, it moved! She pushed harder again and again. Slowly, the large window slid up. She couldn’t see what was inside or how far down it was to the floor, but she didn’t care. She tossed the presents inside then straddled the windowsill, until she heard...

“Hold it right there, ma’am. Step back. Away from the window. Keep your hands where I can see them.”

Looking to her left, temporarily blinded by a strong flashlight, she spied a policeman standing on the sidewalk, holding the torch, his gun drawn. Both pointed at her.

* * * *
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SHERIFF DON ARMSTRONG didn’t mind pulling Christmas Eve duty. Hell, he was the only unmarried guy on the force. No wife, no kids, and pushing forty-five—life had passed him by. At least that was what some of the guys he worked with seemed to think.

Starting wide receiver for the Nevada Gamblers, at twenty-two, he had a bright future. Married at twenty-four to top model Bianca Jones, he was the envy of his teammates and college pals. They had four blissful years, until “Bone-Crusher” Simmons threw his full three-hundred pounds on Don’s knee. Simmons pulverized the joint and—poof—in a flash, Don’s career path derailed.

Desperate to play again, he underwent three surgeries and month after month of rehab to no avail. He couldn’t run worth spit. The Gamblers kept him on until the end of his contract. Then he became a “free-agent,” or code for unemployed.

Watching him lie around the house, feeling sorry for himself, got old fast for Bianca. When it became apparent his big-earning days were history, she filed for divorce. He didn’t have the heart to fight it. Hell, even he didn’t want to live with him anymore. He couldn’t blame her. He’d promised her the moon and, ultimately, delivered a dead end.

He sank into depression for two years, spending what savings he had left after the divorce. When the team manager got him into a support group, Don pulled himself together. He got a degree in law enforcement and a job in Las Vegas. When his father took sick, he returned to his hometown, Pine Grove. After his father passed on, Don stayed to take care of his mother. With her death, the beautiful Victorian house he’d bought for them during his golden days with the Gamblers returned to him. He was surprised to find Pine Grove suited him.

Most of the locals had forgotten his glory days in football. They knew him as the sheriff now. He enforced the law and helped coach the high school football team on his days off. Not having children was one decision he’d never made peace with, so he compensated with volunteer work. Wednesday nights, he ran a Scout troop with one of the mothers.

He held the light steady on the pretty woman. “Do you live here?”

“No.”

“So you’re breaking and entering?”

“No. I mean it looks like that—”

“It sure does.”

“But my two nieces live here.”

“And where are they?”

“In Mexico.”

The sheriff raised his eyebrows.

The woman shaded her eyes. “Could you please take that thing out of my face?”

He lowered the beam to her feet, slowly. Wow—tight jeans, suede boots hugging shapely calves, and her butt—smokin’. “So you have no right to be in this house?”

“Well, technically.”

“What’s your name?”

“Traci Ashton.”

“Any ID?”

The woman pointed to her car. “My bag’s in the car.”

“Let’s go.” He motioned with the flashlight.

She backtracked to the white Mercedes.

“Leave the door open,” he ordered. Hot or not, he didn’t know this woman. She could have a gun on the seat, under the seat, or in her handbag. He wasn’t taking any chances.

“Reach in and grab the bag. Toss it out then get out and close the door.”

She followed his orders. He kept his flashlight on her but holstered his gun. With his other hand, he fished around in the bag, looking for her wallet. She left her vehicle and locked it.

“Why the hell do women keep so much crap in these things?”

She shrugged but continued to stare at him. He raised the light to keep eye contact. His fingers closed over something he assumed was a wallet. He pulled it out and tossed it to her. He caught her unaware, and the wallet fell into the slush at her feet.

“Pick it up, slowly. Open it and take out your driver’s license.”

She made a face and plucked it from the cold mess with two fingers. “You’ve just ruined a suede wallet.”

“Send the bill to the county.” His tone clipped, he rested his hand on the butt of his gun. Trust was a word Don had discarded when he entered the force.

