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          EVE

        

      

    

    
      The bay doors to the firehouse were open, and a few men were working on the equipment. I paused just inside the door, balanced on heels with the bakery box of blueberry muffins in my hands, counting on the sweet treats to get me a meeting with the fire chief. I wanted fire trucks in my town's parade, and I was willing to negotiate to get what I wanted.

      One of the guys saw me standing there and smiled. "What can I do for you, darling?"

      I returned his smile, because his energy was contagious, and lifted the pink box. "I brought muffins."

      His smile widened as he reached for it. "We never say no to baked goods. Let me just take this off your hands."

      He cradled the box against his side, his gaze traveling appreciatively down my body.

      I'd worn heels and a curve-hugging red dress for this very purpose. I wasn't above using every charm at my disposal to get what I wanted. The trick was dressing the part and bringing a gift. "I'm Eve Palmer, the event coordinator for Christmas Town, and I'd love to talk to Chief McGovern about your department participating in our Christmas parade."

      He balanced the box in one hand, reaching out to shake my hand with the other. "Steve. Nice to meet you."

      “Eve Palmer.” I followed him through a door, passing an open room with a pool table, a large screen TV, and overstuffed couches. Several men turned to watch us.

      Steve set the box on the counter in the kitchen, opening the lid to grab a muffin for himself. Men gathered around in their navy-blue department T-shirts and cargo pants.

      One raised his brow, his hand poised above the open box. "What's this?"

      Steve smiled at me. "Eve brought us muffins."

      "These are ours?" the man asked me.

      I smiled at him. "Absolutely. Enjoy."

      There were several muttered thanks while they reached into the box.

      Steve moved to stand in front of me, his body relaxed, and his expression playful. "These are delicious. But I bet if you'd made them, they would have been even better."

      My cheeks flushed. "This time, I got them at Sweet Dreams Bakery."

      "I'd love to try your sweet treats," he said with a wink, and I flushed hotter. "Now, you said you wanted to talk to the chief."

      "Why's everyone standing around?" While I was talking to Steve, a man walked into the room, his voice booming with authority.

      This man was in his early thirties, not the man I saw pictured online as the current chief.

      Steve moved to stand next to me, placing his hand on my lower back. "Eve, this is Maddox Knight, the firehouse grouch. Maddox, this is Eve Palmer. She brought us blueberry muffins. Wasn't that sweet of her?"

      Maddox looked from Steve to me, his expression was anything but grateful. "Why are you here?"

      I smoothed my hands over my skirt. "I wanted to speak with Chief McGovern."

      Steve urged me forward. "Eve wants the department to drive our trucks in Christmas Town's parade. Surely, Frank has time to hear her request."

      Maddox crossed his arms over his chest, his biceps bulging. "We only do that kind of thing for Telluride. We're spread thin enough as it is."

      "I'm the coordinator for Christmas Town, the little street with shops and restaurants by Mistletoe Inn. Unfortunately, we don't have a fire department."

      At his stubborn expression, I continued, "You're the closest fire department."

      He scowled. "Sorry. No can do."

      I sighed, wondering what I could do or say to convince this man to listen to me.

      "Now, Maddox. I promised Eve I'd take her to see the chief. You may be in the running for the position, but you're not the big man yet," Steve chided, gently guiding me around Maddox.

      Maddox followed closely behind us. "You can't just take her to see him."

      "Eve was nice enough to bring us muffins. I'm inclined to give her what she wants," Steve said with a wink in my direction.

      I smiled gratefully at Steve, sensing he wanted to rile Maddox, and I was all for that. "I really appreciate this."

      Maddox grumbled as Steve rapped on the door with the plaque Fire Chief Frank McGovern.

      "Come in," the man inside said.

      Steve pushed open the door and gestured for me to precede him into the room. "Chief, this is Eve Palmer. She's the event coordinator of Christmas Town."

