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THE STORY







A Manhattan businessman on a December vacation to Canada, is stuck in Boston due to a snowstorm. Instead of waiting for another flight, he drives through the Vermont woods. Forced off the road, his rental ends up in a pond. When a firefighter sliding down the muddy slope to help him slams into him instead, his papers go flying and his phone disappears. Before he can complain, his mud-covered rescuer in firefighting bunker gear is a woman!
 
After a fire, her injured dad heads to the hospital and hands responsibility for the fire department to her. As acting Fire Chief, Elinor Danville offers the stranded stranger a ride. When she drops him at the Peabody Inn, Ellie explains that Snowflake Valley has no rental cars, taxis, or 5-star hotels Something about this suit-wearing rich guy grates on her nerves, but intrigues her. Unfortunately, her responsibilities include the upcoming Christmas Festival. The lack of snow could ruin everything.
 
Stuck in Snowflake Valley for several days, Bradley is swept up in the people, their volunteerism, their problems, and commitment to see that the Christmas Festival goes on no matter what. His interest in the town and a pretty firefighter makes Bradley come up with a few ideas of his own. By rescuing Christmas for Elinor and the townspeople, can he make her truly see him, and not the suited businessman only interested in going home?
 




DEDICATION





Dedicated to all the exceptional men and women of the Rumney New Hampshire F.A.S.T. squad, the Volunteer Fire Department, and New Hampshire 9-1-1, who I used to work with, and to my local Raleigh, NC heroes who keep everyone safe by calming nerves, sending help, offering condolences, and delivering babies over the phone. I miss working with you guys!
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Chapter 1







Flames licked along the roof’s edge filling Elinor Danville with dread. The fire was getting away from them, putting several of her fellow firefighters in danger. The odor of burning wood mixed with a breeze scented by Vermont pine trees. A blanket of cinders covered the frozen ground, while the dense smoke turned the day into night. She could barely make out the weathered red siding as she listened to the flames consume the interior. Dry hay, old boards and oats added to the fuel that crackled and hissed. The old barn was as dry as kindling.
“Too bad it hasn’t snowed lately,” her dad yelled to her, from his perch on the edge of the roof. He and two others had chopped holes in the roof to vent the smoke and flames that filled the hayloft, leaving his outline hardly more than a shadow three stories above the hard ground.
“Snow would make the roof slippery,” Ellie shouted, “and I wouldn’t want you guys to fall.”
“I know, sweetheart. Hey, I’m worried the forest will catch fire. Tell the crew to work on that.”
“Sure.” This wouldn’t be easy. She walked closer to fire engine number one, and waved to the men. When they looked as if they would rather do anything else, she prayed they would listen. “The Chief says you guys need to dampen down those cinders over there. We don’t need a forest fire, too.”
Two men busied themselves by pulling a length of fire hose from a water truck, then headed off to the nearby woods.
“Would you like a nice hot cup of soup, Ellie, dear?”
A gray-haired octogenarian was suddenly at her elbow. Julia stood there, less than five feet tall, smiling at her, with her wrinkled fingers clutching a foam cup. The steam rising with the aroma of thick tomato soup made Ellie’s mouth water.
“That’s a great idea. Thanks, Julia. You and the auxiliary make our day.”
“We aim to please, dear. I hope your daddy gets down here soon. I’m sure he’s chilled to the bone.” She gathered her thick red woolen scarf tighter around her neck. Her hollow cheeks were pink from the cold, and her rainbow-colored knit cap barely covered her ears.
“Ellie,” her dad called down, again.
“Would you hold on to the soup for me, Julia?” She ran back and looked up, grabbing her helmet to keep it from slipping off her head. Her dad was so high, but at least a sudden breeze pushed most of the acrid smoke aside, so she could see him. “What do you need, Chief?”
“Pass me the four-inch hose and I’ll do my best to put out this smoldering roof, Captain.”
His smile meant her dad was accepting her knowledge that he was the boss and that she was a captain to the rest of the crew on scene. She didn’t need reminding who was the boss, but she was a captain and the men should remember she was second-in-command tonight. “Sure, Chief. Hey, Andy, run a length of four-inch hose up to the roof.”
“You got it, Ellie.”
Not everyone acknowledged her status. Several had given her frowns or looks of disbelief when she sent them to make sure all the animals had escaped the burning building.
Andy Morrow slapped his helmet on top of his fire hood, where a few strands of his red hair peeked out. He grabbed the hose and pulled it from the truck. Another crew member helped unroll the large metal hose reel as Andy headed toward the extension ladder her dad had used to reach the roof of the crumbling barn.
The tall, lean firefighter grunted, as more hose was unraveled. He turned, looped it over his shoulder, and pulled some more. He reached the bottom of the ladder, then began climbing, using one hand to grip the side of the aluminum ladder. As he climbed, rung by rung, the ladder swayed a little under his unbalanced weight. Sean Peabody walked past the ladder empty-handed.
“Sean, hold the ladder,” she ordered, then was asked a question by another crew member. Turning back, she watched as Andy climbed higher up the ladder, but where had Sean disappeared to?
She started toward the ladder, while she searched the backs of firefighters in their yellow bunker gear but not one was marked with Peabody. Turning back to Andy, she saw he was only able to hold on with one hand due to trying to keep the hose and heavy nozzle on his shoulder.
As he reached the roof and passed the hose to her dad, a loud ominous whoosh of flame and smoke escaped a small triangle-shaped vent in the roof’s peak. The force of the fiery windstorm hit both men, causing them to tumble off and fall to earth in a tangle of arms, legs, helmets, and hose. A scream stuck in Ellie’s throat, as she ran to the bodies lying too still on the hard ground.
“Call 911,” she yelled to the man standing beside the closest fire engine. The driver raced to the cab. He would call for help from the dispatcher by using the fire engine’s radio, while she slid to her knees on the frozen grass, praying they were still alive.
Andy groaned, which was good news.
“Dad! Andy! Are you hurt? Don’t move.”
“Can’t breathe,” Andy managed to get out, “because your daddy is on my chest.”
Ellie helped her father slide slowly off the other firefighter, all the time holding his head and neck.
“Nothing wrong with my neck, daughter. Think I broke my ankle. I came down hard,” he said as he unbuckled his white fire chief’s helmet and threw it aside.
“Yeah, hard on me. Ouch!” Andy started to unbuckle his yellow firefighter’s helmet, but stopped. A pain-filled grimace filled his soot-covered face, while one hand cupped his left elbow. Cinders rained down on their heads, making Ellie glance up.
“We need to move, before that wall collapses on us. Andy, can you walk?”
“I better not be laying in manure,” Andy said. He sat up, still holding his arm against his chest. His hazel eyes widened. “Yikes. I’m feeling a heck of a lot older than thirty.”
“People say this job can age you.”
“What about you? You’re up there in years.”
“I’m only twenty-nine and I’ll always be younger than you! Seriously, do you think your arm is broken?” She hoped not. They had so few full-time crew members. Others, like Sean, were volunteers.
Andy rose unsteadily to his feet, while Ellie slapped her dad’s helmet back on his head. “Better to be safe than sorry, Dad. How’s the elbow, Andy?”
“Not sure. I might have simply twisted it. I attempted not to drop the hose, then tried my best not to drop the Chief. No one was holding the ladder.”
“What?” her father said. “Ellie, didn’t you see Andy heading to the ladder?”
“Yes, and the firefighter I sent must not have heard me order him to hold the ladder.” She hoped that was the reason, but Sean was not the most reliable volunteer.
“We’ll discuss the need for a bullhorn at the next meeting,” her father added.
“Very funny. Andy, can you walk?”
“Heck, I can run, but what about the Chief?”
“Send men here immediately. That siren means the ambulance is nearly here. Andy, let them check out your arm while my father and I discuss what needs to be done next.”
“Sounds like a plan, daughter. Can you help me up?”
Large hands pushed her aside. “We have him,” growled one of the crew.
Watching as the firefighter helped her dad limp out of the danger zone, Ellie huffed. She was perfectly able to help him to his feet, then walk him away from the burning building. Instead, she marched after them, then turned to watch the side of the barn crash down onto where they had fallen.
As the siren grew closer, Ellie glanced at the nearby fire scene, but any danger had passed, except that there was now a pile of rubble, where their expensive extension ladder used to be.
“Drat! Another piece of equipment in need of replacing.” A steady stream of water from two directions suppressed the fire that had turned three stories of timber and hay bales to a soggy pile of smoldering mush.
The men at the engine pointed the ambulance crew toward the injured men. They would get the finest treatment their town could provide. The paramedics would assess them, and maybe Ellie’s heart would stop racing. Watching her father fall from a roof was too surreal for words.
All the crew, from the novice volunteer to the soot-in-their-blood fulltime firefighter, was a well-trained asset to the department and her dad had been part of their town’s fire department for nearly thirty years. No one could have predicted that an explosive release of smoke would happen at the same moment the two men planned to retreat via the ladder. The ladder no one was holding.
If the heavy extension ladder had fallen on top of them, both men could have sustained serious injuries. As it was, both her dad and Andy were in pain, and lucky to be alive. She walked closer to Andy and her dad and smiled at the paramedics.
“What do we have here, Ellie?” Al, the older paramedic asked. His white hair was clipped short against his head, and his matching snowy mustache twitched as he walked closer. He pulled out a stethoscope as his co-worker, Johnny slipped a pen and a run sheet from his dark blue uniform’s pocket. Al’s gray-blue eyes drifted from the barn’s charred remains to the Chief, standing with help from one of the firefighters.
“A long fall. Andy sure isn’t soft,” the Chief answered before she could.
“Hey, you felt like a ton of bricks falling.” Andy rubbed his sore arm, and the paramedics got to work.
Stepping away, to give the rescuers room to assess their injuries, a stray tear dampened her cheek. A cold breeze reminded her it was mid-December in Vermont. She brushed the windblown strands of hair out of her eyes, and waited for the verdict. When Al palpated her dad’s ankle, and he winced, she wiped her soggy glove over her face. “Best to get you inside the ambulance, Dad.”
After two of the firefighters brought the stretcher to her dad, the paramedics sat him on it, and placed a pillow under and around the ankle. They helped him into a sitting position, belted him securely, and rolled him over to the open ambulance. They slowly raised the stretcher and slid her dad inside the warm cavity of the vehicle.
“In a hurry to get rid of me, I see,” he said. His friendly chuckle turned into a pain-filled grimace.
“Careful, guys,” she added and rose on her toes to call to her dad. “Dad, I can come with you—”
“Not on your life! You are in charge now, Chief. You’re trained to handle situations like this. The guys near the side of what’s left of the barn have those cinders threatening the woods to knock down, and the rest are already mopping up the scene. Turn the property back over to the owner, thank the members of the auxiliary for their delicious hot food and coffee, and get everyone safely back to the fire house.”
“Here.”
A lump formed in her throat, and turned into a gasp, when he passed his white Chief’s helmet to Johnny, who placed it in her hand.
“The emergency department was pretty busy half an hour ago. He’ll be there awhile,” Al added, as he climbed in and sat beside the stretcher.
She nodded. “Okay. I’ll do my job until you can take the white helmet back. I love you, Dad.”
Johnny closed the two back doors and said, “He’s in good hands, Ellie.” He gave her a quick smile, and she read sincerity in his brown eyes.  He brushed dark hair off his forehead and jumped into the cab. With lights flashing and the siren wailing, the ambulance sped away from the old farm and headed to the hospital.
With a heavy heart, Ellie watched the red lights until they disappeared down the road, then returned to the crew. One of the men opened his hand. “What?”
“Give me your captain’s helmet, Chief.”
She handed him her yellow firefighter’s helmet, then looked at her hand holding her dad’s helmet, nearly causing her to burst into tears.
Not in front of the men, she thought, as she plastered a smile on her face. Most stood by the two big fire engines. The driver of the now-empty water tanker asked permission to head back to the closest hydrant to refill. “We could get another fire call any minute.”
“You’re right. Go ahead and notify engine one it can leave, as well.” She spotted Andy leaning against the fire department chief’s pickup…her truck, until her dad was well enough to take it back.
“Why aren’t you with the Chief? I thought you were headed to the hospital?” Andy asked, cupping his right shoulder.
“I can’t. He put me in charge, but I am heading there as soon as we all get back safely to the fire house. You should have gone in the ambulance with him. You fell nearly as far off that ladder.”
“I’m fine. A bruised shoulder and a wrenched elbow, is all. I’ll get some x-rays if I feel worse once I get home. Either way, I’m out of commission for the time being. On the one hand, I’ll get to enjoy the holidays more.” He kicked a few pebbles toward the destroyed barn. “Your dad’s ankle didn’t look too good.”
“I saw the pain on his face, too. This is awful, especially since Dad, I mean the Chief, put me in charge. I can’t leave the fire scene until everything is finished.”
They both glanced to where the others were rolling the last section of hose. “Looks like we’re done here. Aren’t you lucky that the only other captains are out of town? It’s your responsibility, now, so enjoy being top dog while you can.”
“Wait a minute—” but Andy had already turned away, heading back to the only fire engine still left. Alone by her dad’s big red pickup, she waited silently until the men jumped in the lone engine’s extended cab. It headed slowly back down the road toward town.
“Are those boys sassing you, dear?” Julia was suddenly beside her.
“I’m used to it. They don’t exactly have to respect me so soon after Dad’s accident. I’m sure everyone is as devastated as me that he’s been hurt. They’re great guys. Mostly.” Her thoughts returned to Sean. Where had he run off to, the moment the ladder fell? “You and the other auxiliary members need to get home safe, promise?”
“We will. George, Elvira and I are stopping at the Hamilton’s farm first. Its just up the road. Thought I’d share the rest of the coffee and tomato soup with them, if that’s all right.”
Ellie nodded. “The auxiliary provides all the food and the coffee, so of course I don’t mind. They have several children, right?”
“Yes. A boy and a girl. The little girl is only three, and she’s adorable, with a head of white-blond hair and sparkling blue eyes, and she always wears pink. Her name is Beth. Mitch, on the other hand, is quite the daredevil. He’s about twelve? Dark hair, blue eyes, and a mischievous grin. They keep their mother on her toes. Well, better get going. The rest of your crew is leaving you in their dust!”
Ellie groaned. It wouldn’t do to arrive back at the fire house way behind the others. She headed down the road in the pickup, while trying not to think about the likelihood that the men were talking about her. Was it her fault she was the one carrying the highest rank of all the firefighters who had showed up to work the scene today? Several of the crew were volunteers, others worked fulltime in rotating shifts, but the two other captains were off to North Conway in New Hampshire for a week of rescue training.
Fighting not to chew her bottom lip—a habit Sean always teased her about—she concentrated on not following too close behind the fire engine. Even though there hadn’t been a lick of snow in weeks, dark nights fell quickly in December. Last night’s rain had turned to sleet by morning.
Although the sun had warmed the road surfaces earlier, the temperature had dropped several degrees while they fought the barn fire. As she drove the oversize pickup truck, it felt like the sleet had refrozen on the narrow road. The slickness of the bumpy pavement under her tires had her squirming in the driver’s seat each time the truck lost traction. Her dad always drove the huge truck. Up ahead, the big red fire engine rounded a corner in the dim light of twilight, at the same time as a small silver car headed for its front bumper.
***
Bradley Aaron Wainwright wondered why he had not taken his administrative assistant’s suggestion to make use of a limo and its driver. Driving was not a skill he regularly practiced, but his plan meant keeping any and all distractions at a reasonable distance. He wanted to make a difference, somehow. Sitting in his ivory tower in Manhattan, shuttered from the life going on below, was no longer palatable.
That was one reason why he had booked a flight to Montreal. He arranged to meet a beautiful head-hunter at the hotel in a day or two. Their meeting could change his life, and he hoped they would find time to enjoy the many other benefits of the hotel, such as a massage or a relaxing quarter of an hour in a hot tub. Together.
His life as his company’s CEO was a privilege. His father had drilled that into him every day…at least on the days he managed to make an appearance at home, while Bradley was growing up. The man lived at the office, it seemed. His entertainment consisted of board meetings, skiing trips to Montreal, and weekends spent in the Hamptons playing golf with cronies. He did anything to network, even before networking was a thing.
Time with family was always on the back burner and watching his mother wither away from his father’s lack of attention made him promise himself he would be different. He would find a way to balance work and a satisfying home life. He had been less than successful to date, which was why a wealthy thirty-four-year-old businessman was lonely, so he had planned on a winter adventure. Shivering, he turned the heater control of his silver luxury rental car up higher.
Maybe I should have flown to Hawaii.
He was not afraid of flying, even though his father died when his plane crashed into the ocean just off the coast of Long Island. The ever-popular businessman was returning from one of his jaunts. His mother passed away a month later. He would like to believe she died from a broken heart, but he doubted love had anything to do with it. Love was a fantasy and a lie that men used to get women into bed. Women used it, as well, to try to convince men that a woman was what their lives needed to be complete. All the women he had dated wanted the fun that only money could buy.
My money.
“Hah!” All he needed was a little peace, and a night or two with a redheaded woman in his bed. When he insisted on flying commercial to Montreal, his assistant had glared at him as if he had lost his mind, which was her prerogative. Sixty-year-old Mona Ashwell was smart as a whip and had worked for his father for twenty years. He saw no need to replace her, especially with the way she watched out for the other employees. She made sure to leave him a note when one of his executives was ill, or engaged, or acting less than worthy of a position at Wainwright Industries.
He promised to carry his cell phone and to check in every so often. That seemed to quiet her down. It was close enough to the Christmas holiday that few transactions were deemed necessary to complete. After the New Year would be time enough, he supposed.
Until then, he was headed to Montreal. Canada would be perfect. The city was perfect. Sleek, though not too modern. Amenities at a five-star hotel in the city would give him the chance to kick back and relax. He could not wait to visit the spa, get a massage, or walk through their underground shopping centers. Enjoying a meal with a beautiful, intelligent woman in a fabulous restaurant would refresh him.
What did they say about the best-laid plans? With a heavy winter storm closing Montreal’s Pierre Elliott Trudeau airport, he had deplaned in Boston, deciding to start his adventure a little early, by driving the approximately seven hours north.
The car rental agency clerk assured him the roads were clear all the way through Vermont to the Canadian border. Why not cruise through the country in the silver luxury model, listen to the radio, and think about the relaxation and sexy redhead that awaited him at the hotel? She had not confirmed that she was able to make their rendezvous, but he could hope. What if he got there and found himself all alone? Even if she could not meet him in person, he would go out of his way to enjoy himself. The storm might derail her travel plans, but so what?
Has it really been years since I’ve taken the time to enjoy my own company?
Pressure from work seemed somehow wrong. Yes, it was nice to know he had millions to his name, and a huge corporation carrying his last name. His penthouse condominium was state of the art, and he always had a limo and its driver at his beck and call, but he wanted to do this himself.
He did not think Mona appreciated his change of plans, ergo the offer to find him a limo and a driver to get him from Boston to Montreal. She did not approve of his renting a car, and would worry until he checked into the hotel. She watched his gold card transactions via her smart phone, assuming someone would steal him blind at some point in time.
That nearly happened with his ex-fiancée. Lucky for him, Mona had done a background check on her without his knowledge. He would have reprimanded her, except that everything turned out for the best. Nearly marrying a corporate spy, out to ruin his company before leaving him at the altar, was an experience he had narrowly escaped.
A few days away from the office suited him just fine. He doubted Mona would disturb him. He had told her in no uncertain terms not to call him unless the Manhattan skyscraper that housed Wainwright Industries was on fire. She had shaken her head, but promised not to act like a mother hen, unless he neglected to check in at least every few days. He could live with that.
His grin, which he knew Mona would not appreciate, suddenly turned into open-mouthed alarm, when the red and chrome grill of a massive truck headed for his windshield.
Whipping the steering wheel to the right, he realized the road was as slick as a skating rink. Although he had not seen a single snowflake since leaving Boston, he had obviously missed the black ice. Spinning around, he slid off the road to the left, and headed down a muddy hillside, bumping and sliding down the incline. A wet, icy pond, straight ahead, grew closer.
“Stop!” Yelling at the car, while pressing the brake pedal through the floor didn’t help. At least the fire engine that had come around a corner at break-neck speed had not slammed his car into pieces of crumpled metal. The car bounced and slid faster, and he raised his hands above him, trying to hold on while not letting his head pound against the ceiling.
Splash!
Bradley’s rental car came to a sudden stop. The airbag deployed, slamming him in the nose. As it deflated, its powdery contents made him sneeze. Blood trickled down his chin, but a bleeding nose was not his most immediate problem. The hood and front bumper of the car sat in a slushy pond.
Although anger at the fools who forced him off the road made him grit his teeth, getting out and onto solid ground was imperative. Drowning beneath the thin layer of ice in the middle of Vermont was not in this week’s playbook. He groaned the moment he realized he now had no car. His anticipated arrival in Montreal was going to be delayed once more.
Maybe the car is an easy fix.
He could hope. In the meantime, he grabbed his overnight satchel, which held his laptop and a change of underwear and socks. If he needed other clothes, he would buy them in Montreal. If he decided to spend his days and nights in bed, he had no need for clothes.
He should have placed the folder of paper files in a zippered pouch. Mona surprised him as he left for the airport, and insisted that he look them over whenever he found a spare minute. He unlocked the doors, turned off the ignition, but could do nothing to silence the blaring horn. He forced open the driver’s door, the metal-wrenching sound adding to the noise. Muttering a curse, he stepped from the car into ankle-deep mud. Grabbing the door frame was not an option since he had foolishly filled his hands with the satchel and the papers. He fought to regain his balance while several ear-burning curses escaped.




