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            HOLIDAYS IN HEART FALLS

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Welcome back to Heart Falls, where holiday magic, snowy nights, and second chances bring love home for Christmas.

      

        

      
        From New York Times bestselling author Vivian Arend, this festive box set includes three heartfelt, emotional, and deeply romantic small-town holiday stories filled with family, friendship, and forever love.

      

        

      
        A Hero’s Christmas Hope

        Best friends to lovers, single father, holiday romance

        Ryan Zhao never expected his former best friend to slide back into his life just before Christmas. Madison Joy is only staying through the holidays—but between ugly sweater traditions, a charming little girl, and years of buried feelings, walking away may no longer be an option.

      

        

      
        A Cowboy’s Christmas List

        Enemies to lovers, cowboy romance, opposites attract

        Cowboy Alex Thorne has returned to Heart Falls with one goal: convince veterinarian Yvette Wright they belong together. His weapon of choice? A handmade advent calendar filled with reasons why they’re perfect for each other—and impossible to resist.

      

        

      
        A Rancher’s Christmas Kiss

        Later-in-life romance, friends to lovers, slow burn

        For sixteen years, Sonora Fallen and Ashton Stewart have hidden behind friendship and stubborn independence. But when Christmas stirs up old feelings and long-kept secrets, the entire town begins to wonder if these two lonely hearts are finally ready for forever.

      

        

      
        Warm, romantic, and overflowing with holiday cheer, the Holidays in Heart Falls series proves that sometimes the greatest Christmas gift is finding the courage to love.

      

        

      
        Sign up for my newsletter for the latest news on releases, free vignettes featuring past heroes and heroines, and other updates.

      

      

      

      
        
        Holidays in Heart Falls

        A Firefighter’s Christmas Gift

        A Soldier’s Christmas Wish

        A Hero’s Christmas Hope

        A Cowboy’s Christmas List

        A Rancher’s Christmas Kiss

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A HERO’S CHRISTMAS HOPE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This hero needs a holiday miracle or two—and she’s just the one to deliver.

      

        

      
        Single father Ryan Zhao didn’t expect a ghost from his past to literally slide back into his life. His longtime friendship with Madison Joy is a pure, sweet memory, and with the holidays fast approaching, her surprise visit is perfect. Maddy’s a breath of fresh air, full of ideas and enthusiasm—and far too attractive to a lonely man like him. Best friends to lovers might be tempting, but it’s also dangerous since she’s leaving after Christmas.

      

        

      
        Madison thrives on fixing things. If Ryan insists she stick around and bother him and his adorable daughter for all of December, she’ll do what she can to make his life brighter. Which means reviving their ugly sweater tradition, organizing a not-so-traditional Nutcracker—and fighting to keep from falling in love with her former best friend and his motherless child.

      

        

      
        She’s already given up her dreams once to help take care of her family. No matter how much he wants her to stay, Ryan refuses to ask her to do it again for him and his little girl.  Can holiday magic find a way to take these two lonely hearts from friends to forever?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FOREWORD

          

        

      

    

    
      This book was written during a challenging time in our shared history. Lockdowns, protests, families separated for a multitude of reasons.

      Life is not the same…yet we will get through.

      Perhaps your holiday traditions have been thrown out the window. Even as we acknowledge our sorrow, let’s celebrate the opportunity to make new traditions that are even better. Let go of what’s not serving you and your loved ones. Find new ways to share joy.

      Holiday magic can make amazing things happen.
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        December 1, somewhere on Highway 22x, Alberta

      

      

      Madison Joy cranked up the volume right as the drum solo hit, the deep bass reverberating throughout the interior of her car. She bopped her head decisively, dancing in her seat even as she resisted the urge to play a set of air drums.

      As much fun as wielding invisible drumsticks would be, darkness had fallen hours ago, and with the iffy winter road conditions, two hands on the wheel was a far smarter idea.

      Satisfying the urge to move by continuing to wiggle enthusiastically, she peeked at the expected arrival time on the GPS.

      “Woo-hoo. Look at that. ‘Less than twenty minutes from your destination.’”

      Headlights appeared over the hill as a truck barreled toward her. Its lights flicked from high to low a second later than they should’ve, and Madison’s eyes watered as she narrowed her gaze against the glare.

      Nighttime driving had never been her thing. Or maybe she was just reaching her limit for the day. Considering it was a thirteen-hour drive from Vancouver to Heart Falls, she’d been on the road since very early that morning.

      Still, one entire audiobook and a whole lot of music had helped pass the time, and now she was closing in on the next important part of her new adventure.

      Madison turned down the music and sighed happily as she relaxed into her seat. Ten years ago, her college education had been cut short when her dad was killed in an accident and her mom fell into a deep, dark depression. With two much-younger brothers potentially being dropped into social services, Madison had stepped in and taken over raising them.

      She never regretted it, but now that they were grown up and her mom was doing well, it was time to move on.

      Her phone went off, and she hit answer via Bluetooth. “Miss me?” she asked Little Brother Number One.

      “Never.” At eighteen, Joe’s voice still edged into youthful innocence at times. “Since you told me not to text while you were driving, I had to call. Where’d you hide the air popper?”

      “Oh, so you can live without me but not your popcorn?”

      “Damn right,” he agreed.

      “Joseph Maxwell Joy, no swearing in this house.”

      Madison snickered as her mother’s voice rang in the background. “Yeah, Joseph. No swearing,” Madison teased.

      He laughed. “Any ideas on the popper, Mad?”

      “Try the front hall closet,” she suggested. “What are you guys watching tonight?”

      “Kyle wants to start a Lord of the Rings marathon.”

      “Again? And on a Tuesday night?” Good grief. “Well, thankfully I’m not there to have to join you.”

      “But you totally would have, and you’d have ended up reciting every Gandalf speech verbatim, so thanks for not being here and making us witness that. Again.”

      “Brat.”

      “Found the popper. Front closet.” Joe lowered his voice. “And don’t tell anyone else, but I do miss you. But we’re all glad you’re gone—not only because I’m taking over your room, but because you deserve to have some fun.”

      “Yeah, driving cross-Canada is going to be a blast,” she drawled. “Saskatchewan will be a thrill a minute.”

      “Who’s the brat now?”

      She laughed. “Give Mom a hug, punch Kyle for me, and call me again, but not until tomorrow. Jeez, you’re so needy.”

      “Love ya, Mad.” He hung up, leaving her with a warm glow of happiness inside.

      She could picture the activity at home. Her mom had obviously hauled the second of her eighteen-year-old twins in to help clean up after dinner. Joe would make an enormous batch of popcorn, and all of them would crowd around the TV. Impossibly long, teenage-boy legs would be propped up on the coffee table. Butter and salt scents on the air, and the movie turned up loud enough to make the walls vibrate.

      Home.

      Madison might have poked Joe about missing her already, but the truth was the knot in her belly said she was the one feeling left out. Which was a terrible and weird thing, since she also felt happy and excited.

      Emotions were so damn complicated.

