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			One
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			Noelle Butler hung a few more silver strands of tinsel on the brightly lit Christmas tree that graced the front window of her coffee shop. She opened Gingerbread Café three years ago, and the only thing Noelle liked more than coffee was Christmas. Every year her window display grew more Christmasriffic, as Old Man Hamilton always called it when he stopped in for coffee. “That window sure is Christmasriffic, Noelle! It must be your name that gives you the upper hand!” Then he’d chuckle like Old Saint Nick and go back to sipping his black coffee while he nodded along to the Christmas tunes playing over the speakers.

			“It’s beginning to look a lot like Christmas,” Noelle sang along to the old record that spun on the turntable across the room. Only she knew that the record player had been hooked to high-tech speakers to be heard during the busy morning hours at the café. She didn’t feel the need to burst the bubbles of the townspeople and tell them the spinning black vinyl was only for show. They enjoyed the nostalgia that brought them in to spend time and money in her café. It was a win-win as far as she was concerned.

			Noelle jumped off the ladder and stood back to admire her work. She had won the Gingerbread Falls Holiday Window Contest two years running, and she had no intention of relinquishing her title this year. She’d spent all year planning the window, buying the decorations, and waiting for everyone else to finish their display. Why wait? She didn’t want anyone stealing her ideas, of course. Once the officials at city hall took a picture of the window display, nothing could be changed or the entry would be disqualified. Noelle always waited until the final day to finish hers.

			With a practiced eye, she checked and double-checked all the bulbs on the tree to make sure they were lit and bubbling the way they should be. The bubble lights had been a find on eBay this fall and were the crowning touch to her 1950s idyllic Christmas window. The tree stood tall and regally dressed in tinsel, bubble lights, and vintage ornament bulbs she’d found in her mother’s attic. It sat primly next to the old gold armchair she’d borrowed from Mrs. Hammerstand, complete with a battered copy of The Night Before Christmas splayed open on the arm, courtesy of the public library. She had even built a redbrick fireplace from children’s bricks next to the chair. Red garland and gold stars were draped around the top of the window to finish the look.

			“Almost perfect,” Noelle said on a nod, then climbed back up the ladder to adjust a few ornaments. It was after Noelle had graduated from college in the big city that she realized it was her dream to own a business in the town where she grew up. Noelle had worked for three years for someone else, and while the experience was invaluable, it didn’t fill her with satisfaction the way the café did now.

			Her favorite place to spend Christmas was always Gingerbread Falls, and she returned every year to spend the holidays with her family. It was four years ago, dissatisfied with her big city life, that Noelle had taken a walk down Main Street while lost in thought. She wasn’t sure what was missing in her life, but she was sure she’d know it when she saw it. That was when she noticed the for-sale sign on the old building next to Ricky’s Hardware. Now, four years later, she had found more success as this small town’s barista than she ever had in the big city. The best part was, this was her business, and that made the long hours and sacrifices all worth it. Noelle had pictured a tiny coffee shop to call her own back then, but her dream had flourished. Today, her small coffee shop was also a bakery that did big business.

			Her friends thought she was crazy for moving back to the middle of Whoville when she had a glamorous life in the city. What they didn’t understand was how much she’d come to hate that life. She wasn’t cut out for power suits and high heels. She was born for flannel shirts and tennis shoes. She didn’t live for nights out on the town and fancy dinners at the best restaurants in the city. She lived for nights around the campfire and her momma’s home cooking. The old saying, grow where you’re planted, was her mantra now. Since moving back to Gingerbread Falls, she was closer to her family than ever before. She could be there for Sunday dinner at her parents’ house and Thursday night babysitting when her sister needed a night away from her two-year-old twins. Her only complaint about growing where she was planted was the size of the dating pool.

			In a town like Gingerbread Falls, it wasn’t even kiddie-pool sized. It wasn’t even bathtub sized. It was more like a five-gallon bucket in the back of the house filled with stagnant water for a year size. Noelle knew every guy and his family in this town. The available men in the dating pool were either too young, too old, drank too much, had too few teeth, had too many run-ins with the law, or a mix of all the above. She had resigned herself to being happy with the life she had and refused to worry about the rest. Everyone always said the right guy would come along at the right time, and she believed that was true. It would take someone special to live in a place like this, and Noelle knew when the stars aligned, she’d find her one true love.

			The door opened while she was busy trying to straighten a star that was being particularly stubborn. “I’ll be right with you,” she called without turning around.

			“Do you need some help?” asked a deep voice from behind her.

			She turned quickly, throwing herself off balance on the rickety old ladder. Her arms pinwheeled in the air, and she tipped backward right off the rungs.

			“Oh!” Noelle exclaimed loudly, bracing for the pain she was about to experience.

			“I’ve got you!” the man assured her when she fell into his waiting arms. He set her back on her feet as soon as she landed and then straightened the ball cap she wore on her head.

			“Tha—thank you,” Noelle stuttered.

			The handsome man who saved her from a broken neck had a pair of eyes to get lost in. The color of a finely cut emerald, they sparkled under the lights of the café and teased her imagination.

			“Always available to save a damsel in distress.” He bowed and then offered Noelle a smile. His perfectly straight white teeth nearly blinded her.

			Hmmm. Handsome, about her age, and had all his teeth. If he weren’t an escaped convict, he would break all the dating pool rules in this county. He had to be just passing through.

			“I always thought the right guy would fall into my lap, not the other way around,” she teased, brushing her dark chocolate locks from her face. Heat rose on her cheeks, and she smacked her forehead with her palm. “Sorry, that wasn’t what I meant. Anyway, thanks for saving my life.”

			He stuck his hands into the back pockets of his designer jeans and bounced on the balls of his feet. “The pleasure was all mine. Are you serving coffee yet, or am I too late?”

			“Of course, of course. You’re here for coffee. Why else would you be here? We are in a coffee shop, after all. You’re not too late. What can I make for you? It’s on the house.” Noelle waved her hands in the air in flustered frustration.

			He stepped up to the counter and read over the menu that she scrawled in cursive every morning in green and red chalk. “Gingerbread Crème coffee?”

			Noelle leaned her hip against the counter. “Okay, you must be just passing through if you don’t know about my Gingerbread Crème coffee.”

			He rested both palms by the cash register and gazed at her from under his brows. “Actually, I’m new to town. I arrived last night.”

			Noelle clapped giddily at this new information. He was new to town, and that meant he was staying! “Welcome! I hope you’re enjoying Gingerbread Falls thus far. I bet you didn’t figure you’d have to save someone’s life the first day you were here.”

			He tipped his head to the side and smiled again. “I kind of figured it might come up.” Noelle’s brows went up in surprise at his comment, and he stuck his hand out. “Carson Stark, MD at your service.”

			Noelle almost hyperventilated to hear he wasn’t a convicted felon. He was a doctor!

			She grasped his hand in hers and almost swooned at how smooth and warm his hand was. His handshake was firm but not too firm, an indication of a man comfortable in his own skin. “Nice to meet you, Carson Stark, MD. Noelle Butler, barista, at your service.”

			He loosened his grip but didn’t release her hand when he spoke. “Gingerbread Falls certainly is a beautiful and welcoming place, Noelle Butler.”

			She dropped his hand and grabbed a paper cup for his coffee. “Thank you! We do pride ourselves on having the Christmas spirit year-round. If you think Gingerbread Falls is beautiful now, wait until we do Christmas in July!”

			She laughed, and the sound rang out happy and contented with a hint of nervous thrown in for good measure. Noelle glanced at his left hand for a ring, but his fingers were bare. That didn’t mean he wasn’t taken. A guy this handsome, smart, and charming must have been snapped up by now.

			Noelle held up the cup. “How about a sample of the Gingerbread Crème?” Carson nodded once, and she set about filling his mug with the heavenly smelling brew. “Did you move here with your wife and family then? I’m usually one of the first to know when someone new is moving to town.”

			He leaned his hip on the counter and shook his head, his eyes transfixed on the street outside her window. It was as though he didn’t want her to see the truth in his eyes when he answered. “I’m not married. I simply wanted a change from big city living, so I took the job here when it was offered. I’ve done a lot of rural medicine over the years, and I truly enjoy making a difference in the lives of others. I’m staying at the local motel until I can move into my house after Christmas.”

			Lord have mercy! He was a homeowner too! This was a dream, right? She was in one of those cheesy Christmas movies where the small-town barista falls for the new guy who has come to town to heal his heart from a past relationship, right? Noelle pinched the skin on her hand. It hurt. Nope, this was real life! He was actually standing in her café!

			Noelle handed him the cup, and he sniffed the brew several times, his lips turned up in a grin. “Go on now,” she said, motioning at the cup. “Give it a try.”

			“I’m afraid,” Carson teased but brought the cup to his plump, pink, perfect lips. When he lowered it again, there was a smile on his face. “Unreal. That’s quite good. I would never dream it, but you’ve made it so.”

			Noelle grinned and gave him the finger guns. “I wouldn’t steer you wrong. I like to mix things up around here quite often, so expect the unexpected.”

			He lowered the cup to the counter and offered her a genuine smile. What she saw in Carson’s eyes told her he was looking for more than a new job from her little town. He was looking for a new life too. “You are most definitely unexpected, Noelle Butler.”

			Flustered, she cleared her throat and straightened her apron. “I’ve heard that a time or two before.”

			“I bet you have,” Carson agreed, his eyes reflecting the twinkle lights from the display case. “Since I’m new to town, maybe you’d consider showing me around tonight?”

			Was he asking her on a date? She glanced around the coffee shop, and since they were the only two in the room, he had to be talking to her.

			“I’d love to show you around,” Noelle said readily. “They’re decorating the town Christmas tree tonight. If you’d like to go, I can introduce you to everyone at the same time. I’m sure that doesn’t sound intimidating or anything.”

			Carson’s deep, abundant laughter filled the café again. “It might be a little intimidating, but the few people I have met thus far have been incredibly welcoming.” His words were honest, but his gaze raked her with a masculine heat to set her blood boiling. “I would like to see how Gingerbread Falls does Christmas,” he agreed, finishing his coffee and pushing the cup back to her. “But only after I buy you dinner.”

			“Sounds perfectly wonderful,” Noelle cooed, her eyelashes fluttering. “Should we say seven?”

			Carson dipped his head and lifted her hand off the counter. “Seven it is. Would you like me to pick you up here?”

			Noelle nodded since her throat was too dry to force words out.

			“Excellent. Until then, my little Christmas damsel,” he said, brushing his warm, tender lips across her fingers while staring deeply into her sienna brown eyes.

			[image: scene break]

			“Cut!” the director yelled from his chair after he pulled the headset from his ears. “Great job, everyone! We’ll pick this up tomorrow. Have a great night.”

			Carrie Murray and Braxton Timothy, Peaches to his horde of adoring female fans, let out a sigh of relief. They’d been on set all day, and they were both in need of a stiff drink. Carrie pulled the ball cap off her head and the apron from around her neck, dumping them on the counter, which she vaulted over to join Braxton.

			“Nice catch, Peaches,” she teased, shoulder bumping him while they walked to their trailers.

			Braxton’s laughter could be heard over the hustle and bustle of the crew shutting everything down for the night. He huffed on his knuckles and rubbed them on his perfectly small-town doctor sweater. “Thanks. If that doesn’t get us a prime slot next December on The Christmas Channel, I don’t know what will.”

			Carrie’s laughter rang out through the metal grids above their heads, and she threw the Hollywood hunk a wink. “From your lips to The Christmas Channel’s ear.”

			They parted ways at their small camping trailers parked at the far end of a cavernous military hangar. Carrie’s trailer was blessedly quiet when she closed the door against the sounds of the crew. She had blocking and rehearsal tomorrow during the day, and then they’d be shooting again once it was dark. They’d be using the real town square for their Christmas tree-decorating scene, and she prayed they had enough people in this town to be extras. What she’d seen of it so far left her with some doubts. If they wanted to convince The Christmas Channel to take a chance on their movie, the town square had to be bustling when they shot the Christmas tree-decorating scene. She’d done enough of these movies to know the exact cadence necessary to win the viewers hearts during that pivotal scene. If you didn’t get it just right, you might as well pack it up and go home.

			Going on location with Braxton Timothy was exciting and adventurous until she landed in the middle of Nowhere, North Dakota, where there were more antelope than people. Snow fell practically around the clock, which was great for shooting a romantic Christmas flick but miserable for the actors required to work in it. All of that taken into account, she was still committed to making this her best movie yet.

			She plunked down into a chair and let out a ragged sigh. When her agent, Lizzy, called to tell her about this audition, Carrie was taken aback. Work with Braxton Timothy? Hollywood’s hottest hunk and most eligible bachelor? Lizzy had assured her the audition was only a formality. Carrie already had the part. Braxton had requested her as his leading lady, and Braxton got what Braxton wanted. He’d seen Carrie in Waiting for Christmas last year and insisted she was the future Noelle Butler. More likely, Braxton thought she was the next up-and-coming star on the Hollywood scene. He was stellar at picking the next star and tying himself to them. Carrie didn’t understand why he always hung onto the next big thing. He was the brightest star in Hollywood, and he didn’t need a rope to stay tethered in stardom. She wasn’t ungrateful for the opportunity he’d given her, but she did wonder when the other shoe would drop. What would he expect of her when this movie wrapped? What favors would he demand to help her stay relevant on the fluid Hollywood A-list? Was she cynical? Probably. It was unlikely he simply wanted to work with a star who wasn’t known by audiences near and far, though. Braxton was getting something out of this deal, even if she didn’t know what it was yet.

			Carrie leaned forward and stared at herself in the mirror. The lights rimming the makeup table were harsh at the end of a long day and did her no favors. She scrubbed her face clean of the made-to-look-subtle makeup and then completed her usual skincare routine. She tied her hair back in a ponytail and nodded at herself once in the mirror. Welcome back, Carrie Murray.

			Who was Carrie Murray? Some would say she was Noelle Butler or any other Mary Sue who ever played the heroine of a romantic Christmas movie. Carrie didn’t always know who she was, but one thing was certain, she was the furthest thing from a Mary Sue or a Noelle Butler as they came. She might play them on the small screen, but as soon as the cameras stopped rolling, she reverted back to the same scared and confused girl she’d always been.

			Her childhood had been traumatic, and the scars it left on her heart and mind kept her from knowing who she was and what she wanted out of life. Diagnosed with PTSD and anxiety, Carrie always felt like she was one step away from falling apart. Her medication helped to a degree, but the only thing that allowed her to forget about Carrie Murray for a few hours every day was acting. Being the Mary Sue in these movies made her feel like she had a normal life, even entrenched in a make-believe town and surrounded by make-believe people. It may not be the healthiest way to get through life, but Carrie was sticking to it.

			Her gaze drifted to the kitchen at the front of her trailer. She should eat something and then settle in for the night. Instead, she slid her feet into the giant fur-lined boots she’d found in the closet and stuffed her arms into the puffy faux fur hooded parka hanging above them. She was restless and wasn’t going to sleep if she didn’t clear her head. A walk around town might do that with the added bonus she might discover what town she had landed in late last night. She flew into Fargo and then climbed in the back of a van where she promptly fell asleep. She woke up in the hangar, which was a village in and of itself. Noelle Butler lived in Gingerbread Falls. Carrie forced back a giggle snort. She was sure this town didn’t share the same name.

			She opened her trailer door and looked left then right. When the coast was clear, she hopped down the stairs, being mindful of the giant clodhoppers on her feet, and tiptoed toward the side door of the hangar. When she stepped out into the cold night, snowflakes whipped around her like a tornado of frigid, white wind. She turned her face to the sky and sighed when the giant snowflakes landed on her cheeks. It was mesmerizing to stare up at those white flakes as they fell from the heavens. Beautiful and peaceful were the words that came to mind. Carrie didn’t get a lot of peaceful in her life. A deep breath of the crisp air filled her head with the knowledge that she needed this time away from Hollywood. Stressed out was an overused term these days but she was, in every aspect of her life. Tonight, with her face turned to the heavens and the snowflakes gathering on her lashes until they were a frosty white, her stress disappeared.

			She wondered if spending a few weeks here away from the big city would do her a little bit of good after all. The beauty and simplicity of where she was in the moment lifted her lips into the first real smile of the day. On a sigh, she walked in the silence of the snowflakes dance, her mind’s eye filled with the romance of this small town. Carrie laughed aloud at the thought that maybe she had a little bit of Noelle Butler in her after all.
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			Two

			Braxton stood at the window, the curtain pulled back an inch, and watched his co-star slip out the door of the hangar and into the snowy night. He’d give her five minutes, just in case she was simply getting some fresh air, but if she were gone longer, he’d try to catch up with her. They both arrived on separate flights last night, but he hadn’t had a chance to say more than two words to her before they were thrown into the first scene of the movie. What a scene it was too. Flawless. Gripping. Timeless. Precisely what a Christmas Channel movie should be.

			His beautiful, talented, and engaging co-star had caught his attention last winter when he saw a made-for-TV Christmas movie starring Carrie Murray. She was fun, fresh, and beautiful on screen. In person, she was stunning. While filming, he had to work harder at remembering they were acting than he had at actually acting. His filmography was long, and he’d played much more challenging roles, but he’d never worked with a co-star with as much natural talent as Carrie had. She hooked him with her softness the first moment he held her in his arms. She moved him in a way no other Hollywood star ever had. Considering Braxton’s reputation as fast and loose with the ladies, the truth of that moment blew apart everything he believed about himself.

			While she may have turned his head, he could tell she wasn’t enamored with him in the same way. Carrie didn’t trust him. It was obvious the moment he met her. She was friendly but reserved. She was all business until the camera light glowed red. As Noelle, she was warm and inviting. When the camera flipped off, so did the warmth. It frustrated him, until he noticed she did it with everyone. He couldn’t change her opinion about everyone, but he could show her he wasn’t anything like the tabloids said he was.

			Braxton paused with his hand on the closet door. Who was he kidding? He destroyed people’s lives just by being in them. His past relationships left a long trail of carnage that he’d brought on himself. His head fell back, and he stared unseeingly at the ceiling while the faces of the women he’d loved and lost scrolled past his eyes. He closed them and released a breath. Braxton refused to let Carrie Murray be the next victim of his screwed-up life. Somehow, he had to find a way to be a better man. He was old enough to know better.

			He dug out his snow apparel and bundled up to venture out into the great white world. To finish off the look, Braxton dropped the trapper hat atop his head and flipped the ear flaps down in an attempt at a disguise. Fat chance of that working. It didn’t matter where he was or what he wore, his fans could pick him out of a crowd. He was aware he shouldn’t go out alone and should take a bodyguard or three, but tonight, he was flying solo. He needed a break from the all-watching eye he lived with all day every day. In the big city, men and women alike would maul him, wanting autographs and selfies. He hoped in this tiny town on a Tuesday night he’d fly under the radar enough to pretend he had a normal life. There couldn’t be six hundred people in this little town of Whoville, North Dakota, and he was grateful that for once, he could take care of himself. He could forget about Crazy Town for a little while and be Carson Stark while here. Carson was a guy who took a job in a small town to forget about his past failures and try to find a new way forward. Nothing described Braxton Timothy more accurately than that. Unfortunately, his repeated failures had played out on Twitter and TMZ, which made forgetting impossible. Even when he wasn’t failing, the proof that he had would always be readily available to play on repeat for anyone at any time.

			He snapped his trailer door closed behind him, and hightailed it for the door, desperate to escape his security detail. They were in their trailers for the night, assured he wasn’t leaving his anytime soon. Since no one could get into the hangar without a swipe card, there wasn’t much to worry about for them. He left a light on in the bedroom in case they checked on him, but he wasn’t worried. After he slipped out into the night, he turned his face to the sky, the snowflakes falling lazily on his cheeks and dusting his blond hair with icy crystals. He inhaled deeply, the scent of wood smoke filling his head and the memories of his childhood settling over him. His grandparents burned wood for heat, and his favorite job was throwing the wood into the burner. Once the fire was burning, he’d go outside to play surrounded by the wonderfully calming scent of oak wafting from the chimney.

			There was something about this town that made him nostalgic for yesteryear. He yearned for those years when his life was simpler, even if he didn’t know then how complicated they actually were. Ignorance is bliss was a statement he referred to often. First in childhood, then every time he left another movie set, knowing he’d never see the woman he’d been with again. It wouldn’t cross his mind to wonder how many nights she cried herself to sleep. He just trusted she’d go on to find someone who would treat her with the reverence and love that she deserved. Ignorance and distance offered him that every time. But the last few years had shown him he wasn’t a kid anymore. It was time he stopped acting like one. He had to stop pretending he didn’t need people in his life who cared about him. If he didn’t, he was going to end up bitter and alone. Eventually, ignorance and immaturity leave you with nothing but an empty life.

			Braxton had come to realize his bad decisions had dumped him right in the middle of an empty life. All he could do now was make the right decisions and try to forge new relationships in a new way. Repeating the same mistakes wouldn’t accomplish that. Only honesty and integrity would. He shook his head as laughter left his lips. There were two words you never heard attributed to Braxton Timothy. At least they never had been before. Honesty and integrity were the reasons he was walking down the sidewalk of a tiny town in North Dakota now. He had to start somewhere before it was too late. This was his somewhere. He was tired, and after years of being on all the time, Braxton was looking forward to being behind the camera. Even if that meant starting with something as simple as The Christmas Channel. There was no doubt he could be aiming higher than a cheesy Christmas flick seen October through January, but this new venture wasn’t about how high he could aim. It was about how successful he could be by starting small again.

			He chuckled as he strolled away from the hangar and jammed his hands into his pockets. People thought The Christmas Channel was aiming low, but few of those people knew the revenue a channel like that pulled in. He’d done his homework before he picked his first project, and that research led him right to The Christmas Channel.

			Much like the footprints in the snow would lead him right to his co-star. He was following Main Street, which wasn’t long by any stretch of the imagination, but it was beautiful. Wreaths and garland were hanging from every light pole that probably came straight out of It’s a Wonderful Life, with their deep charcoal finish and snow-tipped tops. He ran his gloved fingers along the grooves of the poles to make sure they were real and not a dream. The stores were shuttered for the night, but the window displays burned brightly. Braxton stopped in front of a particularly festive one and stared at the Santa standing next to a fake fireplace. Maybe this town was Gingerbread Falls after all. It certainly carried the same ambiance. Gingerbread Falls was a place he wouldn’t mind living if truth be told. Hollywood was glitz and glam, but underneath, everything was old and threadbare. As a veteran of glitz and glam, he could see it clearer than most. The underbelly of Tinseltown reeked of corruption, deceit, drugs, alcohol, and broken families. It had taken down far bigger stars than him over its lifetime, and if given half a chance, it would swallow him whole too.

			Carrie’s footprints had led him to a long, narrow building at the very end of the street. He glanced up at the sign. Howling Antelope Taproom. Well, okay then. As long as the beer was cold and the food was hot, he didn’t care what name the place carried. He’d forget the name by tomorrow anyway. His life was always about the next place, not about the place he had been.

			Braxton’s foot paused on the step, and he inhaled a jagged breath. When his knees collapsed, he sat on the cold step, the snow wetting his Wranglers, but the truth impaled him. He never lived in the moment. Holy mother of fish sticks, what was going on with him? The Braxton Timothy who got off that plane yesterday wasn’t the same guy sitting on this step today. Did someone spike his Gingerbread Crème coffee with truth serum? He pushed himself up and wiped off his pants. “I need a drink,” he mumbled, yanking on the door handle until the heat from inside warmed his face. Country music assailed him, and he fought the urge to throw his hands over his ears. All that twanging set his teeth on edge, but he pressed on in spite of it.

			A few patrons sat scattered around the bar and there were even fewer at the tables that surrounded an old wooden dance floor. His gaze landed on the reason he was here and everything else around him faded away. The beautiful, brown-haired beauty at the table furthest from the bar drew all of his attention. Carrie was strikingly gorgeous when she wasn’t made-up like a small-town Mary Sue. Her eyes, now free of mascara and shadow, were the color of chocolate. The idea of that pair of eyes gazing into his right before he laid his lips on her plump pink ones made him instantly hard. Those lips. He’d dream of those lips until the day he could kiss them, even if the kiss would only happen onscreen.

			No.

			He would kiss this woman for real.

			One day, he would kiss her.

			No, he wouldn’t.

			Braxton sighed. He couldn’t, wouldn’t ruin her the way he had so many other women. She was tiny but strong. He was tall, lanky, and muscular but weak. He was a weak man who didn’t deserve her beauty and grace. He would never have her other than as his co-star in this fleeting moment in time.

			Braxton walked toward her, pulling his gloves off one finger at a time while he drank her in. She wore a soft, white cashmere sweater that hugged her thin, toned neck and cupped her perfectly round breasts. Her chestnut-brown hair was tied back with a clip, and her face had a natural blush to it the stage makeup covered. He loved the way life tinged her cheeks pink and the way the sun smattered freckles across her nose. She was a perfect ten without the need for makeup, Botox, or surgical procedures. That was a rarity in his circle. When he reached her, he pulled the stupid hat off his head and hit her with a Carson Stark smile.

			“Peaches,” she said without making eye contact.

			He lowered himself to the seat across from her after she ripped his rose-colored glasses from his face with one word. “Please, call me anything but Peaches. There’s nothing more demoralizing and emasculating than being called Peaches.”

			Carrie’s brow went up, and she lifted her head to meet his gaze. “I thought you loved the name. You always beam when the crowd chants it.”

			“Looks can be deceiving, Carrie,” he said on a shrug as he leaned back in the chair. “I’m paid to act. I’m giving them what they want and nothing more.”

			“What can I get you to drink?” a waitress asked.

			Braxton beamed at the young woman. “I’ll have what she’s having,” he said, pointing at Carrie’s drink.

			“Do you want the daily special too?” she asked, tapping her pen on the tablet.

			“Sure, sounds great, thanks.”

			He didn’t care what the daily special was, to be honest. He wasn’t at the pub for the food or the drink. He was at the pub for Carrie Murray and no other reason.

			“You’re Peaches, right?” the waitress asked, tucking the notebook back in her pocket.

			His face transformed into his patented Hollywood smile when he stuck his hand out. “Braxton Timothy. Nice to meet you.”

			She shook his hand willingly while wearing a broad smile. “Nice to meet you. I just wanted to say hello. If you guys need food on the set or anything, just call us. We can deliver whatever you need. We’re used to large orders from when the base was active.”

			“Thank you,” Carrie said. “We’ll let the director know.”

			The waitress gave them an enthusiastic thumbs-up and skipped off to put in his order.

			“Must be fun being recognized wherever you go,” Carrie said sarcastically.

			“If by fun, you mean annoying and complicated as hell, then yes, totally fun.”

			She lifted a brow at him. “Sarcasm. I like it. Where are your knuckle draggers? I didn’t notice them scoping out the place before you walked in.”

			“My detail,” he said pointedly, “is at the hangar. I ditched when they went to bed. Sometimes a guy needs to be alone. It’s impossible to walk alone in Hollywood, but there’s not much to fear in this town. There can’t be more than six hundred people.”

			The truth was, there was plenty to fear from this town. Braxton feared this woman would stomp on his heart and laugh while doing it. He shook his head and blinked twice. Why did that thought even cross his mind?

			“The sign says twelve hundred,” she corrected, pointing at the wall.

			Braxton turned and read the fancy wooden sign tacked to the wall behind him. “You have got to be kidding me. Did you Google it just to be sure they aren’t yanking our chains?”

			She held up her phone and he leaned forward, peering at the page from Google Maps that indicated they were indeed in the middle of Gingerbread Falls, North Dakota. He blew out a breath and shook his head.

			Carrie’s laughter filled him, and his groin clenched at the sound. It was so easy to fall under her spell. “That’s exactly what I said. They are, in fact, not yanking your chain. We are sitting in the middle of Gingerbread Falls.”

			“I don’t know if I should laugh, cry, or throw up,” he said, shaking his head slowly after he spun back to face her. “No wonder Simonson wanted us to shoot here. He’s been calling it Gingerbread Falls since the get-go, but I thought he was using the movie name for the town to keep me from getting confused.”

			Carrie motioned at him. “As the star, aren’t you just supposed to know this stuff?”

			“I probably would if I hadn’t come off another filming the same day I flew to this one. I guess you could say I’m the brains and he’s the brawn of this operation. I selected the script and my co-star,” Braxton said, throwing her a wink, “and Simonson took over the creative stuff. I flew into Fargo last night and slept on the way here.”

			“Ditto,” she agreed. “I guess Simonson thought he was hilarious making us shoot a Christmas movie in a place called Gingerbread Falls.”

			“Knowing him, he’s hoping one of us will take a jab at him about it. He probably has a whole witty speech primed and ready to deliver.”

			“It’s not going to be me,” she said on a raised brow and a shrug.

			“Me either,” he said, laughter in his voice. “The guy needs to chill a little bit with his creative genius. Don’t get me wrong, he’s an excellent director, but working with a guy at that level can be difficult.”

			“I hadn’t noticed,” she said, taking a sip of her beer.

			“That’s because you’re a creative genius yourself. You’re a natural at what you do and don’t need direction. You need people to get out of your way.”

			Braxton waited for her to speak, but she didn’t. There was no question this woman piqued his curiosity. He wanted to know everything about her. There was something about her aura that drew him in and held him there. Everyone assumed he was the star of this production, but Braxton knew otherwise. The real star sat across from him in J. Crew cashmere and fur-lined boots.

			“Why the hostility?” he asked, leaning back when the waitress set his beer in front of him. He thanked her and took a sip while he waited for Carrie to answer.

			“I’m not hostile,” she answered. “I’m cautious and a bit curious.”

			“About?”

			She finally glanced up at him again. “Why I’m here.”

			“You’re here because you’re the best at what you do.”

			“And what I do is Christmas movies?”

			Braxton shook his head and lazily spun his glass on the table. “No. What you do is exude natural talent for Christmas movies and anything else you want to do. You’re an undiscovered star who looks every bit the part of a small-town girl. You wear jeans and flannel as spectacularly as most women wear ball gowns. You can pull your hair back in a ponytail with no makeup, sit in a bar with a beer, and be more spectacular than any superstar on the red carpet. It’s my job to know these things.”

			“I didn’t know it was your job to find undiscovered stars,” she said, still guarded.

			“It is when my money is on the line. I’m the producer of this movie. It’s my first, and it has to be right. I had to pick the actress who could hold this whole production together. I had no doubt from the moment I laid eyes on you that you were the one to do it.”

			“And there’s the other shoe.” She huffed and crossed her arms over her chest with disdain.

			Braxton leaned in over the table. “There’s no shoe, Carrie. I thought you were aware that I was producing this film.”

			She tossed up a hand and let it fall to her lap. “I got the call less than ten days ago, Braxton. I’ve been memorizing the script for as many days while finishing another production. It wasn’t like I had a lot of lead time on this one.”

			“That’s on me,” he agreed with a nervous head bob. “I spent too long arguing with the director about who I wanted to play Noelle. I wasn’t aware they didn’t tell you I was producing it. Not that it matters since I’m not directing it too. I won’t get heavily involved in the production until after we’ve finished shooting.”

			“You’re saying I should consider this to be like any other movie I’ve done.” She waved her hand at him. “Except that the lead role is played by Braxton Timothy, of course.”

			He lowered his beer glass and offered her a genuine smile. “Except that Carrie Murray plays the lead role. I guess it depends on how you look at it. In any case, I apologize that you weren’t made aware of my part in the movie. I didn’t purposely deceive you. We’re both equals here. Without you, I wouldn’t stand a snowball’s chance in hell at getting a slot on The Christmas Channel next year.”

			“With me, you still stand a snowball’s chance in hell. I’ve done a lot of Christmas movies and haven’t made it there yet.”

			“Seventeen,” Braxton said, the word perfectly enunciated. “You’ve done seventeen Christmas movies. You should be on The Christmas Channel’s radar by now. Since they haven’t called, we’re going to give them your number.”

			Carrie shook her finger at him and smiled a real smile for the first time since they shared a table. “Maybe we just need Debbie Gibson to sing a song in the town square at the end of the movie. Do you think that would capture their attention?”

			Braxton snorted with laughter, having to wipe his nose with a napkin when beer came flying out. He coughed and sputtered, and when he could breathe again, he winked at her. “I do believe that card was already played. We might need to think bigger.”

			“Michael Bublé!” she said with a clap of her hands. “He loves him some Christmas songs.”

			Braxton was still laughing when the waitress arrived at the table with their food. She set their plates down and wandered back to the bar while they dug into their daily special of hot beef and gravy over mashed potatoes. It was comfort food like his grandma used to make.

			“Oh, this is wonderful,” he sighed, digging his fork in for more.

			Carrie was nodding as she chewed but didn’t stop long enough to speak until she’d eaten half of it. “I could get used to this.”

			“Maybe Carson and Noelle need to have a little hot beef and mashed potatoes on their first date,” Braxton said, tapping his fork on his plate before he ducked his head to keep eating. He didn’t want her to see in his eyes how much he wanted this to be his first date with Carrie Murray.
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			Three
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			Noelle turned the open sign to closed and picked up her phone just as there was a rapping on the door. She glanced up, thinking someone was in desperate need of coffee but squealed with joy instead when she saw the familiar face. She tossed her phone down and ran to the door, throwing it open and pulling the woman inside.

			“Mom!” she exclaimed excitedly while hugging the middle-aged woman. “You’re just the person I wanted to see.”

			Connie Butler patted her daughter’s back and kissed her cheek. “I was just helping with the tree-lighting preparations and thought I’d stop in.” She rubbed her hands together to warm them. “The tree-lighting ceremony tonight will be cold but festive.”

			“I have some coffee left. Let me get you a cup,” Noelle said, darting behind the counter and pouring a cup of hot gingerbread brew.

			“What did you want to see me about?” her mom asked after she accepted the cup of steaming coffee. She brought the cup to her lips and inhaled deeply, closing her eyes as she basked in the warm, rich, spicy scent that was the essence of Gingerbread Falls.

			The smile on Noelle’s face probably gave her away, but she didn’t care. “I always want to see you, but I also wanted to tell you . . . I have a date tonight!” She clapped giddily, and her mother’s hand went to her chest.

			“A date? With whom? Do I know him?”

			Noelle leaned over on the counter with her hands clasped together. “He’s new to town. Just got in last night.”

			“You can’t be talking about our new doctor?” her mom asked in shock.

			Noelle pointed at her and winked. “The very one. Carson Stark. He stopped in for coffee and saved my life when I fell off the ladder. One thing led to another, and he asked me out.”

			“How exciting!” Connie exclaimed with her usual mom enthusiasm. “Do I hear a little reservation in your voice?”

			Noelle tipped her head back and forth a few times. “It would be irresponsible not to check him out, right?”

			Her mother nodded, but her lips tipped up in a smile that filled her entire face. “Oh, he’s on the up-and-up. From what I heard down at the town square, he’s quite the hunk too. A real catch is what everyone is saying.”

			Noelle blew out a relieved breath before she walked back around the counter. “You mean I don’t have to worry about being alone with him?”

			“Nope,” her mom answered instantly with her head shaking. “He’s taking over for Dr. Snodgrass. He’ll be running the practice and taking shifts at the ER.”

			Noelle tossed up her hands and let them land on her hips. “Why didn’t anyone tell me about this before he showed up in my café?”

			Connie put her arm around her daughter and walked with her to the door. “I figured he’d stop in immediately upon his arrival. It looks like I was right. Your café is the kind of place that draws people in for coffee and conversation. You should be proud of that.” She grasped Noelle’s shoulders and squeezed them. “Will I see you tonight at the tree lighting?”

			“We’ll be there. I offered to bring Carson over and introduce him to the entire town at once. He wants to have dinner first. Shoot,” she paused and tapped her chin, “will there be anything open?”

			“I think everyone will be at the tree lighting, but there will be food trucks in the town square,” her mom promised as she pulled the door open. With a cheeky wave, Connie disappeared down the street.

			Noelle relocked the door and fussed with a swag of garland in the front window while she pondered her date with the mysterious Dr. Stark.
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			“Cut!” Simonson yelled with his headphones around his neck. “That was heartwarming. Beautiful job. Okay, we’ll reconvene in two hours when it’s dark. Take a break and put on your long underwear, you’re going to need it tonight.”

			Carrie headed to her trailer and closed the door behind her, grateful she didn’t run into Braxton. After their awkward dinner last night, she didn’t want to run into him again ever, but that wasn’t going to happen. He was her co-star, and they’d have to work together in a few hours. That didn’t mean it wouldn’t be awkward. Carrie was nothing if not a professional, though, so she’d make it look flawless onscreen.

			That was something Braxton had pointed out too many times last night too. How she was flawless and a natural in front of the camera. If she didn’t know better, she’d think he had a crush on her. She knew better. Braxton Timothy was a once and done kind of guy. At least that’s what the two Ts told her every week. TMZ and Twitter always had the dirt on Peaches.

			Carrie picked up her phone and punched in a number. She was desperate to hear a familiar voice even if it was over the phone. It had been too long since she’d been home.

			“What’s up, Christmas Carrie?” came the familiar voice. Her surrogate sister, Ari, always opened with that line.

			“Cocoa, candy, and carols,” she answered, her usual response making them both giggle. You didn’t act in seventeen—make that eighteen—Christmas movies without taking the jokes in stride.

			Ari’s laughter turned into a loving sigh. “It’s good to hear from you. Are you done shooting for the night?”

			“No, we’re just getting started. We’re on a break until dark, and then we’re off to the town square to film the first date scene.”

			“Oh, the first date with Mr. Hollywood Hunk himself? You must be chuffed!”

			She was so chuffed she was ready to throw up at the mere thought of acting out a first date with the guy every girl wanted to go on a first date with these days. Carrie was all too aware that the first date with Braxton Timothy was the end of the road. There were never any second dates. Unfortunately, Braxton was as dreamy as Carson Stark, and she had to remind herself, sometimes every minute, that he wasn’t a small-town doctor with an upstanding moral code. He was a Hollywood heartthrob with a broken moral compass and a penchant for breaking hearts.

			“Correction, it’s the first date for Noelle and Carson. Carrie and Braxton went on a first date last night.”

			“What?” her friend screeched over the line. “You went on a date with Peaches?”

			Carrie was glad her friend couldn’t see her face at that moment. She had this girl coming and going, and she always had. She loved to rile her up just for the fun of it. “He doesn’t like being called Peaches. He says it’s demoralizing and emasculating.”

			“Why does he allow it then?”

			“It feeds the persona he built over the years. It’s like a switch flips the moment he hears someone address him as Peaches. Suddenly, he’s all Hollywood. It was oddly fascinating and extremely saddening at the same time.”

			Carrie thought back to the scene with the waitress at the bar. She had noticed that the look in his eye took on a different hue once she knew the truth. What she always thought was him basking in the limelight, was really him putting up with a lot to keep doing what he loved. At least that was the vibe she got from the short interaction last night. She planned to see if the same thing happened every time someone called him Peaches. Carrie realized Braxton made a fascinating case study in different personalities, and that was really saying something considering who she was.