Chapter 2







Expelling a breath she hadn’t realized she held, Ellie parked the pickup and clicked the switch to make the red bubble and flashers swirl. The fire engine slid to a stop a little farther down the narrow, curvy road, and she was pleased they had the forethought to display their emergency lights, as well.
She prayed the driver of the car was uninjured. Even if he was fine, she’d have a stack of paperwork to fill out concerning this wreck. On top of her dad’s accident, she was going to be up all night filling out reports, when she would rather be checking on her dad’s condition over at the hospital.
Jumping down from the pickup’s high seat, she followed the car’s tracks down the muddy hill to check on the passengers, since she was the only medically trained Emergency Medical Technician on scene. The other men waited for instructions up top, although two had already run to take up posts at each end of the road. Stopping other traffic would give them time to assess the accident, rescue any patients, and clear the road. The squawk of a radio told her that the fire engine’s driver was already relaying their position and notifying the police.
She hated to involve the police with this, but if the car’s occupants planned to claim that the fire department caused the accident, it was better to get the eyewitness reports and disastrous road conditions corroborated by the police department.
Will I ever get to see how Dad is doing?
The list of tasks needing her attention just doubled. A shower would be nice, too. She didn’t think she was all that filthy, but the smell of smoke from the barn fire lingered like a halo around her head. She predicted the muddy slope would soon add to her disheveled appearance.
As she stepped gingerly along the hillside, she reached out and grabbed the branch tips of spruce saplings. She took a deep breath of air scented with Christmas trees, trying to ignore her soot-covered bunker gear. A moment later, her booted feet slipped out from under her. Her arms flailed in the air, praying for something to hang on to. Regaining her balance proved impossible, and she slammed into the muddy ground. As she lay flat on her back, only a groan escaped her lips.
“Are you hurt, Chief?” Andy yelled down to her.
“Just my pride,” she answered. Sitting upright, she rolled her shoulders still encased in her heavy fire coat. The cold slowly seeped through her trousers, but she was still dry. Rolling to her side, she pushed up off the muddy ground to stand upright. “That’s better.”
I spoke too soon.
Her feet slipped out from underneath her, again. Sliding backward on her rear down the rain-soaked grass was surreal. At a slick spot, she managed to turn feet-first toward the car, but couldn’t stop. At the same time, the car’s driver stepped out of the wrecked vehicle and into her path.
“Watch out!” she cried.
Too late.
***
Bradley had heard about moments like this, when time slowed down. In slow motion, a mud-covered woman slid on her rear-end toward him. Cornered against the car’s open door, he could not move out of her way in time. His leather satchel went flying and landed in the woman’s lap. Shock filled her face, while she yelled something unintelligible to him as she slammed into him and the door.
His folder of papers flew up and over his head, landing somewhere behind him. Turning back with rage at the foolish person, a splash of cold, muddy water drenched the front of his suit. He grabbed the edge of the car’s door to keep from falling on top of the oddly dressed woman.
“I saved it,” she cried as she slid to a stop, wedged beneath the open door and his feet.
Her cheeks were streaked with mud, although he could see soft skin reddened and windblown, where the mud had not reached. Her clothes seemed too bulky for her thin frame. Was she wearing bunker gear? If she was one of the firefighters driving recklessly, she would need to do more than save his laptop and extra underwear from a watery grave to make amends.
Leaning down, he grabbed the bag from her grasp with one hand, and wiped splotches of mud from his no-longer-pristine clothing with the other. The mud was cold as ice and had already soaked through to his skin.
She held on to the door’s lower edge and glanced up at him. While holding on tight, her other hand wiped one cheek, managing to smear the mud further. Her brown eyes sparkled with a mix of embarrassment and amusement, while her smile made him nearly forget what had happened.
His glasses were askew, but it was the blood dripping onto the ground beside her that immediately changed the woman’s expression from companionable joy to worry.
“You’re injured. You really should stay put. We have an ambulance coming, so—”
“I do not require an ambulance, Miss…” He waited impatiently for her to answer. He might be upset and thoroughly inconvenienced, but he was still a gentleman.
“Oh, right,” she said. She scrambled to her feet, then reached out to the roof over the rear passenger door next to him, to stay upright. She was on her feet, but still unsteady on the slippery slope. She reached out and grabbed his arm with a very muddy hand, making more of a mess of his only jacket. A slight breeze tossed her thick brown hair over her left eye. The chocolate right eye glanced straight at him, and her full lips curved into a luminescent smile.
His chest constricted as if she had slugged him. Who would think that a beautiful woman hiding beneath bulky clothes and a countrified mud bath, would appear today? He cleared his throat, willing his suddenly aroused body to behave.
“My name is Bradley Aaron Wainwright.”
“Elinor Danville. Acting fire chief.”
“Enough pleasantries. All I want is to get off this damn hill, get into some clean, dry clothes, and continue my journey.” He tore the glasses off his bruised nose and stuffed them in an inside pocket of his suit jacket.
“Right. Oh dear.”
Turning to see what had grabbed her attention, the papers Mona had given him floated on the surface of the pond. Unreachable. “Well, I did not wish to read them, anyway.”
Beside him, she giggled.
“Everything okay down there, Chief?”
He glanced up at the men standing at the top of the slope. One tall redheaded firefighter holding his shoulder, called her Chief with some respect. Several others ignored her.
“Am I to understand you are in charge of that vehicle? The one that nearly killed me?”
Her cheeks colored prettily as she nodded, and a frown tore at his heart. A sudden urge to make her smile again slammed his gut. There was something about this back-country woman that made him itch to learn more.
The sound of squealing brakes made him cringe. They both glanced back up to the roadway. A large tractor trailer slid to a stop near the firefighters, and voices mingled with waving hands.
“Another accident?” he asked.
“No, that’s Greg Peabody, another firefighter. He’s not on duty today. Looks like he’s loaded with Christmas trees.”
He must be in the country. Firefighters had dual jobs just to make ends meet? Here he was, escaping his job, a cushy one at that. Living in his steel and glass skyscraper had made him forget some people didn’t have the life he led handed to them. These people worked hard, he assumed. All the faces of the firefighters were darkened by soot and cold weather.
“Sir?”
She had turned her attention back to him. For some mysterious reason, he liked that.
“Are you okay? Do you think you can make it to the road, or shall I have some of the men head down here to help you?” She took his satchel and looped it over her shoulder.
He hesitated. The men in question did not look very happy. In fact, frowns filled their tired expressions. “Did you just come from a fire?”
She didn’t answer his question, but she cupped his elbow and led him slowly up the muddy track. He enjoyed her touch, so he followed, and nearly slipped. She caught him around the waist and moved closer. Their bodies touched, spreading a delicious heat through his damp clothes. She smelled nice, like pine trees and girly soap, which was a mystery, since she was covered in soot and mud.
“Hey, guys! Give us a hand?” she called to the men. Two slid slowly closer and she handed him off. Still hefting his satchel on her shoulder, she silently followed the trio to the road. A siren slowly went silent as the ambulance stopped nearby. The revolving red lights of the ambulance, fire truck, and a red pickup truck were soon joined by the blue lights of a police car.
Quite the rainbow. Too bad it is surrounding a muddy me.
The officer stepped out and placed a hat on his head. He pulled a small notebook from his jacket pocket and closed the driver’s door.
“Quite the party,” Bradley said.
The pretty firefighter chuckled at his elbow.
“Hey, Ellie,” the officer said, smiling. “Heard you’re in charge now. How’s your pa?”
“I have no idea. I was on my way to the hospital when this happened.”
Her words struck Bradley hard. Her father was in the hospital, yet she stopped to help him? His stomach turned and he felt small. “I am so sorry, Elinor. I had no idea.”
She glanced at him, those brown eyes smiling up at him. “Thanks for your concern.”
“Well, let’s get this sorted out so she can get to where she’s really needed,” the officer demanded. “Your name?”
“Oh, I am Bradley Aaron Wainwright.”
“I’m Officer Rudy Jackson. What happened?”
“Well, I came around the corner, and the fire truck was partially in my lane. I was startled, pulled the wheel to the right, hit black ice, spun, and went off the left side of the embankment. I slid down the muddy hillside into the pond.” He pointed to his rental at the bottom of the small hill.
“Lucky you didn’t slide all the way in. That cold water can kill within minutes. Ellie, what’s your take?”
“I was following behind the engine, so I didn’t see everything. He,” she said, pointing to him, “was suddenly flying down the slope.”
The officer looked her up and down. “And you went down and saved him, I assume? Seeing how you’re the only firefighter covered in mud, as well as soot.”
Her cheeks turned fire-engine-red, and Bradley could not help but chuckle.
***
Ellie glared at the handsome guy, whose height was barely a few inches more than her five-foot nine inches. Most men didn’t like a woman towering over them, unless she wore heels and a skimpy dress. They didn’t seem to like women in jobs they thought too masculine, either, at least not the men she’d grown up with in this small town.
She straightened her spine and threw her unburdened arm out toward the other men. “Rudy, you need to talk to the driver of the fire engine. Mr. Wainwright and I need to visit the paramedics.” She tugged on his arm and led him toward the ambulance.
“I told you. I am fine. Angry at the other driver, but I certainly do not need to go to the hospital. You do, I heard.” He reached for his precious leather satchel.
“Not yet, sir.” She stopped near the ambulance and turned to him. “Listen. Let them at least look you over. I have to write a report, since a town vehicle was involved. Besides, these are the same guys that transported my dad to the emergency department. I have questions for them, too. Please give me a break and let me hear if they can give me an update.”
“Fine. I do apologize for getting between you and your obvious concern for your father. I hope everything turns out fine.”
“Thanks.” She heard sincerity in his whispered words. She turned back to the dark-haired young paramedic who had joined them. “Hey, Johnny. This is Bradley Wainwright. Claims he’s fine, but the airbag gave him a bloody nose.”
“Okay. Let’s get you inside the heated back of our rig. Take a seat while I fill out the paperwork. Al, throw a blanket on the seat. He’s a bit of a mess.” Both paramedics chuckled.
“Be nice, guys. He’s had a hard day.” She plopped his bag on the rig’s floor at his feet. When she started shivering, she realized she was cold.
“Guess you got a little muddy, too. Here.” Al threw her a blanket.
“Thanks, Al. Take care of that city guy. He’s probably used to top-notch treatment.”
Wrapping the thick gray wool around her shoulders, she waited until after they finished with Mr. Wainwright, to ask them what they knew about her dad’s condition. She really did hope the driver was not injured. A lawsuit was the last thing the town needed. It was bad enough it hadn’t snowed since the first week of November. The Christmas Festival was going to be a disaster without snow.
“No snow, no festival, and no money coming in for new fire equipment. Bah, humbug,” she muttered.
“Did you say something?”
Startled, she stepped backward into two very strong arms. She turned, surprised to discover the driver of the wrecked car.
“Please excuse me, Elinor! I did not mean to surprise you like that. These men,” he said, pointing to Johnny and Al, “say I am free to go. My only problem is I have no idea where I am, and how to get to where I was headed.”
She smiled up at him. The paramedics had wiped the blood from his face and cleaned most of the mud from his forehead and neck. He was barely hurt, and that was one worry she could put behind her.
The blanket slipped off one of her shoulders, and he reached out and gently pulled it back up. He tightened it beneath her chin. “Go find out about your father, then come back so we can talk?”
“You want to talk? To me?” Dear Lord, he smelled great. Even wearing a suit covered in mud and decaying leaves, the aroma of triple-milled soap and something earthy came through loud and clear. Her heartbeat sped faster and her fingers tingled.
“Yes, Elinor. I need you to give me a hand.”
He wanted her hands? She could envision hours in a soft bed using her hands to discover every hidden taut muscle and long, hard—
“What? I mean, okay. Thanks. I’ll be right back.” She wanted to kiss his cheek simply because of a short yet startling hot daydream. She shook off the urge, because her dad’s condition was a bigger worry. “Wait for me?”
He nodded and raised the brown satchel’s strap to his shoulder. His suit was ruined, but she could tell it was once an exquisite dark gray. He slipped his glasses back onto the bruised bridge of his nose. His white shirt and black silk tie were smudged. His shoes were a soggy mess, but fine Italian leather was evident.
“Your feet must be freezing. Why don’t you hop into my truck? There’s an old blanket in the back seat. Can you cover the front cushions? I need to talk to the paramedics and my crew.”
Once again, he simply nodded, then limped away. She hoped the limp was due to his mud-filled shoes. The view from here was just as nice. The made-to-order suit fit his toned, muscular form, and in no way deterred her thoughts of what hid beneath.
Sighing, she returned to the ambulance and spoke with Johnny. “Can you give me an update on the Chief?”
“He’ll be fine. Looks like a bad sprain, but they were taking him down to x-ray when we got this call. Are you okay? The guys said you slid all the way down the hill on your—”
“Yes, I’m fine. Get out of here!” They laughed together. The paramedics and the firefighters got along well because they met during accidents and sick-person calls. The town was so small they only ran two ambulances, with three different crews and half were volunteers. The fire department had only about twenty men…and her.
“Are we going to pull this car up? Don’t think Gilman Garage’s tow truck can handle this,” Greg asked, standing near his flatbed truck, piled high with tied Christmas trees.
“I think my pickup can handle it.”
“Your father’s truck, you mean,” an older firefighter, the one who’d been driving the fire engine said, with a very obvious sneer.
“Dad is out of commission, and he appointed me Chief. The truck belongs to the town. I will take care of it until he’s back on his feet. Now, get the men back to the fire house and get ready for the next call. Greg will help me.”
Even Andy glared at her, but no one said a word. She stood quietly as all the men returned to the fire engine, turned off the lights, and headed back down the road. She joined the police officer near her bumper, which sported a heavy-duty tow hitch.
“We going to tow this?” the officer asked.
“Yep, but just to the top of the hill. Mac Gilman and his tow truck can collect it later. You keep the traffic lanes clear, and Greg can work the cable, okay?”
Both men nodded. She noticed Bradley spreading the blanket over the front seats. He climbed into the cab and nodded to Greg. Greg started the tow winch motor and returned to the front of the vehicle. He worked the cable controls while she slid down the hill for a second time.
This time, she pulled a hook attached to steel cables. She was already wet and muddy, so she knelt behind the back bumper of the rental car and hooked the cable to the rear axle. She opened the driver’s door, turned the key, and put the vehicle in neutral. Returning up the wet hillside, but keeping her distance in case the cable snapped, she guided Greg as the hoist slowly pulled the vehicle up the slope.
Once the car was in the road, she opened the door, and turned the wheel as Greg helped push it until it was out of the travel lane. Bradley hopped from the pickup and watched as she knelt and unhooked the cable.
“I always assumed that was man’s work. You surprise me every time you move. Where did you learn all this?”
“Dad.” She was surprised her throat closed and no more words would come out. Worrying about her dad was a given. He would be fine, but if he couldn’t lead the firefighters for some time, everything…including the Christmas Festival, was on her shoulders.
“How is he?”
“I’m not sure. They have to do more tests on his injured ankle. I want to get there, but not until I clear the scene.”
“Will you tell me what happened? Unless I’m prying.”
“No, it’s okay. I am still in some bit of a shock. He was reaching for a hose another firefighter carried, when an explosion threw them both to the ground. They were lucky, actually.”
“Good Lord! Of course, you need to go see him.”
Greg asked, “We all set here?”
“Yeah, thanks. Why are you heading up this road? I thought you left for Montpelier to sell that flatbed full of Christmas trees.”
“Got there and the tree lot refused delivery.”
“Dear Lord! Why?”
“Look around, Chief. No snow means folks aren’t really thinking about Christmas. I have no idea what to do with these.”
“There must be something you can do.”
“I thought about donating them to the festival, but how will a bunch of plain Christmas trees make any money? I really depend on tree sales for a big chunk of my income. Someday I’ll get that maple sugar house up and running.”
“Let me think about this. There must be a way to raise money using the trees. It is such a nice gesture, but you mustn’t be forced to donate all of them. Can you give me a little time? Dad’s in the hospital and I don’t know how he’s doing.”
“I heard some of the others talking about it. He fell off the roof?”
“He reached for the fire hose that Andy was holding while on the ladder, and an explosion sent the ladder to the ground. Dad fell on Andy. Andy’s shoulder hurts, but dad’s ankle is sprained or broken.”
Bradley placed a hand on her shoulder. “He fell off a roof? I thought he was just knocked off his feet. I am so sorry.”
“Thanks for the concern. A lovely family now has no barn, just a pile of smoldering rubble. I find in life there is always someone else having a worse day than myself.” She turned to Greg. “Thanks for the help. I will call you about the tree idea once I get cleaned up, get this guy settled, and have a chance to visit Dad.”
She waited for Greg to start up his rig. Waving to Officer Jackson, his returned wave meant he knew the situation was finished.
“If you’ll get back in the truck, I’ll take you somewhere. Not sure where. Where were you heading?”
“Montreal.”
“Yikes. That’s still quite a distance from here. It’s kind of late to travel, even if you had another car. I can take you to a Bed and Breakfast so you can clean up.”
Mr. Wainwright had no car, ruined clothes and, if his blue lips were any indication, was getting chilled. She wanted nothing to do with Sean Peabody, the owner of the only B&B in town, because she’d made the mistake of dating him. Once. She met him after he became a volunteer firefighter. He asked her out, and after a lovely dinner at a pub in the next town over, had driven to a quiet lookout spot off the Interstate. Unfortunately, he turned all hands, mouth, and teeth.
Realizing that what they had was a totally one-sided relationship, she had him bring her right home. Regrettably, his was the only inn with available rooms within walking distance of Main Street.
She instructed Mr. Wainwright to haul himself and his scant luggage up onto the blanket in the cab, while she stood in front of her dad’s truck and looked up at the cloudless sky above the tree-lined road. The slick surface would only get worse until the town’s sand truck found its way to this end of town.
“May I ask where you live?”
“New York City.”
I wonder what Mr. Wainwright will say when he discovers there are no rental car agencies within thirty miles.
She jumped up into the driver’s seat and started the engine. She also wondered if he knew how different the next day or two might be. No fast food restaurants or five-star fine dining establishments here. No bars open until the wee hours and certainly no gentlemen’s entertainments. She winked at him and said, “Welcome to Snowflake Valley.”




Chapter 3







Bradley settled in the seat in the huge red pickup truck with his leather satchel on his lap. Elinor started the engine and turned the knob on the heat controls to high. A blast of cold air quickly turned wonderfully warm. He could almost feel his fingers. He feared his toes, inside drenched socks and sodden leather shoes, were a lost cause.
“Seatbelts,” his companion ordered.
Bristling, he did as she demanded and let the heat from the vents warm his damp skin not covered by muddy clothing. Even his eyebrows hurt from the cold. The radio picked up a country tune that spoke of long-lost love and a big red truck. He was currently sitting in a big red truck enjoying the heating unit. That was all. No romance on the highway, unless he could return to his scheduled trip. Spending one night in some little Vermont community might not be too bad. Anything would be better than sitting in these muddy clothes another minute.
He noticed his rescuer’s hands as she deftly steered around the remnants of his rental car. Her fingers were long and thin, too delicate for the muddy, sooty jobs she worked at. Her personal scent was barely discernable, but his body responded to the pleasant fragrance of girly soap under all that dirt.
Having his body react to her scent alone, meant he was definitely overdue for a holiday. He looked out the passenger side window while willing his awakening body to relax. Then he noticed the lack of snow. He was in Vermont, far north of the center of the state, he assumed, but where was the white stuff all the ski slopes advertised?
He did not care, of course. Hopping off the plane and finding a minimal amount of snow and blue skies at Logan Airport in Boston was why he had not hesitated to rent a car. His mind had settled on the beautiful redheaded corporate head-hunter he might hire to find a replacement for himself.
Being rich ought to mean no longer having to work, right?
When the road curved around an open grassy area, he spotted a herd of deer sprinting across the unseasonably green meadow. Did deer sprint? He had no idea, but with their white tails sticking up like flags of surrender, they were pretty. He would never consider hunting such a beautiful creature. He didn’t hunt at all. Nor did he fish or camp. His idea of traveling was sleeping in five-star hotels with room service. He doubted such a place existed within one-hundred miles of Snowflake Valley. All he wanted right now was to get dry and warm.
The trunks of the trees lining the opposite side of the road were thick and solid brown, but they looked like the kind you would find on the cover of a holiday magazine. Could they be maple trees? Oak? Others had green spiny branches. Pine or spruce? Something that stayed green all year? A grove of trees he recognized as paper birch caught his eye. He knew a little bit about the great outdoors, but something about the scenery felt wrong.
“Where is all the snow?”
She seemed startled that he’d spoken, as if she had forgotten a stranger sat in the truck with her.
“Sorry, I was thinking of dad. Snowflake Valley hasn’t had a flake fall since November. It is unusual, to say the least. The ski areas farther north are doing fine, and Canada is enjoying a white-out as we speak. The weather station’s latest forecast looks bad, as well.”
“You want it to snow?” He had crashed outside of a town he hadn’t even seen on the map on his phone. Icy roads and thick forests were enough nature for him, but she wanted a blizzard?
“Of course. We rely on tourists. Listen, Mr. Wainwright, I’ll drop you off at the inn, so I can go get cleaned up and check on Dad at the hospital. You’ll like the B&B. It’s just off Main Street.”
“I am sure I will. Please call me Bradley. After what we have shared today, I believe we can continue on more intimate terms.”
“Okay. Um, you can walk to everything from the B&B. Sean will feed you dinner and breakfast, of course, but you might like to check out the café in the bookstore and the other shops. A clothing store, perhaps?”
Looking down at his ruined suit, he curled his toes in the thoroughly drenched shoes and nodded. “I packed light. Underwear, socks, my laptop, and papers…erase that. No papers.”
“I did apologize for that.”
He smiled. Elinor was really being very neighborly, something Mona tried to instill in all the executives and other employees. His rescuer was going out of her way to see him taken care of, but was it because she did not wish him to file a lawsuit?
“You sound very familiar with the B&B. Do you live there?”
“No. I live with my dad. I kind of dated the inn’s owner, Sean Peabody. Didn’t end well.”
She had turned her attention to the growing lines of traffic. Snowflake Valley’s downtown had come into view. Holiday lights sparkled in the low light of dusk. Cars honked and drivers waved to people who walked two-by-two along the sidewalks. Were they window shopping? Who in their right mind would stroll in this weather? Since he was without a vehicle, he assumed he would be joining them soon. Dry clothes would go a long way in brightening his mood.
A single blinking light hung over a crossroads. His rescuer kept speeding along while he winced at the full logging truck that lumbered in the other direction. The road was only two lanes, and they passed about a dozen storefronts sporting windows decorated for the Christmas season. The aroma of fresh-baked bread wafted through the truck, making his stomach growl.
The blur of store signs meant Elinor drove too fast for comfort, but he was a stranger to town. Maybe she had put on her emergency lights? She slowed about two blocks farther down.
“Here we are.”
She pulled the big truck to a stop outside a gray three-story Victorian home with white gingerbread trim and shutters. Green garland, twisted through white holiday lights, gave the place a welcoming glow. A Christmas tree sat on the wrap-around porch, also lit with strings of shining white lights.
He stepped from the truck, looped his satchel over his shoulder, and followed her up the six steps to the front door.
Welcome to The Peabody Inn.
The weathered sign hung on the right, opposite the lighted tree. A closer look revealed that the building’s siding sported peeling paint. Two threadbare rugs were tossed on the washed-out stained porch decking in front of a pair of rocking chairs in need of another coat of paint. A few of the holiday lights on the tree were burned out, but the tree itself was exquisite. Thick, green, and fragrant.
“What a lovely tree,” Bradley said.
His rescuer opened the unlocked front door, and he followed her into a warm lobby that smelled of cinnamon.
“He’s part owner of a tree farm,” she whispered, as if explaining it was getting too personal.
“Right, you introduced me to another tree harvester, Greg.”
“Brothers. This way. I hope he’s back from the fire scene. I didn’t see him at your accident.”
“He is a firefighter?”
“Volunteer. Part-time. We only have a few full-timers like me and my dad.”
He’d crashed in the city limits of a town that depended on volunteers to leave their cozy beds at all hours of the day or night to fight fires and rescue people? He regarded the firefighters of New York City as heroes in their own right, but would any of them actually do what they did for free? Apples and oranges, I guess.
His attention was suddenly drawn to a big red bowl on a small side table in the entranceway. It was filled with pinecones that emitted a fragrance that made him assume someone had sprinkled them with cinnamon. The scent filled the entranceway and reminded him of apple pie, and Christmas.
“These pinecones smell great,” he whispered. He wasn’t sure why he was keeping his voice down, but she smiled at him, so it was the right move.
Moving toward a small reception desk to the left, where an open ledger sat, she tapped a bell sitting in its middle. The sound filled the area with a welcoming peal.
A blond gentleman wearing a cream-colored cable knit Irish sweater stepped through a door at the end of the room. He was a few inches taller than his own six feet. The innkeeper smiled, but Bradley knew right away that he was not looking at him.
A side glance told him that Elinor’s shoulders had tensed. She was not kidding. These two shared a history. A rush of jealousy, or an innate need to protect her from pain or injury, made him step forward and offer his hand.
“Hi. I am Bradley Wainwright, and I was hoping you had an available room.”
The innkeeper blinked, as if only then realizing he was there. He shook his hand, then asked, “As in Wainwright Industries?”
Bradley smiled. Finally, someone who knew about the real world. “Yes, that’s my father’s company, but I am the current CEO.”
Sean looked over at Elinor. “Are you two…together?”
“No!” she said.
A little too loudly, but it made Sean smile.
“Mr. Wainwright, here, had a little accident. His car was wrecked and, as you can see, he needs a shower and a change of clothes. I suggested this place. Without a car at his disposal and no rental agencies for many miles, he needs to be able to get to the stores on his own two feet.”
“A sound plan. I have a room on the second floor. Private bath, with a view of Main Street. How many nights?”
“Well…I am not sure.”
“No problem. With the lack of snow, I haven’t had many visitors. I usually fill up with overflow from Pine Cone Mountain Ski Area, but…”
He did not have to explain further. He had passed the ski area he mentioned on his way through the valley, its parking lot all but deserted. Elinor mentioned the ski areas in the north were doing fine.
“My good luck, then. Do you know when the closest department store closes? I need another suit and a pair of shoes.”
Sean and Elinor exchanged looks.
“What did I say?”
“There are no men’s stores or famous-name department stores around here, certainly nothing that carry the type of clothes you’re used to, I imagine,” she said. “Ski clothes and winter workwear is all we have. A pair of boots, maybe some tennis shoes, if they haven’t been put away for the winter.”
“Great. Well, are they still open?”
A tinny gong struck six. Her eyes flicked toward the Grandfather clock in the corner. “Afraid not. This is a weekday. They stay open later on the weekend.”
“A dry-cleaner?”
“Ha! Not for thirty miles,” Sean said. “How about I loan you some clothes until you can buy some.”
“That is very kind of you. I have extra socks and underwear.”
“Pajamas?”
“No need, I sleep in the nu—”
“TMI,” Elinor cried, raising both hands. “Listen, I have to get to the hospital.”
“I heard your dad was hurt. Andy too?” Sean asked.
“Yes, but I am surprised you didn’t see what happened. Didn’t you hear me ask you to hold the ladder?”
Bradley noticed how Sean’s cheeks reddened, and the woman sounded upset.
“Guess the noise of the explosion drowned out your lovely voice. I was busy by the fire engine, helping pump water. Sorry if you thought I was anywhere close to them, and able to help.”
Elinor looked like she wanted to say more, then lowered her eyes. Why did she capitulate to the innkeeper? It sounded to Bradley that the man had shirked his responsibility. He must have taken off from the scene quickly in a private vehicle, because he’d had enough time to shower and put on clean clothes, unlike Elinor.
“Dad hurt his ankle and Andy wrenched his shoulder, though he refused to get it looked at. He’ll be hurting tomorrow. Dad is still having tests. I really need to go see him, since I don’t know how bad he was injured. I will leave Mr. Wainwright in your capable hands.”
She turned to Bradley, and brushed a lock of her dark brown hair out of her eyes. “It was nice meeting you, although not the way we met. I would like to follow up with you, in case anything changes with your health.”
“I thank you, but a bloody nose and damp clothing is all I suffered. The car was a rental and I am insured. Oh…what will happen to the car?”
“Mac Gilman will tow it to his garage. It’s located down a few blocks over on the far side of town, on the corner of Main and Pine Bluff. I have a feeling it’s going to be considered a total loss.”
“I’ll call the rental office and see what they want done with it. Maybe they can send me another. I have someone waiting for me…in Montreal.” He could not help the slight smile pulling at the corner of his mouth. Sharing his bed was a possible outcome, if he could get to Montreal.
“Well, goodnight.” She turned to Sean. “Thanks for putting him up. Point him toward the correct stores in the morning? Got to run. Dad is probably chomping at the bit to come home.”
Bradley watched his rescuer leave, marching out the door in firefighter boots and a soot-covered jacket. Her sweet smile had dimmed when he had mentioned Montreal. Speaking of the redhead who waited there for him, he ought to call her immediately. He patted his pocket and pulled out his wallet, only to discover his phone was gone.
“Lose something?” the innkeeper asked as he handed Bradley a key.
He was talking to Bradley, but his gaze was locked on Elinor as she disappeared out the front of the B&B. She mentioned they had dated. Did the guy still want her? The tension between them was thick enough to cut with a knife, which made him assume the feelings were one-sided.
This is what love does to a man.
Amused at the tension he had sensed rolling off Elinor, he turned back to the innkeeper, Sean.
“I must have lost my phone in the crash. I don’t suppose there is anywhere in town I can pick up another one?” He was instinctively feeling naked without his cell phone. Isn’t that a little sad?
Sean shook his head as he led Bradley up the creaking stairs to a spacious room overlooking the street. “I’ll be right back with some clothes.”
Twinkling lights and strands of green garland tied with red ribbon circled the room. Red and green samplers, quilts, and pillows embroidered with Ho, Ho, Ho filled every corner. Looking closer, he saw faded wallpaper and windows that shook with every gust of wind. The carpet was outdated gold shag and the curtains reminded him of grandma’s eyelet lace. There was a set of drawers by the wall and a small end table next to the double bed. The door’s wood trim could use another coat of varnish, and a pair of hooks on the back of the door proved to be the only place to hang a coat.
Stripping out of his suit jacket, he untied his ruined silk tie and toed off his damp shoes. Without daring to sit on the red and green quilt covering the queen-size bed, he leaned a palm against the wall and pulled off his socks and sighed. He was soaked to the skin and began to shiver.
A light knock on the door had him opening it to find the innkeeper holding a bundle of clothes.
“I’m a lot bigger in the shoulders than you, but this ought to do. The pants might be too long, but you can tuck them into these sneakers. Size twelve okay?”
He was a size eleven, but two pair of socks might make them work. He had never felt like a beggar before, but this was no time to be choosy. “Thank you, Mr. Peabody.”
“Call me Sean. Dinner is at seven-thirty. I have three other guests. You’ll join us?”
He nodded. What else could he do? If there was a five-star restaurant anywhere within fifty miles, he would eat his hat. “Do you have a hat I could borrow?”
“That, and a parka. I’ll have you try on several when you finish dinner. See you then.” He hesitated, then added, “Ellie is a great gal but she has too much responsibility weighing heavily on those pretty shoulders.”
“I gathered as much. She’s really worried about her father.”
“I bet she is more worried that you plan to sue the town.”
“What? Why do you say that?”
“I heard the scuttlebutt. Didn’t the fire engine run you off the road? I saw the lines in her forehead. She’s already trying to figure out how to write that report.”
“I had not planned to—”
“Then there’s the Christmas Festival, the annual fundraiser for the fire department. With no snow, who will come? How will the fire department earn enough money to buy all the equipment they need? Since she is in charge of that as well, you see what I mean? Well, let me know if you need anything.” Without waiting a response, he trotted down the stairs.
The room was chilly. He had searched the wall for a thermostat with no luck. Someone had left the window cracked open, as if it was spring. He slammed it shut, then headed for the bathroom. He showered in lukewarm water, then toweled dry with linens that chafed his skin. He padded gingerly across the cold tile floor to stare in the chipped mirror at the stubble growing on his normally closely-shaved face, while he yearned for the five-star Montreal hotel just out of reach.
Once dry, he returned to the bedroom and slipped into a light blue sweater sporting a big stylized ‘S’ in the middle of his chest. “I sure don’t feel like Superman.”
He slipped into a pair of gray sweat pants, too large to be comfortable. The colors were not anything he would consider including in his personal clothing palette, but as a beggar, he had no choice. Not until he acquired a new car, and found a real clothing store.
“My fault. I was in too much of a hurry to wait for my baggage to get released from the airline.” They promised to forward it to his hotel. If he was stuck in Snowflake Valley much longer, his second suit and the rest of his clothing would soon enjoy the hotel he had yet to discover.
Turning toward his laptop, he would check its condition and email his Canadian woman friend. They were to meet up soon. It wasn’t like she was waiting for him to pop up in town. Praying the computer had not been damaged in the crash, he was happy to see it power up.
His phone was another matter. It was missing. His recharging cord was in the satchel, so he would plug in another compatible phone tomorrow.
If I can find a store carrying phones.
“I forgot to ask about the Wi-Fi,” he said to the empty room, then searched through several pamphlets the innkeeper had set on a small bedside table. A bookstore, a clothing store, and a library were described in too many words for what he perceived might be the size of these local amenities.
After playing three games of solitaire, he closed his laptop and plugged it into the wall. Once he could email or call his assistant, and the rental car company, he would have a walk downtown to see where he had landed.
Dinner and breakfast were included, but the innkeeper mentioned other guests would join him in the dining room for these family-style meals. He did not want to consort with strangers, so if dinner proved too talkative, he planned to escape the next day. He would slip out early, head downtown, and eat elsewhere. Replacing his borrowed clothes and phone were a priority.
***
Ellie slid the pickup into a tight space near the far end of the hospital’s parking lot. Stepping out of the driver’s door, she looked down at her chest. The bunker gear was caked with mud, so she stepped out of her fire boots and carefully pushed the pants and suspenders down and off. The blue jeans beneath were still dry.
After tossing them in the truck bed, she rummaged around in the back seat and pulled black leather boots on and smoothed the front of her jeans. She picked up a brush out of the bowels of her red backpack and contemplated changing her shirt. Doing it out in the open was never going to fly. Too many cameras. It was hard enough to get a moment of privacy at the fire house.
Too many men.
As she brushed her hair, clumps of dirt and dried grass showered down. She swept the debris from her shirt with a deep sigh. Scrounging deeper into her bag, she pulled out a pack of baby wipes and washed what she could from her face, neck, arms, and hands. Bradley Wainwright had looked at her oddly, meaning she was a total disaster. She had originally planned to shower and change at home, but the car wreck had screwed up that timeline.
Dad will understand.
Pulling on a navy-blue fleece jacket she always kept with her backpack, she locked the truck and pocketed the keys. The walk to the hospital’s emergency entrance gave her a chance to relive the events of the day. Watching her own father tumble off the roof, taking Andy down with him, had seemed surreal, until she had kneeled beside the injured men. She prayed her dad was barely hurt and would jump back into work.
And, take back the fire chief title.
She was also thinking about the Christmas Festival. Although the air was cold and the ski areas to the far north were able to make snow with their powerful snow guns, most of Vermont was living up to its nickname, The Green Mountain State.
Without cooperating weather and below-freezing temperatures at night, she feared that the activities would have to be canceled. The festival was vital to the community and raised money for the fire and rescue services. Town taxes were high enough, so the festival was one way to raise a majority of the funds for the fire house.
Deprived of snow and cold overnight temperatures, there wouldn’t be any ice skating. No horse-drawn sleigh rides, no snowman-making contests, and the tree lighting wouldn’t seem as special.
She loved snow, even when it made for exciting driving conditions, but she didn’t want to rely on bake sales and rummage sales to earn money to buy needed equipment. Some of the others at the fire house suggested they postpone the festival until January or February, but how could they hold a Christmas Festival any other month than December? It had been a tradition to hold it the day before Christmas Eve.
The emergency entrance’s doors whooshed open. She strode past the security officer on duty and nodded. She knew most of the police officers in town and many worked part-time as security officers for the hospital, which was only about fifteen miles from downtown. They shared the small hospital with the town of Pine Cone, farther up Interstate eighty-nine.
At the check-in desk, the volunteer on duty smiled up at her from the romance novel she was reading.
“Slow day?”
“You bet. How can I help you, dear?”
“My father came in on the ambulance. Douglas Danville?”
“Let me see. Here he is. Exam room six. I believe they are still waiting on those X-rays.”
“Thanks.” She pushed through the door to the cubicles and found her dad sitting upright in a hospital bed. His bunker gear was stuffed inside several drawstring bags along with his boots, jeans, and shirt.
“You look comfortable. How are you feeling?”
“Elinor! I’m glad you finally showed up. What took you so long? I am going crazy here.”
“Got busy. Haven’t even had a chance to go home and shower. Did I hear you’re waiting on X-rays?”
“Nice change of subject. Yeah, there’s a backlog of patients. Some kind of multi-car wreck about fifteen miles north of the Peabody Christmas Tree Farm. They insisted on looking at my ankle, but I still haven’t heard the verdict. My clothes are pretty ripe. I can still smell smoke.”
“That might be me.” She shook her head and shoved her less than pristine hair out of her eyes.
“Well, until I hear if they are keeping me here, I’m stuck with no clothes. I’m starving, too.”
“Can I go find you some food?”
Before he answered, a doctor entered the room. “Sorry, Mr. Danville. Nothing to eat or drink until we know if you’ll be needing surgery.”
“Surgery!” she and her father yelled at the same time.
The doctor raised his hands, trying to calm them. “Until we know if your ankle is fractured, no food or drink. Once the X-rays are read, we’ll know. Other than the ankle, any other pains popping up?”
“Nope. Andy cushioned my fall. If my boot hadn’t caught in the hole in the roof, I wouldn’t be in this bed wearing a short excuse for a bathrobe with no back!”
“Try to relax and we will do our best to get you back on your feet.” The doctor smiled and left the room.
“Ellie, I have a deep hankering for one of your sister’s butterscotch scones.”
“I promise to stop in and get some, if I can ever get through the pile of paperwork today’s incidents have created.”
“Heard my crew screwed up. Explain.”
She was going to remind him they were her crew, now, and she was in charge at the moment they caused Mr. Wainwright to drive into the pond. “Dad, there was an incident, yes, but I have it under control. Mr. Wainwright’s fancy little silver car ended up half submerged in the pond. A bloody nose, and muddy clothes were the extent of the damage.” He didn’t need to know about the tossed papers, the lack of a vehicle, and having to postpone his trip to Montreal all because their fire engine took the corner on his side of the road.
“Tell me about this fella, the driver.”
“Mr. Wainwright seems…nice. Even though he’s from New York City and owns some big company, I doubt he’ll sue the town. In fact, he thanked me.” When she thought how she’d really love him to show his thanks, both cheeks heated.
“Well, keep on top of that fella.”
“Dad!”
His smile proved he knew exactly what he’d said, and how she would take it.




