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A cowboy with a broken heart. An ex-fiancée with a secret...

Carter Charming stopped celebrating the holidays after his fiancée, Paige, left him without a word. So he swore he’d never marry, never date, and he avoided mistletoes like it was going out of style. But when the magic of Christmas flows over the small town of Mistletoe and his mother plays a little matchmaking, will this stubborn cowboy change his mind?
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Chapter 1
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A wave of anxiety swept through Paige Louisa as the snow flurries fell harder on her windshield. Her pulse pounded hard inside her chest.

Charlie. 

I have to find Charlie.

Where is he?

Why did he run off like that?

Oh, Lord please keep him safe out there.

He had to be somewhere around the area. Where could he be right now? Why did this have to happen?  

Paige’s visibility tapered off by the minute as she drove slowly down the road passing colorful bright lights and Christmas decorations on this dark winter night. She was feeling anything but festive right now. 

The town of Mistletoe was known for its brutal winter storms. And she just had to be visiting now.

He couldn’t have gotten far, could he? Her friend Daphne was in tears when she told Paige that Charlie had ran off. Paige had left Charlie at her friend’s house while she went into town.

She prayed to God to help her find him before anything happened to him.  

Paige was beginning to wonder if coming back to Mistletoe was a mistake. 

She agreed to come back to town to help out with the Annual Christmas sleigh ride for the kids at the hospital. 

After her father passed recently, she thought it would be a good idea. Especially since Christmas would be in four weeks. She didn’t want to be alone. This was also the time of the year her mother passed, two years ago. And now her father passed before Christmas. She believed her dad died of a broken heart. His wife and best friend of 40 years was gone. Seeing her die slowly had crushed his soul and his spirit. Paige had left Mistletoe to go back to her home city in Texas to spend time with him to help him to heal.

She’d left Mistletoe at that time. And she had to break up with her now former fiancé without so much as a word. Even though it tore her up inside to do that, she felt she had no other choice. She never did get to explain why. 

If he found out about her, he probably wouldn’t want anything to do with her. So it was for the best.

Still, memories of spending Christmas with her ex-fiancé Carter and his family flooded her mind with a warm feeling. 

His family really knew how to celebrate the holidays. They always went all out with the best decorations; brightest lights and they even hosted the Annual sleigh ride with the huskies. Her stomach knotted with anxiety thinking she might see him again. But she couldn’t think about that right now. She hadn’t even planned to step foot back in Mistletoe until now.

Daphne also encouraged her to come back to Mistletoe for the lighting of the town Christmas Tree, the most beautiful tree in the county. The mayor had also invited her to come too. She’d designed the new Children’s Play Center at the Mistletoe Children’s Hospital. She was an interior designer and submitted her entry during a contest. She always loved making things beautiful. Too bad those skills didn’t translate to her love life. 

Her design had won a prestigious award and she’d become a bit of a local celebrity for her innovative approach to making a place calm, entertaining and relaxing at the same time. Her Instagram page had hundreds of thousands of likes. But what her followers didn’t know was that she was anything but happy. 

She’d moved from small town Mistletoe to her home city be closer to her mother when she became ill. And then she stayed to take care of her father. But while she was there she’d facetimed her then fiancé and told him she couldn’t go through with the wedding. She thought she could let him down easy. But there was nothing easy about breaking up with the man who was supposed to be the love of your life. Carter Charming, a tall and handsome cowboy who lived up to his last name.

Carter was Mistletoe’s beloved cowboy running the famous Charming Ranch, a ranch resort in the small town of Mistletoe. She knew she’d become an enemy of the town for breaking his heart. Small town close-knit community meant everybody knew everybody’s business. And she couldn’t even tell him the real reason why she left him—she couldn’t tell anyone.

He’d leave you anyway if he really found out about you.

She found out something about herself when she went back home. It was something she couldn’t share with Carter.

Just then as Paige’s car hit a bump in the road. She swerved over to the side; her tires slid into the ditch. 

Oh, no.

She was stuck. 

There was practically zero visibility with the snowfall. She was practically in the middle of nowhere. 

Would anyone find her in time? 

If she stepped out of her car, she might freeze to death, but if she stayed inside, she wouldn’t be any better off, would she?