			“You’re yanking my chain, right? You didn’t go on an actual date with Braxton Timothy.” Ari’s question dragged her back to reality and away from the green eyes of the guy in that bar last night.

			Carrie leaned back and kicked her wool-socked feet up on the ottoman. “We did have dinner together last night at the local pub, but it wasn’t a date. We started shooting without even saying hello, and he wanted to touch base with me. He’s surprisingly down to earth. Did you know he’s producing this film?”

			“What?” she exclaimed in surprise. “I had no idea. Did you know?”

			“I didn’t have a clue. I was busy trying to memorize a movie script in ten days. The director is a bit of a douche canoe, but he does kowtow to Braxton, which helps.”

			“Do you think this will be a December to May romance?”

			Carrie almost choked on the swallow of water she’d just taken. “First of all, the saying is May to December, and second of all, he’s only six years older than me.”

			“He’s only thirty-three?”

			“According to his bio, and I don’t see any reason why he’d lie. Apparently, he started acting when he was much younger than I was, Ari. Anyway, I wanted to see how things were going there. I feel bad for dodging and darting on the important stuff.”

			Ari laughed, and the sound was music to Carrie’s ears. The last sound she had heard from her was crying. “That’s exactly what you did, but I understand. It isn’t every day you get a chance to work with Braxton Timothy for a shot at The Christmas Channel.” She paused and let out a breath. “There’s a sentence I never expected to say in my lifetime. Braxton Timothy has done blockbuster hit after blockbuster hit. Now, his goal is The Christmas Channel.”

			“It does feel weird, doesn’t it? This is his first run at producing a movie. He hopes acting in it makes that a selling point. He wanted to produce a movie that would reach a new audience for him. A Christmas Channel movie is the perfect answer. He can build a relationship with an audience who may never watch his action movies in the theaters. It’s a win-win for him.”

			“And in the process, a win-win for you.”

			“I hope so. Either way, I get paid. It would be fantastic to watch Gingerbread Café on The Christmas Channel next year.”

			“If Braxton knows what he’s doing as a producer, I can see this one being your ticket to bigger and better things.”

			“That’s what he said too,” Carrie agreed with her friend. “He said it was his job to pick out the undiscovered stars, and I’m the biggest one in the sky right now.”

			“Damn, Carrie. Was he trying to get you into bed?”

			Carrie huffed at her friend. “Are you implying I’m not an undiscovered star?”

			“No, you are—you most certainly are. I just wondered if he was sincere.”

			“As far as I could tell, he was. There was no ulterior motive for him to say it. I’m already his co-star, and I don’t need constant ego stroking to know that I’m good at what I do.”

			“You’re excellent at what you do. I miss you. When are you coming home?”

			Carrie eyed the calendar before she answered. She knew what Ari was angling for, and she wanted to make sure she didn’t give her any false hope. “I think shooting should wrap up by the end of next week. I should be back in plenty of time to get everything organized and put together for the wedding.”

			“I’m so relieved to hear that. Your dress still needs to be altered before the wedding next month,” Ari fretted.

			“Wardrobe here is doing the alterations while I work,” Carrie assured her, kicking her feet down off the ottoman. “I’ll fly it back with me when I leave Whoville after the filming. Good enough?”

			“Better than good enough! You’re the best, Christmas Carrie!”

			Carrie laughed at the nickname her friend always used. She had to laugh. Otherwise, she’d probably cry. She abhorred Christmas. Carrie found it ironic that Christmas films were where she found the most success. She was flawless at pretending to love the holiday when in character. In real life, she was immune to a brightly lit Christmas tree, the trimmings, and the trappings of the season. Maybe next year she’d suggest to Braxton that they do a rewrite on How the Grinch Stole Christmas, only they’d do a gender swap and make the grinch a woman. Audiences would eat that up.

			“I’ve got your back as your maid of honor and your best friend, you know that,” Carrie responded, not wanting to upset her lifelong friend.

			Ari’s contented sigh filled the line. “I know you do. I’m not even going to worry about anything else until you are home. I’ll work on what I can and save the rest for when you grace us with your joyful presence again.” Ari laughed hysterically at her wittiness, forcing Carrie to roll her eyes and bite her lip to keep from laughing. She wouldn’t give her the satisfaction.

			“If I were there, I’d punch you so hard right now,” Carrie said, her friend’s laughter infectious. “Okay, I wouldn’t. I’d hug you. Then I would thank you for being the most understanding best friend in the world.”

			“It’s easy when you have the greatest best friend in the world,” she answered, their practiced childhood goodbye coming across the line. “Call me whenever you need to talk about Mr. Hunky. I’m on pins and needles to find out if there will be a second date!”

			Carrie lowered the phone and wondered if last night was a first date? They ate, drank, talked, and walked home together. When they parted ways at their separate trailers, they both said what an excellent time they had. Technically, friends do all the same things, right? What’s the big deal?

			She was thinking the way his eyes held tempered lust the entire night, and the kiss he placed on her cheek before they went to their respective beds, might be the big deal. She lowered her head into her hand. Crap, she had gone on a first date with Mr. Hollywood Hunk himself.
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			Four
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			Noelle had the lights on low in the café and her coat waiting on the back of a chair. She paced one way and then the other, checking the clock repeatedly. It was after six. Carson should have arrived by now. She told herself she’d give him ten more minutes, but then she’d have to leave a note and head for the square, or she’d miss out on all the festivities.

			Noelle had taken the time to prepare for the date, including makeup and a new outfit. She wore a stylish slouchy hat to protect her ears and keep her from having to worry about her hair. Her long, slender legs wore a pair of skinny jeans, and her feet wore a warm pair of thermal boots. She wanted to be warm for the tree-decorating party, but she also wanted to look nice for the man who was supposed to take her there tonight. Supposed to were the key words since he hadn’t shown up. Noelle had never had great luck with men.

			Her eye caught motion by the door, and then the bell chimed, heralding Carson’s arrival. She let a natural, relaxed smile fill her face rather than the irritated one she had been wearing. “Hello, Noelle,” he said, kissing her cheek chastely. “I’m so sorry I’m late. I should be used to it as a doctor, but I still find it rude. Do accept my apologies.”

			Noelle found herself brushing her hand at him in response. “Oh, it’s no problem. I was getting worried, but we hadn’t exchanged our contact numbers. I couldn’t check in with you and see if your plans had changed.”

			Carson smacked himself in the forehead lightly. “Not that your number is hard to find! I should have thought of that. I got caught up with Dr. Snodgrass. Boy, can that man talk.”

			They both chuckled, and Noelle held up her hand. “Say no more. There are some days I have to remind Doc Snodgrass he has patients to see or he’d stay here and jaw all day.”

			Carson laughed while he held her coat out for her to slip her arms into as they prepared to leave. Good looking, a doctor, and a gentleman. She could get used to this. “After this afternoon, I believe it.”

			Noelle hooked her arm in his after she zipped her parka, and they stepped out into the frigid night air. She locked the café, and they walked down the street arm-in-arm. Christmas carols played from the loudspeakers on the street, and everyone was singing along to “Silver Bells.”

			“Do you have a dinner destination in mind?” Carson asked as they strolled along.

			Noelle glanced up and frowned. “No. I forgot everyone shuts down for the tree-lighting ceremony.”

			“Well, shoot,” he said, his steps faltering. “I haven’t eaten since breakfast, and I don’t have a way to get food at the motel either.”

			“Fear not, newbie. I didn’t say there was no way to get food. I said everyone shuts down . . . and brings food to the town square!”

			Carson laughed, and the sound filled her with the warmth of hot gingerbread crème on a cold winter day. “You had me sweating bullets!” He tickled her side lightly as they strolled down the street. “Tell me they’ll have something hot. I’m still getting used to the cold here.”

			“Where are you from, Carson?”

			“Arizona,” he answered, throwing her a wink. “I’ve worked all over the country and world, but it has been a lot of years since I’ve seen this much snow.”

			“I bet it has been, and it’s not even January. You’ll get used to the snow and cold quickly. Add a couple of extra layers during the day, and you’ll be a pro in no time. I expected you’d arrive completely unprepared for the event, but I stand corrected.”

			Carson glanced down at his parka, boots, and fleece-lined jeans. “I was warned and warned again to bring plenty of warm clothes. Being a doctor all around the world, I’ve seen enough frostbite to know I’d rather protect my fingers, toes, and ears than lose them out of vanity or stupidity. They didn’t have to tell me twice.”

			Noelle leaned into his side and smiled up at him. “I’m glad. I want you to enjoy getting to know everyone tonight. I would guess almost everyone in town will be your patient at some point.”

			“Please tell me you don’t see Dr. Snodgrass. I can’t take you on a second date if you’re a patient.”

			Noelle tossed her head back and laughed at his forwardness. “Why, Dr. Stark, I do believe we have to finish our first date before we can talk about a second.”

			He stared up at the sky for a moment, and snowflakes landed on his lashes, coating them white. “True, but so you know, I’m already thinking about the second date. Maybe somewhere we don’t need snow boots and wool mittens?”

			“That sounds good to me,” she said on a wink and a nod. “Also, I’m not a patient of Dr. Snodgrass. I go into the city for medical care unless it’s urgent. Old habits die hard.”

			“I’m relieved to hear that,” Carson said, just as his stomach rumbled. He rubbed his flat belly. “I guess my stomach can’t wait any longer.”

			Noelle pointed ahead at the square. “How about some hot tacos, hot chestnuts, and hot cocoa.”

			He stared down at her for a moment before he answered. “Sounds wonderful, beautiful Noelle. I’m ready to get my Christmas on.”
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			“Cut!” Simonson yelled, and Carrie dropped Braxton’s arm like a hot potato. “That was flawless! I figured we’d have to do two or three takes to get all of that.”

			“If I told you once I’ve told you eighteen times, Simonson, I wanted Carrie for a reason. She’s always flawless,” Braxton said.

			“You might be right,” he agreed, unfazed. “Let’s get all the extras milling in the square. We’ll pick up with the lovebirds sipping hot cocoa. Just keep going unless I yell cut. The extras will be wandering around, so try not to get distracted.”

			“What does he think this is, my first rodeo?” Carrie muttered.

			“Remember, Little Miss Christmas,” Braxton said, accepting two cups of hot cocoa from the crew, “don’t get distracted.”

			When Carrie accepted the cup from the guy with the greenest eyes in Gingerbread Falls, she knew that was going to be easier said than done. Considering her job required her to gaze longingly into his eyes all night long, she was about to win an Emmy.
			[image: scene break]

			“The most wonderful time of the year,” Carson sang quietly while they hung ornaments on the giant Christmas tree filling the center of the square. The whole space exploded with Christmas, from the tree to the Christmas carols. Everyone loved Christmas more than life itself here. It wasn’t his favorite holiday, but after tonight, he would be too busy working to worry about socializing.

			The only problem he saw with that theory was the woman next to him. Noelle was handing a little girl a candy cane while singing like an angel. She was the most delightful part of Christmas if there was a delightful part. He used to think there was, back when his life wasn’t a shell of what it was now. Carson wanted to distance himself from Noelle already, and he’d only known her less than eight hours. To say he was at war with himself was an understatement. One half of him wanted another date with the beautiful barista, and the other half wanted to run and never look back. He was stupid to have taken a position in a community like this. There was no place to hide, and you were never alone. He should have stayed in the big city where he could wallow in his shortcomings without an audience. The problem was, he’d burned too many bridges there too. His life had unraveled slowly until he no longer recognized it. Gingerbread Falls was his last chance to stitch his life back together before there was nothing left to fix.

			“Here you go, Sarah. Say hello to your mommy for me,” Noelle said, waving at the little girl who skipped away with her red and white candy cane.

			“You do know everyone,” he teased, handing her back her cup of hot cocoa.

			Noelle shrugged before she took a sip. “I grew up here. I better know everyone in Gingerbread Falls. Don’t worry, you’ll catch on, especially once you take over the practice.”

			They wandered around the square where Noelle introduced him to the townspeople as the new doctor replacing Dr. Snodgrass. Everyone was ridiculously excited to have Carson in town, and they chatted about the holidays and the beautiful tree. Afterward, the couple sat on a bench away from the hustle and bustle of the crowd.

			“Thanks for bringing me tonight, Noelle. You were right. This town does pride itself on doing Christmas right.”

			She smiled, and the way her eyes reflected the lights of the tree made his stomach tighten with desire. Carson knew it would be difficult for them to be friends, considering his past, much less anything more. While he knew that was true, he still couldn’t tear his eyes from her beautiful coffee-colored ones.

			“Not just with the decorations either,” Noelle said, sipping her cocoa. “We strive to embody the spirit of the season all year long. We welcome newcomers to our town the same way the innkeepers welcomed Joseph and Mary into the manger. It’s more about community than it is about the tree, lights, and ornaments. We enjoy being with each other. We can worry about all the rest after the new year.”

			Carson raised a brow. “All the rest?”

			“Low budgets. Lack of social services. Losing our only family doctor,” she explained, shoulder bumping him gently.

			He pointed at her. “Lucky for you, I’m here to save the day.”

			Noelle smiled but didn’t make eye contact, choosing to stare over his shoulder at the tree instead. “We’re lucky you’re here. Everyone was anxious when Doc Snodgrass announced his retirement. We didn’t think we’d get another doctor to come to the middle of nowhere. That would have been disastrous for the community.”

			“Rural medicine is a challenge,” he agreed.

			“We know it takes a special someone to invest themselves in the community like this for the long haul. Are you that person, Carson Stark, MD?”

			Carson was sure the smile he plastered on his face didn’t go all the way to his eyes, but he was going to fake it ’til he made it. “I sure hope so, and I’ll give it my all.”

			“We can’t ask for anything more than that,” she said on a wink as she stood and threw her cup in the trash. “Do you want to head out? I’m sure you’re already overwhelmed. You’ve done a lot for this being your first day here.”

			Carson laughed, and the tension in his chest released a bit. “I have been busy, but it’s been a great day. I met you, after all.”

			“Noelle! Noelle!” a woman called while scurrying around the tree. “Oh my gosh, I was afraid I was going to miss you!”

			Noelle grabbed the woman’s arm. “Mom, I was wondering where you were. You weren’t answering my texts.”

			“I know, I know. Oh, what an afternoon!” Agitated, the woman patted her hat several times as though she was checking to make sure it was still there. “First, the milking system froze up, and then the twins came down with a fever at daycare. Your sister was late picking them up and . . . ” She ended the sentence with a heavy sigh.

			“That does sound like a rough afternoon. I’m sorry,” Noelle said. “I’m glad you got away to see the tree. It’s not too late to add some crowning touches. First, I’d like you to meet Carson Stark, MD. Carson, this is my mom, Connie.”

			The woman grabbed his hand and shook it up and down heartily. She might have referred to the farm already, but he didn’t need that information to know it was true. Her handshake was firm and strong. “Hello, so nice to finally meet you, Dr. Stark! Your name has been sung far and wide as an angel. Without you, our elders wouldn’t be able to get timely care or medication.”

			Carson smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes again. He wasn’t an angel unless a fallen angel counts as one. “I’m happy to be here, Connie. I was just telling your daughter that I enjoy the challenges of providing medicine in rural communities.”

			“There is no question you’ll find medicine challenging way out here.”

			“Connie!” called another voice, and everyone turned to see a woman hurrying over.

			Noelle grabbed Carson’s hand and started walking away quickly. “Have fun, Mom!”

			“Oh, you’re leaving already?” she asked as the other woman neared.

			“We’ve been here for hours,” Noelle answered, tapping her watch. “Talk to you tomorrow.”

			[image: scene break]

			“Cut!” Simonson yelled, and the entire town let out a collective sigh of relief. “Excellent work, everyone. You’re all free to go except the two stars. I’ll see everyone tomorrow morning at nine for blocking.”

			“Wonder what we did wrong,” Carrie muttered, following Braxton to the director’s chair.

			“I have no idea what’s up his—”

			“Great job, guys,” Simonson interrupted boisterously. “You two are killing it out there.”

			They both tucked their hands under their armpits to keep them warm.

			“Thanks,” Braxton said. “What’s up?”

			Simonson wiggled his finger between them. “I’m noticing a ton of chemistry between you, but I feel like you’re holding back too much.”

			Braxton tipped his head to the left. “Holding back too much? That was a first date scene in what we hope will be a movie for The Christmas Channel. Holding back is the name of the game. That’s what their audience wants. They want chemistry that we don’t act on immediately.”

			Simonson nodded eagerly. “It is, I agree. What I’m saying is, during those long, stare into each other’s eyes moments, one of you always looks away. Carrie, the script said to stare into his eyes, but you were looking over his shoulder at the Christmas tree. I didn’t stop the take for the simple reason it was the first date, so it worked, but it won’t work much longer. Those long, steamy, dreamy gazes are what build the heat for the viewers of these movies.”

			“Right. Long, steamy, and dreamy,” Carrie repeated, forcing her eyes not to roll.

			Simonson shook his arms out like he was starting a Jazzercise routine. “I’m saying loosen up a little bit. Spend some time together staring into each other’s eyes until you can do it without looking away, laughing, or smiling.”

			Carrie noticed Braxton force that Peaches smile to his face as he grabbed her hand. “Got it. We’re professionals. You only have to tell us once. See you in the morning.”

			Braxton dismissed Simonson with the flick of his head, and Carrie had to run to keep up as he pulled her down the street.

			“The bus is back there,” she said, tugging on his hand.

			“We’re going to the pub. I need a burger, some bourbon, and some time away from that self-righteous blowhard.”

			“He’s not wrong, though,” Carrie said as she caught up to him to walk side by side, her hand still in his. “I was breaking eye contact. I’m nervous that too much heat too soon will have The Christmas Channel passing on this. That’s not what I want.”

			“I agree. There’s no doubt in my mind you held the contact for the appropriate amount of time. I also have no doubt you know exactly how much time to add with every scene going forward. I trust you, and since romantic Christmas movies aren’t my usual genre, I’m following your lead. That said, I’m happy to spend some time staring longingly into your eyes.”

			Carrie almost tripped over the step on her way into the pub. “Or we could drink some Member’s Mark now and do our jobs when the time comes.”

			She noticed Braxton didn’t answer, but his smile said everything she needed to know.
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			Five

			Carrie stared up at the town square tree, her arms tucked around herself. After two long days of taping, she needed to stretch her legs and get some fresh air. Noelle and Carson were getting on well, but Carrie and Braxton were still struggling. Their burger and bourbon date the other night was strained, and they parted ways without any long, dreamy stares. Other than being friendly on set, they hadn’t been alone since. Braxton was a playboy with more bed partners than she even knew of the opposite sex. She’d had three and a half boyfriends in her entire life. The half was a one-night stand on location a few years ago. It wasn’t one of her finer moments, and she had vowed then and there never to repeat it. It would be catastrophic to let the repeat performance be with Braxton Timothy.

			Carrie’s gaze turned to the sky where snowflakes fell lazily but never really touched the ground. They swirled and danced through the air like the Sugar Plum Fairies, but then spun away into another part of the night before they could pile up on top of each other. Sometimes, she wondered if Gingerbread Falls was an idyllic town inside a snow globe. Every so often someone gave it a good shake to watch the fluffy romantic snow drift around the people who inhabited the town.

			The snow in North Dakota was completely different from the snow Carrie used to see during the blizzards on the East Coast where she grew up. She was purposefully careful to tell people she was from California and never mentioned the years she lived in Washington, DC. No one in Hollywood could know the truth about who she really was. No one could ever know who she used to be or what happened to her before she became Carrie Murray.

			As soon as she was old enough, she changed her name, and that made it easy to be someone she wasn’t. Carrie was hiding in plain sight and not a soul even knew. Well, Ari knew, but she had kept the secret for so long that Carrie wondered if she even remembered the truth.

			She swallowed and nodded at the tree. Ari remembered, but she had spent so many years remembering to forget that it was second nature now. Hiding in plain sight was the reason she did all the B-grade Christmas films, though. They allowed her to fly under the radar while still doing what she loved. She traveled to some of the best places winter had to offer like Copenhagen, Switzerland, and the Rockies, and she made enough money to pay her bills and make a decent life for herself. Carrie laughed as she let the snow melt on her lashes. When she took the job as the co-star of a romantic Christmas flick with Braxton Timothy, she didn’t expect to be put up in an old airplane hangar in the middle of North Dakota. Surprisingly, she was still enjoying herself in Gingerbread Falls.

			Carrie tried to force some Christmas spirit into herself by staring at the tree with her arms wide open as though she was accepting it all into her soul. It wasn’t working. “I do enough of these movies, I should be overflowing with the stuff,” she huffed, her breath puffing frosty white rings into the air.

			“Overflowing with what stuff?” a voice asked.

			Carrie whirled around and slipped on a patch of snow, falling right into the waiting arms of Braxton.

			He grinned down at her cheekily. “This is getting to be a habit.”

			“If you didn’t go sneaking up on women in the dark!”

			Braxton righted her again, and Carrie brushed off her coat. He waited, but she said nothing more. “Was that the end of your sentence?”

			“You know what I was going to say. You probably like it when women fall into your lap, though,” Carrie said, agitation making her arms flail around in the air.

			“Girlfriend, every man loves it when a woman falls into his lap,” he said as he chucked her under the chin playfully.

			She ground her teeth together and stomped her foot. “I’m not your girlfriend. What are you doing here, anyway?”

			Braxton stuck his hands in his pockets and stared up at the giant tree. “Enjoying the nice night?”

			“Something tells me you’re not. Chances are you followed me again. People are going to think you’re a stalker.”

			Braxton took her hand and pulled her over to a wrought iron bench. It was under a giant tree that would probably dump snow on her head and inside the back of her coat. Carrie snorted to herself. She was definitely overflowing with the holiday spirit.

			“I’m not stalking you. I worry about you. There’s a difference.”

			Her eyes rolled to the snowy sky. “Well, boyfriend,” she said with heavy sarcasm, “I can take care of myself. Besides, no one in this town will hurt me.”

			Braxton put his arm over the back of the bench, snugging himself against her side without permission. “That’s not true. Every town has at least one creepy guy that all the women steer clear of.”

			“I’ll give you that,” she admitted after thinking about it for a moment, “but I know self-defense.”

			He snorted, and it was his turn to roll his eyes toward the sky. “That will help you when you’re facing down a gun. That’s why I’m here to keep you safe.”

			“I don’t need a man to keep me safe!” Carrie body-slammed him into the other end of the bench and stomped away in a huff.

			He caught up to her in a few strides and grabbed her arm lightly. “Stop. I was kidding, Carrie. I like to joke with people when I feel comfortable around them. I know you don’t need me to save you. I don’t like that you’re running around out here alone, but I will try harder to respect your decisions.”

			Her heavy sigh of resignation was all she could muster at the end of a long day. “I’m sorry for getting defensive. I’m out of sorts tonight, and I thought a walk would help. It only made things worse.”

			“How did a walk make it worse? It’s beautiful here, and the tree is so festive.”

			Carrie started back toward the hangar without turning around to speak to him. “That’s the problem. There’s too much Christmas. Everywhere you look there’s a bow or an ornament or a damn Santa Claus! It’s like the man himself threw up all over this town.”

			Braxton’s laughter was loud but still made Carrie’s heart a bit lighter as he walked alongside her. “There’s an image. You have a way with words, Carrie.”

			She motioned around the street. “Am I wrong?”

			“No, you’re not wrong, but aren’t you impervious to it after all of these Christmas flicks? Like you’re Teflon and Christmas just bounces off you rather than sticking.”

			“More like peeved by it,” she grunted, her steps becoming more defined until heavy thudding filled the street.

			“I think you need a stiff drink,” Braxton said. “I have half a bottle of bourbon left and an empty couch. We could share.”

			Carrie gave him the evil side-eye that she then rolled.

			“I didn’t mean my couch,” he said, holding up his hand. “I know of a couch far away from prying eyes and any Christmas decorations.”

			“I find that highly unlikely in this town.”

			“It’s even more unlikely in our private Gingerbread Falls, but there is a place.” Braxton casually took her hand, and they ducked in a side door of the hangar. Carrie glanced down at their joined hands but before she could speak, he pointed at his trailer. “Let me grab the bourbon.”

			Braxton darted into his trailer while she stood in the darkened, cavernous space and shed her warm hat and gloves. The place was eerie and spooky once everyone else went to bed. She should be thankful it was finally quiet. The morning had started out bad and went to worse from there. First, Simonson spent all their blocking time yelling at everyone about how they weren’t standing the way he wanted them to, regardless of what the scene called for.

			Once they were taping, no one could stop giggling during Noelle and Carson’s second date scene at Noelle’s mother’s house. While hilarity ensued, Simonson was not amused. He sent them all away with a firm butt chewing and a warning that they’d better be on mark tomorrow. Everything had been going so well, but today it all came to a screeching halt.

			There was something about this movie, this town, and this man that was throwing her off her game. She was usually a robot when it came to these films. She could do them with her eyes closed without any of it permeating her hardened outer shell. Maybe she just needed a good night’s sleep.

			Glancing around the cavernous building, Carrie was sure she didn’t need to be having a drink with a movie star at nearly midnight. That had bad idea written all over it. With a nod of her head, she started toward her front door when said movie star exited his trailer, closed the door behind him quietly, and motioned for her to follow him.

			Resigned, she followed him toward the other side of the hangar. “I don’t think we’re supposed to be over here,” she whispered, nervous they’d upset Simonson even more than they already had.

			“Have you always been a girl scout?” Braxton asked, laughter in his voice.

			Carrie smacked him lightly. “I’m not a girl scout, but Simonson is already mad about today’s taping. He won’t be happy if we mess with the set.”

			“We aren’t going to mess with anything. We’re going to have a drink and then go to bed in separate trailers.”

			“Right, I have nothing to worry about.”

			“Not from Simonson, no,” he answered instantly.

			Blinding clarity told Carrie she had more than something to worry about from Braxton. Given enough time, she could see him trying to convince her they shouldn’t be sleeping in separate trailers. That wasn’t going to happen. She could have a drink with him. She could have dinner with him. She could even kiss him onscreen without blinking an eye. There was no way she was going to sleep with him.

			Brax poured the bourbon after they sat and she took it, tapping her plastic against his. When did she start calling him Brax, she wondered? Calling him Braxton was too stuffy and formal, in her opinion. She wanted to call him Brax for the simple reason it made him more approachable. She was sharing a drink with one of the hottest Hollywood action stars in the world right now, and she was struggling to enjoy herself. Then again, that was basically the story of her life when it came to relationships.

			“To a better day tomorrow,” Brax said as he lifted his glass and took a long drink of the amber liquid. “There’s something about drinking this liquor from a plastic cup that cheapens it.”

			“Any port in the storm, honestly,” Carrie muttered, finishing her glass. He poured her a second, and she leaned back with it, her long legs crossed at the ankle. She bounced up and down on the couch once. “This is comfy. Is this Connie’s living room?”

			“No, it’s Dr. Snodgrass’s waiting room.”

			She tipped her glass at him and swallowed another gulp. “He’s got great taste. He knows how to make his clinic homey. It’s great that there isn’t a bow or tree in sight too.”

			“Well, you know how The Christmas Channel eats up homey.”

			“I do. Too bad we couldn’t pull off warm and homey today. Man, Simonson was so mad I thought he was going to go nuclear on us.”

			Both she and Braxton had tried to talk everyone down from the giggles, but as soon as the cameras started rolling again, they returned at full strength. If she hadn’t been out of sorts about being so close to Braxton all day, she’d probably have laughed along with them. As it were, she just wanted to finish the scene so she could get away from him.

			“I talked to him after you stalked off in a huff.”

			“I did not stalk off in a huff!” she exclaimed. At his raised eyebrow, Carrie held her hand out. “Okay, so I may have left a little huffily.”

			“Huffily. Is that a word?”

			“It is. Look it up.”

			Braxton grinned and set his empty cup down on the table. “In any event, we went over the footage and decided we only need to refilm one part of the scene tomorrow. We can edit out the giggles from what we have and make it work.”

			“I didn’t think the giggles were bad in some parts. It was a family dinner, and the lines we had to say were witty. To me, it felt right the first few times.”

			“You didn’t come off like you thought it was right,” he said, making an angry face with his brows. “You looked like this at the end of the day.”

			“It was hard to contradict Simonson when he started losing his mind about it. I wasn’t sure what the problem was, but if the director ain’t happy . . . ”

			“The movie is probably good?” he teased and she laughed.

			“Yes, exactly. I’m glad you were able to talk Simonson down off the cliff. Man, he’s acting like this will be up for an academy award.”

			“You mean it won’t be?” Braxton asked with a touch of hurt in his voice.

			Carrie’s eyes widened, and she swallowed hard, until he started laughing at her.

			“Man, if you could see your face right now! I wish I had my camera!”

			He was laughing hysterically, and Carrie leaned over and punched him lightly in the arm. “You’re mean! Geez, here I thought you seriously believed Gingerbread Café was going to the big screen.”

			Brax grabbed her hand before it fell back to the couch and squeezed it. “It could, but only because you’re in it. If it weren’t written specifically with one goal in mind, I’d say we throw you up on the big screen and make you famous.”

			“I’m not famous enough right now?” Carrie asked, nervousness starting to coil in her belly.

			Braxton waved his hand. “Correction. We’d make you a household name, and not just as the chick who plays in all those Christmas movies.”

			Suddenly, that fear did more than coil. It struck and Carrie forced laughter from her tight throat while she pointed at him. “I’ve heard that a time or two.”

			There was no way she would ever be a household name on the big screen. The trauma of who she really was wouldn’t allow that. While she was hiding in the industry as the chick who acted in all those Christmas movies, she could function reasonably well without too many situations reminding her that she was really a scared thirteen-year-old who had no idea who to turn to when the boogeyman came to visit.

			“I’m most definitely more than the roles I play on television,” she said to break the silence. “My best friend, the woman I’ve always considered my sister, is getting married New Year’s Eve. I like to think that being there for the people I love is more important than being an actress.”

			“You know I’m teasing, right?” he asked, his head cocked to the side. “I’m getting a serious vibe from you tonight that says you’d like to fly out of this town and forget about Noelle Butler and Braxton Timothy.”

			“You mean Carson Stark?”

			He shook his head and took her other hand. “No, I mean Braxton. Did you read something about me online that upset you?”

			Carrie shook her hands free and crossed them over her chest. “No. If I believed what they write about you online, you’d be Jack the Ripper, the I-70 killer, the Zodiac Killer, and a drag queen named Peaches.”

			“Should I be concerned that you think I’m possibly one of three different serial killers?”

			“You missed my point.” Carrie’s eyes rolled around in the back of her head rather than meet his.

			“I didn’t. You’re saying that something new comes out about me every day, and you’re impervious to it all.”

			She snapped and gave him the finger guns. The bourbon had possibly relaxed her too much. “Bingo, baby.”

			“I know what you aren’t impervious to, and that’s Christmas. It makes me wonder why.”

			“You can just keep wondering,” she sang, her voice melodic as it echoed around the hangar.

			Braxton stood and took Carrie’s hand, pulling her up and into him. He swayed with her while humming a familiar slow song.

			“What are you doing?” Carrie couldn’t force herself to pull away from this man who smelled of spicy cologne, the freshness of outdoors, and rich bourbon.

			“I’m dancing with you.”

			“I don’t remember agreeing to dance with you.”

			“I didn’t ask.”

			Carrie cocked her brow at the man holding her. “Maybe you should have. I might have said no.”

			“That’s why I didn’t ask.”

			Brax swung her around, and they nearly knocked into the coffee table, which made her start giggling. He pulled her back into him and held her head to his chest to quiet her. “Shh, you’ll wake Simonson! If we disturb his beauty sleep, he might make us sit on the couch and gaze into each other’s eyes!”

			“Dreamily,” Carrie added on a giggle.

			“I knew I could help you find your happy again,” he said as he continued to rock them around in a circle. “Are you going to be able to tape tomorrow? If you need the day off, you can take it.”

			Carrie shook her head against his chest because his swaying had almost lulled her to sleep. Almost. If it weren’t for the soft cashmere sweater brushing against her cheek with every movement of his body, the spicy cologne that filled her head, and the rock-hard abs she could feel under her cheek as he pressed her head into him. Those were the things that made it hard to forget about Braxton Timothy. Those were the things that were making it hard for her to think straight much less be the consummate actress on stage that she knew she was. He was making it hard for her to break away and remind them both how bad an idea this was. If she looked up and gazed into those green eyes of goodness he wore, she’d be a goner. She’d want to kiss him and then she’d find him in her bed in the morning, naked and cocky as hell. Pun intended.

			Like a moth to a flame, her gaze drifted upward. His emerald eyes were gazing down at her, the depths of them dragging her in and holding her there like a wave sweeping her out to sea. She wanted to know all of Braxton’s secrets. His eyes didn’t reveal his deepest secrets, though. Not the ones that hurt him the most. Those were shuttered behind heavy curtains of velvet. He would show her some of his pain, but he would never open those curtains and let his secrets walk across the stage. Then again, she wouldn’t let her secrets walk across the stage either, so she couldn’t judge him for not sharing his.

			Braxton’s finger trailed down her cheek and across her jaw, the warmth of his skin leaving goosebumps in its wake. “You are gorgeous, Little Miss Christmas.”

			“You said no C-word,” Carrie reminded him, but her voice was breathy when she spoke.

			“I did, didn’t I?” She nodded and licked her lips, dragging a moan from him. “I never promised not to do this.”

			Braxton lowered his head and laid his lips on hers. He tasted of bourbon and bad ideas, but Carrie moaned anyway at the sensation of having his lips on hers. This wasn’t Carson kissing Noelle. This was Braxton kissing Carrie in a very real way. Her head in his hands, he tipped it to get better access for his lips. Her heart was pounding, and she wanted to push him away but she couldn’t. She sank into the sensations around her.

			His arms.

			His lips.

			His warm skin brushing hers.

			Braxton moaned softly, and she tipped her head further for a better angle while another moan fell from her throat. She kissed him back and he let her, keeping the kiss closed lipped without demanding more than she was willing to give. Carrie explored his lips, and when they fell open on a sigh, she took the chance to explore his tongue too. Lost in the heat of him, unsure where she ended and he began, she couldn’t pull away from what she knew was a terrible idea. It felt too good. Too right. Too real. Braxton dragged her into him, and his desire pressed into her belly while his moan filled her mouth. When their lips fell apart from gravity, her fingers went to her lips.

			“You taste even better than I dreamed, gorgeous. Where have you been all my life?”

			“Righ—right here,” Carrie answered, taking a step back. “This is a bad idea. A terrible idea. A career-ending idea, at least for me.”

			“It didn’t feel like a terrible idea, though, did it?” Braxton asked, stepping forward and keeping her in his atmosphere.

			She pulled back again and shook her head. “No, and that’s what makes it the worst idea in the history of bad ideas.”

			“Then again, maybe it makes it the best idea, Carrie. Did you ever consider that?”

			How could she be feeling like this about Braxton Timothy? How could she be kissing him? No, she never considered that this was a good idea and she never would. At least not the part of her that wasn’t knocked senseless from that kiss.

			Without answering, she spun on her heel and ran headlong from the set, his softly whispered words ringing in her ears. Maybe it’s the best idea, did you ever think of that? Carrie didn’t need to think about kissing Brax ever again. Thinking about kissing him again was going to leave her with nothing but a broken heart and, if she was honest with herself, a broken career. No one survived the havoc a relationship with Braxton Timothy wreaked on their career. He had dated some big names in the past that ended up as fallen stars by the time he was done with them. No, Carrie already knew trusting Brax was the worst idea, even if kissing him felt unlike anything she’d ever experienced with another person before.

			Carrie slammed the door of her trailer behind her and fell against it, her chest heaving from exertion, fear, and desire. She would never let him kiss her again offscreen, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t dream about having his lips on hers for the rest of her life.
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			Six
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			Noelle slid her arms into the sleeves of her coat while Carson held it out for her. Once she had it zipped, she hugged her mother goodbye. “Thanks for dinner, Mom.”

			“Are you sure you can’t stay longer, sweetie?” her mother asked while Noelle wrapped her scarf around her neck.

			“I thought I’d take Carson through the Christmas tree grove if that’s okay?” Noelle answered vaguely, not wanting to tell her mother she wanted to spend time with him alone. That would give her mother, a hopeless romantic, too many ideas.

			“That’s a wonderful idea! Have fun!”

			Carson thanked Connie for lunch and helped Noelle down the stairs of the old farmhouse and out onto the cold, snowy driveway. After being inside for so long, the bitterly cold air was refreshing on her cheeks and lips. Noelle inhaled a lungful of the smoky air coming from the chimney. Her father burned wood every winter to heat the old farmhouse, and she loved the scent of it on a cold winter day. It was like reliving a little piece of her childhood whenever she came for Sunday dinner.

			“That was something else,” Carson said, still holding her hand. “You have a wonderful family, Noelle.”

			She smiled and leaned into him for a few steps. “Thank you. We laugh hard and love harder. That’s how we’ve gotten through all the bad times. We always have memories like these to fall back on.”

			“Does the whole crew always get together every Sunday for dinner?”

			“For the most part, yes. Does your family get together a lot?” she asked as they walked toward the tree grove her father planted the first year they moved to the land. Noelle did the math in her head and realized this was their thirty-third year on the farm. That was something to be celebrated.

			“No,” Carson said, drawing her back to the present. She waited for more, but he said nothing else, so that simple answer told her more than an entire speech could have.

			“You were great with John,” Noelle said to quickly change the subject. “He’s a real character, isn’t he?” Her nephew was always the funny man of the group, and Noelle loved him so much. He was always coming up with a new antic to get a laugh out of the adults in his life.

			“Hard to believe he’s only two. That kid is going places,” Carson agreed, his gaze focused on her again.

			“I think it’s a twin thing,” Noelle said with laughter on her lips. “His sister is always being cooed over for how beautiful and dainty she is. He’s decided to be the opposite. He loves to make people laugh and he’s a natural at it, that’s for sure. I love them both dearly for all of those reasons.”

			Carson was smiling when he held her arm to help her over a tree root. “I’m glad I came to dinner today. It was nice to be surrounded by people who love life the way your family does. And, let me tell you, it’s been a long time since I’ve had a homecooked meal like your mom made.”

			“I’m glad you’re here,” she agreed. They stepped into the Christmas tree grove and she lightly shoulder bumped him. “My family loves you.”

			He chuckled, and the sound danced in and out of the trees like a Christmas carol. “How do you know?”

			She turned and started walking backwards, holding onto his hands. “Well, you see, they only heckle people they love.”

			Carson smiled, but Noelle noticed it didn’t reach his eyes. “Then I’ll take the heckling I endured for what it was.” He winked, and Noelle’s smile matched his. “This is fantastic. I can’t believe your parents have their own Christmas tree farm.”