Chapter 4







The sheer window curtains let the morning sun in much too early, although Bradley decided the smell of bacon helped ease the pain. In the city, he was normally an early riser, but lulled into wakefulness by a soft melody on his noise machine. The inn was much too quiet. He rarely ate breakfast, though Mona made sure he had something hot and fresh in his office around 9:30. Where she got a freshly toasted bagel with cream cheese in the financial district was a mystery.
Dressed in his loose borrowed clothing, he descended the stairs on his way out the door. Sean, the muscular innkeeper called to him, and he politely stopped.
“Where you headed? Breakfast is in the dining room. Coffee, too. The other guests are eager to talk with you again. You and your empire intrigued them all.”
He had no inclination to talk to people that were only interested in hob-knobbing with a millionaire. “I’m not really hungry. Can I get a mocha latte?”
The innkeeper smiled. “Not anywhere around here. Maybe at the bookstore.”
A mocha latte from a bookstore?
“I will give them a try. I have a list a mile long. But, you could tell me how to access the Wi-Fi?”
“Sorry, we don’t have it running, right now. A problem with the modem, supposedly. Hope to get it fixed tomorrow or the next day.”
Ouch. “Is there a place in town where I can access the internet?”
He scratched his chin, staring at the ceiling. “Hmm. I think the bookstore has Wi-Fi. Saw a little sign in their window announcing it last year.”
“The bookstore? The same one that has lattes?” He loved bookstores, yet so few still existed. He put that place on his mental list of today’s tasks. “What about a pay phone?”
While the innkeeper laughed, Bradley pulled open the front door and bounded down the stairs. He needed to contact the car rental agency to report the accident and request a replacement vehicle. He supposed the man who owned the garage, and must have towed his vehicle, had a phone. The company’s phone number should be on the rental agreement. He had stashed it in the glove box.
Strolling down the sidewalk, his breath formed a small cloud. It was cold, and he lacked winter clothing, even though Sean had told him to take anything from a closet off the kitchen. Wearing someone else’s leftovers was not his thing. He held his wallet in his left hand since it would only weigh down the sweatpants, but gloves would have been nice.
The breeze seeped through the thin material of the sweatpants and sweater, but at least his feet were warm. He should have accepted a jacket and a hat from the innkeeper, but escape made more sense. He’d stuffed his feet into two pair of socks before trying on the borrowed tennis shoes. It would do for now, but if it finally snowed, he would need a parka.
He headed straight to the garage, passing several stores that looked dark and still closed. He hoped the garage was open. He passed a small pet clinic, a dollar store, a small grocery store, and a bus stop crowded with eight or nine children. Several mothers stood shivering with their babies in strollers, while standing watch over the older siblings.
Garland and wreaths decorated the entryways of every shop, while tiny strings of lights, currently dark, wove back and forth overhead and across the street. Window displays favored greens and reds, while a few statues of Santa and reindeer made him reminiscent of happier times, shopping with his mother. The Christmas season and all holidays meant more to him when she still lived. Why had he shied away from celebrating?
Lights glowed from within the garage’s office, so he turned the knob and let himself in. He could see his wrecked vehicle on a lift in the main garage. Under it stood a man who he assumed was Mac Gilman, the owner. He was cranking on something, then paused to write something on a clipboard.
Bradley rapped on the glass between them. Startled, Mac dropped the clipboard. Regaining his dignity, he picked up the clipboard and strode into the office.
“I assume you’re the owner of this wreck?”
Bradley winced. If that was the man’s honest assessment, ordering a replacement was a prudent idea. “Yes, I am he. I need to report the accident and get a replacement car. Can you tell me what I should tell them?”
“Well, I’m not an insurance agent, but I know cars. Ain’t no fixing this hunk of junk. From the engine to the radiator, to the front axle to the airbags…adds up quick. You’ll be needing a police report, too. Have you reported the accident?”
“There was an officer at the scene. I think he said his name is Jackson. Is there a police station around here?” He had not noticed any police vehicles parked in town.
“Yep, it’s on the next street over, behind the grocery store. Can’t miss it.”
“I’ll go talk to them, then come back for your report.”
He set the clipboard on a desk cluttered with a box laden with metal parts and a tiny lit Christmas tree. “I have to go deliver these to a farmer up the road. Lots of folks around here do their own repairs. Then I have to pick up some parts in Pine Cone. Might get back before dark, but depends on traffic. Best to check back in tomorrow morning.”
Tomorrow? This was not going the way it should. What could he do? “Then I will be back first thing tomorrow. Thank you.”
The mechanic nodded and poured a cup of coffee into a ceramic mug with a chipped lip. The thick brown liquid pouring from the glass pot looked like mud. He had ingested his fill of mud last night at the inn, which was another reason he hoped to discover a store that sold delicious coffee. Shivering, he realized it was time to find some clothes.
No, the police report, otherwise I will be stuck in this tiny town.
He headed around the corner to the street that ran behind the stores on Main Street and noticed the fire department building on the next block. A fire truck was backing into the bay, its rear alarm beeping as it went.
I should thank them, too.
Talking to the police was more important. As he walked down the street, he spotted two SUVs painted with police department colors parked behind a low-slung brick building that looked no bigger than the garage. Two officers stepped from the door and noticed him.
“I recognize that sweater, but you’re not Sean from the Peabody Inn,” one officer said. “My mother knitted that.”
He had forgotten about the big stylized ‘S’ in the middle of the lightweight hand-knit sweater. “Mr. Peabody loaned it to me. I had a little accident yesterday with my car and ruined all my clothes.”
The officers looked at each other and smiled. “You’re the one who had a run in with a big red fire truck and its new chief.”
It wasn’t a question, so he did not answer. “Mac, at the garage, says I will need a police report when I call the rental agency. I dealt with Officer. Jackson, I believe was his name. Is he here?”
“Nobody left inside. Bet Ray’s on his day off. He’ll be in tomorrow. Have a nice day.” They walked to their respective police vehicles, leaving Bradley shivering on the sidewalk.
As they drove away, he glanced at the police station. Walking up to the door, he tried the knob. It was locked. Shaking his head, he muttered “Small towns.” Once he discovered the inn offered coffee not fit for human consumption, no exercise equipment, or even Wi-Fi, he wondered how soon it would be until he could put the entire town behind him.
The image of a brown-haired, mud-covered firefighter rose out of left field, and for a split second he thought staying around might actually be a good thing. Why, he had no idea.
More importantly, he could do nothing without the police report, or a phone. He supposed another day wouldn’t matter. Mona would not expect an update for at least a week. The redhead wasn’t waiting for him as yet, either.
Buying new clothes would take up some time, then he could check back to see if Officer Jackson had returned to the station, in case he worked a later shift. Besides, he could use a cup of coffee right about now.
Returning to Main Street, he searched for the general store that Sean mentioned sold clothing. He found it wedged between a gaily decorated bookstore and a tiny pharmacy. On the other side of the bookstore stood a little ice cream shop. The ice cream shop’s dark storefront had a For Sale sign in the window. Selling ice cream in the winter in Vermont sounded like a hard sell, even without snow clogging the sidewalks.
Bringing his attention back to the nicely decorated windows of the bookstore, he thought how many bookstores back in the city had shriveled up and closed. He would try to find time before he left town to look through the stacks. With no Wi-Fi at the inn and a missing mobile phone, a book might make the long night palatable.
His taste buds craved a mocha latte and a something freshly baked, but Mona was the genius who always delivered them to his office. Today, in this little town, buying clothes was imperative. He stepped inside the general store and groaned. The walls were covered with hats, scarves, and kitchen tools. Bins of nails, screwdrivers, and sponges stood near the cash register. Toward the back he spied racks of work-shirts and parkas. Nothing seemed to be arranged in any particular order.
This shall be another challenge. I pray they accept credit cards.
***
Ellie struggled to continue smiling. The Christmas Festival was right around the corner, but how could it take place with such warm and snow-free December weather? No snow meant they might have to cancel all their plans. The festival’s cancellation meant not enough funds for all the equipment the fire department needed. The defibrillator was older than dirt, the hoses on their main engine were fraying, and the automatic garage door was on the blink. The rescue crew really wanted a toboggan to safely carry an injured person on a stretcher behind a snowmobile. She also mustn’t forget their recently destroyed extension ladder.
The warm weather was unusual. By this time of year, Snowflake Valley was covered in a thick blanket of snow. The evergreen branches of the pine trees and the bare limbs of white birch and maple trees were usually sprinkled with snow. Ice would normally cover the frozen surface of the pond near town, as well as the stream running along the west edge of town.
The only things white or cold in Snowflake Valley were the ice cream cones sold at the ice cream shop. No, that wasn’t correct. The ice cream shop closed up yesterday. Had she really seen a For Sale sign in the window? Her sister ought to rent the store and expand her own very successful business.
Even though Ellie was happy for her sister, the weather reports didn’t indicate any change before the fast-approaching end of the year, which would be much too late for a successful Christmas Festival.
Her head filled with other ideas, things townspeople could do without cold temperatures or snow, but nothing that would bring in the money that the usual festivities would.  She was personally looking forward to a horse-drawn sleigh ride. Ice skating was also fun, especially when one skated with friends and family. She thought about the hot cocoa and fresh-popped sugary kettle corn that folks purchased to eat while riding in a horse-drawn sleigh. Her mouth watered. They tasted better than a fancy glass of wine or a grilled steak in a big city restaurant.
In her honest opinion, none of the other ideas that the festival committee had mentioned would prove profitable. Maybe she had better look outside the box before the time constraints meant doom for the townspeople and the fire department.
Taking a deep breath, she headed to the big red pickup. She wanted to check in on Mr. Wainwright.
He said to call him Bradley.
Bradley had no vehicle, and she sensed the accident was too fresh in his mind. Coddling him by helping him get around town might ensure he would continue his trip without engaging a lawyer to sue the town.
***
Bradley could not believe his eyes. Even if they had not decorated every corner of the general store for the holidays, the Scotch plaid and checked shirts were a splash of color that fit in with Vermont’s normally cold and snowy weather. Overwhelmed, he walked past parkas, ski pants, boots, gloves, scarves, and hats in every style and color. That they sat beside boxes of matches and tied batches of kindling was too funny, for a man used to top-name department stores. As he looped his way back to the cash register near the front door, nets filled with fragrant pinecones hung from cast iron hooks.
Stepping closer, he sniffed.
“We sprinkle them with different holiday spices. They’ll make your whole house smell great.”
Turning, he nodded at the shopkeeper, a rosy cheeked grandmotherly type, complete with a gray bun and frilly apron. She smiled broadly, then turned away to answer her phone. “Let me know if you need anything, sir.”
Following the list in his head, he looked around and chose a pair of jeans, the only style of slacks in the place. A black t-shirt and a muted blue and green plaid flannel shirt would have to do. At least he would be warm. A pair of boots that fit would make his feet feel almost human. Gloves, too.
After piling his purchases on the counter, he fished out his credit card while he waited for the shopkeeper to finish her chatty phone call. Still waiting, his mind wandered to the pretty firefighter who had slid down a muddy hill to rescue him. She in no way blew the curvy redhead out of the water, but there was something special about her features, her voice, even the way she smelled that made him want to learn more.
The shopkeeper said good-bye to her caller and raised an eyebrow at the pile on the counter. He paid for his goods and wasn’t surprised the store had no delivery service. He had a hunch he would have to hike back to the inn with his newly acquired load, before having a chance to check out any more shops.
With the bags weighing him down, he walked back to the inn. The outside air was warmer, now that the sun was out, which made him happy. He detested snow covered streets and sidewalks. Too messy.
His smile disappeared the moment he stepped in a puddle he hadn’t noticed. The muddy water soaked his socks and borrowed sneakers. Great!
Stopping just outside the inn’s entrance, on the worn rug on the porch, he set down the bags, and stripped off the offending footwear. Grabbing his bags and damp clothing, he entered the inn, praying he would make it to his room without meeting any of the guests.
“Mr. Wainwright? Are you all right?”
No such luck.
“I am fine, Mr. Peabody. Just heading up to my room. I purchased new clothing, and will return these borrowed togs to you, shortly. I am afraid some items might need a major washing,” he said, glancing at the damp sneakers gripped in his hand.
Sean chuckled. “I can see that. Bring all of them down when you next plan to go out, or come down for dinner. Well, well, well,” he said, turning toward the entrance, “Here comes trouble.”
Bradley’s curiosity won out as he climbed the stairs, pausing at the top of the landing, feigning a search for his room key. The inn’s front door opened and Elinor walked in. His chest tightened and his shoulders tensed. She had changed, and wore jeans, a clean navy-blue jacket, black leather boots that reached her slender calves, and no hat. Pink from the cold, her cheeks looked healthy. She looked like a milk-fed farmer’s daughter, not the acting chief of a town fire department, and smelled of soap and something floral, even from a distance. When she spotted the innkeeper, she stopped in her tracks.
“Coming to see me, Ellie?” Sean asked.
Bradley could not see his face, but Elinor cringed. She did not seem to like the guy and he was curious about why she was here. Did she come to see me?
“Sean, we need to talk about the possibility of canceling the Christmas Festival. Since your business is a sponsor, I thought you ought to know.”
“Canceling would be detrimental to the entire town, not to mention the fire department. When will you make a decision?” He stepped closer and brushed a lock of hair behind her ear.
“Please don’t do that. We talked about this.”
Her voice had lowered. Bradley went stock-still.
“Can’t blame a guy for trying. You know how I feel about you. I was looking forward to taking a sleigh ride with you, under the stars.” He leaned in as if he meant to kiss her.
Bradley cleared his throat, and the couple sprang apart. He dropped his clothes on the landing and walked down a few steps. “Oh, pardon me, but I wanted to ask if there was anything I could do to help with the festival.” It was a lie, of course.
“Oh! That’s so sweet, but unless you can make it snow, I’m afraid nothing will help,” Elinor answered, while stepping out of the innkeeper’s reach.
“Yes, I imagine that snow would be a big help.”
“Lower temperatures, too,” she added.
He could tell the innkeeper was not happy about his questions, but he was intrigued. “Would lower temperatures do much to help?”
Sean returned to the registration desk, so Elinor turned all her attention to Bradley. “If the weather turns cold all day and night, the pond might freeze enough to go skating. That’s one of the favorite parts of the festival. As it stands, it’s too dangerous. The ice is too thin.”
He smiled, which was inappropriate considering the problematic subject at hand, but he was simply glad to be near her. Well, she was on the first floor and he was on the stairs, but his bare feet and bags reminded him that this was not the time to continue this conversation.
“Listen, can you help me find the officer that assisted at my accident? Mac says my rental car is a mess, and I will need a police report before I can discuss my situation with the rental agency. I already tried the police department.”
“Sure. I think you can find him at the library until about one o’clock.”
“The library?”
“He’s sweet on the librarian, Elvira Duncan, so they have lunch together in her office. Come on. I’ll take you there.”
He pointed to his feet. “Let me slip into something a little more comfortable.” He wiggled his eyebrows and she laughed.
She bounded up the stairs. “What happened?” She raised the wet sneakers.
“Puddle. I must learn to watch where I am walking. Do sidewalks have potholes?”
“Not normally, but we do get cracks. Did you buy new shoes?” She craned her neck, trying to see inside the various bags.
“Well, I bought boots that fit, a pair of jeans, some shirts and a warm pair of gloves. Give me a minute?”
“Sure. I’ll be in the truck,” she said, and shot out the door.
Bradley had to take several minutes to get his body under control and his fingers to stop shaking enough to unlock his room’s door. Propping it open with one bag of clothes, he entered and finally closed the door. Alone, and still aroused, he peeked out the bedroom window as he stripped out of the sweats and sweater.
“There she is, waiting for me.” The idea made his body tighten, which made it rather difficult to pull on the brand-new jeans. Such a sacrifice.




