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  Dedication


For everyone who loves trains, romance, snow, or Christmas.

You are my people.

Thanks to my dedicated friends and fans.



For Sharon, Jean, Terri, Donna, Lynn, and Dave.

I couldn't do this without you.
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  Ticket to Her Heart


Madeline Hayes has been through a lot in her life but this trip on the Rocky Mountain Christmas train might just be the most entertaining, and the most stressful thing she’s ever done. But she wouldn’t trade it for anything.  
She’s alive in a way she’s never felt before because she’s finally met the man of her dreams. She’s hoping he loves her back and that his love is strong enough to see past her necessary lies and into her heart.
Are there too many barriers in their way for a romance to blossom? Will her secret keep them apart? Or will the magic of Christmas help them overcome their differences to find love?
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Chapter One


Madeline Hayes gathered up a few scraps of wrapping paper and stuffed it into the garbage. She plopped into Santa’s abandoned leather chair in the rear observation car and sighed as The Rocky Mountain Christmas Train rolled out of Canmore toward its second last stop. The twenty-four-day journey would end in Rocky Mountain House, Alberta, in only two days. One lucky person would win twenty-five thousand dollars for the charity of their choice on Christmas Eve. 
Melancholy washed over her. She’d adored the people she was working with and was going to miss them. She’d made friends that would last a lifetime…if her lies didn’t ruin those friendships. For the hundredth time, she wondered if there might have been another way to meet her goal. This trip was the beginning of a whole new way of living, and as far as she managed to figure out, the lies were her the only way to achieve her life-changing goal.
Though she was alone in the car, Maddie hid her frown. She had a facade to maintain and couldn’t risk anyone seeing her worries. It wasn’t her job to tidy up, the train had staff for that, but she couldn’t help herself. 
She’d been hired to play the role of nurse to Christopher Watson; the private investigator who vetted the contestants and was keeping track of their antics. Nobody, not even Chris, knew she had massive secrets. Friendship ending secrets.
Lying didn’t come easy, but in this case, it was absolutely necessary. She couldn’t see any way around it. So far, it was working out fine. Nobody seemed to suspect her of duplicity and this trip and the year of research leading up to it had been wonderful. 
When this trip was over, she would miss her ‘patient’ Chris most of all. He was fun, intelligent, kind, and outgoing. He did his job well and kept up the disguise of an old man without once slipping up. He was aboard to protect the interests of the trip’s benefactor.
There was a lot at stake for the benefactor and the potential winning charities. Twenty-five thousand dollars could make people do strange or unethical things. That meant a distinct possibility of shenanigans and outright cheating by the contestants. Six teams had been removed from the train for cheating. Hopefully, there won’t be more. Her heart ached for the charities that were no longer in line for funding because their contestants broke the rules. And they had done so willingly, in front of a massive and growing audience who were eager for daily updates.
The private train’s inaugural ride and the start of the contest had generated enormous media attention. Television and radio newscasters and bloggers met them at every stop looking for updates. The increased traffic to the towns along the way brought tourist dollars for an economic boost.
With an initial one hundred people paired into fifty teams, there were only two duos left to compete. Four teams had failed to execute their assigned tasks but were still on the train. Having put in honest efforts, the contest’s benefactor had allowed them to complete the trip without further penalty and at no cost.
Excitement trilled through her. One more stop and then onto their final destination. So much could happen in two days. Watching the contestants was fun, but observing their interactions, good and bad, was fascinating. She was learning more about how people got along, or didn’t, than she had imagined. This trip was, to say the very least, enlightening. What surprised her most was how all the teams cheered on their competitors and became friends.
The train was stopped for the night and light snow drifted past the windows. The beauty was unparalleled by anything she’d ever seen. It snowed at home in New York City, but there was something about fresh snow in the mountains that was beautiful and invigorating, even from inside the train. The colored Christmas lights gave the snow a magical glow that felt like a good omen.
Jenny, the train’s hostess and emcee, still wearing her official Mrs. Claus costume, came into the car and flopped down onto a sturdy red chair with a heavy sigh. “Golly, what I wouldn’t give for a double shot of tequila right now.”
“Boy, do I feel that! I’m beyond exhausted. But rules are rules.” She sat down near her friend.
“I didn’t think a month of sobriety would be this hard.” Jenny swept her frilly white cap off her head and tossed it onto the sofa.
Next to Chris, Jenny was the hardest person to lie to. She was kind and generous, and rapidly becoming a close friend. Working together had turned strangers into close friends. 
The trip was a blast, but some days were stressful. Jenny was an easy confidante. Still, more than once, Maddie had been headed for the bar car and a good stiff drink to calm her nerves or soothe her guilt over her lies. Luckily, Cliff and Bruce, the main bar staff members, had become good friends and had calmed her down.
“I had no idea how hard it would be. At least we had the illusion of drinking.” Maddie laughed.