      While she’d been talking with Joe, the light hint of snow had thickened. It whipped past her window, huge flakes catching in the headlights and turning the road ahead into a blur.

      She caught herself mid-sigh, the noise turning into something between a hiccup and a laugh. Time for a pep talk.

      “You’re headed to see one of your best friends in the whole wide world, and you got another full month before you start your new job. From where you’re sitting, life is looking fine.”

      Bonus: her GPS announced she was closing in on her final destination.

      She’d never been to Ryan’s house in Heart Falls, but she wasn’t worried about not being welcomed. They might have fallen out of touch over the past couple of years, but their friendship was rock-solid. Forever friends, that’s what they were.

      They’d pinkie-sworn on it and everything back when they were twelve.

      Still, she’d booked a motel for a couple of weeks so she could visit in the spare moments he could give her. She hadn’t wanted to announce she was coming, just in case she’d had to call it off at the last minute.

      Something in the back seat began buzzing. Or rather, something inside one of the boxes stacked in her back seat. She’d never been a pack rat. It hadn’t taken long to bundle everything she owned into the car with room to spare. And one of those things was now making excited noises.

      Madison reached back to blindly bang on the cardboard in the hopes it would stop.

      Of course, the instant her attention wasn’t fully on the road, she missed the warning for the right-hand turn she was supposed to make.

      Heart Falls was small enough that there were no overhead streetlights this far from the center of town. She was stuck on a dark, narrow swatch of pavement that seemed to curve around the shadowy silhouettes of the buildings to her right. Nothing was visible to her left except wide-open fields and, in the far distance, the shadowy outlines of the Rocky Mountains.

      “Please a legal U-turn make,” her GPS requested in a familiar nasal tone.

      Yoda as a copilot usually amused her, but right now Madison would just like to get where she was going, thank you very much.

      She slowed, looking for a place to make that legal U-turn, and her tires slipped. An adjustment to the steering wheel had no effect on her vehicle. She tapped her brakes, but nothing.

      Forward motion continued, the car sliding farther to the right, and Madison swore. She wasn’t going to be able to fix this in time. Madison braced both hands on the wheel as her front passenger tire hit the ditch, and her vehicle left the highway.

      As her car bumped madly over the uneven ground, she tugged the wheel from side to side, guiding her descent as best she could. A gentle slide instead of a straight plummet seemed like a good idea. Fortunately, there were no trees or massive rocks in her way. Or at least none that she could see in the limited illumination offered by her headlights.

      A barbed wire fence shot into view, offering barely any resistance as her Honda Civic smashed through it. Wires snapped, the loose strands scraping against the car’s paint job like fingernails on a chalkboard.

      When the vehicle jostled to a stop, Madison gasped for air. Other than her heart pounding in her ears loud enough to deafen her, everything, including her, seemed to be in one piece.

      She leaned back in the seat and tried to calm⁠—

      The steering wheel airbag went off, smashing into her with breakneck speed, stealing a scream from her as pain shot to high.

      So much for her luck holding.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Up on the highway, Ryan Zhao parked his truck as far to the edge of the asphalt as possible and hit the hazard lights. The wind just about took his door off the frame, snow crystals slamming against his skin as he quickly but cautiously made his way across the road and into the ditch.

      Snow flickered in front of his flashlight. The icy-cold December wind stole his breath as he waded through the tall, dry grass barely touched with the recent inch of snowfall.

      What a contrast. Less than thirty minutes ago, it had been absolutely calm, and he’d been sitting in quiet contemplation in the Heart Falls cemetery. With his ten-year-old daughter, Talia, out for the night at a friend’s, he’d taken the evening to do some serious thinking.

      And while his wife, Justina, wasn’t buried in the small community graveyard, Ryan had a habit of going there when he wanted to honour her memory. When he needed to think.

      When he needed to make decisions.

      He’d left the cemetery with a new goal in mind, but all of that was swept away as he focused on the potential disaster he was striding toward.

      The red taillights on the car in front of him faded as the engine cut out, and Ryan picked up the pace. He tapped his pocket to make sure his phone was still there. As a coordinator with the Heart Falls volunteer fire department, he was one of the best people to act as first responder at the scene.

      Still, no matter his training, the sight of a bloody handprint on the inside of the driver’s window shot adrenaline through his system. He peered inside and spotted a single figure slouched behind the wheel, motionless. “Hey. I’m here to help. I’m going to open the door—don’t move.”

      A woman groaned loudly then swore as the cold wind whipped into the passenger space. “Dammit, that hurt like hell.”

      The deployed airbag was one clue, but Ryan wasn’t going to make any assumptions. He pressed a hand to her shoulder to keep her in place. “Don’t move for a minute. Let’s make sure it’s safe to get you out of there.”

      “Ryan?”

      Her voice sounded far too familiar, and the fact she knew his name meant he needed to take a closer look. But first— “Don’t move means your head as well. You’ve been in a car crash. You might have a neck injury.”

      “I didn’t crash,” she insisted. “But holy hell, that airbag packs a punch. My teeth feel like they’re loose. Is my wrist still attached to my arm? My fingers are numb.”

      He made sure the car was solid before doing anything else. It was firmly wedged in position, so he leaned in to do a quick check on the woman’s neck and shoulders. That put him face-to-face with a bleeding nose, reddish-brown hair, and a pair of familiar bright-green eyes.

      “What are you doing, Madison Joy?” Ryan asked without really expecting an answer, but she gave one anyway.

      “Bleeding?” She ran her tongue over her teeth. “Yay for safety systems, but damn it, my nose hurts.”

      Her voice had gone nasal as the swelling accelerated. Ryan eyed the inside of the vehicle, but the lack of any other damage plus the position of the car seemed to follow her claim of not having any impact injuries. “Let’s undo your seat belt and get you out of there.”

      “My hero,” Madison mumbled. “Back up a bit so I can swing my legs out. Then you can give me all the help you want.”

      The tattered remains of the airbag were pushed aside, and Madison twisted toward him with a groan. She offered her right hand, cradling her left against her chest, and an instant later, she was standing, Ryan’s arm around her back.

      She swayed briefly, but he held her in place until she patted his arm. “Just a bit of a head rush. Honest, nothing hurts too bad except for not being able to take a deep breath. And my wrist feels as if it was stepped on by an elephant. They weren’t lying when they said those damn airbags can be nearly as dangerous as being in an accident without them.”

      “I don’t think your nose is broken,” Ryan told her. “But we’ll get them to take a look at it in Emergency. Your wrist as well. Arms and wrists are the other things that usually get damaged.”

      She snorted then groaned. “Ouch. Remind me not to do that again.” She touched her nose gingerly then attempted another tentative body shimmy. “I think my ribs are okay. The boobs, on the other hand, are feeling rather tender. Like after a good old groping.”

      It was Ryan’s turn to snicker, guiding her back up the embankment toward his truck. “I’ll take your word on that.”

      “Hey, a good groping can be a lot of fun,” Maddy insisted. “Fooling around with an airbag, a little less so.”