Chapter 5







“Let’s leave the truck here, and walk to the library,” Ellie said. Walking side-by-side with Bradley made her stomach feel like she’d swallowed butterflies.
“What if there is an emergency?”
Bradley must care that he might be putting her out, but no way could she survive sitting inside a vehicle, surrounded by the scent of him. He was gorgeous and too sophisticated for her, but he smelled terrific.
She’d stopped looking at other men, especially Sean, but Bradley looked fantastic in a pair of jeans. They molded to his thighs. She’d tried dating, but she knew just about every guy in town. None of them made her heart pitter-patter the way Bradley Wainwright did.
And isn’t that a shame.
Since he would be leaving as soon as a replacement rental car found its way to Snowflake Valley, she was destined to live out the rest of her years alone. Or, with her father. She was almost thirty, so wasn’t that a little sad?
As they were passing the bookstore, he suddenly stopped. He sniffed the air and closed his eyes. When he sighed, with his hands clasped against the middle of his chest, she laughed.
“What is that delicious aroma?” he asked.
“After we find the chief of police, I will bring you back and introduce you to a true Snowflake Valley delight.”
His eyes sprang open and they peered deeply into hers. “Promise?”
She nodded, and they continued their trek to the library. They found the officer in the librarian’s office as she suspected. And, as she had mentioned to Bradley, they had interrupted the fiftyish couple in the middle of a kiss. Pushing envy aside, she apologized and introduced Bradley.
“I remember you. Fancy silver car in the pond. Are you okay?”
“Aside from a little mud and my missing phone, I am well.”
“Phone, huh. A very wet and mud-covered high-end mobile phone was mentioned. I heard about it on my radio.”
“It could be mine. Mud covered?”
Ellie cringed. Just what he needed…to be reminded of what the town fire truck had done to his belongings.
“Come on, you two, my lunch break is over. I’ll walk with you to the station.” Rudy turned back to Elvira and planted a kiss on her cheek. “I’ll see you later.”
Ellie followed the men out of the building, but held back so they could talk, and she could watch. Bradley wasn’t as tall as Sean and his trimmed black hair wasn’t blond and shaggy like Sean’s, but he looked delicious. When he laughed at something Rudy said, which was most likely a funny story about a fishing trip, she had to smile. Although out of his element, and far from the big city, Bradley smiled a lot. 
In fact, she suspected he had overheard her conversation with Sean about the festival, and had interrupted them before Sean could kiss her. He had done it without insulting Sean, or starting an argument.
While Rudy opened the door and they walked inside the police department, she said, “I’ll wait out here.”
“What, not going to put your nose into this stranger’s business?”
The heat rising under her skin meant her cheeks had reddened. “Give it a rest, Rudy. Can’t a lady be neighborly?”
“A lady?” Rudy laughed, but Bradley looked ready to punch him in the mouth.
Don’t, she said with her eyes.
After Bradley joined Rudy inside, she leaned her shoulders against the brick exterior. The sun shone down, warming her face and neck. Within minutes, the door opened. She kept her eyes shut and inhaled the yummy scent of Bradley Aaron Wainwright.  She vowed to do her best to remember this scent and dream it night after night, long after he had gone.
With his accident report in hand, Bradley appeared relaxed, but would have to come back tomorrow for his phone as it hadn’t yet been turned in. Gilman’s Garage was around the corner, so she decided to wait outside the building as he took care of his car problem, as well. The call to the rental agency sounded a bit heated, but since she hung around outside to give him a little privacy, she’d have to wait to hear more. Would a new car show up? Would he leave within hours?
How did she feel about that? He was grouchy, opinionated, and according to the suit he’d ruined, well-off. Sean said he had a company named after him. He vacationed in Canada and had never heard of her, or Snowflake Valley. He was out of her league, even if she was interested in finding a man to fill those lonely nights.
“Remember your promise,” Bradley said, startling her out of her thoughts.
“Of course. The food and coffee. When are you leaving?” she asked, before remembering it was none of her business.
“Wanting to be rid of me so soon?”
“Can’t I show concern? I peeked at your rental car. It’s not going anywhere, unless on the back of a flatbed tow truck.”
“I agree with you. Unfortunately, the rental agency has no cars, nor the extra driver to get one to me. I will have to rethink my travel plans.”
“Montreal, I think you mentioned?”
“Yes. I was supposed to meet someone…”
His words drifted away, and by the wistful look, he was missing that person quite a lot. He would be staying around awhile. If it turned cold and snowy, the roads might close and she could spend some quality time with him. She shoved such impractical thoughts away. Until her miracle arrived in the form of thick snow clouds, she had too many responsibilities.
“Back to the bookstore. I have someone you should meet.”
“I believe I smelled coffee and something that reminded me of apple crisp. My housekeeper makes the best—”
“You have a housekeeper?”
“I have little time to cook and clean. I work all the time. My assistant has warned me that life is passing me by, but my responsibilities piled up, this year. This trip was supposed to recharge my batteries. Instead, a canceled flight and a car accident have given me a different perspective.”
His mood had darkened, and she could only wonder how he had planned to recharge his batteries in Canada. The bookstore would return a smile to his face. Unfortunately, she feared it wouldn’t only be the food and drink that would grab his attention. The five-foot four-inch petite blonde perky bookstore owner would blow his socks off.
No doubt about that, she thought.
***
Bradley followed Elinor along the sidewalk. The delicious aroma grew stronger as they neared the little bookstore. He had thought about checking it out for a book to read in bed and, more importantly, to see if they had internet service and a printer. He ought to ask Mona to resend those papers he had lost in the pond. First things first.             
“After you,” he said, holding the door open for Elinor. He spotted the sign stating the store did indeed have internet service. He should return with his laptop. If he could buy another phone, this was the place to get a lot done. Stacks of books beckoned to his right, but the left-hand space was filled with small tables, unmatched wooden chairs, and chatting couples. Beyond that, near the back of the space, was a line of display cases with curved glass fronts.
“Antiques, by the look of them,” he said, pointing to the cases filled with cupcakes, scones, and sheet cakes. The sound of a gurgling coffee machine drew him to a counter behind the cases. A blonde head turned, and one of the most beautiful women he had ever beheld peered over the top of the case. She was at least half a foot shorter than Elinor, but her blue eyes were no match for the sparkle he found in Elinor’s dark chocolate orbs.
“How can I help you? Oh, hi, Ellie!” The petite wisp of a woman hurried from behind the counter and hugged Elinor.
“Hi, sis. This is Bradley. I believe he’s in dire need of coffee and some of your special homemade apple crisp.”
Bradley glanced from one woman to the other. “You two are sisters?” They were both beautiful, in their own way, but the blonde’s grin overshadowed the look of sorrow on Elinor’s face.
“Hard to imagine, isn’t it,” Elinor whispered, as her shoulders slumped.
Was she trying to look smaller, like her sibling?
“Hi, I’m Sarah Jane. I rarely see Ellie with a fella. Are you two on a date?”
“No!” they both cried.
Bradley was a little taken aback that Elinor responded so quickly, but he had as well, right? If they were truly on a date, would it be such a bad idea? “What we mean is that Elinor saved my life. She is also taking the time to help me navigate around town, now that I have inexplicably been marooned in lovely Snowflake Valley.” He looked longingly into Elinor’s eyes, while the little blonde beauty shuffled her feet nervously.
“I know my big sister is quite the firefighter, so you met professionally?”
“Yes. Seems a big red truck took up most of the road and my car nose-planted in an icy cold pond.”
“Oh, my! Not our skating pond?”
Bradley glanced at Elinor. Was that the one barely frozen? The dangerous one?
“Yes. He slid down the far side, where it slopes down from the back road, near where the barn fire had started. He’s lucky he only suffered a bloody nose. His car…well,” Elinor shrugged her shoulders.
“My, I believe you need to sit right down and let me bring you a tall latte, or a cappuccino?”
“You are so kind, but if you have any fresh-brewed black coffee, that will set me up until the next time I come in here. I would like to use your Wi-Fi for my laptop.”
“Bring it by,” Sarah Jane said. “In the meantime, I’ll grab two black coffees and two servings of my apple crisp.”
“None for me, sis. I need to check on dad, then head to the fire house.”
“You sure? You can call him. He’s got his phone, though when I called fifteen minutes ago the nurse told me he was asleep.”
Regret washed over Bradley again. She showed him around town while undoubtedly worried about her father’s condition. “At least take a coffee to go. On me,” he said before she could protest further. A stray lock of her hair fell across one eye. Reaching out, he rubbed the coffee-colored strands between his thumb and forefinger. Silk. Or, satin.
The little blonde had disappeared into the kitchen, he assumed. Elinor stood as motionless as a statue. He dropped his hand, and she stepped closer to the counter. Drumming her fingers on the cracked Formica top made him assume his touch had affected her. Was that a good thing or a bad thing? That she had to run off made him a little sad.
Without waiting for Sarah Jane to return from the kitchen, Elinor walked behind the counter and poured coffee into two foam cups. She placed tops on both, walked back to his side, and pushed one into his right hand.
“Thanks,” she whispered, and disappeared out the door.
Her sister walked back from the kitchen. “She left?”
“Yes, but she served us both.”
“Oh, that’s okay. My sister and any of my good customers are welcome to help themselves. Here is that apple crisp, hot from the oven. I picked the apples myself last fall.”
Suddenly exhausted, he asked Sarah Jane, “Could you please pack the snack so I can take it back with me? I have something I need to do back at the Peabody Inn.”
“Sure. Here you go. Too bad about you and Ellie. I mean, that you’re not with Ellie. She’s a hardworking, level-headed gal, except when it comes to guys. She never seems to get it right, you know?”
Thinking about the unwanted advances of the innkeeper, he figured he actually did understand. Was Sean the only man she had a problem with? What about the firefighters? They were all men, from what he had witnessed at his accident scene. They did not seem to give her the respect he knew she deserved.
“I saw firsthand how hardworking she is. She also cleans up well.” Did she notice he stared at the door? Turning back to Sarah Jane, he added, “I mean, she and I were covered in mud. I ruined my clothes and lost my phone. It was quite the adventure. She got me safely to the inn and helped me track down the police officer who had handled the scene. Now I have to decide my next move.”
She came out from behind the counter with a small paper bag decorated with curling ribbons and a bow. “I added a few holiday cookies at no charge, along with utensils and napkins. If this festival gets canceled, I’ll be stuck with a lot of unsold cookies. Took me a week to fill my freezer with cookie dough.”
“The festival. Right. I heard her talking to Sean about it.”
“He’s a major contributor to the festival, although he’s getting tons of advertising for his inn and Christmas tree farm.”
“I met Greg Peabody, the tree farmer of the family. He helped at the accident scene.”
Sarah Jane’s eyes got that dreamy look in them as she passed him the bag. “Isn’t he adorable? He rarely comes into town, though. Always making love to those trees. I hope the weather doesn’t hurt his business. He loves those trees. I wish…but, he should have been making a tree delivery in Montpelier.”
“I overheard him say the distributor refused delivery. He said something about no snow means no sales.”
She nibbled her bottom lip with concern, then turned away to help a customer holding a book.
In my opinion, Greg is an idiot. He ought to get his butt into town more often, before someone else snatches her up.
***
Hours later, back at the inn, and after a refreshing snack of apples baked in brown sugar and cinnamon, a cup of the best tasting coffee Bradley had consumed in what felt like a week, and a nap, he shoved his fully charged laptop into the shoulder bag and walked to the police station.
Officer Rudy was there and passed him a plastic grocery bag. Inside, he saw a very dirty phone. “Yours?”
He nodded.
“Good luck,” Rudy said.
Bradley returned to the bookstore. Sarah Jane waved at him, so he walked over and ordered a caramel latte and a roast turkey sandwich filled with stuffing and a slice of jellied cranberry sauce.
“I use home baked whole grain bread, sliced thick.”
While he waited for her to create her masterpiece, he strolled through the stacks of books. The store had an eclectic assortment with everything from thrillers to cookbooks to romance novels. He chose a western novel by an author he had always wanted to try and paid for it, along with his food and beverage.
A small table by the window beckoned. Powering up his laptop, he signed onto the internet. Taking his glasses out of his shirt pocket, he set them on the bridge of his nose, then took a bite of his sandwich. The bread was still warm and the whole thing made him think of Thanksgiving suppers with his family.
When was the last time I celebrated a holiday?
The coming Christmas holiday was another example. Fleeing to Montreal to meet up with a curvy redhead was the closest thing to a celebration. No longer. No way would he head north, now. He would contact the woman as soon as he could replace his phone.
“Need anything else?” Sarah Jane asked as she wiped a nearby table. “What’s that? It’s dripping all over the table.”
“Damn!” he shoved a napkin under the leaking bag. “That used to be my phone. Someone found it, but it is wet.”
“Let me shove it in a bag of rice, for you.”
Before he could answer, she and the messy bag disappeared into the kitchen. Rice could not do any further harm, he supposed.
Scrolling the headlines, he bit into his sandwich and sighed. Had he ever eaten a better sandwich? Five-star restaurants had nothing on the Snowflake Valley Bookstore and Café.
When he finished his meal, including devouring two Christmas cookies shaped like a reindeer and Santa, he sat back in the chair and sipped his next cup of coffee. The latte had been smooth and topped with whipped cream, but he ordered plain black coffee, this time.
A feeling of overwhelming relaxation kicked in. Instead of emailing various people, or checking the stock market, he stared out the window of the store. All kinds of people walked by wearing heavy coats, hats, and gloves in every color of a rainbow.
Sarah Jane stopped beside him and passed him the bag of rice. Inside was his phone with its battery detached. “The rice will soak up any moisture. Keep the bag tightly closed. It should be okay to plug in and recharge tonight. Everything else good here?”
He stared at the bag, then back at her. “Snowflake Valley raises intelligent women, I see.” Then he pointed out the window. “All I see are people decked out in heavy coats, scarves, and hats. If the temperature is dropping, that is good for the prospect of the festival, right?”
Sarah Jane glanced out the window as well. “Well, yes, but it takes those temperatures for nights on end to get that skating pond to freeze completely. The police have been doing their best to keep kids away from it. They are very eager to skate. Others like to slide down the hill on the far side, to see how far they can slide out onto the pond.”
“I think that is the slope where my car crashed? That looked pretty steep.”
“That’s why they do it. A frozen pond would really help get the festival off the ground, and snow would mean sledding, snowman building, and sleigh rides. The whole town’s praying for snow.” She hurried away to help a customer, while he considered what he could do to help the town succeed with their Christmas Festival.
The idea of assisting people he did not know was foreign, but he liked Elinor. She was strong, caring, casually dressed under all that fire gear, and nothing like the women he knew. Mona would like her. Mona was always dissing his choice of women and voiced her displeasure of him seeking out companionship in another country, especially over the Christmas holiday. She asked him why traveling all the way to Canada to spend a week or so with some woman was his idea of celebrating the season. What would she say if she saw him now, wearing jeans, sneakers, and a flannel shirt? Not an Italian shoe or silk tie in sight.
The smile on his face, reflected in the shop window, suddenly turned to wide-eyed shock as a car slid sideways towards him and the store’s plate glass window. The screech of tires, the slam of rubber and chrome against the curb and a tilting light post was followed by the sound of shattered glass.
“Lord Almighty!” Sarah Jane cried. Other customers crowded the window, which had luckily missed becoming a statistic on an accident report.
Bradley jumped to his feet and headed out the door. He slid to a stop beside the car as the horror of his own accident rose up. Water from a street puddle covered the sidewalk and began to freeze. Holding onto the broken lamp post, ignoring the sparks that showered down on his head, he reached the driver’s door the same time the shrill peal of sirens grew louder.
The driver rolled down his window. The old timer looked dazed and he had a bump on his temple where he must have hit the edge of the door. The vehicle’s engine died and Bradley made sure the driver’s door was unlocked. He peeked inside the rusty gray sedan. “Are you the only passenger, sir?”
“Aye. Oh, I feel strange. Am I bleeding?”
“I do not see anything obvious, but you have a nasty bump on your temple. Please stay still, sir. Help is coming.”
“I don’t know what happened. I was suddenly sliding. Ice, maybe?”
“Could be what happened. It has grown pretty cold.”
The elderly man glanced up at Bradley. “Where be your coat, boy? You’ll catch your death.”
Bradley laughed, “I forgot to grab my coat. Listen, why not stay still. I hear my friends in the fire department coming.”
“If you insist, but my wife’s gonna’ kill me. I just got this car’s radiator replaced.”
Bradley loosened his shoulders and stared down the street, as if he could will the rescue vehicles to arrive, just by wishing. He was glad the old man agreed to stay inside the wrecked car. Looking around the vehicle, Bradley saw no other injuries to pedestrians. Thank goodness no one was on the sidewalk the moment the car had crashed.
The car had hit the curb and pole with a lot of force. With the adrenaline in his system subsiding, memories of his own recent accident threatened to make his stomach roll. The moment of fear, as his silver luxury rental car careened down the muddy slope and into the pond, had taken too much out of him. Was he feeling his age?
A fire truck lumbered up Main Street, wary of the other vehicles that had smartly turned around in order to keep the road clear. Would a New York City taxi let a pedestrian force him down another street? Looking toward the direction of the inn, another man stood directing traffic away from the scene.
The engine stopped nearby and Bradley recognized several of the men. A red pickup pulled in several yards back and Elinor hopped out wearing what he had heard described as bunker gear.
He could not help the smile that spread across his face. Then he frowned, since she was frowning at him. He had no idea why, then wondered if she had been able to visit her father in the hospital.




Chapter 6







The first thing Ellie noticed after she parked her dad’s red pickup out of the way of the accident was Bradley Aaron Wainwright. He aimed a smile her way, while he stood beside a crushed gray sedan half on the sidewalk. A light pole outside her sister’s store was crumpled. The car had nearly flown into her store.
Then she frowned at him. Where was his coat? His cheeks were bright red from the wind, and he shivered. Frowning, because she worried he’d catch his death, she headed toward the scene.
The firefighters exited the truck and surrounded the wreck. Several took charge stopping traffic on both the street and the sidewalk.
Sparks rained down near the front of the wreck, from a disconnected wire that led to the closed ice cream shop. Instead of showering water on the lamp post, the fire truck driver was on the radio, asking dispatch to notify the power company.
Water and electricity don’t mix.
As Ellie hopped up onto the sidewalk about three car lengths from the accident scene, she thought about her latest call to her dad. He had woken from a nap, wanting to go home to his own bed. She agreed, as soon as the doctors gave him the go ahead.
He’d cursed the doctors, and she promised to check in with him and the doctors soon, but she had some paperwork to finish. When she’d stepped inside the fire house, the shift had just started for the paid personnel, but she was technically off-duty. Several volunteers would join them if the alarm sounded. Since she was at the fire house when the call came in for a single car accident on Main Street, she decided to go, then head directly from there to the hospital. Easy-peasy.
How does the saying go…best laid plans?
The moment the alarm echoed through the bay, before she had finished pouring herself a cup of coffee, she ran to her dad’s truck and stepped into her fire gear. The dispatcher blared, “Engine 1, Ambulance 1, single car motor vehicle accident near 233 Main Street. Time of your tone, 14:45.
The address shocked Ellie and she wished she was already barreling down the back street in the engine’s wake.
A car wreck in front of my sister’s store? Not good.
She prayed no one was hurt. Hopefully, the dispatch would send updates as they hurried toward the scene. Police would be responding, as would the county ambulance. She shoved her feet into her fire boots as the bay door opened and men scrambled onto the engine. By the time she’d hopped into the pickup truck, the fire truck had disappeared around the corner that led to Main Street. She spotted Mac turning on the lights of his wrecker. She waved and assumed he’d be getting a call any minute. Main Street was too congested for too many rescue vehicles, so she had parked back some distance.
On the one hand, she was glad for the quick response. She hated to play catch-up, but she knew the crew were well trained. Still, she ought to be at the front of the fray, giving orders.
She hoped her dad didn’t hear about this. Unfortunately, she feared a big crowd would witness her late approach to the scene. She didn’t even get to taste her coffee.
On the sidewalk, she pushed away thoughts of her father, her late arrival, and the deep blue eyes of the man frowning at her at the accident scene. Why was he standing in the frigid cold without a coat? Was he trying to get sick?
Another siren meant the ambulance would arrive soon. They still didn’t know if anyone needed medical help, but if the unit was nearby when they heard a call, they normally responded.
She was glad she had slipped on her heavy firefighter coat and boots. She strode down the sidewalk at a brisk pace. Sparks shooting into the sky were a concern but her crew knew to keep the public away from such dangers. Bradley, though, stood too close.
He pointed up, and she followed the path of his finger to watch as a small fire flickered along the rain gutter of her sister’s store, and suddenly spread to the pharmacy’s roof. No one else seemed to notice.
“Get a four-inch hose on nearby roofs while keeping away from all wires,” she ordered. She didn’t want all the stores to go up in flames. Several firefighters noticed where she pointed. Boots thudding across the pavement proved they had listened. Within a minute, a light spray of water landed on top of her sister’s roof, then to the stores adjacent to hers. The crew did their best to keep away from the flashes of loose wires.
The small fire sputtered and went out. Pleased at how they had responded to her orders without hesitation, she smiled at her sister, who had witnessed the roof catch fire. Sarah Jane did not need problems like this.
Still looking up at the roofs as she headed toward Bradley and the accident victim, she slipped. A patch of ice caught the heel of her left boot, propelling it forward while she fell backward. Before her head hit the pavement, strong arms wrapped around her middle, slowing her descent. “Thanks.”
“You are welcome. Try to stay on your feet, next time.”
Hauled to an upright position, she straightened and turned to find Bradley glaring at her.
“I didn’t fall on purpose!” Miffed at the holier-than-thou tone of his voice, she shrugged her shoulders and plopped her helmet on her head. Ignoring his glare was the only way to keep her attention aimed at the crash victim and her crew. When he set his hands on her hips and pulled her back into his chest, her body allowed the assault.
What am I doing?
Facing him, their eyes locked. Bradley’s blue orbs beamed at her through his glasses while he licked his lips. How had she forgotten he wore spectacles?
Kind of endearing.
The heat beneath her cheeks, where Bradley’s hands had caressed her skin, and the pressure against her body when he’d pulled her close, must have caught the attention of her crew. Wolf whistles and laughter erupted. The sudden noise pushed them apart. Even worse, Sean Peabody was marching toward her.
“Ellie, are you hurt?”
“No, Sean. Mr. Wainwright must have been walking by when I slipped on that patch of ice. What are you doing here?”
“I’m a volunteer firefighter. Don’t you remember?”
She noticed Sean did indeed wear firefighting gear. He must have been on the schedule, but she hadn’t had a chance to look over the roster. Half the volunteers reported to emergencies on even days, the rest on odd days. She had been so consumed with her father’s injury and the problem surrounding the Christmas Festival, she had neglected to keep up on paperwork and the rosters.
“Right. Sorry, I forgot. Um, thank you for coming out. Hello, and thank you, too, Mr. Wainwright.” His smirk in her direction heated her insides, but when he turned to nod at Sean, his face turned unreadable. Sean moved away to talk with the approaching police cruiser.
“Did you, by chance, witness the accident?”
Bradley brought his attention back to her. “I did. I spoke to the driver and told him to keep still. I recall that was what you tried to get me to do.”
She smiled at his statement. “Well, the police will want to talk to you. Where is your winter coat?”
He was rubbing his hands up his arms. The blue and green plaid flannel shirt brought out the blue of his eyes. A black T-shirt peeked from beneath the flannel, leaving enough of his neck exposed that the skin had turned pink from the cold. His hair was a windblown mess. It looked good on him.
“Are your teeth chattering?”
“It is a tad cold out, today. These jeans are better than the borrowed sweatpants, but I should go back inside. I left my laptop and sandwich unattended.”
“Sandwich?” Her stomach growled.
“I was enjoying coffee and a fabulous roast turkey sandwich created by hand by the shop’s beautiful owner,” he answered, smiling. The light in his eyes suddenly darkened. “I thought the car was going to come right through the window, into my lap. Two car accidents in two days might mean somebody is telling me something. Besides, a broken front window would have ruined Sarah Jane. I see what this business means to her.”
They both glanced toward where her sister stood in the open door, worrying her bottom lip with her teeth. Bradley gave her sister a thumbs up sign, which brought an immediate smile to Sarah Jane’s face.
“Why don’t you go back inside? I’ll have an officer find you, once the scene is cleared.”
“Will you be coming with him?” Bradley stepped closer.
She tilted her head up and caught the glimmer of hope in his eyes.
“No way, Mr. Wainwright. She’s the fire chief and has reports to go over, after she hands out the orders for cleaning up the scene.” Sean added from close behind her. “We don’t leave oil, gasoline, or broken glass at an accident scene.”
Ellie turned to the firefighter. “You are absolutely right. How about we pick up this glass, then spread some sand on the sidewalk.”
“I’ll get one of the guys to radio the town snow-plow driver to cover the road. He’s probably at home watching a game.” Sean laughed, and headed back to the truck without waiting for her to answer.
“I need to go back to the fire house.”
Bradley straightened and glared at Sean’s back, then patted her arm.
What am I, a pet to be reassured?
As Bradley disappeared inside the bookstore, Sean chuckled. Spinning around, Ellie glared at him, where he had stopped about ten feet away. “I thought you had a chore to accomplish. I don’t appreciate you butting in. He saved me from falling on my ass in front of the men and townspeople. I appreciate that. Back to work. I need to go see dad.”
Sean sauntered closer, but she held her ground, even when he leaned in close to her left ear.
“Whatever you say, sweetheart. Besides, I’m taking you to dinner tonight. I’ll pick you up at eight.”
Before she could tell him exactly what she thought of his idea, he joined the men making sure the wrecked car stayed stationary, so that the driver could be carefully removed.
The fire in the power pole’s wires burned out and the burning roof tiles smoked. Water dripped off the roofs, and she worried ice might quickly form. The air had turned seasonably cold. Would the Christmas Festival be saved?
A heavy snowfall would be the cherry on top.
Pushing away thoughts of the festival, she zeroed in on the scene. Firefighters worked alongside the ambulance crew, while two police officers took over traffic detail. Mac and his tow truck stood waiting, out of the way. She turned her attention to the people standing too close, with her sister among them. Why hadn’t she followed her customers inside?
“Sarah Jane, you look worried. Everything okay?”
“I heard the water splashing on the roof. Was mine on fire?”
“Not too bad. The crew with the hoses made sure it didn’t spread to your store. All the fires are out. Did you see the accident happen?” Part of her job was gathering as much information as to the cause of accidents, while the police officers kept the scene and responders safe.
“No. I heard a horrid screeching sound, then watched Bradley race out the door, leaving behind his coat, his lunch, and his laptop. He’s inside, now, shivering. Looks kind of angry, too.”
She sighed and stared at the toes of her boots. “Sean mouthed off in front of him. I don’t think they like each other.”
“I think they’re jealous of each other.”
“What? That’s crazy!”
“Sean has asked you out quite often. You told me so, yet you went on only one date with him. Bradley looks at you the way Dad used to look at Mom. Like he couldn’t breathe. Well, I have to get back to my customers.”
Watching Sarah Jane walk back inside the store, Ellie thought about what she’d said. Could it be true? Did Bradley like her? What of it, though? He didn’t live around here, and was out of her league. He probably had lots of women fawning all over him in New York City and in Montreal.
A young firefighter walked up to her. “What can I do, Chief? The cops took over traffic detail, and the ambulance crew got the old fella in their rig.”
“Spreading sand on the sidewalk from corner to corner is imperative. The water dripping off those roofs is freezing on contact. Until the sun reaches this side of the sidewalk, let’s make it safe. We wouldn’t want anyone to slip.”
He laughed too loud for her comfort, and she knew he’d witnessed her near-fall. The police officers kept traffic out of the way, allowing Mac to get the vehicle loaded. As he and the car headed to his garage, and the ambulance headed toward the small but efficient hospital, she gave the engine driver permission to return to the fire house. She asked him to advise dispatch the scene was clear, all except for sanding the roadway.
“Speak of the devil!” The young firefighter said, pointing to where the ambulance headed. Coming their way was the town’s plow truck. A sander on the back end would coat the road and make sure no other accidents occurred.
At least, not until the next one.
One police officer headed away, probably back to the police station on the next road. Officer Rudy Jackson parked his cruiser in an empty space down near her dad’s pickup, then headed inside the bookstore. She wanted to accompany him, to see how Bradley fared.
Bradley had wanted her to join him, but she wanted to visit her dad at the hospital, and then the fire house paperwork and roster called. Dad would want to know about the recent call, as well. She wanted to see the chief, but she really wanted to see Bradley.
What’s up with that?
Investigating the broken lamp post and the water still dripping off the singed roofs, she figured they were no longer a danger to the public. She’d make sure the power company got a full description of the smashed post, so they could fix it before the Christmas Festival. The whole idea was for the entire town to look its best. Any affected shop owners should notify their insurance companies. Charred gutters would not be an eyesore if covered by snow.
The sun beat down on her neck where her bunker gear had slid down her shoulders. Pulling the coat up, she headed toward her Dad’s truck. Slipping it off, she threw the heavy coat into the rear seat of the club cab and ran her fingers through her hair. At least she wasn’t covered in mud. The sunshine wasn’t welcome, however. She sensed that the air temperature must have risen ten degrees since she had arrived at the scene.
She wanted to talk to Bradley, but she had other responsibilities, not to mention a dinner date at eight. First things first…the fire house. Regrouping with the crew would be a time-consuming chore, one her father generally enjoyed. With him out of commission, it was up to her to make sure everyone was uninjured, all supplies were back on the truck, and that the crew and fire engine were ready for the next call.
She’d squeeze in a visit to her Dad, next. He should be getting out of the hospital if he could convince the medical staff he was fit enough. She already lived with him, so would be at his beck and call until she returned his official truck and the white Chief’s fire helmet to him.
She prayed he would only need a little assistance at home. Maybe a cane and a walking cast? His ankle was merely sprained. He’d be back in charge in the blink of an eye.
After she heard the final diagnosis from the doctors, she’d put in a call to the town’s insurance agents to see if he could get home care, since he’d been injured on the job.
Then there was the Christmas Festival.
She wanted to scream, but until she could find a minute to herself, she had to pretend she was an upstanding citizen, a vital member of the fire department, and a loving daughter.
I should call a meeting of the committee and make a final decision about the festival.
Maybe they should cut their losses and plan a spring festival. Of course, with her luck, a hurricane would shut them down.
***
Bradley told Officer Jackson what he had seen and heard as the accident happened, and what the older gentleman said, once he had reached his side. “No, the driver did not act impaired. I assumed he had slid on ice. The sidewalk was slick as glass.”
The officer questioned such a description, until Bradley told him about Elinor’s mishap on the sidewalk. As he described how he had caught her before her rear end hit the pavement, Rudy laughed.
“Did her cheeks turn red and her crew laugh?” Jackson asked.
“Yes.” Trying to change the subject he said, “The road looked as if it had a sheen to it.”
Jackson told him, “Up here we call that black ice. When the temperature dips quickly, moisture in the air or dripping off car bumpers turns to a thin sheet of slippery-as-a-piglet ice. Hard to see, worse to drive on. Glad he didn’t hit anyone or crash into the store. I’d miss my muffins. Ellie didn’t look too happy.”
“I was perturbed at the way the other firefighters acted toward her, especially Sean Peabody.”
“Sean? Well, I guess whatever he said turned her head. Heard he’s taking her to dinner tonight.” As the officer gathered his notes and stopped at the counter for a cup of coffee, Bradley sank back in his chair.
“She’s dating him?” Had Bradley read her expression wrong? He would swear in court she had flirted with him, not Sean Peabody. Then, why was she was going to dinner with the innkeeper? Not wanting to see or hear anymore, especially from the innkeeper, he ordered a sandwich and a coffee to go, then returned to his room at the inn. He would stay locked in his room and ignore dinner with the other guests.
As early as he could, he would return to the bookstore for breakfast and to get some work done. Once the garage was open, he would check with the mechanic to see if he had heard from the rental car agency.
Their email said that they planned to deliver a car on a flatbed tow truck, then take the totaled vehicle back with them. Until then, he was on foot, which was not too bad. As long as he kept away from Sean and Elinor, he might get some work accomplished. Mona, being a fantastic administrative assistant, had faxed the papers he had lost in the pond to Sarah Jane’s bookstore.
As he prepared to relax for the rest of the night, and maybe read a few chapters from the western novel he had purchased, he heard a familiar voice. He sneaked a peek from the doorway of his room at the top of the stairs. Sean barked at one of his staff. The man was insufferable, and Bradley assumed Elinor might have something to do with his mood.
If I was contemplating enjoying a date with Elinor, I would be smiling from ear to ear.
Bradley returned to his room and took a short nap, which was also out of character. Waking ravenous, he downed his sandwich and swallowed his cold coffee, then heard Sean’s voice again.
Spying on others was not Bradley’s style, but the man irritated him. The blond innkeeper was dressed in a suit and tie, which he assumed was out of character for Sean, as much as a flannel plaid shirt and jeans were to him.
Sean opened the door, then turned to his assistant innkeeper, a mousy little woman. She looked like the woman introduced to him by another guest as the cook. Double duty? Was the man so cheap?
“Don’t expect me back too early, or maybe not at all. With luck, Ellie will invite me to stay!” He whirled around, disappeared out the door, and the assistant rushed to shut it in his wake.
Shock was followed by a sense of jealousy that made his fists clench, and his head ache.
Elinor was going out with the bastard, who thought she might invite him into her bed?
His simple dinner sat heavy in his gut as he thought of what Sean planned to do with or, worse, to Elinor. There was nothing he could do but clear his head of all images of a naked Elinor and ignore such thoughts until his replacement car arrived. Then he would remove himself from her vicinity, and enjoy the redhead lounging at a spa in Montreal.
If she is still waiting for me.