With stiff fingers, she fumbled around, finally retrieved the document, and handed it to him. He turned slightly, putting his pistol out of her reach as he snatched the license from her. Directing light on the card, he read it quickly, glanced at her then at the picture again.

“Not my greatest portrait.”

“Breaking and entering is a serious offense in this town, ma’am. I wouldn’t be joking around if I were you.”

“I’m not a ma’am. That’s my mother. I’m a miss.”

“Okay, miss.” He handed her the license. “Come with me.”

“What?”

“You heard me. My patrol car is parked across the street. Let’s go. You first. Don’t try anything. I’m right behind you.”

“This is ridiculous. I’m a senior buyer at Ralston’s in New York City. I own an apartment there. I’m not a thief.”

“You’d be surprised about thieves. They come in all shapes, sizes, and walks of life. Let’s go. You can explain all about the good deed you were about to do down at the station house.”

* * * *
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COULD THIS DAY GET any worse? Traci trudged along, trying to avoid the ice and slush. She’d ceased to feel her feet. And Attila the Hun was taking her to jail. He opened the police car’s back door.

“Watch your head.”

She climbed inside, and he shut it. There was a metal mesh screen between the front and backseat. This is a cage! Trapped, fear and panic mixed in her chest. Tears burst forth. She couldn’t stop sobbing.

“Look, miss. Tears have been tried on me before. They don’t work.” He started the vehicle, the siren, and the red flashing light.

“Do you have to do that?” she asked in a shaky voice. Fishing around her bag, she found a tissue.

“Lights and siren? I guess I don’t need the siren. But the lights? Yes, ma’am. I mean, miss. Don’t want any traffic accidents.” He turned the siren off.

She wiped her face and nose. Bending over, she rubbed her toes.

“Sit up, please, miss.”

“My toes are frozen. I think I have frostbite.”

“You’re wearing flimsy boots. Didn’t you look at the weather forecast?”

Her voice shook. “Attila the Hun had nothing on you,” she mumbled.

“What? You’d better be careful. Insulting a police officer carries a large fine and jail time.”

“Jail?” Panic seized her.

“Calm down, calm down.”

“Look, I haven’t done anything wrong.” Trying to control the tremble in her voice hadn’t worked. Even she wouldn’t have believed that feeble sentence.

“We’re almost there.”

Feeling like a caged animal, she couldn’t wait to get out of the squad car. He pulled into a parking lot and shut off the engine.

“Stay where you are,” he ordered, exiting.

She mopped her eyes with a wobbly hand. Fear coursed through her. She had no one. Who could she call? Carlos would be on a bender by now and a million miles away in Spain, her family in Mexico. What could they do? Gordon? She was old news to him. Then, it hit her. She was totally alone and at the mercy of this insane, Bruce-Willis-type, over-the-top cop.

Always careful not to get caught in her teenage-antics years, this would be her first time in a police station—at least as a “perp.” Horrified, she looked up as he opened the door. Suddenly, he seemed seven feet tall. He glanced at her with icy-blue eyes.

“Get out.”

She did as she was told. Gripping the door, she tried to steady herself. A large, strong hand grabbed her upper arm and held her upright. A bit unsteady on the high heels, she took a step.

“I’ll never understand why women wear those ridiculous shoes. Can’t even walk in ’em.” He shook his head.

“These are Carlos Verde suede boots. They cost three thousand dollars. And now they’re ruined.”

“Three thousand dollars? You must be a thief. What law-abiding person in their right mind pays three grand for a pair of shoes?”

He moved forward with a strong stride, tripping her alongside him. His grip was strong but didn’t hurt. She studied her captor from the side. Firm jaw, dark hair worn short, scruff just the right length. And his mouth, well, she couldn’t make up her mind if it was cruel or sexy.

He elbowed the door open and shoved her through first. He hauled her to a desk and pushed her down until she sat in the seat next to it. After taking off his jacket and hat, he eased his large frame onto the chair, rummaged in the top drawer for a pen then plucked a form from a pile and turned to her.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“Paperwork.”