      The wind was shrieking by now, but Ryan took his time. He got her safely to the side of his truck and into the passenger seat. He buckled her up before closing the door.

      By the time he got behind the wheel, Madison had flipped down the sun visor and opened the mirror and light to examine her face. “Well, shit.” She turned to face him, her pale skin nearly grey under the feeble interior light. Blood from her nose had smeared her cheeks, turning her into a rather gory sight. Still, she managed a smile and, in a perky voice, announced, “Hi, Ryan. I’ve come for a visit.”

      “Seriously?”

      “I would’ve called, but then it wouldn’t have been a surprise.” She made a horrible face, wiggling her jaw before reaching up to double-check her front teeth. She glanced at him. “You surprised?”

      “A little. A lot.” Ryan carefully pulled out onto the highway. “Hospital?”

      She took a deep breath then wiggled in her seat. “I assume you’re still first-aid certified. So am I. I do not have any broken ribs. The nose, probably not either. Everything else is just bruises and adrenaline at this point. Damn airbag,” she grumbled before glancing over at him. “Skip the hospital. Just take me to my motel. I’ll get cleaned up so I don’t scare your daughter.”

      “You’re not staying at a motel.” It wasn’t a question. “I have a spare room at my place. You won’t scare Talia once you no longer look as if you’ve gone ten rounds in the ring. Besides, she’s not home tonight, so there’s time for you to get showered up.”

      “There we go. That means I finally get to see your home sweet home here in Heart Falls.” She relaxed back in her seat, still making little stretching motions and groaning as she moved. “I was so close to making it in one piece.”

      “We’ll deal with your car tomorrow,” he promised before glancing to the side. “You okay otherwise? I mean, is there a reason for the surprise visit other than curiosity or old time’s sake?”

      She breathed deep and let it out slowly. “Mostly it’s a visit because you’re my friend, and I’ve missed you. And we did say that anytime, anywhere, we could drop in on each other.”

      She was totally up to something. “We did say that,” Ryan agreed. “Spill the beans, Maddy. What sent you to me, car full of everything you own?”

      “Change of circumstances,” she admitted. “I’ll tell you the rest of it after I’ve washed the blood off. But it’s nothing terrible, I promise.”

      Which meant Ryan could relax a little, because the one thing Madison had never done was lie to him. So, whatever weird bullshit had happened to send her back into his world out of the blue, it wasn’t dire.

      Which meant he could focus on driving the short distance to his home on the outskirts of Heart Falls.

      Madison Joy. His best friend throughout junior high and high school. Heck, his best friend for the first couple of years of college before she’d had to leave school suddenly. She was the one who introduced him to his wife, Justina.

      Madison might not have been around much for the last ten years, but they’d kept in touch off and on. Having her back seemed strangely right.

      Ryan pulled into his driveway.

      She leaned forward to look up at the mostly dark outline of his home. “Cute place, far as I can see.”

      He parked the truck in front of the garage and gestured toward the entrance. “Come on. Let’s check out the damage so you can get washed up.”
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      Ryan led her into a very tidy kitchen area with a small island across from the stove, and the window over the sink looked out over darkness. A few steps to the right, four chairs were pushed in around a small wooden table, and the entire kitchen was a blur of honey-coloured wood.

      He paused at the sink, soaking a cloth before handing it to her. “Here. That should feel good before I start poking to confirm the rest of you is only bent, not broken.”

      She groaned as the heat from the soft cloth set her nerve endings tingling. “Not good, fantastic.”

      He gave her a moment to clean up. Once she’d use the cloth a half dozen times, squeezing it clean between each round, Ryan gave her a quick and efficient once-over. He manipulated her fingers, shoulders, and arms then checked her legs and hips without once cracking a smile. His focused examination gave her time to look him over and once again gawk at how gloriously well put together he was.

      Having him as a best friend for all those years had been like getting to hang around with a movie star. Girls watched him, staring or flirting madly if they got the opportunity. Madison didn’t blame them one bit.

      His dark hair was just a little longer than she remembered, the blue-black strands curling slightly behind his ears. His dark-brown eyes focused intently as he checked her pupils, the flashlight in his hand making her eyes water until she had to blink.

      “Thanks. Now I’m seeing stars,” Madison said in mock complaint.

      “You might be seeing stars through two black eyes by the morning,” he warned. “But your nose isn’t broken, and neither is your wrist.”

      He pulled off his sweater, draping it over the back of the kitchen chair beside him. He moved to roll up his shirt sleeves, and Madison paused in the middle of wiping the final bit of blood from the back of her wrists with the warm washcloth.

      His forearms moved in a mesmerizing dance, the muscles underneath rippling under firm copper-brown skin. In spite of the pain still drifting through various parts of her, the sight of those forearms was better than any medication.

      “I’m going to check your ribs,” Ryan warned, stepping behind her. “You okay with that?”

      She tossed the washcloth into the sink then stretched her arms to the sides. “Do your worst.”

      “Tell me if anything hurts.” He placed both hands on her hips. Slowly, he worked his way up, pressing gently as he moved over her waist, the base of her ribs, then higher.

      His thumbs brushed the underside of her arm, and she fought to keep from wiggling.

      Ryan froze. “Did that hurt?”

      “Ticklish,” she said in a rush. She wasn’t going to mention the fact that she was on fire because his hands were on her. She wasn’t that starved for touch⁠—

      Who was she kidding? It’d been so long since anyone else had touched her other than platonic family hugs.

      Ryan was a wall of heat behind her, one hand on the front of her rib cage, the other on her back. “Take a deep breath,” he ordered.

      She breathed in, and he applied pressure. The twinges of pain were there but nowhere near worrisome.

      “The ribs are fine,” she said. “What I feel are damaged muscles. Definitely bruised.”

      “One more check.”

      He adjusted position to test her other side, but Madison was happy to offer the same report. “Ribs are good. But I bet we can play connect-the-dots with my bruises in a day or two and discover whole new constellations.”

      “I’ve got arnica cream somewhere,” he promised. “Okay, you’re clear to get washed up. Come on. You’ll feel better once the blood is gone.”

      They moved too quickly for her to be able to admire the rest of the house, but the bathroom he guided her to had more than enough going for it. Ryan pointed to the cupboard on the opposite side of the space.

      “Extra supplies are in there. You’ll find a toothbrush and whatever else you need. Oh, and wait a second.” He left the room but was back before she’d had time to do more than turn on the water in the shower to let it start heating. He laid a pile of clothes beside the sink then offered a grin. “We’ll get the rest of your stuff later, but for now, this will do.”

      “Thank you,” she said earnestly. “For everything. This wasn’t the grand entrance I was hoping to make.”

      “Friends are always welcome,” Ryan assured her. “And old friends are especially good to see, grand entrance or not.” He gestured toward the shower where steam was starting to billow. “Enjoy yourself. I’ll get some food ready for when you’re done, and we can get caught up.”