Chapter 7







Elinor had dodged a bullet. Sean had decided to share dinner at a small upscale diner near the hospital. Slightly out of town, but near enough to home, should she need to escape. By the mixture of suits and lab coats on the diners filling the tables, the place was an obvious favorite of doctors and other hospital staff.
She had insisted on meeting him there, using the excuse that with her father in the hospital, she was expected to respond to any and all fire calls in Snowflake Valley, so she told him she needed to drive there with the chief’s truck. Sean had argued, but she persevered. He’d finally agreed, and she knew she’d made the right choice.
He'd dressed in a navy-blue suit, white shirt, and a yellow tie. His blond hair, slicked back and still damp, made her glad she had found five minutes to shower and wash her own hair. She had done her best to look decent. Dresses were not part of her wardrobe, but she’d discovered a pair of black silk slacks and topped it with a red scoop-neck sweater that sported peek-a-boo cutouts down both sleeves.
A swipe of blusher and a quick stroke of red lipstick made the image in her bathroom mirror appear grown up. She wished Bradley could see her now. She sensed she looked better than a muddy mess. He would never confuse her with a mud-covered firefighter in clunky bunker gear tonight. Had he ever seen her with make-up?
Nope.
She and Sean were seated at a corner booth in the antique diner, away from the other patrons. She sipped wine which tasted like vinegar to her palate. She made sure to order an inexpensive pasta dish with a salad. He helped himself to a steak and a loaded baked potato. She nibbled on the bread the server had provided while thinking of how she had gotten into this predicament.
The meal continued, while Sean’s foot entwined with her calf and one hand kept settling on hers. His gaze grew stormy and made the hair on the back of her neck stand on end. She worried he would want to follow her home. Their conversation grew intense, with innuendo making her wish for the night to end. She did her best to move their talk to a safe topic such as the Christmas Festival.
“Yeah, you probably ought to cancel the whole darn thing. Why throw good money after bad?” he said as he shoveled another forkful of steak into his mouth.
“Well, some people think that even without snow, we can run some activities and make a little money.”
“It’s not going to snow, so I don’t plan on footing the bill for a festival that gets washed out.”
She understood what he meant. Paying to advertise his business while no one came to stay at his B&B made little sense. Unfortunately, advertising was a big part of their fundraising effort.
“When’s the city slicker heading home?”
“What? Oh, Bradley Wainwright? I have no idea. I suppose when a new rental car shows up.” Maybe then he’d continue on his trip to Montreal and his anonymous rendezvous.
“I suppose you enjoy his attention, with his big-city ways and money-filled pockets.”
She was too hurt by his accusations to respond. Instead, she thought of a more familiar topic.
“When I last talked to your brother, he was trying to think of a way to make money on those trees he couldn’t deliver while adding to the festivities. Any idea on what he could do?” she asked. Slipping her hand free, she raised her untouched wine goblet to her lips.
“I don’t care what Greg does. The farm should be sold. Too much work, and not enough income.”
She was shocked he felt that way. “But your brother loves his trees! I heard he wants to expand and take advantage of a grove of maple trees.”
“Making maple syrup costs money for tools, lines, buckets, and a sap house complete with a boiler. No way am I sinking any of our meager profits into that.”
The distaste for his brother’s ideas worried Ellie. If Greg and Sarah Jane ever realized they were made for each other, the tree farm would be something both could improve.
“Enough about my brother. You and I—”
Her pager shrieked from inside her clutch purse.
“Excuse the interruption,” she said as she rushed down the hall toward the restrooms.
The announcement squawked in the empty back hall. “Snowflake Valley PD received a report of a lost hiker on Windswept Mountain. Ambulance 1, Rescue 2, meet at Zephyr Trailhead parking area to stage. State Police K-9 unit has been advised. Time of your tone 20:45.
Although she wanted to jump for joy, she held her feelings in check. Someone, somewhere, was experiencing a horrible evening, yet here was her escape route. Sean could not expect her to ignore the call. He wouldn’t respond because they had not requested help from the fire department. As acting fire chief, she could tell Sean that she had to go, in case the crew were needed later. A lost hiker could mean searching all night. She needed to rush home and change into suitable search and rescue clothing.
She walked slowly back to their table. “Sean, I have to leave. I am so sorry.”
He stood and tossed his napkin on the table. “Wait a minute. My pager didn’t go off.”
“Mine did. As acting Chief, I am required to respond to every call. Dad enjoyed that aspect of the position. Not me. Again, I am so sorry.”
She gathered her clutch, kissed him on the cheek, and walked as fast as her heels would take her out of the diner. At least she had managed to nearly finish her dinner. She’d usually curse not having a chance to try a fancy dessert, but getting free of Sean Peabody was worth the sacrifice. Once she had arrived at her truck, she hopped into the cab as best she could in heels, started the engine, backed out, and raced home.
The house was dark. Entering, she flipped on the hall light, kicked off her heels, and ran to her room. The silence was eerie.
I miss my dad.
She slipped on the appropriate clothes. Her jeans, cotton tank top, flannel shirt, wool socks and hat, and matching gloves would keep her warm. She locked the door behind her and was about to throw a pair of snowshoes into the truck, when she stopped in her tracks.
What am I thinking? No need, since there’s no snow.
They couldn’t track the hiker using snowmobiles, either. A trek up the mountain through mud and uneven terrain might be in order. Darkness would make the search dangerous, even with compact headlights strapped to their hats. Perhaps a tracking dog might join in the search. The State Police have a K-9 unit and the emergency dispatcher requested the troopers and their bloodhounds head to the trailhead, too.
Leaving home, she headed through town while she waited for an update on her fire department radio. There was no need to return to the fire house. Everyone heard the same announcement. Those on duty as part of the rescue team, an off-shoot of the fire department who were either full-timers or volunteers, would meet up in the large parking area that marked the beginning of the Zephyr Trail.
She slid to a stop outside her sister’s store. Bradley stood in the road, his hands waving in the air. When he walked to the passenger side, she lowered the window.
“What are you doing? I could have driven over you.”
“But you didn’t. Where is the fire?”
“Fire? No fire.”
“Several people who I recognize as firefighters headed in the same direction at a fast clip, with little red bubble lights on their vehicles.”
“They’re part of the rescue squad. We got a report of a lost hiker.”
“Where is your dinner date?” Bradley opened the passenger door and hopped inside.
“Excuse me? What do you think you’re doing?”
“Tell me all about the rescue call on the way.” His smirk was infuriating, but she was in a hurry. If he found himself stuck at the trailhead for three hours with no way back to town, so be it.
“Why are you downtown this late at night? Most of the stores are closed.”
He sighed. She started up Main Street, headed to the mountains.
“Well, I couldn’t face that innkeeper, and at the same time, I worried he would never return tonight.”
In the dark cab, she stifled a grin. Was he really worried she’d invite Sean home? “Well, he’s not responding to this event. As temporary chief, I had to excuse myself from our dinner conversation.” She didn’t want to call it a date.
“Was he happy you left him alone?”
“Nope. Not one bit. Guess what? I don’t care. It was a mistake to allow myself to be forced into a date with someone I don’t even like.”
“Interesting,” was all he said.
About fifteen miles out of town, along a curving road that passed through a thick forest of pine trees, they followed a narrow dirt road that ended at the trailhead parking area. A dozen vehicles filled the open lot. Headlight beams were directed toward the mountain in the remote chance they might direct the lost hiker to the trailhead. Ellie backed into a spot out of the way.
As she and Bradley exited the vehicle, the ambulance pulled up beside them.
“Hi, Ellie. Mr. Wainwright.” Johnny said.
Bradley walked over and offered his hand. “Please. Call me Bradley. Is the hiker injured?”
“Don’t rightly know. Last update we got,” he said motioning to Al, joining them, “was that a lone male hiker in his forties is overdue. His cell phone pinged an hour ago near Drafty Gulch.”
“Oh, that’s not good,” Ellie said.
“Why? What is Drafty Gulch?” Bradley asked.
“This is Windswept Mountain,” Al explained, pointing toward where the mountain peak ought to be. The dark moonless night hid the upper portion of what should be a snow-covered peak. The last time Ellie spied it during the day, it was as green as the forest surrounding it. All anyone could see now was shadows, as the headlights bounced off low hanging clouds.
“The gulch is a narrow gorge, created by a stream over millions of years. The sides go down steeply, with boulders and dead trees lining the stream bed,” Al said.
“Sounds awful.”
Ellie patted his arm. “Luckily, water only fills it in the spring as the snow melts or after heavy rains. At those times, falling in would mean drowning in the deep water. Hikers are warned not to go near the sides of the gorge. Do you think he could have fallen in?” she asked the paramedics.
“Depends if he’s a local or an out-of-towner. All the locals know to keep away. Well, we’ll stage here, inside our nice warm rig, until needed or sent home.” Al, Johnny and she shivered.
“Why would they send you home? If they found him uninjured?” Bradley asked.
Al sighed. “Yes, but also if they locate a body. That would require the state police be notified. Bradley, you’re welcome to join us inside the heated ambulance.”
“I might take you up on that kind offer, if I find my proposition of help is not wanted.”
Ellie stared at Bradley. He wanted to help? He was a city boy wearing brand-new boots and a smile, staring right back at her. As she thought of any reason why he was even out here with her, the tone called for engine one to respond.
“Sounds like it’s going to be a search party. More bodies will mean a quicker find, I hope,” she said.
“Would they let me join in the search?” Bradley asked.
He seemed to want to impress her. “Searchers generally get some training, first, but youn can ask if you might be needed,” she said. She didn’t want to get his hopes up and she would not be one of the ones traipsing around the dark woods.
“I really want to be useful,” he said.
“We’ll see. I’ll need to talk to my crew once they arrive. At that time, follow me or stay here. Makes no difference to me.” She hoped he would follow her, and wasn’t that a surprise.
The engine arrived in record time, as many of the firefighters had police or state police bands on their radios and would have heard of the incident. They probably showed up at the fire house in case they were requested. Six men jumped down from the vehicle.
The engine’s driver left the flashing lights on. Between the headlights and the flashing red lights, if the hiker was anywhere on this side of the mountain, he had to see them.
“With the engine and all these crew members here, what would happen if there is an emergency back home?” Bradley asked, suddenly walking beside her as she went to greet the men.
“We have a second engine and a water tanker, and the other half of the firefighters are on call.” She found it interesting that he referred to the town as home. If he turned his life upside down and stayed, could they…?
Don’t dream, Ellie.
“This area would be a dream come true, if covered by snow.”
Was he a mind-reader, too? “For a lost hiker, the dark and cold can be a nightmare, especially if he hadn’t planned on walking after dark.”
As they approached the fire engine, several of the crew raised eyebrows and pointed to Bradley. “We see you brought your boyfriend.”
“I am a friend, yes, after your truck ran me off the road, remember?”
Ellie noted that some of the men had not been part of that event. Before she could explain what had happened and why he appeared to be in her company, he spoke again. “However, Elinor and others saved me after my car landed in the pond. Without a vehicle, I have had an opportunity to discover the town and its people. I want to give back. What can I do?”
“Can you pull doughnuts out of your hat?” one firefighter asked.
Ellie glanced at the knit cap on his head. Strands of his thick black hair escaped, making him look scrumptious. She bit her bottom lip in a wasted attempt to calm her fluttering heart. When he glanced at her with a questioning expression, she thought back to what he was asked.
“Oh, the fire department auxiliary usually arrives at a rescue scene, such as a fire. They bring the crew beverages and snacks, especially if the emergency takes many hours. Until we get an update on the situation, they are most likely waiting at the fire house.”
“Are they volunteers, too?”
She nodded. Bradley’s eyes widened, as if he found it difficult to believe people in Snowflake Valley would come out at all hours to make sure firefighters were well fed.
“I keep learning more and more when I am near you, Elinor.”
His words, barely a whisper so as not to let the crew know, were delivered with a soft puff of air near her ear. Heat radiated from him and made her shiver.
“Cold?”
“Yes, but only because we are standing around. There really isn’t more we can do until the state police get here. This mountain is a state forest.”
“Jurisdiction. I understand that problem.”
Ellie chuckled. “It’s not that big a problem, except for the fact that at this time of night, a State Police officer might be an hour or more away.” She turned to the crew. “I’ll go see what’s up at the trailhead. Get ready for a hike, once the rescue squad or state police order it. We’re all on channel two.” She held up her radio, so the engine driver could make sure his radio was tuned into the emergency broadcast and would hear their next step in the search process.
Bradley fell into step beside her again, but didn’t say a word.
“I thought you might want to hang out with the guys,” she said, secretly happy he came with her.
“Why would I choose them over spending time with you?” he said so softly, she leaned closer and suddenly lost her footing. His arm reached around her waist as he pulled her into his body. His lips met hers amid the low illumination of the flashing lights. The kiss was brief, as if he understood they were not alone. His sudden release made her drop the radio she had been carrying. It rolled off the edge of the parking lot and into the dark recesses below.
“Damn! I need to find that radio.” She fumbled for the penlight in her pocket while doing her best to ignore his scent. Soap and an earthiness that was so unlike a city dweller filled the air and she was sure it had nothing to do with the forest at their backs. She might have to whip out the headlamp if the little black box rolled far out of reach.
“Let me help,” Bradley said, “but I need a minute.”
She pointed the penlight into the night and ignored him. The radio was her responsibility. Her crew would laugh their heads off if they knew she’d dropped it simply because his kiss had surprised her.
“Elinor, I don’t see it.”
“Let me look,” she said, climbing down to join him. The muddy soil and loose gravel were difficult to traverse, which only made her fear grow for the missing hiker. At least she had a penlight. Did the hiker carry a flashlight?
“I see your light, Elinor, but I knew you were close. I cannot erase your fragrance from my nose. The girly soap I have come to know as you.”
A shadow passed between her and where Bradley’s voice spoke. “I hope that’s you, Mr. Wainwright.”
“Why won’t you call me Bradley?” he asked her with whispered words.
He stood too close. He smelled great and the urge to taste him, again, for longer than a heartbeat, made her knees weak. When he pressed his lips to her right cheek then laughed, he said. “Oops. I missed.”
Before she could understand his intentions, his lips found hers. Although also brief, this kiss was brutal. Instead of simply nibbling her lips, he devoured her. His tongue slid along the seam between her lips, and she opened to him without thought of the consequences. Anyone could see them! Without really wanting to, she pushed him away. “I need to find the radio. That’s all.”
“Are you sure that is all you need?”
Ignoring his questions, a slow sweep of the penlight was useless. “It can’t have disappeared into thin air.”
“Switch off the light. I think I heard something,” he ordered.
Ordering her about, in his big city voice? “Listen, Mr. Wainwright, I mean, Bradley—”
“Quiet! I know I heard someone calling out. Over there!” he said, grabbing the penlight out of her hand.
“What do you think you’re do—”
He’d slapped his hand over her mouth. She struggled, shocked at his sudden move to quiet her. When she growled, he released her.
“I believe I heard someone calling for help. It was very faint. Listen.”
His whisper shocked her the moment she realized what he’d said. They stood side by side in silence. She strained to listen for a voice that could be an echo from the rescuers behind them.
“Over this way,” he said, and started walking into the forest, away from the parking lot filled with flashing lights and the voices of various rescue parties.
As she followed, her foot struck something small and hard. The radio. Yes! She picked it up and dusted it off, then suddenly realized she’d already lost him in the darkness. He had taken her penlight, so she pulled out her headlamp. Securing it on her head, she flicked it on, and scoured the darkness for any sign of Bradley.
There!
She heard movement through the trees, rather than seeing him, so she bent her head downward to use the lamp to find a safe trail to follow through the trees. When she caught up to him, he swung the penlight to the right. Was that a yellow jacket?
“Hello!” Bradley called out.
“Help!” a soft, strained voice answered.
“Elinor, please call for help. I will make my way closer, and wait for the rescuers.”
Before she could say anything, he was gone. His plan was perfect, as long as she kept sight of the yellow jacket, so she spoke into the radio.
“Chief Danville to engine 1.” The radio squawked before a voice came on the line.
“What’s up? You and pretty boy get lost in the dark?”
The laughter in the background made her hackles rise, but this was an emergency, and a cool command was the only way to get through to her crew. “Engine 1, advise Ambulance 1 and any professional firefighters who care, to join us. We found a hiker needing rescue!”
A siren blared, most likely to notify anyone in the area that she’d made an actual call for help. Another voice came over the radio. She recognized it as a state trooper she had dealt with at various car accident scenes.
“Chief, your location?”
“To the right side of the parking lot, near the trailhead entrance, behind a white Jeep Cherokee. I have one volunteer about ten yards ahead of me checking on the victim. Is a yellow jacket part of the description?”
A moment of silence, then, “Yes! Units headed your way. Spotlight rounding the corner. Wave when you see it.”
The light appeared and blinded her, but she waved. Voices amid the stomp of boots running closer made her smile. Bradley’s help was on their way. She pointed them in his direction, and the rescue crew worked their way through the heavy brush. When Bradley appeared at her side, he looked very proud of himself, and she couldn’t help returning his grin.
Once back in the parking lot, two of the rescue crew called him over.
“I’ll be back in a moment,” he said.
She watched them talking, then laugh. The men were congratulating him, she assumed. He put up a finger to the group, before returning to her side.
“The guys have invited me out for a drink at the pub near the hospital. They promised to drive me back to the inn by midnight. This will get me out of your hair.”
She bristled, but she was glad he was getting to know some of the men. Didn’t they understand this was temporary? Once the rental car arrived, Bradley Aaron Wainwright would be history.
So, why am I sad?
***
The morning burned bright, warm, and cloudless. Elinor hated every part of it. Where was the snow? She parked the big red truck outside the bookstore, meaning to grab breakfast with Sarah Jane before the Christmas Festival committee met in the store’s back room. The reality was that she hoped Bradley was in the store, too.
The rescue of the hiker had been anticlimactic once they both realized the man was safe and unharmed. He’d gone off the trail very close to the trailhead and had stumbled into heavy brush. Snagged by his backpack, he’d seen the lights and had heard the sirens. As he struggled to free himself, his position down a slope made him nearly invisible.
Bradley had heard his cries for help. Without a thought to his own safety, and by the miniscule beam of her penlight, he had discovered the man. After Bradley cradled the hiker’s head and kept him warm beneath his own coat, Bradley had gotten chilled to the bone.
For one split second, she’d considered driving him back to her house. That thought was so unlike her! Kissing him had opened her eyes, until she remembered that he’d leave, and she’d be alone, again. She was glad some of the men took him under their wings and loaned him a warm jacket. They promised to return him to the inn, so she waved them all goodnight. Bradley must have had a good time, last night, or so she hoped.
The moment she woke up, thankfully alone in her bed, she’d already made up her mind never to go out with Sean again. His attention was much too intense. He was a good-looking guy, but she felt nothing toward him. The man was too full of himself and made her feel she should have ignored the fire call. She would swear on a stack of Bibles he assumed she would ignore the call, then invite him to her bed. Later, when the call went out for volunteers to possibly hike up the mountain to help with the search, he never showed.
Would Bradley come home with her if she invited him to a home-cooked meal? He had walked off with the guys last night without a look back at her. Had her dinner date with Sean been responsible for that? He somehow knew she’d been out with Sean, but didn’t she say it had been a mistake? After last night’s rescue, she wanted to talk to Bradley, to see how he was doing. True, she wanted to find out when he planned to leave, but her mind had to deal with her other responsibilities. He was at the scene as a civilian, and he needed to know they all appreciated his help. The threat of a lawsuit against the fire engine that sent his rental car off the road was always in the back of her mind.
Dad was going home, today. He had described his ankle as a twisted blue mass twice its normal size, but only a sprain. No broken bones. A nurse would visit him every three days to change the bandage and check on the swelling and bruising. A home health aide would visit every day for the next week to help with baths and meals, and to make sure he was getting some exercise. After that, it was up to him to get around. She had rounded up a posse made up of the fire department’s auxiliary to take turns giving him rides to medical appointments, the barber, and the food store.
She could offer little help. Anytime an alarm blared, she would need to drop everything and respond. The doctor hoped he would be better within a month, but that sounded so far in the future. It would happen in the new year, but she needed him to take over now.
The Christmas Festival was always at the forefront of her thoughts, too. The weather was too warm. Too sunny. Too cloudless for a snowfall anytime soon. As a major fire department fundraiser, she feared bake sales would not earn enough money for the equipment they need. The committee would have to come up with some extraordinary ideas to keep the festival alive.
She stepped through the bookstore door and inhaled the delicious aroma of fresh coffee and butterscotch scones. Several couples filled the tiny tables surrounded by brick-a-brac and unmatched chairs. Sarah Jane sold handmade pottery, such as coffee mugs and tea cups, on consignment. A few homespun aprons, potholders, and dishtowels hung for sale on an antique dish cupboard she’d painted a soft green.
The loving gazes and light touches that the starstruck couples shared made a pang of envy squeeze Ellie’s heart. When she drew her gaze away and toward the front of the shop, she spotted Bradley sitting alone by the window. He wore the same jeans, boots and flannel shirt he’d worn last night, and his eyes were locked on his laptop screen. He seemed intently interested in his work, and she assumed he had a lot on his plate, but she yearned for him to notice her. He was good-looking and sophisticated, yet his smile whenever they met on the street made her feel there was hope.
What the heck am I hoping for? To fall for a guy who might disappear the next day?
His glasses, perched on his long, straight nose, gave him a world-weary look that made her want to circle him in her arms and comfort him. He wasn’t smiling at her now. He didn’t know she was even in the store.
“Hi, Ellie! Are you here for breakfast?” Sarah Jane wiped the counter, then straightened a covered cake plate pedestal filled with scones.
“Right. Coffee and a butterscotch scone, please.”
“Coming right up.”
She waited to the side as Sarah’s assistant took a couple of orders and sold three books. Ellie wished she had time to read.
Maybe after Dad takes over again…
She wanted to glance over at Bradley, but kept her attention on her sister’s blonde ponytail. She wasn’t sure where she should sit to eat. If she stayed in the front dining area, Bradley might come over and talk to her. Would that be a problem? After last night’s kiss in the dark, he had left her with more questions than answers.
“Here you go,” Sarah Jane said as she handed Ellie a plate. “I put the coffee cups and thermos in the back room for the auxiliary meeting. You can eat back there.”
Problem solved, damn it.
Ellie took the plate and couldn’t help but notice that Sarah Jane had added a poached egg on rye toast beside the sweet-smelling scone. Sarah worried about Ellie’s health a little too much, but the egg part of her breakfast smelled pretty good. With a quick backward glance at Bradley, she slipped into the meeting room.
An hour later, the quiet backroom had filled with several voices talking at once.
“People can cut out holiday decorations and make ornaments,” Elvira shouted.
“We can have a wreath making contest,” Julia said.
“What about face painting?” Erin Wilson, the first-grade teacher asked.
“Great ideas, but what else will bring in families with children?” Ellie asked. For a childless unmarried woman, her thoughts had always leaned toward ice skating on the pond and romantic sleigh rides.
“Let’s host a gingerbread making contest. Families only, and they have to recreate a town building. Ellie, do you think you and your father could make a fire house?”
Ellie shook her head. “Dad’s still hurting, and I have too many responsibilities. Sorry.”
“What about a pie sale? Decorated for the holidays, of course. We could auction them off,” said another lady. “Dozens of folks around here bake for the holidays. What’s an extra pie to donate or possibly win a prize?”
“I would love to buy a fresh baked cherry pie.” Elvira said.
Julie added, “I love pumpkin pie, and wouldn’t mind buying one instead of slaving over a hot stove this year.”
The ladies giggled. Henry cleared his throat. “My wife isn’t able to volunteer, you know. She’s still recuperating from that broken hip, but she bakes every day. If she could enter a contest, she’d be tickled pink and could donate several pies.”
“Now we’re talking,” Ellie said, though a heavy snowfall would certainly make the entire festival a hit. She stood and reached for the coffee carafe and poured a half a cup. “I’ll get some fresh coffee.”
Leaving the jumble of voices, she stepped behind the counter and filled the carafe from a fresh brewed pot. As she concentrated, she thought of the festival. “I want ice skating, sleigh rides, snowman-making contests, romantic things…” Ellie’s whispered words were unheard by the others, but she still wished they could happen.
She returned to the back room amid voices rising to a crescendo that was adding to another headache. It sounded like canceling the festival was not an option. Too bad she couldn’t decide if that was good news or bad.




