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      Dear Reader,

      Welcome to Moss Creek where treachery, betrayal and angst hide in every corner. Journey with Lauren and Max on their path to happily ever after.

      This is a brief departure from Aspen Cove, and I hope you enjoy the Romeo and Juliet-like Christmas tale. It’s A Christmas Carol meets Miracle on 34th Street with a battle for money and power at the center.

      Happy reading,

      

      Kelly
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      Lauren Matthews stood behind the registration desk, wishing she could pound her head against the wall instead of smile into the phone. Her mother used to say a smile helped a voice sound chipper, but all it was doing now was making her jaw hurt.

      “I understand, Mrs. Pitkin. No, there is no snow in the forecast, but the lodge is a lovely place to vacation, regardless.” She listened to all the reasons the family of five couldn’t come and deleted their reservation before she hung up.

      The Robinson’s sat on the couch in front of the fire, where she had relaxed countless times. The smell of pine sat thick in the air. She could almost see her mother’s face in Arlene Robinson’s, the guest from Tampa, Florida, celebrating the fortieth wedding anniversary to her husband, Bill.

      The chandelier attracted her attention. Six ten-point bucks’ antlers supported a ring of eighteen lights. The cords inconspicuously wrapped in black chain led up to the ceiling. She could hardly look at it and not think of the day her father hung it. He had stood on the top rung of the ladder, looking down at her from that dizzying height with a hopeful smile for their future in Moss Creek, Colorado. Now, as she surveyed the lobby of Sunshine Lodge, she could see that the echoes of her childhood lived in every corner.

      It seemed like so long ago. Her tears were so ready to push forward as she imagined her mother, on that last day, looking at her from her bed, red hair faded, pale expression drained, and a sad smile that was the last she could offer her daughter.

      Lauren wiped the tears away and tidied the registration counter where her mother, Judith, would have been beaming joyfully, and feeling blessed to be alive, in love, and living in Colorado.

      Lauren shoved the memories aside. She wasn’t her mother, and she didn’t feel blessed. There were too many things on her mind to worry about. Love had no place in her life, and she had no time for pointless emotions.

      The clogged gutters needed fixing, the buckling hardwood floor in the game room was a hazard to all who walked across it, and two of her employees snuck into the stables nightly, doing who knew what.  On top of all that, two hundred dollars kept disappearing every month.

      She shook her head as she swiped the screen of her tablet, one spreadsheet replacing the other with her family holdings at her fingertips. Everything they’d come to Colorado and created sat in columns of numbers on a digital screen, but those numbers were getting smaller, causing a cold feeling to stir in her belly.

      She sighed and turned to look out the window at the Rocky Mountains, waiting for a miracle. It was once a snowcapped playground for locals and visitors from all over the country. Families, fitness buffs, and wealthy fashionistas enjoyed the powdered snow and the pines as their seasonal celebration.

      Those things seemed lost to her in that odd and melancholy moment. The snow hadn’t come back to Moss Creek as it had the year before, and that had been the best year in a streak of five warmer ones. Those brown jagged cliffs in the mountainside had their own natural beauty, filled with pines and coyotes and deer, but they also seemed a terrible omen of the changes that were coming. For Sunshine Lodge, those changes meant a slow but sure death.

      While the horses were still popular among the girls and children, nothing brought in visitors like the snow. It seemed like it would take a miracle to bring that back, at least enough to put the lodge on track.

      She caught a glance of herself in the mirror as she walked by. Still in her late twenties, she could see her mother’s reflection more than her own. She was the spitting image of the brave woman who’d helped create the lodge, and whose spirit seemed to live in the walls, the floors, and the air, but whose presence seemed to fade with every passing day.

      Pushing it out of her heart and mind, she walked out the French doors and into the backyard. She couldn’t escape the uneasiness—a strange nervousness she couldn’t name. There were plenty of reasons for it, but even the fate of Sunshine Lodge wasn’t the cause of her anxiety.

      The Colorado winter spread out in front of her, a deep breath of cool air kissing her cheeks. A hawk circled overhead, as blue jays sang in the distance. The sun was bright in a sky speckled with fluffy, white clouds. There was no denying it was gorgeous, but it was frightening in its beauty. Summer weather surrounded her, and December had just begun.

      Her father, Frank Matthews, swung his lasso over his head, looking the picture of the rugged cowboy that settled the country so many generations before.

      He let out a “Yeehaw” to entertain the guests. He drew his weathered face into a craggy smile, a look that showed bravery and confidence even in the presence of a coming storm.

      The little Reilly girl, Alice, and her family sat watching her father’s display, the lasso seeming to hover over his head, and then to his left and his right. They clapped and smiled and seemed to adore him in the same way Lauren always had. It was too easy to see herself in the little girl’s face. Amazement and pride filled her in equal measure.

      A quick flash of worry and confusion replaced her father’s smile. The rope hit the ground as he took a single step back. His right arm pulled up to his chest, with his fingers clawing at his plaid shirt. A second step backward told Lauren he wouldn’t stay on his feet for long. She threw herself at him, arms out, mouth already twisting in panic.

      “Daddy!”

      She ran past the guests to her stricken father. A chill passed through her as he hit the ground. She wrapped him in her arms, and his head fell heavily against her shoulder.

      “Dad, what’s wrong?” She wiped the sweat from his brow and stared into his eyes. They seemed to fade in front of her. Their vibrant blue turning to a soft gray.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, his voice weak and wispy, “I’m so sorry.”

      “Shh, Dad.” She looked at their stunned guests while Mr. Reilly pulled his phone from his pocket and tapped on the screen. “Tell them to send the helicopter!”

      Her father winced, his face contorting into a mask of pain. A second later brought calm as his muscles relaxed. “It’s okay,” he rasped.

      “Be still and save your strength,” she told him.

      He turned, looking past her to the property, but his focus seemed fixed. She moved to see, but there was nothing behind her that would have captured his attention.

      “Judith?” Tears pushed out of Lauren’s eyes as he called to her mother. With clammy palms, she stroked her father’s graying hair. “I’ve missed you so much, sweetheart.”

      Lauren knew then what her father was envisioning, what was happening to him. Their guests looked on as the sound of distant rotors moved toward them. They would come, but it would be too late.

      “I can’t,” he said with a frightened shake of his head, “she needs me, you know that.”

      His body shook again, and Lauren could almost feel the explosive agony in her own chest. Her heart burst along with his. He turned to look up at her, his body trembling, the cold sweat pouring from his forehead. She could already feel the chill overtake her, passing from his body into hers.

      “It’s okay,” she said, tears burning her cheeks.

      He looked past her again, and Lauren knew he was seeing her mother. She had returned to escort him home. “I can’t.”

      A bittersweet smile crept across her face, and her vision blurred with tears. She wanted him to stay with her forever but knew it wouldn’t happen. Even though he was the last of her family, his final moments deserved to be peaceful and without a battle. He’d fought his whole life for what he had. He’d worked hard—too hard. Now his struggle was over.

      She fought back the gasping and tears to say, “Yes, Dad, you can. Go to her.”

      The Reilly’s were weeping along with all the guests who were collecting in a circle around them.

      Patrick and Cindy ran from their hideaway in the stables toward her.  Ruthie stood nearby, twisting her apron.

      Her father looked up one final time, his brows strained, and eyes fading. “I’m sorry, so sorry.” His head slumped to the side, and his muscles relaxed.

      Martha Reilly continued to cry while she buried her face into her husband’s chest. Pat and Cindy clung to one another too, but their sorrow could not compare to the paralyzing cold sweeping through every fiber of Lauren’s body.

      The sobs came in uncontrollable waves, shaking her body, and twisting her face as they poured out. Mouth open, her voice rang out in a wordless wail as she sat bent over her father’s body, knowing she would never see him or hear his voice again.
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      Pastor Higgins looked out over the congregation, his voice low and solemn, his jowls wriggling with every breath he took and word he spoke. “We are here today to pay our respect to a man of God, our brother, Frank Matthews.

      Not only have people from this congregation and community gathered but many who have respected and loved Frank as a friend. We are here today to show our love and support for Lauren. We have sensed our own personal feelings of loss over Frank’s passing, but now we draw our hearts toward her, and will continue to be with her in this trying time.”

      Lauren sat in the front row, draped in black, and numb with resolution. It had been three days, and the cold truth had set in. Details had to be seen to, sympathetic expressions returned, and casseroles delivered by caring neighbors. Life went on, and she could only try to catch up.

      She’d only recently come back home to help her father with the lodge. He was aging and losing her mother had taken its toll on him. Her parents had wanted to pass their dream down to her to preserve their legacy, but the pressure was overwhelming.

      The pastor’s voice became louder and stronger, and the words gave her renewed hope and strength, but they alone would not be enough.

      She glanced at the mourning congregation and looked back at Pastor Higgins, who wore a determined frown on his face. The light shone through the stained glass windows and reflected a rainbow of colors that danced across his balding head. “Go in peace.”

      After the burial, the community gathered around her, approaching with their kind thoughts and condolences. Even Mayor Shipley was there, his stout figure encased in a well-tailored black suit. Deputy Mayor Roberts stood next to him. He was the dapper young man who was making his own name among the residents of the little resort town where kindness and honesty went a long way.

      “If there’s anything we can do.” Mayor Shipley asked, taking Lauren’s hand. “Please don’t hesitate to ask.”

      Everybody had made the same offer, but there was little that anyone could do, and they all seemed to know it. There was no risk of her asking for anything, and that could be why they offered.

      Sally Clemens walked up to Lauren, her aging face set in a sympathetic frown, her brows arched toward the center of her cosmetically enhanced forehead. “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry. Your father was a good man, a fantastic man.” She put her sun-spotted hand on Lauren’s arm to comfort her. “Anyway, I’m sorry for your loss. If there’s anything I can do, all you got to do is ask.”

      Lauren’s fake smile, which was bordering on a grimace, almost hurt her face as her cheeks strained to keep it there. She shared a glance with another Moss Creek luminary. Lucille Dubois stood near the grave and offered Lauren a nod of respect, but a glare seemed to follow Sally as she stepped away and faded into the crowd. Lucille had a reputation for being haughty and wasn’t well-liked. Sally, the brassy bar owner, definitely wasn’t a fan. A nod from Lucille was all Lauren would get, and it was more than enough.

      Their accountant, Sam Phelps, stepped up and gave Lauren a hug. He held it longer than she would have liked, but it was easy enough to attribute that to the powerful emotions of the day. His short, black hair clung to his head, while his handsome face softened into a comforting smile. “How are you holding up?”

      She nodded but knew she wasn’t fooling anybody, least of all herself. Sam seemed to know that too and set a hand on her arm to offer comfort. The lingering tension between them was impossible to ignore. He wouldn’t make further mention of it, not today, but the issues her father’s death brought up could not be ignored for long.

      Another familiar face sent a jolt through Lauren’s consciousness.

      Max Hunter looked at her from across the gravesite. His brown hair groomed to perfection, his sculpted cheeks and chin catching the glint of sunlight that peeked through the winter clouds. His eyes, large and brown, locked onto hers. Her nerves seemed to rise to the surface, as her memory flashed with images that inspired too many conflicting emotions to absorb. Everything about him was either love or hate. There was no middle ground.

      When he approached, she thought about turning and walking away, but her legs held her in place, and a strange calm pushed her head and shoulders back as he broke into an awkward smile.

      “Lauren, hello.”

      “Max.” After a nervous pause, she added, “Good of you to come.” She hadn’t seen him in years, but the pain of losing him still squeezed her heart.

      “My father didn’t think it was appropriate for him to come, but he sends his condolences.”

      “I understand,” she said, not needing to be more specific. “He’s well, I hope.”

      “He is, thank you. You know my father, he’s unstoppable.”

      “My grandmother too,” Max added.

      “I’m so glad to hear that,” she said with complete sincerity. “She was always such a fiery spirit.”

      He nodded and seemed to fall into contemplation. “She was,” he repeated, shaking his head.

      What Max wasn’t saying about his ancient grandmother spoke volumes. She was still alive in body, and neither had to remind the other that her father was not.

      “Anyway,” Max said, forcing a cordial expression on his face, “I’m sorry to hear about your dad, we all are.”

      “Give your family my best,” she said, hoping he would take the sentiment in the same loving spirit she intended, but she didn’t hold out much hope. There were other things to worry about and reflecting on Max, and the whole Hunter family debacle was more than she could manage.

      “It’s great to see you.” He reached forward as if he’d take her hand or hug her, but stepped back.

      “You too.” It was good to see a face that had once been friendly. Not that he’d ever been unfriendly, but their parents’ feud had driven a stake into both of their twined hearts, and it forced them to choose between love and family.

      Thankfully, college and careers took care of the distance. As he walked away, she wondered if he’d longed for her the way she had for him?
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      Max sat across from his father’s desk; the great Eaton Hunter relaxed in his wingback leather chair, springs squeaking beneath him with every movement.

      “Excellent, Max, excellent.” He leaned back and chuckled, puffing on his half smoked Cuban cigar. “You made a good impression, and that was the smart move.”

      Max shrugged. The oak paneling and brass fixtures of the study gave the place a refined and dignified look, just the image his father projected. It was luxurious without being glitzy, masculine and powerful without sacrificing the pleasures of his station, but Max could never relax there. He always walked away feeling dirty like he’d crawled through a swamp.

      His father went on, “She was pretty torn up, I’m guessing.”

      Max sighed. It was too easy to remember that sad, pretty face. No amount of good intentions or neighborly sympathy would do anything to ease it.

      “She’s heartbroken.”

      “Figures,” his father said. “Those Matthews have always been soft and sentimental.”

      Max bit back what he wanted to say, knowing after a lifetime of obedience, what the price of rebellion would cost him. It was better to let his father indulge and think himself superior. For every angry altercation his father had with a tenant or client, there would be a visit from Max to mend the fences and put out the fires on the burning bridges.

      His father shrugged and pushed himself up from the chair with a grunt. He walked around the side of the desk to the cocktail cart. His robust chest leading the way. “She’ll have to toughen up, and with the way things are going, it won’t be easy.”

      The winters had been drying up, which meant more business for the shops and cafes in their portfolio, but it was lethal for Sunshine Lodge, and both men knew it.

      Pops poured himself a brandy and turned to tilt the decanter in a wordless offer.

      Max shook his head, and his father replaced the top, bringing it back with him to the desk.

      “It won’t be that bad when you think about it.”

      Max thought about what his father said, though doubt was worming its way into his conscience. “The winters, you mean?”

      His father shot him a glance that made his blood run cold. The widened eyes and raised brows meant trouble. He’d seen that look before. It was disbelief in his son’s shocking simplicity. “The winter?” Realization seemed to take his expression, softening from his fast-rising fury. “Oh, that’s right, you don’t know.” Max turned his ear for a better perspective of what he was about to hear.

      His father sat down behind the desk and pulled open the top drawer to reveal a manila envelope. He set it on the desktop and smiled. “Back when Frank and I were still friends, he had some debt problems.”

      “Can you be more specific?” Max asked, earning another glaring look. “If it’s business, I should know all the details.”

      His father seemed to give it some thought before deciding to explain himself. “He was a gambler. Gave it up years ago, and this was the reason.” His father tapped the folder with his chubby fingers. “He got in over his head and came to me for help. Like I said, we were still friends back then.” He shook his head. “Unbelievable. I help the guy out by saving his life’s work, and he betrays me the way he did.” He pulled the glass to his mouth and drank deeply.

      Max had heard the story countless times, and it had long become tiresome for reasons his father knew all too well.

      “I gave him the loan,” he went on, “but there was a simple contingency. If he failed to pay the debt, and he did, I would get to take Sunshine Lodge.”

      Max’s widened eyes couldn’t disguise his surprise. “You’re taking the lodge?”

      “Lock, stock, and barrel; for a reasonable price, of course. Frank wasn’t that desperate, and he wasn’t that stupid.”

      Max looked around the study as if the answer to his new dilemma was written on the wooden paneling. He had to appeal to his father in just the right way if he would have any chance at all of redirecting the course.

      “Pop, think about it, the lodge is dying. What do you want with it?”

      His father smiled and turned to grab a cardboard tube from behind the desk. He pulled out a rolled-up blueprint and spread it out across the desktop. “Wet Willie’s Water Park.”

      Max stepped around to stand on his father’s side of the desk, his eyes focusing on the blue lines and black numbers. Several big slides and shapes told Max what his father had in mind in clear enough detail.

      “A water park? Seriously?”

      “You’re damned right a water park. The winters are getting shorter, and the summers getting longer and hotter. Use your brain, son. Adapting is the key to a successful life.”

      Max sighed, hardly sure where to begin. “But a water park? It’s not really our brand, is it?” They owned lots of businesses from coffee shops to car parks, and Max had spent the last several years learning them all.

      “The dollar sign is our brand.” His father looked over the plans, nodding and smiling through a cloud of cigar smoke.

      “All right, but the people here won’t want an eyesore that includes a lot of big plastic slides. This is Moss Creek, Colorado, not Buena Park, California. People like the natural look of the place.”

      “They’ll like it plenty when the tourists pour in.” He pointed to one corner of the sheet. “We’ll use the lodge as a hotel, and the rides will circle it like this.”

      Max could already envision the mammoth monstrosity his father was proposing. The hordes of tourists, the T-shirts, and the balloons that would replace the tranquil setting. But the disheartened expression on Lauren’s face when she lost her family home was all he could imagine.—shock, sadness, and defeat.

      “Pop, this document, is it legal?”

      “One hundred percent, nothing she can do about it.”

      “What if she pays the debt?”

      “It’s too late. Frank has already defaulted.” He rolled up the blueprints and returned them to their cardboard container.

      “Okay, look, I know you have a certain way of doing things—”

      “I’m effective,” he broke in.

      “Disruptive too. Don’t forget, Moss Creek is a small town. Everybody will talk about it, about us, and they won’t go to the water park once they know how it came about. The Matthews are popular and well-liked.”

      “So?” He shook his head. “Forget the locals. It’s the tourist money we’re interested in. Think about it, Max; this is a gold mine.”

      He thought so hard his brain felt like it would explode. “Still, we live with these people. They’re our neighbors and our tenants.” He couldn’t say friends because his father didn’t have any. “Look, we have a public relations problem as it is. I’ve been keeping things calm, but this will put us over the top with the residents, and that will be nothing but trouble for us.”

      “But it will be worth it when the profits roll in.”

      “Maybe, but what if you could get the place without the black eye? That would be the smartest business move.” His father sat there with the tilted head that told Max the old man was thinking things out. “You would make a reasonable offer, anyway, so why not let me visit her to see if she’s interested in selling? I mean, the lodge has been struggling, and it doesn’t have much of a future. Maybe she’ll see it as a lucky break—a good time to start fresh somewhere else.”

      His father puffed and nodded. “Then, instead of being the bad guy, we’re coming to her rescue, riding in on the white horse and all that.”

      “Something like that.” Max hated the sound of it, but at least he was making progress with his father, and that would have to be enough.

      “All right, you’ve got a week to persuade her to sell.”

      “Two weeks. It’s nearing Christmas, and I need more time.”

      The old man shot him a glare.

      “Two weeks,” Max repeated before stepping out of the study and into a dreaded conflict that could cost Lauren everything.
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      Lauren stood in Sam Phelps’s seventh-floor office overlooking Moss Creek and beyond. At this time of year, the town should be white with snow and crowded with tourists—a flurry of business and industry happening below. Instead, the glare of the sun against the winter haze was almost blinding.

      Despite the lack of snowfall, the townsfolk had festooned Main Street with the holiday trappings of wreaths and ribbons, garlands and glitter. Christmas songs leaked out of the shops and restaurants, jing-jang-jingled, and wished all a merry little Christmas.

      Sadly, Lauren could enjoy none of it. It was more than just the horrific loss of her father, which still left her stunned into emotional exhaustion.

      Winter had long since lost its magic, its snowy charm depleted along with the town’s coffers. Instead of the happy and enchanted yearly celebration of her youth, Christmas only seemed to be a haunting reminder of all that had happened, all that she lost, and all that would change.

      The upcoming holiday felt like nothing more than a Hallmark holiday suggested by a riveting commercial, but it wasn’t anything to celebrate. It was something to mourn like so many other reminders of her childhood.

      Sam looked at his computer screen with a frown while his fingers clacked against the keyboard. He paused and leaned back, sighing as he refocused his eyes on Lauren, who stood on the other side of his desk.

      “I don’t know what to tell you.” There was a dip of resignation in his voice.

      “You can tell me how to save my home. You’re my accountant, and I’m counting on you.”

      “Look, I’m not a magician. The numbers are in charge here. You’re taking your third loss in a year. Your father refinanced the lodge to death. What if you took on a partner? A sponsor, maybe?”

      She shook her head. “We’ve already got deals with the local vendors,” she said. “I won’t turn my back on my neighbors to bring in Budweiser and Big Macs. That’s not the way my parents ran things.” She was on a steep learning curve, but screwing her neighbors over wouldn’t garner her support.

      He shot her a look over the glasses that balanced on the bridge of his nose. “There’s only you now.”

      He was right. The times had changed, and other things would have to change too.

      Sam continued, “With the way things are, you’ve got about two months before you have to default on the mortgage. After that, it will only be a matter of time.”

      She staggered back like someone had punched her in the gut, leaving her mouth dry and lungs winded. “But it’s my home. It’s my responsibility to make my parents’ memory live on.”

      He nodded. “I understand that, and I know this is a hard time, but look at it this way, if you sell now, you might get a little something out of it. Not much, but you’re still young, and you’ve got your whole life ahead of you.”

      “The plan was for me to run the lodge,” she said, noting the quiver in her own voice.

      After an awkward pause, he said, “Given your experience and your degree in hospitality, you’d be qualified to work in another place—another resort. That might even be fun, working in a place like Hawaii or maybe on a cruise ship.”

      “No. My father lived for that property, and he died for it. It’s all I have left of my family. I’ve only just come back home, and I don’t have anywhere else to go. I don’t want to leave because all of my childhood memories are stored in those walls.”

      “I know, and I’m sorry. Believe me, if there was anything I could do, I would.”

      They exchanged a few more awkward pleasantries before he saw her out of the office and to the street.

      She walked down the sidewalk, and a familiar face grabbed her attention. The elderly matron Lucille walked toward her.

      “Good afternoon Mrs. Dubois,” Lauren said. “Are you taking a walk?”

      “I’m having lunch at Lily’s Cafe. What about you?”

      “Just running a few errands.”

      Lucille nodded, her graying hair styled in an updo more suited to Victorian times, but she wore a pantsuit worthy of Jackie O. “I saw you at your father’s funeral. How are you faring?”

      Lauren was loath to lie, but she couldn’t go on burdening her neighbors with her mourning and misery. She had to get on with her life, though at that moment, she didn’t know how or why she could or should do such a thing.

      “I’m doing okay.” The small squeak to her voice was the best she could muster.

      “I hope so.” She glanced around, then leaned closer. “I noticed you chatting with Sally the other day, she had her kind side on display for everyone to see.”

      “Kindness is abundant at the moment.”

      “I’m glad, but you really must be careful now.”

      Lauren nodded, already knowing what the well-intentioned older woman was getting at. “She was being nice.”

      “She was nice today, but they’re all nice when they want something, and people will be extra nice when they’re getting ready to betray you. I know you’re a good person, we all know that, but others will use it against you. Be careful.”

      “Well, it’s sweet of you to concern yourself, but I don’t think there’s anything anyone can do to me.” She was already drowning in debt and despair. How much worse could it get?

      “That’s just what we should worry about. You’re young and naive, and that’s how they will get you.”

      Lauren walked away, wondering who they were?
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      Max tried to ignore the smell of his grandmother’s perfume, which was always too strong for his taste. It had been a regular part of her wardrobe, and the doctor recommended having her wear it. Maybe it could give her fading brain the message she was still alive and living her normal life. Jog a memory that might bring her back.

      He understood how it worked. There were triggers he regularly experienced that brought him back to more pleasant times. Songs played, and he remembered how Lauren felt dancing in his arms. The smell of a lavender candle brought him back to their first kiss.

      Looking at his grandmother in that wheelchair, staring off into the distance, he couldn’t imagine she was thinking anything at all. Still, the doctors said she could hear voices, and be encouraged and loved, even if she couldn’t show any evidence of those things herself.

      They sat on the porch in the back of their family home, an expansive yard stretching out before them, and watched a bald eagle circle overhead.

      There were none of the iconic decorations of the season, no colorfully trimmed tree in the living room. His father had no time nor interest in such foolishness. They made one nod to the season, and that was classic Christmas tunes playing softly on the sound system, leaking out of hidden speakers on the exterior of the house. Mario Lanza and Mahalia Jackson gave the music a stately sophistication, an easy elegance that reflected the Hunter family’s image and privileged lifestyle.

      The Bible rested on Max’s lap, opened to the Book of Matthew. He could only assume it brought her some comfort, some sense of peace. His options were to read, or talk about his father, and he couldn’t do the latter with his grandmother’s nurse in close proximity.

      “Blessed are they who hunger and thirst for righteousness, for they shall be satisfied.”

      Jane Carlisle, his grandmother’s nurse, smiled a sweet expression of her admiration for the words, or his grandmother, he didn’t know. With one brow raised, there was a subtext to her slight smirk that was not lost on him.

      “Blessed are the merciful, for they shall obtain mercy.”

      “Such beautiful words,” Jane said, “and how you read them makes them so moving.”

      Max smiled and shrugged, but he said nothing.

      Jane went on, “She’s lucky to have such a dutiful grandson, and one so handsome.”

      She finally excused herself to the bathroom, and Max leaned closer to his grandmother.

      “What are we going to do about her, Grandma? You know she’s carrying on with my father. That’s fine, he’s allowed to find love, but he’s making bad choices. He’ll listen to you, though, you know that. You’re the only person he’ll listen to.”

      Old Ethel Hunter just sat in that chair, staring off into some faraway place Max could not visit. She had no answers or solutions, and when Jane returned to the porch, Max turned the page to keep reading.

      Jane had his father’s ear, besides other points of interest. He didn’t imagine he could turn her to his cause, but if she had any conscience at all, she might just be within reach.

      All Jane seemed to hear were poetic and pretty words. All she seemed ready to think about was his family’s wealth and power.

      He set the Bible down and took a stroll around the property, giving himself time to think. He had no allies in either his stricken grandmother or her duplicitous nurse.

      Could he convince her to join the cause? No, she’d do what was right for her, and that meant he couldn’t trust her any more than his father. There was no point trying to change his father’s mind about the lodge. He was lucky to get him to back off the legal claim for a couple weeks.

      He would have the horrible task of approaching Lauren and persuading her to sell.

      It was probably for the best, but it wouldn’t be easy.
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      Lauren’s father’s death had cast a cloud over the lodge. The guests had checked out, and few reservations were coming in. Those who arrived found the somberness unavoidable. The cozy mountain retreat was once a refuge for families to savor the little joys of life, but now there just didn’t seem to be anything joyful here.