      Madison stood under the scalding hot water and let it pour over her face. Her nose throbbed in a dull beat, and she agreed she’d probably have at least a hint of black eyes, but otherwise she was pretty much unscathed.

      She might not have gotten off scot-free, but all things considered, she was grateful to have been so lucky.

      And now, here she was. Invading on Ryan, with all sorts of thoughts running through her brain. Thoughts she didn’t know if she had the right to have.

      He was even more attractive than she remembered.

      Distracting herself with shampoo and soap, Madison scrubbed herself clean before buffing dry in the sinfully soft towel Ryan had laid out for her.

      The clothing he’d left included a tank top as well as a button-down shirt and a pair of sweatpants she had to roll up at the ankles a couple of times so she wouldn’t trip over them.

      A quick glance in the mirror as she dragged a comb through her hair said the damages were less than expected. Her nose was only a third beyond its normal size. There were no other bruises on her face, although some were already rising on her chest, especially where the seat belt had crossed her body.

      The smell of something salty and savoury dragged her from the bathroom and back into the kitchen. “Oh, God. Did you make ramen?”

      Ryan grinned at her over his shoulder, ladling broth into two bowls. “What kind of a friend would I be if I didn’t make your favourite meal?”

      “One who wasn’t expecting said friend to literally drop in.” She joined him at the table that was already set for two. “Thank you.”

      At her side, Ryan dipped his chin, and then they both fell quiet for a moment, the flavourful broth taking all of her attention. She was more than halfway done before realizing she’d been snarfing down the food like one of her teenage brothers.

      Ryan’s eyes danced with amusement when she met his stare and offered a gentle, “Oops?”

      He lifted noodles even as he assured her, “I’m just as hungry. And soup is nice when you’re cold inside.”

      “Thank you for rescuing me,” she said sincerely. “I’m very glad you just happened to be on that stretch of highway.”

      Ryan waved a hand. “I’m very glad your rescue involved not much more than a quick walk down a hill and a hot shower.” He checked his watch. “You know, it’s early enough that we might be able to get your stuff out of the ditch tonight.”

      “That would be handy. It’s not that I’m worried about anything valuable going missing, but it would be nice to have my things.” She remembered something else. “Are you sure about me staying here tonight?”

      “Tonight and longer if you want. I’ve got the room.” Ryan paused for a moment. “You need to⁠—”

      “I should cancel my motel,” Madison said at the same moment, and they smiled at each other. “Great minds think alike?”

      “Looks that way. You have your phone?”

      “Yep. Just give me a minute.” She pulled it out and hit a few buttons. “It’s late, so I’ll probably pay for tonight, but at least this way they won’t be expecting me to show up.”

      Ryan rose to grab more broth for them while Madison chatted with the woman at the motel. By the time he had their bowls topped up, she had a full refund and a laugh to share.

      She pointed a finger at him. “So. Tell me about your dating life.”

      He stopped in the middle of swallowing a noodle, choking slightly before he could speak again. “Excuse me?”

      From the innocent look of shock on his face, it was clearly high school and college all over again. The man had no idea exactly how attractive he was.

      Madison leaned back in her chair and grinned. “Darla down at the Heart Falls motel said there was no problem making the cancellation, but could I please be sure to tell Ryan that she had soooo much fun at the square dance last month.”

      Ryan mouthed the name, confusion folding his firm brow. “No idea who that—oh. Oh, her.”

      “The mystery thickens.” Madison wanted to know everything that had been going on in her friend’s life. Which she had assumed, after all these years, probably involved some special woman. “From that response, I assume she’s not someone you’re seeing regularly?”

      Ryan raised a brow. “Oh, I see her regularly. My bar, Rough Cut, is a happening place for the singles in the Heart Falls area. Which means everyone from the hands at the local ranches, construction crews from the highway maintenance and the new oil fields to the south, and a whole lot of ladies—including a few in their late fifties and early sixties.”

      “Ah, a little bit of Mrs. Robinson.”

      He leaned forward on his elbows and made direct eye contact. “I make it a rule to not date anyone old enough to be my mother.”

      Stomach filling with good food, her entire body warming up, Madison gave in to her curiosity and examined what she could see of the house.

      The kitchen and dining area were flanked by a narrow hallway leading to the bedroom area and a living room with a couch and two easy chairs. A wide coffee table rested in the center of the comfortable space. The wall opposite the front door held a computer desk and two tall bookcases, one covered with framed pictures and the other books, magazines, and tidy storage containers.

      Two cardboard boxes labelled Christmas decorations were stacked to one side. Probably getting ready to be put up.

      She leapt back into the conversation. “I want to get caught up on everything, but we may as well keep this topic going. Are you dating?”

      Ryan made a face. “Honestly? Not yet. But—” He stirred the few remaining noodles in his bowl with his chopsticks, staring into the broth. “Before I came across you in the ditch, I was down at the local cemetery. I go there when I want to have time to think. I just tonight decided I might be ready to try again.”

      He said it with such reluctance that Madison couldn’t stop herself. She laid a hand on his arm. “Good for you. And you don’t need my permission, but I’ll say it anyway. I know how much you loved Justina, but I’m pretty sure she’d want this for you.”

      An enormous sigh escaped him. “I still miss her.”

      “Of course, you do,” Madison said sincerely. “So do I, and I was only a friend. She was very special.”

      Madison had done the mental math before she came out here. She’d been shocked to realize it had been nearly eight years since Ryan’s wife had died unexpectedly. A brain aneurysm had come out of the blue and taken her quickly.

      For a moment, the two of them sat in silence before Ryan laid a hand on top of Madison’s and squeezed her knuckles. He offered a soft smile. “Sorry, that was a sobering way to kill a reconnection moment.”

      Madison blew a raspberry at his apologetic tone. “Hotshot, it doesn’t matter that it’s been years since I saw you in person. We’re ride-or-die friends. Ride-or-die friends don’t ever apologize.”
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      It was easy to smile around Madison. Blunt, down to earth. Pretty much the same girl he’d met that first summer day when she climbed over the back fence between their yards and they promptly got into trouble.

      Only, he had to roll his eyes. “Dear God, I have not heard that nickname in forever.”

      “Hotshot?” Madison’s smile turned visibly evil. “Really? Nobody here knows what a wild man you are?”

      Ryan straightened slightly, deliberately cool and collected. “I’ll have you know I’m a fine, upstanding member of the community. Member of the Chamber of Commerce, team leader for the Heart Falls volunteer fire department.”

      “Bar owner.” She winked at him. “Not that I’ll give you any grief for that, but I bet some of the more conservative folk do a little pearl clutching when you’re around.”

      “I’m also the co-chair of the local food bank. We took over from the local churches because they couldn’t get enough volunteers,” Ryan offered dryly. “We pretty much get along in this town. There are moments it’s pretty rustic, and there’re a lot of deals done with nothing more than a handshake and a nod. But the pace of life feels pretty good.”

