
  
  [image: ]




  
  
Copyright © 2025 by Katie O'Connor, Roxy Boroughs, Raine Hughes, Ellen Jorgy, and Shawna Mumert 
All rights reserved.
No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews, without permission in writing from its copyright holder. No part of this document may be used in conjunction with or to train artificial intelligence.
ISBN: 978-1-7777555-8-4 Digital Edition

ISBN: 978-1-7777555-7-7 (Print Edition)








  
    
      Contents

    

    
      
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Winning Her Love
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                 Rocky Mountain Christmas Train, Book One
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        A Verse to Christmas
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                 The Rocky Mountain Christmas Train
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        On Board for Love
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                 Rocky Mountain Christmas Train
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Parade into My Heart
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                 Rocky Mountain Christmas Train
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Rescuing Christmas
        
        
            
            
            
            
    
      

    
        
        
        
          
      	
      
      
        Ticket to Her Heart
        
        
          
            
            
            	
              
                
                 Rocky Mountain Christmas Train, Book Six
              
            

            
            
            
            
          

          
    
      

    
        
        
      

    
  


  
  [image: ]




  
  
—Winning Her Love—

—Rocky Mountain Christmas Train, Book One—

This is  work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents either are products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.
Copyright © 2024 by Katie O'Connor

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means including information storage and retrieval systems, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles or reviews, without permission in writing from its copyright holder. No part of this document may be used in conjunction with or to train artificial intelligence.
Published November 2024 by Snarky Heart Press and Katie O’Connor

(katieohwrites.com)

ISBN: 978-1-989816-89-9 Digital Edition 1

ISBN: 978-1-989816-87-5 Digital Edition 2

ISBN: 978-1-989816-91-2 (Print Edition)

Cover art by Kelly Moran

Copyediting by Terri St. Clair









  
  Dedication


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

Ladies it’s been a fun ride.

This story is for my three biggest fans, 

my mother, Irene, my sister, Jean, 

and my unofficially adopted sister

and number one fan, Suzette.

Love you all muchly.
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Chapter One