Chapter 8







Bradley approached the counter for a refill of his coffee mug and could not help overhearing Elinor’s whispered words. Who was she talking to? No one stood nearby. Even her sister and the other server were cleaning tables. She disappeared into a back room, where many voices were raised in heated conversation.
Oh, to be a fly on the wall.
He suspected Elinor really wanted the town’s festival to be a success. She mentioned it was a fundraiser for the fire department. He had asked around, and many people were worried that it would be canceled or poorly attended due to the lack of snow. He supposed he could write a check to cover the expected income deficit, but he doubted Elinor wanted that. She struck him as a person who would be too proud to accept a hand-out, even for a good cause.
How could he help her? More importantly, why did he feel the insatiable need to help her? Was it because he wanted to thank her for helping him, or in hopes that she’d kiss him again? The latter made his jeans suddenly tighten.  
Sarah Jane appeared at the counter and refilled his coffee mug. “Bradley, remember I said you could serve yourself.”
“Sorry. My mind was on something else. I just saw Elinor disappear into your back room…a very noisy place.”
“The festival committee, mostly made up of fire department auxiliary members, is having a meeting. I sure hope they don’t decide to cancel or postpone the Christmas festival.”
“Sarah Jane, is there any chance it will snow in time to save the festival?”
Elinor’s sister shook her head. “Not that I can tell. Ellie checks the weather forecast all the time. Making sure the fire and rescue crews are ready for bad weather is also part of her temporary responsibility as the fire chief.”
“Your father’s absence must be difficult for her. How is Mr. Danville?” Though he thought of Elinor all the time, he had indeed forgotten about their injured father. He was discovering he wasn’t at his best. His own temporary problems were miniscule compared to the Danville family.
“Better. He’s home, alone. A nurse visits and we hired a helper to keep the house clean and meals on the table. Elinor can help a little, but with full-time responsibilities…”
“We try our best, Sarah Jane.”
Bradley turned to find Elinor at his elbow, while a herd of women and one man poured out of the back room and disappeared out the front door. Their conversation was loud and boisterous, but they seemed quite pleased with themselves.
“Hello, Elinor. A successful meeting, I assume?” Bradley smiled slowly, hoping she felt like talking to him.
“Yes, we came to an agreement, although an alternative is on the table. I hope it doesn’t happen, but should the weather stay like this, we might have to postpone the festival and instead hold a celebration fund-raiser in the Spring or Summer.” She lowered her eyes to the empty coffee mug in her hands.
“May I buy you another coffee?” he asked.
“Thanks, but I have to get back to the fire house. We always have a pot brewing there.” She turned to her sister. “Is it my turn to check on Dad this afternoon?”
“Nope, I plan on bringing him an assortment of pastries.”
“He’ll get fat.”
“Don’t tell him, but I made a batch with sugar substitute and less butter. Need anything else, you two?”
Bradley smiled and shook his head. Both women cared so much for their father. He wished he could meet the man who was responsible for bringing these gorgeous women into the world. Too bad he was leaving as soon as the replacement car arrived.
Sarah Jane disappeared into the kitchen, leaving them alone at the counter. Elinor sighed. Her unhappy expression made his chest constrict. He wanted her to smile, to be happy all the time. He reached out and grasped her hand with his. Her startled reaction slowly morphed into one of curiosity. Her skin was smooth, though callouses on her fingers reminded him that she was a hard-working woman.
She glanced at their joined hands and stepped closer. She raised her chin and her eyes searched his face. His body reacted as if she was the only woman on earth. She smelled delicious and he assumed she’d taste like coffee. Leaning down the few inches separating their heights, he brought his lips close to her. Closing his eyes, he leaned closer, but… his phone rang.
“Pardon me.” He watched Elinor step away to give him privacy. As soon as he hit the answer button, Mona’s voice came through the cheap cell phone he’d purchased at the market.
“Bradley, dear, are you there?”
He chuckled and listened to all she had accomplished during his absence. “You are a sweetheart. Yes, I love you, too, Mona.”
Turning back to Elinor, hoping to return to their kiss, Elinor was gone.
***
Bradley had tried to kiss her again at the same time a woman named Mona, who he called sweetheart, had phoned him! What was he thinking? That Elinor was an available plaything, someone to fill up time because he was stuck in Snowflake Valley? She was no one’s plaything. Not Sean’s and certainly not Bradley’s. She was thankful his phone rang, propelling her back enough that he couldn’t land a kiss on her lips, even if she wanted him to.
What am I saying!
Instead she’d managed to pull her fingers out of his large, warm hand. He’d rubbed the rough patches on her fingertips, and wasn’t that romantic? Too bad her skin was not as soft and creamy like his city women, who undoubtedly lathered four-hundred-dollar lotions all over their bodies. She couldn’t compete with them. Instead, she’d broken free and ran out the door. 
As the bookstore door closed behind her, she hesitated. For some reason, returning to Bradley and letting him kiss her was an urge she couldn’t understand. She acted like a teenager around him.
Her pager blared.
No time for dreaming.
She was needed at a medical emergency south of town. She would lend a hand with the ambulance crew, whether they needed help directing traffic, keeping the family dog out of the way, or getting the stretcher into the back of the ambulance. Anything physically demanding would keep her mind off him.
Elinor ended up sitting in her truck for the duration of the emergency call, lonely and cold. Paramedics Johnny and Al had no trouble walking the elderly gentleman to the back of the ambulance. The farmer had gotten his arm caught between a cow and a wooden fence. By the way he was holding his forearm close to his chest, the bone was likely broken.
She updated dispatch as the crew helped him up into the ambulance. Before Al shut the back door, Johnny was already treating the old guy’s painful injury by wrapping it in a sling. The temporary drape would keep his arm from being jostled.
The ambulance pulled out of the farmer’s yard and headed to the hospital. Elinor finished her notes and steered the truck out into the road, then headed in the opposite direction. The road to town was empty, and her thoughts mingled with an image of Bradley’s glasses. He looked so studious, not debonair and sophisticated. His small flaw, needed when he drove or worked on his laptop, was endearing. His unwanted kisses were something else.
A herd of white-tailed deer galloped across the road. She hit the brakes and the big truck fishtailed on the slick surface. She missed hitting them, but the sudden realization that her head was elsewhere, and not on her driving, was sobering.
Then and there, while sitting in the truck waiting for her pulse to slow to normal, she decided that the craziness between her and Bradley Aaron Wainwright must stop. If he was still at the bookstore, she would approach him and have a serious discussion concerning where he thought their relationship was headed.
***
When the door closed behind Elinor, leaving Bradley speechless, he shoved his hands in his pockets and thought of what almost happened. He had wanted to kiss her, then to offer her his help, but had lost the chance to do both. His phone rang, shocking them back to their senses.
Why had he tried to kiss her? The urge had risen and he hadn’t resisted it. The concept was strange for someone like him. Women usually approached him and kissing led to other interesting things. They all knew about his company and his fortune. Were those the only reasons they agreed to share a bed? Elinor seemed to hate the idea that he had money, or that he lived in a city. It was true that he would have to return to that life, but why not enjoy the moment?
Turning his mind toward something other than Elinor Danville, he carried his filled mug back to his table near the bookstore’s front window. When he sat in front of the search screen with his fresh cup of steaming coffee an epiphany hit, making him gasp and punch the air.
Thinking back to her whispered words, he decided to do a little research. If Elinor wanted to ice skate during the festival, but the pond was not yet frozen enough to be considered safe, he would find a company that could set up a man-made skating rink. He had seen one in action inside a mall outside Miami, Florida.
His high-end, state-of-the-art cell phone did not survive its mud bath. He’d made a few inquiries using his new cheap cell phone and found a company that assured him they had the units and the personnel to make what he envisioned happen. They also explained that once the rink was up and running, the locals could take over to make sure it ran until it was no longer needed. They would also provide a large assortment of rental skates for visitors in need of them. The price Bradley was quoted seemed reasonable, and he wanted to rush to the fire house and spring the good news on Elinor.
Then, he came to his senses. She would not want a hand-out. The cost of the rink rental was a drop in the bucket to him, but what if she said no? What if he could find sponsors willing to fund the rink? She couldn’t refuse that, could she? He would need help in that aspect, since he was not a local.
Maybe Sarah Jane will help me.
He called the company back and said he would get the exact dates of the festival and prepay them over the phone with his credit card. When he mentioned it was a fundraiser for the fire department, the company knocked off twenty percent. His best bet was to try to keep Elinor in the dark about it. He would ask Sarah Jane who else would need to know, so that the entire festival was not canceled or postponed until spring.
When Sarah Jane came by his table, he asked her if she could sit for a while. She sat and gave him a brilliant smile. He felt nothing. No stirring at all. Her golden hair, blue eyes, and petite stature were attractive, but not to him. Elinor’s chocolate eyes and silky dark hair filled his dreams each night.
“Heavy duty business dealings going on over here? Did you realize you punched the air with your free hand? I assume you were making a point.”
“Great news.”
“So, the fist pump into the air at the end was a good sign. Need anyone to talk to about it?”
“It might bore you,” he said, thinking of where they sat. However, she was a business owner and the sister of a woman he wanted to please.
Bradley took a chance and described to a curious Sarah Jane what he planned to bring to town. “However, after I get the sponsors by approaching businesses in the area, I want to get my hands dirty. Ha! I never thought I would hear those words from my own lips. What can I do?”
“I can help with a list of business owners. I can take you to visit most of them this afternoon. I have two high school students coming in at two. Tonight, I suggest you head to the library at seven. The Fire Department Auxiliary will be meeting.”
“What will I say to that group?” He pictured a group similar to the festival committee. Gray haired women with pudgy middles having bake sales, and maybe an older gentleman or two.
“The Auxiliary is an important volunteer organization that keeps our firefighters fed, safe, and warm during long emergencies such as house fires.”
“How can these little old ladies do that?”
Sarah Jane looked at him strangely. “Mr. Wainwright, your image of a small-town fire department’s volunteers is skewed. We have dozens of people of all ages, from eighteen to eighty. Men and women.”
He scratched his left cheek, noticing he needed a shave. “Wait. What do all these people do at the scene of a fire? I assume they feed them doughnuts and coffee, but what is this about keeping the firefighters safe and warm?”
“In the middle of winter, when we usually have snow and sub-freezing temperatures, we need people to shovel pathways to both the fire house and to the building that’s on fire. Some will direct traffic until the police arrive. Others help the paramedics keep an eye out for tired or overheated firefighters. Sometimes those men or women work too hard and too long.”
“What can I add to this group?”
Sarah Jane tapped her forehead with her finger, then smiled and leaned in closer. The front door opened. “I should return to the counter, but the Auxiliary’s main function is to feed the crew. One volunteer might make coffee at the fire house. If the emergency occurs during the day, they know they can come here. I will fill a large portable coffee urn and send them on their way. In the fire house’s vast kitchen, others make sandwiches and a big pot of tomato soup. You’ll figure it out. And, if Ellie isn’t at the meeting, mention your idea. Tell them it’s a secret. People around here love secrets.” She kissed his cheek and headed toward customers waving from a table in the corner.
Bradley sat back and touched the cheek she had kissed. A smile spread across his face, until he spied a familiar face in the window. Elinor gaped at him, then her eyes closed to slits. Her hands were in fists and she looked as if she wanted to scream.
He wished to talk to her again, so he waved to her. Unfortunately, she turned and raced down Main Street. What had he done now?
***
That night, the rental agency’s driver called Bradley. His delivery truck had skidded off the road fifteen miles from Snowflake Valley. Seems that other places in Vermont were getting actual wintry weather. Bradley was not nearly upset to hear that his replacement rental vehicle had fallen from the flatbed. He was going to be sticking around awhile longer.
The Auxiliary meeting was at seven o’clock, so he showered at the inn, sneaked a small snack from the cook, and walked toward the library. He was getting used to walking and could feel the muscles in his legs grow stronger. The fresh air cleared his lungs and the daily sunshine, peppered now and again by fluffy clouds, had tanned his face. He felt better. He looked better. He doubted Mona would recognize him.
The walk was brief. The librarian greeted him like a long-lost friend, though they had only met once.
“The library is closed, Mr. Wainwright, but a little birdie named Sarah Jane mentioned you might join us downstairs for the Snowflake Valley Fire Auxiliary meeting.”
“I want to do something to help the fire department. I find I will be staying in town a little longer.”
She locked the door behind him. “Follow me.” She led him down the narrow stairs which opened to a small room filled with about a dozen people.
Surprisingly, he recognized about half of the volunteers. He actually spoke with a teen who worked at the bookstore and with a gray-haired woman he had seen shopping at the same clothing store. Conversations at a coffee urn were coupled with the snap of celery stalks and what looked like gingersnap cookies.
“The meeting will come to order,” the librarian said.
“That’s Elvira Duncan,” a whispered voice said on his left. “She’s sweet on Officer Jackson.”
“I know. I met both of them the other day.”
“I’m Julia. I see you’re wearing the flannel shirt I saw you trying on at the store,” the octogenarian sitting beside him added.
Bradley smiled. “Yes, it is rather cool outside, when I have to walk. My car…”
“We all heard, Mr. Wainwright. So sad, but does being here mean you aim to stay around?”
“For a while, at least. I want to help give back. The fire department came to my aid, so here I am. And, call me Bradley.”
“If I can please have quiet!” The librarian glared right at him.
“My apologies,” he said.
“Most of you know everyone, but we have a new face among us. Will you stand and share something about yourself?”
She was now pointing straight at him. He stood and rubbed his palms down his sides. “Happy to be here. I am Bradley Wainwright from New York City, and was passing through town when a big red fire truck took up a little too much of the road. I nearly went swimming in the pond that I hear your town usually uses for ice skating.”
Murmurs around the room grew, and several appeared not to have heard of the cause of his misfortune.
“Listen. I do not plan to sue anybody.”
Several people gasped.
“I want to thank the fire department for saving me, and for the town for opening their arms to me. I am here to learn what a fire department auxiliary does. I really want to know how to keep the Christmas Festival from being canceled.”
“Someone wants to cancel it?” one older gentleman asked.
“Because there isn’t any snow and the pond won’t freeze, is what I heard,” Julia added.
Elvira threw up her hands. “Quiet. If Bradley wants to help us make sure our biggest fund-raiser continues, let’s hear his ideas. The floor is yours, sir.”
“I have made a few inquiries, and nothing is set in stone, but if I could come up with a way for folks to ice skate, while others make snowmen and have sleigh rides, will you all support me?”
“Yes!” The room erupted in clapping and laughter.
“One thing I will demand. Well, two things.”
The librarian looked nervous. “What two things?”
“You will allow me to foot the bill, apart from begging donations from local businesses, and you do not tell any of the firefighters. Let the festival events they think are not going to happen be a surprise. Tell them the festival will go on, but in a smaller capacity. Can you do that?”
“Yes!”
The meeting continued on a cheerful note, and Bradley sat back and listened to a report on what had occurred in town over the last month. He was appalled at the number of traffic accidents and house fires. Elvira listed what the auxiliary had accomplished at every event and he was duly impressed. These people took turns responding to the emergency calls by way of a phone tree. If they could respond, they did. He wondered what he could do to help. If he was stuck in Snowflake Valley, he might as well be useful. Besides…Elinor might see him in a new light.
***
The very next day on the early side of morning, Bradley found himself serving tomato soup, doughnuts, and coffee from a pickup’s tailgate at the scene of a chimney fire. Never in his life had he eaten tomato soup like this. Tomato bisque served as an appetizer at a five-star restaurant? Yes. A watery version from the back of a truck? Not on your life.
By the time he had gotten the call from Julia, and had reached the fire house on foot, he had found several of the older women hard at work cooking soup in a huge pot. A second woman stirred in hot water.
“My specialty, tomato soup.” Henry chuckled. “Nah, canned soup mixed with water. Tastes great to a hungry firefighter. This will keep them youngsters’ stomachs satisfied. I’m Tom. We met at the auxiliary meeting where you asked us to keep secrets.”
When he went off to help another volunteer, a woman struggled to get the pot of hot soup onto a rolling table.
“Julia, let me do that,” Bradley had insisted, since he had no idea what else he could do but offer brute force. The woman had smiled up at him and tittered like a schoolgirl, then had led the way out the side door of the fire truck bay. The trucks and firefighters were long gone.
Reaching a muddy pickup truck, she had lowered the tailgate and he carefully positioned the covered pot in the back. After she had tied it down with large straps, she had instructed him on how to roll out a huge urn of coffee. A big box was added to the back, filled with foam bowls for the soup, foam coffee cups, napkins, and spoons.
“Elvira Duncan is meeting Sarah Jane at her shop, since she starts her baking early. The auxiliary always accepts day-old doughnuts. Chimney fires can last hours,” she said, even though he had not asked about the emergency when Julia had called via the phone tree. “If the heat ignites walls or cinders land on the roof, we might be in for a long day.”
He shuddered at the thought of spending hours outside. It was brutally cold, and the plastic gloves he wore while serving food were useless. In between handing out steaming cups of coffee or bowls of soup to the firefighters, he clapped his hands together for warmth. He could see his breath, but he’d quickly lost all feeling in his toes.
He thought back to what the ice-skating rink company said when he had enquired about the conditions needed for success. Temperatures at night should be very cold in order for the portable ice rink to remain viable during the day. He might ask around concerning the local weather forecast.
They had recommended another company that rented snow-guns that could make snow from water. He called them and they were ready to send snow-making machines within a day’s notice, and also specified that the machines worked better during cold nights. If the nights were as cold as this morning had turned out, his ideas might just work.
In between serving food and coffee, his attention rested on Elinor. While the firefighters wore yellow helmets trimmed in black, she wore a bright white helmet. As acting chief, she was easy to spot. Her movements were quick and intentional, as if she had need to talk to everyone on scene. He was too far away to hear her commands, but easily witnessed the scowls and shrugs the others replied to her.
He had the feeling, stronger now, that many of her crew were less than happy she was in charge. Was it because her father was better at it, or due to her gender? If the former, he understood. Julia told him Douglas Danville was a firefighter with more than thirty years under his belt. Of course, he knew how to handle the office of Fire Chief. If they thought little of Elinor simply because she was a female, he wondered how she put up with their disrespect.
A familiar person walked over and put an arm around her. She shrugged it off and spoke to the firefighter that he recognized as the innkeeper.
“Sean Peabody tries his hardest to get Ellie to notice him. He doesn’t understand women, although he thinks he’s God’s gift to them all.”
Bradley glanced down at the smallest member of the auxiliary. “What do you know about their relationship, Julia?”
She glanced up at him and smiled. “Be you interested in our little Ellie?”
“I am curious, is all. She was instrumental in assisting me after my accident. She drove me straight to the Peabody Inn. Why else would she, if she wanted nothing to do with him? Seemed neighborly. The way he looked at her made me assume they were romantically involved.”
She laughed and slapped her knee. “Romantically involved? If you call one dinner date, then him heading home alone a relationship, you come from an odd city filled with dunderheads. She makes nice with him because her daddy brought her up right. Doesn’t mean she has to endure his company more than the one time.”
Twice, but Julia might not be privy to that second dinner. Thankfully, the lost hiker rescue intervened.
Her explanation made him hopeful, until he remembered he didn’t plan to stick around much longer. He had hope that something would change, and soon, since he figured fate had intruded in his life for a reason. One car accident, and the replacement car in a ditch, had to mean something.
“Bradley, dear?”
“Yes?” Julia’s voice brought him back to earth. “What is it?”
“Ellie glanced this way, but you were looking at that doughnut. Missed your chance.” She chuckled louder and headed over to the ambulance with a small box of doughnuts. A crew member checked on each firefighter’s health…blood pressure, pulse rate, temperature…before allowing them to return to fighting the fire. Johnny and Al would take good care of everyone.
“Dear Lord! When did I start knowing everyone?”
“That happens when you actually talk to folks, instead of hiding behind your laptop.”
Bradley shut his eyes and dropped the empty coffee cup on his foot. Elinor had snuck up on him and heard him. She must think him a city-living fool. “Well, hello.”
“I would love a full cup of coffee, if you can handle that?”
“Of course. I am a well-trained member of the Snowflake Valley Auxiliary.” Grabbing another cup, he poured coffee from the spigot and breathed in the delicious aroma of fresh coffee and…Elinor. He handed it to her. She had removed her helmet and sat it on the tailgate. Her hair was in disarray and her cheeks and nose were chafed and red. Her lips latched onto the cup and his heart squeezed with a hint of envy.
“Mmm, that is good. Are you okay? You look chilled.”
“I am not quite used to standing outside in the cold. I work in an office. I usually am driven from my warm home to the office in a heated limo. Lunch appears on my desk, unless I have a scheduled luncheon engagement.” He shoved his glasses back up on the bridge of his frigid nose.
“How does lunch appear on your desk? Magic?”
“Not quite. My assistant, Mona, is more like a mother hen. Having worked for my father, she watched me grow up. She is indispensable to me and my company. When I took over after my father’s death, well…habits are hard to break.”
“I know about that,” she said, and scowled at the innkeeper. “Sometimes a bad habit can mark you for life.”
“I sense a problem with dear Sean?”
“What? Who said anything about him? I just want to get back to firefighting. Paperwork and issuing orders, especially to guys who might not agree that I am the one who should be giving them, is tougher than I thought.”
She finished her coffee and handed him the cup. He tossed it in the rubbish box beneath the tailgate.
“Listen, I was surprised to see you here. It’s kind of early and you just met these folks, but everyone appreciates that you’re taking the time to help. I fear the fire is spreading, but I’m sure more volunteers will arrive soon.”
“Really?” Maybe he would have a chance to sit inside the cab of the heated ambulance and feel his fingers again before hitching a ride back to the inn.
“Several members have to get their kids to school, and others work nights. Once they are able to, they’ll show up and pitch in. Julia is in charge of the phone tree, as you well know by now, and makes the calls for more food. Take care of you, okay?” She stepped so close he could count the freckles on her beautiful nose. She placed a peck on his cheek, slapped the white helmet on her head like a badge of courage, and returned to the fire. She left his glasses as foggy as his feelings.