      Madison looked thoughtful for a moment then dipped her chin decisively. “Good for you. Sounds idyllic, and a great place to raise a kid.” Then her expression turned eager. “Tell me about Talia. She’s got to be so big now.”

      “Growing so fast. She’s amazing. Ten, going on eleven in a few weeks. Grade four, so I can still manage to help with her homework.” Just the thought of his daughter triggered that spot in his heart filled with joy and trepidation. Everything he did was for her—to see her grow and bloom the way he and Justina had dreamed about since before Talia was born.

      The idea of failing his daughter scared him even as it motivated him to try harder. Lately it was clear Talia trembled on the verge of changing from a little girl into a young woman, and there were so many potential potholes in the road ahead, he had no idea how he’d manage.

      He hadn’t realized that he’d gotten lost in his thoughts until his bowl and chopsticks were pulled from his hand. Madison winked as she headed to the sink and started on dishes.

      He joined her. “Sorry. I’m obviously out of practice at friend-talk time.”

      “Well, let’s keep practicing so you can remember how this works.” Madison pushed him aside and stepped in front of the sink. “You know where things go. Dry and put them away.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      She snickered as she got to work on the washing. “You’ve been in Heart Falls for five years?”

      He thought back briefly. “Nearly seven. After Justina died, Talia and I moved in with my parents, remember? Once I graduated, I moved us all out here. There’s an attached in-law suite.”

      Madison glanced over her shoulder, leaning the direction he pointed. “I’m so glad you have their help.”

      “Me too. I couldn’t have survived otherwise. They aren’t there anymore, though.”

      “What?” Maddy held onto the ceramic bowl she was passing him, concern rising in her green eyes. “They moved out? Last I heard, they were living with you. They’re still okay?”

      “Yes. Dad’s got diabetes, though, and he needs extra monitoring on a regular basis. Mom never learned to drive, and as Dad’s eyesight has gotten worse, they decided it was better to live closer to the hospital and the doctor who treats him so they can bus or take a taxi to appointments.” Ryan shook his head. “I thought about moving with them to Black Diamond—it’s just over an hour from here—but Talia has good friends I didn’t want to take her away from. Plus, I have both the part-time firefighting and the bar…”

      Sometimes he still thought he’d made the wrong decision, not being there for his parents the way he should be. But he simply couldn’t move Talia from the people she’d grown up with. Not after she’d already lost her mom so young.

      Ryan took Maddy on a quick tour of the house, pausing to swing open the door on the far-right wall. The narrow passage held a washer/dryer, and a door on the other side was the connection between the main house and the suite. “My babysitter rents the in-law suite. Laura has a regular nine-to-five at the lawyer’s office, but with her on-site, she gets to sleep at home with the doors open the nights I’m on duty at the fire hall.”

      “I expected you to say she’s here the evenings you’re at the bar,” Madison confessed.

      It’d taken a lot of juggling to get things to this point, but so far it was working. “I work Rough Cut a few days, plus Friday and Saturday nights when Talia is at my parents’ for the weekend. I’m running on the principle that I might own the place, but I shouldn’t be indispensable. I’ve got a really good assistant manager I brought on a few months ago. Things are finally where if either one of my jobs has an emergency, I can jump in or not, depending on how things are set up with Talia.”

      “Sounds like a balancing act you’re winning.”

      It was tempting to leave it at that, but Ryan had to let her know. “I love running the bar, but you always told me to do what made me happy. And firefighting, being part of a team, does. So it’s been worth the effort to add that on.”

      She paused, head tilted to the side. “I said that?”

      “Many times. Until it echoed in my brain,” he offered dryly before tilting his head toward the hall. “Come on, finish poking around.”

      Peeking into Talia’s room, Madison made an appropriately excited noise at the sight of the loft bed, but Ryan noticed the longer the tour went on, the closer he was being examined.

      “What?” he demanded, half laughing.

      Madison shrugged. “I’m trying to be polite.”

      “Oh, please. Like you’re not dying to simply spit out exactly what’s on your mind.” It might have been years, but that was Maddy to the core.

      She pushed past him into the master bedroom and was now pointing at his bed. “You’re kidding me. What the hell is that?”

      Ryan sighed. “It’s a bed, Maddy.”

      “For a kid.” She whirled on him. “Let me guess. When you moved in with your parents, you were in the same room as Talia, so two single beds were the limit.”

      “Right.” He didn’t say anything about not being able to stand to keep the queen-size mattress Justina and he had shared.

      Madison sniffed at his neatly made twin that was pushed up against the far wall under the window, leaving a wide expanse of open carpet. “I guess this setup gives you room to do workouts at home, or some such nonsense.”

      “Yup.”

      She stalked across to his bathroom and peeked in, her expression brightening slightly. “At least you couldn’t mess up this room. Nice huge shower, dude. And that soaker tub is probably great after a callout.”

      “Which reminds me. One second while I make a call.”

      “Don’t mind me. I’m going to snoop through your closets, looking for more skeletons.” Madison gave his bed one more disgusted glance, shook her head, then left the room.

      It shouldn’t take long to arrange for her car to be pulled from the ditch. “Hey, Mack. Got a minute?”

      Having a best friend married to a mechanic was handy.

      “We’re just hanging out. What’s up?” Mack asked.

      “Does your lovely wife have time to tow a car out of the ditch?” Ryan asked. “I have a friend visiting who had a bit of bad luck on the Nelson corner. If Brooke can’t do it tonight, tomorrow will be fine.”

      “One second, and I’ll pass you over.” Mack spoke in the background, and then suddenly it was a female voice on the line.

      “You want us to bring the car to the shop or your house?” Brooke asked.

      “If it’s running, the house. It’ll need a new airbag installed, but for now, it would be good if Madison could grab what she needs. I’m pretty sure the keys are in the ignition.”

      Brooke laughed. “You really think a little thing like no keys would stop me? Please.”

      Ryan caught himself grinning as he stepped back into his living room. “I know Mack is off tonight, so you guys should stay for a while. I’ll introduce you to Madison.”

      “Deal. Shouldn’t take more than an hour,” Brooke promised.

      Maddy was in front of the fridge, eyeing the calendar attached with brightly coloured magnets when he gave her the update.

      Her eyes sparkled. “Thanks for taking care of me.”

      “That’s what friends do,” Ryan insisted.

      She nodded then made a face. “Can I have a hug?”

      Damn. It hadn’t been a normal greeting from the start, but he was shocked that it had taken this long for her to ask.

      Madison was a hugger.

      Ryan didn’t answer, just opened his arms.

      She stepped against him and curled her arms around his torso, nestling in like it was years ago and miles away. A place where they’d watched each other’s backs and given each other exactly what they needed. Friends who cared about the little details and the big ones.

      He held her carefully, worried about squeezing her bruises too tight, but as their breathing synchronized, heat wrapping around them like a cozy blanket, it wasn’t just him giving to her anymore.

      His soul felt lighter knowing Maddy was here. That she cared enough to ask about his daughter, his parents, to notice his single bed.