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


“Take your time, Chantal,” Joy Spencer told her daughter as they made their way toward their sleeping quarters. 
“Mama, I could have waited to get on the train,” Chantal said over her shoulder. Her waist-length blonde hair swung across the back of her bulky down jacket. California was a long way from Denver, and they’d had to buy special winter clothing for this trip of a lifetime. Thank heaven for secondhand stores.
“You shouldn’t have to wait,” Joy grumbled. “People need to be more patient.”
Chantal laughed. “Mama, you are being very impatient right now. Everyone is just excited. If I could run down the aisle, I would, I’m so happy.” She giggled.
“You’re too kind to people who should be more tolerant.” Joy sighed. Chantal was fragile. She’d been diagnosed with spastic cerebral palsy just after her third birthday. The diagnosis had broken Joy’s heart, but Chantal had taken it in stride, so to speak. She was a veritable Pollyanna and not nearly cautious enough to suit Joy, who worried every moment her daughter was out of her sight. “And that man didn’t need to butt in.”
“Mama, he was being kind. He was handsome too, wasn’t he?” At seven, Chantal had decided she needed a new father since hers had abandoned them, and the ever-growing mountain of medical bills when Chantal was diagnosed.
“I suppose so, but I’ve told you, more than once, I don’t have time for men.” He had been handsome. Tall, probably over six feet, with dark hair and eyes. His jacket looked expensive. He was probably one of the tourists on the train rather than a contestant. She pushed his image out of her head. She was here to win the prize, not get caught up in a man, no matter how handsome.
Gosh, she felt like a Grinch today. She needed to lighten up. This trip was dual purpose. A free vacation and a chance to win enough money to pay off Chantal’s medical bills. As a receptionist at a veterinary clinic, she didn’t make nearly enough to live on and pay down their massive debts. If they won, they’d pay off their debts and donate any leftovers to the Cerebral Palsy Association. She’d have been lost without their guidance and support.
“Here it is!” Chantal almost wobbled over in her excitement when her crutches tangled together.
Joy forced a smile. “Careful there.” She barely resisted the urge to steady her daughter. Instead, she handed over the digital key to their accommodations so Chantal could unlock the door. She held her breath as Chantal slid her arm out of the crutch’s cuff, rested the crutch against the wall, and stuck the key in the slot. Joy clenched her fists to keep them still. She’d never get used to Chantal taking even the smallest risk.
Chantal pushed open the door and gasped. “Mama, it’s beautiful.” She grabbed her crutch and stumbled inside, oohing and aahing as she went.
Joy followed and eased the door shut behind them. She gasped in delight equal to her daughter’s. She’d been expecting a utilitarian room with nothing more than bunk beds. This was the height of luxury. Decorated in cream and navy, it was practically a suite. Over in the corner, there was a table with two chairs. There was a bar fridge, and a pair of plush twin beds piled high with pillows. There was even a tiny bathroom with a shower. “Wow. This is amazing.”
There was a tall thin tree lit with blazing multi-color lights in one corner. A garland of silver stars hung over the window. Outside, snow drifted down on the busy platform. It was a holiday dream.
Now, if only her dreams of winning this contest would come true. They could be free and clear…at least until the next disaster.
The bags they had sent ahead were set under the tree like presents. There was a cream-colored envelope with gold script on one of the beds. Joy picked it up and ran her fingernail under the seal.
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Joy glanced at her snowman watch. “We better hurry if we’re going to make it to the meeting. Are you okay to move between the cars?” Maybe this trip was a mistake.
“Mo-om.” Chantal rolled her eyes like a teenager. She never called Joy Mom, she always called her Mama, just as Joy called her mother Mama. She must be annoyed to use Mom instead.
“Well then, we should go.” She studied the car list to figure out how many cars they had to pass through. They locked up and made their way forward.
“Ladies and gentlemen,” a cheerful female voice boomed out of the intercom, “we’ll be underway momentarily.” As if on cue, the whistle blew, and the train gave the slightest lurch forward. Chantal cheered even as she wobbled.
“I’m so excited,” she blurted. “Christmas on a train.” Her laughter was contagious. “Can we read The Polar Express tonight?”
“Absolutely. I brought a different book for every night.” Reading together was a nightly ritual and blessing.
“Yay!”
Yes, she’d dragged books along. Several for Chantal and her e-reader was loaded with a dozen Christmas romances from the library. She couldn’t wait to dive into the one about being snowbound, though the thought of actually being trapped made her shudder.
The acceleration was slow and steady and, to Joy’s surprise, her daughter didn’t stumble once as they moved along, passing through accordion-fold links between cars. She couldn’t help but notice some passengers moving ahead of them, and others staying seated in the elegant dining car. Not everyone on the train was involved in the competition, like the troglodyte who had snapped at her earlier. He’d flat out said he paid to be here.
Okay, Joy, let it go. He’s in the past and you need to forgive and forget about his rudeness.
Joy’s emotions roiled like a churning sea. First elation that she might win and become debt free, second that she might fail, or Chantal might get injured. She decided to take the advice she repeatedly gave her child, reached for optimism, and shifted her fears to the back of her mind.
They entered the forward observation car where people filled every seat with a few left standing near the back. The car was elegant with oak and mahogany accents and shining brass trim. It was decorated with evergreen and ribbon swags, bright fairy lights and shining glass balls. It smelled faintly of peppermint and cocoa.
Just inside the coach’s door, a pretty blonde woman in scrubs stood beside an old man in the narrowest wheelchair Joy had ever seen. The man reminded her of Albert Einstein. It must be awful to maneuver a wheelchair on the train. Were they contestants?