“You’re not arresting me, are you? I have the right to call a lawyer.” She didn’t have the name or phone number of any lawyer, but she could stall for time.

“Name?” He held the pen poised above the paper.

“You haven’t answered my question.”

“I don’t answer questions. I ask them. You were breaking the law.”

“No, I wasn’t. Honest. If you’d just call my brother, my nieces.”

“In Mexico?” He cocked an eyebrow.

“That’s right. I have his cell number.”

“How do I know he’s not just a confederate of yours?”

Traci had reached her limit for the day. She covered her face with her hands and sobbed.

Two other officers packing up for the night stopped to stare.

“Stop. Stop that.”

“You’re not going to put me in jail, are you?” She lifted her face long enough to look at him.

“No, no. I’m not. I just need some information from you.”

She took a deep, shuddering breath. She fished out her driver’s license and slammed it on the desk. “Here.”

“Watch the attitude, miss.”

* * * *
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HE SAW THE DISAPPROVING look of Jim Meecham, his buddy on the force. Don had been accused of browbeating perps before. He didn’t want to get reprimanded again. But he’d also been too lenient on flirty women who were serious lawbreakers. He didn’t want to repeat that mistake, either.

But this woman wasn’t flirting with him. She was trying to assert dominance. He smirked. Good luck, lady. No way would he let a potential criminal dominate, no matter how hot.

“Can I take off my boots?”

He nodded.

She unzipped the fancy shoes, revealing shapely calves, and pulled out delicate feet. She peeled off the thin brown socks, reminding him of a stripper. As he watched, his cock twitched. Her toes were bright red. She had been telling the truth, her feet were not looking good.

He grabbed one for a closer look.

She shrank away from him. “What are you doing?”

“Checking for frostbite. If there are white spots on your toes, then you definitely have frostbite and might need medical attention.”

Her small feet disappeared in his large warm hands. The toes were ice cubes. He examined them for signs of frostbite but found none. He rubbed them gently between his palms then motioned for the other foot. She rested it on his knee. He repeated the process. Last thing he wanted was to have her injured and suing the department. Or so he told himself.

“Looks like you got it just in time.” He gave her one more rub then released her foot. She put it on the floor then yanked it up.

“The floor’s cold.”

“Wait here. Don’t move.” He stood.

Don opened his locker and pulled out socks. He had the big, woolly kind. They weren’t wool, but they were warm as hell. He handed them to her. The idea of putting them on her feet occurred to him, but he ignored the urge as moving into dangerous territory.

“Here. Put these on.”

“Socks?”

“Normal, cold-weather socks. It’s what people here wear in the winter. They don’t wear three-thousand-dollar boots with thin socks. They don’t wear three-thousand-dollar boots at all.”

“I got ’em at a discount. Carlos is a friend.”

Again, he arched an eyebrow. “I don’t care what you paid for them, miss. This is a police station, not a shoe store.”

She shrugged. The fear had drained from her gorgeous gray eyes. Relief flowed through him. Sometimes, he got a little carried away. It was worse this time because he was attracted to the perp. She put the socks on and wiggled her toes.

“Much better. Thank you.”

Back to business. He took her driver’s license and copied the information on the form. “You told me the people who own the house are relatives.”

“Rent the house,” she corrected.

“The two young women are your nieces? What were you doing there?” He put down his pen, turned on a small recorder, and sat back. This story was going to be a doozy, and he didn’t want to miss a word. “And this had better be the truth. We will check your story. You can count on it.”

He folded his arms across his chest, narrowed his eyes, and stared at her face, trying not to let his gaze wander down to her chest, where her sweater let an alluring bit of cleavage peek out. The skin was fair and smooth.

Her eyes filled again. He shoved a tissue box in her direction.

“I know this is going to sound a little fantastic...”

“Nothing I haven’t heard before.”