      The chief stood, holding his hand out for me to shake. "You can call me Frank. I heard that someone recently purchased the inn."

      "My sister, Natasha, and I purchased Mistletoe Inn and the surrounding town," I said.

      "Eve wanted to talk to you about the department participating in their parade." Steve gestured for me to have a seat.

      "We'd love to have your fire trucks in our Christmas parade. It's not a parade without firemen," I said, appealing to his sense of importance and banking on the fact that he was the kind of man that liked to be needed.

      Maddox stood at the side of Frank's desk. "We don't have time to do events like that outside of Telluride. Our budget was cut this year. We're short-staffed and overworked."

      Frank's brows furrowed as he sat across from me. "Why don't you tell us what you have planned for the event?"

      Steve sat next to me, crossing his foot over one knee.

      Maddox's scowl deepened. "I don't think Steve needs to be here for this."

      "I'm the one she came to, and I want to make sure her request is heard," Steve said easily, as if he was used to charming people to get what he wanted.

      Frank turned his attention to me, ignoring the back and forth between Steve and Maddox.

      "My sister and I bought the town after our parents died. You may have heard of them, Sue and Robert Palmer."

      Frank's expression softened. "We heard about their accident. We're sorry for your loss."

      I felt the familiar twinge of pain but pushed it aside so that I could concentrate. I leaned forward, knowing I had the chief's attention despite the chill coming from Maddox. "Thank you. Natasha runs Mistletoe Inn, and I'm the town's event coordinator. One new thing we'd like to host to involve the surrounding community is a Christmas parade the Saturday after Thanksgiving. We've asked the high school marching band and the scout and dance troops if they would participate. But it wouldn't be a parade without the fire department. We thought you could drive a truck or two and throw out candy canes. When I was a child, that was my best memory of the town's parade."

      The chief leaned back in his chair. "Parades are good for the community's well-being."

      "You know we don't have the time or the resources—" Maddox began.

      "It's true that we can't fully commit, in the event that there's a fire or accident that day," Frank continued.

      I nodded. "Of course. I understand."

      Maddox braced his hands on the desk; the posture only served to accentuate the muscles in his forearms. "Chief, we shouldn't be stretching ourselves so thin."

      Frank held up his palm. "Last time I checked, I'm still the fire chief around here. A new one hasn't been named yet."

      Maddox's face screwed up.

      "I make the decisions, and I think this could be good for us. But I'm wondering if there's something you could help us with."

      Steve dropped both feet to the floor, resting his elbows on his thighs. "We need a place to host our holiday party, and I'd bet anything that Christmas Town has a hall we could use."

      I smiled, encouraged that they needed something I could provide. It was the hallmark of any good negotiation. "We have a ballroom where we host holiday dances every Saturday, but we could reserve one evening for the fire department. No charge of course. You're doing us a favor after all."

      I felt the steam coming off Maddox. He wasn't good at hiding his emotions.

      "That's generous of you," Steve said.

      Maddox shook his head.

      "We reserved the community hall in town, but they accidentally double-booked it. Since we reserved the place last, we lost the space."

      "We're happy to host you and the department in Christmas Town. I can coordinate the event for you."

      Frank smiled. "Then it's settled. Our department will participate in the parade, and you'll host our holiday party."

      I stood, ready to leave before Maddox protested since I'd gotten what I wanted. "It was a pleasure to meet you, Frank. Please let me know if there's anything else I can do for you."

      He raised a brow, his gaze swinging to Maddox. "There is one thing."

      "What is it?" I asked even as my stomach dropped. I had a feeling he wanted Maddox to be part of this deal.

      "Maddox is in line to be the next fire chief, but his demeanor could use some softening."

      Steve chuckled, shaking his head, and Maddox glared at him.

      I frowned. "I'm not sure how I can help with that."

      "He needs a date to the party, and I think someone like you could help him interact with the rest of the department and the community."

      Maddox straightened to his full height. "With all due respect, sir, I don't need a date to the party. I'm bringing Sofia."