She’d heard about what happened to that couple who stayed in their car and froze. But then again, was it because they didn’t turn on the heat for five minutes every hour?

Numbness filled Paige’s body.

How would she find Charlie now?

What if she died? What if this was it?

What was she going to do now? 

She prayed to the Lord to protect her, to show her a way out. But she had a sinking feeling it might be too late?

***
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Carter Charming paused and watched as the pretty snowflakes fell hard over Charming Ranch, his family’s ranch in Mistletoe. He then went back to his task, fixing the Christmas lights on the barn. 

Sadness swept over him when he thought about how much he missed his dear dad. His father and he used to put up the lights on the barn at this time of the year. His father made living on the ranch a lot of fun for his sons.

It had been one year now since his old man’s passing. And he missed him like crazy. Christmas at Charming Ranch Resort was a magical time of the year for the town. They went all out and decorated the land to make it festive. It was special because they often invited members of the community to join in the celebrations. Especially kids from the treatment center nearby.

It should be a beautiful sight, but instead it brought sad memories. Reminders of what was, and what could have been. He could hear the sound of laughter and singing coming from the newly renovated barn hall. He should have been decorating the ranch with the love of his life—but she was gone.

He should feel the magic, but he only felt sorrow right now. He wished he could feel the magic, but that was all lost when his fiancée walked out on him.  Her name was Paige. She was everything to him. He really thought he had a future with her. 

He prayed to the Lord to give him strength to get over what happened, but he wondered if he’d never feel love again. His prayers seemed to go unanswered. He’d asked God to help him to forgive her what she did to him that night. Trust was always a big thing for him. Without it there was nothing. And she’d broken his trust. She left him without telling him why. 

Even though she’d broken his heart and betrayed his trust. He still loved her. Missed her. Wished he could make things right with her. But that was never going to happen now. He just couldn’t see himself falling in love again and trusting another woman. 

Right now, the Charmings, his wonderful family, were preparing for the church Christmas play. Then in a few days, the lighting of the town Christmas tree. This time of the year seemed to keep his mind too busy to worry about anything else.

“You’re not done yet?” his brother Noel teased him. “Just kidding. Looks great, cowboy.”

“Thanks, bro.”

“What’s on your mind?” Noel asked him perceptively.

“What makes you think anything’s on my mind?” Carter asked.

“Come on, cowboy? I know what you’re thinking.”

“And what’s that?”

“That you’re going to try to skip out on the annual Christmas dance.”

His brother was right. 

Just then his mother, Lucinda walked in cheerfully, dressed in Christmas colors, wearing one of those ugly sweaters with the reindeer lights flashing. 

Carter couldn’t help but grin. His mother was the town’s biggest Christmas cheerleader. She’d grown the boys to love giving and sharing and to cherish the true meaning of the holiday. Sometimes the best Christmas gifts were not wrapped under the tree, but what’s wrapped around the heart, the love you give to others.

“You are coming to the dance this time, aren’t you, Carter?” His mother arched a brow, with a grin on her lips.

“You know, I’m not one for all that celebration, Ma.”

“Oh, come on now. How else are you going to meet someone?”

“Maybe, I don’t want to. I already did and it didn’t work out.”

“Oh, darling. You know I’m so sorry about what happened between you and Paige, but you have to move on. You know the Lord will give you beauty for your ashes.”

That’s what the good book said, but right now, Carter had a hard time getting over what happened to what he thought was the best relationship he ever had. 

Was it something he said? Did? He just didn’t get it. The rejection and abandonment left a gaping hole in his heart. He and Paige had a large engagement party. Everything seemed fine. He’d never been so close to anyone before.

What was she hiding from him? 

Carter shifted his thoughts back to the present.

His mother was right. Christmas was about love, giving, remembering the birth of Jesus. But right now, he couldn’t put his head around the fact that he was broken-hearted and humiliated. His pride took a beating when she dumped him before their nuptials.

And she broke up with him around the Christmas season too. A sign that maybe the holidays wasn’t meant for everyone. Especially not for him. 

He and Paige dreamed of having a family of their own. Three kids and a dog. A border collie rescue. They’d had it all planned out. But it didn’t work out that way and he felt that he must have done something wrong to deserve that.