			“Doesn’t everybody?” she teased, right before she tripped on a branch and pitched forward.

			“Whoa, I got you!” he exclaimed, catching her under the arms at the last second. With her leg sticking straight up in the air, Carson tugged her back to a standing position and then held her shoulders. “We’ve got to stop meeting like this.”

			Noelle held his eyes, staring intently into those green oceans of pain and honesty until she nearly lost herself under the waves. “Do we have to? I enjoy spending time with you, Carson.”

			He bent his head, and his lips landed on hers. His were col—
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			“Cut!” Simonson yelled, whipping the earphones off his head. “What the hell, Brax? This movie is for The Christmas Channel! You can’t kiss her until the very end!”

			Brax finally tore his gaze from Carrie’s to address the director. “What happens if I don’t wait?”

			Simonson tossed his arms around some more in frustration. “I don’t know! She’ll get pregnant too soon!”

			The whole crew burst out laughing at that answer, and Brax cracked a smile. “We don’t want that. I can’t afford a little mouth to feed.”

			That brought another gale of laughter from the crew since he was one of the highest-paid actors in Hollywood.

			Simonson shook his fist at them. “Keep your lips to yourself until the end of the movie. If you two want to make out, that’s fine, but do it on your own time! These constant interruptions are costing us money.”

			“Correction. They’re costing me money,” Brax said with a lift of his brow.

			Simonson grunted and spun around to walk back to his seat, grumping under his breath the whole way. He plopped his butt into the chair, situated his earphones on his head, and then ran his hand over his head like a whirlybird.

			Action!
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			Carson broke eye contact with Noelle, her gaze so open and honest it was hard for him to stare into her beautiful chocolate eyes for very long. He wished he could be as honest with her as she was with him, but he couldn’t be. Not if he wanted to keep her from getting hurt. He took Noelle’s hand and helped her over the branch she’d tripped on before. “Were you looking for a certain kind of tree?”

			Her sweet eyes tipped up to his and she smirked. “I wasn’t looking for a tree. I have one in the café already. I just thought you might like to take a walk through the grove on this beautiful Sunday with the sun shining and the cardinals singing.”

			“I mean, it is awfully beautiful. So are you,” he said, throwing her a wink of one dazzling green eye.

			Carson watched Noelle duck her head in embarrassment, and when she lifted it again, he let her see him drinking her in. She was the sweetest, kindest woman he’d ever had the pleasure to spend time with, and God knew he needed more sweetness and kindness in his life.

			“I know you have a tree at the café, but what about at your house? Did you cut one for there already?”

			Noelle shook her head and waved her hand at her neck. “No need, I live above the café. If I need a Christmas tree fix, I just hop down the stairs.”

			“Wait, you live above the café?” Carson stopped abruptly but kept hold of her hand. “Why didn’t I know this?”

			“I suppose because I never told you. I guess I thought you knew, which is dumb since you’re new to town.”

			“I wouldn’t say dumb,” he corrected. “Since you didn’t know me, it was smart not to tell me where you lived. That said, I still think you need a tree in your apartment. Wouldn’t it be nice to sit by the light of the tree and watch a Christmas movie while sipping hot cocoa?”

			Noelle held her hands to her chest and the look on her face was so eager Carson would have ripped a tree out of the frozen earth for her. “It would be the most wonderful thing this time of year. I’m not sure if we have a tree that small in the grove, though. I mean, it would have to be a super small tree,” she said, squishing her fingers together to almost nothing.

			“One super small tree coming up!” Carson exclaimed, holding up his finger like a superhero.

			Noelle tossed her head back in laughter, and Carson could see the joy of the moment fill her soul. She was that expressive in her abandon for life. For that passing moment, he considered letting her teach him how to be that carefree, but then he remembered he was dead inside and would never find that kind of joy in anything ever again. “You’re something else, Carson Stark, MD.”

			Carson’s eyes met hers in another dreamy stare and she smiled shyly, her hair falling down over her cheek. The combination brought butterflies to life in his belly. “And you’re something special, Noelle Butler.”
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			“Cut!” Simonson called. “Way to stick that final gaze!” he yelled, giving his stars a thumbs-up as he jumped down from the chair. Brax had to work hard not to roll his eyes at the director.

			Simonson filled everyone in on the schedule for taping the next day, reminded his stars that they had a scene alone in the evening, and then sent everyone on their way for a nice break from his fiery shouting.

			Brax grabbed Carrie’s hand and tugged her behind a grove of trees. “Come on. We have a little time to rest now. I have a surprise for you.”

			Carrie lifted a brow just as they heard jingle bells in the distance. “A surprise?”

			“A Christmas Channel–worthy surprise,” Brax added, winking.

			A single horse trotted towards them, pulling a cutter sleigh behind it. It came to a stop in front of them, and Brax helped Carrie onto the bench seat, covering them with the blanket. The driver nudged the horses forward, and the sound of jingle bells filled the air again.

			“I bet you do this with all the girls,” Carrie said as they bounced over a rut of snow.

			Brax jostled into her and then righted himself, the grin never leaving his face. “In Hollywood? Oh, all the time.”

			His laughter was infectious, and Carrie joined him, both of them enjoying their time in the sunshine. The wind in his hair reminded him he was alive. He was living the day the way he wanted to, and that hadn’t happened once in the last five years. Carefree and relaxed. Okay, so he was living part of the day carefree and relaxed. Brax worked more than he did anything else, and he was starting to see that wasn’t sustainable for much longer. He’d been acting for so many years that he had no one he could call family or friends. He was never in one place long enough to form any kind of lasting relationship with anyone. He knew more than anything, that was what had to change in his life. To do that, he had to change, and he was hoping Carrie would be part of that journey. Sure, they had to work again later, but for now, he’d enjoy a little bit of time away from Noelle and Carson and enjoy being with Carrie.

			She hadn’t said much to him since the kiss last night, and he was afraid she was doing the exact opposite of what he was trying to accomplish with her. She was pulling away from him instead of drawing him closer.

			Brax wouldn’t let that happen.

			He was already too far down the rabbit hole with this woman. He supposed he had been since the first time he saw her onscreen in Waiting for Christmas, which he immediately followed with Tripping on Christmas, and then Christmas at Gooseberry Downs. All he knew was, he wanted her and oddly enough, not sexually. Okay, correction. He didn’t want her only sexually. Carrie had fueled a few naughty dreams of his. Dreams of her wearing a little Mrs. Claus suit and riding him like Santa rides his sleigh, but sex wasn’t the main reason he was pursuing her. That alone surprised him and scared the hell out of him at the same time. For the first time in his life, he wanted more than sex from a woman. He thought he’d given up on the dream of finding someone to love a long time ago. Hollywood tended to wipe that word from your vocabulary. You could only fall so many times before you stopped getting up altogether. That was the reason he was so tied up in knots over this woman. He saw things in her eyes he had stopped believing in years ago.

			Destiny.

			Love.

			Forever.

			“I suppose you’ve done so many of these you aren’t even impressed by them anymore?” Brax asked her over the sound of the wind and the sleigh bells.

			Carrie glanced around until her beautiful chocolate eyes landed back on his. “Yeah, I’m so over it.” Her words drew laughter from him and brought a smile to his face. He slung his arm around her and kept it around her shoulders to block the wind from her neck.

			That right there was the reason he was pursuing her. She was so real. So genuine. She didn’t pull any punches, and she was always her own woman, both onscreen and off. He got off on the idea of being with someone who didn’t give two damn rocks that his name was Braxton Timothy. Hell, she didn’t want him because his name was Braxton Timothy. That was the fight he was up against, and he loved nothing more than a good challenge.

			It had been so long since Brax had encountered anyone who didn’t fawn all over him because of his fame that he couldn’t help but take notice of a woman like Carrie. That and the fact that he had spent a lot of time with equally famous Hollywood actresses who might be beautiful but were just as screwed up as he was.

			Some were looking to forget their last messed up Hollywood relationship.

			Some were looking for a third or fourth husband.

			Some were looking to bolster their career.

			Most just wanted to brag they’d gotten Braxton into bed.

			What excited him the most was knowing that Carrie was nothing like them. Carrie was Carrie, for better or worse.

			“You have to admit, it’s kind of romantic,” he said, snuggling into her in the bright sunshine.

			Carrie nodded, shading her eyes with her hand as the horse danced in and out of the trees. “If you’re looking for romance, it’s filled with it. If you’re not, then it’s just a cold, bumpy ride.”

			Brax stared at her for longer than a beat, trying to decide if she was serious.

			She punched him in the shoulder playfully. “Don’t look so worried. I’m having a great time.”

			Carrie settled back against the velvet seat and snuggled further under the blanket. Brax tucked her into his side and pulled the blanket around them. “Good. I am too. I’d never taken a sleigh ride before, and I thought it would be fun. I know you have in at least three of your movies, so you probably find it less enthralling.”

			She shook her head against his side and stared up at him from her perch on his chest. “More enthralling if you ask me. I don’t have to act happy. I am happy. Usually, they’re telling me where the blanket needs to be, how to hold my head to keep my hair from flying around, and everything else that goes with taping. I don’t have to do that with you. I can hide my entire body under the blanket, and no one will say a word.”

			Brax trailed his finger down her cheek with slow precision. “You’re saying you get to be you when you’re with me.”

			“That’s exactly what I’m saying. It’s refreshing. I wonder if I’ve been doing Christmas wrong all along,” she answered. He was so focused on her beautiful eyes he didn’t care that he was missing the scenery as it whizzed by.

			“I don’t think you can do Christmas wrong, beautiful,” he assured her, tipping his head to the side.

			Carrie laughed sardonically. “Oh, you absolutely can. I promise you I know that for damn sure.”

			He lifted a brow while he held her gaze. He had no doubt his was smoldering and filled with unbridled lust for the woman under his arm. He refused to hide it or apologize for it, though. She needed to see what she did to him every time they were together. “Then maybe this year we should try doing it the way we want to? If that’s singing carols at one a.m. on the way home from the pub, so be it. If you’ve done Christmas wrong all these years, then you deserve a chance to do it right.”

			“Like in the movies?” she asked, her eyes hooded against the wind and emotions that filled them. What those emotions were, Brax couldn’t say for sure.

			“No, like in real life,” he paused for a moment, “or maybe a little bit of both. Movies always have a little bit of real life in them, right?”

			“Mine do,” she agreed on a head bob. “At least when I’m not frolicking through the snow, throwing snowballs at my love interest, or getting angry over silly things so I can pretend not to love said hero anymore.”

			Brax tossed his head back and laughed long and low. “Boy, you do know your Christmas romance movie stuff,” he teased, trailing a finger down her nose to bop it at the tip. “You know what else?” He tenderly cupped her long, thin arm. “You make me laugh every time we’re together. You don’t have any ulterior motives, and you’re genuine. I need that in my life right now, so thank you.”

			Carrie nodded once and smiled. “I’m glad then. Sometimes people don’t know how to take me when I’m not pretending to be someone else. I’m sure you understand, considering.”

			The way her gaze raked him up and then down set his body on fire instantly. She could do that to him with just one sweep of her lashes, and it turned him on every time. He could read in those eyes all the carnal things she’d do if she ever let herself be intimate with him. He shifted in his seat to ease the ache against his zipper and before she noticed the sudden bulge. This woman could make him hard without even touching him. What would she do to him if she ever got her hands on his body?

			Brax cleared his throat just to be sure he didn’t squeak before he answered her. “To a degree, I do understand. I’ve spent the last decade being someone I’m not, both onscreen and off. I think in the process I’ve lost my true self.”

			“Then this holiday season, you should make it your goal to get that guy back,” Carrie said, watching the sun set below the horizon.

			“A few weeks ago, I would have said that guy had left for good, but the moment I laid eyes on you, I couldn’t be so sure.” Brax leaned in and gave her a gentle buss that left him yearning for more.

			Carrie leaned her head against his chest, and he rested his chin on the top of her head, her fuzzy hat tickling his nose in the breeze. He held her tightly as they rode through the grove of trees in companionable silence. Somewhere inside him a little voice whispered that Carrie’s true self was missing too. He didn’t need a college degree to read the look in her eyes that told him she was hiding something about who she was. He’d done his research on Carrie Murray and came up with little reward for the hours he poured into the search. All he had to go on were a few interviews she did about movies filmed in faraway places, and her stats on her IMDb page. It was like the woman didn’t exist before she showed up on her first Christmas set.

			“I heard you have a cat,” he said, his gaze boring into hers, “named Peaches.”

			Her laughter echoed across the snowy field and brought a smile to Brax’s lips. “I wasn’t going to bring it up,” she said on a giggle snort. “I want to make it clear that he came to me with the name, just saying,” she said, holding up her hand to defend herself. “But, if it matters, he’s sleek, slick, always gets his way, and never sticks around long after a rubdown.”

			“Peaches might be that way,” he agreed as he whispered into her ear to keep the driver from hearing him, “but Braxton Timothy is slow, precise, and always leaves his women happy.”

			A shudder of what Brax suspected was pent-up sexual desire skittered through her, and he smiled as he leaned back into the seat again. He might use his Hollywood persona to hide his determination, but the more time he spent with Carrie, the more it fought from the depths of his soul to remind him who Braxton Timothy really was. He wasn’t the callous, uncaring, noncommittal bad boy the magazines made him out to be. This holiday season, he was going to prove that to himself and to the woman sitting next to him by December 25.
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			Seven

			[image: scene break]

			Carson stood hands on hips with his eyes glued to the miniature tree he’d cut down for Noelle’s apartment. He was learning that everything about the woman was tiny—from her café, to her apartment, to her smoking hot body that had him more than a smidgen overheated in the closed-in space. Yesterday, she had promised to wait until tonight to decorate the tree so he could come over and help. The truth was, Carson didn’t give one Christmas cookie about decorating the tree. He simply wanted alone time with Noelle. The kind of alone time where there were no interruptions by townsfolk or emergencies alike. Was it fair to Noelle to want something he already knew he couldn’t have? No, but when Carson tried to tell his lonely soul that, it only cried out louder for a connection to someone after so many years.

			Noelle went up on her tiptoes to fix the string of lights at the top of the tree. “I love thinking about times gone by and fondly remembering the people who are no longer here, you know?”

			He grimaced but tried to hide it behind a cough to keep her from noticing. “I do know,” he agreed quickly. “My grandparents raised me. I always think of them fondly this time of year.”

			“How wonderful of them,” Noelle cooed, with her hand to her chest and her eyelashes batting in surprise.

			Carson straightened the small, white and red fleece blanket around the bottom of the tree to make a tree skirt. “Nonna and Poppa were wonderful. They were my father’s parents. I loved them so much for giving up their retirement plans to travel around the country so they could raise me.”

			Noelle slid her hand into his and squeezed it. “Did your parents pass away?”

			Carson’s eyes traveled from hers to the tree, where they focused on a lightbulb that had gone out. He busied himself with trying to get it to light when he answered her. “No, they decided I was too much to handle when I was a pre-teen and shipped me off to live with my grandparents.”

			“Too much to handle? But you’re a doctor now.”

			“I am,” Carson agreed, delighted when the bulb finally flickered to life. “The truth is, beautiful Noelle, they’re all gone now, so it no longer matters. I moved on and found a better way through life.” Carson had to work hard not to roll his eyes at himself. He hadn’t moved anywhere, unless you counted backwards. “Your parents are just, well, ridiculously cute, sweet, and the most wonderful couple I’ve ever met,” he said to change the subject.

			A bright smile filled her face, and she winked at him. “They are. I missed them so much when I lived in the city. It’s true what they say, you know,” she said as he took the lid off a box of ornaments.

			“What’s that?”

			“That home is where the heart is,” Noelle recited, accepting one of her favorite angel ornaments from him and hanging it on the tree.

			Carson glanced up at her from where he knelt by the ornament box. “You mean that you have a small-town heart, not a big-city heart?”

			“Yes, exactly that,” Noelle sighed. “I think you do too.”

			“How would you know that?” Carson asked on a chuckle before he stood to hang another ornament on the tree. “You don’t know where I’ve lived before Gingerbread Falls.”

			“You did say you’re from Arizona,” she pointed out as she dug through the ornament box. “And something tells me it was a small town.”

			“Did you Google me?” Carson asked defensively. The last thing he wanted was for her to Google him. Sure, the fact was anyone could Google him and find out who he was, but he was betting that no one in this small town was going to do that. They didn’t care who he was as long as he stayed and took care of them.

			Noelle tapped her temple. “I didn’t need to. I’m good with people that way. That’s what made me a successful marketer in my former life.”

			“Well, I’m glad you didn’t have to Google me. Natural talent is what you have, Noelle Butler.” It was time to change the subject again, so Carson took a step back from the tree and spread his arms out wide. “What do you think? Too many more ornaments and it might look too gaudy.”

			Noelle nodded pensively, her hand on her hip. Carson could gaze at her all night and never tire of her beauty.

			“I agree. All that’s left is the angel for the top of the tree!”

			Carson smiled and grasped her shoulders, bringing her cheek to his lips for a gentle kiss. “You are most definitely an angel.”

			Noelle blushed and without breaking eye contact, she knelt and lifted the fragile angel from the floor. “I’m not an angel. I just think they define what the season should be about better than anything else.”

			“I thought people put stars at the top of Christmas trees because the star is what guided the wise men to Jesus.”

			Noelle shook her beautiful head at him. “Let’s be real here, Carson. There isn’t a man alive who can find a baby in a manger by simply following a star. Most men can’t even find the grocery store with Google Maps.”

			“Hey!” he exclaimed, tickling her side while she protected the angel against her chest. “I take offense at that.” She lifted a brow and waited. Finally, laughter spilled from his lips. “Okay, you’re not completely wrong.”

			“A star is nice, but the angel,” she said, holding it out again, “was the first to tell Mary of Jesus.”

			“I have to hand it to you, Noelle, you won this argument with that sentence. I’ll have to switch teams now and go Team Angel.”

			Noelle went up on her tiptoes again and hooked the angel’s dress over the top branch. Carson steadied her with his hands at her waist, and the feel of her under him did things to his body he had buried for too many years. He wanted this woman in a way he had never wanted a woman before and that scared the hell out of him. What terrified him the most, though, was his heart’s reaction to the woman who had appeared in his life as suddenly as the angel appeared to Mary.

			Carson didn’t think there was any life left in that organ until he met Noelle. In a few short days she had made it beat again in ways he didn’t think could happen. That not only terrified him, but it gave him pause. What could she do if he gave her a few more days? Weeks? Months? Years? Carson had to keep from shaking his head. No. He couldn’t do that. He couldn’t risk hurting her the way he’d hurt so many other people in his life.

			Noelle held up her finger and then hit the switch to shut off the lights in the living room. The room went dark other than the lights on the tree, and then the candle in the angel’s hand lit up.

			Carson snugged her bottom up against him, her heat warming him head to toe. It was pure torture and pure bliss at the same time, which seemed to be exactly what Noelle was whenever he held her in his arms. He knew he couldn’t have her, but he wanted her just the same.

			“See, gorgeous,” she sighed.

			Carson bussed her on the cheek again and kept his lips near her ear. “Team Angel for the win. She’s angelic, but you’re the gorgeous one, Noelle Butler.”

			They stood in silence and gazed at the tree, and while he should have been lost in the boughs and baubles, he was lost in the beauty of her instead.
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			“And fade to black,” Simonson called as everyone started clapping for the two stars by the tree. “That was stellar, you two. Excellent, way to really draw out those gazes. Those tender cheek kisses are everything! The Christmas Channel is going to eat it up! That’s a wrap. Let’s take a solid twelve hours off, shall we?”

			While the crew worked around them, neither Brax nor Carrie moved away from the front of the tree. Carrie felt him lean into her ear and held her breath, wondering what he was about to say. “That was one of the best Christmas memories I’ve ever made.”

			“That wasn’t real, Brax,” Carrie answered with her gaze fixed on the tree lights.

			“It felt real to me,” he promised, his breath warm on her cheek. The sensation sent a shiver down her spine, and she bit her lip. She didn’t want to turn her head because she might throw caution to the wind and plant a kiss on his lips. “It reminded me of decorating the tree with my grandparents. They always let me sleep under the tree every night until Christmas.”

			“Sounds like a lovely memory. My Christmas memories aren’t so lovely.” That was an understatement. Carrie’s Christmas memories were mostly horror stories that no one would believe if she told them, so she didn’t. Those memories were the ones that kept her up at night and kept her from finding any joy in the season. PTSD would always do that to a person, no matter how hard you fought it, ignored it, or treated it.

			Brax squeezed her shoulders and kissed her temple. “Then forget those and make this one your first lovely memory. If the camera hadn’t been rolling, I still would have wanted to be right here with you tonight.”

			Carrie’s head nodded slowly, and every part of her wished she could forget those other memories. It just didn’t work that way. She had to push back the unexpected tears that pricked at her eyes before she spoke. “It wasn’t hard to act that scene, on that we can agree.”

			“I suppose not. That was probably your eighteenth tree-decorating scene, right?” Brax asked, resting his chin on the top of her head.

			“Or more, but that’s not why,” Carrie answered. “I wasn’t acting. It felt natural to me. Sure, I had to recite my lines, but I wanted it to be real. That’s weird, right?”

			“Not weird at all. It was the same for me,” Brax promised. “I’ve spent my entire adult life behind a camera, but it didn’t feel like I was acting tonight. I was just a guy decorating a Christmas tree with a girl. Maybe we found a little bit of Christmas spirit tonight?”

			“If that’s what this feeling inside me is, then maybe I can understand why people like this holiday so much.” Carrie slowly turned on her heel and smiled up at the man she had only known as Peaches until a few days ago. Now she was getting to know Braxton, the real Braxton, and she had to admit, she liked him one thousand times more than Peaches. “I suppose they want us to vacate the premises.”

			“Probably. Can I buy you dinner?” he asked, caressing her face with the back of his hand. His long, steamy gazes were starting to get to her, and she couldn’t break the hold those green orbs held over her no matter how hard she tried. That should scare the hell out of her. It didn’t, because she knew in another week she’d be walking away from Braxton’s green eyes, and she’d never see them again. That allowed her to enjoy his sexiness now with no risk.

			“As much as I’d like to say yes, I can’t. I have to get this dress fitting in before it gets any later. Raincheck?”

			“You bet,” he agreed, plastering a smile on his face. Carrie could tell it hid disappointment and surprise. Surprise that someone turned him down. “Have a good night.”

			She stepped around him but stopped shoulder to shoulder. “Thank you, Brax. I don’t usually have fun on set, but I did today. That was because of you.”

			“It was fun,” he agreed with a gentle bump to her shoulder. “Let’s do it again soon.”

			A smile lifted her lips, and she winked. “We’ll shoot for tomorrow. Night.”

			“Goodnight, angel,” Brax whispered as she walked away.

			She kept walking and pretended she didn’t hear him. She was just glad he couldn’t see the gigantic grin on her face.
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			Eight

			Carrie paced around her trailer, trying to decide what to do. Her fitting appointment didn’t take long since the dress fit perfectly when she tried it on. Unfortunately, she had already turned down dinner with Brax and couldn’t backtrack now. The problem was, she couldn’t stop thinking about her potential dinner companion.

			Working with him was seamless, and it surprised her every time they finished a scene in one or two takes. Carrie wanted to slow things down, mess up more, or require more attempts to get it just right, but she couldn’t. From a practical standpoint, that cost everyone money, and from a creative perspective, it was damn perfect every time. She never had such a natural camaraderie with any other co-star before. The word simpatico kept coming to mind whenever they worked together. They were always in sync, both on the set and off, even though Carrie hated to admit it. The one thing she noticed was, Braxton didn’t appear bothered by how in sync they were. Not even a little bit.

			Her phone took that moment to ring, and she picked it up, a smile filling her face when she saw the number. “Hello, nervous bride,” Carrie greeted her best friend.

			“Hello, famous movie star. How is filming going?”

			“Right along,” Carrie answered, lowering herself to the small recliner by the television. “We’re just about halfway done with filming.”

			“That’s good, right?”

			“Of course. Why wouldn’t it be?”

			“Oh, I don’t know, maybe because you want to spend more time with your green-eyed co-star? From what I hear, those eyes are his secret weapon.”

			Carrie rolled her eyes—thankful Ari couldn’t see her over the line. “I figured you’d be happy that we were ahead of schedule, and I’d be home in time for all of your festivities. Now you’re worried about his eyes?”

			“I am happy, but I want you to be happy. It’s time you found a little bit of happiness in this world for yourself, Carrie.”

			“I am happy!” she huffed, her breath expelling long across the line. “I have a full, rich life. I can’t ask for anything more.”

			“Keep telling yourself that, sister.”

			“I got the dress done,” Carrie said to change the subject. “It looks spectacular.”

			“We’re getting so close!” Ari squealed, and Carrie held the phone away from her ear. “I know December is going to fly by.”

			Carrie was lost in thought, thinking about the aforementioned green eyes of one man who, if this were a movie, she’d don a wedding dress and marry herself. Unfortunately, this wasn’t a movie, and she wouldn’t be marrying Braxton this month, next month, or ever.

			“Carrie? Did I lose you?”

			The question snapped Carrie’s attention back to the phone call, and she cleared her throat. “Sorry, I’m here. You were saying?”

			Ari chuckled, and the sound was frustrated but loving. “I was saying maybe you need to go getcha some.”

			“Get me some what?” Carrie asked, confused.

			“Braxton Timothy.” When Carrie didn’t jump to deny it instantly, her friend sucked in a breath of surprise. “Are you seriously thinking about getting some Braxton Timothy?”

			“Of course not,” Carrie snapped, but she was. She so was.

			“Tell me right this instant what’s gone on since your first date, girl,” Ari demanded.

			Carrie outlined the last few days on set and all the fantastic and fun things they’d done together. “I don’t know what to do,” Carrie said to wrap it up.

			“About what?”

			“Braxton. Duh,” she said on a heavy sigh.

			“I say you do him, but that’s just me.”

			“Ari!” she scolded, but there was laughter in her voice.

			“Oh, come on, like you haven’t been thinking about it since you were decorating a Christmas tree with him. A Christmas tree, Care. You’ve never done that.”

			Carrie snorted before she could stop herself. “Yes, I have, as a matter of fact. Eighteen times now. This time, along with the seventeen other times, was for a movie. It wasn’t real.”

			“True, but the way you told me about it says if it had been real, you wouldn’t have minded. I could hear it in your voice.”

			“You’re not helping. Can I just say that?”

			“You can say anything you’d like. That doesn’t make it true. Listen, I’m not trying to rile you up, but I am hoping you stop holding your heart back from everyone some time before you’re dead. You’re lumping everyone into the same category you put Luwanda in.”

			“Mentally unstable?” Carrie asked sardonically.

			Ari chuckled. “She was that, but no. I meant untrustworthy, cruel, and a psychopath. I know you know not everyone in the world is like that. You’ve formed bonds over time with other people, but you avoid relationships like the plague.”

			“Incorrect. I avoid relationships in Hollywood like the plague. Since I only know other actors . . . ”

			Ari snorted, laughed, coughed, and cleared her throat before speaking. “I’m about to hang up as soon as I depart this one piece of wisdom upon you.”

			“Oh, goodie,” Carrie sighed.

			“Listen up, sister. You’re doing what you swore you would never do again, and that’s let Luwanda control you. Even in her death, you’re letting her voice rule your head instead of your own. Think about it from that angle and then see if those excuses ring true. Good night, Care.”

			The line went dead, and Carrie lowered the phone, peeved Ari denied her a rebuttal. She hated it when she didn’t get the last word. The problem was, Ari wasn’t wrong. She had said those things to her before, a hundred different times, and a hundred different ways. Carrie always huffed and rebuffed until Ari relented. Tonight, Carrie’s usual, no, I’m not rebuttal was nowhere to be found inside her head. Instead, there was a faint voice saying, she’s right. You’re doing precisely that. You think you have a reason, but that reason is just fear. Is fear a good reason not to fight back against what you’ve hated all your life? No, it’s not a reason, it’s an excuse.

			Carrie groaned and stood, sliding her phone into her pocket and banging her head on the door of her trailer. At nearly midnight, the small community of camping trailers was quiet, and the lights were off in all but one. She noticed a faint glow from inside Brax’s trailer when she peeked through the curtain. She snuck down her stairs, and to avoid detection, she didn’t climb his. Instead, she knocked on the bottom of the door.

			The door cracked open, and he stuck his head out. “Hello?”

			“Down here,” Carrie whispered.

			“What are you doing down there?” he asked, squatting to look her in the eye.

			“I wondered if it was too late to take you up on that dinner offer?”

			“Might be a little late for dinner, but not for wine and snacks. You in?”

			“I am,” she said, ready to climb the stairs, but he grabbed her arm.

			“I have a better idea. Give me three minutes, and I’ll be out.”

			Carrie didn’t say another word, just nodded and stared out over the little row of trailers while she waited. They had set them up to resemble a campground from the ’50s. Each camper had an outside sitting area complete with fake grass and a picnic table covered in a red checkered tablecloth. There were eight trailers in total, including one that housed Braxton’s security people. Carrie wasn’t dumb. She knew one of them was watching her right that instant. They started running shifts after the first night Brax ditched them. You can’t sleep on the job when it comes to Braxton Timothy. Tonight, Carrie hoped no one tagged along. As hard as it was for her to admit, she liked her alone time with Brax. He was real with her when they were alone and while she held back a lot of who she was inside, she also let a little bit of the real Carrie Murray shine through each time. She couldn’t explain it, but she liked not having to hold on to her emotions with an iron grip every hour of every day.

			The door to his trailer opened again, and he slipped out, hopped down the stairs, and grabbed her hand. “Come on, I know just the place to go,” Brax whispered, dragging her along the concrete floor.

			“Won’t your handlers be worried about you? Are they going to follow us?” Carrie whisper asked.

			“No, you’re on the approved list,” he whispered with his head shaking. “They know I’m with you and that I’m staying in the building.”

			“The approved list?” she asked as she pulled back on his hand until he stopped.

			Brax didn’t release her hand, but he did turn to answer her. “I gave them a list of people I trust. If one of those people approach the trailer or me, they back off.”

			“Wow, you know you’ve hit the big time when you have a list,” Carrie said, tisking her tongue.

			“Don’t be fooled. Those gorillas aren’t protecting me. They’re protecting the studio’s investment,” he promised, his lashes brushing his cheek when he winked. Carrie wanted to whimper at how sexy he was when he wasn’t even trying. She bit back the moan before it escaped and fought down the shiver that wanted to run through her. “As for the list, there aren’t many on it. I don’t trust that many people.”

			“You’re saying I should feel honored?” Carrie asked when they set off at a saner pace for wherever he was taking her.

			“You’re in an elite club. Here, the only people on the list are you and Simonson.” He tipped his head for a second. “Oh, and the actress that plays Noelle’s mother.”

			“Wait. Why is Carol on the list?”

			“Well, you see, she loves to bake, and since she plays a minor role in the production, she’s always whipping up cookies or pies. She brings them over frequently.”

			“You’re saying she’s your supplier, so she’s allowed to slip past security.”

			Brax’s laughter rang out through the hangar, and the sound made her insides do things they never had before. His laugh sounded like something Carrie would like to hear every day. It sounded like the top down and speed limit forgotten as they sped down a back road with the wind in their hair. It sounded like long walks on the beach, eating ice cream and laughing as the dogs frolicked in the waves. It sounded like the kind of happiness Ari was talking about. Carrie immediately shook her head, forcing those thoughts away.

			“I can’t help that women love to bake me sweet pastries.” Brax shrugged one shoulder and winked again before tugging her up the stairs that ended in the walled-off room that was Noelle’s apartment. The Christmas tree lights were still on, and the light in the room was ambient but welcoming.

			“It’s secluded, we’re alone, and it’s beautiful. Oh, and it’s warm, so we don’t even have to freeze our bottoms off to enjoy a little wine and holiday conversation,” he explained, setting down the basket.

			“Holiday conversation?” Carrie repeated, while he grabbed a blanket off the back of the couch and spread it out on the floor. He sat and patted the spot next to him. She shifted the basket to the place he had patted and sat on the other side of it. Carrie was suddenly self-conscious about being alone with him in such an intimate setting. More like she didn’t trust herself and knew sitting too close to him might result in her kissing his damn delicious pink lips.

			“We’re going to drink wine, and you’re going to tell me why you hate Christmas. Voila, holiday conversation.”

			Carrie waited while he pulled the cork from the wine bottle and filled two glasses, handing her one. “To Noelle and Carson,” he said, tapping her glass with his.

			“You always toast to them,” Carrie said after she took a swallow of the sweet white wine. “Why?”

			Brax leaned back on one hand and stretched his legs out in front of him. “I want the film to do well, so I toast to them to keep the good juju going. The reaction of the crew every time we wrap a shooting tells me that the right audience will love Gingerbread Café.”

			An inadvertent sigh escaped Carrie’s lips.

			“What?” Brax asked, sipping his wine with a curious look in his eye.

			“I hate the title,” Carrie finally admitted, her breath whooshing from her like she’d been holding in a deep, dark secret for years. “It’s so . . . basic.”

			“I agree, but you do know that if a network picks it up, they’ll change the name anyway.”

			“Probably,” Carrie agreed on a shrug. “It just feels to me that if we had a better title, we’d have a better chance of selling it to a network.”

			Brax took another drink of wine and swallowed. “Okay, let’s brainstorm better titles then. First, I’d like to say, if you think this is going to keep me from finding out why you hate Christmas, you’re wrong. I’ll put that on the back burner for now, though.”

			Carrie sighed heavily with resignation. “I don’t hate Christmas. It’s just not my favorite holiday.”

			“What is your favorite holiday?”

			“I don’t have one,” Carrie admitted. “What about Gingerbread Dreams?”

			“Gingerbread Dreams? That’s worse than Gingerbread Café.”

			“Fine, what’s your great idea then, Mr. Producer?”

			He smiled the smile that would bring her to her knees if she wasn’t already sitting down. It was sharing kisses under the moon. It was long walks by the lake under the stars. It was sex in the dark on the floor while half-drunk.

			“Once Upon a Gingerbread.”

			Carrie couldn’t hold in her snort of laughter while she waved her hand at her neck.

			“I’ve got it!” Brax exclaimed quietly. “A Gingerbread Falls Christmas To Remember,” he said, using his hands like a marquee display.

			“Um, no,” Carrie said on a cough. “Wait!” She held up her hand and paused dramatically. “I’ve got it. Ready?”

			Brax motioned for her to spit it out.

			“A Christmas at Gingerbread Falls.”

			“I like that one,” he said slowly. “A Christmas at Gingerbread Falls. I like it a lot, actually.”

			“It rolls off the tongue, right?” she asked excitedly. She noticed her smile brought one to his lips, which she took as a good sign.

			“It does, but the imagery it invokes in a viewer’s mind is even better. It’s Christmas trees and baking cookies. It’s snow falling during a long walk to town square. It’s hot chocolate and laughter in a small café with your new crush.” Brax shook his finger at her. “This is the reason I wanted you on this project. You have an amazing insight into the viewer that few other leads in Hollywood have.”

			“Only because I’ve focused my career solely on one type of movie instead of branching out to other genres. It may give me vast experience in that arena, but I’m seriously lacking in all the others.” Carrie rested on her back and stared up at the tree lights. “This is beautiful. I see why you used to sleep under the Christmas tree as a kid.”

			Brax moved the basket and scooted closer to her. She sucked in a breath but refused to move away from him and give him the pleasure of knowing he affected her that way. Brax’s head rolled to the right to stare up at the tree too. “It is wonderful. I guess my grandparents figured you’re only a kid once, so they never made a fuss about it.”

			“Sometimes, you’re never a kid at all,” Carrie murmured, her eyes trained on the tree. “Sometimes, you don’t know who you are. Sometimes, who you think you are is nothing more than a lie. Sometimes, the truth is you’re someone else entirely.”

			His hand slipped into hers on the blanket and squeezed gently. “Sometimes, we do things as adults because we never got to do them as a child. Do you think that’s why you’ve done so many Christmas movies?”

			“You think that I’m searching for the magic of Christmas in a ninety-minute cheesy love story?” she asked sarcastically.

			“People have done stranger things while searching for the meaning of life, Carrie.”

			Her head nodded against the blanket, and she sighed. “I suppose you’re right. In the beginning, I took whatever job came my way. After the first Christmas movie, and the hoopla I was witness to, I wagered a bet that if I surrounded myself with the holiday, maybe one day I’d understand what that hoopla was all about.”

			“Is that why you’re still leading Christmas movies? Trying to understand the hoopla?”

			“No, after my fourth Christmas movie, I realized that they were all going to be basically the same, so it became less about finding the Christmas spirit and more about keeping the money rolling in. Christmas in January, March, May, July, September, and November, religiously.”

			“Have you ever wanted to do more?” Brax asked, his hand pulling hers up to his chest.

			“Do more? Christmas movies? I think I’m probably getting to the end of the Christmas heroine run. Pretty soon, viewers are going to get tired of watching me decorate a Christmas tree.”

			He chuckled, but the sound wasn’t amused as much as it was understanding. “I always say that about the action flicks too. No one ever seems to tire of it, though. Look at some of the other big names in Hollywood. They found a genre and stayed within it their entire career, quite successfully I might add. That said, I meant have you ever wanted to do something else. Something more than Christmas movies.”

			Carrie laughed then, and the sound was reserved and sad. “I don’t have dreams, Brax, about my career or my life. When a role comes along and I’m available, I grab it. That’s about how much thought I can afford to give it.”

			He rolled to his side and propped his head on his free hand while keeping her hand tight to his chest. “That’s what I mean, though. Have you ever thought about seeking out other types of roles? You wait for these Christmas roles to come along while you leave a lot of roles on the table that you could easily get. You’re a fantastic actress with the kind of natural ease we don’t often see in the industry. Directors would say you’re a dream to work with.”

			“I’m sure Simonson is saying that every night when he goes to bed. Boy, that Carrie Murray is a dream to work with every day.” She laughed then, and this time, it was amused and happy. “It’s far more likely he’s hitting back shots of whiskey while bemoaning his fate.”

			“Simonson is a blowhard. I only hired him because he knows how to direct a movie pointed in the direction we want to go.”

			Brax gazed at her expectantly and Carrie knew he wanted her to answer his question. Only she knew why it would be a dangerous dance to do that. She would have to step carefully with her answer. “I’ve thought about putting myself out there for other roles, but I’m afraid I’ve pigeonholed myself too much already. I don’t know that I can break away from Christmas movies now.”

			“I don’t know that you can’t,” he whispered. “If you don’t start picking up some other roles, you’re going to age out of these and have no career left.”

			Carrie’s head fell to the side to meet his eyes. “I could always play the lead’s mom, or,” she paused, winking, “Mrs. Claus.”