      "And I'm sure your daughter will enjoy having Ms. Palmer along for the evening. She's delightful."

      As nice as his compliment was, my heart was racing. An evening with the grumpy firefighter? How would I survive that?

      Frank stood. "Let me walk you out."

      When we passed the other men, they called out greetings to Frank and nodded at me. Once we were outside in the bright sunlight, Frank turned to face me. "I appreciate you going to the holiday party as Maddox's date. His personality leaves something to be desired. I think he's qualified to do the job. I'm just not sure I can convince the town council of that unless something changes. Ever since his wife died, he's had a hard time."

      "I didn't realize that his wife had died." I looked around for Maddox, but he hadn't followed us.

      "He wouldn't want you to know or to pity him. But I'm hoping that you can help him. If he continues biting off everyone's head, he won't get the job. And it won't matter if I think he's qualified."

      "I'll help however I can, Frank."

      Frank considered me for a few seconds. "If anyone can handle him, it's you."

      I laughed, not feeling the same way. "I appreciate the confidence."

      "I like you. But the next time you bring muffins, save one for the chief." With a wink to let me know he wasn't upset, he turned on his heel and headed back inside.

      I huffed out a laugh as I walked to my SUV, feeling good about the encounter. But when I turned on the engine and pulled onto the street, I wondered how I was going to make Maddox presentable to the public. I sympathized with his situation. His wife had died, and he had a daughter to raise on his own. But if he didn't improve, he wouldn't get the job he wanted.

      It was a tough assignment, but I prided myself on dealing with difficult people and situations. Maddox wasn't any different.
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          MADDOX

        

      

    

    
      I clenched my teeth when Frank walked out with Eve.

      Steve grinned triumphantly at me, which irritated me more.

      "Why are you so hell-bent on being in her Christmas parade?" I growled, wishing I could wipe that grin off his face.

      Eve Palmer had waltzed into the firehouse in a red dress and stilettos with baked goods. No man could resist her. But I was annoyed that Steve had gotten to her first. He was single and easygoing. He didn't have any baggage or a deceased spouse in his background. He'd be the ideal choice for a woman like her.

      Steve sighed. "I'm not sure why you're against it. As the future chief, you know how important community interaction is for the department. The more we can connect with people, the easier our message gets through. If one person remembers to change out their alarm batteries, purchases a fire extinguisher for their kitchen, or a fire ladder for their bedroom, then we've done our job."

      Everything Steve was saying was reasonable. But I couldn't get the image of his hand on Eve's lower back out of my head. I was positive every firefighter was wondering if she was single.

      I was still grieving my wife's death and trying to survive fatherhood as a single parent. It wasn't easy, and I didn't want or need a date to the holiday party. "Why did he insist she go as my date?"

      Steve stood up and leaned a hip against the heavy wood desk. "We understand why you're grumpy, but you can't be like that with other people. If you want to be the chief, you need to be affable."

      I growled at his suggestion. I didn't want to be affable. I just wanted to be left alone. Why couldn't I hole myself up in this office and bury myself in paperwork?

      "You're the best man for the job, or at least you were before Marla died. Everyone understands that you're grieving, but if you want the job, you have to act the part. The public needs to feel comfortable approaching the chief and asking for things. Otherwise, why are we here?" He threw up his hands.

      "But why a date specifically? No one expects me to have moved on yet."

      Steve looked at me with sympathy in his eyes. "It's been two years."

      I wasn't sure what that was supposed to mean.

      He looked away from me. "I think Frank likes Eve, and what's not to like? She's beautiful⁠—"

      "You shouldn't be flirting with people in the community."

      "I was being nice? What you're supposed to be? We welcome people to the firehouse, not scare them off." Steve shook his head and walked out, leaving me alone.

      He was correct about my demeanor. I couldn't bring myself to be nice at the moment. Not when everything felt so difficult; getting Sofia out the door in the morning for school was like climbing a mountain in thin air. I felt like I'd never get to the top. Then I had to do the whole thing over again the next day.