“You know, I thought the idea of having mocktails instead of true cocktails, if invited by guests to join them, was ridiculous,” Jenny confessed. “But I’ve lost track of how many frustrated and disappointed contestants I’ve had ‘drinks’ with. So many people dating and then breaking up. I guess Christmas romances aren’t like they appear in the movies.”
“True. And the contestants who failed out despite their best efforts? Those are the folks I feel the worst for.” She had commiserated with the less successful candidates. Some could relax and enjoy the rest of their trip, but others were moping. And who could blame them?
Jenny poured herself a cocoa from the carafe on the side counter. “Want one?”
“I swear if I drink another cocoa before next Christmas, it’ll be too soon.”
“Come on, get into the holiday spirit. It’s almost Christmas Eve and the end of the trip. One more stop and the announcement of the winning team and charity. I can’t wait to see who wins. And if I’m honest, to get some rest.”
“Me too. Three weeks without a day off is a long time.” She was looking forward to the rest, but not to the end of her time with Christopher. Unlike many of the contestants, their friendship probably wouldn’t continue after the trip because when he found out the depth of her secret, he’d run as fast as his legs would carry him. After watching one team cheat and lie, he’d confided that there was nothing he despised more than a liar. She suspected there was a personal story in his adamant belief, but he had yet to share it with her.
She stood and stretched away the ache in her lower back. “I guess I better go tuck my patient in for the night and get to bed. Tomorrow’s coming like a freight train.”
“Nice wordplay. Catch you later.” Jenny leaned back. “Don’t forget his nightly salted caramel hot cocoa.”
“As if he’d let me.” How Chris could continue to drink the stuff confounded her. She shuddered just thinking about more cocoa…of any flavor. “Note to self: bring more tea next time.” 
Jenny laughed at the quip.
Maddie was tired of the train’s limited selection of tea. She needed something more, like the expensive blend she drank at home. “Poor planning on your part, Maddie. Do better.” She prepped the cocoa and repeated, ‘Bring more tea’ to her growing mental list of things to do. She found it helped to say them aloud. It was as if hearing the words locked them into her memory.
Staff quarters were scattered among the passenger cars. The employee accommodations were much less luxurious than their special guests but still very nice. With the passengers believing that Christopher was a wealthy old man, and she his nurse, they had been assigned better suites than the contestants and the other staff. Their adjoining suites were top-end passenger cabins.
She strode through the last twelve of fifty cars, stepping carefully through the connecting accordion fold protectors between cars lest she spill Chris’s nightly beverage. Each car was decorated for the holidays with lights and ornaments, and during the daytime, there was soft Christmas music playing. Everything from instrumental to current hits to the classics. Finally, she reached their adjoining suites. She tapped her keycard against her lock and entered the private sanctuary that was her room.
She glanced around the forest green and cream decor. With a variety of color schemes available, she was pleased to end up with this warm combination. The room’s calming colors were soothing enough that she’d taken a dozen pictures. She intended to redo her bedroom at home in matching colors. Unless she moved.
She adored the Santa throw pillows on her bed and chair. They reminded her of her one happy Christmas with her paternal grandmother. Nanna was the only person in her family she missed. Nanna loved Christmas.
Maddie’s bed had been made since she left her room at eight that morning. The train staff was both efficient and unobtrusive. Much more so than those in the luxury lodges she’d once visited with her parents. She’d seen a lot in her thirty-six years, but this train trip was unique. It combined fun, elegance, the holidays, and the finest staff she’d ever encountered.
Setting Chris’s cocoa on the table that served as her desk, she tossed her bag onto the bed. Kicking her shoes under the comfy chair in the corner, she sat down with a sigh of relief and leaned back to admire the elegant holiday decor of her room. So many details were taken care of - from the tiny tree on the desk to the glittering stars hanging in the windows reflecting the colorful lights hanging outside her window. She loved Christmas and all its trappings. Food, music, decorations, and giving gifts filled her heart with the joy she thought she’d never have again. She hadn’t been this happy since she was twelve.
The door to Chris’s adjoining room was ajar.
“Chris,” she called softly, “are you still up?”
“Ya.” His voice was a grunt.
Oh no. He sounded grumpy. He had to be frustrated with the role he played. An active, able-bodied man stuck in a wheelchair for three weeks, he was probably going stir crazy. Generally, he took it in stride. Mostly because he was being paid very well for his services as a P.I.
She picked up his drink and walked, sock-footed, into the room which mirrored hers. She expected to see him typing away on his laptop. After his days of rolling around ‘spying’ on the contestants, he put in long hours in his suite, summarizing his observations.
He was not at his desk.
He had his legs hooked over a bar hanging from the bathroom door and was doing inverted sit-ups. His chest and ab muscles flexed and pulled with each grunting motion. Sweet heavenly Christmas.
She knew he was fit, but holy Yule logs, he was buff in the extreme. Like totally lean and tight and drool-worthy.
Bank it, Maddie. He’s not for you. Don’t let on that you think he’s as hot as sin. Go about your life and forget about him.
He paused, upside down, and stared at her, his dark brown eyes shining. “Is that my cocoa?”
She swallowed back a lump of fiery attraction. “Yes.”
He pulled back up, gripped the bar, flipped over backward onto his feet, and held out his
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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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