It took a lot out of him to be close to anyone. After all, his own family abandoned him before the Charmings adopted him as a child.

Carter was crushed to pieces. 

“It’s snowing pretty hard out there,” Noel said. “We’d better finish up later.”

The visibility decreased with each heavy snowfall. As they got ready to go back to the main house, Carter paused.

Just then his attention turned to the roadside. He saw a car in the distance.

“What are you looking at?” Noel asked.

“Do you see that?”

“See what?” Noel looked but couldn’t see much.

“I could swear I saw blinkers.”

“Blinkers?”

“Looks like someone’s in a ditch somewhere. I’m going to go out there.”

“You want me to come with you? Snow’s coming down hard.”

“Nah, I’ll be all right.”

Carter then got into his pickup truck and made his way out to the road. 

Before long he came to a snowbank where he saw a blue sedan stuck. There was a woman beside the car, shivering, trying to make a phone call. 

She then turned around and called out, “Charlie! Charlie!” 

Her hood covered her face. Snow flurries swirled around them.

“You all right, ma’am?” Carter asked. “You need help?”

The woman wore a parker winter jacket with an oversized faux fur trimmed hood. Her face was barely visible. Long strands of ebony hair peeked through the sides of her hood as it swayed with the heavy gusts of wind.

“I’m fine,” she said, then frantically shouted, “Charlie!”

“You’re looking for your friend?”

“Sorry, I’m just...I was looking for my dog. He’s a husky rescue. He.... he ran off from my friend’s house.”

“Ma’am, I’m sorry about that. I’ll help you look for him. Where was he last seen?”

“I was driving around but my car’s dead. So’s my phone.”

“I’ll get someone to look at your car for you, but you really shouldn’t be out here by yourself right now. Storm’s going to get worse.  You’re in luck, you can use my phone and I’ll drive you around to find Charlie.”

“Thanks. I really appreciate it. Though I don’t feel so lucky right now.”  

Carter paused for a moment. The woman’s voice sounded familiar. 

He liked the sound of her voice. He didn’t know why. But something inside him resonated with it. She had a soft yet warm voice and strong. 

Wait a minute...

It couldn’t be her...

As if she read his mind, the woman lifted her hood slightly so that she could get a look at him. 

The snowflakes began to let down a little, but she looked like a pretty Christmas portrait. Her lips were red like strawberries, her lovely dark hair silky and wavy, her eyes were lovely, framed by long thick lashes. She looked precious. Like a breathtaking cover model. He could tell by her hip hugging parka jacket that she still had those lovely curves. Her legs seemed to go on for ever. She wore a slim fitted pants with long leather snow boots. 

But she looked mortified when their eyes met.

“Oh, my goodness! Carter!” she said, her eyes wide with surprise. 

“Paige,” was all he said. He didn’t know what to feel right now. 

Paige was there. 

He never thought he’d ever lay eyes on her pretty face again. But as the snow melted on his face, so did the anger he’d felt when she walked out on him. 

She smiled. “Thank you, Carter. And thanks for rescuing me out here.”

“Hey, it’s no trouble. I just happened to spot your flashing lights in the distance.”

“You’ve got good vision.”

Good vision?

He wished he had good vision when it came seeing into the future. 

Talk about love being blind.

And speaking of blind. He knew he couldn’t afford to be blindsided by his beautiful ex-fiancée again. 

Carter, focus.

Okay, so he had no idea where his thoughts were going right now, but he had to do the right thing.

Carter escorted Paige to his Ford pickup truck and closed the passenger side door when she got in.

He then made his way over to the driver’s side, the heavy gusts of wind moving faster and faster again, snow falling fast once more.

“We’ll find Charlie.” His voice was confident. He hoped he found her husky in time.

“Thanks, Carter. I really appreciate this.” She bit down on her lower lip. He loved when she did that. But he had to shift his focus.

“So when did you adopt Charlie?” 

Did she choose companionship with a dog instead of him?

“After Mom passed, Dad was in a state. Well, we rescued Charlie from the shelter and...well, he’s been the best thing for Dad and me. He’s very protective and full of energy.