      I was merely surviving, and that wasn't good enough. But I wasn't ready for anything else.

      Franked walked in. "Good. You're still here."

      I wasn't sure I wanted to stick around for a lecture, but Frank stood in the door, blocking my exit. "This will be good for you."

      "I don't see how." I was desperate to get out of the holiday party. I wanted to stay home and watch princess movies. That was how badly I didn't want to interact with the guys in the department or anyone else for that matter. Why couldn't I just hide out at home forever?

      Frank stepped inside and closed the door. "Have a seat."

      I sat down, waiting for the well-meaning lecture which was sure to come.

      Frank stood at his desk with his hands in his pockets. "I'm sorry about Marla. It sucks that she died so young, leaving you to raise Sofia alone. But I'm wondering if you've given yourself permission to feel better."

      My brows furrowed. "I don't understand."

      "It's like you're punishing yourself. You have to be miserable or you're not honoring her."

      I shook my head. "I don't think that's what I'm doing."

      Frank sat with a sigh. "I'm sure you don't know either. But I want you to talk to someone."

      As soon as I opened my mouth, he held up his hand. "It's not a request. If you want to stay on active duty, you'll talk to a therapist. I'll send you a referral."

      "Are you saying you'll fire me?" I asked, incredulous that it had come to this.

      "I'm saying I'll put you on leave if you don't do something about your mental health. You're jeopardizing your relationship with the other guys and your promotion."

      The pressure on my chest intensified.

      "This isn't a punishment. I'm trying to help you." He typed something on his keyboard.

      "Is Eve being my date the punishment then?" I couldn't help but ask.

      Frank's entire demeanor softened. She'd charmed him somehow. "I like Eve, and I think she'll be good for you and Sofia."

      "How can you possibly know that?" I bit out.

      "I can sense things about people. It's what makes me a good fire chief. And I want you to have this job when I retire. But the way you are now, it's not going to happen."

      "I'll do better."

      His gaze moved from his screen to me. "Words are meaningless unless something changes."

      "I understand that." But I didn't. Being grumpy kept the guys from talking to me or asking me to hang out with them. I could be by myself, which was what I wanted. It was just me and Sofia from now on. I had to get used to it.

      He folded his hands on the desk. "We're here for you. I just wished you'd understand that and accept our help."

      I swallowed down my usual refrain that I was fine and nodded. "Thanks, Frank."

      He nodded too. "I'll text you the name of a therapist that's helped a few other men who've been in traumatic situations before. And before you tell me that you haven't been in a traumatic situation, watching your wife die was hard."

      I nodded again, over the lump in my throat, because it was the worst thing I'd ever been through.

      He gentled his voice. "I believe in you. I know you can come out of this stronger."

      No one understood that there wasn't anything to come out of. My wife was gone, and it felt like the future we planned was too. What was there to feel good about? Sofia didn't have a mother, and the person who I thought would be by my side forever was gone.

      "You be nice to Eve. I don't want to hear that you were a jerk to her."

      I cleared my throat. "You can count on me."

      "I know I can. You're going to come out of this. I'm rooting for you. Hell, all the guys are."

      Rooting for what? Me to move on with another woman? Me to be happy again? It seemed impossible.

      Success was taking care of Sofia and filling her mother's shoes, even if it was impossible. I wanted her to feel loved. Thank God, I had my family around. I wouldn't know what I'd do without them. "I have dinner tonight with my family."

      Frank smiled, pleased. "Good. Tell Sofia I said hi."

      "Will do." I got up and left Frank's office, wondering if it would ever be mine. Did I even want the job anymore? Wouldn't it be easier to fade into the background, taking care of Sofia but just surviving otherwise?

      I gathered my things and headed home. My parents and siblings took turns watching Sofia for my twenty-four-hour shifts. Without them, I probably would have had to find a different job, one that was a typical nine-to-five. I would have hated that even more.