At the far end, at the front of the car, a young woman dressed as Mrs. Claus stood behind a wooden podium. “Ah,” she called. “Here they are, our final contestants.”
Every head in the room turned toward them, and Joy wanted to slink into a corner for being late. She hated being in the spotlight. She was a complete and total introvert unless she was behind her desk at work or protecting her daughter.
“Here, take my seat.”
Joy turned toward the voice. The man who had stuck his nose into her argument stood and gestured to his chair.
“Go ahead, Chantal,” she said. Chantal wasn’t weak, but the short walk on a moving train hadn’t been the easiest for her. “Thank you, sir,” Joy said.
“Seth. Seth Mathison.” He raised one eyebrow as if waiting for Joy to provide her name. When she didn’t, he stepped aside so Chantal could sit. Joy leaned against the back wall and glanced out at the city slowly passing by through the enormous arched windows of the observation car. She couldn’t wait to be staring out at snow-covered mountains. She’d never seen snow before they arrived in Denver yesterday. The sight still thrilled her. Even the dirty, slushy city snow.
Seth leaned beside her. Not too close, but close enough she could just get a hint of his minty fresh breath and light spicy aftershave. She peeked at him from the corner of her eye. He was clean-shaven and wore jeans and a simple navy hoodie with a tiny logo she didn’t recognize. He looked casual and comfortable. Not like many of the others who seemed either excited or tense.
He nudged her and nodded to the front of the room. She realized that while she was gawking, their hostess had begun her talk.
“Welcome, everyone. I’m Jenny. I’ll be your hostess for this trip. If you need anything, look for me, or for one of our service staff members. You’ll recognize them by the lapel pins they wear.” She held up a shining pin. Even from the back, Joy recognized it as the train company’s logo.
Jenny went over some housekeeping details and meal schedules. “Our dining rooms are large, but not enormous. You’ll be given a schedule of your assigned mealtimes. There are always snacks in the lounge car, and you can request food at any time. Remember, this is an all-expense paid trip for the contest participants.” She paused. “And for the family members that accompany them.”
There were only four other children that Joy could see. Two looked to be about twelve, and two were toddlers. Nobody close to Chantal’s age. Maybe there were other children onboard who weren’t involved in the contest. She sighed. It would be okay; this was the perfect time to bond with her daughter, and their information package had mentioned daily activities.
“Now, onto the contest.” Jenny rubbed her hands together and grinned. “This is going to be so much fun.” She looked around the car. “As you know, first prize is twenty-five thousand American dollars. Second prize is ten thousand. The funds will be donated to the winner’s pre-approved charity.”
Since Joy’s application had been accepted, she assumed that paying off her daughter’s medical bills met the contest’s criteria. She closed her eyes and sent a silent prayer to God, and to the Spirit of Christmas, that she’d have what it took to win. Working two jobs was taking away from her family time, and lord knows she’d love an evening all to herself with no other commitments.
“As you know, you’ll be assigned a task to complete during the course of the journey.” Everyone nodded. “What you might not know is that you’ll complete your task with a partner. Everyone has been paired up by our benefactor.”
“Who is the benefactor?” someone up front called out.
“Can we choose our own partner?” A deep male voice asked.
“Our benefactor wishes to remain anonymous.” Jenny adjusted her wire-rimmed glasses. “You will work with the person you are assigned. Failure to do so will result in disqualification.”
“I hope I’m paired up with someone good.” Seth’s whisper danced along Joy’s nerves. He had the greatest voice. Deep and husky, it did something delicious to her insides and set off a chain of longing that she hadn’t felt for years.
“Me too,” she whispered back, silently hoping to be paired with someone who wouldn’t have an issue with her daughter’s limitations.
Joy raised her hand.
“Yes, there in the back?” Jenny peered over her round gold-rimmed glasses.
“What if you don’t have the same charity?”
“We’ll discuss that problem if it crops up for the winners.”
“Will we be paired with someone with the same charity?” Joy asked nervously. She needed this money so danged badly.
“Not necessarily. Our benefactor has done the pairing. There will be no disputing your partner. Remember, this is about charity. It’s about fun. It’s about the magic of Christmas, and the fullest enjoyment of all the season offers.” Jenny went over a few more rules, all of which had been outlined on the contest’s entry form. 
“As you can see,” she waved toward the window. Across a snow-covered field, brilliant white-capped mountains seemed to glow in the sunshine. “We’ve passed out of Denver. Please enjoy the scenery and take advantage of the many offerings on our train. Get to know your fellow passengers. This is a wonderful time to make new friends. You will be notified of who you are paired up with shortly.”
“Wow,” Seth said. “That left as many questions as answers.”
“I wonder how they plan to pair us up. I wonder what the tasks are,” Joy mused.
“And when we’ll know who our partner is. What’s your charity?” Seth asked.
Heat flooded Joy’s face. She hated to admit that she was the charity. “The Cerebral Palsy Association.” A partial truth. They’d get what was left over after she paid the medical bills. “You?”
“The Alberta Children’s Hospital’s burn unit.” His brows pinched together, and the corners of his lips turned down.
“That’s a great charity. Nice choice. Does it have special meaning for you?” she asked as people filed out past them.
“I’d rather not discuss it. Have a wonderful trip.” He nodded briskly and walked away. He took a seat near the front of the car and stared out the window.
She snorted in disgust. What was with him? She reviewed their brief conversation. The burn unit kept repeating in her mind. He must have lost someone. How tragic was that? Compassion flooded her heart. Seth Mathison was a man who needed a bit of care, and she hoped he found it. And she hoped he wasn’t her partner for the contest.
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Chapter Three