      Lauren and her father had put up the sparse Christmas decorations before his death. A rustic wreath hung on the front door. A noble pine circled with small white lights sat in front of the great-room window. It was all understated, a holiday by happenstance, and wouldn’t have a celebratory feeling at all if not for the Christmas music playing through the sound system. Quietly, the iconic voices of Louis Armstrong, Ella Fitzgerald, and Bing Crosby crooned the classic melodies.

      Patrick and Cindy spent more and more time secreted away in the far corners of the lodge, and Ruthie stayed in the kitchen worrying more than she cooked.

      Looking around the lobby, it was impossible not to remember the better times, when crowds of skiers mingled and laughed and ate and drank. She could almost smell the cocoa they used to serve, but there was no longer any need for the sweet, steamy drink when the weather peaked at nearly seventy degrees. Cold chocolate shakes were more fitting.

      The big walnut front doors opened, grabbing her attention. The handsome young man who entered brought with him a humble smile, hovering just above his strong chin.

      “Max,” she said. “We meet again.” She didn’t understand why he kept showing up in her life these last few days but was glad to have the distraction. Years ago, he would have made her heart pound, and her body almost feverish. Now he was just another painful regret. Another loss she’d have to live with.

      He nodded as he approached, glancing around the nearly empty lobby. “Place looks good.”

      “Thank you.” Her smile was becoming tiring, but it was her mask of choice. “It’s feeling spacious these days.” They shared a little chuckle. “Looking for a room?”

      “No, I was thinking about you and all that’s going on. When I said I’d help in any way I could, I meant it.”

      “Yeah, I know you did.” It warmed her that he was trying, but the help she needed wasn’t something she could ask him for.

      After another glance around, Max continued, “I feel like everybody says that, but what can a person really do, you know? I remember when my mother died. People were eager to help, but they couldn’t bring her back. All they could do was show they cared.”

      “Is that what you’re doing now? Is this you caring?”

      “Yes, I care.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and looked at the floor. “I was thinking there might be something I can do. I mean, it’s a big place. Are there no fences that need mending? Burning bridges to put out?”

      He smiled, but it was a challenge, and she could see that. Their pleasantries could only dance around the unspoken conflict between them, something she wished had never happened, much less continued to be a lingering problem.

      “It’s good of you to be concerned.”

      “Not at all, we were once friends—more than friends.” After another long stretch of silence, Max went on, “Care for lunch? As I recall, your kitchen makes the best beef stew in Colorado.”

      She couldn’t help but grin. “It’s still our signature dish.”
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      Ruthie seemed pleased to be serving her specialty to Lauren, who’d become a surrogate daughter to the spritely old woman, but she had an unmistakable air of unhappiness feeding Max.

      They sat down to a bowl of stew with thick, smoky gravy, tender meat, firm potatoes, and colorful carrots. Ruthie made her specialty lemonade recipe that she’d brought all the way from Jamaica. It was pink with a hint of mint. She was courteous and humble, but it was hard to miss her scowl.

      “She doesn’t like me,” Max said as soon as Ruthie returned to the kitchen.

      “No.” She shook her head. “That’s not true.”

      “It is, and I don’t blame her, not really, considering what happened between our fathers.” After a moment of silent reflection, he went on, “I’m not my father, Lauren, I want you to know that.”

      “I do. It was never about us.”

      “No, it wasn’t, and it shouldn’t be. We were too young to fight against them—to fight for us.” He seemed to give it some thought before adding, “We’re no longer the kids we used to be.”

      “That’s true. All the innocence of those days is lost.”

      “Not all is lost.”

      “It’s too bad it happened.”

      “You’re right. My father is hard-headed and doesn’t take things lightly, especially if it threatens his family or his empire.”

      “He has an expansive empire,” she said. “All those commercial properties. You should be proud.”

      “I wish I could be.” After a moment, he added, “I mean, I am proud of what he’s accomplished, but not of the way he did it. It’s hard to take pride in that.”

      She nodded.

      Max went on, “My father’s ways are old school. In his head, and his heart, he’s still slugging it out on the streets of South Boston. He’ll never stop being a fighter.”

      She tried not to smile, but she couldn’t quite help herself. “And what are you—a lover?”

      His cheeks flushed. “I think there are better ways of doing things, yes. And now, three things abide; hope, faith, and love. And of these, the greatest is love.”

      One brow rose on Lauren’s forehead. “A Bible-centered man?” She hadn’t spent any substantial time with him in ages. Could he have changed so much?

      He shrugged. “Not really. Not that much into the Bible to tell you the truth, but I read it to my grandmother. Maybe some of it rubbed off. I figure it’s good for her—at least inspirational. I know she’s just hearing my voice, if even that, but it was the Bible or Harry Potter.”  They shared a little chuckle. “To tell you the truth, I prefer the romantics.”

      Her brow furrowed in question. “The rock band?”

      “No, the poets; John Keats, Lord Byron.”

      “Oh, right.” Lauren gently fisted her forehead. “How stupid of me. Of course, it’s not the rock band.”

      Another laugh seemed to draw them closer together.

      “A thing of beauty is a joy forever.” He recited from memory.  “Its loveliness increases; it will never pass into nothingness.”

      A chilling silence followed, Max cracking a wry smile as if he didn’t even comprehend his own seductive powers. “I suppose a person has to focus on something or someone. As for me ... I like poetry.”

      She wasn’t sure how to react as a hot bolt pulsed through her body. She sat there, trying to ignore their past and the misery which had separated them. Their youthful infatuation had made their tale resemble an Ancient Greek tragedy. Those feelings were hard to ignore while impassioned eyes stared right into her, finding the hidden secrets of her soul.

      Max was the one man who could bring light to her shadowy world, but that prospect frightened her even more than the complications of her future, which were already beyond her ability to imagine, much less manage.

      Next to her father, Max was the only other man she’d loved.

    

  







            Chapter Seven

          

          

        

    

    






Max

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Max wanted to fight off the memories that came flooding back to him, but they arrived with such clarity; it was hard to win that battle. He’d harbored a crush on her since their earliest years when their fathers were still good friends and occasional business partners. Their friendship had been fabulous, their falling out a fiasco, and its biggest impact was on what would have been one of the greatest romances in all of human history.

      That was what Max had always imagined, and he’d grown up knowing that imagination was all he’d ever have of their love, their lives together, the family they would have created.

      He’d dated over the years, but his one true love was and would always be Lauren Matthews. That first time they made love tucked into the hayloft was the turning point of his life. She was the only woman he’d let into his heart.

      Yet, looking at her sitting across that table, he couldn’t believe she hadn’t fallen in love and married someone else—that some handsome and wealthy man hadn’t won her heart. Still, that frail finger had no ring.

      This wasn’t the time to broach the subject of what they had been or what they could be. Their past was one of so many things he found impossible to talk about.

      Instead, something else caught his eye. A handsome young man with black hair and blue eyes led a blonde out from behind the stables.

      “Love blossoms here at the Sunshine Lodge,” he said with a jut of his head.

      She glanced over, nodding before taking a sip of lemonade. “They’ve been at it a few months now.” Her face took on a forlorn look, eyes turning away from Max’s. “I’m afraid they’ll be the next to go.” He lifted a brow, and she rolled her eyes. “Not that way, but they’ll want to get married and start their lives.” She hung her head. “Honestly, I don’t know how much longer I’ll be able to keep them on.”

      Tuned into the details, he heard an opportunity she hadn’t put in plain words but implied. He was reluctant to bring up her financial crisis, and he told himself it was a strategic decision to avoid any mention of business.

      Looking at her, so sweet and beautiful, even in her misery, made his heart ache. He talked himself into using caution and moving forward to offer strength, and in the process, create a union where fate and family had made it impossible before.

      He mentally warned himself to drop all thoughts of a relationship with Lauren because his father wouldn’t have it, but just looking at her made his doubts fade, and he reminded himself of the words he’d just told her. We’re no longer the kids we used to be. He wasn’t about to be told who to love, not by his father, or anyone else.

      Maybe he could force his father to see the situation differently and help Lauren, especially if he thought it was his idea.

      Turning his focus back to her, he asked himself, Would she? Could she? Is it even possible that after all this time, she could still love me?

      Piano music drifted into the dining room from the nearby lobby, a delicate trickle of notes, and an instantly familiar harmony. When the old woman’s voice came floating in above it, Max knew the words.

      “Silent night, holy night ...”

      He rose, taking Lauren’s hand to lead her to the piano where an old woman sat singing. They stood together to watch her performance. Max felt strangely comfortable next to Lauren as if this was how it should have always been. The two of them focused on something other than each other, their families, or themselves. Swaying back and forth to the song, they allowed the music to take them away. When it finished, they clapped, as did a few others standing nearby.

      Max extended his hand to the woman, who took it with an appreciative smile. “Thank you,” he said, “that was lovely.”

      “Thank you, young man.” Glancing at the piano, she offered a hopeful smile. “Do you play?”

      “I know a few songs, but I couldn’t—”

      “No, Max,” Lauren said, “please play.” She pressed her hands together as if in prayer. “Please?”

      He grimaced. “It’s been a while.” He stretched out his hands and cracked his knuckles before he took a seat on the bench. “This could be painful for everyone within hearing distance.”

      Although he stalled, he could hardly resist those green eyes, shimmering from that pretty, pale face. He’d never been able to, and he suspected he never would. He replaced the frail older woman, tapping out a few arpeggios with a bluesy twang.

      “Here’s one I wrote myself a few years back.” He pumped out an infectious rhythm, the unmistakable rock-and-roll, boogie-woogie style that was part Little Richard and part Elton John.

      “Santa said to Mrs. Clause, let’s get the gifting done. The sleigh is fully loaded, we have to beat the sun. The kids are at home waiting, we can’t let one child down. We always beat the clocks, because Santa Claus rocks!” The piano chords came to a crashing close.

      “Santa Claus rocks,” Lauren and the others answered back without coaxing as he banged on the piano keys…

      “Santa Claus rocks!”

      “Santa Claus rocks!”

      The chords rolled into the bridge, and the crowd clapped along as Max sang, “The Easter Bunny’s cool, and Tooth Fairy’s okay. Cupid comes around and makes it Valentine’s Day. But none of them can compete, with the man in the big red sleigh.”

      “The big red sleigh.” Lauren and the others sang out.

      The music and the words came faster, passion rising in the room. “Santa comes rockin’, and he doesn’t bother knockin’. Santa brings joy and a shiny new toy. Tonight, we’ll beat the clocks because Santa Claus rocks!”

      After an abrupt silence, Max threw down a rollicking set of chords to bring the song to a happy close.

      Lauren smiled and clapped her hands along with the guests at the Sunshine Lodge. They stood arm in arm to share the happy moment and enjoy the season.
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      Lauren saw Max to the door and went back into the lodge. The place seemed elevated by his presence. He’d been light and charming, and just a few minutes after his departure, she sensed his absence.

      That somber feeling returned to the lobby with guests drifting around like ghosts. The sweet memory of his visit lingered in her mind in ways and places that frightened yet thrilled her.

      How is it that he isn’t married? Before all that mess with our folks, we were like a little Romeo and Juliet and tragically more so after things went south.

      Thoughts, both pleasant and disturbing, filled her imagination. Without the time to sort it out, she crossed the lobby to the kitchen, where Ruthie readied the roast turkey for dinner.

      “Lunch was amazing as usual, Ruthie.”

      The old cook nodded and kept her focus on the tasks at hand. She lacked her normal jovial spark. Lauren gave her plenty of reasons to worry, but she couldn’t resist asking, “Everything okay, Ruthie?”

      With a sigh and a turn, she shook her head, sending her dark curls bobbing. “Dat fancy man,” she said in her thick, island accent. “He come around like nothing’s wrong.”

      “Max?” She watched as Ruthie’s head shook, and her usual smile turned upside down. “Ruthie, c’mon.”

      “He’s no friend to you. Why does he come now?”

      Lauren gave it a little thought and shrugged. “We saw each other at the funeral, and he stopped by. It’s not so strange to send condolences.”

      “Bad juju,” Ruthie pointed her finger straight at her. “And you know, I always tell the truut.”

      Lauren broke into a sympathetic smile. “I love that you’re concerned for me, but he came as a friend, and we need all the friends we can get. As good as your stew is, it will not save us from the trouble already knocking at our door.”

      Ruthie nodded and bent down to baste the turkey; the juices bubbled in the roasting pan as sage and other spices floated through the air.

      “We can do something.” Ruthie closed the oven and swung around. “There has to be something.”

      “What do you suggest? I’m not a miracle worker, and I can’t pull a cure to our problems out of a hat.”

      Ruthie moved to the counter where the dough was rising, and she began to tear pieces into balls for dinner rolls.

      “Never give up.”

      Lauren washed her hands and stood beside Ruthie, helping her make the rolls.

      “I’m wondering if naming the place Sunshine Lodge wasn’t bad juju.”

      Ruthie pinched salt between her fingers and tossed it over their heads in some kind of ritual Lauren would never understand but didn’t question.

      “Maybe we could have a rock concert and use local talent or bring somebody in?” Lauren suggested.

      Ruthie shook her head. “Loud and messy and expensive.”

      “Yeah,” Lauren had to agree. “I guess you’re right. We wouldn’t have time to set it up, anyway.”

      Ruthie turned with her eyes looking bright. “A Santa’s Village maybe, like I saw on the TV?”

      Lauren’s hopes sunk with her shoulders. “Oh, Ruthie, not that; we don’t do Christmas like that.” Lauren had visions of carnival rides and ridiculous elf outfits.

      “We can do it nice,” Ruthie said with a shrug, “like a storybook.”

      Lauren closed her eyes so she could imagine it. A Father Christmas character, lots of hot buttered rum for the adults, wooden toys for the kids. Christmas trees surrounded by carolers. Hayrides instead of sleigh rides. It was an intriguing notion, but it raised just as many questions and challenges as it promised solutions.

      “That would cost a lot of money, and we’d have to pull it together, like, immediately.” It was right up there with a concert, a big dream, and little chance of pulling it off.

      Ruthie appeared to ponder the idea, shrugging as she popped the rolls into the other oven. “There’s always a way, child.” Ruthie gave Lauren a little kiss on the cheek and turned her around to usher her out of the kitchen with a swat from a dish towel.

      For the next few hours, Lauren stood behind the registration desk daydreaming about old-world Santas, gingerbread houses, and pretty iced cookies in the shapes of trees and snowmen.

      Was it possible to transform the lodge into a winter wonderland minus the winter? She didn’t know, but it was the best idea yet.
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      Max drove away from the lodge with a heavy heart. Built to be a place of joy and comfort, it had become a prison for its owner. Lauren struck him as a damsel in distress in some ivory tower, in desperate need of rescue, and of love.

      He didn’t see himself as her saving grace or her knight in shining armor. If anything, he was an emissary of the fire-breathing dragon that would burn her castle to the ground.

      Looking back on his visit, the place wasn’t what it used to be, and it probably never would be again. The floors needed refinishing, the furniture replaced, and there was no doubt in his mind that the guest rooms had the same green-checked curtains from a decade ago.

      Despite what had to be an endless list of faults, there was bound to be some sentimental attachment that would keep her there even if she would be better off letting it go.

      He tried to convince himself that it might be worse to lock herself up with all those memories. A fresh start might be exactly what she needed. Further thought only assured him she needed a change.

      That big, musty old place was no life for a vibrant young woman. She should run a thriving little café and live in a nice condo, something befitting a modern woman, a person with a future and not just a sad past.

      He nodded to himself, reassured that she needed him, and she needed change, even if she failed to see that at first.

      What was important now was to convince his pop to offer her a lucrative deal. How to sell that to his cheap-ass dad was the next hurdle. Treating Lauren fairly was a must.

      The sun cut through the clouds, and a sharp glare stabbed his eyes. The barren landscape lacked the green of spring and the white of winter. Moss Creek was a place without a season.

      He drove to the house with a feeling of trepidation. His stomach turned with a nervousness he always had when he was about to give his father unpleasant news.

      Ten minutes later, in his father’s study, Max’s expectations were received as expected—with anger.

      “You didn’t even make the offer?” His father grumbled.

      “It wasn’t the right time. How is it going to look if I show up with a lowball offer right when she’s at her worst?” He hated being in this position at all. He always found himself as the middleman, and it wasn’t a job he loved. Somehow, he was always stuck between a rock and a hard place, which was usually his father’s bad and worse decisions.

      “How’s it going to look if somebody else makes an offer first?”

      His father had a point, and it was always better to challenge him indirectly, so he nodded in agreement. “I get why you’re concerned, but I don’t think that will be a problem.”

      Pop looked him over, grimacing before he jammed a Cuban into his mouth, and pulled his cheeks in to stoke the burning ember. Through a puff of smoke, he said, “Then what’s the problem?”

      “There isn’t one, it’s all under control.”

      He nodded, but his snarl held fast. “That had better be true, Max.” After a prolonged pause, he went on, “You’re not kids anymore. Don’t let your childhood crush ruin our business deals.”

      “Childhood? Pop, c’mon.” The first time he and Lauren made love, he didn’t feel like a child. He felt like a man who could give her anything from pleasure to a nice life. He was wrong.

      “Don’t give me that. She’s not at all unattractive, and I’m not so old that I can’t see it, but that will not happen, not then and not now. Those bridges were lit on fire long ago.”

      Max didn’t need a reminder, and he wouldn’t tell his father he was trying to build them again, plank by plank. “I know how you feel about it, but—”

      “But nothing. Those Matthews can’t be trusted!” The smoke whooshed from his mouth like a misfire from an angry dragon.

      “Pop—”

      His father held up his hand. “I didn’t raise you to be a fool.”

      Max held back his anger because nothing good would come of it. His father was like an open can of kerosene just waiting for a match. Max refused to light him up. “I went to see her like you asked, nothing is happening.”

      “Better keep it that way,” he said. “I’m still running things around here, and you’ve got a lot to learn.”

      He offered his father a complacent stare when he wanted to offer him a fist. “I’m eager to learn.”

      His father glared at him, seemingly unconvinced.  “Next time you see her, make the offer.”

      “That’s the plan.” He cleared his throat and took in a breath, prepping for the rest. This next part would make his father apoplectic. “About the price.”

      “Lowball the comps.” Pulling several pages from his desk, his father returned to the day’s business.

      Max took a step back. “That’s the thing. She’ll turn down a lowball offer.”

      “We’ll meet her halfway in a counteroffer.”

      Max shook his head. He might press Lauren to sell, but he wouldn’t rip her off. “I don’t think so.”

      “And why’s that?”

      Max wasn’t happy about the strategy that popped into his head, but it seemed the best way to achieve the most humane outcome. “She’s not crazy about our family either. You’re not the only one who carries a grudge.”

      “Too bad.”

      “It will make it easier to turn us down, just on principle. A lowball offer may set her off, and she could take a lesser offer just to spite us.”

      His father seemed to give it some thought, puffing on that cigar. “She’s a real hothead, huh?”

      Max recalled her sweet smile and her gentle strength. “She’s a redhead,” he said as if that implied she had a hot temper, which wasn’t true. Lauren had the most easygoing disposition of any woman he’d ever known.

      “Yeah.” He pondered a moment more. “Fine, offer ten percent over the market value, and make sure she knows that’s a damn good deal. Let her try to find a buyer that would pay more. And don’t negotiate.” He snapped. “I’m not paying one penny over the ten. If she balks, she balks. I won’t play games here.”

      “You never do.” That wasn’t the truth. Eaton Hunter was all about the games. That wasn’t true either. He was all about winning the game, no matter the cost.
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      Lauren wasn’t excited to see Sam’s sedan pull up to the lodge. She wasn’t expecting a friendly visit and didn’t have it in her to feign happiness.

      He stepped out with a smile she’d seen from a lot of faces recently. He meant it to be reassuring; however, it was the pitying look a doctor gave a patient before delivering a bad prognosis. The lodge was terminal, but it wasn’t ready to take the final blow. But it was coming and hoped that her ideas, while untraditional for the area, were exactly what she needed for a cure.

      She welcomed him inside and asked, “Would you join me for tea?”

      He nodded and followed her to the table, where they sat across from one another.

      Ruthie brought out hot tea, including little china pitchers of milk, sugar, along with a variety of sugar cookies and wafers.

      “I might have a plan,” she started.

      He lifted a brow. “I’m all ears.”

      She told him about Ruthie’s idea.

      “A Santa’s Village?” He appeared to give it some thought as he blew on his hot tea.

      “Maybe not Santa so much. I mean, I’d want to go quaint with the theme—old-fashioned—more like a Father Christmas kind of thing. You know, bring a little old-world charm to the holiday.”

      He rocked his head from side to side and nibbled the star off the top of the Christmas tree cookie.

      Lauren wondered if that was a subliminal sign to represent the death of her dream. He’d gobbled up the light.

      “It’s not a bad idea.”

      She perked up with the buoyancy of hope running through her veins. “I thought we might get the locals involved, get them to contribute in the spirit of the season.” She figured anything that would bring them an opportunity to earn extra income was a good thing.

      He nodded. “Could be nice. Not sure what it will do long term to save the lodge, though. You’re trying to patch a gaping hole in the dam with a piece of gum.”

      Lauren shook her head, already knowing where the conversation was going.

      “I understand it won’t save me long term, but it’s all I’ve got for now. I just need a moment of remission so I can find a real remedy.”

      Sam seemed to read her expression, but it wouldn’t have taken much insight for him to know what she was thinking. Everyone expected her to sell.

      “Have you given any more thought to selling?”

      There it is. She sighed and set down her tea. “I have.”

      He brightened up, growing two inches in front of her. “And?”

      “And I don’t want to.”

      He deflated like a popped balloon, sinking into his chair as the air rushed from his lungs. “Lauren, I know you don’t want to, but life isn’t always about what we want, you know that as well as anybody.”

      She couldn’t argue with that. A cold hollow feeling twisting inside her belly was an ever-present reminder of what she was living through.

      “There is something else,” his cheeks turned hot pink.

      She turned, refocusing her attention on his suddenly awkward demeanor. “What is it?”

      “This is um.” He cleared his throat. “We’ve known each other for quite some time now. And while you’ve been gone, I’ve had a lot of time to think about you—about us.  I’ve been your family’s accountant for years, and in that time, I’ve grown fond of you; personally, I mean.”

      Her heart stilled. Not in an, I’m flattered way, but in the oh, hell no way. “Sam—”

      He held up his hand to stop her mid-sentence. “I realize this is sudden, but that’s the way life is, things happen unexpectedly.”

      “Sam, that’s so sweet, but …” What the hell is happening to my life? The last man she would consider having feelings for her was Sam. Sure they knew each other, but it was in passing—weekends during college when she’d come home for a visit and later during the times she’d taken longer vacations.

      “If you’re not interested, I understand, but I’d never forgive myself if I didn’t put it out there. Whatever you want, that’s what I want for you.”

      “Like I said, it’s sweet that you care.”

      “I’m not just being sweet. I wouldn’t have mentioned it at all, but sometimes life is strange, and surprising things happen.”

      “I’m very flattered.”

      Sam nodded, the awkwardness between them unmistakable and almost intolerable. “Just think about it.”

      One glance at Ruthie told her she’d heard the entire conversation and had ideas of her own when it came to Sam.

      Once Sam left, Lauren walked into the kitchen, shaking her head.

      “I don’t know what to make of it, Ruthie.”

      Ruthie clapped her hands and rubbed them together. “You make him a husband, Lauren.”

      “You can’t be serious.” Letting Sam into their books was one thing, but into her heart and body was another.

      Ruthie shrugged. “He’s a good man, and you know him.”

      “I hardly know him, and I don’t love him. All these years, and he’s been harboring feelings? It’s just too weird and unbelievable.”

      “Dat how love is sometimes, child! You must choose wisely, and not that Hunter man with his song and dance.”

      “It was just a song, there was no dancing,” Lauren said, knowing what her old friend meant. If she closed her eyes, she could remember when they were teens and the way he held her and moved her around the room to music. Their bodies fit together like yin and yang—perfectly.

      Ruthie wagged her finger in front of Lauren. “You are like my own, and I speak to you like I do my child. You need a man—every woman needs a man, and a child to call your own.”

      “I don’t need a man. I’ll have a man when it’s right for me, and only I get to choose when it’s right for me.”

      “What right man will find you up on this hill? No man will seek you out here.”

      “Not true. Sam did.”

      Lauren took her thoughts to the lobby, drifting among the guests to offer refreshments. She couldn’t get her mind off Sam’s confession or Ruthie’s endorsement.

      Not that Sam wasn’t perfectly good-looking and successful, because he was, and to marry him meant she wouldn’t be living on the street, but even he couldn’t save the lodge, not that she would marry a person for that purpose. She refused to be a prize rewarded for a shrewd business deal.

      She drifted toward the big windows overlooking the expansive backyard. Frazier pines and scrub oak filled the landscape, and thoughts of her bizarre meeting continued to fill her head.

      Sam wasn’t a bad person. He was a hardworking and decent man and had always done right by them. He treated her father well, which was an important factor, but she never thought about him that way.

      She sighed and searched herself for any sign of attraction, for the thrill she found instantly seeing Max walk into the lobby, the nervousness she felt watching him sing and play that piano, but there was none. Looking at Sam aroused as much passion as watching paint dry.

      Ruthie’s scolding sounded loud in her head, but her own thoughts drowned that out. She wouldn’t enter into a relationship based on anything but love. As she pondered love, she thought about Max.

      All that nonsense that happened so long ago with their parents had nothing to do with them. The destruction of their affection for one another shouldn’t have happened in the first place, but it did, and it kept them apart all these years.

      Maybe this was their second chance to revisit first love and right the wrongs. They’d always gotten along, and they had fun today. The attraction was still there. It ignited every cell in her body.

      He wasn’t with anyone because gossip traveled quickly in small towns, and since her return, she’d heard nothing about him tied to any woman.

      There wasn’t a ring on his finger or hers.

      She reminded herself that thoughts of a lost love wouldn’t take away the problems she faced. Any notion of getting together with Max died years ago. She didn’t understand why they surfaced now. Was it her age? At twenty-eight, she wasn’t getting any younger. No, it was because, after years of relative stability, she was suddenly without family, and her family home was in jeopardy. Crazily enough, she had two men pulling her in different directions for different reasons.

      Things were happening too fast. Her world felt like quicksand sinking out from beneath her. All she could do was hold on, wait, and see what else would come crashing down around her.
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      Max waited for as long as he could before going back to Sunshine Lodge. He tried to imagine himself as a rescuer, a hero to a woman in need. The property burdened her, and it would liberate her to free herself from it. That’s what he told himself, anyway.

      Strolling around the backyard, he found her mumbling about a Santa’s Village. Pointing to different places in the landscape and saying words like carolers and reindeer.

      “Santa’s Village?” he asked.

      She spun around at the sound of his voice and smiled.

      “Yes, hear me out.”

      She spent the next few minutes telling him the details. He could envision the old world feel she spoke about; a reindeer petting zoo, hayrides, and cookies. It struck him as charming, and something the locals would enjoy.

      “That’s something the local paper would cover,” Max said. “It would also be good for the vendors. There’s no better advertisement than word of mouth.”

      “Exactly,” Lauren said, her excitement building. “I mean, I know it’s just a quick fix, but it’s something.”

      They walked on while Lauren looked around the property, the cool winter air brisk and invigorating.