      I drove to Mom and Dad's house where Sofia went after school today. As soon as I opened the door to their house, Sofia came running. "Daddy!"

      I caught her in my arms, holding her close. I knew she was worried that something would happen to me too. A firefighter's job was dangerous, and she was aware that I might not come home. That was another reason to get the chief position. I'd be at a desk all day instead of fighting fires. She was the reason I was working so hard for the promotion. And I'd endure a holiday party, a therapist, and a date with a gorgeous, pushy woman to get it.

      I breathed in her scent, strawberries and graham crackers, most likely her afternoon snack, as Mom came into the foyer. "She missed you."

      "It's a long twenty-four hours," I said as I set her down, ruffling her hair. It was hard for her losing her mother and then me being gone. At least as fire chief, my hours would be during the day, and I wouldn't be gone overnight. I'd still be on call, but it wouldn't be as bad as it was now.

      "Sofia, help me with the carrots," Dad called from the kitchen.

      Sofia's eyes lit up. "Can I cut them?"

      "You sure can," Dad said.

      When she ran into the kitchen, Mom asked, "How are you doing?"

      "Frank wants me to talk to someone. He thinks I'm too grumpy, and it might hurt my chances of getting the promotion."

      "I know how much you want that promotion. The hours are better for you and Sofia."

      "I don't think I need to talk to anyone."

      "I don't see how it could hurt. Sofia has a therapist, and you're always saying what a lifesaver she is."

      I sighed, because I had said that. "I don't think I need help. I'm an adult. I should be able to process Marla's absence and move on."

      "Everyone needs help sometimes."

      I blinked away the sting in my eyes at that suggestion. "Frank wants me to have a date to the holiday party too. The owner of Christmas Town wants us to drive our trucks in the Christmas parade."

      Mom nodded. "The Palmer girls. Which one was it?"

      The one who looked hot in a red dress. "Eve."

      "The younger one. They came home because their parents died. She might know a thing or two about grief."

      Frank had mentioned there was an accident, but I didn't remember that. "Maybe."

      "I've heard that they've taken over the town. Everyone is happy it wasn't closed down."

      "I don't know anything about it."

      Mom patted my shoulder. "I have a feeling you will."

      How awkward would it be to be on a date with a woman I didn't know and my daughter?

      "You're doing it for work. I'm sure Sofia will understand."

      "I'm not ready to date," I persisted, the surliness coming out again.

      Mom gave me a look. "Of course not, but if you were, no one would judge you."

      I wasn't so sure about that. I was already judging myself.

      In the kitchen, my brother, Tucker, was helping Sofia cut the carrots and place them into a bowl. It was good to be home and surrounded by family.

      I'd had to move out of the home I shared with Marla. It was too hard to reside in the one we’d lived in when she was diagnosed with cancer, then withered away and died in. I thought starting over would be good for both of us. There weren't reminders and memories lurking in every corner. Sofia deserved a fresh start.

      "Thanks for watching her," I said to Mom.

      "We love having her."

      She was their first and only grandchild, and they doted on her. Sofia was lucky to have them.

      I sat at the counter, nursing a beer while they cooked dinner. Everyone was worried about me, but I was fine. I'd created a life that allowed me to breathe.

      I couldn't even think about being happy or excited about anything. It was enough to be alive and to get through each day.

      A woman like Eve scared me because she had expectations. She'd want me to be different. And I was very content with how things were now. I didn't want to change or move on.

      Surely, I could survive one date. And I'd have Sofia there as a buffer. I'd tell the therapist what she wanted to hear and be less surly at work. Frank would retire, and I'd get his job. Everything was going to work out.

      After dinner, we said our goodbyes, and I took Sofia home. This was when it sucked the most, coming home to an empty house.

      Inside, I emptied Sofia's lunch box and got things ready for the next day while she took a shower. Then I tucked her into bed, wondering when it would get easier.