			“You’re a tough nut to crack, Carrie Murray,” Brax muttered, his lids hooded and his tongue coming out to lick his lips.

			“I’ve heard that before,” she agreed, her gaze focused on the sheen of wetness covering his soft, plump lips. “What I want from life and what I think I deserve out of life are two very different things.”

			He brought her hand to those plump lips and kissed it. “But they aren’t. What’s different is that you don’t believe you deserve anything out of this life. I’m going to be the one to prove to you that you deserve everything.”

			Carrie’s brow went up in the air in utter surprise. Braxton Timothy was going to change how she had lived all these years without knowing who she really was? That was unlikely, but she had to admit, she kind of wanted to see him try. “How do you plan to do that, Mr. Timothy? Woo me with your movie star ways?”

			“There’s a difference between who I am onscreen and who I am offscreen, Carrie. What you see isn’t always what you get.”

			Carrie already knew that to be brutally accurate. She lived what you see is not what you get for the first thirteen years of her life. She didn’t need a cliché to remind her. She was the cliché.

			“You prefer being Brax over Peaches. I get that. Doesn’t everyone hide who they really want to be to some degree?”

			His smile lifted his lips, but it wasn’t his usual beaming Hollywood smile. It was a soft, natural, relaxed smile of a guy who was comfortable with a girl after a little too much wine.

			“I would agree with that assessment, Miss Murray. For me, it’s being the guy who lies under a Christmas tree with a girl he has a crush on, without worrying about anything else.”

			A girl he has a crush on? Carrie had to remind herself to breathe. Was he serious, or was that the wine talking?

			She cleared her throat before she spoke so she didn’t croak and give away how scared she was by his admittance. Carrie’s heart was pounding in her chest, and she knew she’d have to gloss right over half of the sentence and distract him with the other half. “Why do you do it then? You could quit being an actor. You certainly have more money than you’ll ever need.”

			“While that’s true, I don’t know how to do anything else, Carrie. I’m trained in theater and that’s it. I could never work another day in my life and be fine, but that’s not me. Movies are what I do, but they aren’t who I am.”

			“If that’s true, it’s pretty unusual in Hollywood these days,” she said on a sarcastic laugh that rang a little harshly through the quiet room.

			His shoulder shrugged against the carpet, and he turned his head to meet her eyes. Brax’s green ones picked up the green from the tree and darkened to a rich, deep hunter green. “It’s one of the reasons I decided to start producing. It’s time to build up my presence behind the scenes. I’ve spent fifteen years running from set to set with no family or friends to count on. Forget about a relationship. There hasn’t been time for more than casual dating and hookups. Not that I have nearly as many conquests as I’ve been attributed,” he assured her with a hand in the air. “However, I am getting older and it is time to switch my focus.”

			Carrie laughed, but this time it was warm and amused. She noticed his lips lift upward into that smile he wore when he didn’t have to be Peaches; the smile that wasn’t forced and told her how much he was enjoying himself. “You’re hardly getting old, Brax. You’re barely thirty.”

			“Try thirty-three.”

			“Oh, I’m sorry,” she said on an eye roll. “You’re right, you’re headed to the nursing home next week.” Carrie fell quiet for a moment while they stared at the twinkling lights of the tree. “Perhaps it is time to switch your focus from work to family. If you want a family, that is.”

			Brax tipped his head toward her again. “I do want a family. I always have. I guess the last few years it has slowly sank in that it’s time to work to live instead of live to work.”

			“You don’t want your legacy to be action flicks and one romantic Christmas film,” she deduced.

			He shook his head, but his beautiful lips wore a smile. Can men’s lips be beautiful? Carrie wasn’t sure, but she knew his were, even if she wasn’t supposed to say that.

			“Not the whole of it, no,” he agreed. “You and I both know the movies will be a big part of my legacy, but there has to be more out there than that. I have to believe there is or I don’t see a point in doing what I’m doing.”

			Carrie held his gaze for several beats before she spoke. “You are the most unusual Hollywood star I’ve ever known. I was convinced when you called me up to work on this film that you wanted a favor of one kind or another out of me. I don’t know what to believe anymore. The tabloids make you out to be a superficial pretty boy who lives life loose and easy. You make yourself out to be the exact opposite.”

			Brax’s thumb traced her jawline, and he gazed into her eyes with an intensity she wasn’t comfortable accepting as interest or desire. She didn’t want to think about how they could come to be this close in such a short time.

			“I want you to believe me,” he whispered, his finger rasping against her soft skin. “Sure, there was a time in my life where I lived loose and easy, but it’s been a decade since I found that kind of life exciting. Up until I met you, my life was tedious and boring.”

			Carrie gazed down at their hands linked together for a moment before meeting his eyes again. “What do you find exciting now?”

			He scooted closer to her, not allowing any distance between them. “A quiet evening, a nice bottle of wine, good conversation, and you.”

			“You find me exciting?” Carrie asked, her brow going up in disbelief. When his head nodded against the floor in agreement, she smiled. “Spoiler alert. I’m extremely boring.”

			“You might think that, but I know otherwise. I know because my heart pounds whenever I catch a glimpse of you. I always pray you don’t come over to talk to me right then since words are hard to form the moment I lay eyes on you. No one else has ever done that to me before, and I mean no one,” Brax repeated, tracing her lips with his thumb. “I finally understand what it means to be alive.”

			“I don’t throw myself at you like all the other women. That’s probably what makes me exciting. For the first time, you have to work for a conquest,” Carrie said breathlessly.

			“No, you are not a conquest,” he insisted, his lips tightening in what she sensed was frustration. “I’m over women throwing themselves at me, that’s true, but a conquest implies control. The reason my heart pounds when I see you is because you already have all the control, and you don’t even know it,” he said, tapping her chest with his finger. “If I catch a whiff of your perfume, I have to stop what I’m doing and close my eyes. I picture us dancing in a darkened living room while a slow song plays on the stereo. I hear your voice, and I wait for the laughter that will soon follow. It lifts my spirits every time. I watch you walk toward me, and I can barely breathe with anticipation. Will you smile and say hi as you brush past me? Will you stop and have a conversation with me? Will you laugh at something witty I say just to bring a smile to my face?”

			“You make me sound pretty great,” Carrie whispered, her eyelids heavy from the wine.

			“You are pretty great. That’s why I plan to woo you like no one other than Brax. Just a guy with a crush on a girl who wants nothing more than to show her that no matter how hard she tries to hide her true heart, he can see exactly what it wants.”

			Carrie took a deep breath and searched his eyes, but she didn’t see an ounce of anything other than honesty in them. He really had a crush on her. The thought alone made her chest rise and fall in surprise. The motion dragged a moan from his lips that he tried to cover with a cough.

			“You’re serious . . . ” she whispered.

			“I’m as serious as I’ve ever been when it comes to a woman, Carrie.” His thumb stroked her jaw, and his gaze never left hers. “You don’t have to hide in the shadows anymore as the supporting actress. You’re a leading lady. You’re my leading lady.”

			He didn’t give her time to reply before his lips came down on hers. His languid, gentle kiss stole what breath Carrie had left in her chest. The kiss started tender and soft, his lips not taking more than hers were willing to give. As soon as she gave an inch, he took a mile, convincing her lips to part and let him take a tour of her tongue. His slid alongside hers, letting the warmth and wetness spread to other parts of her the longer he stayed there. Every time his tongue slid across hers to explore a new spot, Carrie moaned deep in her throat, dragging a moan from Brax in return. He laid half across her hip, pressing his need and desire against her. If he was in the same kind of pain she was, it was a sweet torturous pain she never wanted to end. That alone was enough reason to push him away, run down those stairs, and lock herself safely inside her trailer.

			She didn’t do that, though. Carrie knew she was playing with fire, and if she didn’t stop, she was going to get burned.

			This kiss.

			This man.

			Both were making her crave the burn for the first time in her carefully orchestrated life.

			Unfazed by the flames, she buried her hands in his hair and tugged Brax closer. Then she let him take what he needed while she did the same.
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			Nine
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			Noelle set a mug of hot gingerbread coffee down in front of Mr. Hamilton. “How are you on this beautiful sunny day in Gingerbread Falls?” she asked, patting his shoulder. “Cold enough for you?”

			His chest puffed out as it always did whenever he was going to crow about something that he did better than anyone else in town. “I love the cold. It gives me a good reason to come and see you for a hot cup of coffee.”

			Noelle laughed, and the sound harmonized perfectly with the record on the old turntable. “It doesn’t have to be cold for you to come in. All Mrs. Hamilton has to do is start cleaning, and you’re gone.”

			The fluffy Santa of a man shook his finger at her with a grin planted firmly on his face. Noelle always thought he looked like a fluffy Santa because he wore his white beard neatly trimmed and an old stocking cap on his head with tufts of white hair sticking out all willy-nilly. “That’s true.”

			“Are you ready for Christmas?” she asked, walking back behind the counter.

			“Everyone and their Christmas this and Christmas that,” he said on a brush of his hand. “I don’t get caught up in all that nonsense.”

			Noelle leaned her forearms on the counter and smiled. Mr. Hamilton was as caught up in Christmas as anyone, even though he didn’t like to admit it. He always said Christmas was just another day in Gingerbread Falls, but she saw right through him. Mr. Hamilton loved the season more than all the kids in town combined.

			“I’m ready. I even got a tree for my apartment this year,” Noelle informed him, sipping on a cup of hot chocolate. The morning crowd was gone, and she was relaxing while she waited for the noon crowd to descend. Sure, she had plenty of work she could be doing, but she enjoyed talking to Mr. Hamilton when others weren’t demanding her attention. He was one of those guys who has seen a lot in life, doesn’t talk about most of it, but always has a little bit of wisdom to impart if you’re paying attention.

			His eyes twinkled when he eyed her window and then turned back to her again. “Another tree? I guess the Christmas bug has hit you hard this year.”

			“More like we were at my parents’ for dinner yesterday, and we took a walk through the Christmas tree grove.”

			“We?” he asked, sipping his coffee. “We who?”

			“I was with the new doctor in town, Carson Stark. Mom invited him out for dinner, and when we finished, we both needed to work off some of her good home cooking.” Noelle patted her trim tummy, and he nodded along with her story.

			“Dr. Stark, you say? He cut down a tree for you?”

			“He insisted I should have a tree in my apartment,” Noelle said with her head tossed back, “regardless of the beautiful one in the window.” She sighed dreamily as she thought back to the moment in the woods. “He cut down the tree in three swings of Dad’s old ax. It’s a small tree, but it’s just right for my apartment.”

			“I’ve heard some things about Dr. Stark,” Mr. Hamilton said, leading her into a conversation she wasn’t sure she wanted to have with him. She liked Carson, and she didn’t want rumors to ruin her blooming feelings for him.

			Noelle stood up and grabbed a rag to start wiping down the glass display cases where she kept her baked goods. She never minded having to clean them multiple times a day of the tiny fingerprints the little ones left behind when picking out the perfect cookie from the case. “I’m sure the town is bustling with rumors, Mr. Hamilton. That doesn’t make them true.”

			“These aren’t rumors, child. They’re about where he was before Gingerbread Falls.”

			“Arizona,” she answered, rubbing at a frosting stain in the shape of a thumbprint on the case.

			He gave a shake of his head. “Before Arizona. The good doctor was on a base in Afghanistan.”

			“No! He’s in the military?” she exclaimed in surprise. Though, that did explain being able to cut down a tree in three swings.

			“Not anymore. Honorably discharged three years ago from the U.S. Army.”

			Noelle shrugged and spritzed a table with cleanser. “Not so unusual, Mr. Hamilton. There are a lot of retired military doctors that join private practices. They have to do something after they leave the service.”

			He finished his mug and set it back on the counter before swinging his arms into his old wool peacoat. “You’re right, girlie. I was just saying we also heard he was the lone survivor of his team out there in the desert. I can’t blame him for not re-upping after that.”

			Noelle’s breath caught in her chest, and she wiped her hands on her apron. “He—he never mentioned that.”

			Mr. Hamilton shoved his work-roughened hands into his gloves and clapped them together once. “No, I don’t suppose he did. Well, I better be getting on home now. Mother will be expecting me for lunch. Thanks for the coffee.”

			He waved goodbye and left the café, the bell above the door jingling its goodbye to him in a merry Christmas tune. Noelle had her hand over her heart and tears in her eyes as she considered what Mr. Hamilton said.

			“The lone survivor,” she murmured. “His appearance in Gingerbread Falls suddenly makes a lot more sense. He’s hiding here, from his past and his future.”
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			“And we’re out!” Simonson called. “Excellent job, Carrie. That even tugged at my heartstrings, and my heart turned black years ago. That’s a wrap for tonight. Tomorrow, it’s Brax and Carrie all morning, but everyone should be on standby. If they finish their scenes early, we’ll pick up another, so everyone should be ready.”

			Carrie waved acknowledgment and handed her apron to a crew hand before she headed for her trailer. It had been a long day of running scenes this morning and then shooting this afternoon. She loved the momentum on this film, though. Everything kept rolling and they got several scenes shot every day and still had time to rest, so no one was too tired to remember their lines. That was something she had often dealt with a lot on other sets. She was enjoying herself for the first time in a long time, but she was also glad to be done for the day. She stayed up way too late last night with Brax and needed some rest.

			“How’d it go?” Brax asked when she climbed the stairs to her trailer.

			She turned around and noticed him standing in his home away from home, holding the door open. He’d dressed down in a pair of jeans and a three-quarter zip sweater that made him look every bit the suburban hip dad he wasn’t.

			“Great. We are all finished for the night. I finally have a little time to relax before tomorrow’s scenes.”

			Brax jogged down his stairs and over to Carrie, leaning in close to her ear. “I was thinking the same thing earlier, so I made dinner. There’s enough for two, and I have a bottle of wine chilling. Can I interest you in a little spaghetti Bolognese?”

			Carrie chewed on her lip nervously while she stared at him. Did she trust herself enough to share another dinner with Braxton Timothy? It was bad enough she almost ripped his clothes off and had her way with him last night. She wasn’t sure she could stop herself two nights in a row. The guy was all sex all the time, and with every passing day, she found him harder and harder to resist.

			Brax was staring at her, and she should say something, but she got lost in his eyes again instead. Not the eyes of Carson Stark, but the sexy Hollywood eyes of Braxton Timothy. Away from the lights of the set, they didn’t look like Hollywood eyes. They looked like the eyes of someone who spent a lot of time being someone he wasn’t. They looked like the eyes of a guy who worked hard in the hopes the woman he wanted to get to know better would share dinner with him.

			Carrie nodded once. “Spaghetti sounds wonderful. Give me five minutes to clean up, and I’ll be over?”

			The look of relief and happiness on his face told her she’d made the right choice the moment the words left her lips.

			“I’ll be waiting,” Brax promised, threw her a wink, and jogged back to his trailer like the world was no longer on his shoulders.
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			Brax stirred the bubbling meat sauce and tapped the spoon on the side of the pot before he covered it again, nervously awaiting Carrie’s knock. It had been much longer than five minutes, and he was beginning to wonder if she’d decided against coming over. He wanted to woo her, but she was a reluctant participant. Every step he took was on eggshells, and he had to be careful, or he’d break them all. Brax still didn’t know why she was standoffish most of the time. When she showed even the slightest bit of vulnerability, he could see in her eyes how terrified she became. He was missing a big part of the picture when it came to Carrie Murray, but he hoped she’d start to open up to him a little bit at a time. He’d Googled her many times, but even page ten didn’t tell him anything more than what he already knew. She was a twenty-seven-year-old actress from Hollywood who had done many Christmas movies. Her bio never had any family information listed and forget about her early life. It’s like the woman didn’t exist until she did her first film seven years ago.

			He paced to the door and peeked out the blind, noticing her trailer still had the light on, and a shadow passed across it. She was still up, so maybe she got a phone call or something she had to deal with before she came over. He blew out a breath, and it ruffled the hair on his forehead. “Sure, Brax. Face it, she’s not coming over, man. You’re going to get nowhere with this girl.”

			He couldn’t stop wondering why he was so determined to get somewhere with her, and that somewhere wasn’t into a bed. He wanted more from this woman than her body and that scared the hell out of him. He could have any woman in the world on his name alone. Correction, he could have almost any woman in the world. He couldn’t have Carrie Murray. The thought made Braxton straighten his spine with determination. They had half a movie left to shoot, and that gave him plenty of time to ease her into the idea that he might be what she was looking for in her life.

			It took him one scene to know she was what he was looking for in his life. Beautiful. Graceful. Talented. Professional. Honest. Occasionally, her honesty was painful, but above all, she was real. That was what drew him toward her in the beginning. She was real in a way no woman ever had been before. She didn’t pretend to be someone she wasn’t merely de facto to his name. She was Carrie Murray all the time, even when she was Noelle Butler. Maybe that didn’t make a lot of sense when she was acting out a completely different personality, but after working with her, he could tell. She put a little bit of Carrie Murray into every part she played, even if the audience only saw Noelle Butler.

			There was a soft knock on the door, and his heart leaped inside his chest. Was she here? God, let it be Carrie, he thought as he smoothed down his shirt and went to the door. The familiar figure on the other side had his heart hammering when he opened it, a smile on his face. “You came,” he whispered, ushering her in.

			“Hi,” she said, standing awkwardly in the middle of his trailer. “I know it took me longer than five minutes. I got hung up on a call. I hate it when people are late, it’s rude, but I had to talk a bride down off a cliff.”

			Brax smiled and shook his head, his eyes drinking in her beauty. His groin tightened in response to the dress pulled tightly across her chest. He held her shoulders loosely and kissed her cheek. “I understand. I’m just glad you could come. I did spring the dinner invitation on you last minute.”

			His words were dripping with sappy happiness and excitement to have her with him again. Standing before him in that dress, she took his breath away and made him want to drop to his knees. It was a beautiful blue snowflake dress that cut low across her chest, wrapped around her thin middle, and flowed over her shapely thighs. His mind wandered to his fingers pulling slowly on the tie until it fell open and revealed her lithe body underneath. He would lay her down on his bed of soft down and kiss the length of her.

			“Brax?” Carrie asked, her hand waving in front of his face.

			He snapped back to the conversation and offered an easy smile, even if his body was tight and ready to spring. He prayed Carrie didn’t notice. “Sorry,” he said, clearing his throat. “I was . . . uh . . . admiring this dress. You’re ravishing.”

			He leaned in and kissed her cheek again, being careful to make sure the front of him didn’t brush against her belly and give away the truth about his instant physical reaction to her beauty.

			She did a tiny curtsy. “Thank you. I thought you might like this dress.”

			He nodded his appreciation, and his hand came up to touch her hair. “And the curls. Gosh, you’re just gorgeous. It knocks me sideways that you even give me the time of day.”

			Carrie’s eyes melted into puddles of dark chocolate right before him, and he wondered how many men had complimented her before him. He sensed there weren’t many, at least not many who said it with the truth shining in their eyes.

			She nervously touched the curls resting on her shoulders. “Thank you. I don’t curl it often, but I do like the look.”

			Brax ushered her toward the table with his hand to her back. “You should curl it more often. It changes your whole aura.”

			She laughed, and the sound bounced around his trailer, making his heart speed up to near heart attack levels. “You’re a real charmer, aren’t you?”

			“Not at all,” he promised, tossing her a wink. “It’s easy to speak the truth around you. Your beauty always takes my breath away. Would you like some wine?” Brax changed the subject quickly to keep her from refuting his compliment. Carrie was good at making herself out to be less than, and he wanted to break her of that habit. He wanted to teach her how to accept a compliment if he did nothing else during his time with her.

			“I would love a glass, thank you.”

			He pulled it from the fridge and uncorked it, pouring her a glass of the red wine before handing her the stemmed glass.

			She lifted it toward him and then brought it to her bright red lips. Her lipstick was potent, and he wanted to be wearing it on every inch of his body. Instead, when she lowered the glass, there wasn’t even a smudge on the rim.

			“You always have the best wine,” she said, folding her hands on her lap. “How do you do that when you’re on location all the time?”

			Brax stirred his sauce one more time and checked to make sure the pasta was still hot. “My minions stock my favorites for every shoot. They’d do that for you too.”

			She brushed her hand at him. “I don’t like to be a bother to anyone. I’m not big on needs or wants. I’m happy with whatever they stock. If I’m craving something I don’t have, I go out. I can do that, though. I’m not Mr. Hollywood.” She said it in jest, and he tossed his head back and laughed, his deep baritone voice mixing with her softer soprano laughter.

			“I am a little spoiled, but I honestly wouldn’t care if I didn’t have all my favorites every time. Sometimes it’s nice to work for something. Instant gratification isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.”

			He’d pointed his sentence on purpose, but let a goofy smile cover his face while he did it. The smile was ridiculous for a guy of his caliber to be wearing, but he didn’t care. “Are you hungry? The food is ready.”

			She rubbed her tight, trim belly and grinned. “I’m starving. It was such a long day today with blocking and filming. It was nice of you to cook dinner.”

			He flashed her a grin and started scooping pasta into bowls. “It was no problem. I had the afternoon off, so I thought I’d offer you something homecooked. I like the pub’s food and all, but sometimes it’s nice to have a little taste of home.”

			Brax carried the two bowls to the table and filled his wine glass, making sure to top off hers too. He sat and they dug into the bowls of pasta, Carrie’s moans of satisfaction not helping the hard, throbbing mass pressing against his zipper. Without even knowing it, she was giving him a little taste of what she’d be like under him while he kissed his way down her body. He let out a heavy breath and sucked in a deep one. He needed to cool his jets before he embarrassed himself.

			He cleared his throat and sipped his wine, his bowl almost empty while she finished hers. “I heard the scene with Mr. Hamilton was sublime.”

			Carrie glanced up and chuckled, covering her mouth with her hand until she swallowed. “Sublime? You know what that means, right?”

			Brax pointed at her before taking another drink of his wine. It was going straight to his head and the vision she was spun before him. “Yes, I know what it means. I did go to college, you know.”

			“You can’t say the scene with Mr. Hamilton was the true definition of sublime then.”

			He held up his hands by his chest in defense. “I didn’t say it. Simonson said it.”

			She waved her hand after she set down her wine glass. “Wait. Simonson said the scene was sublime? Does he know what that word means?”

			Brax was swallowing a drink of wine and almost choked on it. Thankfully, he recovered before he spit wine across the table. “I’m sure he does. He just meant that you pulled off the scene with excellence and beauty. You know for darn sure he wasn’t talking about Mr. Hamilton.”

			She laughed and pointed at him, her head shaking. “Earl is a great guy. He’s a little rough around the edges, but he’s that way on purpose. He’s genuine and represents what Gingerbread Falls is all about.”

			“Both the real and the fake town, actually,” he agreed, leaning back and cradling his wine glass to gaze at her. “I can’t wait for our scene tomorrow.”

			She copied his posture and lifted a brow. “You don’t say? You mean you can’t wait to yell at me and stomp away mad?”

			He did the so-so hand before answering. “I was thinking more like I couldn’t wait for the part where I got to hug you. I’d already forgotten about the rest.”

			Carrie smiled. It was genuine, honest, and shy. Brax loved that he was the one to put it there with the simple truth. “Just remember to keep your lips off mine. You don’t want me to get pregnant too soon.”

			He was swallowing again and choked, coughing this time while wine dribbled from his lips, and he had to wipe it up with a napkin. She was laughing hysterically, but he didn’t even care that she’d made a fool of him. He was grinning like one, just staring at the pure pleasure reflected in her eyes.

			“I’m going to get you back for that.”

			She held up her hands in the don’t shoot position. “I have no doubt. I thought it was so funny of Simonson to say that. It’s true, though, you know? There’s no rhyme or reason as to why the two mains can’t share a kiss before the end of the movie.”

			He held up his finger like a college professor. “Well, of course there is. If they kiss before the end of the movie, they’ve lost the interest of the viewer, and they’ll turn it off. I watched over one hundred of these Christmas Channel movies before I wrote this one. They have a specific and tight rhythm to them. You have to get it just right to hold the viewer’s interest.”

			Her laughter died away, and she eyed him in total stillness. “Wait. You wrote this?”

			“You didn’t know that either?” Brax asked while he rubbed his temple uncomfortably. He thought for sure she knew that by now.

			She tossed her hands up in the air. “Dude, no. Why would I know that? I got the script with the title on the title page but nothing else.”

			Brax leaned forward over the table and smiled. “I didn’t put my name on it.”

			“Why?”

			He shrugged with nonchalance. “I didn’t want to be judged?”

			“You didn’t want to be judged for writing a Christmas movie script?”

			He tossed his head back and forth a couple of times before answering. “More like I didn’t want people judging me as a writer. Let’s face it. Anyone can write one of these movies. The formula is always the same. Hero or heroine returns to the small town where they grew up to start a business or sort out a family member’s affairs after their death. They meet the other hero or heroine and do wintery things together. Those things include, but are not limited to, a tree lighting in the town square, decorating the house for Christmas, drinking hot cocoa while walking down the town’s Main Street, having an impromptu snowball fight, or serving food at a soup kitchen. After they fall in love, the heroine finds some reason why she can’t be with the hero. He lies to her. He’s too emotionally unavailable. He doesn’t like her parents. Etc. Etc. She always comes to her senses with three minutes left of the movie and runs, or flies, back to where the hero is busy pining away for her. They declare their love for each other and kiss right before the credits roll.”

			Carrie finished her wine and set the glass back on the table. “I’ll give you your due. You know your Christmas movie plots. While the formula might be the same, that doesn’t mean it’s easy to write an entire script for a ninety-minute movie, Brax. I couldn’t do it, and I live in them year-round. Being a writer is completely different from being an actor or a producer. This script might follow the formula, but there’s so much life and depth to it. There’s a reason I agreed to play this part on such short notice.”

			His brow went up in surprise. “Seriously? You agreed because of the script and not because I was your co-star.”

			She snorted with laughter, and it brought a smile to his face. She held all kinds of surprises, and he loved each one he got to unwrap.

			“I almost didn’t agree because you were the co-star. I turned it down the first time, but my agent was persistent. She sent me the script and asked me to look at it before I made the final decision. I begrudgingly agreed, but I wasn’t happy about it. I already had another movie I was a shoo-in for.”

			He pointed at her. “You were a shoo-in for this movie, though. You already knew I wanted you.”

			“Didn’t mean I wanted you,” Carrie replied, and he tipped his head in agreement. “The other movie would require little work on my part. It was a remake of a fairy tale. It would have been easy and required no prep for me. After I read this script, though, I knew it wouldn’t be easy, but it would be different. I was looking for different. So, even though you were my co-star, I decided I wanted the challenge.”

			“When I wrote the script, I tried to write some of my life story into it. I’m glad that you found it different enough to consider it over the other movie. How do you feel about me as a co-star now?” He held up his finger before she could answer. “Remember, I just made you dinner.”

			She laughed, and the sound was happy and relaxed. “I’m aware that I misjudged you. I didn’t know you and eagerly believed what the tabloids said about you. I was wrong.”

			He did a fist pump and then held his hands to the sky in the prayer pose. “I can’t tell you how happy I am to hear you say that. You’re a tough nut to crack.”

			Carrie shook her head and gazed up at him from under her lashes. “No, I’m really not. We don’t run in the same circles, but I still hear about the big players in the industry. I just never worked with any of them, so it was easy to believe the things I read simply because I’m hearing them from other sources as well.”

			Brax leaned back in his chair and eyed her. “You consider me a big player in Hollywood, but I consider you to be a big player in romantic Christmas movies. Being a big player,” he said, using air quotes, “holds a different definition depending on who you are. Your big players are defined by your life experiences, just as my big players are defined by mine.”

			“You’re saying you see me as a big player in Christmas movies?”

			“I’m saying you are the biggest player. I wrote this role for you. It was a gamble, I know. You could have been shooting something else, but I was willing to wait until your schedule opened up if I had to.”

			“Wow, I had no idea,” she said, her head nodding while she spun her empty wine glass on the table. “Should I say thank you?”

			He reached over and laid his hand over hers, so she stopped fidgeting. “No, I don’t want you to say thank you. You don’t need to thank me for anything. We’re both getting something out of this arrangement.”

			“This is an arrangement?”

			“Well, I thought it was obvious, Carrie. You’re getting paid to do a job that you’re excellent at, and in the end, I get my first movie production creds on The Christmas Channel.”

			Carrie laid her napkin on the table before standing. “Good enough. Thanks for dinner and good night.”

			Before Brax could speak, she was out the door and he was alone. He shook his head in confusion. “What the hell just happened?”
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			Ten

			Carrie stomped down the street in her fuzzy boots and giant parka. The crisp, cold air made her jacket snap with every movement, but she couldn’t focus on anything but that embarrassing scene with Mr. Hollywood. God, how stupid was she? Stupid enough to think he wanted to hang out with her for some reason other than protecting his investment. Braxton Timothy was the exact reason she never dated anyone in Hollywood. Hell, guys like him were the reason she never dated in general! Men were all the same. They wanted a return on their investment, whether their investment was monetary or emotional.

			If Brax thought he could manipulate her, he was wrong. The woman who raised her was a master manipulator, and Carrie could spot it a mile away. They lulled you into a false sense of security and then—BAM—pulled the rug out from under you. How many times had her mother done that to her? She’d lost count by the time she was six.

			Her mother.

			What a joke. That woman was not her mother. She was a psychopath who should have been behind bars or in a padded room. Hell, as far as Carrie was concerned, Luwanda Christianson should never have been born.

			She glanced up from her mad stomp up the street to see she was smack dab in the middle of the town square. Carrie was alone other than the Christmas tree whose lights glowed red, green, yellow, and orange. They reminded her of the time she spent under the tree with Braxton last night. She grimaced when she thought about the kissing, and then the moaning she did at his touch. How naïve was she? She believed herself to be the least naïve person in the world after what happened with Luwanda, but Braxton proved her wrong.

			Carrie was sure of one thing. She needed to finish this movie and get the hell out of town. She wanted Braxton Timothy in her rearview mirror as fast as possible. Filming was half done already, so it wouldn’t be long before she could forget about him. At least until the film was sold. She’d have to make some appearances, but at least she’d never be alone with him drinking wine and eating spaghetti again. She lowered herself to a bench and clasped her gloved hands in front of her while tears blurred her vision. She swiped them away angrily with her shoulder, but they kept coming. Why was she crying? Carrie already knew Braxton was a grade-A jerk. The tabloids had been telling her that for years. That wasn’t the reason she was crying. She was crying because she made the mistake of believing his lies.

			Maybe she was as stupid as Luwanda always told her she was. Carrie wiped away more tears and wondered if the reason she fell for his lies came down to the simple reason that she was lonely. She was tired of being alone. She was tired of finding herself in a new place with no friends or family who cared about her. She was tired of knowing when she went back home, there was no one there either. Sure, Ari had always been there for her, but she was getting married in a month. Once that happened, Henry would become her priority, as he should, and Carrie would be out in the world alone, again.

			Her gaze focused on the sky, and she sighed at the image that danced above her. The stars were out, and there wasn’t a cloud to obscure them. For the first time since she arrived, there was no snow falling on her cheeks, so Carrie kept her head tipped up, the tears rolling down into her ears. She didn’t care. She watched the stars twinkle and their display was better than any Christmas display she’d ever seen. It was magical to be out in the middle of nowhere. Here, Carrie could see everything she was missing in California.

			The pain. The truth. The loneliness. The holiness.

			It was all there for her to soak in while she accepted the truth within her heart. Carrie Murray was broken from the inside out. She would be broken always and forever. Her chest rose and fell at that realization, and another round of tears fell from her eyes.

			“God save me,” she whispered as she stood from the bench and swiped at the wetness on her face. “I’m never going to be whole. My brain knows that. Why won’t it tell my stupid heart?”

			She was so tired of the façade. Tired of pretending she was somebody else while she kept the monster inside locked in a dark room. She had to and she knew it, but it was exhausting after so many years. Her heavy sigh, and the places her mind kept going to, told her it was time to get some sleep before she had to face Braxton again tomorrow for their pivotal scene. If she didn’t, and she held on to the hostility she was feeling right now, they’d need twenty takes to get it right. She couldn’t let that happen. Her code of professionalism wouldn’t allow it, but she also wanted the taping to be over as quickly as possible.

			“Carrie?” Brax said from behind her, and she jumped, whirling around to face him.

			“Would you stop doing that!” she shouted, her voice louder and angrier than she intended.

			Brax held his hands out to her. “Calm down. It’s just me.”

			Carrie stepped up to him and stuck her finger in his chest. “First of all, don’t tell a woman to calm down. You don’t get to be the judge of whether I need to calm down or not. For all you know, I am calm. I get to be the judge of when I want to be calm, angry, upset, happy, mad, or any other emotion. Got it?”

			He wrapped his hand around her finger and squeezed it. “You’re right. I’m sorry. I should have said, it’s okay, it’s just me. I didn’t mean to scare you.”

			Carrie stepped back and shook her finger from his hand. “You didn’t scare me. I was just heading back to the hangar.”

			“I was worried when I knocked, and you didn’t answer,” Brax said, falling into step beside her.

			“No need to worry yourself with me, Braxton. I’m fine,” Carrie assured him, even though her nose was plugged from crying. She swiped at her eye again with her shoulder, hating that she let her emotions get the better of her.

			“I do worry, though. It’s late, and there’s no one out here. No one would hear you scream.”

			“We’ve been over this.”

			He stopped and turned her so she had to look at him. “I know we have, but you aren’t listening, so I’m repeating it. Regardless of all of that, I want to know why you ran out of my trailer.”

			Carrie twisted her shoulder free of his grasp and started walking again. “I didn’t run out of your trailer. Dinner was over, and I left.” Brax walked alongside her lazily, and she hated that he took one step for every two of hers.

			“I got the vibe you were angry about something and left rather than get into it with me.”

			Carrie stared straight ahead and said nothing more until they were back at the hangar. Braxton grabbed her hand and dragged her to a side door and helped her over the high step. Once inside, she recognized the spot immediately. Brax tugged her up the flight of stairs, and when they were in the small room that made up Noelle’s apartment, Carrie threw her arms out in a huff. “I’m not playing Christmas with you again, Braxton.”

			“I don’t want to play Christmas,” he assured her, using air quotes. “I want you to sit down and listen.” Brax led her to the dated but comfortable looking tweed couch. “I think we need to talk.”

			“We did all the talking we needed to do earlier, Braxton. What we need to do is finish taping this movie and move on.”

			“Funny how you’ve started calling me Braxton again. I was Brax before you misread what I said at dinner.” He held up his finger. “And let the record show that we didn’t talk earlier. You got upset about something I said and left. I would call that avoidance rather than talking.”

			Carrie tossed her gloves on the couch and shrugged out of her heavy coat. “I didn’t misread anything. This is an arrangement,” she said, using heavy air quotes just like he did. “I get it.”

			Brax swiped her gloves off the couch onto the floor and sat. “I don’t think you do. You heard arrangement and payment and decided it was a good excuse to run. By making me the bad guy, you justified not having to face whatever this,” he said with a finger waving back and forth between them, “is. I’m not the bad guy. There is business, and there is pleasure, and those are two different things.”

			“Apparently not. Not in the business that is Hollywood.”

			“See, that’s where you’re wrong. When I said we had an arrangement, I was speaking strictly business, Carrie. We do have an arrangement and a legally binding contract. That has nothing to do with how I feel about you as someone other than the co-star and producer of this film. It has nothing to do with how I feel about you as a man. Hell, if you wanted to walk away right now, tonight, I’d let you out of the contract.”

			She sat up a bit straighter and stared at him long and hard. What she saw in his eyes told her his lips spoke the truth. “Why would you do that? You’d lose a massive amount of money if you let me walk away tonight.”

			“Money doesn’t matter. Honor and integrity matter. If you’re unhappy here, then I would never make you stay and suffer through it. You can’t hide unhappiness like that on the set, and it would lower morale for the whole crew. What would be the point then? Do you want to walk away? I’ll call for a plane right now if you do.”

			Carrie sat in stunned silence and gazed at him, her lower lip trembling until she bit it. “Are you firing me?” she finally asked in a whisper.

			He shook his head slowly and reached for her hand, holding it in his. “No, I’m giving you a choice, Carrie. Has no one ever given you a choice before?”

			She pushed the tears back that were gathering at her lashes and cleared her throat before she spoke. “Not many, no.”

			“Well, that has to change now, sweetheart. You are your own woman. You get to make your own choices in life. They might be hard choices, and there might be consequences, but you still get to make them.”

			“What are the consequences of leaving tonight?” She asked the question more out of curiosity than anything.

			“You wouldn’t see the movie on The Christmas Channel next year.”

			“That’s it? That’s the only consequence? I can think of about fifty more.”

			“As far as I’m concerned, that’s the only consequence. I’d pay out the people for their work and head back to Hollywood. That doesn’t mean I’d stop wanting to see you or be with you, though. I would show up at your door every day until you talked to me.”

			“Why? Why do you want to be part of my life so much?” she asked desperately. “I’m hardly worth what you would lose here, Brax.”

			He shook his head back and forth but held her gaze with his deep, dark green orbs. “You’re wrong. You’re worth everything I have to lose, both here and at home. If you don’t believe that, then no one has ever shown you your worth before.”

			Carrie’s brow lifted in surprise, and she clicked her tongue. “You finally said something that makes sense to me.”

			“I can make more things make sense if you give me a chance. There was nothing personal in that conversation at dinner tonight. Do you understand me? The arrangement I spoke of was only as the producer of the film.”

			Carrie was silent again and leaned back on the couch. She didn’t shake off his hand or force a conversation between them that she wasn’t ready to have. He stood and plugged the lights in on the tree, and she stared at them, her tears making them blur until she blinked the water away. His thumb came up and caught a tear as it fell down her cheek, and a frown marred his handsome face.

			“I’m freaking out a little bit here, Brax,” she finally whispered.

			“I can tell,” he said as his thumb caught another tear. “I don’t mean to freak you out. I don’t even think it’s me as much as it’s you, right?”

			Her shoulders sank further as she tried to make herself as small as possible. “It’s definitely me. The moment I heard your name was tied to this movie I had a sense it was a bad idea to sign on the dotted line. Something inside me said I was risking everything if I agreed to shoot this film with you.”

			“I don’t understand. I want to, but I don’t.”

			Carrie held her fist in front of her chest and pressed it into her sternum. “My sixth sense said you would change my life. It said you were going to strip away everything I believed about myself and leave me naked, vulnerable, and defenseless.”

			He shifted and rested one knee on the couch so he could see her better. “What would happen after that?”

			She shook her head and fought back the tears until she could speak. “Then you’d redress me, teach me to be resilient, and give me something to use as a defense against the pain in this world. It was the reason I turned down the role the first time. I was afraid to open myself up to that. To you. I couldn’t let that happen, Brax. You don’t understand why, but that was too big of a risk to take. I promised I’d keep you at arm’s length just like I do with everyone else. Then I met you, and I realized how impossible that would be.”