      “My accountant wants me to sell the lodge.”

      “Does he?” Max could already imagine his father smirking.

      “He says I can’t afford to keep it, and he’s probably right.” She looked around, and he could see the sadness in her eyes. “My father and mother loved this place so much. After New York, it was like a different world, you know? Natural. Beautiful. Pure.” She took another deep breath, releasing it slowly. “I hate to think I let them down somehow.”

      “I don’t think it’s fair to put it that way,” he said. “The lodge had been struggling for a while now, am I right?”

      She nodded with a sad smile. “No snow.”

      “That’s not your fault.”

      “No, but I still feel somehow that this is my legacy—my parents’ gift to me. To walk away from it is like walking away from them.”

      He understood her need to make them proud. It was one reason he still worked for his father. The greatest joy for a parent was their child, and even more so if they made them proud. Then there was the deep loss of leaving everything behind.

      “I know how you feel. We buried my mother on our property, and letting some stranger build on it is unthinkable and yet …”

      She nodded, but Max knew he hadn’t made his point.

      “Honestly, no matter who owns the land, it wouldn’t bring her back, and it wouldn’t bring her pain. All that angst would come from me, and my perception of things, not hers. My father wouldn’t be so sentimental, but then again, he worships his own mother, so who knows. He’s not a bad man, my father’s just—”

      “No,” Lauren said, “I don’t think he’s bad. I don’t believe anyone is inherently bad.”

      He’d said too much and allowed himself to get too close to the truth, but something about her, and his past relationship with her, challenged his need to charm her for his family’s benefit because it wasn’t right.

      “Anyway,” Max said, “you don’t have to decide today.”

      “I know. I don’t have much time, but I’ve got a little.”

      “I’ll ask around about the Santa’s Village, and work on pulling the details together?” This decision wouldn’t make his father happy, but he had to live with himself and the decisions he made. Destroying Lauren would never sit right with him.

      “Would you?” She seemed to perk up, and a twinkle of light danced in her dull eyes. “Well, that’s very nice of you. I don’t know how to thank you.”

      He waved her off. “It’s not that big of a deal. Half the town are our tenants, the rest will be glad to get in on it for their own benefit. I think it’s a good idea.” He took her hand in his and gently led her away. “C’mon.”

      “Where are we going?”

      “To make things happen.” He walked her to his SUV and helped her inside before jetting around and taking the wheel. He gunned the engine and could feel her excitement. The tires kicked up loose gravel as he drove forward.

      Once at the local branch of Peak Trust and Savings, it was a simple matter to take a meeting with the loan manager, a smiling fellow called Calvin Chen, who was happy enough to discuss a line of credit against Hunter Properties, Inc.

      “Sounds like an exciting project,” he said as Max signed the papers.

      “It’ll be some work to pull it together in time, but we’ll manage.” He reached over and took her hand in his. It felt warm and right. The sizzle of the past hadn’t left but laid dormant for all these years. There was still something unresolved between them.

      She looked at his hand in hers, then lifted her chin to look in his eyes.

      “With Mr. Hunter being so helpful and generous, the lodge will do all the heavy lifting.” Lauren gave Max a smile that was too genuine to disguise and a worry that was too real to ignore. “Are you sure about this?”

      There was some certainty in Max’s skeptical brain. He was positive she needed his help, and this was the best way to do that. The lodge needed resuscitation, and this was a way to give it new life.

      The more Max looked at that beautiful face, the more he basked in the gentle strength she radiated, and the more he felt this was the right move.

      In contrast, his father was all bluster and bloat, volume in every regard, overstated and overblown. He’d never doubted his father’s desires, but he found them more and more repulsive and impossible to satisfy. Eaton Hunter would be furious.

      Good, Max thought, let him be mad.

      He had skills his father lacked; he had charm, and the ability to navigate fury through reason. It had always been their business’s saving grace. They were black and white, night and day, hard and soft. Whatever fires his father ignited, Max put out. The chasms he created were mended by the bridges Max constructed.

      His biggest concern was, if he couldn’t turn his father around, this situation would tear them apart. Lauren was an orphan by chance. He didn’t want to be one by choice.
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      Sam kept a straight face, nodding from behind his desk. Lauren could already sense the doubt and worry.

      He looked over the documents, shrugging. “Seems straight up enough,” he said, “but I wish you’d have brought it to me before you signed the contract.”

      “What was I going to do, turn down a loan?”

      “Yes, Lauren, depending on the terms.”

      “These terms aren’t unfair.” Hot anger rose in her blood, rushing through her veins. She was an educated woman and didn’t feel the need to consult with a man at every turn. “I made sure of that. I’m not an idiot.”

      He held up his hands in surrender. “I know you’re not.”

      “I’m not some waif in the woods who needs you to sweep in and protect me.”

      He broke an awkward smile. “Lauren, look, about the other day, I apologize if I made you uncomfortable.”

      “No, it’s okay, I understand, but it’s a weird time.”

      “It is,” he said. “We shouldn’t be mixing our professional and personal lives. Let’s just deal with the lodge for now and put the rest away. I should never have brought it up.”

      She smiled but knew there was no glee in her expression, just a bizarre cocktail of relief and lingering confusion. “I just want to focus on this winter village thing and get through the holidays.”

      “Excellent.” With another glance at the documents, he went on, “This new partner of yours is Max Hunter?” He said the name like it tasted bad on his tongue.

      “Oh no, not you too.”

      “Me too? You mean your father didn’t like him either?”

      “Not my father, but Ruthie isn’t a fan. I’d bet Speckles the mare has something to say about things too, but it’s not anyone’s business.”

      “I’m looking out for your best interests. Don’t you find it odd that he came around now, considering your family history with the Hunters.”

      Sam’s recent personal advances, gave her good reason to believe he had more in mind than securing her financial stability. The lodge was a lump of coal just waiting for its chance to become a diamond. “Maybe it’s not so odd. Look, we were childhood friends. The problem was with our parents, not us. It’s years in the past.”

      “What about his father? He’s the most powerful man in Moss Creek. You know, he’s a man who carries a grudge. My God, he sued me once over a parking spot.”

      She sighed and shrugged. “You think he sent his son over to loan me money so I could save the lodge?” The very idea was preposterous.

      Sam glanced back at the documents on his desk. “Not based on this, no, but I want you to be careful.”

      She leaned back and considered the possibilities. There was no doubt she needed to be careful with Max, for more reasons than the loan and his father. There was the issue of her heart as well, but the health of the lodge was the most pressing matter.

      On her drive back home, she wondered if the loan could be a trick? The more she thought about it, the more she could justify her original opinion. He was simply a friend trying to help.

      Lauren drove up the road to Sunshine, thinking about the new possibilities opening in front of her. She considered Sam’s position regarding Max and understood his concerns. He wasn’t the only one to worry about the Hunters because they were a considerable power in town. It was common knowledge to never underestimate a Hunter. They always got what they were hunting for.

      Could it be the lodge? A chill ran down Lauren’s spine. Would Eaton Hunter stoop so low as to have his son help me to get the property? Would he have Max date me and marry me? That would be the man’s greatest victory over my family. Through marriage, he could eradicate the last remaining Moss Creek Matthews.

      That scenario didn’t feel right. The ring of truth was absent in the conflicting core of her conscience. She wanted to laugh at herself for moving from being nice to proposing marriage. Still, she had to be on high alert. Things were changing too fast, and everything was at stake.
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      “You did what?” Pop’s voice bellowed through the room from his place at the head of the table.

      Jane glanced over, pretty in her white nurse’s uniform, picking at her dinner quietly as always. Everybody in his father’s universe observed the same rules of behavior. Everyone but Pops was to be seen and not heard.

      She couldn’t seem to stop glancing at Max in a way that made him increasingly uneasy. As always, his grandmother sat staring off. She sat at the dinner table as a matter of habit, but they did her feeding through tubes.

      “Just a line of equity,” Max said. “We won’t even feel it.”

      His father looked around the big dining room as if he’d been presented with the greatest riddle of all times, his son’s stupidity. “I didn’t send you out to extend her a line of credit.”

      “I know you didn’t, but things took a turn.”

      “They took a turn?”

      “That’s right, business is like that. You always taught me things are fluid, and you have to do what you can to close the deal, right?” Having secured his father’s attention, Max went on, “This will pay off.”

      “For her,” he said. “But that’s just what we don’t want. Think about it. If this crap is a hit, she’ll be less likely to sell. If it’s a bomb, we look like two jerks who can’t pull off a half-assed amusement park.”

      “Or, it establishes us as the company that does more than builds strip malls. You want to build a water park? This is the perfect way to warm up to that, get the right mechanisms in place like management, and logistics. Think of this as an experiment—a transitional move. She’ll have to sell, Pop. Better to get her to do it on good terms than force her hand because of some deal you made with her father.”

      “Yeah,” his father spat back, “I know the transition you’re making, and it’s horizontal and straight into that girl’s bed!”

      That grabbed Jane’s attention, and she turned to look at his father.

      “Look, this whole Santa’s Village thing won’t save her, but it’ll give us a chance to reintroduce ourselves as caring members of the community. If she doesn’t want to sell, well, we’ll need the goodwill during the potential fallout.”

      “Is it the public relations nightmare you’re so worried about?”

      “Yes, and rightfully so,” Max said, his voice louder and stronger. “The way things are out there with the internet, memes, and all that. We have to be careful about what we do now. Today’s news is tomorrow’s social fodder.” He let a dramatic moment pass before he went on, “Let me do it my way, and you’ll get the lodge.”

      His father glared at him in a way that made his skin crawl. “What I want is to see the last vestige of that family ground into dust.” He leaned back and smiled. “But I’ll have both.”

      After dinner, Max strolled through the backyard, taking in some fresh air. The eternal spring would be paradise to some, but to Lauren, it was a dead end, one his father would exploit to the hilt unless Max could stop him, and he couldn’t.

      “Max,” Jane said, attracting his attention from behind as she walked up to him. “Your father’s in some state,” she added.

      This wasn’t news to him. “He always is.”

      Jane hovered closer. “The way you want to do things isn’t wrong, but don’t forget, he’s got the power.”

      He heard the seductive slide in her voice; the way she said that last word with special attention. “Aren’t you supposed to be taking care of my grandmother?”

      “I am,” she said, “and I take care of your father.” He couldn’t misinterpret her meaning. “I could help you, Max. Think about it. I can make your father see reason. Let’s just say that I have his ear.”

      “Yeah, I get that.”

      She chuckled. “I know you do. You’re not a dummy. You know what we’re up to, your father and me.” Max knew what she was angling at. She wanted to upgrade her status by having a life with the great Eaton Hunter.

      Max fell back into his typical reaction, which was to say nothing and simply listen.

      “I know you’re into that girl,” Jane said. “We can use that.” Lacking a response, Jane went on, “Do what you must to get the lodge, marry her if that's what it takes. Once the dust settles, we’ll still have all of your daddy’s money along with that girl’s property.”

      Max pushed down the lump that rose in his throat. “What about my father?”

      She let a little giggle leak out of her mouth. “He’ll go on thinking he runs things. I’ll see to that, but believe me, he’s not half as smart as he thinks he is—no man is.”

      He should have been angry at Jane for manipulating his father, but Pops deserved no less than to be as miserable as he made Max’s mother. You couldn’t attract love if you couldn’t give love, and Eaton Hunter’s heart had seemed to hollow out years ago.
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      Mayor Shipley glanced at his deputy mayor, both men returning their attention to Lauren, who stood with them in the reception area of their offices. Miniature desktop Christmas trees and the obligatory red-leafed poinsettia decorated the room. A symphonic version of O Come, All Ye Faithful floated in over the stereo.

      “A winter attraction?” Mayor Shipley said with a nod. “That’s an interesting idea.”

      “It’s a good way to celebrate the holiday in our little corner of Colorado,” Lauren said.

      Deputy Mayor Roberts shook his bald head. “That will bring good coverage on the local news too.”

      Mayor Shipley nodded. “Election year coming up.”

      “Exactly,” She hadn’t thought about the election year, but if that got them on board, she’d go with it.

      Deputy Mayor Roberts said, “Could bring some tourists in, sir.”

      The mayor nodded as he considered the possibility. “We could sure use that.”

      “We’ve got funding, but an appearance of the most respected men in Moss Creek would help attract the right kind of attention.” Lauren tried selling him on the idea.

      Mayor Shipley sighed. “Therein, however, lies the rub.”

      Worry replaced Lauren’s warm rush of hope.

      “It’s the wrong kind of attention I’m worried about,” the mayor said.

      Deputy Mayor Roberts asked, “Sir?”

      “Think about it,” he explained. “We have a Christmas event, and some other group is liable to get testy. If we cater to one, we have to cater to all.”

      “The people of Moss Creek won’t get upset,” Lauren said. “You know these people, they’re good-natured and not contentious like that. It’s a Holiday Village, and people can celebrate whatever holiday they choose.” She considered that for a moment and thought it wise to celebrate all people.

      “You’re right, they’re good folks, friends, and neighbors, but it’s not good politics to alienate people. Besides, how do you call it a winter festival without snow? What you’re talking about is a Christmas Village, which alienates those who don’t celebrate the holiday. If you call it Santa’s Village, then you have the religious group after you.”

      Lauren and the deputy mayor shared a glance, both returning their attention to Mayor Shipley.

      “I can’t stop you from doing what you want with your private property. I’m assuming your permits are all in order?”

      Lauren nodded, reasonably certain the answer was yes.

      “We can call it a Holiday Village to include all celebrants.”

      He shook his head. “Well, I’ll wish you luck with it, Miss Matthews, but I think the mayor’s office will have to take a pass.”

      Her hope dimmed until the last flicker remained. This wasn’t about politics, this was about saving her legacy, and she was no closer to a solution than she was that first day she walked into Sam’s office and he told her to sell.

      She forced a smile. “Thank you for hearing me out.”

      “Certainly.” She turned, and Mayor Shipley added, “I’m sure your affairs at the lodge are in order. However, we must see the permits and inspections for the project.”

      She could only hope she didn’t create a bigger mess that would take down the lodge altogether.

      Nerves forced the lump in her throat to nearly choke her. She hadn’t expected the mayor to be so prickly. Her father was a responsible man, so she wasn’t as worried about the state of Sunshine Lodge’s permits and inspections, but the fact that the mayor seemed so interested in them set off warning signals in the back of her conscience, making the hairs on her arms stand up.

      People tended not to trust politicians, and in a town as small as Moss Creek, the influence of private citizens over the political parties, particularly the wealthiest private citizens, couldn’t be underestimated.

      Can it be that Eaton Hunter is already working against me? Did he make a call to the mayor to shut me down? It didn’t ring true, but the warnings about Max, about the loan, suddenly collected in the back of her brain.

      Her stomach turned, and nervous nausea roiled in her gut.

      It was too easy for her to fall into a trap. Being eager to rekindle her friendship with Max made her vulnerable.

      They knew that—they both knew that. But I have to believe they couldn’t be so heartless and manipulative, could they?

      Her mouth went dry, acid rising in her throat. She’d taken steps, and there was no turning back. Everything was on the line, and it seemed suddenly certain that she had blown it. After only a week as the principal caretaker of the lodge, she had lost it all.
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      Max sensed his father’s displeasure and knew it had been stoked by a private consultation with his grandmother’s nurse. She was eager to work every angle, and Max had to assume that she was playing them all.

      Either way, his relationship with his father was only becoming more strained. The matter of the lodge felt increasingly beside the point. Max and his father didn’t see the world or deal with it in the same way, and that would be a problem for the future of Hunter Properties, and the millions of dollars in its portfolio.

      It was different when he was away, but now that he’d been called home to run the local part of the business, he seemed to be caught in his father’s crosshairs.

      “I’m pulling the plug on this Christmas Village crap at the lodge,” he said.

      Max was ready to argue with the decision.

      His father went on, “It will complicate things.”

      “Complicate things? You know what’s making things complicated, and it’s not some winter promotion.”

      Pop’s meaty palms hit the desk with a thud. “It’ll drive up the price of the lodge.”

      “By a few pennies, but the goodwill you’ll garner is priceless.”

      “The goodwill,” his father repeated with disdain in his booming, baritone voice. “You have to be tough in this business, Max. You go around worrying about goodwill, and you’ll be roasted by the competition and fleeced by your tenants. Goodwill? We need timely rent payments. Did you forget everything I’ve ever taught you? It’s better to be feared than loved.”

      “That is what you’ve always taught me,” Max said, “but you were wrong. We’re not tyrants.”

      “We’re businessmen.”

      Max spread out his arms with his palms up. “And this is good business? Maybe that cutthroat approach works in Boston, but these people talk, and they care about things like the environment, their community, and their neighbors.”

      “That’s their problem.” Slipping his Cuban into his mouth, he puffed up a fresh cloud of white smoke. “I don’t like it.”

      Max let a moment pass, knowing it would do little good to argue. “Well, I’m not sure there’s anything you can do to stop it.”

      He looked at Max with contempt flashing in his graying eyes. “I’m pulling the loan, which I never allowed.”

      “I authorized it, and as an officer of the company, I have that right.” Before his father could raise further objection, Max added, “If we pull the loan now, she’ll never accept a reasonable offer.”

      “Exactly.” He smiled around his stogie. “She turns down the offer, and we invoke the recovery clause. That’s on her, not us. You wanted a public relations win, there you go.”

      Max sat there as heat from the anger raced through him.

      “Now, do you see how business is done? You’ve still got a lot to learn, and I hope you’re taking notes.”

      Max tried not to act surprised. He knew what kind of man his father was, and he’d allowed himself to participate, but even then, he did it with the best intentions. To think he’d been used as a tool against Lauren, as the coup de gras of his father’s blood feud, made Max’s blood boil.

      “Putting all things aside, there’s a limit to what we as men, as people, as human beings, can tolerate.”

      “I feel the same way, Max. And nobody with the name of Matthews will ever forget it.”

      “That’s what this is about. It’s not about business, and it’s not about good business. This is still about your feud with Frank.”

      “You’re right, this isn’t about business. This is about life and people. I’m not a machine, Max. I’m a man, I love, and I feel just like anybody else. I know lust and desire, and I know what it is to be young and tempted.”

      “Geez—”

      “Oh, stop it. You and I both know what’s really going on here, and I’m not having it.”

      Max had reached the end of his patience. “Is that so?”

      “It is so.” His words came fast and loud. “You wanna talk about goodwill? What do you think people take us for when they find out we bed down with our enemies?”

      “You’re so damn stubborn,” Max spat back. “When will you let go of your stupid pride?”

      “Stupid? Pride is all we have, and we should be proud. We’ve succeeded. We’re the winners. You’re damned right I’m proud, and you should be too.”

      “Then be the man I can be proud of,” Max said. His eyes locked on his father for what felt like the first time.

      “No, you be the man I can be proud of. It’s up to you to rise to the position, to prove you can really take on this company, and I can trust you.” A long silent challenge passed between them. “Integrity, character, strength. I can’t turn my life’s work over to you, knowing you’re vulnerable to such childishness as a schoolboy crush. You’ll gamble away my fortune with that mindset.”

      Max stood up, a smile coming easily. “No, no more of this.”

      His father stood up on the other side of his desk, leaning over it like he might attack. “No more of what?”

      “All of it. No more of your schemes, no more of your controlling pompous bluster, no more of your bullying.”

      “Bullying? I’m your father.”

      “And there’s nothing I can do about that,” Max snapped. “But I won’t continue to do your dirty work, or clean up your messes, or go along with this ridiculous 'tough guy’ attitude. You want to push people around, start with somebody else because I’m done with this.”

      “Oh, you’re done all right,” He said. “How dare you turn on me. You’re my son.”

      “You sold yourself out a long time ago, but you’re not selling me out, not anymore.”

      “Think about what you’re doing. You need me because you can’t survive out there without me. Hunter Properties is your birthright, it’s your destiny.”

      “Not anymore.” Max crossed to the door and pulled it open before turning to face his father one last time.

      “You’re not serious. She’s just some girl. You’re not using the right head.”

      “That’s right, Pop. I’m using my heart. Do you remember what that’s like, or did you ever know?” There was no more to say because father and son were parting ways.

    

  







            Chapter Sixteen

          

          

        

    

    






Lauren

        

        
          
            [image: ]
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Lauren was filled with confused anger, waves, both hot and cold, passed through her while her mind raced with thoughts that pulled her in every direction.

      “You’re kidding me.”

      Max shook his head. He stood with her in the lodge’s yard, far enough from anyone to give them a level of privacy, but  there was no doubt Ruthie was watching. Patrick and Cindy were probably gawking too, but from behind the stables where she couldn’t notice.

      “I wish I was kidding, but I’m not. You have to know I didn’t get that loan with ulterior motives. I wasn’t thinking anything like that. When I suggested it, I didn’t know he’d turn it around like this.”

      Lauren wanted to believe him. His big, soulful eyes reached into her heart, past the confusion of her brain.

      He took her hand in his and walked forward. “I want you to know that I’ve parted ways with him, and I wouldn’t blame you for doubting me, but I want to help you with this—help you keep the lodge if that’s what you still want.”

      “You know it is, Max, of course it is.”

      “And all that other stuff, the stuff between our parents …”

      “Shouldn’t come between us,” she said. “It never should have affected us, because it was their issue, not ours.”

      “I absolutely agree because whatever happened in the past shouldn’t determine our future.”

      “You’re right.”

      Max looked around and up at the lodge. “It really is a nice place.”

      She smiled, glad to appreciate her father’s hard work and her mother’s tireless support. Those things were embedded in the very beams and soaked into the soil of the place.

      In Max, she’d found a true ally. He appeared as sincere as the kid who’d loved her with that schoolboy innocence so many years ago before the complexities of adulthood drove them and their families apart.

      She was shocked by so much new information that she hardly knew what to think. She’d been targeted by her father’s former friend and mortal enemy, and his son had been a tool of that assault, just as she’d been warned.

      Her faith in him had been rewarded because Max wanted to do the right thing, and Lauren knew she needed his help, and even more than that, she wanted it.

      So many questions sprang to her mind, the first being, “Where are you staying? You lived in your family home, didn’t you?”

      Max nodded. “I’ll get an apartment in town.”

      “No, that’s silly. There’s plenty of room here at the lodge.” She squeezed his hand. “Stay here.”

      “What? No, I shouldn’t.”

      “Why not? I insist.” To change his position, she continued, “We will be working together on the winter village, right? I’m going to need help with everything. It makes sense that you’re close by.” She didn’t want to beg, but she would if she had to. At this point, Max was the one good thing in her life.

      Max twisted his lips as he gave it a thought. “Do you think Ruthie will have me?”

      “Nope, but it’s not her decision.” She cracked a ready smile. “Did you bring clothes?”

      “Nothing. As a matter of fact, I just walked out.” The notion appeared to strike him with inspiration. “Let’s go shopping.”

      She was happy to take some time away from the lodge. The local outdoor store gave them more than enough to work with to dress him. She couldn’t deny the little thrill she got watching Max try on his new clothes. Everything fit him perfectly and clung to his tall, athletic frame. It was obvious he took good care of himself. His legs were long and well-muscled, his waist lean and tapered, his chest expansive and strong, his arms developed and powerful. He stood straight and tall, shoulders back, proud and strong.

      “What about this?” He walked out of the room wearing a parka, sturdy Levi’s, and a sexy smile.  He was the perfect picture of rugged masculinity, the very embodiment of the American man.

      “Love it.”

      “There was a time when you loved me.” He pulled his lips between his teeth like he did in high school, and her heart took off like a stallion free on the plains.

      “I don’t have time for love anymore. Let’s see the next outfit.”

      He frowned but went back inside the dressing room only to return wearing a black blazer. He looked like James Bond, a man of incomparable skill and style, a force to be reckoned with. Next was a cozy wool sweater, and he was a warm and welcoming presence.

      Whatever outfit he presented, it fit him perfectly, as if the clothes enjoyed the nearness of his incredible body, glad to be seen on such a perfect specimen.

      Max was the mover and shaker his father had no doubt envisioned, certain in his determination and intimidating in his assuredness. He could reflect any number of attitudes, but he was still Max underneath it all, and that unmistakable power was not lost on Lauren one bit.

      He paid for his things without seeming to give it any thought by pulling out his black card. He was a man of means, that much was clear, and he didn’t seem worried about the rift with his father.

      She had no idea about his personal finances or his own business dealings, but he seemed untroubled for his economic future.

      She put the ideas away, not ready to sell herself to him anymore than she was ready to turn herself over to Sam. Her affection, her love, her heart, her life, were not on the auction block, and they never would be. But he was good company, and it was reassuring to be around a man of confidence and capability. A tinge of doubt rang in the back of her head and heart. It was one she could not ignore.

      Why isn’t he more worried about that mess with his father? What is really going on here?

      She buried those thoughts because he had been sincere and well-intentioned. But was he really?

      Can a man be as charming and decent as Max pretends to be, or am I just falling for the oldest trick in the book?

      She had to give him a chance, and since he was staying at the lodge, she could watch him to see what he was up to, if anything.

      “I’m hungry,” he said with eyes that spoke to a different hunger. “Let’s go eat.”
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      Elvis Presley promised to be home for Christmas in that sultry baritone, playing softly above the clink of their utensils, and the crackle of the fireplace.

      The lemon chicken was tender and zesty, perfect with a crisp chardonnay. Lauren had chosen the salmon, which she seemed to enjoy.

      For Max, the meal paled compared to the company.

      Lauren sat there looking beautiful and so tempting, but he tried not to think about it because of the dangers that falling for her could mean for both of them. But it was impossible for him not to look at her and imagine his hands on her skin, breathing in her delicate perfume, and kissing her red lips.

      He forced a smile and took another bite of chicken but couldn’t block the fantasies from entering his head. He would lean in to kiss her, and she would throw her head back, that mane of hair falling as she offered him the smooth column of her neck. He’d bury his face in the nape, while her fingers splayed across the back of his head, pulling at his hair until the pinch was a cross between pain and pleasure.

      He took a sip of wine, hoping to disguise his simmering lust.

      Oh, this is ridiculous. She knows how I feel; she has to know, and she must feel the same. I mean, she invited me to stay in her house, why should I be so worried?

      He looked longingly at her but said nothing. In his experience, silence was always a prudent course. As a battle raged inside of himself, he finished his dinner.

      We’re both adults, and there’s nothing wrong with a romance between us. But there was still a matter of perception and perspective; hers, not mine. I’d marry her yesterday if I could.

      “How’s your chicken?”

      “Very good,” he said, “thanks. Your fish?”

      “Delicious.”

      He had to fight back the urge to throw himself across the table and take her in his arms.

      Don’t even think it. Just put it all away for now. After the New Year, we’ll see how things shake out with the lodge. Things will take their natural course, they always do.

      “It’s nice being with you again,” Lauren answered with a smile.

      Max went on, “I’m so glad we could put all that family nonsense behind us.”

      “Me too,” she lowered her head, “though, my father always regretted what he did.”

      “It was unfortunate all around, let’s put it that way.”

      “Well said,” she raised her wineglass. “I sometimes wonder.” Seeming to read his curious expression, she explained, “How do people ever get together at all, much less stay together?”