      Marla had handled a lot of the day-to-day, and I realized I should have helped out more. Her parents lived out of town and only visited once a year.

      I sat on the edge of her bed. "Did you have fun at Grandma and Grandpa's house?"

      She nodded. "We watched a movie and ate popcorn."

      I raised a brow. "On a school night?"

      She rolled her eyes. "I did my homework first."

      "I guess it's okay once in a while." I knew my parents spoiled her. They didn't always listen to my rules, but that was what grandparents did.

      "Don't forget you're my date to the fire department's holiday party," I reminded her.

      Her eyes widened. "Do I get to dress up?"

      "It's in a ballroom at Christmas Town, so I would think so." Just the reminder of Eve in that red dress had me feeling hot all over again. There was something about that woman that made my blood pressure rise.

      Sofia sat up in bed. "I want to dress up as a princess."

      "Of course." This was one of those times that dressing like a princess was appropriate.

      Her eyes danced with excitement. "It's going to be so much fun."

      "We'll have to go shopping for a dress." I was less excited about that. "We're escorting the woman who owns Christmas Town to the dance. Eve's the one who offered us the ballroom, and Frank wants me to go with her. You know, because I'm in the running to be the next fire chief." Hopefully, that made more sense to her than it did me.

      She tipped her head to the side, considering me. "Is she your date then?"

      "Frank thought it would be a nice thing for me to do." I hoped that she didn't ask any follow-up questions. Because the real reason was that I'd been a jerk to a lot of people, and he wanted me to be more affable before it was time to make a decision on my promotion. It was an impossible task. Not even a woman as dynamic as Eve could smooth my hard edges.

      "Ah," Sofia said like she understood, but I wasn't so sure she did.

      It wasn't a date in the traditional sense. "We're doing a good deed."

      "You're being nice to her."

      "That's right." In the simplest terms, Eve was doing us two favors: donating the hall and agreeing to be my date.

      "Will Miss Eve come with us to pick out my dress?"

      "I can ask her." I don't know why I agreed to reach out to Eve, but it made me feel something, and that was better than nothing.

      It would be nice to have a woman's opinion on something like this too.

      Sofia threw her arms around my neck. "G'night, Daddy."

      I'd never get tired of her calling me Daddy, and I'd be crushed when she got too old to say it. I squeezed her back. "Night, Sof."

      I closed her door so that it was slightly ajar and pulled out my phone. Eve had given the chief her number to coordinate the parade, and he'd forwarded it to me for our date.

      
        
          
            
              
        Maddox: Would you be willing to help me find Sofia a dress for the party?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Eve: We have a princess-for-a-day package at the inn. It includes a dress fitting and hair and makeup. Do you think she would enjoy it?

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Maddox: Sofia would love that.

      

      

      

      

      

      And I wouldn't need to go dress shopping.

      
        
          
            
              
        Eve: Bring her by that afternoon, and I'll get her sorted.

      

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
              
        Maddox: Thank you for this. I'm out of my element when it comes to dresses and hair styles.

      

      

      

      

      

      I knew I needed to learn, but I was hoping I could ease myself into it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Eve: I'm happy to help.

      

      

      

      

      

      The implication was that this was for my daughter, not me, and I was okay with that. I shouldn't be thinking about Eve as anything more than someone who could help me get the promotion I wanted.
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          EVE

        

      

    

    
      I was busy between renovations at the inn and coordinating holiday events for the town. The only new thing we were doing this year was the parade.

      We wanted to see how things were before we made any more changes. Then there was the issue that some of the restaurant and shop owners were against any change and didn't want us to host a parade. They worried that it would impede shoppers from entering their stores, but I wanted to see if it would draw more people to the town overall.

      At the same time, I needed to coordinate with the fire department regarding the holiday party we were hosting in the ballroom. Frank wanted my point person to be Maddox. The guy who probably hated Christmas.