			He chuckled and winked at her, a smile tipping his lips and making his eyes spark in the light of the room. “I pride myself on my tenacity. It’s gotten me where I am today.”

			“If that’s so, why are you still single? Or are you only tenacious in your work?”

			He ran a finger down her jaw to her lips where she unconsciously kissed it. His skin was soft, gentle, and smooth against her lips. “Up until last week, I hadn’t met the right woman.”

			“The right woman,” she repeated, and he nodded once.

			“The woman who brought out the tenacity in me as a man, not as an actor. The woman who made me work for every little tidbit of information or glimpse into her world. You can’t be tenacious if everything is handed to you. When it comes to my personal life, at least since I made it big in films, everything has been handed to me. I’ve never had to work hard to get a woman to go out with me. You taught me that tenacity only rises when something or someone demands that you work for it.”

			“And I bring that out in you?”

			“Scary, right?” Brax asked, as they nodded in unison. “I’m scared. I’ve never felt like this before. I’ve never been stupid happy just to catch a glimpse of someone in passing before. I’ve never made spaghetti for a woman and prayed she’d agree to eat it with me, for the simple reason that I didn’t know she absolutely would. This week has brought a lot of firsts for me. While I might act confident when it comes to women and work, when it comes to you, I’m not confident in either.”

			Carrie cleared her throat and licked her lips, eliciting a moan from him that if she was honest with herself, made those grasshoppers jump around in her belly. “You’re an accomplished actor. You certainly can be confident in that.”

			He nodded and leaned back on the couch with his shoulder pressed into the cushion so he could hold her gaze. “I used to think I was one of the best actors in Hollywood. Then I met you. You showed me that I’m good at what I do, in one genre or one particular type of movie. But all of this,” he said, motioning around them, “is your world. It’s all new to me.”

			She took his hand and held it against her thigh. “It is new, but you’re not a romance movie star. You’re an action movie star. I couldn’t jump into an action flick and be the best actress on the set either. You can’t compare them.”

			Brax shook his head and smiled. He hooked his finger under her chin and held it while he spoke. “The difference is, I’m not comparing genres. I’m comparing our skills. You’re a natural at acting. It doesn’t matter what type of scene you’re thrown into, you handle it with ease. I’m not that way. I had to watch hundreds of Christmas movies just to get a feel for how to approach the acting in a film like this. I demanded you as the co-star so you could teach me.”

			Her chest rose and fell with his words. Was he sincere? Did he want to be part of her life outside of the movie set? She knew one way to find out. It might kill her to tell him, but his response would be an undeniable answer to all her questions.

			“The way my life has gone, I haven’t had a choice but to adjust to any situation I’m thrown into. A kid doesn’t go through what I went through and not know how to handle themselves. I’m a natural at acting because I spent the first thirteen years of my life doing it. It took the next thirteen for me to decide who I wanted to be. The only way I could figure out how to do that was to choose a new name.”

			“Choose a new name? What are you saying, Carrie? What did you go through as a kid? Did someone abuse you?”

			Brax’s voice was desperate, so her laughter was probably surprising, but there was a waver to the sound that said more than her words did. “Someone did, yes. She claimed to be my mother, but she wasn’t. Her name was Luwanda Christianson, and she was a psychopath. My real name isn’t Carrie Murray,” she whispered. “I mean, it is now, but it’s not my birth name. My birth name was Alibeth Robinson. I was missing. Now I am found.”
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			Braxton stood on the other side of the tree with his hand in his hair. He saw the woman in front of him in a whole new light. Alibeth Robinson was a name that had filled most of his childhood. It was a name he’d heard from the time he was in kindergarten until he was twenty years old. She was a missing child whose case went cold. Then, one day, he heard that she’d been found. His little kindergarten heart had soared at the news, even if his grown-up heart had already been broken by the events of his life.

			Brax walked back to her and lowered himself to the cushion, his hand grasping her chin tenderly. “You’re serious right now, aren’t you?”

			Carrie tipped her head to the side but couldn’t shake the hold he had on her chin. “No one in our business knows. I hope I can trust you with this.”

			He nodded without saying a word. All Brax could do was gaze at Carrie. Finally, her personality had come together to make sense for him. “I can hardly breathe right now. I think I’m in shock, but I’m not going to tell anyone. Your secret is safe with me.” He refused to break eye contact with her even as his body hummed with confusion and wonderment. “Wow.” He sighed the word more than he said it. “All of you makes a lot more sense now.”

			“All of me?”

			Brax winked and leaned in, placing a kiss on her lips that he hoped didn’t end in a slap across his face. She stilled, but she didn’t smack him, so he left her with the gentle kiss and nothing more. When he leaned back, he smiled what he hoped was an accepting smile. “All of you. The way you are on set, the way you are when we’re alone, and your desire to take roles you know will keep you off the big screen. Your lack of trust. The strong look of desire in your eyes that you tamp down as though you don’t deserve love.”

			“That’s all true,” she agreed. “It’s why I overreact, underreact, don’t know how to react, don’t trust my feelings, and feel safer being alone than trusting someone else.”

			“I can understand all of those feelings. You earned the right to feel that way, right?”

			“That’s what the psychiatrists say.” Her words were whispered and shameful in a way that broke his heart forever. That part of his heart would never be whole again. He accepted it because, he suspected, her entire heart was shattered. Sure, maybe someday someone would come along who could put parts of it back together, but an unkind word or action would rebreak it just as quickly. Whoever was blessed to take care of this woman for the rest of his life was going to have to accept that.

			Brax cupped her cheek and stared into the fountain of chocolate in her eyes. “I wonder if I had known . . . ”

			He said nothing more, just sat there stroking her cheek with his thumb.

			“If you had known what, Brax?” Carrie asked, her voice breathy to his ears. It had lost the shamefulness, but the tentativeness remained.

			He smiled and leaned in for another kiss, but this time he left it on her forehead and inhaled deeply before he answered. “When I was six and sitting in my living room when I heard that name for the first time, did I know you’d be my destiny?”

			She shook her head, her eyes wide with fear. “I’m not your destiny. I’m not even Alibeth Robinson. That girl never existed. Carrie Murray is someone completely different than the baby girl stolen from a hospital on a cold March night.”

			Brax held her chin again lightly until she quieted. “Names mean nothing, Carrie. I’m not talking about your name. I’m talking about you, no matter what name you use. I’m talking about who you are, what your dreams are, and who you want to be in the future. Those are the things that make you my destiny.”

			“I’m so confused by all of this, Brax. You’re not supposed to be like this.”

			“Be like what?”

			“Understanding. Kind. Open. Accepting. Determined.”

			“I’m supposed to be Hollywood superficial who gives up on the girl who’s hard because there are enough girls out there that are easy, right?” She nodded but didn’t defend her opinion of him. “I’m none of those things, Carrie, just like you’re none of the things you let people believe about you. Tell me what’s going on behind those worried eyes of yours.”

			“I’m scared.” She held up a finger. “Correction. I’m petrified. I just told someone in the industry my deepest, darkest secret. Even Ari’s fiancé doesn’t know. If it gets out, I’m done. I’ll never work again.” She rested her forehead in her palm. “What was I thinking?”

			“You were thinking you wanted to trust me, but you didn’t know if you could.”

			When she lifted her head, the emotions in her eyes told him he was right. She was testing him, and he knew it. He knew it the moment the words left her lips in a defiant tell me I’m crazy kind of way. He couldn’t be angry about it. Not in this situation. Carrie didn’t know if she could trust him when his past didn’t lend itself to being trustworthy. He’d spent a lifetime being flippant and materialistic about life. With clarity, Braxton understood why that had all started to change over the last few years. He was preparing to meet her. He was growing up, so he stood a sliver of a chance with the woman who was too grown up for her own good.

			“I still don’t know if I can.”

			Brax ran his finger down her cheek again and braced it against her lips. “You can. I swear to you right here that your secret is safe with me.”

			She shrugged and her gaze drifted over his shoulder to look at the tree. “It’s not so much a secret as something I just don’t talk about with other people. The information is out there to be found, I’m sure. I don’t want it to be common knowledge because you know what would happen if it was.”

			“Your career would be about being Alibeth Robinson instead of Carrie Murray.”

			She pointed at him and nodded grimly. “I was never that girl, Brax. I don’t want to be Kennedy Christianson either. That’s a name I never want to hear again, much less see it splashed across the tabloids.”

			Braxton remembered the name from the newscasts he’d heard when she was found. The woman who had kidnapped her had named her Kennedy Christianson. He couldn’t blame her for wanting that name to disappear forever.

			“You’ve earned the right to be Carrie Murray.” He took her hand and held it loosely in his. “I don’t know what you’ve been through in life, Carrie. I can only begin to imagine after reading a few of the news stories. It’s up to you if you want to share more about your life with me. If you don’t, I completely understand that too. You’ve put it behind you and built a life for yourself. That alone shows me your true character more than any words could. If you think you can trust me, then I want to get to know you better. I don’t want to push you into anything or convince you to believe something you can’t, though. Do you want to keep filming this movie with me?”

			Carrie fidgeted with the zipper on her coat, and he finally took her hand in his to quell her nervousness. “I should run down those stairs and out the door right now, but I can’t. You passed the test, and it wouldn’t be fair of me to cut and run just because I’m scared.”

			God, this woman had been through so much. He was in awe of how incredibly strong she was when most people would have given in and given up. He had no doubt he would have. He wasn’t made of that kind of character. Her constitution was made of iron, grit, and determination. Even surrounded by all that strength, there was vulnerability. He had to keep that in the forefront of his head and heart. He could hurt her without even trying, and he’d do well to remember that. Breaking her wasn’t his objective. His objective was to build her up and prove to her she’d been his destiny all along.

			“Promise me something?” he asked, and she waited, not agreeing or disagreeing until she heard what it was. “Promise me that when you get scared, you won’t run from me but to me. You’re excellent at shuttering your feelings behind your actress persona. If I don’t know you’re scared, I can’t take the fear away.”

			It was her finger that traced his cheek this time. “I could say the same about you. I know you have a curtain that you pull across those green eyes to hide what you don’t want others to see—the ugly stuff. The stuff you think will make people judge you. I can’t be completely honest with you if you aren’t completely honest with me.”

			Carrie didn’t know how completely honest he had already been with her. She didn’t know because what she saw on the page were words to a script, not words that made up his life. Carson Stark and Braxton Timothy weren’t that different.

			“Honesty going forward, for both of us,” he said, cupping her cheek in his hand and lowering his lips to hers.

			Brax would take as much as she would give him and nothing more. Each new day would be a chance to earn a little bit more of her heart until she had no choice but to give it all to him. He waited eagerly for that day, but for now, he’d enjoy the smaller fruits of his labor. Like her soft, warm lips under his while she mewled her happiness to be right where she was.

			His tongue swept her closed lips, wanting more, demanding more, but yielding when she refused to open. He kissed his way down her jaw to her neck, where he trailed kisses to her collarbone and then back up until he reached her ear. Brax bit down gently on her lobe until he heard the sharp intake of breath, and then he darted back to her lips. This time, she allowed his tongue entrance to lie alongside hers, the way he wanted to lie beside her forever.
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			Eleven

			Carrie couldn’t believe that despite the bombshell she dropped on Brax last night, he’d stayed with her. He’d stayed and held her. He’d stayed and kissed her until she was throbbing with want for him. He remained present when she gave him all the reasons to become part of her past. He held onto her instead of pushing her away. His reaction was the exact opposite of the Braxton Timothy she’d been told to expect. She was starting to see that no one knew the real Brax. By being himself, he taught her that misconceptions were easy to believe if someone said them enough times. Honestly, that was a lesson she should have learned from Luwanda a long time ago.

			Was destiny really a thing that existed in this world? A week ago, Carrie would have said no without a moment’s hesitation. Destiny was a word used by romance writers and sham psychics. Was it her destiny to be ripped from the arms of loving parents to be raised by a psychopath? She didn’t think she’d ever believed in destiny, but Brax was showing her a different definition of it. If she hadn’t been kidnapped, would she ever have started acting? She grunted at herself. That’s stupid. The word destiny implies you’d find what your future held regardless of the past. Okay, so the question she had to answer was does destiny exist and if it does, is Brax hers?

			Carrie groaned and banged her head against the door of the trailer again. She didn’t have enough experience with destiny to know the answer. She grabbed her phone and dialed the number of the only person who might be able to help her sort this out. She was ready to hang up when the call was finally answered. “’Lo,” came the voice, groggy and sleepy. “Everything okay, Carrie?”

			“Shoot, I’m sorry. I forgot about the time difference,” she said, her best friend’s sleep-filled voice reminding her it was barely four a.m. in California even though it was after six in North Dakota.

			“It’s all right. What’s wrong?” Ari asked, desperation in her voice.

			“Nothing’s wrong. I was just—I wanted to hear your voice.”

			The line went dead, and she glanced at the phone for a moment until it started ringing in her hand. Ari was calling her back on a video call. She answered and waved when the worried face of her best friend filled the screen.

			“Don’t wiggle your fingers at me,” she said quietly, likely because Henry was still asleep. She was sitting in her living room now and wide-awake. “I want to know what’s wrong. Don’t tell me nothing either.”

			“Nothing is wrong so much as I’m wondering about a couple of things.” Her friend made the out with it motion. “I was wondering if you believe in destiny. Like, do you believe that Henry is your destiny?”

			“I hope so since I’m marrying him.” Carrie frowned, and Ari sighed. “Are we talking about Henry here, or are we talking about Braxton?”

			Carrie did the so-so hand. “Neither so much as I’m wondering if destiny is a thing people believe in.”

			Ari sighed and leaned into the camera. Carrie figured she was trying to get a better look at her to make sure she hadn’t been crying. “Destiny is something people believe in at varying levels of importance in their life. I think you better tell me what happened to make you even use it. That’s always been a dirty word in your vocabulary.”

			Carrie had been friends with Ari since she went to live with her father’s aunt after she escaped Luwanda’s grasp. For thirteen years, and until last night, Ari was the only person alive who knew who she used to be. Carrie explained what happened with Brax, and when she finished, Ari sat in stunned silence, the phone still in her hand, her mouth agape, and her eyes blinking.

			“Are you having a stroke or are you just surprised?” Carrie asked nervously.

			Ari blinked twice more and worked to form a word. When she still couldn’t, Carrie shook her head at the ceiling. “Come on—it’s not that big of a deal, Ari.”

			Suddenly, her head bobbed as she came to life. “Yes, it is, Carrie. You’ve never told anyone in the last thirteen years who you are. You’ve threatened to disown me as your best friend if I even so much as told Henry, which BTW, I haven’t. The fact that you decided to tell Braxton Timothy, the biggest movie star in all the land, who you actually are is giving me heart palpitations.”

			Carrie waved her hand at the screen. “I didn’t tell him who I actually am. I told him what my name used to be, back before I was anyone, Ari. He needed to understand why I am the way I am now. There was no ulterior motive other than to help him understand.”

			“I don’t believe you,” she said instantly, leaning back in her seat again. Carrie was grateful. Her intensity was a lot to handle this early in the morning. “I think you told him to see how he’d react. You told him to see if he’d run or . . . hang on,” Ari said, then started typing on her screen.

			“What are you doing?” Carrie asked in confusion.

			“Checking the internet to see if your secret has been spilled.”

			Carrie’s heart started pounding again at the thought. She hadn’t considered he might turn around and do that. No, he wouldn’t do that, came a voice in her head. He told you your secret was safe with him. She cleared her throat. “He didn’t tell anyone. He wouldn’t.”

			Her friend glanced back up at the camera and lifted a brow. “Nothing on Twitter or any other hit that isn’t a million years old. Okay, so he’s trustworthy at least so far. Where does destiny come into this?”

			“Braxton said he first heard my name when he was six and sitting in his living room. He had no idea then that I would be his destiny.”

			Her friend reared back and stared at the phone with her mouth hanging open. “Seriously?”

			Carrie pursed her lips and nodded. “It got me thinking about destiny. Like, you know I don’t think it exists, but what if it does? Then I wondered if I hadn’t been kidnapped by Luwanda, maybe I wouldn’t have met him. But then I remembered that by the very definition of destiny, I would have met him anyway, no matter what.”

			“That’s a lot of buts,” Ari said, laughing. Carrie grumped, and her friend held up her hand. “I get what you’re saying. The better question to ask here is, do you believe he’s your destiny?”

			“I believe we all have a path. I’m just not convinced it’s controlled by some great all-knowing hand.”

			“You’re taking the definition very literally. The fact is, the definition only says a hidden power. It doesn’t say whose hidden power. You could be guiding your destiny without even knowing it.”

			Carried rubbed her forehead and groaned. “My brain hurts. I shouldn’t have called, but I didn’t know where else to turn.”

			Ari pointed at the camera. “You always turn to me, and you know that. You can call me sixteen times a night, and I will always answer this phone.”

			“You’re right. I know. I’m just so out of sorts, and I’m not usually like this on set,” Carrie admitted, taking her friend’s scolding to heart.

			“No, you’re usually a robot who does her job and goes home. It’s good that you can’t do that this time. If you want my honest opinion, I think what we’re talking about right now isn’t destiny, but fear and control.”

			“Fear and control?” Carrie repeated, and her friend said yep with an extra pop to the P.

			“You decided to stop letting Luwanda control your life, and now you’re afraid that Braxton is going to hurt you the same way she did.”

			Carrie shook her head instantly. “No one could hurt me the way she did. He isn’t capable of that kind of torture. He’s sane.”

			“Fair enough, but I didn’t mean physically. I meant that Braxton could be the next person to make you believe you’re not good enough for anyone.”

			“Gee, thanks,” Carrie said, sarcastic laughter filling her trailer.

			“You know what I mean. You’re afraid Braxton will do the same thing to you emotionally that Luwanda did.”

			“I suppose he could,” Carrie agreed, glancing away from the camera toward Brax’s trailer. “I’ve told him the truth, and now he can use it against me if he wants to.”

			“The question you have to ask yourself is: Will he? You know him better than I do. We aren’t talking about destiny. We’re talking about fear, control, and trust. If you can master the first two, then the last one is what you’re left with.”

			Carrie nodded, her lips in the duck face pose, her eyes staring at the door of her trailer. “When did you get so smart?”

			Ari laughed and winked at the camera screen. “I was born this way, baby. Be careful out there, would you?”

			“I will be,” Carrie promised. “Maybe you should tell Henry the truth about me.” Her grimace was obvious on the screen but she went on anyway. “If Brax does tell the world, I don’t want you to be in trouble with your destiny.”

			Her friend shook her head slowly. “No. First, I don’t think Braxton will tell the world. Second, if you want Henry to know, that’s your place to tell him, not mine. You know he loves you no matter what your name is. Will we have to tell him eventually? Probably. At some point, we will forget and say something that will make him wonder what’s going on, and that’s if we haven’t already. For now, take this one step at a time. Get comfortable with the fact that someone else besides me knows, and then see how you feel about it in a few weeks. Okay?”

			“Okay,” Carrie whispered, her worry not gone, but it had lessened a little bit after their talk. “Thanks for listening. I needed to talk before filming today.”

			“You know I’m always here for you, whether it’s two a.m. or two p.m. Go do your movie star thing, and I’ll go do my almost-husband.”

			Carrie burst out laughing at her friend’s cheeky goodbye and stuck the phone in her pocket. She was right. She had to give this time to settle, and the only way she would know if she could trust Brax was to give him time too.

			“Better put on your big girl panties and saddle up,” she said to the face in the mirror. “Noelle Butler waits for no one.”
			[image: scene break]

			The bell over the café door chimed, and Noelle looked up to see Carson walk in. He shook the snow off his scarf and unzipped his coat before he approached the counter where Noelle was busy decorating cookies.

			“Good morning, Noelle,” he said, chipper as ever.

			Noelle laid down her frosting bag and addressed the man in front of her. The man, it turned out, she didn’t really know even after multiple dates. “Hello. What can I get for you today?”

			His brow went down in confusion, and he leaned on the counter so the other customers wouldn’t hear him. “Is something wrong, Noelle?”

			“No, why would anything be wrong, Dr. Stark?” she asked. There wasn’t anything wrong, other than she couldn’t stop thinking about what Mr. Hamilton had said yesterday. She had resisted the urge to Google him. It was hard, but she wanted to give him a chance to tell her the truth. “I assumed you were here for coffee.”

			“Coffee, yes, and to see you. I was hoping to take you out again soon. Do you have plans tonight?”

			Noelle sighed and nodded, pointing at the paper on the counter. It was a flyer the community center had dropped off. He picked one up and read it. “Cookie decorating at the community center. That sounds like a messy good time.”

			She leaned in close and whispered into his ear. “I hate it—the worst part of the holiday season. The kids get to decorate the cookies, and it’s a mess. There’s always frosting everywhere!”

			Carson chuckled and winked at her when she stood back up. “I’ll make you a deal. What if I come and help you with the cookie decorating and then take you to dinner afterward? It will give me a chance to get to know some of my patients better in an environment they’re comfortable in.”

			Noelle bit her lip for just a moment, but finally decided dinner with him would be the only way to confirm what Mr. Hamilton had told her. “How about dinner at my apartment? Hot beef and potatoes will be on the menu.”

			Carson’s eyes lit up with excitement. “That sounds heavenly! I’ll meet you at the community center at,” he glanced at the sheet, “five-thirty?”

			“We’ll make it a date. Now, what to drink?” Noelle asked all business.

			He was perusing the menu when Noelle heard a groan. They both turned to look as Dee Sanders doubled over by a table. Carson rushed to her and took her arm before she fell. “Are you okay, miss?”

			“She’s pregnant,” Noelle said, coming around the counter instantly. “Her husband just ran to the hardware store to get a new screw for the crib. He dropped the first one down the heating grate.”

			“I think we’re going to be needing that crib sooner rather than later,” Dee puffed, sweat breaking out on her forehead.

			Carson’s eyes met Noelle’s. “Call the ambulance. I’ll ride with her to the hospital.”

			“No time,” Dee said, the last word going high pitched until she had to puff to breathe through the contraction.

			Carson addressed the only other customer in the store. “Mr. Hamilton, please run down to the hardware store and get her husband. Then make sure no one else comes in here?”

			Mr. Hamilton was already out the door and trotting down the street when Carson addressed Noelle. “We need to move her somewhere comfortable, and we’ll need towels, gloves, scissors, and string.”

			“The backroom has a sink. I can’t say it’s comfortable, but it’s the best I can do. I’ll get the towels and gloves.”

			Dee shook her head. “Can’t move. I can feel the head,” she puffed, obviously trying to hold it together. “I need to push.”

			“Not yet,” Carson said with kindness but firmness. “We don’t want your husband to miss the birth. Let’s make you comfortable right here.”

			He flicked his eyes at Noelle, and she ran for the back room, grabbing plastic bags, towels, gloves, and a couple of clean blankets she always kept downstairs for customers who didn’t like drafts. She ran back with them at the same time Dee’s husband ran through the door, his skin ashen.

			“The baby already?” he asked as he knelt next to Dee.

			Carson grabbed his shoulder and squeezed. “Babies come when they’re ready, not when we’re ready. Take your wife’s hand. The next contraction she’s going to push your baby into the world. Do you know what you’re having?” he asked, keeping them distracted while he readied everything for the baby’s arrival.

			“We don’t,” he said, his worried gaze focused on his wife of three years. “We wanted to be surprised; just not this surprised.”

			Everyone but Dee laughed. Noelle grabbed her other hand as she sensed the time to push was near. With the encouragement of all three of them, she pushed while Carson coached her through it until they heard the first cry.

			Carson encouraged Greg to cut the cord, and then he bundled the baby like a burrito into a blanket before handing her to the new father.

			“It’s a girl, Dee. We have a baby girl,” he said in awe as he laid the wrapped bundle in his wife’s arms. “She’s beautiful.”

			Dee gazed down at their new child while Carson and Noelle stared at each other with goofy grins on their faces.

			“Our first baby of the Christmas season in Gingerbread Falls,” Noelle said, wiping Dee’s forehead with a washcloth. “She’s precious.”

			Dee couldn’t tear her eyes from her daughter’s face. “She’s perfect. Thank you so much, Dr. Stark.”

			Carson patted her knee. “I’m glad I was in the right place at the right time. There’s nothing like the birth of a baby to remind us about the reason we all gather this time of year.”

			Dee gazed down at her daughter and then up at Greg, who had sat behind her to support her head. “I think we should name her Joy Noelle,” she whispered, both of their eyes locked on the new life in their arms.

			“Welcome, Joy Noelle,” Greg whispered. “I already love you to the stars and beyond.”
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			“And cut!” Simonson yelled, dropping his headphones as he jogged to the set. “That was,” he made the mind-blown motion with his hands and shook his head, one hand on his hip while everyone stayed in position. Noelle thought it had gone perfectly, but maybe she was wrong.

			“Not good?” the actress playing Dee asked, sitting up and handing the scarily realistic baby doll to a crew hand. “Should I wring out more tears?” she asked, swiping at one with her shoulder.

			“No, it was excellent, that’s why my mind is blown. That’s a difficult scene. I expected several stops and starts. Flawless, again. Masterful. Damn. I don’t know what else to say. Thanks, everyone. We can’t shoot the cookie scene until tomorrow when the extras are in play, but we can do the fight scene between Carson and Noelle if you two are up for it?”

			Carrie and Braxton looked at each other and shrugged. “Sure. Why waste half the day. Let’s do it,” Carrie said.

			Simonson gave them the details and headed back to collect his things while they went to wardrobe.

			Braxton squeezed her hand when no one was looking. “Magical. Have I said how much I love working with you?”

			“A few times,” Carrie said, a glow of confidence and satisfaction filling her from the bottom up.

			“That’s because it’s true,” he said on a chuckle and a wink. “So true that I feel bad that we’re about to have a fake fight. First, I have a question. Would you spend the night with me?”

			Carrie’s eyes widened, and she stuttered around for something to say. Brax instantly smacked himself on the forehead and started to laugh. “Wow, I can’t believe I just said that. I didn’t mean it like that. I meant, would you like to go do something fun with me tonight where we are both clothed and doing nothing inappropriate?”

			Carrie was snickering with relief by the time he finished his explanation. “That sounds like fun. What did you have in mind?”

			He dropped her hand and took two steps away from her. “It’s a surprise, but I’ll take care of all the details. We’ll leave after we shoot this scene. Okay?”

			“Leave? You mean Simonson is letting us escape the zoo?”

			“What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him,” he promised, and with a twinkle of his Christmas green eye, he was gone.

		

	
		
			[image: ]

			Twelve
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			Noelle stepped outside the door of the community center for a breath of fresh air before she finished cleaning off all the sticky frosting from the tables. The kids had a blast decorating their gingerbread men, but now she, Carson, and a few other volunteers were left to clean up the mess. She wouldn’t have blamed Carson if he hadn’t shown up, but he had, and that made her heart go all pitter-patter.

			“There you are,” Carson said, sneaking out the back door. “I thought maybe you decided the tables were a lost cause and should be tossed rather than cleaned.”

			Noelle gave a tired laugh. “Is that an option, because if it is, I’ll help you lob them into the dumpster.”

			“I don’t think the community center would think that was a great idea.”

			“Probably not. All that adrenaline from baby Joy’s arrival has finally drained away and left me, well, drained,” she said, giving him the palms up.

			He leaned against the wall with one leg behind him. “I wondered when it would hit you. Those types of emergent situations are tough the first couple of times. Eventually, you get used to it, and it takes a lot more than a baby born in a café to rattle you. The news of Joy Noelle sure is making everyone happy today, though.”

			“She sure is. It’s nice to welcome a new life this time of year. I suppose you had a lot of practice delivering babies on the army base.”

			He froze in place for a moment before he turned to look at her. “The army base?”

			“Come on, Carson. It’s gotten around that you were stationed at the army base in Arizona before you came here. Afghanistan before that even.” Maybe it hadn’t gotten entirely around town, but Noelle knew it was only a matter of time before it did. It was only fair she let him know that people were starting to talk.

			“I thought you said you weren’t going to Google me,” he said defensively.

			Her spine stiffened and her hackles went up. “I didn’t. Mr. Hamilton told me, so don’t put this on me. You could have been upfront about what you used to do when I asked you the first night. You weren’t. That’s not on me. That’s on you.”

			“I don’t have to tell you what I’ve done in the past,” he spat, his eyes filling with fury and his nostrils flaring. “The past is the past, and that’s where it stays. I knew it was a bad idea to take a job in a place like this.”

			“A place like this?” Noelle asked, angry and insulted.

			He motioned around the back of the community center. “Yeah, a place where your business is everyone’s business. I don’t go digging around in your past, do I?”

			Noelle tossed up her arms and let them fall. “I don’t have anything to hide in my past. I told you about my past, and it certainly doesn’t harbor the secrets yours does!”

			“What secrets?” he asked, his head tipped in confusion even as his eyes flamed hot. “I was in the army. Who cares? Whoop-de-do! A lot of doctors get their training in the military. Have you ever tried to pay for medical school?”

			She put her hand on his arm to calm them both. He was radiating anger, and she could feel him vibrate beneath her hand. She lowered her voice and rid it of any anger or judgment. “I meant what happened with your team in Afghanistan, Carson.”

			“What do you know about it?” The anger drained from his eyes, but the trepidation made his voice warble.

			“That you were the lone survivor of your team. I know there’s more, probably so much more, but I don’t know what. I hope you’ll tell me about it.”

			“Keep hoping.” He took a step back and shook his head. “It’s not going to happen. I have no intention of talking about that time of my life with anyone. Ever.”

			“How do you plan to get close to anyone when you can’t be open with them?”

			“I don’t plan to get close to anyone ever again, Noelle, so that won’t be a problem. If you can’t take me as I am, then you can leave me. I won’t stand for you to meddle in my business or give me ultimatums after the second date!”

			“I’m not!” she said just as angrily. “I want you to be successful here, that’s all.” She lowered her voice and forced calmness into it. “It’s hard to be in a community like this if you aren’t honest about your past.”

			“No problem, I’ll be gone tomorrow then. Goodbye, Noelle.”

			Carson spun on his heel and practically ripped the door off its hinges, letting it slam behind him. Noelle leaned against the old brick of the community center and closed her eyes. The emotions of the day had caught up to her, and she was crying before she could stop herself. Why did men have to be so stubborn?

			A gentle hand came down on her shoulder, and she sucked up a breath of air before she opened her eyes. She was afraid it was Carson and, at the same time, afraid it wasn’t.

			“Honey, are you okay?”

			She stared into a pair of eyes nearly identical to hers. “Hi, Mom,” she said, her voice thick with tears. “I’m fine.”

			Her mother nodded, a sad smile on her face. “You look totally fine. About as fine as Dr. Stark when he grabbed his jacket and took off like the devil was on his heels. Did you fight?”

			Noelle hung her head and braced her hands on her thighs. “I guess? I don’t know what happened. We were talking about Joy Noelle, and then he got mad that I brought up his past at the army base.”

			“I haven’t known him long, but he doesn’t seem like the type to get mad about that.”

			Noelle sighed and looked to the sky, rubbing her cold arms now that she’d been outside for longer than anticipated without a coat. “I might have asked him about what happened in Afghanistan with his team. He told me he wasn’t going to talk about it with me now or ever. He said he never planned to get close to anyone ever again.”

			Connie rubbed her arm and made appropriate noises to make Noelle feel better. “Oh, honey, you have to understand if what they’re saying is true, this is probably a very difficult time of year for him.”

			“I do understand that, Mom. I didn’t mean to upset him, but how did he think he could live and work in a community like this while hiding his past? That’s just not feasible these days.”

			“Finding out about and asking about, or demanding an explanation, are two different things, Noelle. Letting him talk about it when he’s ready is the only real way to let him know you care about how it affects him. War is an ugly thing, and if what we heard is true, then he’s got every right not to drag it into the light again. You have to remember that he can come here and do his job without his past being important to us.”

			“I might have told him he can’t expect to live in a community like this while hiding a past like that.”

			“Mmm, what did he say?” she asked, disapproval in her tone.

			“That he’d leave tomorrow.”

			“Noelle!” she exclaimed, grabbing her daughter’s arm. “He can’t leave. We need him here! You have to apologize.”

			Noelle hung her head and nodded. “I know, and I will, tomorrow after work. You know the good doctor isn’t going to just up and leave. He was hot under the collar, and so was I. This wasn’t all my fault, though. It was both of our faults. I shouldn’t have brought it up after the day we had, but he shouldn’t have overreacted.”

			“Then he hurt your feelings by saying he was never going to get close to you?” her mom asked, and Noelle nodded.

			“I can’t do anything about it tonight. We’re both tired, so I’ll be the bigger person tomorrow and apologize.” Noelle wiped her cheeks and let out a cleansing breath. “It’s a shame he thinks he has to carry a burden like that alone.”

			Connie put her arm around her daughter’s shoulders and squeezed her tightly. “Maybe he thinks he does, but if you do this right, you can teach him he doesn’t. Patience is what’s needed. Patience and understanding. I know you have both of those in spades. You just spent two hours decorating cookies with first graders.”

			Noelle laughed while her mom opened the door. “Give him time to cool off and then talk to him. I mean really talk to him, but don’t demand of him. You might be surprised how a different approach can get the result you’re after.”

			Noelle smiled and nodded once. “Thanks, Mom, I will,” she agreed, and they walked back into the community center together.
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			“And we’re out!” Simonson called. “We’ll do the community scenes tomorrow as scheduled then, yes?” he asked, and everyone’s heads nodded. “You’re free until ten a.m. then. Carrie, you deserve a nice steak for that performance.” He gave her a thumbs-up, and she waved back.

			Braxton threw his arms up. “What am I? Chopped liver?”

			Simonson shook his head. “No, you’re the nice steak.”

			The entire crew broke into laughter, and Carrie ducked her head to keep the red stain of embarrassment from being seen. It appeared that their midnight trysts had been discovered.
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			Carrie let out a holler that made Brax laugh with abandon. He gunned the engine again, and the snow machine jumped forward, skidding them across the snow at breakneck speed. He loved the wind in his face and the snow swirling around them as they whipped donuts in the falling snow. When he told Carrie they were going snowmobiling, she was skeptical . . . until he led her to the machine he’d borrowed from a friend. Okay, so the guy was a local and Brax had paid him a hefty ransom for the opportunity to use his snow machine. It was worth it. The sled had everything from heated seats to heated handles. Carrie had an elevated seat behind him, and they were sailing over the snow without a care in the world. There was no one yelling cut! and no one making them change clothes thirty times a day. They were out in the wild with nothing surrounding them but darkness and snow.

			Carrie tapped Brax’s shoulder, and he slowed the machine down to almost an idle. “Where are we going?”

			“Nowhere in particular. I’m just giving you the ride of a lifetime,” Brax answered before he hit the throttle to push the machine forward again.

			She squealed, and the machine jumped over a small incline, landing in the snow with a puff. Wow, he hadn’t felt this free in—he didn’t know how long. Being a movie star in Hollywood was difficult, but out here, he could be as anonymous as the next guy. He loved the heady feeling of it. They played in the snow for what felt like hours before he slowed the machine and swung his head around to talk to Carrie.

			“We should probably head back and grab something hot to eat at the pub. What do you think?”

			“I’m game. Do you know where we are?” Carrie asked, glancing behind her at their path. “The snow is covering our tracks.”

			A fissure of fear ran through Brax, and he swallowed before he answered. “It shouldn’t be hard to find again, right? We can’t be more than a few miles out from the hangar. We’ll turn and head straight back the way we came.”

			Carrie nodded, and he executed the turn and ran the machine at a saner pace so that he could find their tracks in the snow. She was right, the snow was covering them, but he picked them up and pointed the sled in the direction they’d come. Unfortunately, this part of the state didn’t have a groomed snowmobile path, so he’d taken them out across the lake, confident he’d be able to find his way back. Suddenly, he wasn’t so sure, especially if the heavy snow had already obliterated their tracks from the beginning of their journey. Brax slowed the machine more and tried to peer through the thick, heavy snowflakes.

			“Where did this snow come from?” he yelled behind him, and Carrie leaned over his shoulder.

			“I don’t know, but it’s getting scary. We need to get back to town immediately.”

			Brax rolled them forward again, but the feeling in his gut was that of trepidation and a heavy dose of fear. Their tracks were covered with snow or completely wiped away from the wind. He knew they weren’t more than three miles out from the hangar, but right now, it might as well be three hundred. He had no idea how to get them back there. He stopped the machine and took out his phone, hoping his GPS would work. He pulled a glove off with his teeth and opened Google Maps, only to be told there was no service. That heavy dose of fear skyrocketed to terror, and he swallowed hard. A mountain man he wasn’t, and he didn’t want to die out here. Brax had his friend’s sat phone, which would let him call out, but he didn’t think anyone was coming to save them tonight.

			Carrie leaned over his shoulder. “We need to get out of this snow. I remember the few times we had blizzards on the East Coast, and we’re smack dab in the middle of one. If we try to go anywhere now, we’re just going to go in circles until we run out of gas.”

			“Do you know how to get out of the snow?” he yelled back over the howl of the wind.

			“There was a structure about half a mile back that way,” she yelled, pointing behind her to the right. “It looked like an old cabin to me. Maybe it’s abandoned.”

			Brax glanced around the open space again, and that gut reaction of danger filled his stomach to almost overflowing proportions. He turned the sled and carefully rode along the right side of the snow-swept plain, watching for whatever Carrie had seen. The snow was blinding, and it was nearly impossible to see anything. In his peripheral vision, her arm shot out, and he followed her finger. There was a hulking body of wood just like she’d said. He approached it slowly until he could get a clearer view. Once they were idling in front of it, they could discern that it was a log cabin. It was maybe twelve feet by twelve feet. He didn’t care that it was the size of a tin can. If they could get out of the snow and be safe until help arrived, he’d sit in the damn thing all night.

			“Do you think it’s safe?” Carrie asked over his shoulder.

			“I’ll check it out. Wait here,” Brax said, jumping down off the machine and trudging through the snow that was already calf-high.

			The door was locked, and he frowned. Now what? He glanced around the structure, feeling along the top of the doorframe until he encountered a key. He whooped with victory and unlocked the door, sweeping his flashlight through the space. It was empty other than a fireplace, a table, and a small bed covered in blankets. It would do until they could get someone out to help them in the morning.

			Brax jogged back to the machine and pulled it up next to the building. He helped Carrie down and grabbed a couple of bags from the storage area before helping her into the dark, eerily empty room. He closed the door against the storm raging outside and let out a breath.

			“Damn,” Carrie said, her breath releasing in a whoosh from her lips. “That was scary.”

			He nodded, pushed off the door, and took her shoulders. He rubbed them for a moment before he spoke. “I’m sorry. When we left, I had no idea a storm was coming. They didn’t say anything about it.”