      She gave to him so easily in a brief time—it had to be that ride-or-die friendship she’d mentioned, and he was so grateful she’d dropped in out of the blue.

      Eventually, Maddy patted his back. “Thanks. I needed that.”

      “Me too,” Ryan confessed. He kissed her forehead, same as he’d do to Talia, then gestured Madison toward the living room. “Let’s relax until your car gets here.”

      “Goodie.” Maddy stole the calendar off the fridge then settled on the couch, motioning him over. “Relax means ‘Ryan gets to tell Mad how long she’s allowed to hang around and bug him’. Because I don’t want to overstay my welcome.”

      Ryan sat in the armchair across from her. Not because he was uncomfortable sitting beside her but because she always did this. Whatever magic Madison Joy possessed turned people into blabbermouths.

      They’d jokingly labelled it the bartender gene.

      It was true that many in their field had the ability to make total strangers up and spill their most intimate secrets in a shockingly short period of time. Only it wasn’t supposed to be that way between them.

      Best friends, yet somehow the entire conversation over the past hour and a bit had been ninety percent about him. His life, his daughter, and his parents. His history.

      He met her gaze straight on. “Put the calendar down, Maddy.”

      “But we need to plan,” she insisted.

      “We need to talk,” he returned before correcting himself. “You need to talk. You haven’t told me a single thing beyond you decided to come for a visit.”

      She hesitated. “Oh, right.” A decisive nod followed. “It’s not that I’m trying to hide anything, really,” she said sincerely, “but I did show up unannounced. You’re too nice a guy to tell me to take a hike, so let’s nail down the details now, and then I can relax.”

      That made sense. “You have all your stuff in your car.” He raised a brow as he watched her, silently encouraging her to fill in the gaps.

      Madison sighed. “I have a job in Toronto starting January fifth. So I need to head out early enough to make it without driving like an accident waiting to happen. I figured I’d stick around Heart Falls for two weeks, staying in a motel, then leave before the holidays so I’m not in the way.”

      “Nice try.” For a second, Ryan’s temper flashed. Where was she planning on spending the holidays? Alone in some motel room? “Forget the two-week thing. Also, forget the motel bullshit. You’re staying with me and Talia for the entire time, and that’s final.”

      “But I—” She slammed her lips together, took a deep breath, then dipped her chin. “Fine. No, not fine. Wonderful. Thank you, and that’s awesome, and I am so looking forward to it. But just so you know? If I stay, I have a few fix-it items I’d like to play with. Don’t say no.”
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      Ryan’s face was priceless in that moment. Madison leaned back on the couch and crossed one ankle over the other. “Is it a deal?”

      He folded his arms. “Is this fixer thing of yours still as obnoxious as it was back in high school?”

      “It’s even better,” Madison shared. “Or worse, I suppose, depending.”

      A snort escaped him. “Oh, great. That made total sense.”

      “Doesn’t need to make sense,” she pointed out. “You just need to agree to do the things I suggest.”

      Ryan shook his head, but he wasn’t disagreeing with her. “Let me get a drink. If you plan on reorganizing my life, I need a bracer.” He rose to his feet. “What do you want?”

      “Ginger ale.”

      He nodded without questioning her choice and headed to the kitchen.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket, and she pulled it out to discover it was her other brother.

      “Hey, brat,” she said easily, watching Ryan move in the kitchen. “I thought you were visiting Middle Earth tonight.”

      “Intermission,” Kyle said in a low whisper. “Hey, just wanted to let you know everything’s okay.”

      A deep sense of relief welled up, but Madison fought to keep it from her voice. “Of course it is. You know between Aragon and Gandalf, things will be fine. And don’t discount Samwise⁠—”

      “I know, I know. I need to read the book because Samwise is never an asshole or mean to Smeagol. The book is better than the movie, and all the rest of it.” He mock-gagged.

      “Actually, the movie and the book are equally great and terrible for different reasons. Pick the one you enjoy the most.” Madison mouthed thank you at Ryan as he put a glass on the table in front of her. “Thanks for the update, bud. Anything else you need?”

      “Nah. I’m glad you’re gone. I’m taking over your room tomorrow,” Kyle shared.

      That was a disaster she was happy to miss—the twins fighting over her teeny room. “You do realize that your current room is way bigger than mine, especially if Joe moves out.”

      “Yours has a window that doesn’t face the back alley.”

      “Happy fighting, then,” Madison said. “I’m at Ryan’s. Gotta go, ’kay?”

      “Okay. Can I call you tomorrow?” Kyle asked it really soft and fast.

      Her brothers were going to break her damn heart. She answered him gruffly so she didn’t push him further toward tears, which would totally embarrass him, even with them so many miles apart. “I guess. Now go away.”

      “Love ya.” He was gone even as she whispered I love you back.

      Ryan watched silently. She wiggled her phone then dropped it on the table and grabbed her glass. “My brothers are making sure that I haven’t forgotten how to use technology in the few hours since I left.”

      His face softened. “How are they?”

      “Great,” she said cheerfully. “They’re both at the university, if you can believe it.”

      “Damn, already?”

      “Time passes. Just like Talia’s magically ten, the boys hit eighteen. Bonus, in the past couple of years, they finally figured out how to hand in assignments on time. Which will be helpful going forward.”

      The doorbell rang. Ryan frowned but rose to answer it.

      She followed after him, peering over his shoulder to discover a very solidly built man with dark hair standing on the front stairs. A tall woman with a ponytail was climbing down from the tow truck parked on the street outside Ryan’s house.

      “Hey, Mack. Brooke.” A trace of shock tinged Ryan’s voice. She leaned out a little father and spotted her car, the paint job a little worse for wear, still attached behind the truck. “How did you get it out of the ditch that fast?”

      The brunette sidled up to the man on the porch. “I grew up in Heart Falls, so I know all the secret back routes. There was an old gravel road about five feet from where the car landed. Once I got her hooked up, it was simple to pull her out.” Brooke’s gaze lifted past Ryan to meet Madison’s. “Hey, there.”

      “Hi.”

      Ryan backed up to let the other couple pass. “Come in, and I’ll introduce you properly.”

      Both Brooke and Mack examined Madison sharply as they left their shoes at the door and stepped into the front foyer.

      “Oh, right. My face. The airbag,” Madison offered as an explanation.

      Understanding dawned on Brooke’s face. “Which reminds me. Since the air bag was deployed, I have to bring the vechicle to the shop. It’s not legal for you to drive her over.”

      Mack actually stepped forward, leaning a little closer as he eyed her carefully. “Looks as if you got off lucky. And unlucky, to have the air bag trigger. You couldn’t have been moving very fast by that point on the hill unless you were really gunning it on the highway. And I doubt that, considering the road conditions.”

      Ryan put a hand to Mack’s shoulder and pushed him aside. “I already gave her a physical, so stop hovering.”

      “Sorry, occupational hazard,” Mack returned easily, holding out a hand to Madison. “Mack Klassen. Canadian Air Force, retired, and now with the Heart Falls fire department.”