“Oh, this? No. I’m sure you haven’t heard this one before.”

“Just made it up?” He raised his brows.

“Of course not. Do you think I could invent something so...so tragic?” Her voice shook, its timbre going right to his gut. He wanted to say she had a long way to go to equal his story, but instead, he pressed his lips together and listened.

She took a deep breath and poured out her tale, stopping occasionally to dab her eyes and take a sip of water.

“I’ve lost everything. I thought maybe I could still have a holiday with the girls, but that’s gone, too.”

Her predicament touched him. She finished with, “I’m totally alone in a strange town. I don’t know anyone here or even nearby. I have nowhere to go, no place to sleep, except my car. And even it is almost out of gas.” She took a deep breath and let it out. In a whisper she said, “It’s Christmas Eve. And I’m completely and totally alone.”

Don simply stared at her. Her face pink in the cheeks and around her nose from crying set off the sadness in her eyes. If this was bullshit, it was an Academy Award performance. Once arrogant and in-his-face, she now appeared small and delicate, as if a gust of wind would blow her away. But he reminded himself she had a mouth on her, she wasn’t a weakling. She’d simply run out of steam.

“I’m wasting your time. Keeping you from a warm, family Christmas Eve with your wife and three kids.”

Her words sliced through his gut like a sword.

“I’m not married. I haven’t got any kids. And I volunteered for Christmas Eve duty.”

Her head snapped up, and her eyes, once loaded with self-pity and sadness now filled with sympathy. “I know exactly how you feel.”

Damn. What the hell was he going to do with her?
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Chapter Three
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Traci was shocked the redneck, hick-town sheriff believed her. She saw understanding in his eyes. Oh, wait, his beautiful, clear-as-the-Caribbean-Sea-blue eyes. Terrified to look in the mirror, she was sure she was a mess. Yet this handsome man gazed at her with warmth, a lot of warmth. Woohoo, wait a minute. She could not be attracted to a yokel sheriff. Nope, no way, no, uh-uh, not happening. But his foot rub had been to die for.

Holding the form, he typed something into the computer on his desk before facing her again. She noticed his broad shoulders and no pot belly. He appeared fit, like maybe he worked out. And he wasn’t a kid. A few silver hairs graced his temples and scattered through his dark hair. Could he be a man about her own age?

“Don Armstrong,” she read the name on his name tag out loud, to cover for staring at his chest.

“That’s my name. We wear name tags in case any perps have complaints.”

“No family?” popped out of her mouth before she could stop it. How rude of her!

“Nope. You?”

She shook her head.

“Funny, but I actually believe you. Could you give me your nieces’ cell numbers?”

“I have their father’s. You could call there and ask to talk to them.”

She wrote down Sam’s number.

“Wait over there.” He pointed to a stiff-looking sofa by the window.

Watching him, Traci padded to the couch. The sheriff dialed. She couldn’t hear most of the conversation, but it was clear Sam was pissed when she heard him holler “breaking and entering!” A nervous laugh bubbled up in her throat. He’d vouch for her, though, wouldn’t he? After all, he was her brother. After a few nail-biting moments, she let out a breath when the sheriff put the phone down.

“Okay. He verified. Gave me the address and everything. You’re in the clear. You can go.”

“Go? Go where?” She returned to the chair next to his desk.

“I’ll drive you back to your car. I’m sure you can find a motel near the highway.”

“You’re joking, right? This wasn’t a snowstorm; it was a blizzard. They closed off sections of the highway.”

“Let me check.” He turned to his computer and typed in some words she couldn’t see. “Son of a gun, you’re right. Highway is closed. It’s still snowing east of here. You want to sleep in a cell tonight? It’s free. So is breakfast.”

“Are you kidding?”

“You can’t sleep in your car.”

“I can get into the house, though, right?”

“I can’t let you go in there through the window without their permission.”

What? “Didn’t my brother give it to you?”