      I could sympathize with his situation. It had to be tough to lose your wife and the mother of your child. But that didn't mean that I wanted to be the recipient of his brand of grouchy.

      But I couldn't host the party without talking to the guy in charge of the event. We'd texted about Sofia needing a dress, but he hadn't reached out since then. I figured he'd ignore a text about planning the party, so I called him.

      My office was on the second floor of the town-hall building. It felt a little like I was the mayor, even though we weren't an official town.

      Everyone came to my office to spout their grievances about the town and each other. Sometimes I felt like a therapist, so I should be used to dealing with difficult people. But something about Maddox had me chewing my nails while I waited for him to answer.

      On the fifth ring, he finally picked up.

      "Maddox Knight."

      I twirled a strand of my hair. "Hi, Maddox. It's Eve.”

      He cleared his throat. "I know.”

      I wondered if he was going to try and get out of it. "If you don't think you have time for it, I can talk to Frank for you."

      "It's not that. I haven't planned it before. I don't know what to do any more than you do."

      "Planning events is kind of my thing. If you let me know what's been done in the past and how many people you're expecting, I can handle it." There'd be little need for us to interact.

      "Let me see what I can find out. Why don't you plan to come over for dinner one night this week, and we can go over everything?"

      "Do you really think that's necessary?" I had a feeling that he was different around his daughter, less irritated and grumpy. I wasn't sure I could handle a nice version of Maddox.

      "I don't have a lot of time. I'm a single dad, and I work long hours at the fire department. If you want to get this thing planned, we'll need to multitask. I need to feed my daughter, and you need information about past holiday parties."

      I chewed my lip, wondering how this was spiraling out of control so quickly. "I was thinking that you could email me the details, and I could take it from there."

      "If you're waiting for me to write an email, you'll be waiting a long time."

      This time, I sighed. "Let me know when and where."

      "Don't make it sound like such a chore. I promise my daughter doesn't bite." His voice was softer.

      I had to bite my lip hard not to retort with But you might.

      "I couldn't do any of this without you, so thank you."

      "Wait. You're not mad anymore?"

      "For now, Frank is the chief, and I have to do everything I can to prove I'm capable of handling his job."

      That made sense. But I couldn't forget how grouchy he was at the prospect of being in the parade, much less working with me.

      I could separate our initial encounter from everything else. All that mattered was that the party was a success. He'd get the promotion he wanted, and I'd get fire trucks in the parade. "Any chance you can be the Santa on the fire truck?"

      He growled. "Don't push your luck."

      I couldn't help the laugh that rang out. "You're too easy to tease."

      He was quiet for a few seconds, and then he said, "I'll be in touch, Eve."

      Then he hung up, and I was left thinking about how nice my name sounded on his lips. There was a kinder, softer side to Maddox, and I had a feeling it was all his daughter's doing. Or maybe that was the guy he was before life dealt him a blow.

      Natasha and I had inherited my parents' estate and used the cash to buy Mistletoe Inn and the surrounding property. We spent our life savings on it, and we had a lot of people relying on us. I couldn't get distracted by a rough-around-the-edges firefighter who was a softy underneath.

      I didn't have long to think about it before there was a knock at my door. I wished that I had quiet to work, but part of the job was being accessible to townspeople and visitors. I was the one that greeted everyone with a smile and had an answer to any problem.

      "Come in," I called, hoping it wasn't one of the shop owners who was against our new ownership. After my phone call with Maddox, I felt a little off-kilter.

      Bill opened the door and stepped into my cramped office.

      My office had a window that overlooked the town, two guest chairs, a metal file cabinet, a leather couch, and a desk. There wasn't room for anything else.

      I stood. "Bill, so good to see you."

      From his disgruntled expression, I assumed he wasn't pleased to see me.

      He sat in one of the guest chairs.

      "What can I do for you?" I asked.

      "I'm not happy about the parade that you're planning in town. I'm worried about the parking
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