      As Madison accepted the handshake, she didn’t bother to hide her smile. “Ah. One of Ryan’s. I’m not offended. I’m surprised you didn’t try to casually check my pupils or take my pulse.”

      “Give him time,” Brooke said, extending her own hand. “Brooke Klassen. And Mack is one of Ryan’s, but he’s mostly mine. We’ve been married since last March.”

      “Congratulations, a few months late,” Madison said with a grin. She glanced down and decided what she was wearing would do.

      Ryan misinterpreted her move. “Want me to grab your suitcase out of the car?”

      “No problem, I can do it.” She twisted toward the door.

      Two male bodies blocked her way.

      “Go. Sit,” Ryan ordered. “Mack and I will grab your stuff while you and Brooke get acquainted.”

      “Testosterone has been activated. No use in arguing with them,” Brooke assured her. “Come sit down so I can ask you what work you want done on your vehicle. I’ll order in a replacement airbag to start, which will take at least a day.”

      Madison nodded at Brooke before turning to meet Ryan’s eyes. “Don’t bring everything. Just the suitcase in the back seat. Oh, and the box on the passenger seat labelled Making Mischief. That’s all I need.”

      The two guys headed into the blustery weather. Madison was happy to remain in the warm house.

      “I got myself a drink already,” Brooke told her, striding into the living room.

      Which meant Madison felt no guilt at returning to her previous spot on the couch. She grabbed the fuzzy blanket that had been draped over the back, spread it over her legs, then picked up her ginger ale. “Thank you for bringing my car.”

      “Seriously, it wasn’t a problem. I’m glad you weren’t hurt more. You must’ve pissed off the airbag sensors just enough when you left the road that they malfunctioned.”

      “I wondered what had happened. I mean it was bumpy, but I didn’t slam into anything,” Madison told her.

      Brooke waved a hand. “Oh, I could tell from how the car was sitting that you did a good job hitting the ditch. No, sometimes airbags malfunction. I’m a mechanic, so if it hasn’t happened to me personally, I’ve heard the story from someone.”

      The front door opened. The guys carried in her two items and headed into the guest room as they chatted easily.

      Madison focused on Brooke. “When you install the new airbag, do you recommend any other tune-ups? I’ll need to drive cross-country in a few weeks, so I want it to be roadworthy.”

      “I’ll do an overall maintenance check,” Brooke assured her. “And double-check the other airbags. But seriously, don’t go thinking you did something wrong. I once had an airbag go off on me while I was in the middle of working under the dashboard. Damn thing hit me in the solar plexus so hard, I couldn’t breathe. That was fun. Twisted half in, half out of the car, gasping for air like a fish out of water.”

      Mack and Ryan had rejoined them. “When was that?” Mack asked.

      Brooke wrinkled her nose. “About three years ago. You should’ve seen the bruises.”

      “I think I will,” Madison said dryly, but she winked. “So, tell me about Heart Falls. What do I need to do while I’m here?”

      “That depends on where you’re from,” Brooke said dryly.

      “Surrey,” Mack and Ryan answered at the same time.

      Brooke’s husband grinned at Madison. “Hanging out at the fire hall involves lots of late nights and long conversations. Ryan’s mentioned your name often.”

      “Every time I told him a high school story about getting in trouble. It was really tough to leave you out of it,” Ryan admitted.

      Madison pressed a hand to her chest. “Me? I’m sure you have me mistaken with some other hell-raising individual.”

      Brooke’s eyes brightened as she smiled. “Oh. You’re the one Ryan used to get detention with.”

      “There really is no use in denying it,” Ryan said. “Although, Maddy is also the reason I survived calculus class. So, I should give credit where credit is due.”

      “That’s neat that you guys go back that far,” Brooke said.

      “Best friends for a lot of years,” Madison said contentedly. “Plus, I introduced him to Justina. I get credit for that one as well.”

      Ryan grinned. “You totally set us up.”

      Brooke sipped her drink, her gaze darting between Ryan and Madison in a way that said her mind was whirling. But instead of asking a personal question, Brooke gave an answer to the one Madison had originally asked. “You should do a tour of all the hotspots in town. My shop, the fire hall.”

      “Definitely the fire hall,” Mack said quickly. “Tomorrow is teambuilding night. We’ve got a potluck dinner and movies—one for the kids and one for people who don’t want to watch Frozen for the twelve-millionth time.”

      “Some people are missing their funny bone,” Brooke teased. “You still don’t know all the words.”

      Mack glared.

      “Seriously, you need to let it go…”

      He tickled her.

      She wiggled away, fighting to keep from spilling her drink. “Stop.” Brooke put the glass down and then turned back to Madison. “Other places include coffee at Buns and Roses, a trip to Fallen Books—that’s our specialty indie store in town. The animal shelter is fun to visit, if you’re at all interested in dogs, cats, and other critters.”

      “If you want to go for a horse ride, we’ve got a bunch of different options we can arrange,” Ryan suggested. “Oh, and you know, if you feel like it, I suppose I could take you to Rough Cut.”

      “A bar? That’s a bit on the wild side, isn’t it?” Madison grinned at him. “Honestly? I can’t wait to see the place.”
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      Sitting with his friends, with Madison there, talking about the fun activities they should enjoy while she was around, somehow made December feel a lot more festive than it had earlier in the day.

      Ryan had to admit—something was off this year. Even Talia seemed reluctant to get into the holiday spirit.

      He’d pulled out the decorations a few days ago, and usually that would have triggered his daughter to dive in and demand they put everything up immediately.

      She’d barely glanced at them this go-round.

      Now that Madison was here, though, he could change that. Once Talia was home tomorrow, they could all put their heads together and come up with ideas on how to make the holidays extra special, including planning Talia’s birthday party.

      Also to talk about—his friends’ arrival had cut short the discussion about what exactly Madison wanted to fix. The two of them needed to come back to that. Her meddling was always interesting, to say the least.

      He’d never yet known her to be wrong about what she wanted to meddle in, though…

      Ryan pulled his attention back to the conversation at hand. “We’ll be at the pub Thursday afternoon and Friday night for a live crowd.”

      “We’re still putting together Christmas hampers on Saturday afternoon?” Brooke asked.

      “Yes,” Ryan confirmed. “You two still on to help?”

      “Of course.” Mack nodded then leaned forward, concern on his rugged face. “Did you manage to get all the supplies lined up?”

      A moment of unease slid in, but Ryan was able to answer honestly. “We’ll be okay for Saturday. It’s been a bad year for donations, though. Putting together the hampers and a few gift cards for the families who need them is pretty much going to leave the Heart Falls Hope Fund depleted.”

      “We need another fundraiser,” Brooke said slowly.

      Ryan nodded. “Terrible time of year for it.” He glanced at Madison. “That food bank thing we took over. Last year, my co-coordinator and I dealt with the legwork but nothing on the financial end. This year, the old coordinators handed everything to us in October, and there wasn’t nearly enough in the fund to last the entire winter.”