Chapter 9







Where was everyone? Ellie had taken her eyes off the operation for five minutes in order to get a cup of coffee. What was going on? Through thick black smoke she spotted the men manning the fire truck and its pumps, but several hoses snaked around to the side of the house. The old farmhouse had weathered wood siding that used to be white, and looked like it was built in the mid eighteen hundreds. The roof had to be at least thirty years old. The barn adjoining the house tilted about fifteen degrees, but it was their job to make sure no cinders hopped onto its roof.
“There they are!” she cried, as a great spray of water cascaded over the barn’s roof, another hit the rear of the house, sending a light waterfall of mist onto her face and helmet. “Dear God! That’s brisk!”
Ellie was pleased the weather had grown cold, only because she feared that the Christmas Festival was still at risk. Many members of the auxiliary made sure to stop and chat with her on Main Street. Al wanted to take a chance of having some type of abbreviated festival. “It’s tradition,” they all had said.
She didn’t want to disappoint them, but there was so much in limbo. She was still trying to figure out a way to make money from Greg’s Christmas trees. Too many ideas floated around her head, but she needed to get her mind on the fire.
Several firefighters trotted out of the front door. Every one of them forgot to tell her they were entering the building! She would bring it up at the next training session, because keeping track might save their lives. She didn’t feel up to a big confrontation. Not today. Someone’s home was burning.
Willard sidled up to her, chewing on his bottom lip. He was one of the men who’d entered the building without telling her. Pick your battles, she thought, and waited for him to speak.
“The fire hasn’t reached the walls, but the attic is filled with smoke. I suggest we start chopping holes. That roof ain’t worth much, anyway.”
“Understood, but it’s still someone’s home, so keep the venting to a minimum. Take two men and get it done,” she said, and wasn’t surprised he said nothing further. As he trotted over to the others that had gone inside earlier without permission, she made a mental note of who was where. It wouldn’t do to lose a firefighter because she lost track of him.
Sean was talking to the men controlling the pumps. She’d noticed long ago that if there was work to be done, he’d find an excuse to talk instead.
That ends today.
“Sean! Prop the extension ladder against the side of the building. In the center, near the peak. Men are going to start venting the roof.” The easiest way to cut holes in a roof that needed venting was with a chainsaw. She suspected the men would use axes, since the pitch of the roof was steep. Willard mentioned heading to the attic from inside, but the ladder gave them a handy means of escape, should the fire spread. Before she could verify Sean followed orders, Andy appeared by her side, wearing civilian clothes. “How’s the arm?”
“Doc says I should be fine by Christmas.”
“So, why are you standing out here in the cold?”
He glared at her. “Geeze, Ellie, these are my friends! I can worry better watching them, rather than listening to smidgens of chatter on my radio.”
“I’m sorry. I assumed putting your feet up and taking it easy was a treat. Why don’t you go get some coffee?”
“Isn’t that the Wainwright guy? What’s he doing hanging around the food truck?”
She bristled. How dare he assume Bradley was here as a sightseer? “He is now a genuine member of the Snowflake Valley Fire Department Auxiliary. He’s also serving doughnuts and tomato soup.”
“Tomato soup? At this time of the morning?”
“Yes, and remember…when you fight a fire for hours, anything tastes good.”
“Yeah, I guess.”
“Go on. Go get some. Maybe you can help me keep an eye on these guys.”
He kicked a rock into the grass. “I bet they’re forgetting to tell you their positions?”
“Forgetting. Right. They’re supposed to tell me, but I’ll do my best to make sure no one gets killed. Go get some soup.”
Andy trotted over to where Bradley was talking to Elvira Duncan. She was pleased when Bradley nodded in welcome to Andy, who bent down and kissed Elvira on the cheek. He should take care about kissing her, with Officer Jackson sweet on her.
Bradley smiled at them, and poured a bowl of tomato soup for Andy. When both men glanced Ellie’s way, she tore her attention from them, and back to Sean. The ladder was still lying in the grass and Sean was nowhere in sight. He might have joined the men on the back of the building, or he could be lying dead from smoke inhalation.
She sighed and trotted over to the fire truck. “I’m going to look for Sean and see what’s happening on the back side of the house.”
The men nodded and went back to their discussion of the use of a Winchester 30-30 over a Mossberg .308 rifle for hunting deer.
Boys and their toys.
Several men worked the firehose from the backyard. Two others chopped holes in the far end of the attic. The chimney rose from the middle of the house. This was the most difficult to fight. The heat could ignite the wallboard or flooring in any room near the chimney.
The best way to get a total picture of the men was to climb to the roof. Then she could see who was where. Something about this fire made her stomach clench. Or, could the sensation be due to knowing Bradley had looked at her? Was he still looking?
At the side of the building, she glanced skyward toward the roof. The splash of a firehose arched over the far end of the roof. The odor of burning creosote from inside the ancient chimney wafted over her. As she figured out where to check next, she pulled on fire gloves, added a tight-fitting fire hood to cover her hair and neck, then plopped her helmet back on. Sean was suddenly standing close to her.
“Hey, Sean. Give me a hand?”
“I’ll give you anything you want, love,” he said. His arm snagged her around the waist, pulling her to face him. She was only three inches shorter than him, but there was a time and place for such intimacy. She pushed against his chest and was able to step out of his grasp.
“I thought you heard me. I want this ladder positioned against the roof. We need to uncover where the roof needs venting.”
“Want? Need? I’d love to uncover more of you, sweetlips.”
“Sean! This is important! Raise the ladder, then hold it while I climb it, unless you’d like the privilege of joining the firefighters on the roof?”
“Ha! No thanks. I’ll hold the ladder. I like to keep my feet and all my manly body parts on the ground safe and ready for anything.” He wiggled his eyebrows at her.
She felt a little warmer wearing the gloves and the fire hood, but knowing his gaze was glued to her rear end was a bit disturbing.
Luckily for me, this bunker gear covers everything.
Between the gloves, and Sean’s unwanted attention, climbing the ladder was a little tricky. Her fire boots were clunky, and smoke drifted over her as she reached the rooftop. Once at the roof, where an extra three feet of the ladder reached above the roofline, she stepped onto the roof tiles. They sagged beneath her feet, either from age, or distress from the fire below.
She prayed the fire wasn’t burning through just yet. The smoke was so thick she could barely see the old house’s center chimney, but she could feel the cool spray from a fire hose. However, she couldn’t see any of the crew from here. She immediately deemed it too dangerous to travel any farther along the unstable roof. If the churning spray from a hose caught her in the chest, it might shove her off and send her sprawling to the ground below.
I’m not going to be able to figure out what’s going on from up here.
Heading back to the ladder was smart. As she reached for the top of the ladder, a loud rumble suddenly shook the house. Men cried out a warning, and Ellie fell onto her knees. The ladder slid sideways, but she couldn’t regain her balance quick enough to catch it. No matter how much he irritated her, she prayed it didn’t fall on Sean.
“What in blazes was that?” Fear for her crew lifted her back to her feet, but a section of roof between her, and the rest of the house caved in. Flames licked through the air along the edge where the ladder used to be, too. A window exploded beneath her, belching heavy black smoke up to her perch. She gulped air, but only choking black soot filled her lungs. The heat grew oppressive and she feared the entire house would turn into an inferno within seconds.
“This is not good!” she cried, fearing no one had heard her.
***
The cries of alarm from several firefighters, amid the boom or an explosion made Bradley drop what he was doing, and run toward the fire truck. “What happened?”
Before the men could answer him, glass shattered, grabbing their attention. They all turned toward the house. Several men raced out of the front door, while the men running the pumps kept working the dials. “Don’t know. Ask one of them.”
Bradley waited for the men who had escaped the building to approach the truck.
One said, “The whole place is going up. The furnace blew. No one was in the cellar, but there’s men on the roof, right?”
The other firefighter shrugged.
Bradley glanced around, hoping Elinor could answer that question, but she was gone. Was she checking on the men working the side and back of the house?
A lone figure stood on the roof where fire spewed toward the sky.
“Dear Lord!” He had spotted Elinor. She stood encased in smoke, just below the roof’s peak.
A firefighter raced by him, heading in the other direction. “Sean! Elinor is in trouble. Help her!”
Ignoring Bradley’s plea, Sean disappeared beyond the fire truck. Was he coming back?
Bradley was running before he knew he had moved. He grabbed a helmet and a pair of fire-retardant gloves off the back of the fire truck. Racing to the side of the house where flames licked from an upstairs window, he called up to her. “Elinor! Are you all right?”
She didn’t answer, and appeared to be bending over, choking on the smoke. He had to save her, but how? Cinders spewed from the open window, and he tripped over something laying in the grass. “A ladder! Hold on. I’m coming!”
He slapped the helmet on his head, then pulled on the gloves. Seizing the heavy aluminum ladder, he struggled with its weight, but managed to prop it against the house. It barely reached the roofline where he had last seen Elinor.
“Elinor! Walk to the ladder!”
Could she hear him? The smoke was choking him, but he would not leave without her. Elinor must not have spotted the ladder, so he slipped his glasses into his coat pocket and raced up the ladder. The helmet slipped sideways and the gloves were cumbersome, but Elinor’s safety was paramount.
Reaching the top, heavy smoke drifted into his eyes and throat, and his cough must have caught her attention. The flames from a hole in the roof had been replaced with smoke, so she jumped over the hole and grabbed the top of the tall ladder.
“What are you doing up here?” she asked.
She acted less than thrilled to find him on the ladder, waiting to rescue her. “We can talk on the ground. Follow me down, or would you rather I throw you over my shoulder?” Bradley was angry. How dare she talk to him that way?
When she stood glaring at him, he stepped higher and grabbed her wrist. “Come on!”
“Fine. You first,” she answered.
Bradley took one last hard look at her soot-covered face, then climbed down the ladder. At the bottom, he stepped back and tore off the gloves. He pulled the helmet off his head and slapped the gloves into the sweaty center of the protective headgear.
He had risked his life for her while her boyfriend, Sean, ran the other way. The next time he saw the innkeeper, heads would roll.
Once her feet hit the ground, she reeled toward him. Her angry scowl took second place to his concern for the scorch marks on her coat. She slammed her helmet to the ground and peeled off her fire gloves. Slipping the fire hood off, she shook her hair loose. Bradley breathed in her womanly fragrance, tainted by the odor of soot. Perspiration dripped down her sooty face, and she rubbed an elbow.
“You are hurt,” he said, as he bent over and picked up her gear.
She grabbed it from his hands. “None of your concern, Mr. Wainwright. What in blazes were you thinking? What made you think you could get so close to a dangerous condition? Our firefighters might be made up of many volunteers, but they all spend hours training and practicing. They also wear adequate protective gear.”
“I heard the explosion, but could no longer see you. Then I spotted whom I hoped was you on the roof, but too close to the flames. After Sean ran past me, I slapped on a helmet, protected my hands with gloves, and picked up the ladder. I saved you!”
“Of all the nerve…wait. Sean ran past you? Where is he?”
Andy walked over to them. “I suggest you two move back. The fire is spreading. Oh, and Sean is resting against the far side of the fire truck.”
“I can’t handle him right now. If the fire is spreading, we need to call in reinforcements. Bradley, get back to your post. Tell the other volunteers this could be a long day, and the guys will be hungry.”
After having risked his life, all he could do was grind his teeth and watch her walk away. This discussion was not over.
***
Elinor and the festival committee were at odds, again. She was bone-weary, and figured two more hot showers might get the odor of smoke out of her hair. The house had been a total loss and it was all her fault.
Not really, but that’s how I feel.
The house was built in the mid-nineteenth century, around eighteen-sixty, she’d heard. Its wooden timbers and weathered siding were tinder waiting for a spark. The old boiler blew, igniting whatever the owners had stored in the dirt-floor cellar. The chimney had spewed burning cinders and black smoke, while flames burned through the walls in several rooms and melted the asphalt roof tiles. Game over in a matter of minutes.
Another meeting of the Christmas Festival committee was at hand, this time in the fire house kitchen, surrounded by the smell of fresh coffee and cinnamon buns. Saying she and the committee were at odds was a whopper of an understatement. The weather had grown a little colder, especially at night, but not a snow cloud was in sight. She just couldn’t perceive of success without snow and a frozen lake, which is exactly what she told the others assembled members. “We should cancel the Christmas Festival, and that’s that.”
“Ellie, you cannot do this. The fire department desperately needs that rescue toboggan to pull behind a snow machine,” Mac said.
“And what about getting a new stove? We could do our own baking, but the oven doesn’t work,” Julia added.
“You know the department needs lots of new equipment that the town council could not fit in its budget this year,” Henry added.
“That nice Mr. Wainwright said… oops!” Elvira’s smile turned to embarrassment. Her cheeks were redder than when she and Bradley had caught her and Roy Jackson in a kiss.
Ellie stepped closer to where she sat. Elvira had dropped her mug of tea back onto the fire house’s kitchen table and wouldn’t look straight at her. “Elvira? What’s this about Mr. Wainwright?”
“Oh, nothing. I just meant he was saying he hoped the festival would go on as planned.”
“That’s silly, since he plans to leave town any minute.”
Elvira shrugged.
Julia said, “Well, he did a great job at that recent house fire. My bursitis was acting up and I sure didn’t look forward to lugging that pot of tomato soup to the truck and back.”
“That’s right,” Elvira broke in, “he was wonderful, especially when he saved your life. We all saw him race over, shove that old ladder into place, and climb up to the top.” The room erupted in chatter.
Ellie’s cheeks heated and she shook her head. “What he did was stupid. He isn’t trained, and he wasn’t wearing protective gear.”
“I heard he put on a helmet and fire gloves,” Julia added.
Ellie raised her hands. “I appreciated his help, I guess, but—”
“Did you tell him that?” Julia wiggled her gray eyebrows. “Sarah Jane sure did. Every time I see him at the bookstore, she’s fawning all over him, and he’s smiling right back at her. She might be the reason he’s still in town.”
As the women chattered about the newest subject—Bradley and her sister—Ellie stormed out of the fire house. She no longer worked a regular shift, so she had planned to listen to her pager, while she spent a little time with Sarah Jane. It was her job to assist at calls where needed, while hoping the two captains could take over minor problems, now that they both had returned from their training in North Conway. All she saw was another lonely afternoon and evening.
The story of my life.
The Christmas Festival was becoming a thorn in her side. Canceling it, or postponing it until spring, made the most sense, but the committee voiced their objections along with several added ideas to please the attendees. Some sounded like fun.
They could do a fishing pond, but add ice cubes and steaming dry ice to the small kiddie pool where the kids tried to ‘catch’ plastic fish with a magnetized hook. They would call it ice fishing. She liked the idea of letting kids build igloos using plastic milk jugs, but it would take hundreds of empty jugs, and time was short. Throwing darts at cardboard snowmen, to see who could hit their coal eyes or carrot noses, sounded disrespectful, but it could easily be set up.
“Pin the tail on the reindeer is self-explanatory,” several auxiliary members said. The sand art activity for kids sounded messy, but the art teacher at the high school did express interest in helping at the festival.
All the suggestions were helpful, but skating on the pond and riding in a sleigh had been two things she looked forward to, even if she had to enjoy both all alone. An image of Bradley rose up, shocking her with its intensity. She wished he could share those simple pleasures with her.
Yikes! The committee members all thought Bradley wanted to stay in town awhile longer than necessary, possibly because of Sarah Jane. Was she the reason he was lingering in Snowflake Valley? Was her sister turning her feelings away from Greg and honing in on Bradley?
Stepping out of the fire house, she bristled, as her thoughts darkened. Where her baby sister was concerned, she was protective. Sarah Jane drew men like bees to a flower. She was light where Ellie was dark and petite and feminine, where Ellie was tall and mannish. As a male magnet, her baby sister had made a few mistakes and her heart had been broken too many times to count.
Sarah Jane’s business was her love and her life, now, and Ellie had hoped that buying and opening the bookstore and café had given Sarah Jane the incentive to make her life better. Did she understand she no longer needed a man to make her feel whole? Ellie knew, years ago that finding her own pleasures meant working at a profession she loved. Men and romantic relationships came second.
Sean Peabody proved there certainly was wisdom in waiting for the right person. He had apologized for not knowing that the ladder had fallen. The explosion had rattled him so badly, he ran to the safety of the fire truck. Could she blame him? Like Sean, many of the crew were volunteers. They had real full-time jobs. Sean was an innkeeper. She had a feeling he had joined the department to get close to her. Too bad she hadn’t realized it before he’d placed her life in jeopardy. She headed toward Main Street on foot.
Several folks stopped to commiserate with her about the fire that had claimed a family’s entire farmhouse. They had saved the barn and its horse, but it was little consolation for the elderly owner. A fundraiser potluck supper was planned for tomorrow night, another event that would take time and effort away from the excitement of the Christmas Festival. There was little time left to work on the festival, if it still went on.
If the committee gets their way, it will.
Continuing on foot, she neared the bookstore and couldn’t help but notice that Bradley walked through the door well ahead of her. She hesitated, but this was a free country. They had the perfect right to occupy the same premises at the same time. They weren’t children having a tantrum. She’d said her piece. He might have been injured, or worse, in trying to scale the ladder and rescue her. Although, having someone care enough to risk their life? How could she not feel special?
As she opened the door and stepped over the threshold, her gaze zeroed in on Bradley’s arms wrapped tightly around Sarah Jane. When their lips touched, Ellie’s mouth opened in a silent scream. With anger erupting in her chest, she turned on her heel, slamming the door on her way out.
***
“Was that Elinor?” Bradley asked. The slamming door was a good excuse to separate himself from a teary Sarah Jane. She was overcome with emotion again. This time, she had kissed him. Usually, he was the one initiating kissing, but all he could think of were Elinor’s lips.
She wiped tears from her rosy cheeks and laughed. “Probably. Ellie likes to take out her aggression on doors. Did it all the time we were growing up. I believe she just came from a meeting with the festival committee. Wish I’d been a fly on that wall.”
“Why? Do you think they canceled the festival?” If so, he guessed his ideas had not been met with approval.
“No, I’m sure she lost her bid to cancel or postpone the event. This town needs this festival, especially now. With this horrid weather, many business owners are struggling. Without snow, we need a fresh outlook, and the festival can bring in people from miles around. Even I will have trouble making my rent, this month. I apologize for kissing you. I am so torn, I just needed to feel, you know?”
He understood her too well, but he was concerned at how quickly Elinor had vanished. Sarah Jane’s tears started again, and Bradley was at a loss as to how to help her. Greg Peabody should be here, cradling her in his arms.
Not me.
So, he sat her down at the table by the window that had become his second home. Since the fire, and Sean’s despicable actions, he vowed to spend the least amount of time at the inn. He hadn’t approached the innkeeper directly, mainly because it was Elinor’s job to chastise her crew. If he talked to the cowardly innkeeper, she would see it as usurping her power, and it might give Sean a reason to kick him out of the inn. Since the Peabody Inn was the only B&B within walking distance of town, he would keep his thoughts to himself, for now.
“Please do not cry, Sarah Jane. Believe me when I say we should pray that the festival will go on as planned, and the people and their money will flock to town. Did I not share that I sent up a special request to Santa for snow?”
After wiping her eyes and nose with the tissue she’d pulled from her sleeve, Sarah Jane smiled up at him. She was tiny, and so unlike her beautiful sister. Elinor’s image filled his head again, which was becoming something of a problem. He could not keep the smile from his face, either. Movement caught his eye, and they both turned to see several ladies from the auxiliary pointing at them and clapping.
Sarah Jane giggled. “Looks like they think we’re an item. “
“Great. That will be around town in minutes.”
“As lovely as that might be, I have my eye on someone quite different. I’ll bring your coffee and lunch right over.” She stood and disappeared behind the counter.
Bradley recalled the day he had met Sarah Jane. She had looked in love, when he mentioned Greg Peabody, the tree farmer. “I wonder if Greg knows yet.”
Opening his laptop, he checked his emails. Mona was still concerned about his welfare, ‘stuck in the boonies’ as she called Snowflake Valley. He had her contact the redhead waiting for him in Montreal, and cancel their meeting. He was no longer interested in working with her, nor did she stir any interest in having her share his bed. Someone else had garnered all his attention, but he didn’t tell his secretary anything about that. He had even canceled the rental vehicle. He would call the agency the moment he was ready to leave, and they promised another car would be sent.
Should he leave sooner than later? Elinor was mad at him for rescuing her. Actually, she was upset that he’d endangered his own life. Did that mean she cared? Could they reconcile enough to have a few erotic nights together? Was that all he wanted? He was confused. As a business owner of a New York City company, this was not like him.
His life in the city seemed the best of the best. He lived in a huge steel and concrete condo that did little to make him feel at home. He worked in a well-appointed office in a New York City high-rise, that he used to enjoy. He missed Mona simply because she was a good friend and more than an employee.
However, loneliness could not be solved with more work, more money, and more companies. He owned a well-managed company, and continued to think about stepping down, and letting it run like the well-oiled machine he had made it into, after his father’s death. He deserved to relax and smell the pine trees. He was doing that, here in Snowflake Valley.
“Mona is always on me to take more time off.”
“Talking to yourself, Wainwright?”
Sean Peabody stood too close, but Bradley refused to acknowledge the man’s insensitive attitude. Bradley was working. Couldn’t he tell?
“I am working. Just closed a video chat. Did you need something?” He casually removed his reading glasses, and set them on the table beside his laptop. Raising his gaze, the look on Sean’s face could freeze lava.
“She hates me.”
Bradley looked around the store. Sarah Jane’s eyes were wide, as if she could tell their conversation was not a friendly one. Bradley closed his laptop and stood. “Which woman in Snowflake Valley hates you today?”
Sean’s hands closed into fists at his sides, and his eyes widened. Bradley knew exactly who had no love for Sean Peabody, but he wanted to see the man’s reaction.
“You know exactly who I mean, and you’re the reason she keeps turning me down.”
As soon as Sean’s right fist came up, and he drew his arm back to strike, Bradley shoved the table into his groin, and Sean dropped to the floor like a stone.
“What’s the meaning of this?”
Officer Rudy Jackson headed toward them from where he must have been browsing the bookshelves.
This is not good.