Seth ignored the bright Christmas decorations precisely placed around the observation car and stared out the window at the snowy fields passing by. He’d never been to Denver. This was his first trip to the U.S. that didn’t involve Texas or Florida. The landscape here was so much like Calgary, it almost made him homesick. He chuckled at the idea. He’d only left home yesterday. How could he miss it already? 
“Can I sit here?”
He turned to his left. The girl with the walking sticks, Chantal, stood there looking at him as she swayed with the train’s motion. Her smile was wide, her eyes bright and eager. She pointed at the two-seater mini sofa facing him. The seats in the observation car were small but extremely comfortable.
“Sure. It’s a public train.” He didn’t mean to be grumpy, but the girl’s mother’s question about his charity had brought a fresh rush of pain over the memory of his niece’s death. She’d died in an arson fire five years ago and his whole family still ached with the loss.
Chantal confidently maneuvered to the seat and sat down, propping the sticks between the sofa and the wall. She gave him a knowing look. “You didn’t really mean it was okay to sit here,” she said wisely. “It’s okay. I’m used to people being weird about me. Mama says that’s their problem, not mine.”
“Chantal,” her mom’s voice came from behind him. “Don’t be rude.”
“You do say that,” the girl frowned.
“Yes, but some conversations aren’t meant to be shared.” She walked to the end of the sofas. “Come on now, leave Mr. Mathison alone.”
“Call me Seth. And you don’t need to leave. Please sit.” Chantal was just about the same age as his niece was when she died. Gwyn would have liked the outspoken girl.
Chantal’s mom perched on the edge of her seat and looked out the window. She was quite pretty with her straight blonde hair and pretty deep green eyes. They reminded him of the moss on the trees in the provincial park his house in Calgary backed onto. She seemed nervous, like she didn’t want to leave her daughter alone with him, but didn’t want to be there either.
“What are your crutches called?” he asked Chantal.
“Forearm crutches. They’re for cerebral palsy. They help me walk,” she said, as if he wasn’t smart enough to figure it out.
“I see that. You climbed the tall train steps very well. I was impressed.” He had no idea what to say next.
“Look,” Chantal screamed excitedly and pointed out the window.
The train was chugging slowly past a rocky wall where four Rocky Mountain bighorn sheep climbed like they were on flat land. “Their horns are huge,” Joy said.
“I read that they are the state animal of Colorado and that the males’ horns are curved,” Seth told Chantal. They watched the group until they were out of sight. The excitement of the moment faded, but it had broken the discomfort between them. They chatted quietly about the contest and voiced their questions and concerns to each other.
Seth looked at the woman sitting across from him. They’d be on this train for the better part of December, which was a lot of time to spend together without knowing her name. This trip was a slow journey from Denver, Colorado, to Rocky Mountain House, Alberta. With stops almost every day.
“I’m Seth,” he reminded her. “What shall I call you?”
“Joy. My name is Joy.” She sighed as if she didn’t want to tell him.
“Nice to meet you, Joy.”
She didn’t respond with the usual nice to meet you too. Instead, she said, “I do wish I knew who I was partnered with and how the tasks are going to happen.”
“I’m sure we’ll find out soon enough. It’s a twenty-four-day trip and a hundred contestants are being paired up. That’s at least two pairings every day. Some must happen on the train and I’m guessing some will happen at the stops,” he said.
“I wonder what the first stop is,” Chantal asked.
Seth chuckled when Joy frowned and said, “We’ve only been moving for twenty minutes, and you want to stop.” She shook her head in that way all mothers seemed to master.
“You said we would see new places and play in the snow. I didn’t get to try my new mittens yet,” she said logically.
“On my way to the meeting, I overheard some staff talking about a bonfire. I haven’t been to a bonfire in years,” Seth said.
Joy winced when Chantal clapped her hands in excitement.
“I don’t know. It’ll be slippery outside, and a fire can be dangerous.”
As much as Seth was a firefighter, he didn’t think a bonfire was a problem if everyone was careful. Fire safety was critical, but living in fear of fire wasn’t good. “Maybe we can figure out a way to take Chantal and keep her safe.”
Joy’s glare was like a kick to the solar plexus.
“If it’s okay with your mom,” he added, trying to placate Joy.
“We’ll discuss it later. Time to go Chantal. I’ll be right behind you. Don’t leave this car without me,” she warned, her voice vibrating with tension. When Chantal was a few steps away, Joy leaned close to Seth. “Do not interfere with my child. You know nothing about her illness or her capabilities. Mind your own business and don’t make promises I can’t keep.”
The venom in her voice was astounding. A lesser man would be completely cowed by her mama bear attitude. But heaven help him. All he could think about was how incredibly sexy she was in her defense. Lucky for him, he knew better than to mention it. He’d learned a thing or two about dealing with women from his sisters. They claimed he was almost civilized now.
He nodded his acquiescence. “Joy, I’m sorry. I’ll check with you before I suggest or offer anything. However, I am a firefighter, and I know how to keep a child safe during a bonfire. If you’d like, I’d be happy to escort you and Chantal to the fire. I could help ensure her safety.” He wasn’t certain why it was suddenly so important that Chantal see the bonfire, but he really wanted to take her.
Joy’s cheeks flushed. “No. Thank you.” The words were bit out. Her cheek muscles flexed like she was gritting her teeth.
“If you change your mind, I’m in car eighteen, room D. Stop by and let me know.” He flashed his most trustworthy smile. “Or send me a message.” He resisted offering his phone number because she did not appear to be interested in him, despite his interest in her. They could exchange numbers later.
Once Joy and Chantal left, he enjoyed watching the wintery farms and forests rushing past the window. Even during the day, many of the farms were lit for the holidays. I’ll be Home for Christmas started playing in his head. This might just be the best Christmas ever.
A young man dressed in an elf costume came by with a tray of drinks. “Hi, I’m Cliff, part of the Rocky Mountain Christmas Train’s holiday staff. Can I interest you in a cocoa or hot cranberry apple cider?” He held the tray in one hand and used the other to straighten his pointy-eared cap atop his tousled red hair.
“You know what? I’d love a cocoa, please.”
He sipped the drink and, content to be an observer for now, watched a few passengers getting to know each other. He headed back to his room after placing the empty snowman mug on the bar. Back in his room, he kicked off his shoes and lay down on his bed. Something crinkled, and he got up again.
A cream envelope, identical to the one that had invited him to the first meeting, lay on top of his pillow. How had he missed that?
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“And so it begins,” he said with a laugh. He studied the map of the train he’d found on the dresser earlier. He took note of the cars he wanted to check out. The Banff Dining Car was three cars closer to the end of the train. And of course, the forward observation car was near the front of the train.
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Chapter Four