      “I don’t defend what my father did because I’d never cheat on my wife. I’ve seen the sorrow it brings and the damage it does. It would never be worth it.”

      “I understand,” she said, “I feel the same way.”

      “I don’t mean that stupid feud, but my mother had this look on her face when she found out he was unfaithful, and she never got over it to tell you the truth. Pops thinks that’s what killed her, part of why he’s still so upset. On some level, I imagine he blames her death on your father too.”

      “I hope that’s not the case.” She shook her head. “How horrible is that?”

      He shrugged, unable to conjure a reasonable answer to the mysteries of life or death. “The fault lies with my father. Your dad did what he felt he had to do. He was looking out for the best interests of my mother because my father hadn’t been.”

      She nodded, but that pretty smile vanished from her pale, freckled face. “Still, it’s just … I don’t know.”

      “It hasn’t soured you on love, has it?”

      “Soured me? No, I believe in love, or at least I want to believe in it. Does that make sense?”

      “Perfect sense,” he said. “We all want to have hope. Without that, what do we have?”

      She tilted her angelic face. “Faith?” She lifted her glass. “Wine?”

      Max couldn’t disagree, and he didn’t want to. What he wanted was to round the table and kiss her until her lips were numb. He wanted to hold her and have her all to himself.

      “What about you? You’re a handsome, eligible bachelor from a high-profile family. I’m guessing there must be a crazy ex lurking around somewhere.”

      They shared an easy chuckle. “More than one, I’d imagine.” Max didn’t want to think about it too much and talk about it even less. “There hasn’t been anyone special. My father’s money was always a problem because I always saw dollar signs flashing in girls’ eyes. Or … maybe it just never seemed right. What about you?” He did and didn’t want to know if she had a great love outside of him.

      She turned away, glancing out the window. “Boys came and went at college and in Park City, where I helped run that resort, but they always left, and I stayed. It’s hard to establish a long-term relationship with transient people.”

      He reached across the table to take her hand. “Isn’t it obvious then?”

      “Isn’t what obvious?”

      “Us. I want you to know that what my father did all those years ago was wrong. He caused my mother terrible pain, and I would never do that, ever.”

      “No,” Lauren said, “I don’t think you would. You’re a better man than that.”

      He had to shake his head. “Good men have done worse. As for your father … he did what he felt was right. He was an honorable man, and my father was wrong to hold the grudge for as long as he has. I’ve tried to talk sense into him, but he’s so damn stubborn.”

      “He is, but he loves you and loathes me.”

      “I’m not my father, and he can’t stand between us anymore. I didn’t have much choice when I was younger. It was his house and his rules. When I was away at college, it was his money and his rules, but I shouldn’t have stood for any of it”

      She shrugged. “It’s family, and it’s business.”

      He growled. “Not my family, and not my business, not anymore, anyway.”

      Her expression wavered. “I’m worried about all that. Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad you’re here, but if being with me causes your family to fall apart, it’s not right.”

      “It is right, Lauren. I’m standing up for what I want and need.” Her face brightened, and she turned away but left her hand in his grip. “Do you remember how it used to be when we were younger?”

      She blushed, eyes rolling. “Yes, but we were just kids.”

      “We knew about life and love.” A long silence passed before Max recited, “I don’t have to see you, because you are in everything. You are the heat of the sun, the song of a bird, the fullness of my heart.”

      “Who wrote that?”

      His heart swelled with love and pride. “I did. I was sixteen and in love with a pretty girl named Lauren.”
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      She sighed and leaned back. She wanted to enjoy the moment—a simple meal with Max an old friend. She’d spent years fantasizing about this turn of events, and twice as many years erasing those dreams from her mind. Against every likelihood, hope of a happy future was possible. She couldn’t afford to be as miserable as she had felt these past days. And when she looked into those big, brown eyes, she saw beyond the tears and despair.

      “You flatter me.”

      “I wrote books of poetry describing your smile. The way your skin felt under my fingertips. The way the world didn’t exist when I was with you.”

      What he probably meant was when he was in her because she felt the same way. People often talk about their golden years being later in life, but hers happened as a teen with Max.

      Nothing in her life since him had ever been easy. The lodge worked her parents to death. It had been at the center of a maelstrom that tore two families apart, but it had brought others together.

      The complications and implications of their dinner together would be widespread and far-reaching, they were mending fences and rebuilding bridges once burned. He patched the holes in her heart, one kind word at a time.

      “Do you wish we could go back?” His fingers brushed over her hand, sending sparks straight to her core.

      She couldn’t resist the attraction she’d always felt for him and told herself it was a trick of nostalgia or the pangs of loss from her recent tragedy.

      “Yes, and no. Really, when does young love ever work out? The years we had apart have helped us become solid human beings. We have experiences separate from one another that have molded us into the people we are today. I don’t think I’d trade that in to go back.”

      She stared at his eyes—eyes that called to her from across the table as if they were reaching into her soul and pulling her close.

      Don’t be so silly. He’s just being a friend, and I’m lucky enough to have that.

      The main thing was to save the lodge, and if Max wanted to help her, then she’d have to focus on that and only that. The rest would have to take care of itself.

      “What about you?”

      He leaned back, forcing his hand to drop from hers. “I’d like to go back and redo a lot of things like talk to my father before he became the angry and bitter man he is. Also, I would have told my younger self to hold you tighter and never let you go.”

      It was all sweet words, but subconsciously, she still worried about the possibility that he wasn’t on the up and up, and if that was the case, she didn’t stand a chance.

      He was so casual and loose, and she searched for the lie lurking behind the charm but couldn’t see it. If sincere, he was a godsend, and she would not turn that away.

      Another person flashed in the back of her mind—Sam.

      Could both Max and Sam have her best interests at heart? They could, but did they?

      She and Max had the weight of a family feud behind them, and his father was up to Lord knows what, but wasn’t it odd that Sam had come to her with the notion of a romance when things were so desperate with the lodge? Could he have other ideas like taking over the lodge and tossing her aside?

      “What are you thinking about?” Max asked.

      “Just thinking about life.”

      There was only one person she could trust absolutely, and it was Ruthie. There wasn’t a dishonest bone in her body. She said it like she saw it.

      “Shall we go?” he asked. He paid their bill and took her home. At the front door, he brushed his lips against hers in a soft kiss. It felt like he’d ravaged her entire body.

      “Have a good night, Lauren,” he said and made his way to his room, which was at the opposite side of the lodge from hers. She’d done that for self-preservation because she’d never be able to sleep knowing he was in a room next to her own.

      Once she was back inside, she found Ruthie in the kitchen at the small corner table where she enjoyed her nightly tea.

      Ruthie gave her several worried glances, and a few huffs and puffs, before Lauren finally asked, “What, Ruthie?”

      “You know what, child. Dat Hunter man, his name is perfect for his intentions. Now he’s here in our house looking at you like a hungry lion looks at dinner?”

      “It’s my house, Ruthie, which means my rules.” After a tense silence, and a shocked expression, she went on, “I didn’t mean it like that. This is your home, too, and always will be.” She felt so much shame at her gut response. In that moment, she sounded like Max’s description of his father. It proved that hard times made hard people.

      “Look at what he’s done. He shows up, and we fight like mom and child.”

      “No, Ruthie, we’re not fighting. I love you, and you love me, but love isn’t always easy. Give him a chance to prove he’s a good man?”

      Ruthie shook her head. “I watch dat man, and I tell you, he’s a bad man.”

      Lauren forced a smile. “That’s why I invited him to stay here. I knew that if he was up to something, you would figure it out.” That wasn’t completely honest, but the lie made Ruthie feel good.

      In truth, she invited him to stay because he made her feel something she hadn’t in years—love.

      “And I will,” Ruthie said, her big body trembling with her determination, index finger raised and waving. “I surely will.”

      “Oh, I’m certain of that.” Ruthie had worked at the lodge for as long as Lauren could remember, but not long enough to get rid of her “dats” and “childs.” She was as close to a second mother as Lauren could have.

      “And you,” Ruthie warned with the glare. “You stay away from dat man’s room, and you know what I mean by dat.”

      “Ruthie, I’m a grown woman.”

      “Dat what I mean. He’s a handsome man and will make you look like a fool if you go to his bed.”

      Heat warmed her cheeks. She was certain they were ruby red. “Ruthie, really—”

      “Don’t you Ruthie me.” She waved her hand through the air. “Dat man in this house? What would your father think?”

      Lauren’s anger rose, along with the hairs on the back of her neck. The frustration of being told what to do, how to live, and who to love raged inside her. She’d been hearing what a bad man Max was for far too long, and the unfairness of it hurt her in ways she hadn’t imagined.

      Invoking her father’s memory created pangs of bitterness from deep inside her soul. She wanted to be slow to anger and quick to forgive, but given the circumstances, it was difficult.

      “Give him a chance. That’s all I’m asking.”

      Ruthie turned away. “You ask too much.”
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      Max wasn’t surprised to get the call days later, but that didn’t mean he was excited about meeting his father back at the house. The same clouds of white smoke, which had always surrounded him, looked like a halo, but there was nothing angelic about his happy welcome.

      Max had hoped for better, but it wouldn’t be that easy.

      “My son,” Pops said with a smile, offering Max a brandy as he led him into the study, where they’d met so many times before. “I’ve missed you. Thank you for seeing me.”

      Max nodded and sat down across the desk from his father. “It’s good to chat again, Pop. We’ve had so many hours in this room.”

      “In this house,” he corrected him, “in this family. In the end, that’s what really counts, isn’t it?” A long, sad silence passed between them before his father said, “The house is quiet since you left.”

      Max nodded. “It’s because we’re not fighting.”

      “We never fought, Max, not before all this. That’s why I’m glad you’re here. We have to settle things, don’t you think?”

      “Always did,” he said. “I’m relieved to hear you say it. What I suggest we do is bury that document of yours—get rid of your agreement with Frank. We’ll make this winter festival a big hit, then deal with things in the new year.”

      Pops nodded; his smile almost too broad. “If that’s the way you want to play it.”

      Max wasn’t sure how to take that, but it registered in the back of his brain in a way he couldn’t ignore. Eaton Hunter had never given in so easily. Then again, he’d never lost his son.

      “I miss you.”

      “I miss you too, Pop, and I’m glad to hear you’ve reconsidered your position.”

      He shrugged. “I’m a big enough man to admit when I’m wrong.” After a tense pause, he went on, “Anyway, are you staying there?”

      That sent a thread of distrust up Max’s spine, but he wouldn’t hide the truth. “I am.”

      His father raised his palms as if in surrender. “Fine, good, whatever. Truth be told, you were always a cute couple. If you wind up together, or not, what do they say these days? S’all good.”

      Max sat there, not feeling the need to answer. By his father’s reaction it was obvious he’d made his point.

      “Anyway, I’m glad to see you again.”

      Max shared the sentiment, even if he doubted his father’s sincerity. “How’s my grandmother?”

      “The same.” He sighed. “I thought you leaving would jostle her into some kind of miracle return, but let’s face it, she’s a vegetable.”

      Those words tugged at his insides like a loose thread unraveling all hope that she’d recover. “Pop, don’t say that.”

      “You think I’m happy about it? She’s my mother. I’d do anything to bring her back. Just to have another lucid moment with her would be a gift.” He swirled a hand above his head. “All of this … I’d give it up just to have my mother back.”

      A lingering silence passed while the hot smoke of the Cuban cigar collected at the back of Max’s throat.

      “Let’s keep our eyes on the future like you said.”

      “Right,” Max wanted to believe his father was being honest, but it felt foreign to his soul. This was about more than the lodge, the Hunter name, and the destruction and destiny of two families. There was too much at stake for him to turn away. He was eager to face it head-on, all of it; his father’s corruption, his desire for Lauren, his thirst to see justice. Just that one sweep across his lips days ago made him want more—much more. He’d give everything up for one more kiss.

      He said goodbye to his father and checked in on his grandmother. He read her several more passages before he climbed back into his SUV and drove to the lodge.

      He believed his father had changed his approach, but not his intent.

      Max’s feelings for Lauren would direct his course no matter what, but his father was a man of undeniable power, and his friendly change of position could only lead to one thing, a deceitful scheme, and that meant the odds were even higher. At best, his father was finally coming around, but at worst, everything was about to fall apart.
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      Sally welcomed Lauren to Sally’s Country Cupboard with a smile, eyes wide and ringed with eyeliner and crowned with big, black lashes. She seemed out of place among the wooden chickens, red-and-white-checkered tablecloths, and little corncobs printed on the drapes. Mixed in with the straight-from-the-farm feel were green and blue garlands and twinkling white lights. There were snowmen painted on the storefront windows, and mainstream country-pop versions of classic Christmas tunes playing in the background, giving the place a festive feel.

      “Hello, hon,” Sally said, both of her hands cupping Lauren’s. “How’ve you been?”

      “Keeping busy. That’s why I’m here, actually.” Sally listened with a nodding head, eyes fixed on hers as Lauren explained her concept, and what Sally’s part in it would be. At the end of her sales pitch, Sally broke a sad smile and said, “Oh, honey, no, I don’t think so.”

      Lauren couldn’t ignore the sense of surprise, which came with a certain amount of worry. “Really? We could get a lot of attention. We’ll all share in the benefits.”

      “Well, sweetie, look, first of all, I think it’s very thoughtful that you’d come to me like this, but we’re competitors too. I mean, what’s the lodge but a big, empty restaurant. I run a smaller place, but we’re on different sides of the street. I’m sorry, that’s just the reality of how things work.”

      “What if it brings people in from out of town, and they have a chance to sample some of your delicious food?”

      “Then maybe they’ll come and stay at your lodge, but how does that help me?”

      “How?” It seemed so clear to Lauren. The very question was astonishing. “Sally, Moss Creek is in real trouble. We’re all in this together. Bringing in more visitors will help everyone.”

      Sally just shook her head. “Hon, I say this with all respect and sympathy, but maybe you’re just not cut out to run a big place like that.”

      “What?” She was more than cut out to run the lodge. What she wasn’t cut out for was the backlash of trying to save it.

      Lauren was struck dumb, and Sally was quick to explain; words fast on her tongue. “It takes a particular mindset, that’s all I’m saying. You have to think of things a certain way. Honestly, I don’t know if your folks ever really grasped that either, with all due respect, of course.”

      Lauren nodded, but it was all the answer she could muster.

      Sally went on, “You’re pretty, and you’re young—in the prime of your life, really.” She chuckled and shook her head. “Not enough men in this town, that’s your problem. In Denver, they’d be lining up to buy you dinner. Word has it that Aspen Cove has a surplus of men too.”

      Lauren didn’t want to speak, afraid of what she might say once she got started.

      “Why waste away in Moss Creek, anyway? I can’t imagine it, there have to be so many memories.”

      That touched off more worries, and thoughts streamed through Lauren’s head and heart. She opened her mouth to speak, but Sally went on.

      “Well, I only want you to be happy. And if you want my advice about this whole winter village thing, it sounds like a disaster waiting to happen.”

      “Does it?”

      Sally leaned forward, glancing around as if sharing some national secret. “What if some kid gets bit by a reindeer, or Santa Claus shows up drunk? Honestly, if you pull it off, it’ll be a miracle, but more than likely, it’ll break you.”

      Lauren wrapped things up with a few pleasantries before stepping out onto the sidewalk. She glanced around, already imagining the other shopkeepers giving her similar answers. She wasn’t afraid to try, but after the mayor’s response and now Sally’s, her high hopes were falling fast. Needing a spiritual boost, she stopped at the church next.
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      “Father Christmas?” the pastor repeated. “Me?”

      “What could be more fitting? It would certainly bring the congregation around.”

      The pastor shook his head, jowls jiggling. “But would it be fitting? I am a pastor, after all. And Santa Claus? It’s all rather secular, isn’t it?”

      “We’re not pushing the crass commercialization of the holiday, but the old-fashioned family aspect. We won’t put you in a red suit and beard, but something more worldly? Father Christmas, not Santa Claus. It’s a subtle difference, but an important one, we think.”

      Pastor Higgins shook his head despite his own sympathetic smile. “I’m sorry, Lauren, but I just don’t think so.”

      She had been afraid of just that response and couldn’t ignore the twisting in her belly. “Well, okay, I understand if you don’t want to take part, but you’re still welcome to be there as a presence to greet newcomers. It could help your numbers.”

      “It could, but I’m sorry, Lauren. I don’t see how I can help.”

      “Just to get the word out, really. You’re our spiritual leader, and your endorsement would go a long way to bringing legitimacy to our project.”

      He shrugged. “We try to stay out of secular matters. How would it be if we appeared to take sides, one business against another?”

      “This is an idea to bring the community together, Pastor Higgins. I guess some of my fellow entrepreneurs don’t quite see it that way, but I thought surely you’d have a more enlightened perspective.”

      “I’m happy to enlighten you. This is the Christmas season. Other than Holy Week in April, this is the busiest time of our year.”

      “Too busy to mention it during the service, or let me put up a few fliers?”

      “I can pray for you, I’m always happy to do that.” Lauren smiled and nodded and asked that he did indeed say a prayer for her. More and more, she had the feeling she would need it.
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      Max was glad to tell Lauren that his father seemed to reconsider. There was no point in mentioning all the complications, but it was relevant to them both that he was no longer fostering his family grudge.

      “That is good news,” she said. “I mean, I get that your father felt betrayed, but my father felt he had a duty to be honest.”

      “I understand,” Max said. “I always have. My father’s infidelity was the greatest mistake of his life, and I think he knows that. If your father hadn’t brought it to light, painful as that was, who knows? He’d have kept doing it, probably indefinitely. It wasn’t pleasant, but it was necessary, and it’s on him. I guess my father’s coming around to that, finally.”

      Lauren nodded, her smile pure and simple. “Wonderful that it had a good outcome.”

      Max nodded, wanting to believe it and glad that Lauren seemed willing to.

      Sitting with her in front of the fireplace, pine logs crackling, barely a guest around, she seemed alone, abandoned, as if the entire town turned its back on her. That only inspired Max to stand with her. She had a vulnerability that called to him, lighting fires in him that had long seemed a passing childhood obsession.

      He’d had girlfriends, but none had filled him with a need to rise up and protect, to be the man he’d always hoped and tried to be.

      It was almost as if Moss Creek wanted him to be the only one to stand beside her. He still couldn’t believe that he could be so lucky, if it was luck at all, and not some greater force at work in the universe.

      He worried that his father had some grand strategy that would make Max a pawn. Does he hope I’ll marry her, and we’ll gain the land that way? Pops was so dead set against it initially but now had a complete reversal. Was it Jane who changed his mind? If so, why? How would this benefit her? Lauren was back in his life, and no one could change that.

      Lauren, he thought, enjoying her presence as they sat together, the smell of pine rich in the air. Finally, after all these years, they had a chance. Could he be the man she needed?

      He was unaccustomed to the case of nerves he was trying to suppress. What if my father really is up to something, and I accidentally play into his hand?

      “Maybe the winter village isn’t such a good idea, after all.” She looked around, sadness welling up in her eyes. “Maybe everyone is right, and it’s time to let it go. Realistically, it’s only a matter of time. Even Sam said I was two months from defaulting on the mortgage.”

      “No,” Max said. “Don’t give up. Do not sell the lodge, trust me.”

      She tilted her head to the side, a wordless bid for an explanation.

      There was so much Max didn’t want to share. If his father was legitimate about encouraging their love, there was no reason to mention the agreement he held or the offer they would make. His father’s change of heart had accomplished just what Max had hoped and resolved those issues without them being raised. Mentioning them would only derail their budding romance. After so many years, after so much disappointment over their future together, he couldn’t bring himself to do it. “Look, it’s just a hunch, but I feel like if you sell now, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.”

      She broke a sad smile. “I can’t disagree with that, I’m sad just thinking about it. We cannot get by on winter promotions. I mean, look at this place, it’s a winter lodge in a ski town without snow; talk about the writing on the wall.”

      Max wrestled with differing thoughts and conflicting impulses. “What if you … no, never mind, forget it.”

      She sat up. “What?”

      “Well, I agree, you have a point about the weather. There was no snow at all this year, and who knows how things will go. It’s probably safe to say they’ll get worse before they get better. What if you repurposed the property?” That seemed to gain Lauren’s interest, “You’re already doing a winter village, just something along those lines.”

      “Like a storybook village, a kid’s attraction?”

      Max nodded. “Maybe, but let’s do what it takes to make a success of the place. That’ll make things better for the whole town.”

      “That was the idea.”

      He hated to use his father’s idea, but it was something to consider. “Okay, so what about something like a water park?”

      “A water park? With all those ugly plastic slides? No way, yuck.”

      “No,” he said, “nothing like that, but we can make them look like those old flume rides. Maybe tie it into something educational. That would take advantage of the hotter seasons, bring in people from all over the state.”

      Lauren seemed fascinated, but the end result was to shake that pretty head. “I appreciate the thought. It’s sweet that you’re here, and you want to help.”

      “Well, I do want to help, and I’m grateful you’ve made me welcome in your home.”

      She looked around, seeming to gravitate closer to him, her eyes finding his lips. “It’s a special place and always had an effect on our guests.”

      “Oh, and what effect is that?”

      “It brings people together.” She leaned in, almost touching his lips.

      “Does it?”

      She nodded, seeming to swallow hard. “It does, actually, I know several people who have fallen in love here.”

      “Really?” Their mouths were just a breath away. Hers smelled minty fresh, and he couldn't stop thinking about what she would taste like

      “Sitting on this very couch, in fact.”

      His lips touched hers, and he spoke against them. “In front of a fire like this one?”

      She sucked in a big breath. “Almost exactly.”

      His smile came easily, all nervousness and doubt driven away by the power of the moment. He pulled back and looked at her. A look of disappointment crossed her face. She seemed unhappy with their sudden separation.

      “I imagine a man looking into the eyes of the woman he loves,” he said.

      After a prolonged pause, she seemed to manage a weak, “Oh?”

      He nodded, his eyes finding her luscious lips. “He’s loved her his whole life, but he was convinced that he’d never be able to be with her.”

      Her chest rose and fell rapidly. “No?”

      “It was the great sorrow of his life, but then something happened, something changed.” He reached forward and cupped her cheek. His thumb ran across her lower lip.

      “Did it?”

      “Something inexplicable, the power of a certain place or just fate. Anyway, he finally had a chance to be with her.”

      She cracked a little smile and turned away, but his hand gently led her chin back to face him.

      “I’m sure she was just …” Lauren swallowed again, a pale shoulder arching up to her left ear. “Just another girl.”

      He shook his head slowly. “Not to him,” he said. “To him, she was the most beautiful person in the world. It wasn’t her stunning face that attracted him, but her spirit and soul he loved. All he wanted in the world was for her to love him in return.” He leaned closer, slowly nearing her lips. “He wanted to tell her how much he loved her.” He moved nearer still, until his lips brushed against hers again, soft and sweet, a quiet reunion of two people driven apart by circumstance but brought back together by destiny.
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      She couldn’t believe this was happening, but when Max’s lips covered hers in a heated kiss, there was no denying it. That tongue of his had always done things to her that made her dizzy. The kiss was no exception.

      She pulled away, breathless. “Not here. There are still a few guests.” She looked behind her toward the kitchen. “There’s also Ruthie.”

      Lauren’s heart skipped several beats as she and Max scurried up the stairs and down the hall to her bedroom. The door closed, and the lock clicked behind them. They finally got to relive their young love. There was nothing coming between them, nothing to stop them, and everything to push them onward.

      Lauren threw her head back, hair falling as he kissed her left ear, then followed the curve of her neck. He moved her backward until the bed met her knees, and they both fell to the mattress.

      They laughed like high school teenagers as they fumbled with their clothes. Tugging and tearing at them until they were naked.

      “God, you’re beautiful,” he said, taking her in as if he hadn’t seen her in years. And he hadn’t, naked anyway.

      Heat rose to her cheeks as she watched him stare at her like she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen.

      She took her fill of him too. Broad shoulders and rippling muscles that led to narrow hips and heaven.

      Max kissed his way down, her heart beating faster as his lips found her breast.

      His tongue was skillful, and his fingers nimble as goose bumps rose from his gentle caresses.

      She didn’t know how to respond, but the pleasure overtook the pain she’d been carrying in her heart. He knew just where to find the hidden clusters of nerves that made her body sing. He had experience, knowledge, and total confidence. He seemed made for her, and she for him. A squeeze of her arms around him intensified her desire to hold him there forever.

      Max pressed another kiss to her lips that seemed to touch every cell in her body. It was a long, deep kiss she felt in the corners of her soul.

      He rose and hovered above her, the taste of his kisses mixing with traces of chardonnay. His tongue danced with hers. His chest a sheet of muscle above her.

      “My God, I’ve dreamed of this, of you,” he purred in her ear.

      “Me too, with you.”

      Max rested between her thighs, reaching for his pants to retrieve a condom. Once he rolled it on, all it took was one press inward, and Lauren knew the night would be well worth the wait. He paused and pulled back and waited again, not moving at all. She wanted more, she needed more, but his sexy taunt told her that he was in control, and she was more than glad to let him lead.

      Max began a slow cycle of pressing forward and retreating. Her pleasure seemed to be his reward.

      “Hmmm,” he hummed, “so good.”

      “It is good,” she said, her own voice ringing in her ears, a sexy rasp that she hardly recognized.

      Max picked up his pace, and every movement brought Lauren the pleasure she’d always expected, with the promise of even more to come.

      His pace slowed almost to a halt, leaving that big bolt of energy coiled inside her. He pulled all the way back and paused, then pushed in deep and long, beginning a slow and steady rhythm that built the pressure inside her, expanding and stretching, rising and falling and rising again. She struggled to breathe, every conscious thought focused on that central sensation and the man who was inspiring it.

      “I love you so much, Lauren, so damn much.” His voice strained.

      “I love you too, Max. I have all these years.”

      “Yes, so many years, and now there’s no more waiting.”

      Her passion swelled to the point of rupture and rapture, body shaking with an increasing inability to sustain or contain it.

      She convulsed as the tension burst inside her and flooded her with warmth.

      Max followed her over the edge. This was them, two people finally made into one, bound by love and passion.

      Their bodies gave way to slow relaxation. Her legs lowered to the dampened sheets. Her heart returned to a normal beat. He lay beside her cradling her head against his chest, his heart beating in her ear.

      There was too much to think about, too much to feel. She let the moment wash over her, body exhausted, and soul refreshed. Everything had changed, and the morning would bring things she could not anticipate, but for now, Max would be here with her, and she was grateful for his presence.
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      Max was glad to see his grandmother again, who sat in her chair, staring out at the expansive property around the Hunter home. She offered no evidence of understanding, but as long as there was a chance that she could receive some sense of comfort from his words, or just from his presence, it was more than worth the visit.

      Jane, on the other hand, was listening, one brow raised as she sat primly by Ethel’s side.

      Max looked directly at Jane; eyes fixed on hers. He wanted her to know that he was aware of some deception in the Hunter house. Whether it was born of her inspiration, he couldn’t say, but there was a way to find out.

      She smiled as if she knew what he was thinking.

      “My father had a change of heart about Lauren and me.”

      Jane said nothing; one raised brow was the only answer she offered.