“How is your dad?”

“He...he passed away.”

“Man, I’m really sorry to hear that.”

“Thank you. He never got over Mom passing and seeing her suffer before she died broke his heart.”

“I can just imagine.”

As he started the car, the engine wouldn’t budge.

“What’s wrong?” Paige asked.

“Everything,” he said, matter-of-factly. “Looks like we’re both stuck now.”
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“I’m worried about Carter,” Lucinda said to her sister Nellie as they fixed ornaments on the Christmas tree at the main house.

Nellie glanced out the window looking at the flurries of snow falling heavy outside. “Oh, don’t worry. Carter’s good on the road. He’ll be safe.”

“Oh, no not that. I know he’ll be fine there. I’m just worried he’s given up.”

“Given up?”

“Yes. He’s going to skip the annual Christmas dance again.”

“Oh no.”

“His father’s death really hit him hard. You know Cam and Carter were inseparable. Then his fiancée broke up with him.”

“Yes, that was awful.”

“I know. He never got over the fact that she didn’t give him a reason why she left him.”

“Yes, that was terrible, wasn’t it?”

“I tried to tell Carter not to give up. That the Lord will give him beauty for his ashes and that everything happens for a reason. He hasn’t even been to church in a while. Carter has so much love to give. He’s such a good man. I really hope he would start going out again and seeing people.”

“He will. I will talk to him.”

“I don’t think that will help. He won’t listen to anyone.”

“What you need to do is get him out on a blind date. Have you ever thought of that?”

“No. And I know he won’t go for it.”

“Look at us two, plotting to get Carter matched up.”

“Well, all my boys are single right now. I know they’ve had their share of heartbreak but I don’t want them to give up on love.”

“You know something,” her sister said. “I think they just might need a little help along.”

Lucinda gave her sister a sly look as she watched her thinking. She could practically see the wheels in her sister’s head turning.

“You know something?” Nellie said, twirling an ornament of an angel in her hand. “I think I know what to do.”

“And what’s that?” Lucinda asked, taking the ornament from her sister’s hand and placing it strategically on the tree.

It was a large Christmas tree, a very special tree with a special story behind it. They had just started to decorate it and it would probably take a while.

“You know sister Sue Ellen from the church?”

“Yes?” Lucinda said cautiously.

“Well, her daughter is single. She’s just been through a divorce and I heard she’s looking for husband number two.

“Oh, is that so?”

“Yes, that’s so.”

“But what do you know about Sue Ellen’s daughter? I mean, is she nice? And is she honest? You know Carter has this thing about honesty. He can’t deal with anyone else pulling the wool over his eyes. I mean who could blame him after what happened to him.”

“I know, darling sis. Just leave the rest to me. Trust me. I’m the matchmaker of the church.”

“You are?”

“Yes. I got Graham and Lilly together. Remember?”

“You did that?”

“Well, kind of. I mean they came to my rescue when I fell after that heatwave, remember. I was singing in the choir and I just collapsed from the heat.”

“Oh, right. I remember, the air conditioner had broken down at the church during that heatwave.”

“Exactly.”

“But how did you get those two together?” Lucinda arched her brow.

“They both came to my rescue and got me into an air-conditioned car. And they stayed with me. I was out of it at the time but then they ended up talking to each other.”

“Nellie!”

“What?”

Her old sister was a hoot. Sometimes. She was seventy. Ten years older than Lucinda. But she loved her big sis.

“So what do you plan to do? Faint in front of Carter and Sue Ellen’s daughter?”

They both laughed. Then...

They heard a loud bang and the electricity went out.

“Oh, no.”

“A blackout. Great. That’s all we need.”

“Now I’m really worried about Carter,” Lucinda said.

“Don’t worry, he’ll find someone. I’ll see to it.”

“No. He’s out there helping a stranded driver. And now it looks as if the town’s blacked out.” She glanced out the window frantic, seeing nothing but darkness.

“I hope he’ll be okay. Anything can happen.”

There was no power. Now Lucinda was about to have panic attack. 
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Chapter 3
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Carter didn’t want to worry Paige. He wanted to help her find her dog, Charlie. A surge of duty rushed through him to protect her, to help her, to keep her safe. The truth was, he never stopped caring for darling Paige. Even though she crushed his heart when she broke off their engagement over a Christmas holiday—of all time.