The train stopped for the night on a siding outside a small town whose name Joy had already forgotten. They would travel by day and stop at night, sometimes spending up to four days in one place while challenges were completed. 
Joy had always been a light sleeper in case Chantal needed her, so it was no surprise that she awoke early the next morning to the soft sound of someone in the hallway. It was still fully dark outside. Who would be up and about that early? She crept to the door, careful not to wake Chantal who had been too excited to fall asleep the night before. She peered through the peephole. Nobody out there.
She opened the door and looked up and down the hallway. Still nobody. How was that possible? Nobody disappeared that quickly. As she eased the door shut, she noticed a cream envelope with her name on it on the carpet. Warily, she picked it up. Who would leave her a note? Sleepily, she stared at it.
“What is it, Mama?”
“An envelope.” It was the same paper as their invitation to yesterday’s meeting. She turned it over and slid her finger under the flap. The cream paper inside was decorated with a Christmassy train scene across the bottom. The top was a notification that they would begin their challenge tomorrow. Make that today. It was early, but it was morning. “We’re up first for the challenge.”
Chantal clapped her hands and giggled. “I’m so excited.” Her eyes went wide, and she looked panicked. “Oh. I have to go to the washroom.”
Joy hurried over and scooped her up. Rarely did Chantal mention her needs. That she did so, meant she was desperate. Joy had done her best to instill confidence and independence in Chantal. Her daughter was small, but still heavy enough to be awkward. She settled her in the washroom, set her crutches inside, closed the door, and climbed back into bed, though she knew she’d never fall back to sleep.
This was the moment she’d been waiting for. She couldn’t decide what could have been worse, waiting days or maybe weeks to be chosen, or trying now and failing. “We won’t fail,” she vowed quietly. “We’ll meet the challenge.” They had to! Her peace of mind and pocketbook were depending on it.
She wasn’t expecting to fall asleep, but her alarm woke her at seven-thirty. They had just enough time to prep for the day and eat before the meeting. Funny, she hadn’t expected this trip to be so scheduled. She laughed at her naivete. Of course, it would be. There were one hundred entrants, which meant fifty challenges, to coordinate.
The meeting was, once again, in the forward observation car. She dreaded having to go to one in the rear observation car. Getting to the back of the train would be exhausting for Chantal. They made their way slowly forward, stepping aside for those faster and those going in the opposite direction. They took seats near Jenny’s podium, and a worker in an elf costume offered them hot drinks and gingersnaps.
Judging by the lack of empty seating, it looked like almost everyone came out to hear about the challenges. The first pairing was two women. Blending their first names, Devin and Bev, created Team Bevin. They had to work alongside the local fire department to gather toys for their annual Christmas food and toy drive. Team Rancy, Randy, and Nancy’s task was to convince one hundred people at their next stop to donate money or books to the local library. They had to do this in a coffee shop and had only four hours to meet their total. Neither of these tasks seemed too difficult.
“Next up is Joy Spencer and Seth Mathison. Stand up so everyone can see you.” Joy and Chantal stood. Seth was near the back. He gave a little wave and sat back down.
“Your team’s name is Team Triple Threat, because your daughter is the third member. Your task is a bit more complicated, but easily achievable,” Jenny warned them. She grinned, and the crowd chuckled. “You’ll be taking over a youth choir’s concert in Lyons. Both their leaders are down with the flu. Seth, you’re charged with keeping track of thirty-two children and seeing that they do their part. Joy, you’ll be the emcee for the event.”
Bile rose in Joy’s throat. She hated public speaking. She was terrible at it. There was no way she could do this. She’d failed before they even started.
“Can we change roles?” Seth asked from the back. “Kids aren’t my strong suit.”
Joy perked up. It was a great idea.
“No, you cannot.” Jenny frowned. “You will be supervised during your task.” She paused. “Switching roles will result in immediate expulsion from the contest, and you will be asked to leave the train.” She looked the crowd over. “Cheating gets you kicked off the train. One more thing, Seth and Joy, we’ll be stopping in Boulder. While we are stopped, you will need to find choir robes for your troupe. Or some other sort of cohesive outfits. You’ll be given a list of sizes. What you choose is up to you, as long as you are within your allotted budget.”
Joy groaned. She was not a shopper, especially when she didn’t know what she wanted, or where she was going, and had to drag Chantal along. And why was their task so much more complicated than the others?
“How do we travel within town?” Seth piped in with Joy’s thoughts.
“You’ll be met by a volunteer. The vehicle will be easily accessible for Chantal.”
“Wait! The kid is coming with us?” He sounded indignant.
“What does that mean?” Joy stood and whirled to face him. “Of course she’s coming. Did you think I’d just abandon my child on the train?” The man was a colossal jerk.
His face went red, and his brows pinched together. “No. I was just surprised.”
Joy snorted. Why did she get stuck with him?
“You’ll be given a list of the songs they are performing,” Jenny spoke into the middle of their disagreement. “Be sure you know the words. You’ll have three hours in Boulder to buy what you need, then the train rolls out. We’ll be stopping at a farm outside of town for the bonfire you’ve all been hearing about. It’s part of the town Christmas Fair. We hope you’ll take part while we’re there.”
Joy loved the stop they’d made yesterday. They had visited a Christmas tree farm/petting zoo where she had bought a tiny stuffed reindeer for Chantal. They were going to place it on the table in their room. Chantal loved the reindeer, but she went crazy for the make-your-own hot chocolate station. How would she convince her daughter that they didn’t want to go to the bonfire?
“The rest of you can visit Boulder while we are stopped. We won’t hold the train if you are late. We’ll arrive in Boulder in twenty minutes. Please register with the staff before you leave the train. There is a list of attractions for every stop in a folder in your room. Are there questions?”
A flurry of questions erupted, though Joy was only dimly aware of them. How was she supposed to work with a man who didn’t want to be around her daughter? The very idea was ludicrous. He said he wasn’t good with kids, yet he’d managed to talk to Chantal yesterday without trouble. Chantal had spent half an hour last night talking about how nice he was and how he didn’t treat her like a kid or a cripple.
Joy hated that word. Cripple. So derogatory and demeaning. Her daughter was a child with a disability. Although she wasn’t that either. She faced mobility challenges and dealt with them very well. Her upbeat attitude constantly surprised Joy.
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Chapter Five