      “Strange, especially after he was so determined to keep the families apart—to crush the Matthews.”

      Jane shrugged. “Your father has some vulnerabilities like anyone.”

      “I’d never thought of him as weak,” Max said.

      “He can be. Family would be one of his soft spots.” It was true, but something about her manner worried him. “I’m glad things are working out for everybody.” She rose and walked into the garden. A look over her shoulder told him she expected him to follow.

      Max looked for the truth behind her facade and wondered if he had misjudged her.

      “And you and my father?”

      “Things are good, and I’m sure you want to keep them that way. I did you a favor, but one hand washes the other?”

      Of course, it did. “How so?”

      Jane rolled her eyes. “I’m not spending my best years sitting around here waiting for your grandmother to pass for nothing. Once she goes, he’ll have more options. Whereas I haven’t got many.”

      Max shrugged. “We’ll give you a good recommendation, I’m sure, a fair severance—”

      “I’m gonna get a lot more than that, and you will make sure I do. Especially if you want to keep that little cutie on your arm.”

      Max wasn’t sure how to respond, and she didn’t give him time to, anyway.

      “That’s right, just a few whispers in his ear, and you’re back at each other’s throats. How long do you think it will be before that slides a wedge between you two? And then, there are the business complications. Let’s face it, the only hope you’ve got to keep that girl is in saving her lodge, and that will come down to your father, which means it comes down to me.”

      “I see.” A spark of anger lit in his gut.

      “I hope you do. You better figure out a way to make sure I’ve got a ring on my finger by the end of the year, or things at the lodge will get ugly fast.”
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      Lauren sat in front of Sam’s desk, telling him about the possibilities for the lodge.

      “A water park?” he asked.

      “I’m not saying I will do it, but I have to do something. At least it’s a creative approach—a way to make the most of the land and to bring people into Moss Creek. We’d all benefit from that.”

      He seemed to give it some thought, nodding with a sigh. “It’s not unthinkable, but where would the money come from? You’re mortgaged to the hilt as it is.”

      “Well, you’re my accountant, I thought you might have some ideas.”

      Sam scowled. “I got nothin’. You could play the lottery, I guess. Honestly, without the proper backing, I don’t think you can convert the place into a parking lot. The money’s just not there.” After a sad pause, he asked, “Are you moving forward with your winter village thing?”

      “I can’t sit and do nothing.”

      “I understand. Have you given any more thought to selling?”

      “I have, but Max talked me out of it.”

      “Max did?”

      “Yes, he said I’d regret it, and I know he’s right.” She had a lot of regrets, but being with Max wasn’t one of them. For the last several nights, they’ve made love and slept in each other’s arms. Having him there had changed her entire outlook on life.

      “Max Hunter talked you out of selling?”

      “That’s right,” Lauren said, her palms clammy with nervousness. “We were friends, long before our fathers had a falling out.”

      “Yeah, your father told me all about that, and how he outed Eaton for cheating on his wife.”

      Lauren nodded. “Before that, we were close, the way kids can be. And now we’re close, the way adults can be.”

      After a long, considered pause, he said, “I see.”

      “It’s not you, I want you to know that.”

      He chuckled. “Ah, the ‘it’s not you, it’s me’ speech.”

      She felt bad, and though she’d never led him on, there was a tinge of guilt coloring her conscience. All Sam did was try to help her. “You’re a good man, a good friend, but this is something else, something deep. Please try to understand.”

      He offered a friendly smile and a polite nod. “I do, and I’m happy for you, for both of you, but are you sure we can trust him?”

      “I know, it’s odd timing, but this is when it happened.” She lifted her shoulders. “What can I do? Maybe it’s a case of something good coming out of something bad.”

      “Maybe.” He didn’t sound convinced.

      “I hope you’re not upset?”

      “No, I’m just worried about you, that’s all. As I said, whatever you want, that’s what I want for you. I’m here to help in any way I can. If you feel you can rely on this man, that you love him, then I’m happy for you.”

      Was it love she was feeling? The answer was unequivocally yes. “Thank you.”

      “Be careful, Lauren. I don’t mean to be jaded, but Eaton Hunter is a powerful man, and he includes his son in all his business dealings. It’s said that the apple never falls far from the tree.”

      “Things are different now,” she said. “He stood up to his father for me. And it appears that Eaton has given us his blessings.”

      “If that’s true, then that’s wonderful.”

      “It is, and it’s nice that people can rise to the occasion, and not always be so stubborn and predictable. It gives me hope.”

      “Good, hope is important.”

      Her next appointment was with Lucille, the wealthy widow, and one of the most influential people in the area.

      “I was glad you called, darling,” Lucille said, “I’ve been hearing about this winter village attraction you’re considering.”

      “We’re definitely doing the winter village. We have to bring more attention to the lodge and to Moss Creek.”

      “Yes, about that. I know you mean well. You’re such a bright light, if I may say.”

      Lauren didn’t see much reason to object, but she felt like one was coming.

      “It makes one wonder how much attention we really want to attract.”

      Lauren’s brows furrowed, leaving an aching crease in the center of her forehead. “It’s a resort town, why wouldn’t we want to bring in visitors?”

      Lucille sighed. “Times have changed, surely you can see that. It’s not just the weather. Let’s be honest. Busier towns have bigger problems. Cities are plagued with homelessness, drug addicts, and tents everywhere. That’s not what we want for Moss Creek, is it?”

      “Well, no, I don’t suppose any town wants that, but it’s a sign of the times, I guess. We really should help each other out more than we do, don’t you think?”

      “No, I don’t think so.” The frankness of the answer took Lauren off guard, but the older woman seemed to recognize that and explained. “I do plenty as it is. I pay my taxes, more than I’d like. I give where I can, but not to the homeless. I will not encourage that, and I don’t want to see it ruining Moss Creek the way it’s ruined other places like Aspen and Breckenridge, and don’t get me started on Denver.”

      Lauren shook her head as she tried to wrap her mind around her neighbor’s hardened worldview. “What about the people who already live here? They will be homeless soon enough. This is a ski town, and there’s no snow. What are we all going to do about that?”

      “I support local businesses,” Lucille said. “Honestly, I think if the outside world would just leave us alone, we’d be fine. You’re a sweet girl to be so civic-minded, but honestly, when they say the road to hell is paved with good intentions, I think this is just the thing they’re talking about.”

      Lauren gave it one more shot to get Lucille on board. “You understand that you alone can’t keep the town alive, right? Your daily trip to Lily’s or Sally’s for coffee won’t keep them in business. A trip to the local grocery store won’t pay the owner’s rent. What about places like Delia’s who depend on tourists to buy her saltwater taffy? This isn’t just about me, although I include myself in the mix. It takes a village, and a lot of tourists to keep a town like Moss Creek alive and well.”

      Lucille patted her shoulder and walked her to the door. “Moss Creek was around a hundred years ago, and it will be around in a hundred more. We’ve never been a community who liked outside influence.”

      “I’m not an outsider.”

      She raised a brow and smiled. “Of course not.”

      The words were right, but the tone said something different. She was an outsider. All those years away wouldn’t go unpunished.

      Lauren walked out of her meeting with Lucille even more disheartened. She glanced around the streets of Moss Creek, wondering what had happened to the town she’d grown up in; this place which had been a refuge for her parents from the harried life of the cities back east. It had been a place where family and old-fashioned values ruled. Now, all she could see was a spreading virus of selfishness and disinterest.

      For the first time, she felt more sadness than terror over the loss of her father. Moss Creek didn’t seem the same place they’d come to, the place where they’d brought their dreams to fruition. Now it was a place where the residents spoke of me and forgot about we.

      There was no snowstorm coming to return the town to its former, powdery glory. No miracle from above to bring back the tourists and make the lodge the winter wonderland we had intended it to be.

      Thankfully, Max had arrived to change the landscape of her life. He was the one who would receive her without objection. He was the love of her life, and she was grateful to have him at last.

      I don’t want to fight anyone or justify my need to save the lodge. I just want to go home, fall into Max’s arms, close my eyes, and wait for everything to make sense.

      It wouldn’t be that easy. She’d find comfort in Max’s arms, but the answers to her problems would have to come from somewhere else, or she’d have to seek them out, and the time for that was fading fast. Her world was slipping out from under her.
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      Speckles, the mare, was in good shape and ready to run. Lauren had become so used to her chores around the lodge, especially after her father’s death, that the simple joy of a nice ride had escaped her. Like so many things, it took Max to step in and reintroduce her to those pleasures.

      Riding with Max was peaceful, and the fate of the town’s future—her future—seemed miles away. Up on that mountain, with those two magnificent horses, she knew how her mother and father had felt coming to Colorado so many years before. She took a deep breath of clean mountain air and stared at the blue sky. She realized then they were looking at what others had seen hundreds of years ago. Before them lay endless possibilities.

      No one could have known how the progress of the previous two hundred years would change things and threaten the landscape. The land was beautiful, craggy and rustic, and expansive. It was cold and fresh and new.

      “I loved growing up here,” she said, the breeze blowing her hair back. “So beautiful.”

      Max looked directly at her when he repeated, “Yes, so beautiful.” He looked out over the landscape; the Rockies rose to the skies in front of them. “Not as beautiful as the smile of the woman I love.”

      The words caused warmth to spread in her heart. To look at him on that horse, tall and assured, back straight and shoulders broad, she felt she was looking at a dream, a fantasy of the man she’d always loved. But he was no dream, Max was the man he appeared to be, and she had no lingering doubt of that.

      He’d reminded her that there was still beauty on that mountain, at the lodge, and in her life.

      She glanced his way. “You handle her pretty well.”

      Max shrugged. “It’s just about getting along. I’ve always felt that in life, there’s a natural flow of energy. A person can either go with it or fight against it. My father never understood that.”

      “Well,” she said with a sassy little smirk, “your father’s not here now.” She looked at him again, eyes scanning those long, powerful legs, splayed over the magnificent animal’s back. “Race?”

      “Excuse me?”

      “Scared to get beat by a girl?”

      She didn’t give him a chance to answer and shook her reins; the mare jumped forward into a quick, spirited gait. The horse ran hard while Lauren’s heart beat faster in her chest. Her hair bounced behind her like flames chasing her.

      Speckles ran with purpose, her muscles flexing and stretching with natural power and raw energy. She could feel her horse’s relief to be out running again, to be where nature intended her to be, and doing what she was made to do.

      Lauren glanced over to see Max riding alongside her, the long brown mane of his horse flowing in the cool breeze. His handsome face wore an expression of calm, and the slight upward curve of his lips lifted his cheeks. He seemed less like a man and more like some great American legend with the soul of a poet and the body of a warrior.

      They rode on, side by side, neither edging in front of the other. Mischief rose in her blood, and the desire to impress him grew even stronger than her desire to possess him. Lauren nudged the mare harder, and she responded, their combined efforts pulling her faster and farther, nudging her ahead of Max by a nose. The speed and momentum carried her down the mountain slope.

      With Max beside her, Lauren was renewed and revived, stronger, and more capable than she’d ever felt before.

      Despite the tenuous circumstances, the sun still rose, the moon still set, and life would go on.
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      Max had enjoyed his time with Lauren, but it only gave him more opportunity to think about his father, about his own family and how important it was that he not abandon it. There were troubling developments, and he had to do whatever he could to protect his father from Jane. So, he left the lodge and went home.

      “There’s an enemy in our midst.”

      Pops shook his head, shrugging from behind the desk in his study. He seemed completely confused, but that only increased Max’s scrutiny. His father wasn’t a man who was easily charmed.

      “Max, take it easy.”

      “I’m trying, Pop, and I know you’re trying too. At least, I hope you are.”

      “Max, really, just try to relax. You’re getting what you want—who you want.”

      “I’m not worried about myself, or about Lauren. Well, I am worried about her, but we have to talk about Jane. I know what you’re up to, Pop.”

      His father’s face took on a stern expression. “I’m not about to answer to anybody about that, least of all you.”

      “True, I am only your son, but I’m also your business partner, or at least I was for many years during your affair with this woman. I don’t care about that, Pop, I never did. I always felt you could do better. She’s a gold digger, there’s no room for doubt.”

      His father shook his head. “Don’t you think I know that? I’ve been bedding women since way before you were born. I know what I’m doing. You know what I like about Jane?”

      There were plenty of things to like. She was pretty and willing, but there were things to be cautious of. She wasn’t after his father’s heart but his money.

      “Tell me.”

      “She’s exactly like me. She goes after what she wants and won’t stop until she gets it. I’m what she wants. I know what I’m doing.”

      “I don’t doubt that. What worries me is that I don’t know what you’re doing. About anything. Not about Jane, and not about the lodge.”

      “You don’t think I’m serious about giving you and that girl my blessings?”

      He hated the way he called her “that girl.”

      “Her name is Lauren.” A long, tense silence passed before Max said, “I want to believe you.” His father pulled his top desk drawer open and took out the manila folder, laying it flat on the desktop. He opened it, raised the letter, and tore it down the middle, pairing the scraps and tearing them again.

      “Does that make it clear?”

      Max sat in a quiet shame for not believing him. “Thank you.” His father nodded, and Max went on, “What about Jane? She’s got her sights set on marrying you. She says she’ll come between us if you don’t propose by the end of the year.”

      Pops cracked a wry smile. “You just let me worry about Jane, son. You go back and get that winter village thing happening at the lodge, I’ll handle things here. Haven’t I always?”

      Max couldn’t disagree, but it still left him with a sense of worry he couldn’t escape.

      He drove back to the lodge, thinking about the winter village and the future of the beleaguered ski lodge. It wouldn’t survive in the coming economic and ecological climate.

      That’s why the old man changed his tune. He knows I’m right about taking a kinder approach, but he also knows what’s coming.

      It was better to stand back and let the economic realities take their toll and then come in and sweep up after the place came tumbling down.

      It made Max’s heart feel hollow, but it was more complex than merely feeling betrayed by his father. He’d always known what kind of man he was, so he couldn’t be surprised. His greater challenge was not feeling guilty for whatever part he’d played in Lauren’s ultimate downfall.

      They’d fail. Max had to admit to himself, they were just spinning their wheels. Had his father gotten to the store owners, to the pastor even, paying them off to shut them out so he could stand back and watch them fall flat on their asses? He could stand there and pretend to be Ebenezer Scrooge on Christmas morning while the lodge continued its death march into bankruptcy.

      What happened when he finally came in and made an offer? Lauren would think he’d been lying to her, playing her, siding up to her as part of his father’s campaign, but what if he was wrong, what if his father really was on the level?

      Had he become so jaded, so hard-hearted, that he couldn’t welcome legitimate goodwill from his own dad?

      There were no clear answers and little time to reason it out. He pulled up to the lodge where construction workers had arrived and begun building the faux cottages and lampposts that were key to the lodge’s transformation.

      Lauren stepped out to welcome him, a sweet smile on her pretty face.

      “It’s happening, look at what we’re creating.” She swept her arm out like she was offering him the world, and she was. She was offering him her world.

      “It’s amazing. You’re amazing.” He pressed his lips to hers in a gentle kiss.

      In that moment, he could see her as his wife, stepping out to greet her husband. The kiss deepened, and he felt as if he was home. He pulled away and looked up at that rustic lodge and sighed. It was a special place, and he couldn’t think about what would happen to it, and what part he might have played in its fate.

      He had to believe it wasn’t too late. Though the puzzle was getting more complicated, Christmas was coming, and they were still together. As long as they were in love, everything else would fall into place. Of that, he was certain. Almost certain.
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      Only a few guests lingered around the lodge, which had become the center of an expanding construction project assembling the winter village. It took shape quickly, and Lauren was happy that it was coming together.

      The perfect reward for a day of hard work was for her and Max to slip into the lodge’s jacuzzi, overlooking the town of Moss Creek below. The hot, bubbly water was especially soothing against the cold, brisk air. They were the only two people in the tub enjoying the heat as the steam rose around them.

      The lights of Moss Creek sparkled beneath them like grounded stars. The sky was a sheet of inky black with glistening diamonds dancing about. It seemed as if they were the only people in the world, and nothing could hurt them.

      Max’s eyes found hers, and she knew what he was wanting, what he was feeling. The same impulses were streaming through her body too; the desire to be closer, as close as any two bodies can be, and then closer still. She wanted to pull him to her there and then, to throw her arms and legs around him and take him in completely and totally with wild abandon. Sadly, there were still a few guests at the lodge, and Ruthie’s judgmental eyes were never far away.

      It was sweet enough to sit in that percolating froth, releasing a sigh that seemed to take with it all the stress and worry building since her father’s death. Max had brought a new perspective, a new aspect to her life and to the life of the lodge. He was destined to lead the Sunshine Lodge into the future.

      “Penny for your thoughts?” she asked.

      Max chuckled. “I suppose that’s all they’re worth.” After a pause, he went on, “It’s my father, and the future, and there’s a lot to think about.”

      Lauren nodded. “My parents would probably say there was a lot to pray about.”

      “Not mine.” They shared another laugh. “My father says hope trumps faith every time.”

      “Hope? I didn’t know your father was so tenderhearted.”

      “He’s a good man deep down, but he’s tough because he’s had to be, at least that’s how he saw it.”

      “You’ve always played it a different way.”

      He nodded. “I have hope. Hope for a better life for the people here; hope that my father has finally come around on so many things. I guess I always felt that a person could lose faith, but they can still have hope.”

      She nodded. It seemed such a sweet and simple notion.

      “Hope and faith,” she said, “to me, they seem like two sides of the same coin.” Max broke a little smile, and her eyes locked on his lips. “But love always wins out.”

      “It does,” he said.

      Their faces neared, and she cleared her throat. “I mean, isn’t that what the romantics would say?”

      “The rock band?” he joked.

      They shared a laugh. “Two souls with but a single thought; two hearts that beat as one.”

      “Keats?”

      “Yes.”

      Their faces neared for a kiss, lips pressing together, hands sliding under the bubbling surface. Passion rose in her blood, nerves prickling her skin. She wouldn’t be able to withstand the temptation much longer, though she could hardly dare move from the hot water, cuddling and nuzzling him.

      It was a dream come true, and the rest of the night would hold more promise and satisfaction.

      Each night they spent together was perfection.
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      He and Lauren sat in the great room of the lodge, watching the flames flicker in the fireplace. The question of how much to say consumed him. He had grown too close to Lauren to be less than honest with her, and what was going on involved her and her future. Protecting her meant being open and truthful, though not so honest that he’d be committing romantic suicide.

      “We need to talk.”

      Her eyes grew wide. “That sounds ominous. Should I worry?”

      He hated being so cagey, but everything was at stake for the two of them, and the lessons he’d learned from his father echoed in the back of his brain. “She’s up to something, that nurse Jane, I know it.”

      Lauren said, eyes wide with her surprise, “Really? It’s like a soap opera over there.”

      “Nothing so amusing, I’m afraid. My father says he’s got a handle on things, and what worries me is that he just might. All this, his change of heart, I want to believe him, but I’m not sure I can.” The greatest show of sincerity was Pops tearing up the document. Once that had been destroyed, so was his father’s hold on his and Lauren’s future.

      There was no reason to mention it, he told himself; it was gone, and bringing it up would only make things unnecessarily complicated.

      “I guess this is where you have to lean on faith or maybe hope.”

      “I suppose as long as you know I love you, and we’re standing together, there’s nothing she can do to us. As far as my father’s concerned, he’s formidable. No one goes against him and wins.” He chuckled. “Not true, because I did.”

      “Yes, you did,” she said with a sexy wisp in her voice. “You did it for me. You can’t know what that means to me, Max.”

      Walking away from the woman of his dreams, the girl he’d loved all his life, made the thought of submitting to his father’s business schemes impossible. The vision of himself seated with his father in that smoke-filled study was a sickening sight compared to walking into that lodge each day to see Lauren.

      They kissed, and Max could feel the power of her gratitude, and the urgency of her growing need for him. Their love was swelling to consume them both. Whatever else they were facing, their strength grew within them and between them to make them stronger. Though the mountains were still barren, the ski lifts long closed, there was a sense of possibility at the lodge—the possibility of them.

      A scream shot through the air and through Max’s body, making the hairs stand up on the back of his neck. He and Lauren shared a frightened expression before they turned to bolt across the room.

      They ran out to the backyard of the property just as Patrick and Cindy came running from the stables.

      “Cougar,” Patrick said, “big one, coming at the horses.”

      There was no time to go back to the house. Max realized that if there were guns at the lodge, he had no idea where they were. The horses were at risk, and word of such an attack would be the final nail in the lodge’s coffin.

      He shouted, “Wait here,” before running toward the stable, already knowing that Lauren would be fast on his heels.

      He ran up to see the horses bucking, and a big cougar hissing and swiping its extended claws. It flashed white fangs, and pink gums, and turned its attention to Max and Lauren. Patrick and Cindy stood in fear behind them.

      Lauren ducked to a corner of the stable, grabbing a pitchfork and called to Max. He turned just as she tossed him the tool. Caught in the air, he spun it around as the cat lunged. He forced it back with those four sharp prongs. He wasn’t trying to kill the beast, but he had no choice but to repel it and prevent it from attacking Lauren and her staff.

      The animal was riled, no doubt a prisoner of its own natural instincts to fight, and hunt, and kill.

      The cat swiped, its claws catching the pitchfork and almost pulling it free of Max’s grip. A cat that size had incredible strength and would do damage to any of the lodge’s horses or guests.

      Lauren ducked back as the horses became more agitated, shaking their heads, rearing, and clopping their hooves. Max had no choice, throwing himself forward at the deadly cat, feeling those four prongs pressing against the thick hide and reedy muscles. The animal cried out and bolted but got trapped under the hooves of an agitated horse. The hunter had become the prey and the unlikely victor, Speckles the mare.

      Death had returned to the lodge, and what the ramifications would be, neither Max nor Lauren could know for sure. Word would get out and much sooner rather than later.
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      Lauren’s body shook uncontrollably. The fight with the big cat had come out of nowhere and ended horribly. It was almost impossible for her not to take it as a sign—a bad sign.

      “We can’t have a winter village attraction with big predators running around like that.”

      Max shrugged. “It’s the season, global warming; it’s too hot, and there’s too much competition on the mountain for food.”

      “There’s nothing we can do about that, but I can’t lure my friends and neighbors or anybody else here just to serve them up as a hot lunch!”

      “It could be a fluke,” Max said. “He was a lone predator staking out his territory. It’s been so quiet here lately, but with the winter village, the place will be packed, and that’s way too much activity for something like that to happen again.”

      She wanted to agree, but the sight of that animal, and knowing how powerful it was, how dangerous it could be, made her doubts impossible to ignore.

      “Seems like a terrible risk.”

      “I know it was upsetting, and I won’t sit here and tell you to go against your heart. You can take this is as an omen and see it as the straw that broke the camel’s back, and that’s fine. If you feel that way, I’ll help you accomplish whatever you want to achieve, but you might also be overreacting.”

      “Overreacting? If there’s even the slightest chance that it could happen again, I wouldn’t call that overreacting.”

      “Then close the place now,” Max said. “Look around you, you live on a mountain in a changing world. Life changes here, as it does anywhere. There will be new challenges, new doubts, but our choice will be whether to rise to those challenges or to shrink from them. Whatever you choose, I’ll support you. I want you to make that decision with confidence and care. We’ve come so far, and we’re so close. I’m not sure how but look at what we’ve overcome already; all that history between our fathers, the changing weather, and now this. It may tempt you to stop, to give up, but if word gets out about that cat, and it will, and we shut down as a result, nobody will ever come here again.”

      Lauren knew he was right, and the thought of letting go of her family home went too hard against the grain. She wanted to succeed, to survive, and she wanted Max to be right. It was getting harder to believe, but she mustered the strength and nodded, wiping a lone tear from her eye.

      “What about an extra guard or something?”

      Max nodded. “We’ll monitor the area. We can get a ranger out here, but my guess is that it won’t happen again.”

      “Well, you’d better be right.” She let go of a hysterical laugh. “Maybe we should change it to a spa and weight loss center.” She attempted a weak smile. “Come visit Sunshine Lodge and lose weight, one bite at a time.”

      Max shook his head and went back outside to deal with the disposal of the cat and see to the construction workers.

      Getting them back on track was important if they wanted to meet their completion date. The petting zoo pen was going up, but the other booths were dragging behind schedule.

      Lauren went to the lobby reception desk to take up her usual station. Swiping her tablet, she was once again looking over columns of numbers that assembled to tell a new and different story, to write a new chapter in the lodge’s history, maybe even a historical document showing its demise.

      Ruthie walked by with her eyes fixed on Lauren, and her expression almost bursting with worry. Lauren followed her, knowing she’d hear about it, eventually.

      “What, Ruthie?”

      “You know what child. Dat man have you all turned around.”

      “Did you see what he did? He saved my life, and you still don’t trust him?”

      “You are not wrong. We can’t have children on the mountain. He only wants money.”

      “Ruthie, he’s the one who signed the loan. If he was untrustworthy, he’d be encouraging me to shut down, use the loan against me. Is it so hard to believe that he’s a good and decent person? It’s Christmas time, so stop being a Grinch and become a Cindy Lou Who.”

      She shook her head, obviously confused. “You’ll see, and let’s hope when you open your eyes, it’s not too late!”
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      Max made sure construction was back on track before taking some time out to hit the internet. Lauren had raised some good points, and he thought more research on the matter of big cat attacks would reassure, if not enlighten.

      These kinds of attacks happened from time to time, in locations all over the United States. Bigger populations were pushing into otherwise natural areas, forcing the cats and the humans into contact. Cats were becoming more emboldened and desperate as their resources shrank.

      Moss Creek hadn’t expanded in that way, and the lodge stood just where it had been. It seemed like a fluke, and there wasn’t much information to show the place wouldn’t be perfectly safe. At least as safe as any such place could be.

      It brought his father to his mind and how things could be as they appeared. Random balances and imbalances in nature are resolved, old feuds are healed over. It was easy to believe the cat was a coincidence, and that his father’s anger had come and finally gone in the same way. Whatever had changed his mind, just as whatever had sent that big cat into their midst, made Max glad things had worked out as well as they did. It was hardly a Christmas miracle, but the fact that it hurt no one was miraculous.

      He thought about Jane and wondered if she was as bad as he thought. She only wanted what everybody wanted; to love and be loved, to have some measure of success and security. There was no way she’d be able to manipulate his father, not Eaton Hunter. If she made him happy, and his happiness made him wish for Max and Lauren’s contentment then why not support them—support her? She was keeping his grandmother alive, and that was an important contribution to everyone’s life.

      He’d have to go back and apologize for his mean words and thoughts. All he wanted was to protect his father and his family. Surely, she could understand that. They were all on the same side. It was the Christmas season, after all. A time for giving. A time for family.

      Maybe they should have them over for dinner, finally bring the two families back together.

      He found Lauren in the lodge, standing behind the desk.

      “What would you say if we had my family over for dinner? They could see the lodge and see how happy it makes us.”

      She smiled. “Are you trying to make my father turn over in his grave?”

      “You’re joking, right?” he asked, not so certain.

      He watched her eyes for any sign of distress, but only a sly smile showed.