“Look, I’m giving you the benefit of the doubt. Don’t push it. I still have to wait to have your license verified. I’m assuming there are no warrants out for your arrest. You can leave now, before I get confirmation, or you can stay here and take your chances.”

“Chances?”

“If you have a record, outstanding parking tickets, or a warrant, then you won’t have to worry about a place to sleep. I’ll be locking you up for the night.”

“I’ll take my chances. Do you have any hotels in this town?”

“We’ve got an inn. I’ll call and see if they have a room.”

“Thanks.”

For the first time, he smiled. Wow. The entire room glowed.

“It’s the least I can do.” He offered her a bottle of water. She guzzled it down then padded to the coffeemaker.

“Does this thing work?”

He was on hold and nodded to her. Traci made a fresh pot of coffee. She brought him a cup then poured one for herself. Something warm would help. She hated self-pity, but feeling like an orphan or an alien in a strange land upset her. It was almost as if she was in a foreign country and couldn’t speak the language and no one spoke English.

She’d never had no place to go before, but she wasn’t alone. Who volunteers for Christmas Eve duty? Wasn’t it usually the shift dumped on the person pulling the short straw? Obviously, Sheriff Don didn’t have any place to go tonight, either.

Wrapping her fingers around the warm mug helped. But what she needed was a stiff drink, a warm bath, a soft bed, and a good book.

“Sorry, there’s no room at the inn.”

“Why does that sound familiar?” She took a big sip from the mug.

* * * *
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BEFORE HE COULD ANSWER, the phone rang. It was his buddy, Cal Morrison.

“Hey, Don. We’re at Homer’s Christmas Eve party. Come on over. It’s nine o’clock. Everyone’s home safe and sound. You can get away. Come on. Food’s great.”

“I don’t know, Cal. I’ve got a situation here.”

“A situation? A female situation?”

“You could say so.”

“A prisoner?”

“Not exactly.”

“Pretty?”

“Yeah.”

“Bring her. Someone’s singing ‘Jingle Bells.’ Gotta go.”

The phone went dead. He glanced at her. Big-city girl, what would she want with a hick-town Christmas Eve party? But it wasn’t like she had anywhere else to go. Maybe they could both use a little Christmas cheer.

“Get your coat.”

“What?” She reacted to his command.

“We’re going out.”

“Out? Where?”

“Homer’s Restaurant. They’re having a Christmas party. Come on.”

She pointed to her feet and wiggled her toes.

“Your boots still wet?”

She nodded.

“You have luggage? Another pair of shoes?”

“Yeah. In the car.”

“Come on. We’ll get those.”

“And I’m going to walk through the snow in your socks?”

“Okay, okay.” He scooped her up and slung her over his shoulder, as if she was a sack of potatoes and headed for the door.

“Hey! What’re you doing?” she squeaked. “Put me down.”

“Can’t walk to the car without shoes.”

While she fussed, he gripped her thighs, holding her steady as he strode to the car. He felt strong muscle in her legs and breathed in a hint of subtle, expensive perfume. Damn, she smelled good. Her hands gripped his sides from the back, almost tickling him.

After he opened the car door, he bent down and plopped her butt in the front seat.

“I’m riding in the front?”

“You’re not a suspect. At least, not now.”

“But you’re keeping an eye on me?” Her tone remained slightly nervous.

“Until your background check comes in.”

He got behind the wheel and drove back to her car.

“Give me your keys and I’ll get your suitcase. You can look for shoes when we get to Homer’s.”

She tossed him her keys. He pulled out three suitcases and, juggling them, managed to get back to the squad car. He opened the back door and tossed the luggage in.

“Don’t believe in traveling light, do you?”

“You never know. A woman has to be dressed for all possible occasions.”

“With this much baggage, you should be dressed for an entire year. Women.” He shook his head.

“How far is your friend’s house?”

“My friend?”

“Yeah. Homer.”

He laughed. “Homer’s not a friend. Well, actually he is. It’s a restaurant.”

“Oh. I guess I didn’t hear right.”

He
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