Seth waited for the crowd to disperse before leaving the train. A twenty-something man stood on the platform holding a sign with their names. Joy and Chantal were making their way toward him. He watched Chantal move; she didn’t seem to have any difficulty with her crutches, though there were a couple of icy patches on the platform. He gave them a moment to reach their driver before striding forward to join them. He didn’t want them to feel rushed. They had plenty of time to do their shopping. At least he hoped they did. 
The dull winter sun made Joy’s hair shine like gold. She wore a stylish, but well-loved, red wool jacket. The black and gold scarf draped around her neck glittered in the dim sunlight. She looked happy, but nervous.
He echoed those emotions. He was worried about failing. The burn unit needed this money. With the winners being broadcast on both Canadian and American television and widely on social media, the publicity would be enormous. He’d get a chance to talk about fire prevention and safety too, thus raising awareness.
“Are you Seth?” the dark-haired man asked.
“I am.”
“I’m Adesh. I’ll be your driver. The car is just over here.” He pointed and led them through the thinning crowd. “Where to?” he asked once they were all piled into the back seat.
They hadn’t had any time before now to come up with a plan. “Can we have a few minutes to decide?” Seth scratched his ear. He turned to Joy. “Any thoughts on how to create a coordinated look? Do we want actual choir robes, or something else?”
“I was thinking black pants for the boys, skirts for the girls, and a brightly colored top. Maybe rich green or red?”
“If they all had button shirts, they could wear matching ties,” Chantal said. “Or white shirts and bright ties.”
“Interesting idea. I like the idea of choir robes, myself.” He watched his partners to see what their honest opinion was. Chantal frowned; Joy looked thoughtful. “Jenny did specify choir robes,” he reminded them.
“She also said some other sort of cohesive outfits. I think the pants idea would work.” Joy snapped her seatbelt closed and watched her daughter do the same.
“Hm. I still prefer robes. It is a children’s choir. Let me do a quick internet search and see if I can find robes.” After five minutes, he came up dry. Only one shop carried choir robes, and their lead time was too long.
“I guess matching outfits is the solution,” Joy said. “I’m not sure how to do it. Retail probably won’t work. We’d have to hit dozens of stores to find everything and might fail in the end.”
The worry in her voice bothered him. They both wanted this badly. He didn’t like the idea of potentially sharing the prize money. He’d rather have it all. But since he didn’t want to lose, he searched frantically for a solution.
“Mama, I’m hungry. Can we think and get something to eat at the same time?”
Seth laughed. “I could use coffee. Maybe we could hit a drive-through. If it’s okay with you, Joy.”
“We really should get started.” Joy’s frown sucked all the good vibes from the car.
“If I may,” Adesh said. “There’s a small coffee shop about five blocks down and probably not out of our way if we’re searching for garments. It isn’t a drive-through, but they have the best coffee and treats.” He smiled at them in the rearview mirror.
“Fine.” Her frown said it was anything but fine. “Take us there.”
Seth hid his grin and started searching for clothing companies in Boulder. By the time they reached The Coffee Loft, he had narrowed the possibility to two manufacturers. One was close, only about twenty minutes. The other was almost an hour away. That meant they’d be pushing their time limit. He explained the situation as they waited their turn in line.
“I say go to the closest one. We can’t risk being late getting back to the train. We’ll fail if we don’t make it back in time.”
“Or we could split up.” The idea made sense to Seth.
“I don’t think we can. Besides, if we split up, how would we know what the other has chosen?”
“We could send pictures. I could take a cab to the far place.” He really didn’t want to mess this up by ending up without proper outfits for the kids. “Jenny didn’t say we had to stay together.”
“True. But do you want to separate and find out we were wrong? I can’t take the risk of being accused of cheating and getting thrown off the train.”
“No! I want to ride to Canada,” Chantal blurted, grasping Seth’s sleeve, and pulling on it. “Please, Mr. Mathison. Stay together. I want to see Canada.” Her eyes shone with tears.
A little piece of the ice he’d protected his heart with since his niece’s death melted. He could picture his niece begging to finish the trip. “We’ll stay together.” He tapped her on the nose. “Just for you, munchkin.”
“Where do you want to start?” Joy smiled gratefully over Chantal’s head.
“Let’s get our order to go and hit the closest place.” She agreed. With luck, this would be their last argument of the day.
Before he finished his coffee, they arrived at Galliger’s Dress Works. Silly name for a clothing company, if you asked him. Though they must know what they were doing, the sign indicated they’d been in business since 1856.
He hopped out and tried to remain patient while Chantal fumbled her way out of the vehicle. He had to admire the strength in her arms as she lifted herself, scooted across the seat, and moved her legs one at a time. Joy held out her crutches, Chantal grabbed them and they hurried toward the warehouse entry.
“Are they open to the public?” Joy asked.
He gestured for her to go ahead of him up the narrow walk. “I don’t know. Their website didn’t say they weren’t.” He shrugged, even though she couldn’t see it.
“Oh boy. Maybe we should have gone to the other place,” she fretted.
He placed his hand on her shoulder, gently pulling her to a halt. She turned to look at him, questions in her eyes. “We’re here now. I’m sure we’ll find what we need. We can always hit a mega mall if we need to. If we rented a scooter for Chantal, we could shop an entire mall in no time flat. She opened her mouth, snapped it shut, and nodded.
“Here’s hoping they’ll let us in.”
A receptionist greeted them with an unhappy look. “Sorry, we aren’t open to the public.”
Seth stepped forward and smiled. “We’re on a mission of mercy,” he explained their situation, hoping she’d like the smile his mother said was so amazing. Quickly, he laid out their mission.
“I’m sorry,” she repeated. “We aren’t open to the public. This isn’t a retail shop.”
“Thanks for your time.” He turned to leave.
“Wait,” another voice called. He turned toward the double doors behind the receptionist.
“You said you’re with the Rocky Mountain Christmas Train?”
“Yes, we are,” Joy said. Her voice rang with enthusiasm.
“My brother applied to be on the train, though he never got in. He did make the shortlist in case someone canceled. Apparently, nobody did.”
“That’s too bad,” Seth said. “I heard there were thousands of applicants for the one hundred spots.”
“What is your charity?”
“Mine is the Cerebral Palsy Foundation.”
The woman smiled, obviously understanding why. “What’s yours?” She nodded towards Seth.
“The Alberta Children’s Hospital Burn Unit.” He swallowed the lump that formed in his throat every time he thought about his niece.