      She rocked her head back and forth. “If anything would make my father rise from the dead, it would be Eaton Hunter dining in his lodge.” She closed her eyes, and when she opened them again, she grinned. “I think it’s a great idea. You can’t cross a canyon without a bridge. We can be that bridge.”

      Lauren seemed genuinely excited. Her ever-present cook, Ruthie, not so much. Lauren calmly decided on a menu of filet mignon and lobster tail, steamed and buttered asparagus tips, a fresh garden salad, potatoes au gratin, and chocolate mousse for dessert. She was bent on impressing his father, and that impressed him.

      She didn’t like his father, but it was important for the two families to unite. It was the only real chance for a future between them, and Lauren seemed to see that as clearly as he did.

      To see her take command and not second-guess herself in the face of her obviously skeptical mentor, Ruthie, filled Max with awe.

      He could already imagine their family holiday meals. Their children sitting at the table. Girls and boys with her hair, her eyes, and her strength.

      Their future together had never felt more certain. To imagine that his father might sit at the Matthews’ table was almost inconceivable.

      It felt like a miracle, like the power of the season had softened the old man’s heart to allow the magic of the lodge to secure their futures as a single family.
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      Lauren tried to ignore her nervousness. She hadn’t been in the same room with the legendary Eaton Hunter since she’d been a kid. She hardly had any memory of him at all, though she’d had plenty of opportunities to imagine what kind of man he was: ten feet tall, ate cars for breakfast, and belched fire after lunch.

      The facts were reassuring after her childish imagination ran away.

      He was far less terrifying than she had believed.

      “Welcome to Sunshine Lodge,” she said and stepped aside so Ethel, wheeled by Jane and Eaton, could enter. She guided them to a table off to the side that she’d reserved and set up for their family dinner.

      Max pulled out her chair, and when he slid it in, he whispered, “Thank you,” in her ear.

      Eaton was a robust, barrel-chested, aging man. Sure, he was intimidating, but she could sense that he didn’t mean to be, it was just how he presented.

      Her nerves were in a titter as she watched him take in the surrounding lodge. Even the slightest glance made Lauren worry that they hadn’t sufficiently dusted, or the pine logs in the fire weren’t fragrant enough.

      Max took her hand and gave it a squeeze of support.

      “It’s been a while since I’ve been here.” Eaton scanned the dining room. “Not much has changed.”

      She wondered if that was meant as a jibe.

      He cleared his throat. “Sometimes, keeping things the same is important. One should feel comfortable in one’s skin,” he looked at Max, “In one’s home.”

      Lauren smiled. “I’m so happy you could come to my home. To truly see its beauty and appreciate its intrinsic value.”

      Eaton smiled. “I’ve always seen its value.”

      He was very polite, almost too polite.

      Ruthie arrived with a scowl but didn’t say a word. She served dinner and disappeared to most likely sulk in the kitchen.

      As Lauren savored the tender meat, covered with cracked peppercorns, juicy and flavorful, she silently thanked Ruthie for doing her part to make the proper presentation.

      The merlot was tangy and dark, the asparagus colorful and firm, slick with butter and sprinkled with glittery crushed kosher salt.

      Holiday music played softly in the background, while the dining room was cast in a golden glow from flickering candles. The few other guests ate at a cluster of tables not far off, but it seemed to Lauren as if they weren’t there at all. Her attention was fixed on her present company, Max and his father, his grandmother, and her nurse, Jane.

      Poor Ethel sat in her wheelchair, staring straight ahead, barely moving the entire meal.

      Max occasionally turned to speak to her as if she could answer like there was nothing wrong.

      After one remark, he turned to catch Lauren’s eyes. There was a glint of sadness and resignation as if he knew the futility of his loving little gestures.

      Lauren had already heard about Jane, the nurse assigned to care for both elderly Hunters, but in drastically different ways. Lauren had never thought of doing such a thing herself and found the very idea of gold digging distasteful. But watching the woman sitting at her table as a guest, quietly respectful of Eaton and Max, and even Lauren, made her admit that there was something altogether too human about her to condemn.

      Eaton was powerful and wealthy and handsome, and Lauren could too easily understand how a woman would be attracted to him.

      Lauren only had eyes for Max. Their love was of heart and mind, and not money, but it was fairly obvious why Jane had become entranced with Max’s father.

      She wanted to be angry with her for trying to manipulate Max, but she also knew how prone some people were to such things. She was a good deal shy of perfect herself. However, she was grateful to have them in her house and even excited at the prospect of having them all together as a family.

      She envisioned Max as the new father, and she the new mother of a new generation of the Matthews-Hunter family.

      If Jane was to be a part of that family, Lauren resolved to accept her with an open heart, as her parents would have, and as she received Eaton and Ethel, and Max. The time for old judgments, and perceptions, and feuds to be put aside had come.

      “Well, I must say,” Eaton said, “I’m very intrigued with this Holiday Village.”

      “We’ve decided to call it a Yule Village,” Lauren said. “This way, we can preserve the rustic approach but still appeal to everybody’s festive spirit.”

      “Very clever,” Eaton said. “Have you arranged for advertising?”

      Max nodded. “We’re finishing construction as soon as we can so we can shoot a commercial for the lodge’s website. Costumes are just about ready, and I’ve started casting a few locals.”

      “Maybe Mayor Shipley would like to be Father Christmas, at least for the big opening. That could draw attention.”

      Eaton broke out in a little chuckle. “He might be better served making a speech and introducing the place.” After a moment to consider, he said, “What if I played Father Christmas?”

      Lauren glanced immediately at Max, whose mouth had dropped open, eyes wide. “Pop?”

      Eaton shrugged. “Well, why not? It’s a position of respect and authority. I think that would be fitting.”

      Max seemed dumbstruck, eyes shifting to Jane, and to Lauren, and to his grandmother, expecting somebody to explain. It took the old man himself to shrug and say, “Look, Max, the way things are, and the way they’ve been, isn’t good.” Eaton wrestled with his words, uncharacteristic for the normally forthright businessmen. “Your way of doing things makes some sense, I’ll admit. Maybe putting out a different image for myself and for Hunter Properties would be good. I’ll do it in the spirit of the season.”

      Lauren felt like she wanted to break out in a relieved sob. Her attention drew back to Max as his own heart seemed to swell.

      He said, “That sounds great, Pop.” He turned to Lauren. “It’s your decision.”

      Lauren couldn’t help but smile. She nodded. “I think it’s a wonderful idea, Max. Thank you, sir.”

      He repeated, “Sir? Sir was my father’s name.” They all shared a little chuckle while Lauren enjoyed another sip of wine.
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      “You, Father Christmas?”

      His father laughed, the robust sound filling the room with warmth.

      “Why is that so hard to believe?”

      “It’s not, but it’s unexpected.”

      “Haven’t I told you to always expect the unexpected?”

      That much was true, but this was different. This was a complete about-face.

      “What about you, sir? How are things going for Hunter Enterprises?” Lauren asked.

      “Swimmingly well. We’ve got a few new opportunities on the horizon, but let’s not talk business. This is a time to celebrate the season.”

      Max could hardly disguise his devotion, but he continued to try. His father had never been a man given to a public display of affection, and while he seemed to make progress, Max didn’t want to push his luck with a gush of family love.

      There was no way to deny the feeling he had, having his father as a guest. Even though the lodge wasn’t his home, he felt as if it was. He certainly felt like Lauren was his family, even without a proper marriage proposal.

      As we sat around this dining table, it was easy to imagine the next generation of Matthews-Hunters gathered around respectfully listening to their grandfather’s tales of business and adventure. However, they would be raised to be friendly and welcoming and to never harbor a grudge, or scheme, or backstab.

      Max had little choice but to look back on his reunion with Lauren. He’d been sent under dubious circumstances and taken a gamble on his father’s better nature. Still, his father had come around, and Max was looking at the shape of things to come.

      “Dinner is delicious,” Eaton said. “You must give my regards to the chef.”

      Max considered inviting Ruthie out for an introduction, but he couldn’t take a chance that she’d arrive with a sharpened blade and a need to flay someone open. That person would most likely be his father or him.

      “You might remember, Ruthie, she’s been with my family for years.”

      “Jamaican woman?”

      Lauren smiled. “Yes, have you met her?”

      Max’s father shook his head. “No, but her stew is a legend. I’d love to know what she puts in it to make it special.”

      Lauren laughed. “I think it’s jerk seasoning, but for all I know, it could be some kind of island voodoo that makes it so delicious.”

      He chuckled. “Don’t let Pastor Higgins hear that, or he’ll kidnap her, baptize her, and soak her in holy water until she’s either pruned or pure.”

      “She’s already pure. Pure of heart and intentions.”

      Max shook his head. “As long as she likes you. If she doesn’t, I’d watch what you eat and drink.”

      His father picked up his fork and set it aside.

      “Oh,” Lauren said. “You have nothing to worry about unless you find chicken bones in your bed.”

      She was teasing, but it was funny to watch his father’s eyes go from shock to concern, to lit up with humor.

      “I could use her on the payroll. There’s a few people I’d like to get rid of.”

      Jane cleared her throat. “That was the old you,” she said.

      His father would yield in many ways, across the dinner table and across the negotiating desk. He’d be taking a kinder, gentler approach. The old ways were gone, a new year was dawning for their family.

      “Yes,” his father lowered his head. “I’m truly sorry about the loss of your father, Lauren.”

      Max glanced at Lauren and could see the flash of sorrow in her expression. She’d lost her father only a few weeks before, and the meal they were sharing was the final realization of Frank’s efforts to heal the rift between him and his old friend and onetime business partner.

      Lauren would be grateful, just as he was grateful. It was bittersweet that her father couldn’t be there to shake his old friend’s hand, to seal their peaceful pact.

      Max thought of his own mother, along with Lauren’s. The two women had been close, but after the news broke, Max’s mom was never the same, and it was Lauren’s mother who came offering friendship and love and support.

      The memory of his father’s bellowing, casting her out and separating the friends forever, separating their children forever, was long forgotten.

      “It’s nice we can find balance again. No need to tip the scales any longer,” Max said.

      “Balance is good,” Lauren held his hand underneath the table.

      No life could mean anything without its balance, its equal, or its other. If his father found a worthy match in Jane, he was happy for it.

      He offered her a little smile from across the table. Jane nodded humbly and turned her eyes down to her plate. She seemed especially quiet, though she rarely spoke when she didn’t seem compelled to.

      Max wasn’t sure if her feelings were born of humility, gratitude, or perhaps even duplicity, but it hardly mattered. His father’s feelings were what mattered between them as far as he was concerned.

      Lauren’s feelings were what mattered to Max. The rest would take care of itself with a little care, a dash of hope, and a mustard seed of faith.

      Faith, Max couldn’t help but think. He’d long understood love. His study of the romantics had stoked his instinctive insight into the ways of the human heart and mind. He had hoped for a better family, a better life, and that hope seemed poised to come to fruition.

      They finished dinner, and Max kissed his grandmother’s cheek before helping take her to the SUV. Once settled, he walked around to the driver’s side and held out his hand to his father.

      “Thank you for coming.”

      His father took his hand and shook it, looking into Max’s eyes. “It’s important to know when to stand down to get what you want.” He squeezed his hand. “Love you, son.”

      As the taillights faded into the distance, he thought about the evening and how everything had turned out the way they wanted. He couldn’t have asked for a better outcome.

      In the back of his brain, his unconscious self said, “Be careful what you ask for.”
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      Lauren woke up early the next day and got right to work finishing the costumes, which had to be tailored at the lodge.

      Cindy stood on a stepstool while Lauren sewed the hem of her big, Bavarian skirt. She was pretty in her peasant blouse, a charming old-world maiden to help transport their guests to a different place and time, a land of magic and lore.

      Cindy said, “So, you and Max? You’re together?”

      Lauren nodded. “Yes, we were childhood friends, and now we’re together.”

      “That’s so sweet.” After a tentative pause, she asked, “How did you know for sure that your guy was the guy?”

      “Max,” Lauren said with a smile, “was always the guy for me. Not that I wasn’t surprised that it worked out, I still can hardly believe it, but I guess when it’s meant to be, it’s meant to be. No reason to overthink it or overwork the details. Even when we faced things that seemed insurmountable, it came together because we didn’t care about those things, we didn’t worry about those distractions. We love each other, we’re meant to be together, and we’re lucky enough to know it, and have a second chance to make it work.”

      Cindy nodded, but she didn’t smile the way Lauren might have expected, and she had a good inkling as to why.

      “Are you having doubts about Patrick?”

      Her eyes grew wide. “You know?”

      Lauren coughed up an amused little huff. “I had a hunch,” was all she felt she needed to say. “He’s a good guy. Was there an argument or a disagreement? Nothing to do with the lodge, I hope.”

      “No, it’s just …” Cindy reached up and set her hand flat against her belly; her miserable expression told Lauren everything she needed to know. Lauren would stand by Cindy, not as an employer, but a friend, and a fellow human being.

      “Does he know?”

      Cindy shook his head. “I’m afraid to tell him.”

      “Do you love him?”

      “I do, Lauren, I really do, but I mean, we both work here. Will we be able to keep working here?” She looked around the room. “We’ll have expenses, and I won’t be able to work after some time. There’s so much to think and worry about.”

      “I understand,” Lauren was quick to say, “I really do. Does he love you?”

      “He says he does, and I believe him, but I want to believe him, especially now. Patrick is getting his electrician’s license, and if we both keep working here, we’ll be able to make ends meet, but with how things are going …”

      “I know.” She hung her head. “We’re doing everything we can to keep the lodge going.”

      She nodded. “I’ve told all my friends about the festival, but once the winter comes and goes, and this whole thing blows over, then what?”

      Lauren sighed; heart heavy and head shaking. “Honestly, I don’t know. We’re trying to be hopeful and have faith, but I know that won’t be so easy for you with another mouth to feed on the way.”

      “What if he leaves me?” Cindy asked. “I couldn’t do it alone.”

      “You could do it on your own if you had to.” Reading the fear on her face, Lauren was quick to add, “But you won’t have to.” She looked around the lodge, already knowing what she could and could not promise. “You’ll always have me, as a friend and as family. You won’t be alone whatever Patrick says or does, but you have to tell him soon.”

      “But—”

      “It’s your choice about when to tell him but do it soon.”

      “You’re right. I’m just afraid. What if he’s not happy?”

      Lauren laughed. “He was probably happy during the process of making that little one. If he’s not excited at first, it’s okay. He’ll come around.”

      Cindy seemed like she was trying to smile, but she didn’t succeed and let her lips go slack.

      Lauren went on, “Whatever you choose and whatever happens, I’ll support you, but you have to give Patrick a chance to step up to the plate.”

      Cindy seemed to think about it before nodding with a sigh.

      “Congratulations.” Lauren wrapped her arms around her young friend. “Hope, faith, and love; that’s all anybody really needs, and it’s all anybody ever really has.”
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      Max hammered the boards together, trying to catch up, and was glad for Patrick’s help, but the young man was obviously nervous about something, more than just the bleak changes they were all facing.

      “Are you okay?”

      “I dunno,” Patrick said, “I have a bad feeling about things, that’s all.”

      “Join the club, but really, that’s life. It’s not a fairy tale, it’s one challenge after the next. It’s the rising to the challenge that makes life worthwhile.”

      “Is that the secret of your success?” After a moment to second-guess himself, Patrick added, “I could use all the advice I can get. Cindy is acting strange, I’m afraid she will leave me for someone better. I mean, I haven’t even gotten my electrician’s license, yet. Thank God we’ve had this place to keep us going. I don’t mean to be a downer about things, but it’s less and less every year, which means fewer hours. It’s hard to make a living much less a life.”

      “Don’t underestimate her, Patrick. If she loves you, if she really loves you, she’ll stick by you. You’ve got a future if you believe in it and want it bad enough. Stick with your studies, the license will come soon enough.”

      Max walked into the house to visit the bathroom and passed Ruthie on the way out. He gave her a nod and a smile as they met in the hall.

      Ruthie fisted her hips and turned to him to say, “Mistah Max Hunter,” in that thick Jamaican accent.

      He stood calmly, already knowing the robust woman’s disposition toward him. She deserved to speak her mind, and he was happy to let her express her distrust.

      “Ruthie,” he said before waiting for her to go on.

      “I owe you an apology. When you came around, I was afraid you’d be hurtin’ my child.”

      “That was never my intention.”

      “You are a fine man, I know dat now. I was wrong.”

      Max cracked a smile. “That’s good of you to say, Ruthie.” He gave her a little kiss on the cheek and walked into the lobby.

      He saw Lauren walking across the backyard of the lodge, a place she’d called home for most of her life, a place she wanted to call home for the rest of her life.

      It scared her, but it was the fear that gave her courage. Looking at her, as she took the reins of the lodge’s future, he thought about her parents and how they must have been gazing down on her with pride and joy.

      What they would have thought about him, he didn’t know. His arrival at the lodge had been unexpected. Sometimes, life was uncertain, but the one thing he was steadfast about was his love for Lauren and their future together.

      Time had tried to keep them apart, but somehow, they’d found their way back to one another. If Lauren could sustain a smile in the face of her losses, he was determined he would stand beside her and build their future together.

      Whether they would have it at the lodge was another issue but it didn’t matter where, as long as they were together.

      Something grabbed Max’s attention, a sedan pulling up to the front of the property. He didn’t recognize the black-haired man pulling a briefcase from the car before slamming the door. The way he was approaching the lodge, Max knew it wasn’t a social call. He had news, bad news, and that caused a cold stone to turn in Max’s gut.
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      Lauren opened the door for Sam, who stepped in with a solemn air. “Lauren,” he said. Max walked over and extended his hand to shake, but Sam didn’t take it, a gesture not lost on any of them.

      “We haven’t met,” Sam said, “I’m Sam Horn, the Matthews’ accountant and business manager.”

      “Max Hunter.”

      “What’s going on?” Lauren asked.

      “That’s an excellent question.” Sam walked past them and deeper into the lobby, approaching a couch and coffee table under the big antler chandelier. He set his briefcase on the table, flipped it open, and handed a letter to Lauren. At the top of the letter was the name Hunter Properties.  At the bottom was a signature she recognized; her father's. As well as one she wasn't familiar with; Eaton Hunter's. Her heart started beating faster as she read the letter, the legal phrasing bringing a sour taste to the back of her mouth. The terminology was intimidating and confusing, with words like herewith, sole possession, and fair and reasonable compensation.

      She turned to Max, whose expression told her it wasn’t the first he was seeing of the letter. “Max, what is this?”

      “It’s a promissory note,” Sam answered for Max. “It gives his father ownership of the lodge if the debt wasn’t paid by the time your father died. I just received this to my office by a personal messenger because I manage the financial end of this business.”

      “Max, did you know about this?”

      “Well, um, actually, the subject had come up between my father and me.”

      Sam shook his head, and Lauren could feel the blood drain from her face.

      Max was quick to explain. “He told me about this thing just a short while ago.”

      “Before you suddenly started coming around?” Sam asked.

      Max had to nod. “My father had wanted to bring the document after the funeral, but I couldn’t let him do that.”

      Sam asked, “Thought you’d slide in for a little something before you brought the hammer down?”

      “You stay out of this,” Max said, refocusing his attention on Lauren.

      She could barely stand to look him in the eyes.

      “I was stalling him,” Max said. “I figured I could turn things around, get him to drop the whole matter.”

      “You didn’t come here gearing up to con me out of my lodge?”

      “No, Lauren, just the opposite. I was letting my father think we were making a shrewd business move, but the idea was to get him to back off entirely and leave us alone.”

      “And if that didn’t work out?” she asked.

      “I would think of something. We would think of something.” He gripped the roots of his hair and pulled. “I don’t know, my father must have been lying about giving us his blessings.”

      “You think?” Sam asked sarcastically.

      Max pointed an angry finger at Sam. “Not one more word, pal, I’m not in the mood!”

      “Enough of this,” Lauren shouted, “just get out, Max.”

      “No, Lauren, this isn’t how it seems.”

      “The lady made herself clear,” Sam said. “Don’t make me take this to the next level.”

      Max looked at Sam and then at Lauren, and he seemed to know there was nothing he could say or do. Resignation was clear on his face.

      “This isn’t over.” He pointed to her. “We’re not over.”

      “Yes, you are,” Sam said, pointing to the door.

      Max hung his head and walked out.
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      He flung open the door of his father’s office and stomped inside. “How could you?” he screamed.

      Max was past trying to keep his temper. He’d usually been smart when dealing with his father, who always wielded the power between them, but he no longer had control over Max.

      “You left me no choice.”

      “How can you blame me? First, you tore up that contract!”

      “It was a copy. Use your head, Max. I swear, when it comes to that girl, your intellect goes right out the window.”

      “Oh, Pop, how could you be so heartless? You sent me in there as a dupe, a puppet?”

      “No, Max, I was on the level until you betrayed me.”

      “Betrayed? That blood feud of yours is your own business. Lauren and I love each other, and you will have to accept it.”

      “And I did. I turned my back on everything I believed in, everything I knew to be true, and I did that for you.” Eaton shook his head and huffed. “I taught you too well; that was my only problem.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about?”

      “My water park!” His father shouted. The red of his anger rose to the top of his head. “You came to me, playing on my heartstrings, hoping to turn me against Jane, of all people, and I discovered you’re talking up plans to convert that crappy old lodge into a water park—my water park!”

      “No, that’s not what’s happening.”

      “It’s not true?”

      Max reviewed the facts, his attention distracted by who might have told him such a thing, but there was no time to reason that out. “Who told you?”

      “Is it true or not?”

      “Well, yeah, I was talking to Lauren about our Yule Village, and we both agreed that the weather was changing, and was probably only going to get worse.”

      “That’s just what I said to you. You stole my ideas and gave them to her.”

      “No, it’s different.”

      “How? Because you’d have owned it? You’d marry the girl and swipe the lodge right out from under me.”

      “I was putting the idea out there. It’s not like she will do it.”

      “You’re damn right she’s not! She might have been able to twist you around her little finger, but not me! Watch, she’ll dump you, build the water park herself, and we’ll both be screwed.”

      “She already dumped me because of this—because of you.”

      “Because of you,” Pops said. “She’s not fooling me, not again. I should have known better than to trust anybody in that family. Her father was a snake and a sneak, and so is she.”

      “That’s not even close to being true. What happened years ago was your fault, but it’s over with now.”

      “Got that right.” He chomped down on his cigar. “It’s over with now.”

      Max walked out of his father’s office and down the stairs, but he didn’t make it to the door before Jane spoke his name. He turned to see her standing there, blood rushing hot in his veins. His brain flashed with angry words, but if he started with a single one, he was unlikely to control the others that followed.

      He pulled the front door open and stomped toward his SUV, but Jane followed him outside. “Max, wait, listen to me.” He stopped and turned. “I’m sorry about what happened. I tried to get him to go along, I really did.”

      “And all that talk about threatening my relationship with Lauren?”

      “I’m sorry about that, I was desperate. I thought your father would dump me after your grandmother passes. He doesn’t need me and will toss me out because he’s been using me.”

      The woman could get a walk-on job as an actress with her dramatic flair and fake tears.

      “I think you’re both getting your money’s worth.”

      “That’s not fair.”

      “I’m afraid it is.” Max looked her over. “You told him about the water park? How did you hear about that?”

      “I didn’t, I swear it. I was on your side. After I said those things to you, I felt terrible about it and went to your father to smooth things out. I figured it would put him in a loving mood, and maybe he’d see you and your girl, and he’d be inspired—become the way he used to be.”

      Max shrugged and turned to his SUV. “Good luck with that. Don’t forget, a leopard never loses its spots.”

      “Where are you going to go? This is your home, and you’re still the future of Hunter Properties. You’re still the life’s blood of this family.”

      “Not anymore,”—Max said, shaking his head,—“never again.”

      “Don’t say that,” Jane said with increasing urgency.

      Max turned, using what was left of his strength to hold back a terrific tirade, but any appeal to her conscience would be a waste of time.

      The best thing to say was nothing at all. The best course of action was to walk away. He was in his SUV, tires squealing, as he drove away from his childhood home before he realized he didn’t have anywhere to go.
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      Lauren was beyond consoling. Her blood ran cold in her veins, her body cramping and clenching with her gut-wrenching sobs. She’d run upstairs to the privacy of her bedroom, slamming the door before collapsing on her bed.

      Multiple emotions came in waves: repulsion, and shame, and then anger and embarrassment. She was feeling everything wrong, and all of it at once.

      How could I have been so stupid? They told me, they tried to warm me; Sam, even Ruthie. But no, I had to think I knew everything; I had to believe in love.

      The sorrow came in hot sobs that pushed through her body and out of her eyes, her mouth and her nose, filling her ears with the twisted cries of her tortured soul.

      Now she’d lost it all—her family—her home. It would crush Mom and Dad to know she let all their work slip away. She didn’t even make it six months before she let it fall apart.

      Her brain started pounding along with her heartbeat, sad certainties replaced by cold questions.

      What was he doing? He knew the whole time his father would take the lodge, so was it that important to take her to bed? Or was that just something he and his father worked up to make things that much worse and give them that extra bit of satisfaction?

      Max seemed so sincere, and she’d told herself he really cared.

      Another chill passed through her, telling her how wrong she was. That was always his part of the family plan. He was the face, and his father was the brains and muscle. She was the sucker, the patsy, the pigeon.

      She sobbed until she had nothing left, her face burning with salty traces of countless tears. Exhausted in body and soul, she was left with a beaten spirit.

      She had to admit that she never had a chance against a man like Eaton Hunter. She guessed Sally was right; some people just aren’t cut out for business, and she was one of them. If that was what it took to have a successful business, to be a person like Eaton or Max Hunter, then she wanted nothing to do with it.

      Even the townsfolk were all so ready to turn their backs on her and each other. Was that success? Was that survival? That was not the person she was or wanted to be.

      It was only then she flashed on the sad fact that it had been in that very bed that Max had finally won her over. She’d given herself to him, readily rushing in like the simple fool she’d always been. That first night and every night since had been gripping and thrilling, which made it more twisted and spoiled the memory. She allowed him to have her in every way: heart, body, and soul. He’d taken the last dream of her childhood, and her hope for a happy future.

      A hot wave pulsed through her, new strength surging in her tissues. “No,” she told herself, “I will not let Max get me down.” The man tried to destroy her. She would not let this dream die, especially not because of the Hunter men. There had to be a way to preserve her legacy, and she would find it.

      The lodge door opened downstairs with a distinctive thunk. It reminded her that she was still the owner and general manager of the resort and her place was down there to greet her guests, keep up appearances, and carry on.

      She almost vomited when she saw the young, handsome man standing at the bottom of the stairs.

      “No, Max.”

      “Please, Lauren, give me a chance to explain.”

      “A chance to lie more convincingly? You’ve got a lot of nerve showing up here like this.”

      “Listen, Lauren, hear me out. There’s something going on, something more complicated than we know.”

      “Yeah, and I wonder who’s behind it? You and your father?”

      “Not me, Lauren, not me.”

      “You knew about that loan document my father signed.”

      “I thought I’d gotten him to quash it. If I thought it might have been relevant, I’d have told you.”

      “Relevant to whatever scheme you two are cooking up?”