He moved the steering wheel to turn the tires to make them straight then he got out of the car. He could see snow accumulating faster than a speeding bull. 

He cleared a path around his tires and tried to dig snow away from them. He couldn’t believe how fast the snow accumulated in that short time. 
Mistletoe was famous for its winter storms. That’s why he always made sure he was prepared. He moved around to the back to get a shovel.
“Can I help?” Paige offered, getting out of the truck, her hair swaying in the heavy gusts of wind. She looked like a snow angel.

“Please, let me help,” she offered again.

That’s darling Paige for you, always willing to help.

“I’m good. Thanks for the offer though.”   

He was dying to ask her what she was thinking walking out on him?

Why did she leave him?

Why didn’t she return any of his calls?

Did she meet someone new? Was that it?

Did the Lord bring her back to him for a reason, so he could have closure before he moved on?

She’d left to take care of her father, after her mother passed, but she never came back. She told him she would be moving back to her home city. But now she’s back in Mistletoe. He had so many questions to ask her, but right now, they had other priorities like finding Charlie and getting out of the snowstorm.

Was this some sort of sign? Was the Lord trying to get Carter and Paige back together?

He didn’t think so. Maybe it was just a coincidence. After all, the man upstairs knew how much he was broken by her leaving him. Maybe she was going to apologize or explain why. But he didn’t want to get his hopes up. 

Right now, he had to make sure he got her to safety and find her pooch. 

Then maybe he’ll stay away from her. 

After all, this could only spell trouble, right? 

She had plenty of time to call him over the past two years to let him know what the deal was, but she didn’t. 

He knew she was going through a lot after her mom passed, but he wanted to be there for her, to help her through it, but she wouldn’t let him. 

She hugged herself as she walked over to him. He could tell she was shivering slightly. He wanted to reach out and give that bear hug, like he used to give her, to let her know everything would be all right.

“Are you sure? I mean we’re in this together. You saved me just now, and you’re helping me look for Charlie. I want to do something.”

“Okay, if you want, you can get behind the steering wheel and touch the gas when I tell you to.”

“Sounds good,” she said and got into the driver’s side of his truck. 

Just then the power in the city went out. They were pitched into darkness on the road, save for his headlights.

“Oh, no,” she said after she wound down the window. “Power outage. What’s going to happen now? There’s no visibility.”

She was right. 

They were in more trouble now than before. 

How were they going to get to Charlie? What were they going to do now?

Between the heavy gusts of snow and the darkness, they were in more danger if they ended up skidding into goodness knew what.

He knew during a winter storm the best advice was to stay home. Well, they were quite a ways from home right now. 

He knew they had to stay warm and stay safe. He checked out his cell phone and the battery level was at five per cent. 

He’d been busy all day and hadn’t had a chance to charge it yet. 

This was nothing. He served his time in the military. Getting out of sticky situations was his thing.

Survival was the key. Being prepared for anything was important. Carter lived by that. He was prepared for anything, well physically, not where his heart was concerned.

“Right now, we’ve got to keep safe,” he said. 

She got out of the truck and moved closer to him. He then reached over to hug her and she hugged him back. 

He felt a tingling sensation down his spine, was that the cold? Or was that his feelings for Paige?

She smiled up at him. “Thank you. You feel so warm.”

“No problem.”

He had extra food and water in his truck, a flashlight, shovel, battery supply and some first aid supplies, and a blanket. Thank goodness for that. 

Carter said a silent prayer to the man upstairs that he’d take them safely back to the ranch in this messy storm. He wished he could pray the storm away, but he knew that it was better that they stay safe. He knew storms happened all the time, especially storms in your life. 

His old man once told him that the Lord could get them through any adversity, if they believed and never gave up hope.

“What should we do?” she asked, snuggling closer into him.

“You want a blanket? I’ve got one in the truck.”

“That would be great, thanks.”

He walked her back to the truck as the wind blew against them and swirling snow decreased their visibility. He held onto her to keep her steady. Once she was in the truck. He made his way into
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