			Carrie pulled her wet hat off and tossed it on the small table. “I think living in this part of the country, it’s expected the weather is going to change on a dime and take you off guard. What’s the plan? Do you want to wait until it stops snowing and then try to find the lake again? At least once the storm ends, we might be able to find a path back to town.”

			Brax bent down and started digging through the bags until he came up with a small lantern and a red phone. He set the light on the wooden table and turned it on. “The guy who owns the machine sent his satellite phone with us. I can call out on it, and hopefully, they can pinpoint our location and send help or directions.” He shook the red phone. “I’m going to see if a call will go through. Do you know how to start a fire?” he asked, pointing at the fireplace on the back wall. “If we can warm the cabin, we’ll be fine until we can get out or help can get to us.”

			Carrie pulled her gloves off and unzipped her coat. “I’m your girl,” she promised.

			“I sure hope so,” he winked, then went back outside without another word.
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			Thirteen

			The fire was blazing and with the food and blankets on the bed opposite the fireplace, they’d be warm, dry and safe for the night. The cabin was small but cozy, and there was even an outhouse attached to the back of it. Carrie didn’t want to think about how that must smell in the summer, but right now, she was grateful they had shelter at all.

			“This place is pretty lit,” she said, leaning against the rail on the back of the day bed. It was tight quarters sharing the bed with Brax, but there wasn’t any choice. It was the only piece of furniture in the cabin and she had to be up off the cold floor. She made sure to sit at the opposite end of the bed to make sure they didn’t accidentally touch. She couldn’t trust herself not to keep touching him if she started. “Why do you think it’s stuck here in the middle of nowhere? And why lock the door if you’re going to leave a key?”

			Brax chuckled once he finished chewing his granola bar. “It’s cozy, right? My guess is, it’s a trapper’s cabin. They often keep them stocked and leave a key in case someone needs shelter. We could be worse off. I’m glad you spotted it. I was too busy worrying about how to find the lake.”

			“Does the guy who owns the sled have any idea where we are?” she asked, taking a bite of some dried fruit.

			“He does. There’s a tracker on the machine he asked me to activate. The phone also has GPS tracking. He’s putting together a map, and once the storm stops, they’ll be out to get us. He said it won’t be before morning. If we didn’t have shelter he’d risk coming out, but since we do, he’d rather wait. I agreed. I don’t want anyone else to get lost or in trouble trying to rescue us.”

			She sat forward and held his gaze. “We have to stay out here all night?”

			Brax nodded before he shrugged his shoulder. “No biggie, right? We have a fire, food, and blankets. We could be much worse off.”

			“But what about bears?”

			“Bears are hibernating this time of year.”

			“Wolves? Wolves are a huge problem now, they say!”

			Brax turned and took her shoulders, holding her gaze. “Wolves are opportunistic hunters. They aren’t going to come through a closed and locked cabin door. We’re safe here, I promise.”

			Carrie relaxed and leaned back again. “I’m sorry. I’m so nervous. I think it’s the adrenaline leaving my system. I don’t like being caught off guard.”

			He put his arm around her and rubbed her shoulder until she couldn’t resist resting her cheek on his chest. She knew this was a bad idea, but she was also scared. They’d stripped their winter clothes off and covered themselves with blankets, hoping the fire would dry their winter gear before they had to go back out in the weather. Carrie wasn’t dying to put on wet clothes and ride across a windy lake. She’d be sick before they finished taping.

			“Relax,” he whispered in her ear. “As long as the fire doesn’t go out, we’ll be fine all night long.”

			Carrie eyed the pile of firewood next to the fireplace and breathed out a sigh. “I think we probably have enough wood to keep the cabin lit and warm all night.”

			“We’re fine. Relax,” he said again, rubbing her arm up and down.

			Carrie buried her nose against Brax’s soft sweater and inhaled the scent of him. It was spicy but fresh at the same time. “Mmm, I love the way you smell.”

			He tightened his hold on her arm and kissed the top of her head. “It’s called Hollywood.” Her laughter filled the cabin, and she patted his chest. “Ironic, I know.”

			“I bet you get it free,” she teased, and Brax chuckled, laying another kiss on her head.

			“The first bottle was free. I’ve paid for every bottle since. The company once offered me free cologne for life if I did some commercials for them, but I passed.”

			Carrie gazed up at him from his chest. “You aren’t exactly a commercial type of actor.”

			He tapped her nose with his free hand and grinned. “I’m not, and at the time, I wasn’t ready to start lending my face and voice to products. Maybe someday I will, but I was in the prime of my career, and my agent didn’t think it was smart. I agreed.”

			“I wouldn’t mind getting into commercials,” she admitted on a shrug. “It’s a steady income, and you never get stuck out in a snowstorm when shooting a commercial for dish soap.”

			It was his laughter that filled the cabin this time, and she closed her eyes, soaking it in and memorizing the sound for the days when he wasn’t with her. Carrie’s eyes popped open instantly, and her heart started to race, making her breath come fast and labored in her chest. God, did she just think that?

			Brax held her out by her shoulders and took stock of her. “Carrie? What’s the matter?” his voice was frantic, and her gaze snapped up to meet his for a moment.

			“I—there’s—we’re—scared,” her stuttering made no sense, and he shook her shoulders lightly for a moment.

			“Deep breath in,” he said, breathing in through his nose and back out again with her. “There’s nothing to be scared of, sweetheart. We’re safe here.”

			Her head nodded up and down, but her eyes were still frantically darting around the room. “Am I safe from you, though?” she asked, pushing away from him and scooting to the other end of the bed. “I don’t think so. I don’t think I am.”

			Brax held up his hands and inched backward another six inches. “I’m not going to hurt you, Carrie. I thought you knew that much by now.”

			Her head kept nodding, but inside, she was a frantic, scared, trembling mess. “I—I’m not worried about you doing anything to me physically. I . . . ” Her hands flailed around in the air until Brax grabbed them in his warm ones and held them to the bed.

			“You’re worried about what I’m going to do to you emotionally? Maybe what I might do to the wall you put up around that heart of yours?”

			Carrie’s eyes widened, making it obvious he’d hit the nail right on the damn head. One might think he was a mind reader. Then again, maybe he was. She always felt like he could see right through her and read the words burned across her heart. He could sense what she was hiding, and he knew why—at least part of the reason why. There were so many atrocities he didn’t know about yet and never would.

			“I’m not going to hurt you, Carrie,” he promised, rubbing her thigh slowly and without expectations.

			“Everyone hurts me, Brax,” she whispered with an eerie calm. “I’m used to being hurt, physically and emotionally. The wall around my heart is the only reason I survive day-to-day. Just ask the therapists.”

			He held her gaze, and his green eyes reflected the flames from the fire. “I don’t need to ask the therapists. I can read you better than I’ve ever been able to read anyone else in my life. That tells me something here,” he said, tapping his temple. “But it also tells me something here,” he said, tapping his chest. “I didn’t know when I asked you to work on this movie with me that you’d change my life in the blink of one beautiful sienna eye.”

			“I don’t want to hear that, Brax,” she cried, covering her ears with her hands like a child. “Don’t say that. You really—you don’t know me. You don’t know the stuff that I don’t tell anyone. I can’t control when the scars pop up at the wrong time and sabotage everything. I try to control it, but the damage was too great. All the doctors can do is sew up the gaping holes and pray they heal enough to let me go on with my life.”

			Brax took her hands down from her head and turned, sitting knee to knee with her on the bed. “Listen, I Googled the trial last night when I got back to the trailer. I read the transcripts. I understand now what happened with Luwanda during those years. I know I don’t know how you survived emotionally, but I do know the timeline of events. I’m sorry, Carrie. What you went through was . . . ”

			“Brutal,” she whispered, shame in her voice. She wished he hadn’t Googled the trial. Everything was laid out in black and white, and once the documents were released, the torture that Luwanda inflicted upon her was public consumption. She hated that he had to have those events play out in his mind too. Her breath held in her chest for a moment before she let it out. Then again, knowing how she lived those first thirteen years of her life would ensure he would never ever want her. The idea calmed her racing heart again.

			“It was brutal,” he agreed with a nod, but she noticed his gaze soften the longer they sat together. “If Luwanda weren’t already dead, I’d put her in the grave myself,” Brax whispered, brushing a hair off her face.

			“I shouldn’t take pleasure in the fact that she died a brutal death by the hands of someone just like her, but I do. It’s like karma took her out with one resounding swipe.” Carrie rubbed her chest with her fist. “Geez, I’ve never said that aloud before. Not even to Ari. Now I have to worry about karma.”

			“No.” Brax squeezed her hand tightly until she glanced up at him. “You have every right to feel that way without feeling bad about it or worrying about karma. She was a sick woman who took pleasure in the things she did to you, that was obvious to me as I read the documents. I had to get up and walk away a few times while reading them. I know it was a long time ago, and I know those scars will be with you forever, but I hope that you find some pleasure in your world the way it is now.”

			Carrie’s head nodded against her will, and she stopped it to stare down at their hands linked together. “I love my life now, even if I have to keep a lot bottled up inside. I know that’s for my own good and for the good of the people around me. I made my peace with that a long time ago. I’ve lost three boyfriends because I couldn’t be open with them the way they wanted me to be. They didn’t understand why and I couldn’t tell them, so those relationships were destined to fail from the beginning.”

			“But you told me . . . ” he said, leaving it open-ended.

			Carrie huffed and crossed her arms over her chest, leaning back on the headboard. “You know why I told you.”

			He nodded before tipping his head. “I do, but what I mean is, do you have a different level of trust for me than you did them? After all, I am highly connected in Hollywood. You took a huge risk by telling me.”

			Carrie didn’t move, just held Brax’s gaze and made sure hers said everything her lips didn’t. “It’s been thirteen years. I don’t think it matters to anyone much anymore. Sure, if people found out, they’d have a field day with it for a few days until a new scandal rocked Hollywood. I’d be old news in twelve hours the way the world is now.”

			“True, but every time people saw you on the screen, they’d say, oh, she’s the one who was kidnapped.”

			“You’re absolutely right.” Her sigh was louder than the logs crackling in the fireplace. “The problem is, the secrets and lies are starting to eat me alive from the inside out. Almost fourteen years is a long time to carry this mass of evil inside me.”

			“Do you want people to know about your past?”

			“No!” she said, shooting straight up. She almost knocked heads with him, and he grabbed hold of her shoulders to steady her.

			“Relax,” he soothed. “I’m not telling anyone. It was just an innocent question.”

			Carrie took a deep breath before she spoke. “I don’t want everyone to know. I just need some people to know. I need to stop guarding every word and action. It’s exhausting. I’m terrified I’m going to slip up and hurt someone I love. Like Ari’s fiancé, Henry, who doesn’t know my real name. They’ve been together for years, and when he finds out she didn’t tell him, it will hurt her more than me.”

			Brax tenderly stroked her cheek, trailing his finger up and down to comfort her. “You want Luwanda to stop having the power and control a little at a time.”

			“Ari said I had to stop giving her the control,” she agreed with a nod, “or I’d always be her prisoner.”

			“Your friend is wise, but she didn’t live through that experience either,” he pointed out, hugging his knees to his chest.

			Carrie pointed at him but didn’t say another word. They sat there in silence other than the howl of the wind and the crackling of the fire. She couldn’t take her eyes off him, though. He was sin and sex all wrapped into one, but he was also kind, caring, funny, and nothing like the shallow, uncaring, flippant man he let people believe he was.

			“I have a question,” she finally said, and he nodded for her to ask it. “You said you wrote some of your story into the script, but I know you weren’t in the service.”

			The rocking stopped, and he bit his lip for at least a minute before he spoke. “I wasn’t. I guess it was more a metaphor for my life.”

			“Making a new life from the ashes of an old one?”

			Brax’s breath whooshed out of him, and he finally lifted his gaze to hers. His eyes were clouded now with old pain and regret. “Sometimes it scares me how attune you are, both to these movies and to me. I knew you’d figure it out, and I guess I probably wanted you to.”

			“Your grandparents raised you just like Carson’s? Were you a lot to handle as a pre-teen?” she asked, remembering the scene in Noelle’s apartment.

			He hummed more than he answered, as though answering was going to give away a secret that he didn’t trust anyone to know.

			“You don’t have to tell me,” Carrie assured him. “I’m not trying to pry.”

			He let go of his legs and stretched them out alongside hers. “It’s not that I don’t want to tell you. I guess I just don’t know how.”

			“Okay, tell me what you want for the future then,” she said, climbing off the bed and throwing another log on the fire to keep it crackling and ward off the chill from the wind.

			Once she joined him again, she noted that he hadn’t moved other than to stare at the old handmade quilt on the bed. His finger traced the line on one of the granny squares, and he made the same humming sound he made whenever he didn’t know what to say.

			Carrie leaned back against the bed. “I know what I want for the future. I want one that doesn’t involve being alone all the time. My best friend gets married in a month, and that’s kind of hitting me hard and weird. We’ve been sisters since we were thirteen, and suddenly, she’s moving on with her life, and I’m still stuck in the past.”

			“She didn’t go through what you did, though. You can’t compare apples to oranges. You have to remind yourself of that every day if you have to. You get to have different dreams for your future because you are different than her.”

			“I suppose,” Carrie agreed, tugging on a tuft of yarn on the quilt. “I still want what she has. The problem is, it won’t be as easy to find or as flawless as her relationship with Henry is. I’m too volatile most of the time.”

			Brax took her hands and held them loosely in his. “The right guy will understand that. As I said, you can’t compare apples to oranges. The man you fall in love with won’t be anything like Henry. He’ll be someone who complements your weaknesses just like you do his. The right man might also calm your volatility with an understanding of what you’ve been through and with steady, consistent love.”

			“I hope so,” she agreed, nodding. “I want a future with someone who understands who I was then and how it made me who I am now. I know it’s a lot for anyone to put right in their head, though.”

			“It won’t be for the right person,” Brax insisted.

			“You think the right person wants to deal with what PTSD does to me? The unexpected emotional outbursts, nightmares, crying, screaming, and insomnia?”

			“Do I think they want to deal with it?” he asked and she nodded. “No, because the right person would rather you didn’t have to deal with it, that’s the difference, Carrie. But the right person also won’t shy away from it. They’ll hold you close or give you space when you’re feeling emotional, whichever you need at the time. They’ll wake you before the nightmares rage out of control. They’ll let you scream and then pull you close and rock you until you can take a breath again and move to the next minute in time. The right person will stay up and binge watch Netflix with you when you can’t sleep. That is the very basic understanding of what a relationship is between two people. You’re there for each other through the good and the bad.”

			“Maybe,” she agreed quietly. “It’s hard to believe, though. Do you know what I mean? It’s not like I’m oblivious to my emotional lability. I guess I don’t know why anyone would willingly put themselves through that.”

			The smile that lifted his lips upward was surprising in light of the conversation, but she leaned in, anxious to hear what he had to say. “Speaking for myself, I would say because those are pauses in time when things are hard. So hard and so ugly but also so honest. They are the times when we’re breaking, and we need that other person to show us rather than tell us how much they love us. We also know that they won’t last forever, and we’ll find a way forward again.”

			“Even if that way forward only lasts a few hours or a few days?”

			“Even then,” he assured her. “The thing is, when you’re being taken care of by someone you love, you’ll start to feel safe.”

			“I’ll never feel safe, Brax,” Carrie insisted without hesitation. “Ever. That’s not a word I can even use as part of my vocabulary.”

			“Maybe not right now,” he promised, putting his finger on her lips, “but one day you might just wake up with the right person and realize when you’re in their arms, regardless of anything else that’s outside of that space, you’re safe. And when you start to feel that, it will spill over into other parts of your life.”

			“You don’t know how much I want to believe that, Brax,” she whispered, swallowing around the lump in her throat. “I don’t know how to trust someone that way.”

			“Do you trust Ari?” he asked, his hand holding hers to his chest. She liked how he was always touching her in a calming way when she was upset. It was like he knew what she needed.

			“Yes. It took me years to trust that she wasn’t going to stop being my friend, though. She didn’t know the truth about who I was until we’d known each other for three years.”

			“But you told me after two weeks,” he pointed out and Carrie shrugged.

			“It was all new to me then, Brax. When I met Ari, I had only been out of Luwanda’s grasp for a few months.”

			“And now it’s been fourteen years, so time is what’s making you trust me? Or is it something else?” he asked, and the look in his eyes told Carrie he really needed to know the answer. Unfortunately, she couldn’t give it to him since she didn’t know herself.

			“You said you wanted to change your focus to family,” Carrie said to change the subject before she got even more stressed out thinking about her future. If he was hinting that he was the right person for her, well . . . she couldn’t even think about that. “Does that mean a wife and kids?”

			He was silent again, and when he finally met her gaze, his lips wore a frown. “I want it to, but my family tree, genetically speaking, is tricky.”

			“What does that mean?” Carrie asked, her head cocked to the side in confusion. “Is there a lot of cancer in your family?”

			“My grandparents raised me, right?” he asked, and she nodded. “That’s because my parents were cognitively disabled.”

			“Cognitively disabled?”

			He lifted his eyes to the ceiling of the cabin. “Yes. They had special needs.”

			“Oh,” she said on an expulsion of air. It was two letters, but it said so much more than a whole sentence could.

			“Right, so when my dad got my mom pregnant, they got married and lived with my dad’s parents. My parents were like children themselves, and they needed a lot of help caring for a child. When their parents couldn’t convince them to put me up for adoption, my dad’s family decided they’d help them raise me.”

			“You’re not special needs, though.”

			“Nope,” he said, shaking his head vigorously. “Normal intelligence, the doctors say, though I haven’t always done the intelligent thing.” Brax chuckled, but Carrie didn’t. She saw what his defense mechanisms were and waited him out.

			“What happened, Brax?” she asked softly, holding his hand the way he held hers earlier.

			“I’m surprised you know me well enough to know something happened. No one has ever figured that out before.”

			Carried shrugged without breaking eye contact. “I read the script, but even if I hadn’t, I notice the way your eyes shutter to hide whatever secret is trying to escape. I notice it because mine do the same thing.”

			His Adam’s apple bobbed at the same time his head did. “That’s fair. Since you already know something happened, I’ll tell you. Trust for trust, right?” he asked, and Carrie squeezed his hands in answer. “I was home alone with my parents while my grandparents were out shopping. My mom was trying to surprise them by making dinner. Mind you—she had the mental capacity of about a fourth grader. I was twelve and got distracted by a video game. We still don’t know what she did, but . . . ” He made the motion of a bomb going off.

			“She blew up the house?”

			He nodded as though his head was made of molasses. “They think Mom had the gas on wrong or there was a gas leak and she turned something on. I should have been supervising, but I had gone to the other room to get a new cartridge for my game. Mom and Dad were gone instantly. I was blown through the living room window onto the lawn.”

			“The lone survivor,” she whispered, and he nodded once.

			“At least the lone survivor of the people in the house that day. My grandparents were pulling down the street as it happened. They found me on the lawn covered in glass with my hair singed off. The house burned to the ground, and they lost their only child.”

			“They still had you,” Carrie said, gripping his hand.

			“I won’t lie to you. My grandparents hated me for a long time. I was easy to blame for what happened.”

			“No, Brax, come on. They knew you weren’t at fault. You were twelve.”

			“I was twelve, but I also knew better than to walk away from my parents when we were alone in the house. I hated myself for a long time too. Eventually, we got counseling and that helped. I also started acting, which helped more than the counseling did. I got to be someone else for a little while every day, and that made being Braxton Timothy a little bit easier the rest of the time.”

			Carrie tenderly ran her thumb over the back of his hand. “None of that means you can’t have a family of your own.”

			He tossed his head to the side and shrugged. “That’s true, but I’m still taking a risk that my child will inherit what I didn’t.”

			“Brax, that could happen to any of us. We all have things in our family tree that we could pass down to our children. There are things in our environment that can cause congenital disabilities beyond our control. You can’t let that fear control your future. Which, coming from me, is rich, but it’s a little bit of do as I say, not as I do.”

			Brax smiled and kissed her cheek without lingering. “If I were half as strong as you are, then we wouldn’t be having this conversation. I’m nowhere near as strong as you are. I know that.”

			“What happened to you was a lot to deal with for multiple different reasons, especially at such a young age. You can’t deny that.”

			“Not compared to what you dealt with the first thirteen years of yours.” He tucked another piece of hair behind her ear and offered her a smile of commonality.

			“There you go comparing apples to oranges. We all get to have crappy experiences in life and not have to compare them to someone else’s, right?”

			“I suppose, but perspective is a powerful thing, and your story has put mine in perspective.”

			“Thanks, I think?” Carrie said jokingly, and he grimaced.

			“I didn’t mean it like that.”

			She brushed her hand at him. “I know. I’m teasing. It’s hard not to put kidnapping, torture, and an overturned car as your only chance to escape that life, into perspective. Luwanda was cruel, but her biggest mistake was treating me the way she did. It spurred me to take that risk when the opportunity presented itself. I had plotted ways to run from her for years. Since she didn’t send me to school, I couldn’t even report her there. I didn’t know that I wasn’t her child at the time, but I knew I had to get away from her somehow. When I found out the truth, I was never happier to know she wasn’t my birth mother. It took away the worry that I would be just like her.”

			“I’m sorry about what happened to your real parents,” Brax whispered, holding her hands in his. “Not what you wanted to hear the moment you finally knew who you were.”

			Carrie shook her head, her eyes melting into honey as she thought about her birth parents. “My mom and dad died trying to find me, and that told me how much they loved me. They only knew me for a few hours, but they were still out searching for me every single day for eleven years. They died chasing a chance to see me again. I hold onto that with all the strength and power inside me. Somebody loved me and never forgot about me.”

			“You’re wrong,” Brax whispered, and Carrie’s head snapped up to look at him. “They knew you for more than a few hours. They knew you the moment you were conceived. They knew you were special. They loved you with all their hearts and now, wherever they are, they’re so proud of you. I know I am, and I’ve only known you for a few weeks.”

			“Thanks, Brax,” she said, squeezing his hand. “My name?” she asked, and he nodded. “I chose it because my mom’s name was Carrie. The aunt I went to live with after the trial had the last name Murray, so I made it my name. There are days when I’m super proud of myself for moving on, and there are days when I hate myself for still living in the past. I guess I am getting better at it slowly but surely. I have more proud days than hateful days now.”

			Brax leaned in and kissed her lips gently. “And that’s why I’m proud of you. You’re learning to take your life back from those days when you had no control. No one ever said it would be easy, but you’re making it look that way.”

			She tossed her head back and laughed, releasing some of the tension in her soul. When she glanced back at him, he wore a smile on his face too. “I guess I’m a better actress than I thought if I’m making this look easy.”

			“I only work with the best,” he promised, winking.

			He went to the fireplace and threw two more logs on the fire then brushed off his hands. Carrie watched his muscles ripple under his shirt as he tossed in the logs and lusted after his tight butt in his faded Wranglers. He was the epitome of a Hollywood star as Braxton Timothy, but out here, he was just Brax. He was a guy keeping a girl calm and safe while they waited for help to arrive.

			He grabbed a few of the extra blankets off the bed and stood next to it. “I’ll sleep on the floor by the fire and make sure it doesn’t go out.”

			Carrie grabbed his wrist and held him in place. “That’s a terrible idea. The floor is hard and cold. You’re going to get sore, and Simonson is going to rage about you moving like a ninety-year-old man.” He laughed, and she stilled, her eyes widening. “Simonson. He’s going to be so mad! Did you call him?”

			Brax flipped his wrist until he was holding her hand. “The guy who owns the sled was going over to let him know. He promised we’d be back by the time we had to start shooting, but he also said production might be delayed because of the new snow. I’ll handle Simonson. He works for me, not the other way around.”

			She let out a long breath and nodded. “Good. I don’t want Simonson stomping around and taking it out on everyone else.”

			He huffed but it was on a chuckle. “The guy needs to wear looser panties. He’s always wound up tighter than a forty-year-old woman with a thong two sizes too small.”

			Carrie burst out laughing and fell over on the bed, her shoulders shaking. She finally held up a hand and tried to calm herself. “As a woman, I can promise you that would not be comfortable.”

			He leaned down and kissed her lips tenderly. “Goodnight, sweetheart. Sleep well.”

			Carrie grabbed his shirt and held him in place. “You’re not sleeping on the floor. We’re adults. We can share the bed.”

			“It’s awfully small for two people,” Brax said, eyeing the twin-sized mattress.

			She stood up and threw the blankets back, moving a pillow tight to each edge. “Piece of cake. You sleep in the back, and I’ll sleep on the edge. I’m smaller than you are, so that will work. Please? I don’t want you uncomfortable all night.”

			He raised a brow and glanced at the spot on the bed then back to her. “I’ll just be trading one uncomfortable situation for another, honestly.”

			Carrie stared at him in confusion until he rubbed the front of his jeans, and the light came on in her eyes. “Well, if you get a boner, I promise not to hug him, squeeze him, or call him George.”

			Brax frowned, but he had to work to fight the smile. “You’re absolutely no fun.”

			“I know. I’m truly a joy kill.” She motioned at the bed like Vanna White. “But at least I’ll be a joy kill without a guilty conscience. Get in.”

			Brax gave her a salute and slid across the bed. Once Carrie was in, he pulled the blankets over them and added another one for good measure. The fireplace offered low light to the room, but Carrie knew it wasn’t the light that was going to be a problem. It was the man behind her, all heat and hardness, who would keep her wide-awake tonight.

			He put his arm around her waist and tugged her up against him, making her groan. “I don’t want you to fall off the bed,” he whispered in her ear.

			“Instead, you want me to fall in love with you,” Carrie whispered, her voice strangled and questioning.

			“I wouldn’t object,” he agreed but said nothing more.

			The fire crackled, the snow blew against the windows, and the man behind her breathed softly against her ear. It was erotic and set her blood boiling almost instantly. Carrie forced the thoughts of his boner away and concentrated on sleeping. That was easier said than done, though. It was time to finish filming this movie so she could escape. Escape the arms, and the eyes, of this man who already knew too much about her.
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			Fourteen

			“Why aren’t you wearing pants?” Carrie asked into the silent room.

			“I am wearing pants,” he groaned, resisting the urge to thrust against her bottom.

			She rolled over and stared at him, her eyes wide open. “George is that big?”

			Brax snorted with laughter and kissed her lips once. “He is when someone has been rubbing their bottom against him for thirty minutes.”

			“I have not!” she exclaimed. “I rub my bottom against no one!”

			“Really? Then how come I know you’re wearing bikini briefs?”

			She rolled onto her back and slapped his chest. “Probably because you copped a feel while I was sleeping!”

			He swung his head back and forth in denial. “I didn’t. I woke up to your bottom wiggling against my zipper. It was a lot to deal with, but I’ll be okay.”

			It was Carrie’s turn to hold in the laughter, but she finally let it out into the cool air of the cabin. “What time is it?”

			“Close to four a.m. The snow has almost stopped, and I’m sure by eight, our rescuers will be here. I should throw another log on the fire, but I don’t think I can walk right now.”

			“Hmmm, morning wood or morning wood. Tough call,” she said, throwing the covers back. He grabbed her before she could get out of bed and planted a scorching hot kiss on her lips. “I could make it a no brainer if I wanted to, just remember that.”

			“Noted,” she said on a swallow before she slipped from the bed and padded to the fireplace. She laid two more logs on the fire and waited to make sure they’d catch before she tiptoed back to bed and climbed under the covers. “Damn, it’s cold this time of the morning.”

			He gathered her to him and rubbed her arms up and down. “Thanks for taking one for the team.”

			“It was the least I could do considering my bottom was the reason for your inability to ambulate,” she assured him, patting his chest. “How is George?”

			He groaned and pressed his hand to the front of his jeans. “Curious.”

			Carrie giggle snorted, and the sound didn’t help the situation in his pants. “Woman, you’re skating on thin ice. Another thirty seconds and I’m going to have to go dive feet first into a snowbank.”

			“You mean Little Miss Christmas finally brought big shot, Braxton Timothy, to his knees?”

			Brax growled and leaned over her, stealing a kiss from her lips until she was panting and begging for his tongue to come inside and play. He gave her what she wanted, bracing a knee between hers and a hand on each side of her head. Her tongue was soft, velvety, and smooth when he ran his alongside it, over it, and then across the roof of her mouth. The sound she made almost drove him over the edge, and he thrust George against her hip instinctively. He ripped his lips from hers and rose to his knees, the woman under him wearing pink-stained cheeks and mussed hair, with eyes that had melted into a puddle of hot chocolate.

			“I’m sorry. I almost lost control for a second there,” Brax muttered, his hand going to his own mussed hair.

			Carrie slid her hand down his belly and rested it against the front of his pants. “Nothing to apologize for,” she whispered, tracing the outline of George inside his jeans. “I was a willing participant.”

			Her stroking dragged a moan from his lips, and the sound filled the cabin to overflowing before it spilled through the cracks and into the wilderness. He didn’t care about anything out there. All he cared about was how incredible it felt to have her hand against the rough jean material over his need.

			“George would appreciate it if you’d stop doing that,” he hissed with his chest heaving from the exertion it took to hold himself back.

			“Would he? It doesn’t feel like he’d appreciate it if I stopped.”

			“Okay, fine. Brax would appreciate it,” he ground out through clenched teeth. “George is going to make a mess if you don’t.”

			Carrie lifted her gaze from his pants to his eyes and what he saw in them made him whimper. She wanted him as much as he wanted her. She wanted him to show her what it could feel like when you’d found the one soul you were supposed to be with forever—when you found your destiny. George jumped in his pants at the thought and the widening of her eyes told him she felt it too. He dropped forward onto his hands, and his lips connected with hers again, stealing her breath. Brax lifted his head and kissed along her jawline, brushing her hair behind her ear until he could catch her earlobe between his teeth. He bit down lightly, but her surprised sigh had him kissing the sting away again. A trail of kisses to her collarbone had her writhing beneath him by the time he reached the ridge of her neck. He kissed, suckled, and teased his way from collarbone to collarbone and then back to her lips to drink more honey from her tongue.

			“You take my breath away, Carrie,” he whispered across her lips. “I’ve never been with anyone like you before. I’ve never been with a woman who lights me on fire and makes me hard with just a look from across the room.” Her hips thrust against his leg, and he groaned, going back in for another kiss. This time, he let her control it, and before he could take a breath, she had her tongue in his mouth, tracing the outline of his palate and running the tip across the ridges. He ground George into her soft belly to release a little bit of the pain while savoring the pleasure.

			Carrie buried her hands in his hair and directed his head where she wanted it to go until they had to break for air. He laid kisses along the ridge of her swollen breasts, nipping and kissing the sting away. “You’re absolutely incredible,” she sighed, arching off the bed when he pulled her shirt lower and took a lick across the top of her breast.

			“I want so much more of you than I can have, beautiful,” Brax sighed, swiping his hot, wet tongue across her again. “I want to leave my mark, and I know I can’t, but you don’t know how badly I want to.”

			“You could always leave it somewhere hidden,” she whispered, thrusting her hips against George again. “There are plenty of places that will never see the light of day.”

			He lifted his gaze to hers and held it. “Are you going to show me?”

			“If you want to see them,” Carrie whispered, her hand back on George. “As long as you don’t mind a few scars,” she said nervously, biting her lip for a moment before she released it. “More like an atrocious number of scars.”

			He rubbed her temple with his thumb and leaned in for a gentle kiss. “Scars are nothing more than proof of the battles you fought and won.” He held up his finger and turned his back to her, lifting his shirt up and off. He was completely exposed, and she ran her fingers across the scars that crisscrossed his back in every direction.

			“Brax is this from the . . . ”

			“Explosion? Yeah, it’s proof you don’t go through a plate glass window without a few scars.”

			Her fingers trailed down his back, and he turned to face her. “Now you know why you never see my bare back onscreen.”

			He could see how much she ached for him in those coffee brown eyes, and he stole another kiss, desperate to make the sadness disappear. “Show me your scars, sweetheart.”

			“I’m scared, Brax. The last two times a man saw these scars was the last time I saw them. I know that’s the smart move now. Show you the scars so you walk away, but at the same time, I don’t want you to leave. I can’t explain it. The thought of you wanting more from me than a quick roll in the hay in a deserted cabin scares the living daylights out of me. It also makes me curious. I can’t decide which one should win.”

			Brax trailed his finger down her cheek and across her chin. “The only thing I plan to do is to kiss every single one of them. You knock my socks off, Carrie Murray, and your scars aren’t going to change that. We all have them, beautiful.”

			“There’s more than a few,” she whispered as she slowly lifted her shirt.

			Brax inhaled sharply. He’d read the reports. He’d been warned, but seeing the evidence slashed across her skin made him ache in places he had never ached before. The horror she suffered as a child was more than some grown men could withstand. He ran his finger across the scars on her soft belly, but it was almost impossible to trace them individually. There were so many it was as though her entire abdomen was a giant scar. He raised goosebumps on her skin the longer his warm hand trailed across her belly. He held her gaze for a beat before he lowered his lips to meet her skin. The sigh she released was filled with so many emotions. Relief. Regret. Disbelief. Fear. He would show her with his lips and his body that she is beautiful regardless of her past. Her past didn’t matter to him. Only her future did. If her future was not with him, then he would accept that; as long as she walked away from him confident of her strength and beauty. He covered her belly in kisses until she unhooked her bra in the front and left the material over her perky breasts.

			Brax gazed up at her from where his chin rested on her belly. He wanted every part of her. He wanted to taste her, tease her, and make her come apart in his arms. He wanted his name to fall from her lips in ecstasy here where no one would ever know.

			“I have some scars on them,” Carrie said, motioning at her chest as though she was trying not to cry. “They only look nice covered.”

			He sat up slowly and moaned when George begged to be released from his jeans. George didn’t care about her scars either, and he’d make sure she knew it before the night was over. Brax helped her out of her shirt and he tossed it to the floor, then peeled back the lace fabric from her chest slowly and with great anticipation. Revealed to him fully, his eyes closed, and he swallowed hard. He had to force his lungs to drag in air before he could speak. “Carrie, you’re the most beautiful woman I’ve ever had the pleasure to lay eyes on.”

			Her eyes hooded, but she rolled them lightly. “Says the Hollywood hunk who has slept with more women than I know.”

			His head swung back and forth in argument, but his gaze never left her perfect mounds, scars and all. “Not that many. Don’t forget, the tabloids made money on those stories, but that didn’t make them true. I promise you, none of those women ever did this to George.” Brax took her hand and pressed it against his zipper again, partly to prove a point and partly to offer a moment of relief from the throbbing.

			He drank her in, one finger reaching out to trace her hardened nipple. “Stunning.” His head lowered, and he warmed her with his lips, tongue, and breath until she was squirming under him, her hands buried in his hair, and any thoughts of other women wiped from her mind.

			Brax lifted his head until their gazes locked. “You’re not only the most underestimated actress in Hollywood, but you’re also the most understated beauty in California. Let me be the one to prove it to you?”

			Her nod was barely perceptible, but he was so attuned to her he noticed it immediately. “Incredible,” he sighed before his lips landed on hers again. It was a frantic tangle of tongues that halted their breathing and steamed up the window in the cabin to hide their midnight tryst from the world. He worked her jeans down until she kicked them off.

			Carrie’s tongue took a swipe at his ear, and she bit down lightly on his lobe. “We must free George from the jungle,” she whispered in a naughty vixen voice.

			Brax froze. “I don’t have protection.” He lowered his forehead to hers and held her gaze. “I just remembered.”

			“Not even in your wallet?”

			“No, I don’t carry it if I’m not in a relationship,” he explained on a groan. “It tends to keep me from making decisions on the spur of the moment.”

			“Is that what this is? Spur of the moment? Circumstance?”

			“No, not even close.” The exasperation and frustration he felt was evident in those four words.

			“If it’s more than that, then I’m covered,” she promised. “You don’t need to worry about it. Unless you’re required to wear protection by order of the county health department.”

			Her statement took him off guard, and he barked with laughter right before he kissed her long, hard, and wet. “No disease protection required,” Brax promised when he let her up for air. All he wanted was to see that look of lust back in her eyes, so he lowered his head and grasped her panties, which were indeed bikinis, in his teeth and tugged. He worked them down, side to side, taking a nip here and there until they were gone, and Carrie lay before him without a stitch of clothing. There was nothing but beauty as his gaze traveled the full length of her glorious body.

			His fingers trailed up the insides of her thighs, and she moaned, arching her back the closer he got to her center. It would be molten, he had no doubt, but he still wanted to help her along. He lowered his head and kissed his way across her abdomen, dipping his tongue into her navel until goosebumps covered her skin again. She wound her hands in his hair and pulled him back to her soft, tender breasts for more attention. He left love nips up and down her breasts knowing the marks would never be seen by anyone but him, and that gave him great satisfaction. She would carry him with her for the next few days as a constant reminder of how much he worshiped her.

			“Spread your legs, sweetheart,” he said, encouraging her with his hands. “I have a treat for you.”

			“Tell me it’s George,” she moaned, lost in the sensation of his fingers as they trailed up and down her thighs.

			“George will wait his turn,” he hissed right before he tasted her for the first time. She gasped and the sound was a match to his already raging desire. He treated her thighs and triangle the same way he did her breasts by nipping, sucking, and licking until her legs were shaking and her moans were louder than the howling wind of the outside world.

			Brax couldn’t withstand the pain and torture a moment longer. With one hand covering her triangle, he shucked his jeans and then his boxers. George stood proudly and awaited the attention he yearned for from the only woman he had ever been this hard for before.

			Carrie’s eyes went wide. “Now I see why all the women want you.”

			He took her chin and held it, kissing her with a tenderness he hoped told her she was the only one for him now. “I don’t go around showing George to all the women, beautiful.”

			Her laugh was dirty, growly, and downright sex all night long. “Lucky me, then,” she whispered. He was laughing until her lips covered him, and then her wet, hot tongue stroked George with gentle caresses and a light sucking sensation he could lose himself in forever. He wanted to get lost in her forever, but at the moment, he’d settle for tonight.

			Carrie worked him up and down until his thighs were shaking with need and he wasn’t going to hold on much longer. Brax held the back of her head. “Stop now, please,” he begged.

			He didn’t know what she heard in his tone, but she released him and settled back against the pillows. When she crooked a finger at him to join her, Brax didn’t need a second invitation. He rested between her legs and held himself up on his forearms before taking her lips with his. His tongue thrust in at the same time his hips thrust forward to join them as one. Carrie gasped, and her head fell backward at the sensation of being filled so completely.

			Brax paused and waited, watching her face and sensing the tension of her body before he moved again. “You okay, baby?” He stroked her cheek until her eyes opened to gaze into his.

			“God, yes,” she sighed, lifting her hips until he slipped another half an inch deeper.

			Being buried so deep inside this woman ended Brax’s ability to do anything but love her, without regard for anything beyond the two of them in that moment. He would love her until the world they had created disappeared into snowy sunlight. George pumped into her, and when she met him thrust for thrust, he knew. He knew that no matter how and no matter where, he would never be with anyone but her again.