“Wonderful charities.” She turned to the receptionist. “Helen, why don’t you take an early break? Be back in an hour. I’ll help these lovely people out.”
Helen sputtered for a moment, clearly not pleased to have her control usurped. The other woman stepped forward and offered her hand. “I’m Michaela Frost. Call me Mikki.” After they all shook hands, including Chantal, she rubbed her hands briskly together. “Let’s get this party started.”
She flung open the double doors to the warehouse with a flourish. “Welcome to my domain. I’m going to recommend against a black-and-white color scheme,” she said. “The choir will look like a private school. This is a Christmas concert. Let’s liven it up with color.”
“That’s what I said,” Chantal exclaimed.
“Right this way. I just received a shipment from our Canadian factory. It’s the last of our Christmas jewel tones.” She walked toward the back. Several workers nodded or smiled as they passed. A couple of people looked surprised to see them.
Mikki pulled out a rolling rack of hanging shirts. “Look at these beauties.”
The rack was filled with boldly colored dress shirts. The rack beside it held matching blouses with small frills on the cuffs.
“Oh, they’re pretty,” Chantal exclaimed. “We need the bright pink and gold.”
“The fuchsia is lovely, isn’t it?” Mikki said. Seth admired the way she corrected the girl without seeming to.
“The boys would look good in the deep green and the royal blue,” Joy suggested.
“What about red? It is a classic Christmas color,” he said.
“You don’t want to overwhelm the audience with too much. You need to limit it to four, maximum, or you’ll lose the cohesiveness. I suggest red and gold for the boys. Silver and green for the girls. Those are the colors we have the most of. What sizes do you need?”
Seth handed over the list and Mikki called over one of her staff members. “Would you please pull shirts in these sizes? Try to keep the amount of each color even. Joy will help you while Chantal and Seth come with me to find pants and skirts.”
“Oh, Chantal can stay with me,” Joy said hurriedly, her worry clear.
“Mo-om,” Chantal groaned. “I’ll be fine with Mr. Mathison. I’ll be good.”
“I’ll keep a close eye on her,” Seth offered, a touch annoyed that Joy didn’t trust him. She was very protective of Chantal, maybe over-protective.
Joy twisted her purse strap between her fingers. “Let me give you my phone number in case you need me,” she said.
Seth barely resisted rolling his eyes. Instead, he handed her his phone. No sense fighting Mama Bear. He’d learned that from his sisters. “I swear that I’ll watch her.”
Mikki clapped her hands, eager to show off her wares. “This way.” She walked at a speed that didn’t seem to challenge Chantal.
“I hate when Mom does that,” Chantal grumbled as soon as they were out of earshot.
“Does what?” Seth knew but wanted to hear it in the girl’s words.
“Treats me like I’m stupid or an invalid. I’ve told her a billion times that invalid is spelled in valid. I am valid. I’m just…” she paused. “I’m different, but I’m capable too. I know what I can and can’t do. She doesn’t even like to let me try new things.” Her voice quivered like she was on the verge of tears.
Mikki gave her a side glance but said nothing.
“She’s worried,” Seth offered, feeling out of his depth but somehow understanding all the same. “And she let you come with us. Baby steps, right?” He offered his fist, and she gave him a fist bump without wobbling.
“Here we are.” Mikki stopped by a rack. “Oh, we’ll need the list.”
“I’ve got it on my phone. We have fifteen boys and seventeen girls. I’d like skirts for the girls and trousers for the boys.”
They placed the clothing on a rolling rack as they found the correct sizes. Trousers in the right sizes weren’t difficult, though they had to mix two styles of black pants. Close enough in Seth’s mind. Matching knee-length skirts was harder. They came up short on three of the second-largest sizes.
Seth was starting to panic when Chantal said, “Do you have the next size up?”
“I do, why?”
“Mama can sew. Maybe she could fix them. You should call her Mr. Mathison.”
He pulled out his phone and dialed. Joy answered before the first ring finished.
“What’s wrong?” she shouted, panic in her voice. “What happened to Chantal?”
Whoa. Calling was a mistake!
“Joy, wait. She’s fine.”
“What? What’s wrong, Seth?” He had to pull the phone away from his ear. She was shouting so loud he could hear her without the phone.
“Sorry. Chantal is fine. Nothing has happened.”
“Give me the phone,” Chantal said, wiggling her fingers for him to hand it over. He shrugged and passed it to her. She leaned her elbow on her crutch and held the phone to her ear.
“Mom. Mom! I’m fine. I just have a question.” Seth could hear Joy talking, but couldn’t make out the words. “Mom!” Chantal raised her voice. “I have a question. I’m fine.” She listened for a second. “We can’t find enough skirts unless you can make three smaller.” She listened again. “K. Bye.”
She handed the phone back to Seth. He put it up to his ear.
“Don’t you ever scare me like that again, Seth Mathison. I nearly had a heart attack. I thought something had happened to Chantal. Never again.”
“I am sorry. I didn’t think it through.”
“Obviously not. Get the skirts. I can alter them if they aren’t enormously oversized. Did you get ties?”
“Neckties? No. Do we need ties?”
“I think the boys would look dapper with neckties.”
Dapper? He rolled his eyes. “I’ll check with Mikki and get back to you.” He hung up as Mikki shook her head no. “We could probably do without them anyway.”
“They would look good,” she said. “Let me make a call.” She talked and pushed the rack towards the lobby. Seth and Chantal followed.
“Mom was really mad, wasn’t she?”
“Yup. But it’s okay. I’ve been shouted at before.” He winked at her. “My sisters shout at me all the time when I mess up.” Well, one of them did. The other barely spoke since her daughter died. Therapy was helping, but her recovery was slow and painful. Even though he was a firefighter, and had experienced tragedy and loss, Seth had done therapy as well. The entire family had, but Chantal didn’t need to hear about that.
Joy joined them on the way to the lobby and told them her helper had already taken her selections to the desk. Mikki entered their purchase into her computer. “I’m giving these to you at cost,” she said and named a ridiculously low price.
“That’s way below our budget. We were given funds to pay for this. You don’t need to cut your profit out,” Joy said.
“Tell you what, if the organizers agree, you can give the leftover funds to your charities and split it between them with my compliments.”
“That’s so generous,” Joy said, her eyes tearing up.
“We’ll make sure you get a receipt,” Seth promised and slid her enough cash to cover the bill. “All we need now are the ties.”
“My friend is having neckties for the boys and pendants for the girls delivered to the train. She runs an accessory shop. She’s hooking you up for free. But if you happened to mention our businesses to others, that would be great.” She gave them the name of her friend’s shop.
“You can count on that,” Seth promised.
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Chapter Six