      He moved closer. “Look, I wasn’t happy or proud of it, but I knew if I could get him to withdraw it, it would never be a threat to you. That’s all I cared about, then and now.”

      “Yeah, and you think I’ll just decide to trust you again, believe in you? I mean, even if you don’t know exactly what’s going on with your father, you’re still his pawn.”

      “I was always trying to steer things in the right direction. Why wouldn’t I? I’m in love with you. I always have been, and I always will be.”

      Lauren crossed her arms in front of her chest, hoping her growing doubt wasn’t showing.

      “You thought you could just swoop in and marry me and get the lodge for free.”

      Max shook his head. “I can see how that would be your perception. I guess, all things considered, I’d think the same thing if I were in your position.”

      Lauren shook her head a bit, but it brought her no clarity. She searched for the answers to the riddles surrounding her. “You said he’d given us his blessing. Was that a lie, or were you just wrong?”

      “I watched him tear up the contract, though he says now it was just a copy, and I don’t doubt that. I took him for being sincere at the time; at least, I wanted to. Remember me saying it worried me, and I didn’t trust him.”

      Lauren remembered words to that effect when they were becoming closer, becoming entwined. “But what changed his mind?”

      “The water park idea I mentioned to you. Whoever you told is betraying us. I’m not sure how, but somebody brought word of that back to my father.”

      “So, what does he care if I turn my lodge into a water park, especially if he’s just going to take it?”

      “He wasn’t going to take it, or even force you into a sale if that wasn’t what you wanted. At least not as far as I’m concerned, I can’t know exactly what he was thinking or planning, and I still don’t.”

      “Now you’re telling me it was his idea to build a water park here?”

      “Yes, it was his idea, and he is reneging on his promises because he thinks we’ve swindled him.”

      “How can I be sure that isn’t what you were planning the whole time, and you just thought you’d nudge me there little by little? My God, I almost fell for that too.”

      He shook his head. “No, Lauren, I came to you to protect you from whatever my father would try to pull. When you mentioned repurposing the land, the idea just kind of came up. You were the one who brought up the Yule Village in the first place. The water park was for a different season.”

      “Well, that may be true, but you came to me knowing your father would swipe the lodge no matter what I did.”

      “No, I didn’t.” A tense silence followed before he went on, “Look, I know there’s a lot to wonder about, and I’m not asking you to trust me.”

      “Trust you?”

      “No, I’m asking you to help me. Whoever brought word back to my father about that dumb water park idea is working against us, working me against my father, and that person’s working against you too. If it’s good for my father, it’s bad for you. All I want now is to make this right. If I can leave you in peace with your lodge, I’ll disappear from Moss Creek and never come back. I can’t do it without your help. The only person I’ve mentioned it to is you.”

      “What are you saying? That I have some connection to your father?”

      “No, of course not. What I’m saying is that somebody you know has a connection to him, somebody you trust, and it isn’t me.”
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      It relieved Max to have won Lauren’s attention. Her trust was more than he could ask for. They had already sacrificed their romance, but she was still in the midst of dangerous people who were conspiring to steal her family home.

      If he could correct that, he’d leave her in peace. If not, he’d leave her in shame. She’d never have him the way she would have before; everything had changed for the worse, nothing would ever be the same.

      “I mentioned it to Sam.”

      “Your accountant? The asshole who kicked me out of your house.”

      “Yes, he’s the business manager for the lodge. We were taking a meeting, and he’s been pressuring me to sell.”

      “Oh, has he?”

      She nodded. Her anger had ebbed, and a new perspective seemed to wash over her, bringing her one step closer to not hating him so much.

      “Anyway,” Lauren went on, “we were brainstorming, the same way you and I were when you mentioned it to me.”

      “Exactly, we were brainstorming, that’s all. Perfectly innocent.”

      Lauren nodded.

      He wanted her to believe him. He went on, “He must have gone back to my father with that information. That’s the only thing that makes sense.”

      “What does?”

      “Think about what Sam said. It’s not that he didn’t know about the letter when he brought it to us. He said it had only been sent to him that day, not that he didn’t know it was coming for years. I don’t know, but the way he said it made it sound like he knew about it too.” As Max thought it through, pieces fell into place. “In fact, I would guess Sam has been on my father’s payroll for a long time, a man placed inside the enemy camp. How better to make sure the debt never got paid? How better to make sure he’d wind up with that lodge, and everything the Matthews family ever had?”

      He had to get Lauren to refocus on a new set of facts, a new set of questions to be answered, and challenges to be dealt with. She had to reconsider everything and everyone she knew.

      “Sam,” she said as if thinking it through. “Was he in your father’s pocket all those years, reporting back to him? There were hundreds of dollars that seemed to disappear, just enough to keep that loan from being paid.”

      It made sense; it made too much sense.

      “Something else,” she said, her voice quivering with uncertainty. “Sam asked me if I was interested in him, personally.”

      “You mean romantically?”

      She nodded.

      Anger rose in him like an inferno. “And he was coming against you the whole time! That’s what you thought I was doing. My God, I’m lucky you’re talking to me at all.”

      She said nothing, leaving a cooling chill in the surrounding silence.

      “The real question is, what do we do about it? What can we do about it? I’m not letting my father take your lodge, I can promise you that.”

      “That’s sweet, but like you said, what can anybody do? With the weather and the animals, maybe it is time to pack it in.”

      “No, that’s not the solution.”

      “At least you could still have a family; only seems fair that one of us should come out of this not alone.”

      Max took her hands. “No, he’s no family to me, not anymore. And you never have to be alone, not if you don’t want to be, not as long as I’m around.” He shook his head. “There has to be a way out of it. Obviously, Sam won’t be any help.”

      “Could he be? Could we get him to turn on your father?”

      “I doubt that my father would make himself vulnerable to that. He’d use a man like Sam but wouldn’t let himself be used by him. If he was our accountant, maybe, but my father’s smarter than that.”

      Lauren sat, looking exhausted by the stress. “I suppose we could go see a lawyer,” she said. “Maybe there’s one in Moss Creek your father hasn’t corrupted yet.”

      It was a good thought; it was promising, and it spoke to Lauren’s indomitable spirit, one of the things about her that excited and attracted him most. But the thing that really stood out to him was when she said, "we." Maybe her including him in her plans, meant she had reconsidered his innocence and was going to give him another chance at the happiness he was certain had escaped him.

      If given this opportunity, he wasn't about to let her down, not again.
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      It had been as they had feared. Max’s father had reached out to every lawyer in Moss Creek, rendering them unable to represent anybody else in the matter of the fate of the lodge.

      Lauren’s heart sank, but Max pushed forward. There was a resolve in his eyes that she found not only inspirational but necessary. It didn’t seem to have the same effect on portly Mayor Shipley.

      He looked over a copy of the letter of agreement between Frank and Eaton, shaking his head and sending his jowls into a gelatinous jiggle. “It’s quite an arrangement, I’ve seen nothing like it.”

      “We don’t think it’s on the level,” Max said. “We think he put the accountant in as a plant, and that Sam was embezzling money to keep their profits low, making it impossible to pay back the debt. That means the agreement wasn’t in good faith, and it could be challenged on that basis, couldn’t it?”

      Mayor Shipley shook his head and looked at his deputy, Carl Roberts, who sat in a chair next to the desk. “I’m not a lawyer,” Mayor Shipley said.

      “But I am,” Deputy Mayor Roberts said, seeming to attract the ire of his boss. “There could be a way to challenge the contract in court, yes, but you’d need a full copy of the lodge’s bank records, you’d need the books and the tax return filings. The buyout could be forestalled, but you’d have to keep up your mortgage payments in the meantime, and that could be years. Do you think you can manage that, realistically?”

      Lauren glanced at Max, but she could see in his expression that he didn’t hold out much hope. He said to the mayor, “If we can prove this man was working for my father to doctor those books and embezzle the money, that would be a felony, and I can hold that over my father’s head.”

      “Unless you’re worried about being an accomplice,” Mayor Shipley said. “Though I shouldn’t get involved with this any further. It’s an election year and important to avoid scandal.”

      “I can prove that I’m not an accomplice,” Max said, turning to Lauren, who nodded in agreement. Hot doubt festered in her belly, making her skin prickle with a million invisible needles.

      “Going after your father would destroy more than your company.”

      “It’s not my company,” Max said, “I don’t want any part of that blood money. I’d pay the debt off now if I could, but I’m not entitled to any of the holdings until I turn thirty-five.”

      “He’s got you by the short curlies,” the deputy said. “I don’t see how you can fight this.”

      “If I have to expose my father for the ruthless bastard that he is or threaten to do it to get him to back off and leave the lodge alone, then that’s what I will do.”

      “He’ll hogtie you legally,” Roberts said with a sad shake of his head. “I’m not saying that because I don’t want to see you succeed. Even though you might be right, the red tape will strangle you both.” After a long, sad silence, the mayor glanced approvingly at his deputy, Roberts could only shrug and add, “I’m sorry.”

      “Sorry?” Max said in a voice that only stirred and stoked Lauren’s nervousness. “Are you sorry? Or are you in my father’s pocket too?”

      The mayor and his underling exchanged glances, and Lauren knew there was something to what Max said, though she could only guess at anything beyond that.

      Max went on, “I know how my father operates, I know you’ll both be beyond implication. But don’t talk to me as if I hadn’t been raised at the man’s knee. I know how he uses others to his benefit while allowing them to think they're making their own choices. His way is over, gentlemen, his time is passed. Whatever you may think now, however much power he may wield, his way isn’t the future, and you both know that. It’s not the future of Moss Creek. If you’re willing to be influenced by him now, just keep in mind that I’ll be the one controlling the influence later; me and the other voters of Moss Creek.”

      Mayor Shipley said, “I appreciate that you’re upset young man, and I sympathize, but there is little I can do to mediate in such a matter. I urge you to get a qualified lawyer.” With a glance at his deputy, Mayor Shipley went on, “If you really think that’s a prudent course of action. I wish you the best of luck in any case.”

      Lauren wrapped her hands around Max’s calming him. She could feel the passion of his position pulsing in his veins. He maintained his composure and seemed to allow Lauren to lead him out of the office and down to the car with minimal ill will.

      “I can see why my father played things a certain way,” Max said, shaking his head.

      Lauren rubbed his back to calm him.

      “If others won’t play fair, and you come up to a stone wall, how better to deal with it than just to plow right through it?”

      “What if the wall won’t give? What happens when an unstoppable force meets an immovable object?” she asked.

      “Even worse,” Max said. “What happens when the immovable object is the unstoppable force?”
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      On the way back to the lodge, he and Lauren looked for a way of preserving it for Moss Creek and for their own future.

      “So, we can’t get a lawyer at all?”

      Max shrugged. “By this time, he could have put in calls to every lawyer in Colorado. My father plays rough.”

      “I see.” A mile up and some consideration later, her eyes lit with inspiration. “What if I just give the place away?”

      This grabbed Max’s attention, and his heart skipped a beat just to consider such a thing.

      “Nothing against your father, but I’d rather give it away than have him steal from me like this.”

      Max shook his head, “Everything’s against my father, and I’m the first one on the front line to help fight him. I think it’s a beautiful idea, but will that get you out of the mortgage payments?” He gripped the wheel tighter.

      “I suppose we could offer to sell the property to the city, or we could have an auction.” Max could see that selling the property was to sell out, and that was something Lauren didn’t seem ready or able to do to her parents. It wasn’t something Max was willing to help her do.

      It was a good try, and she seemed to understand that as well as he did. It was fruitless, though. The closer that SUV brought them to their home, the closer it brought them to the conclusion that it would not remain their home for long. It seemed as inevitable as the changing of the seasons.

      Whatever their destination, wherever they would live, they would share themselves, and that was what mattered. No family, no resource, and no remedy remained for either. They had the same opportunity that their parents had sought and won, the same promise of any two young lovers in America. The future was theirs for the taking, but the past was something that would have to be left behind.

      After getting home, she collected Patrick and Cindy and Ruthie, whose wide eyes and fearful expressions told them that they were already prepared for the worst.

      “We will see the Yule Village through,” Lauren said. “We think that’s only fitting, and honestly, it’s already paid for.” They shared a chuckle, but it didn’t last. “But after that, it’ll be time for you all to think about where you’ll be spending the next few years.”

      Ruthie threw herself into Lauren’s arms, and the energy coursed between them as the older woman squeezed tighter. “I’m not leaving you, child.”

      “No, Ruthie, you’ll never leave my heart, but I won’t have any work for you.”

      “I’m not here because I work here. I’m family, child.” She broke out sobbing, hugging Lauren and rocking her in her loving arms.

      Lauren looked at Patrick and Cindy.

      Max could see more ill-ease between them than merely this new and terrible news. They had to have seen it coming, but they didn’t join hands as he thought they might. Their heads dipped, but they did not share in their sorrow, a sad fact not lost on him.

      Lauren pressed a smile and said, “In the meantime, it’s Christmas time, we’ve got an exciting way to celebrate the season, the town, each other, and the lodge. It’s been good to us, and now we can give her a fitting farewell. Let’s give it that Christmas feeling.”

      Max pulled her close, but he seemed to know he couldn’t bring her the peace he wished, or the rescue he’d intended. There was no way to turn the bend on that road.

      “Let’s make this the greatest winter the lodge has ever seen, even if it will be the last.” Lauren failed to rouse a cheer from her distressed staff, but there was little mirth to be found at the moment.

      The big front doors of the lodge opened and drew their attention, and the five turned to see a familiar young man stepping in with a cautious politeness and a professional smile.

      “Deputy Mayor Roberts,” Max said. “Won’t you come in?”
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      Lauren’s heart beat faster to see the luminary step into the lodge. It had to be bad news, in keeping with the past few weeks. The deputy mayor came in with a solemn, professional air she recognized all too well.

      Max held her close, so she could face whatever the man offered—whatever new challenge was coming against them.

      What did it matter now, she wondered, what further zoning complication could he bring, what permitting rule would this be? It was another move by Eaton Hunter to shut down the Yule Village, no doubt. What will it be, banning the reindeer, or an ordinance against not being a rotten person?

      She clung to Max, knowing they had each other. She glanced at Ruthie and Patrick and Cindy, silently urging them to stand tall and that she would always stand with them. A ragtag family of outsiders and orphans, who’d always have each other as long as they wanted it to be that way.

      Deputy Mayor Roberts approached, glancing around the lobby. “It’s been a long time since I’ve been here, it’s just the way I remember it. My family used to take me here, back when we were new to Moss Creek. I always had a good time, but my father got sick, and we had to keep our celebrations more private. Still, nice to see the place again. I always felt it had a friendly vibe to it.”

      Lauren nodded, a hot worry still simmering in her gut. “Did you want a room?”

      Roberts cracked a wry smile. “No, I’m sorry, I got lost in the nostalgic moment. I lost my parents recently in a plane crash.”

      “I’m sorry,” Max was quick to say. “It’s always sad to say goodbye.”

      “It is.” Roberts shrugged. “What brings me here isn’t quite so sentimental.”

      The gathering warmth in Lauren receded, leaving a cold chill in its place. “What brings you?”

      “Well, you two.” He spread his arms out. “All of you. I was thinking about your situation, and I may have an answer.”

      “Really,” Max said, turning to glance at the man with skepticism.

      “Look, I know what you’re probably thinking. To tell you the truth, I’m thinking the same thing. I can’t prove anything, but I’ve been watching Mayor Shipley and certain backroom dealings. I’m not making any accusations.”

      “Of course,” Max was quick to throw in.

      “I know things are changing,” Roberts said. “The mayor’s ways, like your father’s ways, are the past, just like you said. That’s this town’s corrupt past, not our future.”

      Max and Lauren shared a glance, disbelief clear enough between them.

      “It’s the future which brings me here,” Roberts said. “The future of the lodge.”

      Max said, “Don’t tell me, you want to buy it?”

      “No, my friend, I want to preserve it.”

      Lauren asked, “How?”

      “There’s a clause in the city charter, I don’t know if the mayor isn’t aware of it, or maybe he had just forgotten about it.”

      “You think he forgot?”

      Lauren put a calming hand on Max’s bringing reason and caution back to the conversation.

      Roberts smiled and went on, “The fact is that you can apply for landmark status for the lodge.”

      “A landmark,” Max repeated, skepticism heavy in his tone, “a historical landmark?”

      “Well, I don’t think we can put it across as a landmark of historical significance, no. We can launch a motion to have it declared as a future landmark if we have enough signatures on a petition, or by an open vote of the city council.”

      Lauren’s heart jumped a bit, her eyes finding Max’s and locking in on the new hope flicking in those big, brown windows into his newly restored soul.

      “I’m not saying it’ll work long term,” Roberts said, “but once you get the proposition going, it could tie up any claims on ownership for years. In the meantime, who knows? It’s worth a chance.”

      “It sure is,” Lauren said. Her smile stretched across her face, while Patrick and Cindy clung to one another, and Ruthie watched with wide eyes and a broad smile.

      “It won’t be easy,” Roberts warned with a calming tone. “We’ll need the city council to vote unanimously. Given Eaton Hunter’s influence, that won’t be easy. In fact, it’ll take a miracle.”
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      Lucille Dubois was kind enough to welcome Max and Lauren into her home. Decorated with ceramic figurines of adorable children and elegant Victorian furnishings, it was a landmark in its own right.

      She smiled as her maid poured them each a cup of tea. “Well, you two have found one another. How lovely.”

      “And we’re grateful,” Max said, turning to smile at Lauren, who sat next to him on the couch. “But our future is still very much at stake.”

      Lucille nodded. “Perhaps, but didn’t you say the offer included would be reasonable? I mean, I understand how you feel about the place, sentimentally speaking, but perhaps it’s not such a bad idea to sell. You’re both young, the world is at your feet. You know, there’s no substitute for travel, it really opens up your life.”

      Lauren glanced at Max, and her sorrow ached in his bones. He couldn’t bear to start their lives together under such sad circumstances, and that was only one reason for not abandoning the lodge. He felt guilty for his part in it and furious with his father at his betrayal. The man had to be stopped, the Hunter name had to be restored, and Max had to be the one to do it. He owed it to Lauren; he owed it to himself, and he owed it to the lodge.

      “We’re not selling, and that’s that,” Max said. “We’ve come to you to help spread the word. There’ll be an emergency town hall meeting and a vote, and we need to make sure we get enough votes for that declaration to pass.”

      “As a landmark,” Lauren said, “we think we’ll be able to generate more business, and that’ll get us out from under our financial problems for now, anyway.”

      “It’ll give us time,” Max said, “and that’s what we need most.”

      Lucille nodded as she seemed to give it some thought. “Your father’s a very powerful man in Moss Creek. It won’t be easy to get the populace to go against him. Many people’s lives are affected by how hard your father will turn the screw.”

      “He’s influential and he controls many people, but it doesn’t give him a license to crush anybody’s freedom of speech, and a vote like this is protected. Whatever my father does, I won’t let him take that away from us, away from you.”

      Lauren added, “You’re prominent around town too, Lucille. You don’t throw it around the way his father does, but it’s true.”

      “You’ve got a lot of friends,” Max added, “all we’re asking is that you help spread the word and encourage them to vote.”

      Lucille shrugged her shoulders and raised one brow. “Well, it’s not that I’m unwilling to help, not at all, but you know, Max, your part in your father’s business will be beyond recovery if this happens?”

      “I’ve already turned my back on my father.”

      “He turned his back on you,” Lauren corrected.

      Lucille said, “What if, by spreading the word, I wind up setting off a lot of votes against you? You may be better served to bring it up there and then.”

      “We think it’s more important that word gets out about the meeting, so people are there for it,” Lauren said.

      “My father will suppress it in any way he can.”

      “Word of mouth is our best hope,” Lauren added. “If you side with us, that would go a long way toward impressing the rest of Moss Creek, at least enough to get the ball rolling with a yes vote.”

      Lucille sighed, shaking her head. “You’re playing a risky game here.”

      Max looked down at the ground and then back up at her. “It’s not a game, Lucille, it’s about the future of our family, the future of this town.”

      Lucille seemed to give it some thought before nodding with a shrug. “I’ll do what I can, and I sure wish you both a lot of luck. You’ll need it.”

      Sally’s Country Kitchen wasn’t far from Lucille’s place, and the sometimes friendly proprietor was there to greet them, along with her few other guests. Lauren had warned Max that she wouldn’t be helpful, and they should leave her out of the proceedings, but Max had different ideas.

      “Well, I’m sorry to hear about the lodge, but you know how I feel about this, Lauren. I don’t like to get involved in people’s personal matters. After all, you and I are competitors.”

      Max said, “That may be true. But think about it; you’ll either be competing against us for the next thirty years, or you’ll be competing against my father, and you know how he feels about competition. First, it’s the lodge, and next, it’s the Country Kitchen.”

      Sally turned her blonde head to think about it, false eyelashes flapping on her painted lids.

      “It’s more than that,” Lauren said. “I know how you feel about business, but we’re still people, aren’t we? We’re friends and neighbors.” Lauren pulled herself closer to Max to help make her point. “One thing I’ve learned from all this is it’s the human connections that matter. The lodge kept my family together, it brought Max and me together, and it can unite the people of Moss Creek for one great stand against tyranny.”

      “Tyranny,” Sally repeated as she waved them off. “It’s just a lodge, sweetie.”

      “No,” Max said, “it’s not just a lodge. It’s a matter of principle. That’s not just one lodge, it’s a thousand lodges, and restaurants and houses and homes; it’s a symbol of corporate greed as it devours the individual. Moss Creek is a small town, with small-town folks. We want to stand together; we want to be neighbors and friends. This isn’t Los Angeles or New York. You know your customers’ names; you know your neighbors’ pets. That’s what makes Moss Creek special, it’s what makes us great. Don’t let it be lost or destroyed. Don’t let us forgo the very best of who and what we are.”

      Sally seemed to give it some thought, but Max wasn’t convinced she’d be any help at all. She was even likely to campaign against them. But they needed all the support they could get, and if there was even a chance that she might help, they had to take it. It wasn’t the only risky move on their list, but it was perhaps the most dangerous.
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      Back at the lodge, Patrick and Cindy and Ruthie were clearly disheartened. Lauren’s heartbeat quickened as she urged them to remain hopeful.

      “Tell everybody you know to turn up at that meeting,” Lauren said. “Make sure they’ll vote with us.”

      Max nodded. “This lodge has been good to you. I think you owe it to the place, and to Lauren.”

      Lauren shook her head. “No, you shouldn’t do it for me.”

      “Do it for yourselves then,” Max said. “For your sense of pride, of honor.”

      “Look, we love this place,” Patrick said, “and we couldn’t be more indebted to Lauren, to the lodge, but I will be an electrician right here in Moss Creek, and your father will crush my career before it begins if I rise up against him.”

      “We’ll be blacklisted from getting any job,” Cindy added.

      “If my father has his way,” Max said, “you’ll be out of work here immediately. We’re talking about the long term here, guys. What might be easy now, what looks like the smart move, could run us all over a cliff, not just us, but the whole town. We’ll be the first to fall, though, make no mistake about that.”
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      Lauren, Max, Cindy, and Patrick split into respective couples to tackle different chores in separate areas of the lodge, but before they did, Lauren turned to Cindy and pulled her away for a private chat.

      “Did you tell him?”

      Cindy shook her head. “Probably for the best now, what with all this happening.” She smiled bittersweet and glanced down at her stomach.

      “We’ve got good reason to hope, Cindy. This could work, and we could save the lodge. I didn’t think it was feasible, but that just goes to show you that anything is possible.”

      Cindy looked around the house, shaking her head. “It really would be a shame to lose it.”

      “We will not lose it,” Lauren answered with a nod before turning back to cleaning for the big event, which was only a few days away.

      Lauren crossed to the kitchen where Ruthie was absorbed in creating several authentically historical meals, including hot gravy over hunks of toasted bread called sop, plus a variety of hearty soups and stew recipes.

      “You’ll help spread the word, right?”

      “You know I will. I tell all who will listen. You hear me, child.”

      Lauren cracked a little chuckle. “I do. You could make the difference, Ruthie.”

      “I will.”

      Lauren wandered from the kitchen into the lobby to find the big doors open. She stepped up to close them and froze to see Max standing with his father just a few yards away between the lodge and the driveway.
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      The irony wasn’t lost on Max that his own temper was rising, bluster and anger gathering in him, even as his father stood before him with a reasonable air, and something approaching a smile.

      “Be sensible, Max. We’re family, for chrissakes!”

      “Then drop the matter and do the right thing.”

      “Can’t do that,” Eaton said. “Somebody has to protect our company and our family name.” After a little pause, he cracked another condescending smile. “I don’t blame you, Max, really I don’t. You’ve always been in love with the girl. I worried about that, about the fact that she would use it against you. You’re a good man, Max, a good soul, but you’re weak in that way. The poetry, that Bible nonsense you read to my mother—you get carried away with these things. You always did.”

      Max wanted to speak, but his emotions were pounding in his skull, and no words found their way to his tongue.

      His father went on, “Don’t get me wrong, they’re attractive enough qualities in a man, I tried to emulate them myself, but they’re not good qualities in a businessman, they’re suicide. Love makes you weak.” After another arrogant little pause, he added, “Even as a man, what I’d hoped you would learn from this is that a woman is a dangerous thing to trust, son.”

      “No,” Max said, “don’t do that, don’t blame her.”

      “Look at Jane,” Pops said. “You think I trust her? You think I’d make myself vulnerable to a woman like that? She’s there to serve a purpose, and that’s all. That’s the way things should be. If you learn one thing from me in life, just one thing, let it be this; family—blood, that’s what matters. Outsiders will betray you. You can like them, you can love them, you can help them, you can sympathize and even empathize with them if you must, but never, ever trust them, because they will betray you. It’s only a matter of time.”

      Max sensed Lauren’s nearness.

      His father said, “Max, you were the one who was so concerned about the company’s image. Look at what you’re putting us through, a town hall meeting, a vote? It will be a circus.”

      “If you’re ashamed of what you’re doing, maybe that’s a good sign that you shouldn’t be doing it.”

      “I’m doing what I have to do, you’re just too lovestruck to see that.”

      Lauren approached from behind Max, taking her place by his side.

      His father ignored her and went on, “To see us fighting like this, it’s not the image we want to present.”

      “It’s exactly the image I want to present,” Max said. “I want people to know there’s somebody in this family who cares about right and wrong, about fairness and decency.”

      “What’s not fair about it? The man made a deal, the terms of it are legitimate.”

      “You planted Sam in the Matthews employ, or bought him out afterward, and used him to cook their books so they couldn’t pay that debt.”

      “You can’t prove that.”

      “Doesn’t mean it’s not true,” Max said, wrapping his right arm around Lauren’s waist to pull her close. “We’re fighting you anyway, and we will win.”

      “You won’t, Max, you will lose. That’s not what I want, it’s what I came here to avoid.” He glanced at Lauren, then back at Max before going on, “Come back, Max, come home. This place isn’t your home, and this woman is not your family.”

      “Watch your words,” Max warned him.

      “Consider your actions,” his father answered. “You go on with this, there’s no going back. You can still reconsider, and I’ll chalk it up to the obvious, and we’ll go on as before. You’re my son and my heir. This isn’t natural.”