      “That’s rough,” Madison said. “December isn’t an easy time of year to get people to open their wallets.”

      Mack asked a question about something else, and the conversation drifted for a while. Brooke shared a story about finding a field mouse colony in the back seat of an SUV. Mack told them about the time a skunk wandered into the fire hall. It was comfortable and easy.

      Until Madison yawned.

      She covered it quickly, but both Brooke and Mack offered grins as they got to their feet.

      “We’ll have more time to visit in the coming days,” Brooke said. “We should’ve realized you’d be tired from the long drive and the excitement.”

      “It was really good to meet you,” Madison said. “I’m looking forward to the time I get to spend here in Heart Falls.”

      “Get some sleep,” Mack ordered, once again checking out her bruised face. He glanced at Ryan. “You need anything, give me a shout.”

      “She’ll be fine, but thanks,” Ryan said sincerely as he walked his friends to the door.

      Madison went with them, yet she was all but swaying once they’d driven away.

      He shook his head as he caught her by the shoulders and marched her toward the guest room. “You’d think by now you would’ve learned how to say I’m tired.”

      “But I was having fun,” Madison insisted, resting her head on his shoulder as they walked slowly. “Bed will feel good.”

      He squeezed the arm around her shoulders then let her go. She gave him a little finger wave before the door closed between them.

      It was definitely not the night off he’d expected. None of it.

      It wasn’t quite ten, so Ryan went and made himself a cup of tea then sat in his chair and twisted to stare out the window at the snow that was now falling straight down in huge, fluffy flakes.

      What a night.

      It had started with him restless enough to spend time pondering in the cemetery. Solar-powered lights hung from miniature shepherd hooks scattered between the old gravestones and the new. He’d walked for a while, cleaning up as he paced, letting his racing thoughts calm.

      It’d been the kind of mental-rambling night that made him even more aware of missing Justina’s company. The company of another adult to share things that he couldn’t talk about with Talia. Things that would be good to talk about, but not with Mack or Alex or Brad at the fire hall.

      Things he wanted to talk about with a woman.

      Also, time he wanted to spend with a woman not talking. Definitely not talking.

      To have Madison show up out of the blue was a bit of a miracle. An early Christmas present, at least in terms of having someone to talk to.

      The physical part that he was now willing to admit he craved would have to be answered after his friend had left. It had never been sexual between them. Not that he didn’t find Madison attractive, but she’d been his best friend. No way was he screwing that up by hitting on her. And Madison seemed to have felt the same way. She truly had been the one to set him up with Justina.

      Ryan finished his tea then headed to bed.

      He woke surprisingly late to the scent of coffee and buttered toast.

      In the kitchen, he found Madison perched on one of the barstools at the island, legs curled under her.

      She’d pulled a blue-and-red checked flannel shirt over a pale-blue top. White-washed jeans that fit her very nicely covered her thighs, but it was the bright-orange socks poking out from under her that made Ryan grin the hardest.

      “Are those hazard indicators, Maddy?”

      She glanced up from the paper she was reading. “Hey. Did I wake you?”

      He shook his head as he stepped closer, tucking his fingers under her chin and lifting her face so he could examine her eyes closer. “I slept really solid. Your bruises aren’t too bad.”

      “They feel okay as well.” She lifted her cup and pointed toward the counter. “I made a full pot of coffee. I didn’t know what your schedule is for today. We never got to finish that conversation, but I did see pickup time on the fridge for Talia at nine a.m.”

      Which gave them an hour. They used it to make the rest of breakfast together and talk about the day ahead.

      Including Ryan’s somewhat failed attempts to make it clear he didn’t expect her to do anything while she visited. “You’re welcome to hang out here at the house and relax as much as you want. Or if you need information about places to go for shopping or anything else, we’re only a couple of hours away from Calgary.”

      “I didn’t come to go shopping,” Madison said, shaking her head. “I came to see you. Besides, I just came from a big city—I’m not looking for bright lights. I want to help however I can. Maybe I can figure out a fundraiser to help with your Hope Fund problem.”

      Ryan checked his watch. “Well, for now, you can come help pick up Talia.”

      Madison was enthralled the entire drive up to Lone Pine ranch where Ryan’s friend Brad and his wife, Hanna, were raising their family. Maddy peered out the window, whistling softly as the ranch house came into view at the top of the long driveway. It was a pretty bungalow with a neat barn beside it. Half a dozen horses wandered in the arena.

      The inch of fresh snow that had fallen last night made everything white and bright, and warm, yellow lights glowed out of the windows.

      “It’s kind of like a Christmas card, isn’t it?” Madison asked as she glanced toward him.

      “Brad’s family has lived here for years. He’s a good guy, and you’ll love his wife.” Ryan stopped to the side of the house, glancing over at her as she pushed the door unsuccessfully. “Hang on. It sticks sometimes. I’ll let you out.”

      She was still peering up at the house as he came around and opened her door with a sharp tug. She accepted his hand, but as her feet hit the ground, he was close enough to hear her soft grunt of pain.

      He held on to her a second longer until she looked up. “You okay?”

      Madison shrugged. “I’m fine. Just twigged one of the bruises over my rib cage.”

      Dammit. He felt like a shit for not having thought about this sooner. “When we get home, I’ll find that cream for you.”

      Even before Ryan hit the doorbell, the sound of little-girl laughter drifted from the happy home.

      A moment later the door opened to reveal Hanna, a petite, dark-haired woman, her baby boy balanced on her hip. She wore an astonishingly peaceful expression considering the volume of noise behind her.

      She smiled at Ryan then glanced at Madison, frowning slightly. “Hi, Ryan. Talia is almost ready.”

      Ryan gestured toward his friend. “Hanna, this is Madison. We go way back. She’s come for a visit.” He twisted to Madison. “Hanna Ford. And the little tyke is Drew.”

      “Nice to meet you, Hanna.” Madison cleared her throat. “And just in case you were worried, the dark eyes are because of a slight vehicle incident. I’m okay.”

      Hanna examined her for another moment then dipped her chin. “Good to know.”

      In the hallway just past the mudroom, Ryan could see his daughter, plus Hanna’s dark-haired Crissy, and a third little girl, Emma Stone, her blonde curls bouncing as she moved.

      Crissy, Emma and Talia were all taking turns doing pirouettes, two with arms outstretched around the one in the middle as she twirled. It seemed like a good idea to have two spotters for one dancer, because none of them were keeping their feet very well.

      Hanna shifted the baby from one hip to the other. “They have been buzzing all night, completely obsessed with this ballet performance the teacher hopes to pull together.”

      Ryan thought back, worried he’d missed something during pickup from lessons on Monday night. “I don’t remember a performance being on the calendar.”

      Hanna waved a hand. “There isn’t one. Not really, and if it does happen, it’s not going to be anything big. Charity started making calls to each of us individually last night to find out how much energy we could commit. Talia Zhao means you’re probably last on the list.” Hanna glanced back at Crissy then down at six-month-old Drew. “I want
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