			“Brax,” she called, his name tense on her tongue. “God, Brax.”

			He thrust hard one more time as he sensed her wave starting around him. She carried him over the top of it with her, his name falling from her lips in a way that said everything she couldn’t to him.

			“Carrie,” he moaned, his face buried in her neck. His body spasmed to fill her with all his past pain and regret. He understood she was the one meant to carry it all along. She was the woman who would make him whole. God willing, he’d do the same for her. “You’re mine now, darling,” Brax whispered with his breath coming in spurts. “You’re all mine,” he promised, gathering her to him and placing a gentle kiss on her swollen lips.
			[image: scene break]

			“Carson!” Noelle called as she rushed into his office, a worried mom and crying child in tow. “Dr. Stark! We need help!”

			Carson ran through the door, the tails of his white coat flying until he stopped dead at the scene in front of him. “What happened?”

			“She was burned,” Noelle said quickly.

			Carson could hear the fear in her voice, so he directed them to his exam room. Mrs. Hanson laid her five-year-old daughter down on the table, and he lifted the wet rag off her arm.

			“Another patron walked by them and slipped on some water. She spilled her hot coffee all over her arm,” Noelle fretted.

			“It’s okay. Let’s get some burn cream on it. That will make it feel better, I promise, Lisa,” he said to the little girl who had fat crocodile tears running down her face.

			“My arm burns,” Lisa said, a hiccup in her voice.

			“I know, sweetie,” Carson said soothingly. “We’ll make it stop burning, okay? We’re going to put some of Dr. Stark’s magic cream on it. It will steal the burn and throw it right on the floor!”

			Lisa’s eyes widened as Carson pulled on gloves. “Can I see it on the floor?”

			“I don’t know,” he answered, grabbing sterile gauze from the drawer. “We’ll have to check when we’re done, okay?” Lisa nodded, and Carson glanced at her mom. “Hold her other hand. This might hurt for just a second, but then,” he snapped his fingers, “the pain will be gone.”

			Lisa scrunched her eyes closed and let Carson rub the burn cream across her arm. He covered the burn with the gauze and kept his little patient distracted with talk of My Little Ponies and Disney Princesses for a solid five minutes.

			“How does your arm feel now?”

			“It doesn’t hurt anymore!” Lisa exclaimed happily.

			“Yay! Dr. Stark’s magic cream to the rescue!” Carson said, his finger pointing into the air like a superhero. With a wink at Lisa, he peeled the gauze back and inspected the reddened skin.

			“We ran it under cold water before we left the café,” Noelle explained nervously. “I thought that was the right thing to do, but when it stayed red, and she was still crying, I brought them right here.”

			He nodded, a warm and caring smile on his face. “You did the right thing. You saved Lisa from a worse burn by keeping it under the cold water. I won’t lie, she’s burned the top layer of her skin, but it could have been much worse. The burn cream is going to take care of the rest of the heat and start to heal the skin.” He addressed Mrs. Hanson. “I’m going to send you home with a tube of cream. I want you to apply it and cover it with the sterile wrap I’ll give you. Do it in the morning and at night for the next two days. I want to see her on Thursday. Okay?”

			Mrs. Hanson nodded immediately. “No problem, Dr. Stark. I’ll bring her in.”

			He handed her the tube and the wrap. “Good. If she complains of pain, you can put ice on it for twenty minutes every hour. If it starts to get redder, blisters, or you can’t control the pain with ice and Tylenol, I want you to call me and then bring her to the ER. I don’t expect that to be the case, though. Your quick thinking at the café probably saved her a lot of pain and scarring.”

			“Thank you, Dr. Stark,” Mrs. Hanson said, helping her daughter down off the table.

			He knelt by Lisa and pointed down. “Better check and see if the burn fell on the floor.”

			Lisa hunted around by the table and then exclaimed, “Look, Mom! There’s the burn!”

			Noelle went up on her tiptoes, and sure enough, laying on the floor was a fake piece of rubber he had thrown down when she was preoccupied. Carson patted her shoulder and walked them out, motioning for Noelle to stay put. When he returned to the exam room, he bent down and picked up the sparkly rubber circle then tossed it in the sink.

			“I should be getting back to the café,” she said. “Thanks for seeing her. It was faster to bring her here than the ER.”

			“It was no problem, Noelle,” he said, stepping closer to her and standing in her personal space.

			“I hoped you hadn’t left town already,” she said, staring at the floor. “I wanted to apologize for what happened at the community center. I shouldn’t have brought it up or pushed you on the matter. It won’t happen again. Please stay in Gingerbread Falls. We need a doctor here.”

			He rested his hand on her shoulder, and she glanced up, right into his shining green eyes. “I’m not going anywhere, Noelle. I’m sorry as well. I overreacted, and I shouldn’t have said the things I said. I don’t like to talk about that time in my life, and I get anxious when I have to.”

			“I guess that’s more than understandable,” she whispered. “I’m sorry if I stirred up something I shouldn’t, like, you know . . . ” she said, her gaze drifting over Carson’s shoulder instead of meeting his head-on.

			“Like PTSD or something?” he asked, and this time, her gaze met his instantly.

			She groaned, and the sound was guttural and painful to his ears. “Seriously? Oh, I feel just dreadful now.”

			“Hey, it’s not your fault,” he promised as he held her chin in his hand. “I don’t know anyone who goes to a war zone and doesn’t come back with it in some form. We all deal with it differently. For me, if I don’t talk about it, then I don’t have as many problems. I’m lucky that way. When I do have to talk about it, then I get . . . ” he paused and finally motioned to the street outside the clinic. “Like that. Defensive, ugly, scared, and cornered. It wasn’t your fault.”

			“But it was,” she insisted. “I backed you into a corner when you weren’t expecting it, and then I didn’t let it go even after you told me you didn’t want to talk about it. It won’t happen again,” she promised, holding up her hand. “Do you promise you’re not going to leave?”

			“I’m not going to leave, I promise,” he said, crossing his heart. “I was just scared and didn’t like the confrontation.”

			Noelle’s shoulders slumped and she sighed. “Thank God. I got chewed out by my mom when she found out what I did. She will be relieved to know you’re staying.”

			He raised a brow at her in surprise. “Connie? She got angry with you?”

			“Well, as angry as my mom can get. She was stern, and also, she hugged me and told me it would be okay.”

			Carson chuckled, and the sound was the one that made her the happiest of all. “That sounds more like the woman I got to know at dinner the other night. Speaking of dinner, I still owe you one.”

			Noelle took a step back and shook her head. “No, it’s okay. I understand what you said last night. I’m looking for more than a good time, though. I want more than that.”

			He took a step closer to her again and put his hand on her shoulder. “Last night, I wasn’t the me I am right now. When I’m the me I am right now, I want the same thing everyone else wants. Talking about that time will always be a struggle for me, and there will never be a way for me to discuss it all touchy-feely. I fight those demons every day. They will always be there.”

			“I understand, Carson,” she promised, resting her hand on his chest. “I just want you to be happy. I would never want to make you upset or anxious.”

			“Do you know when I’m happy?” he asked as he laid his hand over hers.

			Noelle shook her head and remained quiet, wanting him to tell her in his own time.

			“When I’m in your apartment with you gazing at the Christmas tree in the dark. Or when I’m in a room full of kids making a mess with frosting and you’re right in the thick of it. I’m happy when I walk up the street toward the Gingerbread Café because my belly fills with the anticipation of seeing you again.”

			“I make you happy?” she asked, leaning in close to him.

			He gazed down at her and let the distance between their lips close further. “You are definitely the theme that runs through all those things. Yes, you make me happy. I know I kind of blew it last night, but give me another chance to prove I’m not that guy? I much prefer being the guy who cuts down a Christmas tree for a girl he has a crush on.”

			“I like that guy a lot too,” Noelle agreed with a beaming smile. “Maybe he’d like to come over for dinner tonight?”

			“He would,” Carson agreed and stared longingly into her eyes.
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			“Cut!” Simonson yelled. “Good, though your lips were getting a little too close for comfort,” he grumped with his head shaking. “No kissing, onscreen, until the end. Remember that, Mr. Hollywood.”

			“Yeah, Mr. Hollywood,” Carrie teased, still entranced by his eyes. “No kissing.”

			“Onscreen,” he added. “He didn’t say anything about in our trailers.”

			She laughed and dropped her hands from his chest, putting some distance between them. “This girl is going back to her trailer for a nap. Someone had this great idea about going sledding, and it took a lot out of her.”

			Brax tickled her side as they walked toward the mess tent. “Oh yeah, well, I didn’t hear her complaining at the time.”

			“She wasn’t complaining, but now, she’s tired. She’s going to get a bite to eat, and then she’s going to bed, alone.”

			“She’s no fun,” Brax said on a hip-check and a sigh.

			Carrie grabbed his arm and pulled him into a dark corner where no one was lurking. “Brax, we’re not out there anymore. We are here doing our jobs, and we can’t let the rest of the cast and crew see us be anything but professional, right?”

			He held up his hands to indicate he was staying hands off. “I know. I’m teasing you. I know where the line is drawn. I know how to respect it and you. Hands off except in private, but your trailer is private.”

			“It is private, but it also has three-inch-thick walls and no soundproofing. It would give a whole new meaning to the phrase, if this trailer’s rockin’, don’t bother knockin’.”

			Brax bit back his laughter so no one caught them having a private tryst they couldn’t explain. “That may be true, but I am going to need to ravish you again before this movie is over. We’ll wait until the crew is all in bed and sneak up to Noelle’s apartment.” He wiggled his brows, and she hung her head, shaking it.

			“Sure, that’ll work with all the soundproofing in this place.”

			“Hey, I can be very quiet when I need to be. You might not be able to, though. You do like to call my name loudly and with great enthusiasm.”

			She smacked him but was laughing hysterically into his chest. “You’re so incorrigible! I’m leaving now. I’ll see you later for the snowball scene.”

			“I wish we didn’t have to film that scene. I still haven’t warmed up from this morning,” he said on a sigh while he followed her back around the wall that hid them from the food tent.

			“Slip into a hot shower and then climb into bed. That’ll warm you up,” Carrie said, tossing her head at him.

			“I’d rather slip into something else that’s wet and warm,” he called after her.

			Carrie refused to turn around, but she couldn’t hide how her shoulders shook with laughter.
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			Fifteen

			Carrie paced to the end of the trailer and paused. “Oh my God, what did I do?”

			She was exhausted, but she also knew she wouldn’t sleep if she tried to take that nap she needed. A quick check of the clock told her it was two-thirty in the afternoon in California and safe to call her lifeline. She picked up the phone and went to the bedroom, closing the door and praying no one would be able to hear her if they were milling around the campground outside her trailer.

			She waited while the phone rang, and when it was answered, Ari’s face filled the screen again. “Wow, two calls in two days. What’s up, girl?”

			“I need help,” Carrie said without introduction. “I screwed up, and now I don’t know how to fix it or what to do about it.”

			“Whoa, slow down,” Ari said, leaning into the camera as if that was going to help her see Carrie better. “What happened? Bad day on the set?”

			“More like a good night in the hay with Braxton Timothy,” she hissed, her eyes darting around, and her ears perked for anyone who might be outside the trailer.

			“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?” Ari squealed.

			“Shh,” Carrie shushed. “There are other people around here. We have to be quiet.”

			“You’re in your trailer, right?”

			“Which isn’t soundproof.” She waved her hand in the air for a second and then dug around for her earbuds. Once she had them, she left one out so she could hear what was going on in the hangar too.

			“Wow, you are paranoid,” Ari teased, an easy grin on her face. “I can’t believe you slept with Mr. Hollywood! How was it?”

			“Earth-shattering,” she said honestly. “I’ve never experienced anything like that ever in my twenty-seven years.”

			Ari did a fist pump and then danced in her seat like an idiot. “I’m so excited!”

			“I can tell,” Carrie said dryly. “But you’re missing the point.”

			“There’s a point?”

			“Yes!” She was exasperated that her friend was not getting it. “I slept with him after I said I wouldn’t sleep with him.”

			“And you aren’t the first, I’m sure. Tell me what happened.”

			Carrie filled her friend in on the trip out on the sled, getting stranded in a cabin, and sex by the light of the fire. When she finished, Ari sat transfixed, biting her lip like she’d just watched Fifty Shades of Grey.

			“I still don’t see a problem, Carrie. It was consensual and sounds like it was damn amazing.”

			“It so was,” she sighed.

			“And that’s the problem,” Ari deduced. “You want to do it again and he doesn’t.”

			“No, he wants to do it again and I don’t. I can’t, Ari. I can’t,” she said, dragging out the word like a song.

			“Why don’t you want to do it again?”

			Carrie tossed up her hand in frustration. “I do want to do it again, but I can’t do it again because then I won’t be able to stop, and you know how that’s going to end up.”

			Ari tossed her head back and forth a couple of times. “First comes sex, then comes love, then comes a baby in a baby carriage!” she sang, laughing at her wittiness, but Carrie remained unamused.

			“Ari, I shouldn’t have to explain this to you. You know why I can’t be involved with Braxton Timothy or any guy for that matter!” Carrie whisper-yelled.

			Her friend tossed up her hand in frustration. “I really don’t, Carrie. I understood your reluctance to get involved with the Hollywood types when you first started acting. You were new to the business, and you didn’t want it to look like you were trying to sleep your way to the top. You’ve done enough roles now that you don’t have to worry about that. He likes you, and you like him. What is the problem?”

			Carrie’s eyes went to the ceiling of the trailer for a moment before she turned them back to the screen. “The problem is me. I have too much baggage for a guy like Brax.”

			“Let me translate that. You think your past precludes a life with him. You’re deathly afraid that he might drag you out of that pit of self-pity you like to wallow in and make you stand up on your own as Carrie Murray. A woman who deserves to be happy for one damn day in her life.”

			“Wow,” Carrie said, her voice dripping with sarcasm. “I see how it is. You think you’re so much better than me now.”

			“No, I don’t,” Ari assured her, shaking her head sadly. “I don’t think that at all. You think that. You’ve always thought that, but that doesn’t make it true. Have I had a golden life handed to me on a silver platter compared to the life you’ve had? Yes, and I know it,” she said, angrily poking her chest. “Yet, I’m still here being your punching bag when you’re frustrated. I’m still the one holding you up instead of letting you fall on your face. I don’t want you to get hurt, Carrie, but for once, I’d like you to live. You walk around pretending to be someone you aren’t when you don’t have to anymore. For once, just one time, I’d like to see you reach your full potential and take back the control you keep giving her.” Ari waved her hand around in the air and sighed. “You know what? I’m done here. I’m done talking to you about this ad nauseam. There is nothing more for me to say that I haven’t already said thousands of times. You need to find a way to stand on your own two feet. You’re not going to do that as long as I’m your lifeline.”

			“So that’s it? You’re ending our friendship?” Carrie asked, a tremor in her voice.

			“Of course not. I’m ending this toxic part of it. I’m always going to be here for you. You’re my sister, and I love you. For that reason, I’m no longer going to counsel you about men. It’s time for you to swim.”

			“What if I sink?” Carrie asked, scooting off the bed and staring at her friend’s face on the phone.

			“You won’t. You’re a survivor. You’re stronger now than you’ve ever been. I need to take a step back and let you learn to stay afloat on your own.”

			Carrie swallowed hard and shook her head. “You can’t do that. Not right now. Please, I need serious help here!”

			“No, you want help, but you don’t need help. There’s a difference. Bye, Carrie. See you soon. Love you!”

			“If you hang up, you’re not my best friend anymore!” Carrie shouted at the screen.

			Ari rolled her eyes, and the screen went black.

			Carrie lowered the phone to her lap and stared at the wall. What just happened? Had her best friend seriously told her to sink or swim? She glanced down at the phone. It appeared she had, and the part that worried Carrie the most was she would likely sink with no one to answer her SOS.
			[image: scene break]

			Noelle and Carson walked up the street hand in hand, their arms swinging between them. Christmas carols played on the loudspeaker, and a few snowflakes floated down lazily from the sky. They were out enjoying the cool evening now that their bellies were full of warm food.

			“Dinner was wonderful tonight,” Carson said, squeezing Noelle’s hand. “Thanks for going to the trouble.”

			She smiled at him with a twinkle in her eye. “It was no trouble. I love to cook, and Momma Connie’s hot roast beef sandwiches are easy to make.”

			“Can you call it a sandwich when you have to eat it with a fork?”

			Noelle held one hand out to the side in a shrug. “Were there two pieces of bread?”

			Carson smiled, and the sound that left his mouth was amused. “There were, indeed, two pieces of bread.”

			“Then it’s a sandwich, even if it was covered in gravy.”

			“I’m going to write that down as wisdom imparted from small-town living. As long as there are two pieces of bread, it’s a sandwich.”

			Noelle pointed at him with a grin on her face. “It won’t take long to fill up a notebook if you’re keeping track. Have you seen many patients since you took over for the good doctor?”

			“I thought I was the good doctor!” he exclaimed with his hand to his chest.

			Noelle shoulder bumped him and laughed at his antics until he finally answered her question. “Well, do you mean patients that you haven’t brought me?”

			She gave him the har-har face. “Yes, patients I haven’t brought you.”

			“Then yes. My days are booking quickly. It’s that time of year where people are sick. They aren’t holding out hope the good doctor, as you call him, will come back and treat them. They’ll take any port in the storm.”

			Noelle moved closer to Carson and snuggled into his side while they walked. “I think you’re a good doctor. I saw the way you were with Lisa today. I’m sure everybody likes you as much as she did. You have a great bedside manner. You’re calm, funny, and caring.”

			“The question is, do you like me?”

			Noelle ducked her head, her cheeks staining red at the question. “I do like you, but we should keep that between us until after Christmas. We don’t want Santa catching wind of it and putting us on the naughty list.”

			Carson zipped his lips and threw away the key. “Mums the word until the day after Christmas. Look!”

			Noelle followed his finger toward the edge of the park where a sad snowman sat missing his head. “Oh, no,” she giggled, her head shaking at the snowman sitting so forlornly. “We’d better help Frosty out.”

			Working together, they were able to recap the snowman and fix his carrot nose and charcoal eyes.

			“He’s missing something,” Carson said, tapping his chin. “Oh, I know!” He unwound his scarf from his neck and swung it around the snowman.

			“Tie it,” Noelle ordered, helping him thread the scarf until it hung perfectly at the snowman’s neck, guaranteeing his head wouldn’t come off again.

			They stepped back and admired their work.

			“Now Frosty is perfect,” Noelle sighed.

			“I think you’re perfect,” Carson whispered, wrapping his arms around her. “I didn’t expect to meet someone as wonderful as you the first day on the job.”

			Noelle gazed up at him, lost in the rugged, handsome lines of his jaw and the plumpness of his lips. “I didn’t expect a guy like you to walk through my café door and save my life. I didn’t expect to deliver a baby there with you either!”

			Their laughter filled the park, and Noelle bent over, picking up snow and tossing it at him in playful glee.

			“Hey,” he shouted, his laughter echoing around them. “Now you’re asking for it!”

			“Oh, yeah?” she asked, giving him gimme hands. “Bring it, pal.”

			A cold snowball landed right in the middle of her chest. She stared down at it for a moment before she lobbed her own and hit Carson square in the shoulder. They hurled snowballs back and forth until they were laughing too hard to keep going. Noelle fell over in the snow and lay on her back, staring up at the sky. Carson joined her, and they made slow and easy snow angels until he took her hand and held it still against his belly.

			“The stars are beautiful tonight,” Noelle whispered, her gaze transfixed on the glittering, shining points of light in the sky.

			“Not nearly as beautiful as you are,” Carson answered.

			She never took her eyes off the sky, but she wore a smile that said his words were exactly what she needed to hear.
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			“And we’re gone,” Simonson called to the couple in the snow. “Well done. There isn’t much left to shoot. You two are on fire!”

			Carrie and Braxton sat up in unison and brushed the snow from each other’s backs.

			“Braxton, you shoot first thing tomorrow morning. Don’t go running off on any snowmobiles tonight.”

			He got a sarcastic salute from the star of the show, but only Carrie noticed him roll his eyes. Brax grabbed Carrie’s hand and pulled her along with him down the path of the park.

			“Where are we going?” she asked, looking back over her shoulder at the crew cleaning up their equipment. “We’re going to miss the bus.”

			“We aren’t taking the bus back. I already told Simonson.”

			Carrie held up on her hand until he stopped and turned to her. “Brax, I think we should go back. We need to forget about what happened last night and go on with our lives.”

			He turned to face her and stepped up until his chest was touching hers. “Is that really what you want, Carrie?”

			She swallowed, and she felt her eyes go wide. He was possessive of her. It dawned on her then that he was in this for the long haul. She tried, but she couldn’t find words to answer his question.

			“I didn’t think so,” Brax finally said, pulling her along again until they were down the hill away from prying eyes.

			He pushed her up against a tree and braced his hands on the trunk, lowering his lips to hers. He kissed her like he was a man starved for air, food, and water. When his tongue filled her mouth, she moaned low and hungry. The sensation of his velvety tongue stroking hers made her instantly wet. She wanted Brax more than she’d ever wanted any other man in her life. That was the opposite of good. She had to make him understand why they were a bad idea together.

			Carrie pushed at his chest until he broke the kiss and took a step back. His hair was mussed, his lips shone with dew, and he was the sexiest damn man in her universe. “Brax, we have to stop.”

			“That moan you just let out didn’t sound like a woman who wanted to stop,” he pointed out, trailing a finger down her cheek.

			Her shoulders sank against the trunk of the tree, and she sighed with heavy resignation. “I didn’t say I wanted to stop. I said we had to stop. There’s a difference.”

			“Is there?” he asked. “I’m not sure that in your mind there is.”

			Carrie pushed off the trunk and ducked under his arm, walking toward a large rock where she sat. She stared out over a small stream that even in the cold air managed to trickle over the rocks in a wayward journey downstream.

			Brax sat next to her on the giant rock and lifted her gloved hand into his. “I know you’re scared, Care, but you don’t have to be.”

			“That’s what you say, but the truth is, you aren’t me, and you have no idea how I should or shouldn’t feel.”

			Brax nodded once and rested his chin on his fist, his elbow braced on his thigh. She thought he looked like The Thinker, and it made her smile. “I can’t disagree with that, but I have been where you are. I spent a lot of years denying what I wanted for no other reason than I didn’t think I deserved it. I still have moments where I think—I’m such a piece of crap. How did I end up here? How did I end up with all this fame and fortune when I let the two people who loved me unconditionally, and with the innocence of a child, die so horribly?”

			Carrie whipped around to stare at him. “No, Brax, that’s not what happened. That wasn’t your fault. It was your grandparents’ fault for leaving you there alone with them. You were twelve!”

			“I could say the same thing about you, sweetheart,” he pointed out with a nod of his head. “What happened to you wasn’t your fault. You were a helpless infant and then a brainwashed child. It was the nurse’s fault for leaving you in the nursery alone that night. You were a baby!”

			Her chin fell to her chest, and she let out a long sigh. “If I had a dollar for every time someone told me that, Brax, I’d be rich.”

			He squeezed her hand while he kissed her cheek. “I bet you would give up all that money in a heartbeat if you could just believe it, right?”

			Carrie caught her lip in her teeth as an answer.

			“I would give up all the money I have in this world to have those two people back that I loved, Carrie. I can’t get them back. It has taken me twenty years to figure out that all I can do is honor them by loving unconditionally the way they did. I was an emotional wreck for so many years that I finally had to seek counseling again when I was twenty-five. It was that or go to sleep one night with a bottle of pills and Jack Daniels and not wake up. I was this close,” he said, holding up his hand with his fingers almost touching.

			Carrie met his gaze, and her finger traced the line of his jaw. “I’m glad you were able to get the help you needed. You’re worthy of being here and being happy.”

			Brax held her hand to his face and offered her a soft smile. “So are you. You’re worth everything in this world. We may never experience happiness the way some people experience it ever again, but I think we can get damn close. I think, if we work together, we might be able to make our own version of happiness that lifts us out of our past and shows us our future.”

			“I’m not sure that’s even possible, Brax,” Carrie said on a laugh that was sarcastic and sad. “Every day I see the marks on my skin, and I’m reminded over and over what she did to me. I’m reminded of the way she would cut or burn me to keep me in line. I’m reminded of the look of absolute enjoyment on her face when she did it. I’m reminded of how I egged her on because feeling pain was better than feeling nothing at all. I’m reminded of how hopeless I felt every day for so many years. When I put my clothes on and cover up those scars, I become Carrie Murray. I’m the woman who plays Little Miss Christmas day in and day out. I laugh with my best friend who, by the way, told me to sink or swim and then hung up on me today. I drink wine and party after a successful wrap of the newest film, but I know waiting for me in that trailer is the monster who made me who I am. As soon as I strip these clothes off, I’m Kennedy Christianson again, even if it’s only for a split second.”

			He pulled her over onto his shoulder and kissed her forehead. “Sweetheart, I wish I could help you see how untrue that is and how magnificent you are. I wish I could show you that you’re no one but Carrie Murray now. Let me ask you. When I was making love to you last night, did you feel like Carrie Murray or Kennedy Christianson?”

			She lifted her gaze to his. “Last night I was all Carrie, even when you kissed every scar. I was too lost in the sensation of . . . ” she motioned around with her hand until he took it and brought it down to his leg.

			“Happiness?”

			“Ecstasy,” she admitted. “Unprecedented disassociation from anything other than how you made me feel. I want to feel that again, but I also know what a bad idea it is.”

			“Why is it a bad idea if we’re both feeling the same thing?” Brax asked, and she heard the desperation in his voice again.

			“You’re you and I’m me. We’re almost done shooting this movie, and then our paths go two separate ways.”

			“But they don’t have to,” he promised. “We live in the same town.”

			Carrie’s laughter was loud, sarcastic, and sad. “We do. You live in the mansion on the top of the hill. I live in a flat at the bottom. That’s a lot of distance between us.”

			Brax gazed at her for the longest time, and she saw the war in his Christmas green eyes. It was a fight with himself between what he wanted to say and what he should say. She could tell he didn’t know the right answer, so when he spoke, she wasn’t surprised it was to change the subject. “What did you mean when you said your friend told you to sink or swim and then hung up?”

			Carrie sighed and stood from the rock before walking along the path that followed the stream. He fell in place beside her, holding her hand in his, and their coats brushing against each other as their arms swung lazily.

			“I called Ari today, freaking out about last night. Normally, she holds my hand and agrees with me about why it’s a bad idea to continue the relationship or that I shouldn’t let it happen again. I’m that good at convincing her that the guy in question will leave me hanging when I need him most.”

			“Let me decipher that. Ari enables you by telling you what you want to hear. She knows the likelihood of you telling said guy about your past is zero. She knows the moment you start listing off all the reasons why you can’t be with him that you’re never going to tell him the truth. So, she tells you that you might as well end it before anyone gets hurt.”

			Carrie stared straight ahead without answering. She liked that he didn’t force her to. She liked that way too much for it to be safe for her heart. She wanted him to castigate her for not acknowledging what he said or for not telling him how she was feeling, but he didn’t do that. He walked her back to the hangar and led her up the stairs to Noelle’s apartment where he plugged in the lights on the Christmas tree. The hangar was quiet, which meant while they were outside, everyone else went to bed. He unbuttoned her coat and stripped the wet garment off, throwing it on the floor before he wrapped a warm blanket around her shoulders. He dug under the tree and when he stood up, he had a bottle of wine and poured them each a glass before he sat next to her. With his coat gone, the warmth of his body radiated through his flannel shirt to warm her.

			Brax held his glass out to her. “To Carrie and Braxton.” He didn’t give her a chance to react before he clinked her glass with his.

			She drained hers and lowered it to her leg, where he discreetly refilled it. After they’d each finished several glasses of wine, he took her hand and held it against his thigh. “What did you tell Ari that had her telling you to sink or swim instead of encouraging you to let me go?”

			Carrie laid her head back on the couch as the wine relaxed her, and she resigned herself to the conversation. “I told her the same thing I always do.”

			“Except this time, you had already told me the truth, so you had no argument.”

			Carrie sat up instantly with an argument on her lips. The words wouldn’t come, though. She blinked twice and then lowered her head to her hand. “Damn, you’re right. My argument was invalid. You already knew the truth.”

			“And I didn’t run for the hills,” he finished, lifting her chin. “I’m still here. I think what Ari meant was, you don’t need her to tell you why this is a bad idea because it’s not a bad idea.”

			Her laughter was strong and clear when she leaned back against the couch. “Oh, it’s still a bad idea. For so many more reasons.”

			Brax lowered his wine glass to the table and turned to face her. “I can think of one reason why it’s not.”

			His lips claimed hers, and Carrie wrapped his shirt in her fist, twisting it a little to bring him closer, to hold him to her, so he never let her go. Their kiss was frantic, and soon, both of their hands were wrapped in each other’s hair, and their moans—while muted—were rampant. He dragged his lips down her neck to her collarbone and kissed his way down it, trailing his tongue along the bone until she shivered from pent-up desire.

			“This is why Ari told you to swim, baby. The passion is why,” he promised.

			He pulled her over his lap and made love to her mouth again until they both needed air. They came up, panting and grinding against each other with red hot need. Carrie noticed that George had tented his pants to the extreme, and her nipples peaked. Brax sucked one between his lips, shirt and all, to tease with his teeth. Carrie’s head fell back, and she rubbed herself against his pants, their heavy breathing filling the small room.

			“I want to swim,” she sighed, lowering her head and capturing his lips again.

			He worked his hands up under her shirt and ran a thumb across her nipples. “We’re going to swim,” he promised, stripping her shirt off and throwing it. He never unhooked her bra, just pushed it out of the way to reach the objects of his desire. Brax kissed, licked, and sucked them until Carrie was a quivering mass in his arms. Desperate, she worked at his jeans, but the buttons were too hard to free from her angle. Frustrated, she slid down to sit on his knees while he did the work to free George. The spark of desire in his eyes when George bobbed free gave her a feeling of power she’d never had before. From the angle where she sat, she had a new chance to admire and explore him. Carrie traced his velvety smoothness until he thrust upward against her hand. His need was so great there was already a drop of dew waiting for her when she tasted him.

			She gathered her courage and stood from his legs to strip her pants, and the scrap of lace and satin around her waist, off in quick succession. “I have to feel you inside me again to know if this is real,” she said, her voice shaking.

			She didn’t know if it was desire for the man before her making it happen, or if it was the idea that if she made love to him again, she would have to admit that this wasn’t a bad idea. That one day she might find happiness, which meant she had to open herself up to the probable and high chance that he would break her heart. Standing there gazing into his green eyes with so much passion and desire in them for her, she didn’t care. She straddled him, lowering herself slowly until she had accepted George entirely and without hesitation. She sighed, moaned, mewled, and made little sounds of pleasure as soon as he was buried as deep as she could take him.

			He grasped her hair and brought her lips close to his. “You’re the only thing I’ve ever needed in this life, Carrie.”

			She thrust against him, and he hissed, his hips thrusting back. “Is this heaven, Brax?”

			Her breasts thrust toward his face, where he captured one nipple in his mouth, teasing it with his tongue until her thrusts deepened, and her moaning filled the room. Brax growled and tugged her lips to his to catch her cries with his mouth and dull the sound. The quiet hangar was an echoing cavern, and he wasn’t in the mood for company.

			Brax grabbed her hips and held her still, still buried deep inside her. “We have to be quiet, baby,” he whispered against her lips, “but I have to hear my name on your lips when you let go.”

			He thrust again, and she pushed down, bringing him in as deep as possible without hurting herself. “I’m so close,” she cried into his shirt. “Can you feel it? Oh, Brax,” she sighed, remembering to muffle her voice against his chest. “Is this what it feels like to swim?”

			“Weightless, soothing, lost in the warmth,” he agreed, his hips picking up the pace as he felt her wave building. “The erotic brushing of waves against your skin,” he murmured, kissing his way down her breast to her nipple again.

			Carrie fell against him, the change in position giving her a better angle to soar among the stars. She buried her face in his neck, and his name fell from her lips as she spasmed around him. Tears fell from her eyes when he called her name into her ear with the same amount of need, desire, want, and reverence as filled hers.

			The frantic coupling ended, and they lay against each other spent and relaxed. Brax pulled the blanket over them and allowed her to rest against his chest so she could regain her strength.

			“You’re stunning,” he whispered, kissing her forehead. “I could make love to you forever and never tire of it.”

			“It’s sex, Brax. It can’t be making love if you aren’t in love.”

			He stared down at her as she rested on his chest, his brows up, but he didn’t argue. “If you say so. I don’t care what you call it. All I know is I’ve never wanted to weep at climax the way I do when I’m with you. I’ve never let a woman snuggle on my chest afterward before. I’ve never cried a woman’s name at release and been hard for her again just minutes later. Those are the things you do to me, Carrie. For those and so many more reasons, I’ll be your floatation device when you’re too tired to swim. I promise you that tonight.”

			“I’m not going to hold you to that, but for right now, I’m too tired to do anything but sleep.”

			Brax chuckled and kissed her forehead again. “Sleep, sweetheart. We’re safe here for right now, but do me a favor?”

			She glanced up at him from under her eyebrows. She purposely hooded her eyes so he couldn’t see anything hiding in them that she hadn’t sorted out herself yet. “I can try.”

			“Enjoy this feeling. This is what happy feels like.” He ran his finger down her jaw and winked. “And it feels incredible.”

			“Is that what’s bubbling up in my chest and making me cry?” she asked as he wiped away a tear.

			“I think so. I hope so, anyway. I hope for the first time you’re experiencing the kind of happiness you deserve, even if it brings tears to your eyes.”

			He wiped another one away, and she smiled slowly. “I want to feel like this every day for the rest of my life,” she admitted. “This overwhelming sense of peace, which is something I’ve never had. The fact that I only feel it with you is . . . ” She made the mind-blown motion with her hands.

			Brax kissed her forehead again, his eyes closing. “I know what you mean. You bring me to my knees every time, and I never believed that was possible with any woman. You’ve proven me wrong so many different ways during the last few weeks. I don’t want this to end.”

			“Me either,” she said, snuggling down into his chest. Carrie froze and blinked twice, running the words back through her head. Slowly, she lifted her gaze to his. “Did I just say that?”

			“You did,” he whispered, and she swore she could see tears in his eyes. He blinked before he spoke again, “but don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone.”

			She lowered her head to his chest again, taking in a giant breath of air and letting it out. She just told Braxton Timothy she was in love with him. Sure, maybe not with those words, but in her heart, she knew that was what she meant. He probably knew it too. He probably knew she was going to struggle to say those words to him for the simple reason that she had never loved anyone before with this kind of overpowering emotion. This emotion that was love but was also so much more.

			How did this happen in such a short time? They lived different lives, and after this film, he’d be off on his next adventure while she went home. She shivered against him at the idea. He pulled the blanket up closer around them, but that wouldn’t take the chill away. The only way she would ever be warm for the rest of her life was to keep Brax in it, and that wasn’t likely to happen. She was setting herself up for heartbreak, and she knew it, but she was powerless against him. She was helpless against the waves that built inside her and threatened to capsize her. Powerless . . . until he came along and threw her a life vest just in the nick of time.

			The worst part was, she was in love with Mr. Hollywood, and he knew it.

			What was she going to do now?
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			Sixteen

			[image: scene break]

			Carson tossed his duffel bag into his car and slammed the door. His eyes were gritty from fatigue, but he didn’t have a choice, he had to get out of this town. He had to get away from the never-ending Christmas, the incessant kindness of the people here, and the sienna eyes of the woman who was perfect for him.

			After he’d dropped Noelle off at her apartment last night, he stood on the street and stared up at her window for the longest time. He was looking for answers about his past and his future, but they weren’t lining up the way he thought they should.

			Then, he walked to his office and stood in the middle of the exam room. He hoped being away from the woman he longed for would give him clarity about his situation. Instead, it just reminded him of all the people in this town who counted on him for help. He pictured little Joy wrapped in her parents’ loving arms because he had been there to bring her into the world safely. If he left, who would be the one to help these people?

			At the end of the night, none of it mattered. Carson was going to do what he always did when someone got too close to him. He left. Making that decision had never been as hard as it had been last night. Last night, as he packed his bags, the memories of his short time in Gingerbread Falls ran through his mind like a movie. The first time he caught Noelle in his arms. Her laughter. Her tears. Her kindness. The way she embodied this town in everything she did. Her beauty. Her loving touch. That was the hardest. Knowing she would never touch him again. Not a brush of her fingers across his arm or the light brush of her lips against his. He could say she was the one that got away, but in the end, he was just the one to run away. His gaze drifted to the town Christmas tree across the street, and the colors blurred in his vision from the ache of his chest.

			“Going somewhere?” a voice asked behind him.

			“Nothing to concern yourself with, Mr. Hamilton,” he answered without turning. “I need to go back to Arizona and help a friend with their clinic.”

			“What about our clinic?” he asked, sidling up and leaning on the back of Carson’s trunk. “It doesn’t look like you’re coming back to me.” He pointed at the car filled with all his possessions.

			“Your clinic will be fine. They’ll find someone to replace me, and all will be well.”

			“That sounds like a long way around saying you’re running. I kind of figured that would happen. You seemed like the type,” Mr. Hamilton said, crossing his arms over his chest.

			Carson spun around angrily and stepped up to the man. “What the hell does that mean?”

			The older man shrugged. “You like to hide, and as soon as someone starts asking too many questions, or acts like they care about you, you ditch.”

			“For your information, I’m helping a friend. I had a life before I came to Whoville, you know.”

			“I do know. I know all about the life you had before Gingerbread Falls.” Mr. Hamilton said the name pointedly.

			“You know nothing about this. Take a step back now, and I’ll be on my way.”

			“That’s where you’re wrong. I know a lot about it. Sure, it was a different time and a different war, but they haven’t changed much, have they? The bombs are still real, and the death is still permanent. The loss is just as powerful as it was in the wars of my day and my father’s day.”

			“I don’t want to talk about this,” Carson said, his voice even but his heart rate picking up.

			“I don’t imagine you do, so maybe you can just listen.”

			Carson’s lips thinned. He’d hear the old man out, and then he’d leave.

			“I’ve been where you are, son. Only instead of Afghanistan it was Vietnam. The bombs were falling all around us, and the Vietcong was closing in. I was exhausted, my lungs were burning, and my arm was half ripped to shreds from shrapnel. I’d lost most of my platoon already, and there wasn’t a fighting chance I was getting out of there alive.”

			Carson looked him up and down. “Looks like you did.”

			“I was carrying my lieutenant on my back through the jungle. We were the only ones left after an especially brutal firefight. I was bleeding almost to death, and he was bleeding to death. I wasn’t going to save us both, and he knew it. He made me put him down, and then he gave me orders.”

			“Which you didn’t have to follow,” Carson said.