Joy couldn’t believe their good fortune. “That was incredibly generous of Mikki,” she said as they loaded garment bags into the car. 
“It’s Christmas, a time of hope and generosity,” Seth reminded her.
“Christmas magic,” Chantal exclaimed.
Joy couldn’t help but share an amused glance with Seth. His lips turned up and his brown eyes sparkled. She realized, once again, that he was a very handsome man. Tall and broad-shouldered, he was exactly the type of man she’d go for, if she were looking. At the vet clinic where she worked, she was almost the same height as most of the men. Being five foot seven, she looked up at Seth; he had a good five inches on her, maybe more. She liked the feeling of looking up at him. Wait, she wasn’t looking for a man. Not a temporary one, not a permanent one. At least not until Chantal was much older.
The moment of shared levity passed, and she climbed into the car. Seth waited until she was in, closed her door, and got in on the other side. Chivalrous too. He was racking up a lot of points. He needed to; after nearly causing her heart to explode when he called. Men! They were adorable, but could be so thoughtless.
“Wow,” Seth said. “We have seventy-five minutes to spare. What should we do? Or would you prefer to go straight back?”
“Can we go to the mall?” Chantal asked. “I want a warmer hat. It’s cold here.”
Seth’s deep chuckle sent shivers down Joy’s spine.
“It’s only twenty-three degrees Fahrenheit. That’s minus five Celsius to those of us from Canada. That’s barely cold at all.”
“We’re from California,” Joy said. “Twenty-three degrees is dang cold for us.” She couldn’t help but shiver. The car was warm, but not warm enough to suit her. Seth had taken off his gloves and stuffed them into the pocket of his unbuttoned wool jacket.
“Can we? Can we go to the mall?”
Joy looked at Seth, who gave an infinitesimal nod. She nodded back. “Is there a mall that isn’t out of the way?” She asked Adesh.
“About five minutes away. Did you want me to take you there?”
“Yes, please!” Chantal called.
Adesh met Joy’s eyes in the rearview mirror. She nodded.
“Okay, it won’t be long.”
It was the first Saturday in December, and the mall lot was packed. Adesh dropped them off at the door and agreed to come back to pick them up in just under an hour.
Joy grimaced, and they made their way past a crowd lined up outside a coffee shop. This was a huge mistake. She hated shopping most days, and that dislike amped up during the Christmas rush. The mood was chaotic. People chatted and laughed. Many plodded ahead with grim determination, frowns marring their faces. Others wandered like they were in a flower garden enjoying the blooms. The only upside was the bright, cheerful holiday music playing. She loved Christmas music. Even secular stuff like Wham’s Last Christmas, which was playing when they entered.
“What do you want to look at?” Seth asked as they stepped through the double doors.
Joy barely took her eyes off Chantal. She was terrified her daughter would be knocked over. Chantal named a popular outerwear shop. Two young boys raced past as Seth checked the mall map for the shop Chantal wanted. Their mother screeched at them to come back. Joy shuddered in fear.
“It’s upstairs.” He jabbed his thumb to the left. “We can take the elevator. Luckily, it isn’t too far.”
“There’s a bench. Why don’t you guys wait here, and I’ll run up and get a hat?” She forced all her enthusiasm into the suggestion, hoping they’d think a rest was just what they needed.
“Mo-om. I want to choose my own. You’ll pick something girly or for a little kid.”
Joy clenched her fists and reminded herself that this train trip was their first vacation since Chantal’s diagnosis just over four years ago. Her daughter deserved to enjoy herself.
“How about I walk just ahead of you?” Seth offered. “You know, break a trail through the crowd so it’s easier to navigate.”
Joy hated the idea, but if they were going to do this, it was probably their best plan. “I guess that works.” She hated that her voice lacked any sort of enthusiasm. She probably sounded like she was headed for major surgery.
“Come on, Joy. It’ll be fun. It’s not far. We’ve got the time.” He started forward. People stepped around him, leaving a space for her and Chantal to follow. He was like a boat, and they were traveling in his wake. It was easier going than she’d anticipated. Seth breaking trail was a good idea. They reached the elevator in no time and found there were fewer people on the second level, though the store itself was packed. She’d swear that half the people in the mall were enjoying the holiday atmosphere rather than shopping. She was looking through a pile of hats when Chantal tugged on her arm.
“Look, Mama. Isn’t that the lady from the train? The nurse with the old man in the wheelchair?”
She glanced up. “It sure looks like her.” She was with a tall, broad-shouldered man with thick brown hair. They seemed to be arguing about something. Idly, she wondered who was looking after the old man if his nurse was shopping.
“It does look like her,” Seth said. “The man looks vaguely familiar, too. I wonder if he was on the train. It was so busy I didn’t get a good look at everyone and didn’t pay much attention to the passengers who weren’t contestants.”
She studied the pair through the passing crowd, trying to be discreet. “You’re right. There is something about him that seems familiar.” She shrugged. “Maybe he just has one of those faces.” She had a cousin who was always mistaken for random other people. It happened.
“That lady is from the train too,” Chantal pointed to a woman walking out of a store.
“Don’t point, dear. It isn’t polite.” She was right, though; the second woman had been sitting near the back of the welcome meeting. She stopped to talk to the woman they thought was the nurse, confirming suspicions that she was, indeed, from the train. Maybe the man was too.
“Can we go to the food court? I’m starved,” Chantal begged after they gathered their hat and mitten purchase.
“I don’t think so,” Joy said. She couldn’t wait to get out of this mall. She twitched with tension and fear that Chantal would stumble in the jostling crowd.
“Why not?” Seth asked. “We’ve got time if the lines aren’t too long. I could eat too. My coffee shop muffin is long gone.”
“I’m worried about the crowds.”
His brow wrinkled. “It’s not that busy,” he said. “Why don’t we go and grab a snack before we go back?”
“I already texted Adesh. He’ll be at the door by the time we get there. We’re done here. We got what we came for.” Chantal’s hurt look cut her like a sword. Seth’s incredulous look was almost as bad. For a moment, it looked like he’d argue. His brows furrowed, and he stuffed his hands in his pockets. His shoulders hunched together, and he shook his head.
Slowly, he turned and headed out of the store. He didn’t say a word, but his entire body radiated disappointment. Or was it disapproval?
As they made their way toward the elevator, the lights flickered and went out. Someone screamed. Joy stepped forward and placed her hand on Chantal’s shoulder. “Hold still until we know what’s going on.”
The emergency lights came on, giving the mall a dim glow. All around them, people stared in confusion.
“What do we do?” She asked Seth when he turned toward her.
“Let’s stay calm.” There was a reassuring evenness to his tone. “I studied the map earlier. There is an escalator just to our left. Let’s head that way.”
“It won’t be working,” she said, hating how scared she sounded.
“No, but it’s just stairs. We can take them down and out to the car.”
“Chantal isn’t good on stairs. She’s slow. Other people will be taking them too. What if she gets pushed or something?”
“That’s not a problem. I’m a firefighter. I’m quite adept at carrying people down the stairs.” He flashed a roguish grin that hit her right in the heart.
“We’ll walk over, and I’ll carry Chantal down.”
“I don’t know.” He was strong enough, but she always found it hard to trust men after her ex abandoned them, and this was her daughter.
He leaned in close so only she could hear. His faint masculine smell had her inhaling deeply. “Listen. In about two minutes, when people realize that the lights are staying off, assuming they do stay off, people are going to start to panic. Right now, it’s fun. We want to be out of here before the panic starts.”
She reared back at the quiet vehemence in his tone.
“Trust me, Joy. Just this once.”
“Okay, let’s go. Chantal, follow Seth. He’s getting us out of here.”
Chantal giggled. “It’s like a haunted house. Everyone looks funny in the dark.”
Seth and Joy shared an amused look, and they started forward. “Stay close,” Seth advised over his shoulder.
Joy snorted. As if she’d do otherwise.
People were streaming down the escalator. Seth stopped twenty feet away. “Chantal, I’m going to pick you up. When I do, give your crutches to your mom. I’ll carry you down the escalator and your mom will bring your crutches. Okay?”
“Are you gonna carry me like a firefighter? Over your shoulder?” She asked, her eyes wide with excitement.
“Is that what you want?”
“Yes!”
“It’s not comfortable,” he warned.
“Please.” She looked at him, then at her mother.
“What’s safest?” Joy asked.
“Honestly, the firefighter’s hold leaves me one arm free to hold the rail or to push aside obstacles.” He paused. “I’ve carried out two hundred and fifty-pound men that way. Down a ladder. We’ll be fine.”
“Fine.” Gosh, she was so nervous. So much could go wrong. She cast a prayer heavenward that they’d make it down safely. “Let’s go.” She held out her hands for the crutches.
Seth scooped up Chantal. She laughed louder than she’d laughed for months. “Here, Mama.” She thrust her crutches out and Joy grabbed them.
“Excuse me,” Seth exclaimed. Everyone turned in his direction. “Coming through. Make way.”
The solid authority in his voice made her swoon a little. People parted and let them come through. Chantal raised her head and grinned. She was having the time of her life. Thank heaven for the resilience of kids.
Seth carried Chantal down the escalator, back down the mall, and outside. He set her down beside Adesh’s car. He waited for Joy to catch up. “Your taxi, your highness.” He bent low and opened the door without shifting her position. “Ready?”
When she agreed she was, he swung Chantal into his arms and slid her smoothly into the back seat.
“That was so much fun,” Chantal exclaimed as they pulled away. At the parking lot exit, they had to wait while six fire trucks pulled in. Whatever put the lights out must be serious.
They met Jenny in the observation car as the train rolled forward. Jenny and a crowd of participants cheered their success in gathering the required outfits. Jenny shook their hands and said, “You’ve got less than two hours until we stop at Lyons. You’ll go immediately to the school to meet the singers and conduct your practice. The concert is tomorrow night.”
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Dear Seth:

You'll beg'm your adventure tomorrow at 9:15 a.m. Come to
the ]torwa"rvd observation car to learn who your challe'nge
pa"r*t'ner“ is. Good luck.

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

Your hostess,
Jenny.
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Dear Jog and Chantal:

Please jo'm us in the fowva'r“d observation car at 9:15 am.
for an introduction to your host and a briefmg on the
contest rules.

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

Your hostess,
Jenny.
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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.