      Max took a single step forward to protect Lauren and repel his father. “I’ve heard enough. You can do what you want, you always have, but I love this woman, and I will marry her if she’ll have me. We’ll save this place for our own, for our children, and our future. Do your damnedest, but I won’t stand anywhere other than by her side.”

      The men stood in a silent, blistering tension. Pops looked her over with obvious contempt. “I’d congratulate you,” he said with grainy disgust, “but you’ve only sealed your family’s fate.”

      He climbed into his SUV and drove away with a screech of his tires, leaving Max and Lauren behind.

      “I’m sorry, Max.”

      He stood there, knowing who was leaving him, and what he was leaving behind. All he could think to say was, “I’m not.”

      They walked back into the empty lodge, but it was hardly still or silent.

      Patrick yelled, “I can’t believe you’re telling me this now!”

      “I’m sorry, but there wasn’t going to be a good time, Patrick!”

      Lauren glanced at Max, who didn’t need an explanation.

      “Great. Just when things couldn’t get any worse,” he said.

      “No, Patrick,” Lauren said, “don’t put it that way, don’t think about it like that.”

      Patrick looked at her as if in shock, and Max knew he was about to forget that he was in her employ and lucky to be there. “We’re so screwed. Don’t you see that? This stupid Santa thing won’t help anyone.”

      “There’s the vote,” Lauren said, “the meeting.”

      Patrick’s face snapped out with new anger as if it had been building up for years.

      Max could sympathize, though he was careful to measure how far he’d let the younger man go. “These people don’t care about this place. They don’t care about you or me or anyone. They won’t turn up and vote for you like this. It’s crazy.”

      “It’s possible,” Lauren said, “it’s a chance. It’s our only chance.”

      “And then what? It’s a landmark, so what? Nobody will come here for that. Why would they? It’s a winter lodge, and there’s no snow. The whole town’s drying up. This place is dead, all of it, from the top down, this whole thing is rotten!”

      Max cautioned him, “Take it easy, Patrick.”

      Patrick snapped, “Mind your own business. You just showed up here. You’re not my boss, and you’re not my father.”

      “No, but I’m a man in love with the owner, and I’ll remind you of your place if I have to.”

      “Threatening me now,” Patrick said, shaking his head.

      Max had not prepared for the welling up of anger about his father, and his ability to channel it was failing him.

      It was Lauren who said, “We’re not, Patrick, you’ve got a lot to take in just now. Why not take a breather, let it all sink in?”

      “She’s right,” Cindy said with her brows hopefully bent upward toward the center of her forehead. “Let’s just take it easy. We’ll work it out. She was right, I had to tell you.”

      Patrick turned to Lauren as if with new and stunned disgust. “You knew about this?”

      “I needed advice,” Cindy said.

      “And I had to keep her confidence,” Lauren replied.

      Patrick nodded as if thinking things through and agreeing with himself. “Oh, all right, so you’re all just making my life choices for me, is that it? Is this some kind of conspiracy or something?”

      “You gotta calm down,” Max said, “you’re spiraling out of control here.”

      “Yeah,” Patrick added, “you’re right. It’s time I took control. You all might be doomed here, but I’m not. I’ve still got options, and I don’t have to go down with this dump.”

      Cindy said, “Patrick, please.”

      “What? I’ve got responsibilities now.”

      “Now that’s enough,” Max said. “You’re out of line.”

      “You just wait and see how far out of line I can get.” Patrick looked Max over, then snarled at Lauren. “You want a big vote? You want me to make some calls? Yeah, I’ll make some calls, all right,” Patrick said, stomping across the lobby and to the big double doors. “I’ll make plenty of calls, but they won’t help.”

      Cindy called after him, but she got no answer. The poor girl broke into a desperate sob, leaning against Lauren. She wrapped her arms around the girl and rocked her gently, stroking her hair and looking at Max with a new worry that he well understood.

      Losing the lodge affected not only her and Max, but there were other lives in the balance, lives that were only a bleep on a monitor, but no less important.
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      Lauren lay in bed beside Max. Even through all the doubts and concerns, they’d found and secured the love they’d been denied for so many years.

      He had sacrificed everything for her and proven himself to be the man she hoped he would be. Whether she could be the woman who would rise to the occasion, she didn’t know.

      No matter what happened, she was determined not to falter. She’d face it with the courage they’d shared and would be ready to sacrifice as much as Max had.

      She couldn’t sleep, so she slipped out of bed and put on a robe. She stepped out into the darkened lodge and walked down the hall, listening to the wooden floorboards creak under her bare feet.

      She approached the stairs and looked down at the great room, able to imagine the throngs of visitors from bygone years. She could still see her parents mingling among them, warm smiles all around as the pine logs crackled in the fireplace. The snow was thick in those years, and the good feelings were easy to find.

      She moved down the stairs and to the couch in front of the fireplace. She’d sat there, falling in love with Max, a place where her own parents had sat on so many quiet evenings. She dipped her head forward, eyes closed as her hands clasped at her chin in prayer. She prayed for Max, for Patrick and Cindy, and for Ruthie. She prayed for Eaton and Jane and Max’s grandmother. Lastly, she prayed for herself and the lodge.

      Lauren nodded, satisfied, and opened her eyes. She looked around and remembered her parents in their youthful glory. She was flush with emotion, tears ready to spill from the corners of her eyes. In her memory, they were standing arm in arm in complete contentment.

      Her soul calmed, and she could almost hear their voices in the back of her brain.

      We love you. We always have and always will, no matter what.

      The weeping began, her mouth twisting into a frown, brows cramping, and tears softening her focus through their watery sheen.

      “Lauren?” She turned to see Max sitting down on the couch beside her. “Are you all right?”

      She nodded, wiping her eyes and leaning into his embrace. There was no way to describe what she was thinking or feeling. She didn’t have to because Max knew the secrets of her heart. She let him pull her close for a reassuring squeeze. He was there; she was with him, and her parents were with her in spirit.

      The only answers left would be resolved the next day by the most influential people in Moss Creek. Lauren and Max would face them together, and they would probably lose. Eaton Hunter could take their home and their livelihood, but he could not take their love.
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      Max looked out over the packed town hall. People milled about and murmured, many glancing at him and Lauren. There was no way to know what they were saying or thinking, but with their sad expressions and shaking heads, he wasn’t encouraged. He turned to Lauren, who was by his side where she belonged. While she was grateful for their reunion, she was also resolved to losing everything.

      Eaton sat at a table near the bench. Max’s grandmother Ethel was there, an immobile presence in her chair, with Jane taking her place between the two. A sad shake of Pop’s head told Max everything he needed to know about his father’s mood. He’d had no change of heart, not that Max had expected it.

      Even though he’d prayed for it, he wasn’t surprised his request didn’t get through.

      Other familiar faces filled the room. Both Sally and Lucille were in the crowd, Patrick and Cindy were together, but Max could only guess as to what he’d done or would do to work against their cause. Sam sat among the citizens in the row just behind Eaton and his party.

      Mayor Shipley and Deputy Mayor Roberts both sat at the center of the arching crescent of leather chairs occupied by Moss Creek’s City Council. Their grim faces gave little hint of what they intended to do if the community was deadlocked, and the council put to a vote.

      Max hoped they all wouldn’t have to find out, but he had to brace for the worst.

      Even Pastor Higgins had come, lending a holy glint to the secular proceedings.

      Deputy Mayor Roberts rapped his gavel, quieting the room and securing everybody’s attention. “Hear ye, hear ye, hear ye this emergency call of the City Council of Moss Creek, Colorado, will hereby commence, to be officiated by our own, the Right Honorable Mayor Parker Shipley. Before I turn things over to the mayor, let me remind you of the purpose which draws this meeting and what is expected of you.”

      Max pulled Lauren a little closer on that hard, wooden bench.

      “We’re here to discuss, and then to vote on a measure to recommend the Sunshine Lodge to the State of Colorado as an official heritage site. It’s a long process and won’t end here. What we’re voting on today is whether we approve the recommendation of the Sunshine Lodge to the state, or not. A lot of us know the property well, we’re fond of it and have warm memories of our times there. It’s been an economic staple of our little town for a long time until recent years. Whether this qualifies it to be a heritage site is for you to decide. Generally, the city council supports the community’s wishes in a case like this. If it’s deadlocked, and the community is not unanimous, the council will have the deciding vote. Now, I give you our mayor, Parker Shipley. Mayor.”

      “Thank you, Deputy Mayor Roberts.” Looking out over the crowd, Mayor Shipley shook his head. “It’s unfortunate that we’ve had to come here today. A lot of you know it’s not just a matter of voting to present the lodge as a heritage site. It’s a conflict between two illustrious families in our history, and two members of one of those families. It’s a shame when matters of business pit blood against blood, but these things happen. I want to remind all parties involved that these are hallowed halls, not some contentious family reunion. I won’t preside over a circus here.”

      Respectful silence answered his authoritative glare.

      “There’s only one party who contests the vote,” the mayor said, “and that is our own Eaton Hunter. We’ll hear from Mr. Hunter first.”

      Pops stood up from his seat next to his aged mother. “Thank you, Mr. Mayor, Deputy Mayor Roberts, our esteemed city council members, and my many friends, neighbors, and my family, the last vestiges of which are with us here today.”

      All eyes fell on old Ethel, then on Max on the other side of the big oval room.

      Pops let his eyes fall to the floor before taking the first slow step in a carefully paced route in front of his audience: city council on one side, and the people of Moss Creek on the other.

      “The first thing you should know is that I didn’t want this,” he went on. “I’m here, we’re all here as the result of a loan I made to an old friend years ago, the lodge’s owner, Frank Matthews. Frank had money problems, so I gave him a loan. He failed to repay me, and as a result, he has forfeited the property to me. I will pay a reasonable price. I offered to pay ten percent above comparable properties, and wipe out the debt entirely, but it wasn’t long before I saw the terrible results of that.”

      He turned to glare at Max from across the room. “Because of my generosity, they bamboozled me and stole my ideas and mocked my good-heartedness. I know there has been ill-will between the two families, though I tried to put that aside. I believe this young woman, embittered by her father’s death, couldn’t let go of the bad feelings.”

      Max felt Lauren shake beside him. She was fighting the impulse to stand up and object. He was glad she felt his restraining touch and didn’t struggle.

      “I can only guess,” Eaton went on, “she felt I had some hand in her family’s misfortune, which I did not. They have accused me of terrible crimes, of which I am not guilty, and of which there is no proof. I understand that she’s displeased with the circumstances of the agreement. I would be too, but to be frank, the lodge is in terrible financial straits and has a limited future. I’m taking a significant risk, assuming an enormous monetary responsibility, and I’m doing it for the benefit of our own town of Moss Creek. The redevelopment project I always envisioned, which my son meant to appropriate as his own under the sway of his woman friend there, will be built.” Eaton said the words with such disdain and disgust that Max’s own impulse to object was almost too great. He clenched his jaws, gripped Lauren tighter, and sat with the hard bench creaking beneath them.

      “My development project would bring millions of dollars into Moss Creek, for generations to come. My son, as much as I admire his ambition, cannot pull it off, and the girl can’t either.”

      Pops looked out over his many clients and tenants, people subject to his will and too weak to stand up to his bullying. He was taking a page from Max’s own book, the younger Hunter could see that, and a friendly approach would be just what the old man would need to prevail. Max could not do the opposite and assume his father’s aggressive position. He’d have to beat his father at his game, and that gave him some hope—not much, but some.

      “My son needs to be corrected,” he said. “As much as I tried to do it on a personal and private level, it’s come to this. It brings me great sadness that we’re all here having to endure this. It’s Christmastime, after all, but since we do, I think it’s a plain and simple choice. The document is legitimate, there’s no doubt about that. This is the best choice for the lodge and the town. Think about it. Suppose the next time somebody makes a deal with you and then decides it’s not to their liking, is it fair or democratic to use a legal loophole to thwart a person’s clear-cut rights? Is sentiment what passes for the law now? That place is not a National Heritage Site, we all know that. This is just a stalling tactic and a brutally unfair one at that. Not that I don’t congratulate my son on his cunning, but if he can do it to me, somebody else will do it to you. Reverse the situation and imagine yourselves being run off your land by some technicality, some public vote called together on the fly? I tell you now, I would come to the aid of you in such a situation. Eventually, you’ll need me to.”

      He turned to point out Max from across the room, eyes fixed on his neighbors, head shifting to share his attention with the city council.

      “This is the future of Moss Creek. He’s a charmer, he’s a liar, and he will lead you and this town into decay. Please, heed my warning, preserve our rights, preserve the rule of law in Moss Creek while you still can.”

      Pops turned and sat down, the room percolating with a murmur before the mayor turned to Max. “You’re speaking for the lodge?”

      Max nodded and turned to Lauren, who tapped his arm and gave him a reassuring kiss on the cheek. His heart pounded, and his mouth turned desert dry. He stood and stepped into the center of the room.
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      Lauren sat quietly as Max stepped to the center of the room and turned to speak on her behalf. He was handsome in a new suit, dapper and professional. He seemed every inch her hero, a man as sophisticated as he was rugged and as slick as he was sweet.

      Her stomach turned with nerves as she surveyed the faces of her friends and neighbors, and many people she didn’t recognize.

      “My father believes he has a legal point,” Max began, “and he may be right. I’m not a lawyer, and he used devious means to prevent us from getting one. I believe he installed Sam as a spy, and that resulted in embezzled money, which made the debt impossible to pay. I can’t prove that, and the time and resources it would take for me to do so will come to the same result. We’ll lose our home to him one way or the other. My father portrays himself as a victim of Lauren’s blood feud, but I’m here to tell this isn’t true. He may see it that way, but I doubt it. He claimed to put his old feelings aside for our sake, for all of our sakes. I hoped he was sincere. I can’t stand here now and claim to know what’s in his head and heart, but I can tell you what’s in Lauren Matthews’ heart. She loves me, she loves the lodge, and she loves Moss Creek. All she wanted was to go on living here, with you, serving you, and our visitors. Times are challenging, but she wants nothing more than to remain by your side to face those obstacles together, and I want nothing more than to stand by her.”

      Her pulse quickened, and a warm rush filled her.

      “And I will,” Max said, “nothing that is said or done here today can stop that or come between us. We’ve been apart too long, and we’ll never separate again. So, we’re not here to appeal to you for that reason, but we do want to stay at the lodge that her parents owned, and that will be up to you. It’s rare that any of us has the chance to change a person’s life. When do we have it in our power to give a person’s home back to them, to give them new hope for a new life? It’s a Christmas miracle, or would be if you’d all join us and rise to the occasion.”

      The townsfolk shared guilty glances.

      “The lodge isn’t just our dream, not only her parents’ dream, it’s everybody’s dream, it’s the American dream. Can we really stand by and watch as it’s swindled out from under her? My father has a point. If this happens today, it will happen again. Maybe not tomorrow, but soon. What happens here, the choices we make today, will resonate long into our future. I know I’ll be able to sleep tonight having made the choices I’ve made. Will you all be able to do the same?”

      He looked out over the crowd before sitting down next to Lauren. Mayor Shipley glanced at her with a hopeful nod of his head. “Did you want to say anything, dear?”

      Lauren looked at Max, a cold, nervous chill passing through her despite his reassuring nod as she stood on wobbly legs. She’d given it some thought, preparing her remarks in advance. She cleared her throat, surveying the grim expressions of the community.

      “I very well might lose today, and that is discouraging because my greatest regret is that I won't be able to continue the legacy of my parents. All they wanted was to provide a place where people could come and share a story, a meal, and a laugh.” Her voice grew louder, stronger, and no longer quivering with nerves. She glanced around the room. “Each one of you has been there. If you think long and hard enough, I’m sure you could come up with a time when my family offered you something you couldn’t get anywhere else. It was most likely advice, a hug, or Ruthie’s stew.” She sighed. “I miss my parents. The lodge is the biggest thing I have to remember them by, but it’s not the only thing.” She placed her hand on her chest. “They live in my heart.”

      Lauren sat back down next to Max. She leaned against him, hands trembling as he wrapped his arms around her. There was nothing more to say. Their futures lie in the hands of people they would forgive, no matter what decision they came to.
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      Mayor Shipley considered his constituents who were gathered for the meeting. He seemed weakened, and Max believed it was because the man had been bought off or otherwise influenced by his father.

      “All right,” the mayor said, “we’ve heard the arguments, and you all know what’s at stake. In the matter of proposing the lodge for qualification as a National Heritage Site, we are about three hundred strong, and the bylaws show that this is the voting party. How do you vote, by a show of hands: yay on the proposal?”

      Max and Lauren looked around as the hands rose. Ruthie was the first, with no hesitation. Surrounded by women of her age, they all raised their hands along with her. Several men, whom Max took for local gardeners, raised their hands as well. They wore expressions of grim determination, seeming to know who they were standing against, and what they were standing for.

      Patrick and Cindy stood among several others, many their age, just out of their teenage years. They were young, which told Max they had nothing to lose. Patrick turned to glare at those around and behind him before raising his arm. The others did the same. Cindy smiled and nuzzled him, raising her own arm along with the others.

      Sally sat among her friends and fellow business leaders. She looked around, hesitating, her arms remaining at her bosomy sides.

      Max couldn’t help but be drawn to Lucille. She shot Sally a wicked glare, filled with as much disappointment and disapproval as one person could wordlessly express. Lucille herself raised her hand, joined by several well-dressed Moss Creek citizens of her stature.

      Sally seemed to feel the scrutiny as much as Max did, and while more and more hands climbed around her, Sally broke a sad smile and raised her own arm to join the others.

      Pastor Higgins and several others from the church raised their hands, chests out and shoulders back as they radiated more pride than Max had ever seen in them. He decided then that he’d probably start going to church wherever they wound up.

      The mayor and his deputy looked the crowd over, a clear majority of the hands in the crowd raised to support the proposition. Mayor Shipley glanced at Eaton, who maintained a stony expression, his eyes locked on the town’s leader with a cold certainty that Max recognized from other deals and negotiations. He didn’t doubt his father’s hand corrupted the mayor, perhaps even the city council, but they were all about to find out.

      The mayor looked at the grim-faced council members at each side of him. Deputy Mayor Roberts glared at Mayor Shipley, reassuring Max that the young politician was on their side.

      It wouldn’t be enough, and he seemed to know that as clearly as Max did. Lauren clung tighter, and he turned to see her sad face. His heart broke a little for his failure.

      Mayor Shipley said, “Since the residents of Moss Creek are not unanimous, it requires a vote from the city council to put the proposition forward. By a show of hands, how do you vote? Yes?”

      One hand went up, then another. Max and Lauren clung to one another, his stomach turning, his heart seeming to beat in time with hers. Two more hands stayed down, eyes falling to Max and Lauren, but also to Eaton. A murmur sweeping across the room as another hand went up, then two more stayed down.

      The murmur became a rumble, and Mayor Shipley had to pound his gavel to quiet them. “Order, I’ll have order in this place.” A few more raps quieted the crowd, and Mayor Shipley cast one more glance at the council members.

      “By a show of hands,” Mayor Shipley said, his voice already deflated, “nay?” Three hands went up to replace the others.

      “Let the record show that three of the twelve members of the city council voted nay, the proposition does not pass. The meeting is adjourned.”

      Lauren fell into Max’s arms, with tears already spilling from her eyes, reminding him of his failure to correct his father’s misdeeds. He’d always thought he could, but his father had proven a force well beyond his control.

      His love for Lauren would endure. Wherever they wound up, they would always have each other, but they wouldn’t have much else.

      Ruthie sobbed, and she fell into Lauren’s arms, pressing her head into Lauren’s shoulders.

      Max could feel her misery pulsing in her wailing lungs, tears storming down her face.

      He looked over to see Patrick and Cindy trying to find comfort in each other’s embrace.

      The city council members sat glum, even Sally was unable to fashion her usual smile on her made-up face.

      He knew what he had to do. He and Lauren stepped away from Ruthie and walked toward his father, who stood near his grandmother and Jane.

      Sam left the room, and Max didn’t doubt he’d be on his way out of town, probably never to return.

      “Congratulations,” Max said. “You finally got what you wanted—your revenge. Does it feel good?”

      “To tell you the truth,” his father said, “no, it does not, but you broke the cardinal rule, Max, you went against the family, you betrayed your elder.” He shook his head. “You’ve still got a lot to learn, so let this be what you take away from this, never turn your back on your family.”

      Lauren softly said, “Good luck with the lodge. I hope it’s as good to you as it was to us.”

      “Nnnnnnoooo!” The voice seemed to come out of nowhere, grabbing everybody’s instant attention. Every conversation in the room came to a dead stop, all eyes turning to find the source of the shrill cry.

      Max and Lauren turned to see his grandmother sitting in her chair. Her eyes, normally fixed facing forward, were shifting from Max to Lauren and to his father.

      Eaton seemed stunned beyond disbelief. He took a step toward her. “Mother?”

      The room was completely quiet in anticipation, all eyes fixed on the Hunter family. She was more lucid than Max had seen her in years and struggling against the stroke’s paralysis more than he’d ever seen. She grunted a bit, her body twisting in the chair.

      “Don’t.” Ethel pushed out, her voice raspy and growly, her eyes fixed on her son’s. “Don’t do it.”

      The room hummed with astonishment. Shocked glances passed from person to person.

      “Don’t do it,” she echoed clearly and forcefully. “The lodge is hers.” His grandmother struggled to form words. “Do. The. Right. Thing.”

      Max had no doubt about what his grandmother was saying to his father, and nobody else seemed to have any question either. Lauren held on to Max’s arm, her excitement causing her hands to shake.

      His father looked around him, taking in the scrutiny of those watching. He was being measured and judged. A frail old woman who was his mother, his elder, the matriarch, and someone he could not betray had overtaken his power.

      It was a cardinal rule, and everybody heard him say it, but he seemed struck by more than shame. His mother had spoken for the first time in years. She was thinking and acting in a way that had to give him new hope for her future.

      He sat down by his mother’s side, took her hand in his, and looked deep into her gray eyes. “Mother?”

      A tear crawled down her withered cheek, and she repeated, “Don’t do it.”

      His father, the most powerful man in Moss Creek, could hardly speak. His own tears trickled down his cheek to match his mother’s—a generation thought lost to each other was reunited by sheer force of will.

      He finally said, “All right, Mother, all right.” He brought her hand to his lips for a kiss, his tears coming more freely. “She can keep it. Anything you want, I’ll give you.”

      Jane looked on with a loving smile, one hand on Ethel’s shoulder, and one on his father’s. She seemed to be just where she belonged, and Max was glad for her, for all of them.
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      His father had succumbed to the pressures of his own mistakes, but he’d also risen to admit them. Giving the lodge back would allow for his redemption and be the start of a journey to make them a family again.

      Max extended his hand to his father and offered him a smile. “Thank you, Pop.”

      His father sat in teary shame, looking at his mother, her nurse, at Lauren, and finally at Max and his extended hand. He rose slowly, and the two men shook hands and shared a quiet moment before Max pulled him in for a hug. The strength of one man fortified the other; blood on blood—a family reunited.

      Max couldn’t fight the tears, and he didn’t want to. They came fast and hard, shaking his body and pulling raspy sobs from his throat.

      He was holding his father and his grandmother again, they’d been blessed with another chance, and that was more than he could have asked for, but it was just what he had hoped for.
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      The lodge’s Yule Village opened up to usher in the Christmas week. The whole community gathered around. The story of the reunion of the Hunter family and the end of the feud between the Matthews and the Hunters had captured the attention of and ignited fresh hope in everyone.

      The modern-day Romeo and Juliet tale with a far happier ending had brought fascinated visitors to Moss Creek.

      When the Yule Village opened, the local news was only one of many crews to cover the event. Attendance far surpassed expectations, and nobody doubted that they’d find some way to market the lodge. Even though it was not destined to be a National Heritage Site - that no longer mattered.

      In the spirit of the holiday season, they put their differences behind them. Max and Lauren were together, the Hunters were a family again, and the lodge would not change hands. They had survived with hope, faith, and a lot of love to guide them.

      Ethel watched from her chair as children petted the reindeer. Cindy made a fetching maiden, and her stable boy fiancé never seemed to stop gazing at her from across the yard, his renewed hope for the future anchored firmly in the new life created by the love between them.

      Ruthie was busy in the kitchen, working with two new members of her staff, assembling the sop, soup and stews and other “rustic,” but delicious meals that were fast becoming the talk of the town.

      Even the competitive Sally Clemens came and stood with none other than Lucille Dubois. The two women chatted in a corner of the yard, and Lauren wasn’t quite as surprised as she might once have been.

      The Sunshine Lodge had a way of bringing people together. She and Max, Patrick and Cindy, and Max and his father had all experienced its magic.

      The place had a kind of power, as if it had a loving influence all its own and had a will to join hearts and people. Somehow, she thought it was the presence of her parents. Not their ghosts per se, but the love they left behind that would live forever in the land, the walls, and the people. The joyful and loving memories they helped create would offer respite and welcome to others for years to come.

      Lauren pulled Max close as she watched a joyful scene of community and sharing that could not have even been imagined just days earlier. New hearts were replacing old grudges and petty differences. Hope and faith and love would restore what they had lost.

      Eaton looked resplendent—and even generous in the big throne they’d built for Father Christmas, wearing the colorful folkloric Nordic robe and long white beard. Jane stood next to him, dressed as an older woman. Her true zeal to be of service shone in a gray wig and glasses, she ushered the children up to Father Christmas and then back again.

      A little tickle touched Lauren’s nose, and she wasn’t sure what to make of it. A second tiny touch hit her cheek, and she looked at Max. He seemed just as surprised, and both looked up to see a sprinkle of snowflakes falling over the lodge. Snow fell from the clear blue sky above them.

      It stunned everyone, and one by one, their hopeful faces looked up to see what couldn’t be, but certainly was—snow.

      It was a miracle without a doubt.

      Max’s mouth dropped open, looking to Lauren for some explanation, but he also seemed to know what she already knew in her heart. It was a blessing, a gift from her parents; their reassurance that Lauren and Max had not failed them, and that the two had succeeded beyond their wildest dreams. It was a glistening and gorgeous offering from above.

      Around them, children frolicked in the thickening snow as it gathered. The Sunshine Lodge was bathed in heavenly white powder.

      Max and Lauren broke out in laughter. The years of dry heat and unseasonal winters in Moss Creek had at last ended.

      “Silent night,” a child sang, capturing the crowd’s attention. Lauren and Max turned, all eyes falling on the little girl whose lone voice rang through the air.

      “Holy night,” Max and Lauren sang, “all is calm, all is bright.”

      She glanced over at Eaton and Jane and Ethel, who sang along.

      “Round yon virgin …”

      Patrick and Cindy looked on, smiling at Lauren as they nuzzled, Patrick’s hand falling lovingly to Cindy’s belly.

      “Sleep in heavenly peace…”

      They were no longer minions of a strong and powerful man, but instead, a part of his family.

      The residents of Moss Creek joined in the true spirit of the holidays and gave the lodge that Christmas feeling.

      “Sleep in heavenly peace…”
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