			“Not any more than you did, which is exactly my point. My lieutenant read me the riot act when I told him I was giving up. He told me giving up was dishonoring all the guys in the platoon who died to give me a fighting chance. He said rolling over and letting them take me was worse than dying honorably.”

			“He wasn’t wrong.”

			“Nope, he wasn’t. He was too right, and I hated him for it. I threw him over my shoulder and hauled him out of that jungle, both of us half dead and the only ones left of the platoon.”

			“I bet you got yourself a few medals for that.” Sarcasm dripped from Carson’s lips, and he was ready to get the hell away from this guy and this town.

			“That’s not the point. It was about a year later when I saw my lieutenant again. We had both been discharged honorably due to our injuries. He went to work for the defense department. I went to work trying to fill a hole in my soul with booze and bad decisions. He saw me for what I was. Scared and alone. He knew what was happening in my head and where I was going if I didn’t stop feeling sorry for myself.”

			“I am not feeling sorry for myself!” Carson ground out, but Mr. Hamilton just laughed.

			“Of course you are. I know the look when I see it. You function okay day-to-day unless someone gets too close. It’s easier to be alone and not have to talk about it than to be with someone and let them think you’re a good person, so you push everyone away. You broke orders keeping your team in that hospital tent. You were told to evacuate and you didn’t, did you?”

			Carson blinked twice and swallowed once. “I tried. They wouldn’t leave.”

			“Not surprising. Those who died were soldiers too. Their captain told them to leave, but he was staying to save that guy’s life.”

			“Woman.”

			“Ahh,” Mr. Hamilton said, his head nodding.

			“Didn’t make a bit of difference. The patient died, and so did everybody else.”

			“The question is, why didn’t you?” Mr. Hamilton asked, and Carson grimaced, his face losing all color.

			“I honestly don’t know,” he whispered. “I should have. All I remember is pushing the patient into the walk-in cooler where we kept the bodies. I don’t remember anything else for three weeks.”

			“I suppose the metal cooler protected you enough that you survived. Strange that you’d be the one to survive, eh?”

			“Why is that any stranger than if I had assigned someone else to take the body to the cooler? Someone had to do it.”

			“Yeah, and that someone is always going to be the highest-ranking one in the room. You sent your people out to the shelter as soon as you knew the patient wasn’t going to survive, didn’t you?”

			“Did you read my file or something?” Carson asked, throwing his arms up.

			“Didn’t need to. It’s not hard to know the choices you made that day. In wartime, we’ve all had to make them. You sent your people to safety, or at least they should have been safe. It wasn’t your fault that shelter didn’t protect them.”

			“It was my fault!” Carson exclaimed. “They should have been safe in a place we were told was bombproof. I should have made sure the shelter was safe!”

			“How?” Mr. Hamilton asked. “How were you going to do that, son? Were you going to drop a bomb directly on the shelter to see if it withstood the forces? No, you weren’t. You trusted the government, and they let you down. That’s not on you.”

			“What’s done is done,” Carson said with exhaustion in his voice. “I can’t change it or do it over.”

			“It looks to me like you can’t go forward either. Doing what you’re doing here today is just dishonoring what those people gave up for you to live.”

			“I’ve kept practicing to honor them,” he ground out, his eyes filled with anger and pain.

			“While that may be true, would any of them approve of what you’re doing right now?” Mr. Hamilton asked, pointing at the car. “Running like a coward because you can’t deal with the fact that someone made your heart beat again? Running from someone who thinks you’re worthy of their love? I didn’t know them, but I sure as hell know the guys who died for me wouldn’t be impressed.”

			“Who in the hell do you think you are?” Carson asked with his jaw pulsing in anger. “I didn’t ask your opinion!”

			Mr. Hamilton pushed off the trunk and shrugged. “I guess that’s true. Well, okay then. It was nice meeting you. Have a great life.”

			He stuck his hands in his pockets and walked up the block, whistling a familiar Christmas carol.

			“Carson?”

			He turned and came face-to-face with the reason he was running from this town. The person who had turned him into a coward with the blink of a pair of delicious chocolate eyes.

			“Was all of that true?”

			Carson closed his eyes to block out the look of disappointment on her face. “How much did you hear?”

			“All of it,” Noelle answered with her hand on his arm now.

			He shook it off and opened his eyes. “It’s all true. Every last word. Are you happy now that you know all the gory details?”

			She shook her head, tears in her eyes. “Of course not, Carson. I don’t want you to be in pain.”

			“I can’t stay in this tiny town and listen to self-righteous guys like him tell me how I should and shouldn’t live my life. I’ve been alone for the last thirty years, and I don’t see that changing for me, ever. As for Gingerbread Falls, I can’t stay. I can’t handle how happy everyone always is in this town. I can’t do it for the rest of my life.”

			Noelle wrapped her arms around herself, the apron she wore blowing in the breeze. “No, you can’t admit you could be happy here. That’s the difference,” she said. “You’d rather run away than accept that something in this world has made you feel something other than anguish again.”

			“The only thing I’m feeling right now is the need to get on the road and go help out a friend,” he spat.

			Noelle nodded, her chin trembling until she lifted it and held it steady. The look in her eye almost crushed him, but he didn’t back down. “Then I wish you the very best, Carson. Whatever you’re searching for in life, I hope you find it out there in the world someplace. You deserve to be happy, and I’m sure, given enough time, you’ll find your way there. Merry Christmas.”

			Carson didn’t say anything. He just got in his car and pulled away from the curb. His heart didn’t break until he glanced in the rearview mirror to see the woman he loved crumble to the ground.
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			“And cut!” Simonson called. “Good heavens, that might even be too much for The Christmas Channel. What the hell, guys?” he asked, his arms up in the air. “That was some powerful stuff right there.”

			Carrie stood from the crouch she was in and noticed Brax stop the car and climb out. Simonson was right. That was powerful stuff. Unfortunately, it applied in ways he didn’t know, and there was no way she could face Brax right now. She turned and darted away, running to the hangar and up the stairs into her trailer. She slammed and locked the door behind her before she lowered herself to the chair on trembling legs. She rocked with her arms wrapped around herself, and her eyes squeezed tight together. She still had the final scene to shoot, and she was already a mess. There was no way she could get through this until she stuffed all those feelings of resentment, pain, and hope back in the box inside her heart.

			Carrie had no idea how long had passed before there was a knock on her door. She stood and checked the curtain only to take a step back. It wasn’t the crew looking for her. It was Brax.

			“I know you’re in there, Carrie. I will get the key and unlock this door if you don’t let me in,” he called. “I have that kind of pull.”

			Carrie sighed and whipped the door open. “I’m preparing for the last scene. Do you mind?”

			“Not at all,” he said, stepping inside and closing the door behind him.

			She turned around and threw her arms out. “That’s not what I meant!”

			Brax smiled and grabbed her hand to pull her into him. “I know,” he whispered, kissing the spot behind her ear. “I know what you meant. You’re scared. That scene out there was too real and made you feel too much.”

			“You don’t know everything, Braxton Timothy.”

			“I know I don’t, but I do know the look in your eye when you’re freaked out,” he whispered as he rubbed her back and placed a kiss on her temple. “I saw it when I was climbing into that car as Carson. I almost broke the taping just to gather you in my arms, but I didn’t want to put you through that scene again.”

			He held her out by the shoulders and gazed at her from under his eyebrows. “It was fiction. None of that was real, right?”

			Carrie nodded, but her lip trembled slightly. “Some of it was real, Brax. That scene was directed straight at me like a bullet to the head. If I hadn’t seen the script before I met you, I would accuse you of doing that on purpose.”

			“I didn’t,” he promised, gripping her arms tightly. “You know I didn’t. I wrote a scene I thought would be powerful for the viewers. I didn’t mean to hurt you with it.”

			“I just need a minute before I can film the last scene,” she said, holding his cheeks in her hands. She wanted to ground herself in his warmth and his strength to get through the scene to come. “I need to clear my head before I go out there or it will take forever to film. I don’t know about you, but I’m ready to get out of this hangar and back to real life.”

			Brax rubbed her arms up and down, his eyelid coming down in a wink. “I’m ready to go home and date Carrie Murray in real life. One more scene, and we can do that, right?”

			Carrie’s heart pounded at the idea of dating Brax outside of this little town where no one knew them. She shook her head and swallowed hard before she could force words from her lips. “I don’t know, Brax. I don’t know what life is going to look like when this movie ends, and we get back to Hollywood. Don’t make any promises you can’t keep just because we’re caught up in the drama of this movie and the emotions of the season.”

			“I’m not caught up in anything but you, Carrie. Here, or in Hollywood, I’m going to want the same thing. You. Our physical location is inconsequential to how I feel when I’m with you.”

			“How do you feel?” she whisper-asked, her heart begging for him to say he loved her so she would know she was safe.

			“Happy.”

			“Happy,” she repeated, and he nodded.

			“Yes, happy. Really happy for the first time in decades. For the first time in my life, I know who I am with you.”

			Carrie dragged a shaky smile to her lips and nodded, blinking back the tears. “That’s great, Brax.”

			They both heard yelling, and he turned and opened the door to hear Simonson yelling about not having his co-stars on set. He closed the door partway and sighed.

			“I guess that’s our cue. Are you ready to finish this?”

			Carrie sucked in a deep breath and nodded once. She wasn’t ready, though. She would never be prepared to finish her life with Braxton Timothy. His words told her she had to. She made him happy, but happy wasn’t going to be enough to get them through the hard times. Only love could do that.
			[image: scene break]

			“Merry Christmas, baby Joy,” Noelle cooed at the tiniest star of the town. The entire community was gathered in her parents’ barn for the annual Christmas dinner and dance.

			Every year her parents opened their barn for a Christmas dinner with all the trimmings; hot cocoa and cookies for the kids, and a band to top off the night. Everyone loved coming here to share a night together during the holiday season, but this year, Noelle’s heart wasn’t in it. They were about to announce the winner of the Christmas window contest, but she didn’t even care about winning this year. She’d been miserable since Carson pulled away two days ago. Noelle had worked her way through the days, but her heart hadn’t been in anything.

			“I heard we lost Dr. Stark already,” Dee said, her finger stroking her daughter’s cheek. “That’s too bad. He was a great doctor. I would have loved for him to see Joy grow up.”

			Noelle nodded quickly and tucked the blanket around the baby tighter so she didn’t have to make eye contact with Dee. “He had to help a friend back in Arizona. I guess he was too good to be true. I’m sure they’ll find someone to replace him in no time.”

			“I don’t think anyone can replace a doctor like that,” Dee said contemplatively. “He was real, you know? He didn’t pretend like he was better than you or like you were putting him out. He was there in the moment with you. He didn’t do it for payment. He did it because he truly loved medicine.”

			Noelle nodded and wrapped her arms around her waist. “I agree,” she choked out. “Well, I better see if Mom needs any help. Be a good girl, Joy.”

			There was tapping on the microphone, and Noelle waved at Dee and inched her way toward the wall. She was struggling not to cry and didn’t want anyone to see her. They’d all know why.

			“Can I have everyone’s attention?” Mayor Jaffe asked. “It’s time to announce the winner of the window contest!”

			Clapping ensued enthusiastically, and Noelle sighed, wishing she could melt into the floor. For the first time, she prayed she wouldn’t win. She wanted nothing more than to run home and lock herself in her apartment so she could cry in peace.

			“As you all know,” the mayor said, “voting is done by ballot at city hall by all of you. In a landslide win, Gingerbread Café has come away the winner again!”

			Whistling, clapping, and hooting filled the barn, and Noelle forced a smile to her face when she jogged onto the stage and accepted her award. She thanked everyone for voting for her, and when the pleasantries were over, she ran straight out into the night. Noelle leaned against the old wooden barn and let the tears fall, grateful for the darkness that offered her a little bit of dignity in this terrible week. She should never have allowed her heart to get so wrapped up in the idea that destiny was real, and Carson was hers. She shook her head and wiped her eyes on her shoulders, taking a deep breath of the night air.

			“You have to move on, Noelle. He’s never coming back to Gingerbread Falls. This town isn’t enough for him. You’re not enough for him. His ghosts will always win out over the living, and rightly so. He’s been through hell, and sometimes, even love can’t fix that.”

			A shadowy figure stepped away from the building, and she jumped back, wielding the wooden plaque like a weapon until she noticed the familiar way the person moved as he walked.

			“You’re wrong,” he whispered when he stood in front of her. “This town is enough for me. You are enough for me.”

			Noelle’s hand shook as she touched his wool coat, the fabric soft under her fingers. “You came back.”

			Carson took her hand and held her gaze when he spoke. “I made it about two hours down the highway before I had to pull over and cry. All I could see was your face when I told you goodbye. I knew then what a mess I had made of things. I found a hotel and slept. When I woke up, I called a friend who lives a couple of hours from here. We met for lunch and talked. He’s been where I am. He reminded me that the ghosts of my past should never win out over the living, and they would be mad as hell to know they were. He made a lot of sense. He made the same kind of sense Old Man Hamilton made, to be honest. He listened to me go on about you, and when I paused to take a breath, he asked me why I was still sitting in the booth talking to him instead of on my way back to you.”

			Noelle laughed, but it came out like a strangled sob. “I’ve missed you so much. It’s only been two days, and I didn’t know how I was going to make it through the rest of my life.”

			Carson’s hand came up to stroke her face, and he caught the tear that fell. “I was feeling the same way, and that’s when it hit me. You didn’t just make me happy. You are my happy. I love you, and that’s the reason I’m happy. I’ve lived so long in this black hole of pain and regret that I couldn’t see the light you filled me with.”

			“You—you love me?” Noelle asked, her voice timid.

			Carson nodded as his finger caught another tear. He took the plaque from her arms and leaned it against the barn before he took her hands in his. “I do love you, and I know I don’t have the right to ask this, but I’m going to anyway. It’s Christmas, and maybe I’ll get a Christmas miracle.” He knelt and opened a red velvet box. Inside, a red ruby and diamond ring twinkled at her from the white velvet. “I saw this ring at a mall in the middle of North Dakota, and it reminded me of you, Noelle. The ruby is the Christmas you hold in your heart all year round, and the diamonds sparkle the way your eyes do whenever I walk into the room. I know this is crazy, because we haven’t known each other very long, but I have to ask. Noelle Butler, will you marry me and make me happy for the rest of my life? Will you be my sunshine when life overwhelms me? Will you be my wife?”

			Noelle’s hand was shaking as it covered her mouth, and tears fell from her eyes when she nodded.

			Carson stood, but the motion was slow and unsure. “Is that a yes?”

			Noelle sucked up a breath and then laughed softly. “It’s a yes. I’ll marry you, Carson Stark. Today, tomorrow, whenever you want.”

			With renewed vigor, he slid the ring on her finger and gathered her to him. “I was thinking this barn would be the perfect place for us to tie the knot a week from today.”

			“New Year’s Eve?” she asked, her eyes holding his.

			“It’s the perfect day. I can end my year by making you my wife and start the next one with you in my arms. What do you say, Noelle?”

			She brought her lips to his and sighed. “I say you’re my Christmas miracle. I love you, Carson.”

			He laid his lips on hers and showed her exactly how sweet life could be.
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			“And the credits roll!” Simonson said to the roar of the cast and crew who stood clapping while Brax and Carrie continued kissing. The applause just got louder when Brax pushed Carrie up against the barn and lost himself in her. Right at that moment, he wanted to be Carson Stark, kissing his newly ringed fiancée for the first time.

			Carrie pushed at his chest until he stepped back and realized what was happening. Her cheeks were blazing red, and her eyes were furious. “He called cut!” she hissed, stomping away from him.

			The crew had started their cleanup, and he jogged through the snow to catch up with her. “I’m sorry. I can never stop kissing you once I start,” he said sheepishly.

			“Well, thanks for the news flash, Captain Obvious. Now the whole crew knows something is going on between us.”

			“Who cares? We’ll never see them again after tomorrow. Are you coming to the after-party?” Brax asked when they arrived in the parking lot. “We’re having it in the barn since it’s already set up.”

			Carrie stared over his shoulder at the barn and then back to him. “Of course. I have to make a call, and then I’ll be in.”

			He grasped her hand and held it for a moment but didn’t kiss her again. “Okay, I’ll see you at the barn. I made sure we’re on the same flight tomorrow back to Tinseltown, first class and alone.” He winked at her and jogged toward Simonson, who was motioning for him to come over so they could talk.

			Carrie ducked into a car and made that phone call, the whole time knowing she wouldn’t be on that flight.
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			Seventeen

			Carrie raised her hand and knocked on the door. The sky was dark in Tinseltown, but she was glad to be away from the cold, snow, and the green eyes of the man she could never have in Gingerbread Falls.

			The door swung open, and her best friend peered out with her hair rumpled and sleep filling her eyes. “Carrie? When did you get back?”

			“I just got in. Sorry to wake you up,” Carrie whispered, knowing Henry was inside asleep too.

			Ari held the door open for her and motioned her in. “I told you to call me, and I’d pick you up.”

			“I took a cab. I wanted to apologize in person for being an absolute jerk to you.”

			Ari took her arm and led her into the kitchen to sit, then poured them each a glass of wine. “You weren’t a jerk. You were scared. I know the difference.”

			Carrie picked up the glass and swallowed the wine in one gulp. She set it down slowly and faced her friend. “All the same, I still need to apologize. You were right, and even though I sank, for a little while there, I was able to swim.”

			Her friend grabbed her hand and held it tightly. “You sank? Really?” she asked, her eyes sad and her lips in a frown. “I thought this time you’d stay afloat.”

			Carrie shook her head at the same time a tear fell down her cheek. “I tried, Ari, I did, but that monster inside me is too much to overcome. As soon as we wrapped filming I took off, just like I always do.”

			“Did you tell him you were leaving?” Ari asked, refilling Carrie’s wineglass.

			Carrie shook her head and sighed. She’d felt bad about it since she’d snuck out of the hangar and headed for the airport while he was at the party. “I left him a note, though.”

			Ari let out a sound between a laugh and a snort. “I’m sure that will make all the difference to him.”

			“It doesn’t matter,” Carrie insisted with a waver in her voice. “He’s Mr. Hollywood, and I’m Little Miss Christmas. As soon as he gets back to the land of the golden sun, he will realize we’re too far apart to be together. I’m saving him the trouble of having to break it off himself.”

			“Gosh,” Ari said, propping her chin on her palm. “How big of you. I bet he thanks you for that.”

			“Thanks for the sarcasm. That’s helpful,” Carrie said, swiping at a tear.

			“What did he say that made you take off like a shot?”

			Carrie drew on the island with her finger and didn’t make eye contact with Ari. She thought back to that kiss by the barn. He’d had her pressed up against it with his knee between hers with such passion and desire. She had never been so in love with anyone before. A sob caught in her throat, and her shoulders shook from her tears.

			Ari pulled her over into her and held her, letting her cry on her shoulder. She cried in a way she had never cried before, and her friend noticed. When she got herself under control, Ari handed her a tissue and sighed heavily.

			“You’re in love with him,” she said matter-of-fact. It wasn’t a question, and Carrie nodded rather than speak. “That’s great, Carrie. I mean, that’s fantastic. All of this is freaking fantastic! You didn’t sink! You swam the whole race and won!”

			Carrie stared at her like she’d lost her mind. “I think you’ve had too much wine,” she muttered, her voice nasally and filled with unshed tears.

			Ari picked up her hand and shook it once before she glanced down and then back up in surprise. “What is this?” She held Carrie’s finger up, and the ruby and diamond ring still sparkled there.

			“Oh, no,” Carrie said, her eyes glued to it. “I forgot to take his ring off.”

			“He gave you a ring, and you ran away?”

			Carrie groaned at her friend’s obtuseness. “Of course not. The ring was from the last scene of the movie. Dammit, I was in such a rush to get away I forgot to take it off. I’ll have to mail it back to him.”

			“Or you could take it back to him. It’s not like he’s concerned, I’m sure, but that’s not the point.”

			“What is the point?” Carrie asked curiously.

			“The point is that you forgot to take it off. You liked how it made you feel to have it on.”

			Carrie swung her head side to side in vehement denial. “No, see, you don’t understand what happened. During the last scene, he put the ring on, and then he kissed me.”

			“Duh, I’ve seen all seventeen of your movies,” Ari quipped with sarcasm again.

			“Right, but this time, he didn’t stop kissing me when the director yelled cut. He just kept kissing me while the whole crew clapped. Then he pushed me up against the wall of the barn and kissed me some more with his knee between my legs like he owned me.”

			“Well, that’s because he does,” Ari said, trying to hide a smile.

			“He doesn’t own me,” Carrie insisted. “No one owns me.”

			Ari pointed at her. “You’re right, I’m wrong. He doesn’t own you. She owns you. Always has, and for some reason, she always will.”

			“No, you’re wrong, Ari. She hasn’t owned me for thirteen years!”

			Ari looked around the room and held out her hands at the walls. “You could have fooled me!”

			“Okay, now you’re the jerk!” Carrie yelled, jumping down off the stool. She stomped to the door and ran straight into Henry, his hard body knocking her back again. He grabbed her arm and kept her from falling.

			“What’s going on?” he asked sleepily.

			“Nothing, I was just leaving,” Carrie said, her voice sharp but sad and scared.

			Ari strolled over and kissed his cheek. “She ran from Prince Charming. She can’t seem to melt the Wicked Witch no matter how many buckets of water she’s given.”

			Carrie looked at her with one brow furrowed. “That’s not even the same movie.”

			Henry snorted with laughter and shook his head at them both. “I don’t know what’s going on here, but you two need to work it out before the wedding. There’s no way I’m letting a spat about a man come between two lifelong friends this close to our wedding. Do whatever you have to do, have a knockdown fight if you have to, but figure it out and move on. You’re acting like children.”

			He spun on his heel and plodded back to the bedroom, closing the door against the hiss of his fiancée. Ari stood with her hand on her hip while Carrie stared her down. They were at an impasse, and Carrie didn’t know what to do about it. She didn’t know how to make Ari understand.

			“I want to melt her, Ari. You don’t know how badly I want her to stop interfering with everything I do,” she was finally able to say even though her lips trembled over the words. “If I knew how, I would, but I don’t know how to. No matter what I do, she’s always there. She’s always popping up to cause havoc in my life. I feel like she’s my destiny, not Brax, no matter how much I wish it weren’t true.”

			Ari gathered her in her arms and held her tightly, rubbing her back and whispering words of love to her. “I can’t imagine how true that is for you. I do have an idea, though. Will you look at something for me?”

			Carrie nodded, and Ari released her, crooking her finger at her to follow her into the living room. She opened her laptop and clicked about several times, finally turning the computer for her to see. On the screen was an empty field surrounded by a fence.

			Carrie looked up at her. “What’s this?”

			“It’s a field,” she said, swinging the laptop back around and typing. When she turned it back around, Carrie’s picture filled the screen.

			“That’s my IMDb site.”

			“It is,” Ari clicked out of it and back to the Google search that said, Carrie Murray. “There are pages of articles about you.” She clicked back to the field picture. “And this is the field where Luwanda was buried after she died alone in a bathroom at Hazelton Penitentiary. The only part of her that’s no longer buried in that field is the part you keep alive. The rest is gone. This woman, though,” she said, flipping back to the smiling face of Carrie from last Christmas, “is still here. She’s vibrantly alive and has people who love her. She’s made a life for herself despite this,” she said, flipping back to the picture of the empty field.

			Carrie hung her head and tried to pull air into her lungs. She lifted her head again to stare at the screen, her gaze taking in every blade of grass and the uneven pits in the ground. That was where her ghost lived now, so why did she continue to let her live inside her?

			“I never looked at it that way,” Carrie whispered more to herself than to Ari. “I didn’t know where she was buried. I’ve kept her alive out of spite, but I forgot to let her go when they put her in the ground.”

			“It’s not too late to change that, sis,” Ari insisted, resting her hand on Carrie’s shoulder in solidarity. “It’s not too late to put what’s left of her in the box and bury it forever.”

			“I don’t know how to, Ari. If I did, don’t you think I would?”

			“But you do, you just said it. You’ve kept Luwanda alive out of spite. Now bury her with it. Bury her by living your life, not out of spite, but out of happiness and love. Bury her ten feet deep in that because nothing would make her more miserable than knowing someone was using her as a reason to be happy. As a reason to share their love with the world.”

			Carrie’s eyes widened, and her heart started to pound hard in her chest. The truth of those words took her breath away, and she couldn’t speak without coughing to clear her chest. “Oh my God, you’re right. She would hate it. Hate it!”

			“I love being right,” Ari said on a wink.

			“Even if I can figure out how to bury her, I can never bury the PTSD with her. In the end, that might be what keeps her from ever being in the grave completely. I wish it was something I could change, but it’s not.”

			Ari took her hand and held it in hers, rubbing her thumb over the top of her hand in comfort. “Sweetheart, I know that you can’t bury the PTSD. If you could I would help you dig the hole for days if that’s what it took. In fact, if I didn’t have to see you suffer from it the way you have all these years, I would let them take me away from you forever.”

			“No!” Carrie exclaimed, grabbing her other hand in hers. “That would only make me suffer more.”

			Ari smiled through trembling lips and sighed. “I love you too, but you missed my point. I meant that the PTSD will always be there, but she doesn’t have to be. We can’t erase those scars from your brain. They are there and always will be. That is irrefutable. That doesn’t mean you don’t deserve to be happy and loved, baby. Don’t you see? You might not be able to erase her from your life completely, but you can stop carrying her weight around on your shoulders all day. Once you do that, you might discover that there is room for someone else in your life. Someone who wants to be there to help you when that ugly monster rears its head. Someone who can be a lifeline before you sink in that ocean trying to pull you under.”

			“And you think Braxton Timothy can be that lifeline?” Carrie asked. She meant it to sound skeptical, but it sounded more desperate than anything.

			“My money is on him,” she agreed with a smile. “For whatever reason or experience he’s had, he understands you, Carrie. You can’t deny that.”

			Carrie stared at the image of the empty field on the screen. She couldn’t help but think about what she was giving up to carry a little piece of an incredibly heavy woman around with her day after day.

			“You’re right,” Carrie whispered without taking her eyes off the screen. “I’m giving up the life I fought so hard to save. I’m giving up minutes, hours, and days that I’ll never get back out of fear that I’ll never succeed at having a normal life. The thing is, I already have one! At least as normal as someone like me can have. I saved myself that night because I wanted a chance to be free! Despite my scars and fears that I can’t change, I’m going to live, love, be happy, and maybe even enjoy Christmas for the first time in my life. It won’t be out of spite, though. It will be from a renewed sense of peace and hope.” Her friend rubbed her back as Carrie sucked air into her lungs at the thought of Brax. “I believe the trick to keeping her buried is to find happiness,” she whispered. “I just hope it’s not too late.”

			[image: scene break]

			Braxton paced in front of the dark house and ran his hand through his hair. Where was she? It took him too long to notice Carrie hadn’t shown up to the party, but when he did, he got a bad feeling in his gut. He’d scared her with that last kiss when he’d lost control in front of everyone. When it dawned on him that she wasn’t coming to the party, he’d jumped in a car and drove like a maniac back to the hangar, only to find her trailer deserted. The note he found in his trailer was short and to the point. She was leaving, and they didn’t have a future together. She begged him to find happiness with someone and to live his dreams.

			That was all he wanted. He wanted to live his dreams with someone who made him happy. Carrie was the person who made him happy. By the time he got into LAX, it was late, but he couldn’t stop himself from finding her house and begging her to give them another chance. He’d do anything she needed him to do if it meant she’d be part of his life.

			Headlights filled the driveway and illuminated him leaning against the front door of the modest ranch home. The car braked and then idled for a long time before the lights went off and both doors opened. One figure went around to the back of the SUV while another figure stood frozen next to the passenger door. The sound of the suitcase wheels reached his ears, and then the statue was nudged along toward the front door.

			“You must be Braxton,” the woman wheeling the case said.

			“I am,” he said, stretching his hand out to shake hers. “You must be Ari.”

			“Guilty as charged,” she agreed, giving his hand a firm shake. “I found this one on the side of the road and brought her home.”

			Carrie finally reacted and dropped her hand onto her hip. “I was not on the side of the road. Geez.”

			“Okay, she’s right, but I still brought her home. I’m a good sister, and for that reason, I’m going to leave now. I assume I can leave her safely in your capable hands, Braxton?” Ari asked, stepping back.

			He loved how nonplussed she was by the fact she just met the biggest star in Hollywood and didn’t bat an eye. “I’ll make sure she’s tucked warmly in bed before I leave.”

			Ari gave him a finger gun and winked. “I bet you will. Ta-ta for now, Cares. See you tomorrow.”

			Braxton waited until her friend had backed out of the driveway before he said anything. “Are you okay?”

			Carrie nodded, hugging her waist with her arms. “I’m sorry I took off. I couldn’t stay.”

			“You could have stayed,” Brax said, stepping closer to her now that it was dark again. “You were just too afraid, right?” he asked, trailing a finger down her cheek. “That was my fault. I shouldn’t have lost control and embarrassed you in front of everyone. Will you accept my apology?”

			She nodded and shrugged at the same time. “It wasn’t the kiss that sent me running.”

			“It was me,” he finished, seeing the truth in her sweet eyes. “Or rather the idea that I still wanted to be part of your life now that the movie was done, and we weren’t required to spend time together.”

			“In a nutshell,” Carrie agreed, her voice timid. “I let fear control me instead of the other things I was feeling.”

			He took her hand and held it loosely in his. “If anyone understands that, it’s me, Carrie. I understand being ruled by fear. I also understand how wonderful it feels to let all that go and just be free. To be happy without the need to do it out of spite.”

			“It does feel good, doesn’t it?” she asked, taking a step closer to him.

			He bent his knees so he could gaze directly into her eyes. “What are you saying?”

			“I’m saying tonight I learned that fear is easy. Happiness and love are hard, but so much more fulfilling than fear and hate could ever be.”

			Brax rubbed her arms up and down while a smile formed on his lips. “All I want is happiness, Carrie. You told me in that note to find someone that makes me happy and to live my dreams. I want to live my dreams with one specific person. She makes me happier than I ever thought I could be. She filtered down into my soul and filled up all the holes that I didn’t know were there. She encourages my dreams and tells me I can do anything I want if I believe in myself. All I can do is tell her that I know she’s scared and I understand. All I can do is keep coming back when she runs away, so she knows I’m not going to give up on her. All I can do is tell her I love her and hope one day she can say it back to me.”

			“She knows,” Carrie promised, running her thumb down his cheek tenderly. “She knows all of those things. Tomorrow, she was going to fly back to North Dakota to tell him she’s not scared anymore. She’s done running, and if he does, she will follow him. She loves him, and while it’s mind-blowing to hear him say he feels the same way, she’s not afraid to believe it.”

			Braxton grabbed her and crushed her in his arms, his lips kissing every inch of her face until he reached her lips. “I love you so much, Carrie Murray.”

			She laughed, and the sound filled up the rest of the empty space in his heart. “I love you more, Braxton Timothy. God help me, but I do.”

			He grasped her chin and brought his lips to hers, pausing and holding her gaze. “I’m never letting you go. We’re going to live our dreams. I understand that there will be times that we struggle. There will be times when you need space and times when you’ll need me to hold you just to get to the next minute. I understand there will be times we have to pull all-nighters on the bed watching Netflix because those nightmares are too much for you in the dark. I understand all of that and I am signing up for it; the good, the bad, and the ugly. Do you understand? Your dreams are my dreams now, Carrie, for better or worse.”

			“And yours are mine,” she whispered, closing the distance until their lips were as connected as their souls.
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			Epilogue

			One year later

			The sky was dark, and the wind whipped snow around her, but Carrie stood there and inhaled the fresh air into her lungs in a way she never could in Hollywood. “It’s always so beautiful here,” she sighed, her breath puffing into the night in clouds of white.

			“You make it beautiful,” Brax said from behind her, hugging her around the waist. “I never want to leave this place, which is crazy considering it’s sixty degrees colder here than it was when we left home.”

			“Home is wherever you are now,” she promised, patting his hand. “We’ve been a lot of places this year, but Gingerbread Falls was the last place I expected to be again.”

			He kissed her cheek and smiled. “Same, but how do you turn down a two-film contract from The Christmas Channel?”

			Carrie chuckled and shook her head. “You don’t. You just head right back to Gingerbread Falls and give the people what they want for Christmas.”

			“The people don’t know what they want. A Christmas at Gingerbread Falls doesn’t air for another two weeks,” he teased, tickling her side.

			She turned and wrapped her arms around his neck. “True, but I know what I want for Christmas, and what I want is you.”

			Brax stole a kiss from her cold lips and winked. “Well, lucky for you, Santa already knew that and brought me early.”

			“You’re supposed to say that I’m what you want for Christmas too. Duh,” Carrie teased.

			“Oh, I thought that was a given. You’re what I want morning, noon, and night. I want you in every room and the car.”

			Carrie turned, tucked her finger under his chin, and started to walk away. “I noticed.” She heard his laughter as he chased after her through the snow until the giant, old, red wooden barn loomed in front of them and they slowed to a halt to stand in the semicircle of cast and crew.

			Simonson clapped his hands and gathered everyone around. “Welcome back! Thanks to our Christmas lovers over there, we’re about to shoot A Christmas Wedding at Gingerbread Falls!”

			The cast and crew clapped wildly while chanting their names, embarrassing Carrie to death, but she turned and planted a kiss right on Brax’s lips. When she ended the kiss, Simonson was hushing everyone, but he was wearing an unusual quirky grin on his face.

			“Okay, we’re back in Gingerbread Falls, as you know, and we’re about to film the first scene. It’s a remembrance scene of Carson proposing to Noelle.”

			“Why can’t we just use the old footage for it?” someone shouted.

			“We tried, but we have to break it in different places to splice it with the new script.” Simonson waved his hands. “It doesn’t matter. It won’t take very long to shoot it the way we need it. Everyone but Carrie and Braxton will stay inside the barn anyway. Let’s get this in one take if we can.”

			Carrie headed for her spot on the barn wall until Brax stopped her. “Hold on there, beautiful. I need that ring back,” he said, pointing to her finger. She’d been wearing it all year, on the right hand.

			“I don’t want to take it off.” She frowned while she twisted it nervously on her finger. She’d feel open. Bare. “This protects me,” she whispered, holding her hand to her chest. “It’s my constant reminder of your love, even when you aren’t with me.”

			“I know, sweetheart,” he promised as he gently took her hand down off her chest. “I’m going to be right here protecting you until I put it back on your finger. I’ll keep it safe in the box, I promise.”

			Carrie sighed but worked it off her finger and set it in the velvet box that he snapped closed immediately. “I love that you love it,” he whispered before he kissed her cold nose, offering her a little bit of warmth. “Now, put your Noelle face on so I can get this back on your finger.”
			[image: scene break]

			“You have to move on, Noelle. He’s never coming back to Gingerbread Falls. This town isn’t enough for him. You’re not enough for him. His ghosts will always win out over the living, and rightly so. He’s been through hell, and sometimes, even love can’t fix that.”

			A shadowy figure stepped away from the building, and she jumped back, wielding the wooden plaque like a weapon until she noticed the familiar way the person moved as he walked.

			“You’re wrong,” he whispered when he stood in front of her…

			[image: scene break]

			“Cut!” Simonson yelled, and Carrie let out a sigh.

			“Wow, you must be rusty, Mr. Hollywood. You forgot your lines,” she teased, throwing him a wink.

			“No, I didn’t,” he said, stopping in front of her. “It’s just that what I want to say is more important.”

			“What’s more important than shooting this movie for The Christmas Channel?” she asked, her gaze darting behind him to see the rest of the cast watching them from the barn.

			When her gaze found his again, he answered. “Us. You and me. The life we can have together.”

			He knelt in the cold snow and cracked open the red velvet box. “I saw this ring at a mall in the middle of North Dakota, and it reminded me of you, Carrie. The ruby is the Christmas you fought so hard against in your life, even while you made it look effortless on camera. The diamonds sparkle the same way your eyes do whenever I walk into the room. I know this question has been a long time coming, but I finally have the perfect place to ask it. Carrie Murray, will you marry me and make me happy for the rest of my life? Will you be my sunshine when life overwhelms me? Will you be my wife?”

			Carrie’s hand shook as it covered her mouth. Tears fell from her eyes, but she nodded.

			Brax stood, the motion slow and unsure and his legs like lead as he took a step forward. “Is that a yes?”

			She sucked up a breath, and when she laughed, he could hear the happiness floating on the breeze. “It’s a yes. I’ll marry you, Braxton Timothy. Today, tomorrow, whenever you want.”

			He slid the ring on her left ring finger and gathered her to him. “I was thinking this barn would be the perfect place for us to tie the knot in a few months.”

			“New Year’s Eve?” she asked, her gaze holding his.

			“I can end my year by making you my wife and start the next one with you in my arms. What do you say, Carrie?”

			“I say you’re my Christmas miracle,” she sighed as she brought her lips to his. “I love you, Brax.”

			The crew surrounded them, filling the space with laughter and applause. Braxton barely noticed as he held her face in his hands and gazed into her beautiful gingerbread eyes. “And I say this is the perfect beginning to our own real-life Christmas movie.”

			Then his lips found hers while the credits rolled. 
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			Recipe

			Maple-Glazed Gingerbread Scones

			Scone Ingredients:

			¼ cup butter (4 tablespoons)

			1 beaten egg yolk

			¼ cup + 3 tablespoons milk

			⅓ cup molasses

			3 tablespoons brown sugar

			2 cups all-purpose flour (can substitute all-purpose gluten free flour)

			2 teaspoons baking powder

			1½ teaspoons pumpkin pie spice or 1 teaspoon ginger

			½ teaspoon cloves

			½ teaspoon allspice  

			¼ teaspoon cinnamon

			½ teaspoon baking soda

			½ teaspoon salt

			Scone Directions:

			
					In small bowl, mix egg yolk, molasses, and milk. Set aside.

					In large bowl, combine all dry ingredients and then cut in butter until mixture is coarse crumbs.

					Make a well in center of mixture and add egg mixture.

					Continue to stir with fork until combined, though it may seem dry.

					Lightly flour a flat surface and knead dough until smooth. Pat into circle and cut into 8 wedges.

					Bake on an ungreased baking sheet at 400° F for 12–15 minutes.

					Cool on a wire rack for 20 minutes while you make icing.

			

			Icing Ingredients:

			2 tablespoons butter

			1¼ cups powdered sugar

			1 teaspoons vanilla

			1 tablespoons maple syrup

			1–2 tablespoons water

			Icing Directions:

			
					Melt butter in mixing bowl in microwave until just melted. 

					Add the powdered sugar, vanilla, and maple syrup and stir until all sugar is dissolved and mixture is thin.

					Add water if needed to get glaze consistency. 

					Spoon over the tops of the scones and wait several minutes for glaze to set before serving.
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