Chapter 10







Bradley thought quick on his feet to explain why Sean was on the bookstore’s floor. “I am sorry you had to see that, Officer Jackson. He, ah, tripped. Isn’t that right, Sean?”
The groaning innkeeper struggled to his feet, one hand cupping his groin. His face was beet-red and he was breathing hard. Anger rolled off him in waves and Bradley worried he would accuse him of assault.
“Nothing to see, Rudy,” Sean gasped, “I tripped coming over to see one of my inn’s guests. I was trying to find out why he keeps missing meals.”
With the situation calmer now, Sarah Jane walked over and set Bradley’s lunch next to his laptop. She gave him a saucy smile, then turned to Rudy. “Your afternoon snack order is ready.”
“Thanks. I’ll be right there.” Rudy turned back to the men. “I have an idea why he takes his meals here, Sean, but if there’s no problem, I’ll see you two later.”
Once the officer had exited the store, Bradley waited for Sean to say some unkind words about him, or Elinor. He did not have long to wait.
“Elinor is mine. She’ll come around once your ugly face leaves town. And don’t be getting any ideas about Sarah Jane. She belongs to my brother.”
He laughed. “Greg and Sarah Jane have no idea what the other wants. I have never seen two people in so much denial, except maybe Elinor and myself.”
“There’s a simple cure for that. Stay away from both of the Danville sisters.” With that last suggestion, Sean turned away.
As Bradley stared at his back, the innkeeper’s pager went off. The shrill alarm echoed throughout the building. Bradley sat back down and bit into his roast beef and provolone cheese sandwich. Piled high with crisp lettuce and sliced tomatoes, the horseradish hit him as he chewed. Flavors burst in his mouth and he made embarrassing yummy sounds. The meat, encased in the best rye bread he had ever tasted, pleased his stomach as much as the tomato soup and half-frozen doughnuts he’d eaten earlier at the fire scene. His sandwich was temporarily forgotten as he listened to the call.
“SV fire engine 1, Ambulance 1, Rescue 2, report of a child through the ice. East side road, opposite the meadow. Time of your tone is 14:32.”
Sean shut the pager off, and muttered what sounded to Bradley like ‘not wasting time on stupid-ass kids’, then stormed out of the bookstore. He headed in the opposite direction of the fire house. Was he returning to his vehicle or the inn to grab his rescue clothes?
Sarah Jane was suddenly beside him. “Dear Lord, did I hear a child fell through the ice?”
He stood abruptly, recalling he was an active member of the fire department auxiliary. “Sarah Jane, please take care of my sandwich and laptop. I have to go to the fire house, to see what they’ll need.” Grabbing his jacket, he stuffed his arms inside as he flew out the door and raced down the sidewalk and around the corner. The fire house bay doors were open, and engine number one headed out. Sirens wailed from it, accompanied by the answering alerts from two police cruisers. He hurried inside and met with three others from the auxiliary, who had already gathered in the kitchen.
“What can we do?” he asked.
“Normally on a rescue call, we wait to hear from the person in command of the scene. I suspect they’ll have enough bodies at the staging area, but if this is a water rescue, many will be cold. Let’s get coffee and soup on,” Mac said. Since his garage was on the next corner, he had beat them all to the fire house.
Bradley nodded at the older gentleman and went to work filling the huge coffee urn with fresh water. As it heated, he pulled a tray of coffee mugs from a cabinet. He had learned that paper cups were only used when serving coffee at a fire scene. Otherwise, the firefighters enjoyed real mugs.
He recognized Erin Wilson, the school teacher, making sure sugar, spoons, and a cold pitcher of cream were on the big table. “School just let out and I was driving by. I sure hope it’s a false alarm.”
“Why do you think it might be?”
“Those older kids sometimes make bogus calls to emergency services. This time, I hope it’s all a mistake.”
“I’m in agreement, there. Hopefully we will hear about any updates. Will you excuse me?” He headed toward the chief’s office. He told himself he was only curious, but he hoped Elinor sat at the desk. The door was open and the room was empty.
No such luck. I am having quite the streak.
Looking around, he was pleased with the orderly desk, the closed file cabinets, and the many medals and photos of past firefighters lining the walls. A huge write-on board took up most of another wall. It listed fire and rescue calls by the day for the entire month of December. The examples ranged from cars hitting deer to house fires to a car into… “Hey! the car into the pond was me!” He shook his head, then grimaced as he recalled how cold and muddy he was that day. If a child was submerged in the icy waters of a pond… He turned to leave and spotted a large fill-in white board on the opposite wall.
Ah, the roster.
His curiosity about Sean made him study the board. Within minutes he knew the truth. The innkeeper was supposed to be on duty. As he thought earlier, he might have returned to the inn to retrieve his gear or a vehicle. Or, had he decided a child needing rescue was beneath him? He ought to give the innkeeper the benefit of the doubt.
A big calendar was pinned to the back of the office door and he almost missed it. He’d forgotten about tomorrow night’s potluck supper. The family owning the farm was an older gentleman caring for two grandchildren. They had no home and no house insurance, only a barn and one horse to care for. The supper was a fundraiser for the family, but since he could not cook, he planned to send them an anonymous certified check.
Meeting these people in Snowflake Valley had opened his eyes to a different kind of existence, where people helped others and cared for them. Whether they could afford to or not, dozens of people would cram inside the fire house to raise money to help the burned-out family build a new and safer home.
Thank goodness the kids had been visiting another relative at the time of the fire. The owner had escaped before the chimney fire and explosion took out the rest of the roof. Bradley had met him when the ambulance driver, Al, brought him over for some hot soup.
He learned that the homeowner had lost his son and daughter-in-law in a car accident last spring and was caring for their children alone, with the help of some citizens of the town. Now, everyone would gather at the pot luck supper to bring a smile back on their faces.
If the fire had started while the children were asleep on the second floor, they could have been killed. Thoughts of the fire victims brought to mind the ice rescue going on now. He shivered and silently prayed the rescuers were successful in saving the child.
***
“Engine 1 on scene.” Elinor listened to the radio mounted in her truck, then pulled to a stop about three car lengths from where the engine and police cars had parked. Several citizen’s vehicles lined the road. Elinor recognized this as the spot where Bradley’s car had driven into the pond. That was only five days ago. When she spotted half a dozen adults tossing sleds into the back of their cars, she understood what must have happened.
“Is this a sledding accident?” she asked one bystander, a woman holding her sobbing child’s hand.
“Dear God, help him!” She pointed about twenty feet out onto the pond.
There was barely a thin film of ice on the pond. It now appeared covered over, but had cracked beneath the weight of the boy who must have ridden his sled down the frozen muddy slope and ended up out on the thin ice.
“Rescue is coming, ma’am.” Firefighters were already heading toward the bottom of the hill, using a large tether hooked around the front bumper of the engine. Another siren, muffled by the thick stand of trees that lined the road, came to a stop nearby. Men in cold-water gear emerged and clamped heavy gloves on the rope the firefighters had tossed down the slope. With it attached to the engine’s bumper, it would hold them as they raced down to the edge of the pond.
Ellie itched to join them, and to be able to wrap her fingers around the child. He bobbed in the water and clung to the edge of the cracked ice, but more and more of the thin ice gave way. He no longer screamed, which meant he was growing hypothermic.
Another siren, recognizable as belonging to the ambulance, grew silent as the vehicle parked behind a squad car. They left their emergency lights spinning, which glowed ominously through the trees and reflected off the ice and black water beneath the child.
“How many, Ellie?” Johnny yelled.
She knew they would crank up the heat inside the unit’s cab and also toss warming packs into the on-board heater.
“At least one child. Maybe the men who might fall in after him. They are wearing proper gear, but it must be cold.”
“I hear you. We’ll be ready.”
She headed back to the distraught woman to see if she could get any more info from her. “Ma’am, do we know who that is in the water?”
Her son answered. “That’s Mitch Hamilton.”
His sobbing started again, but she needed to know more? “How old is Mitch?”
“He’s twelve,” the boy’s mother added, “and this is Tommy.”
“Ma’am, did any other children break through the ice along with that one boy?”
“I don’t think so. Tommy, did you see anyone else?”
He nodded.
“Who did you see?” Ellie asked while trying to keep her voice calm. The boy looked scared to death.
“Mitch was right in front of me and I know his sister jumped into his lap. I might have drowned, too!”
“Tommy, you’re fine, and those men are going to get Mitch out real soon, but are you sure the girl was with him?”
He nodded and started sobbing again. “Beth is only three!”
His mother kneeled down and cried with him, but Ellie was running to the water rescue commander.
“Hey there, Ellie. I mean, Chief.”
“No time for pleasantries. I just got word from a witness that there’s a three-year-old female in the water!”
“What? Dear Lord.” He picked up his radio and saw his man on the water’s edge answer. Ellie’s breath caught in her throat as she waited to see what the men would do. The men in cold-water-gear jumped into the hole, while citizens made use of the fire engine extension ladder. It helped keep them on top of the thin ice.
As soon as the rescuers jumped in, Ellie ran to the ambulance. “Johnny! Al! Possible drowning! One patient looks like he’s breathing, but his sister is under the ice!”
Al and Johnny, leaning against the back of the ambulance, stared at her, then went into action. “Get both here as fast as possible. We’re the only ambulance within twenty miles, so we we’ll need to work on both, if you can find the girl.”
Ellie relayed the information to the rescue commander, and told the police to make sure the road that led to the hospital was clear of all traffic. She asked another officer to talk to Tommy and his mother to get family information. What a nightmare this was going to be for the parents.
The last man at the end of the ladder stood up with the boy. The boy—Mitch—was pulled to shore, then passed man to man. She returned to the edge of the slope and waited as she prayed. Firefighters carried the boy up the hillside. How would she feel if her own sister was lost somewhere beneath the ice?
Johnny slid past Ellie and met them halfway up the slimy slope. He wrapped a blanket around the boy and hefted him up the rest of the way with the help of two of the firefighters. She could tell the child was alive, but shivering excessively. Johnny and Al would work on bringing his core temperature down.
“Find her!” the boy suddenly screamed. Ellie glanced at the boy who’d pulled his arm free and pointed to the pond. “It’s all my fault!”
Dear Lord, what a burden to bear for the rest of his life.
She wanted to join the others at the edge of the pond, but she was management. It was her responsibility to do a head count of everyone on scene, to make sure no one else was lost under the ice. Her fingers itched to help in other ways. She didn’t see Sean, which was a happy circumstance, but she was sure he was supposed to respond.
A cry rang out and a rescuer emerged with a lifeless form wearing a pink parka. The men on the ladder passed her back to the firefighters on shore. Ellie ran back to the ambulance and found another blanket.
“They found her. They’re bringing her up.”
“Is she alive?” Mitch asked.
Johnny and Al glanced at her, but how could she answer?
Johnny said, “Let us know when she reaches the top of the bank and we’ll give her a quick checkup.”
She nodded, wondering if that meant to wait outside for him to come assess the child. She could still be resuscitated. It happened many times to drowning kids.
Ellie pulled a backboard from a side cabinet of the ambulance and placed the blanket on top. If she started CPR, a hard surface was necessary.
“Put her down on this blanket, guys,” she ordered. When the men hesitated, she added, “Johnny will be out momentarily, but I’ll start CPR.”
“Tell us what you need, Chief.”
Surprised at the emotion in their voices, she nodded, then tore off her gloves. She ripped open the little girl’s parka, and found the bone in the middle of her chest. She began chest compressions using her emergency training and hoped she didn’t break the small child’s ribs.
“Guys, how about another blanket, and radio the hospital we have two patients coming their way.”
The men ran to the fire engine, and the squawk of radios filled the air. Johnny appeared at her side with a rebreather bag and started pumping air into her lungs.
“Johnny, does she have a chance?”
“Hang in there, sweetheart. A drowning child is never considered dead unless they are warm and dead. Harsh, but true. There might not be a thick layer of ice on that pond, but it is cold enough to close down her vital functions. We need to warm her. Can I get you to swap places with Al? Can you watch Mitch and keep him warm and occupied? We don’t want him to see this.”
“How is the boy?”
“Wet, but getting warmer, and filled with guilt. If we can get her breathing, then we will head to the hospital. Go sit with him in our cab.”
“I don’t want him to see this, either.” She did as he asked, while Al jumped down from the rig and took her place. The child wearing the little pink parka was tiny and lifeless. When Ellie opened the side door to the ambulance, Mitch’s eyes were wide.
“Is she…?”
“The paramedics are working on her. My job is to make sure you stay warm and awake. She might be frightened of riding in an ambulance.”
“You’ve got that right. She’s a little scaredy cat. I’m shocked she agreed to get on the sled with me. I shouldn’t have let her.” He lowered his head and sobbed.
Ellie wrapped him in a blanket and moved to the front passenger seat of the ambulance. Although he was a big kid, she cuddled him on her lap. Water had splashed her when she performed CPR on little Beth, and more water seeped from the boy’s blanket. He would need to get out of his wet clothes. She would, as well, but getting these kids to the hospital was more important than a little discomfort.
She spoke in low soothing tones as she asked him about school and Christmas.
“All I want is my sister back,” he whispered.
She hugged him as the police ordered the other parents to leave the scene. Keeping the way clear would be a big help. The radio suddenly sparked with a broadcast from Johnny’s radio with an update for the hospital. “Ambulance 1 to Pine Cone ED. We have two patients, both breathing!”
The thrill in the paramedic’s voice was music to her ears. “Looks like Beth will be getting that ride, now.”
She heard the back doors of the rig open, then slam closed. Al got into the driver’s seat with a big grin on his face. “We can take it from here, Chief. Put a seat belt around him and we’re off.”
She slid out from under the boy and exited the cab. She tucked the seat belt around Mitch. “Good luck to you and your sister.”
“Thanks, Chief,” Mitch said.
The ambulance headed toward the hospital with the siren blaring and its lights flashing. She said a silent prayer for Mitch and little Beth, and immediately thought of her own sister. If anything like this happened to Sarah Jane, how could Ellie survive?
***
An hour passed and Bradley was happy to hear the engine’s back-up signal. The crew was returning. Hopefully, everyone was safe. The hot coffee and a pot of tomato soup stood ready.
“Why don’t you head out, Bradley,” the younger fellow said. Bruce, his name was. He was all of twenty. Tall and spindly, but he always wore a smile. He knew Bradley had raced to the fire house. “I usually end up shoveling snow, so making coffee’s a breeze.”
Bradley had mentioned he had not finished his lunch. For some reason, tomato soup didn’t appeal to him. Smiling faces meant the rescue was a success, and he hoped to see Elinor.
“She headed home,” a young firefighter said.
“Excuse me?”
“You’re looking for the Chief? She went home. It was pretty rough out there. She got… wet.”
The firefighter did not explain further and Bradley’s thoughts made him return to Sarah Jane’s shop. He wanted to ask Elinor if she’d jumped into the water, but he didn’t want to appear too eager. There was enough gossip circulating about him and the Danville sisters. Besides, if anything bad had happened to Elinor, her sister would know. His stomach rumbled, so he speed-walked around the corner and down Main Street to the bookstore.
Sarah Jane brought him a fresh cup of coffee and set his sandwich and laptop on the table. He finished the sandwich and purchased a couple of decorated butter cookies to eat later. Unfortunately, all she knew was Elinor had called her to say she was fine and heading home to change clothes, and would check on their father.
It was time to return to the inn to shower, then head back to the fire house. The auxiliary members he had met on the sidewalk this morning mentioned they were gathering about five o’clock to clean the place and get it ready for the potluck. He could at least wield a broom or mop.
Walking back to the inn, he stopped and spoke with several business owners. Most were cursing the lack of snow and all were hoping the Christmas Festival would go on. Many had ordered in extra goods to sell at booths, and a few were worried they might have to close up shop.
These business owners, many of them single people or young couples doing their best, were remarkable. His business had thousands of employees all over the world. If one branch had a problem, others easily stepped in. Sarah Jane had no one to help except for a hard-working sister, an injured father, and a couple of teenagers that could help after school and on weekends. He shuddered at the thought of running his business alone. Especially without Mona!
He entered the B&B and was happy the surly innkeeper was nowhere in sight. However, the cook came through the lobby before he could head up the stairs.
“Mr. Wainwright? I need you!”
What was that all about? “Sure. What can I do for you?”
She cricked a finger at him and returned to the kitchen. The room was huge and modern with granite counters, a sub-zero refrigerator, and a six-burner gas stove. The walls needed paint and the outside wind whistled through the windows, but it was warm and smelled heavenly.
Near the sink, she motioned to the bucket underneath it. “You any good at plumbing?”
“Not really, but my father shared a few secrets with me. We used to own a cabin on a lake in upstate New York. It was really old and the pipes leaked a lot.” He got down on his knees and turned on the flashlight he was handed. “Pass me the basin wrench, please.”
“This one?”
“That will do fine.” At the drip site, he tightened the pipe connector, then dried the area with a dish towel. He sat back on the floor as he waited to see if the drips had stopped.
The cook said, “Thank you! I bet I’m keeping you from a date?”
Why does everyone wiggle their eyebrows at me?
“Not a date. The auxiliary, of which I am now a proud member, is meeting at five to clean up the fire house.”
“Oh, I heard. The potluck supper is being held there tomorrow night. I’ll be cooking up a huge pot of chili and fresh-baked corn bread to take. So, you won’t be eating dinner here again?”
“I am sorry about that, but they need me more.”
“Hmm. I assume they have coffee and water to drink while you work, but how about I whip up a few of my pork and potato pasties for you to take with you?”
“I only have about an hour, since I have to walk there. No car, remember?”
“True, which means you can’t carry them, either. How about I deliver them about six? Dinner here is at seven and I planned something that only needs heating up.”
“Thank you. That would please all the volunteers.” A glance at the pipes showed no leakage, so he got to his feet. He hugged her, then rushed toward his room, and chuckled. Since when was he a hugger? His stomach was looking forward to whatever pork and potato pasties were. Sounded good, so he knew the other auxiliary members would be pleased.
Sean walked in the door before he could make it up the stairs. “I suppose you have a big date tonight? Better not be with anyone I know.”
“Give it a rest, Sean. There is a fire auxiliary meeting, nothing more.”
The innkeeper rubbed his jaw and Bradley waited for a fist to come barreling his way at the mention of the fire department. “Will Elinor be there?”
“I doubt it. We are cleaning the place to ready it for tomorrow night.”
“The potluck supper. Right.” Without another word, Sean headed toward what Bradley assumed was his office.
Another incident averted.
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Since Bradley’s mobile phone never survived the accident, in order to get his ideas transformed into reality, he had bought a cheap cell phone. He had memorized his administrative assistant’s number and Mona quickly sent an email with all the phone numbers he might need. He had already added the numbers of the ice rink and snow machine suppliers, so coordinating a delivery location was next. Keeping everything a secret from Elinor was the big challenge and he was up to the task.
The auxiliary members that also happened to be on the festival committee were a huge help in every aspect. They figured out where the best spot for the ice rink was. The pond was everyone’s usual spot, and the town-operated fishing shack on the bank had power they could tap and an all-weather water source. In the past, the sleigh rides started and stopped outside the fire house, but with all the extra indoor and outdoor activities in the works, they decided the open lot next to Mac’s garage would work.
Parking for the event would be on side streets, since every shop would have a booth outside their storefronts. Finding out that the town planned to close Main Street for the afternoon and evening was a shock.
He had arrived at the fire house at five, and the inn’s cook delivered the pasties at six as promised, just in time for a break. They had scrubbed the eight-foot long folding tables they would open once the fire trucks were moved out and made sure paper cups, plates, and utensils were ready to place on those tables. Several members produced tablecloths in various holiday designs and Bradley and young Bruce swept and washed the kitchen floor. Bruce gave him a ride home in his old pickup truck.
He slept well. Physical activity was the best sleep aid. Well, so was sex, but that didn’t seem to be an option. Last night was the first time he hadn’t dreamed of a naked Elinor in his bed, but that didn’t mean the morning was any easier to face. In fact, he was up before the sun. He grabbed his laptop bag, threw in his new phone, and snuck out of the inn. The air was frigid and he was glad he remembered his hat and gloves. Too bad the sky was clear and painted with the orange and pink of sunrise. He figured snow would be the only thing to bring a smile to Elinor’s lovely face.
How was she after yesterday’s emergency call? Had a child actually fallen through the ice? Why had she gotten wet? Maybe Sarah Jane knew more since he’d spoken with her yesterday. His curiosity made him stop into the bookstore before heading to the fire house. Sarah Jane was cleaning tables. He did not see any helpers. Her tenacity impressed him.
“Am I too early for coffee?”
“Not at all,” she said, smiling. “The pot is almost done brewing. Give me a minute to get a batch of cinnamon streusel muffins out of the oven. I’ll grab one for you.”
As she disappeared into the kitchen, he found a foam cup and searched for the cream. Bending over, he opened the mini-fridge beneath the coffee dispenser where he had seen the teenage helpers store containers of cream, milk and whipped cream. The front door opened.
“Nice view.”
Elinor? Before he could respond with a witty comment, her sister entered from the kitchen.
“Here you go, handsome,” Sarah Jane sang, until she noticed her sister standing in the doorway. “Oh. Hi, Ellie.”
“Morning, all. Kind of early, or did Bradley just come down from your apartment upstairs?”
“Elinor! Why would you say such a thing?” Tears filled Sarah Jane’s eyes.
Bradley set down the cream container and coffee cup, then marched over to where Elinor stood.
“I do not appreciate innuendos, especially when they bring pain to a good friend. Yes, friend. Sarah Jane has been nice to me, and I am a paying customer who enjoys talking to her. You, on the other hand, are a jealous harpy with nothing good to say, but forgets to keep her mouth shut.” He turned back to her sister. “I will be back for coffee and a muffin once the air clears in here.”
Storming out the door and slamming it in his wake was unlike him, but he was tired of what people thought, especially when there was no basis for their opinions. That Elinor would assume he had set his sights on her sister was unbelievable!
He crossed the street and headed toward the library with his laptop and a rumbling stomach. He could still get in some work before returning to have some breakfast.
A short walk later, he realized the library would not be open so early. Where could he work? An engine revved beside him, startling him out of his darkening thoughts. The passenger side window lowered.
“Elinor?”
“Yep. I guess I should apologize. It’s just…well, let’s just say my petite golden sister gets a lot of attention from the male gender and I sometimes react less ladylike than I should.”
He was not sure what she said qualified as an apology, but she did look sorry. Her eyes were dull and a frown marred her beauty.
“Apology accepted.”
“I know it’s no excuse, but yesterday’s rescue call affected me more than I thought.”
“Want to talk about it?”
She nodded.
“Where are you headed?”
“To check on the fire house to make sure everything is set for tonight’s potluck supper.”
He leaned in the open passenger window. “You will find the entire building cleaned and swept.”
She chuckled. “I guess you and the other auxiliary members worked your magic?”
“Yes, we did. I hope tonight goes well.”
“You will come, won’t you?”
Bradley glanced down the street, wondering what she expected him to say. “I don’t cook. I’ll make sure a monetary contribution is dropped off, but—”
She threw the truck in park and opened the driver’s door. Stepping out, she walked around the hood and stopped beside him. Settling her palms on his cheeks, he couldn’t help but flinch. Her hands were cold, but the fragrance filling him made his nostrils flare and his mouth water.
“Bradley, you are part of this community, even if you decide to leave tomorrow. The auxiliary is putting on this spread so you are expected to attend. I will make sure they put you in charge of the coffee urns. Okay?” She smiled at him.
He nodded. He couldn’t speak, since his mouth had gone dry. Her smile brightened his day and the urge to kiss her made his body react, but all he could do was lick his lips. He vowed not to make a move on her again. If she wanted him, it was up to her to kiss him.
“Where are you headed?” She tapped his laptop satchel.
Realizing she had changed the subject, or simply ignored how close together they stood, he said, “Well, I had planned to get some work done while eating a fresh out of the oven muffin and some brewed coffee, but someone interrupted my early morning ritual. Now I need to find some place with Wi-Fi.”
“The coast is clear, if you want to head back to the bookstore, but I just picked up a dozen of those muffins and the coffee urn is percolating at this very moment inside the fire house. Want a ride?”
As she climbed back into the truck cab, he was torn.
“Oh, we have Wi-Fi, too.”
That settled it. He opened the door, climbed into the passenger seat, and placed his satchel on the floor.
“Do you mind me stopping at home? I promised Dad some muffins, too.”
“That’s fine. I would like to meet the man responsible for two beautiful daughters.”
She gunned the engine, checked the mirrors, and flew down the road.
He was thrown back against the headrest. “Are there no speed limits in this town?”
“Not for me.”
***
Ellie’s dad sat in his recliner, and waved to them in welcome. She introduced Bradley and watched for her father’s reaction. While they chatted, she set a thermal carafe of coffee and two muffins on his side table.
In the kitchen, she searched for a sturdy coffee mug and some napkins. Bradley was suddenly at her side.
“He asked if you could bring him a couple of scrambled eggs, too. I guess a man cannot live on coffee and muffins alone.” He rubbed his stomach as if also hungry.
“Sit with him and let him know I’ll bring everything shortly, then I’ll get you back to the fire house. Would you like eggs, too?”
He smiled as he nodded, giving her body an instantaneous blast of heat. The man was too close and smelled fantastic. She grabbed a second coffee mug. “Go sit by him and pour yourselves some coffee. I’ll bring those eggs in a minute.”
Sighing, as she wondered what those two would talk about, she quickly buttered a fry pan and scrambled four eggs. She plated them and placed them on a tray. She picked up the salt and pepper shakers and the bottle of ketchup to add to the line-up along with napkins. Rummaging through a drawer, she tossed forks on the tray next to the napkins.
“Here you go. Eat up.”
“Daughter, what’s your hurry? Set a spell. Bradley and I have been having a good talk.”
“I was already supposed to be at the fire house. Big plans, tonight.” She sat on the couch and watched them eat. Bradley poured coffee, but looked her way. “Not eating?”
“I had cereal and a sliced banana earlier. There are more of those muffins in my truck getting cold, and a big urn of coffee will be perking the moment I enter the fire house.”
Bradley scooped the rest of his eggs into his mouth and then drained his mug of coffee. He didn’t touch the two muffins, she noticed.
“I’m ready to go,” Bradley said, jumping to his feet.
“Can I do anything else for you, Dad?”
“No, but make sure somebody gives me a ride to the fundraiser.”
“Are you sure you should go?”
“I am a part of this community, young lady. Until I am dead and buried, I want to help. I already asked Sarah Jane to bake a cake that I will buy from her, and I will need to pick that up on the way.”
“I might be too busy to get away…”
Bradley cleared his throat. “I can drive him to get the cake, then bring him to the fire house.”
“How? You don’t have a car.”
“He can use my truck,” her dad added.
“The one I’m driving?” How could he forget he gave her the big red pickup to use as acting fire chief while he was laid up? Her little pickup was parked behind their house with a dead battery.
“You said it yourself,” Bradley said.
She didn’t understand what he meant by that. Ellie asked, “What did I say?”
“I will be in charge of the coffee urn, tonight. Once it is perking, and I make sure the cups, sugar, and cream are available, I will go get him and then the cake.”
“Sounds like a good plan, son. I thank you.”
“Right. Good plan,” she mumbled. Her father called him son? How did they get so chummy? “Let’s go.”
Once at the fire house, Ellie and Bradley walked through the bay toward the kitchen. The auxiliary had done a wonderful job getting the entire building clean. The off-duty firefighters planned to show up an hour before the potluck was scheduled to start, to drive the fire trucks out of the building.
Once folding tables and chairs were placed in the emptied bays, the auxiliary members would decorate them with tablecloths and small centerpieces. There were already streamers hung across the back wall of the truck bay. She could see other decorations stacked on top of several boxes in the corner.
“The auxiliary has outdone itself. This place is spotless. Are those one-hundred-dollar bills tied along the streamers?”
Bradley joined her by the bay’s back wall. “Yes. My idea, actually. A member donated an old game board that had funny money with it. We thought this might be a gentle push to add real dollars to the boots that will be placed next to the dessert table.” Bradley headed into the kitchen, as if walking beside her made him uneasy. He stopped in front of the coffee maker, but it was still brewing.
Earlier, when she’d pressed her cold hands against his cheeks, he’d gazed into her eyes and licked his lips. She’d wanted to lean in and kiss him, but where would that leave her? She was still upset about little Beth and yesterday’s near drowning. She needed to talk to someone about it. He said he’d listen.
She joined him as he sat at the long, white kitchen table and pulled two muffins out of the box on the counter.
As he reached for one, she said, “Just a minute.” She placed them on a plate and zapped them for thirty seconds in the microwave to warm them. She’d felt how bitterly cold it was outside. Glancing out the kitchen window, the darn sky was clear blue. Not a snow cloud in sight.
“The boots are a good idea.” She grabbed two bottles of water from the refrigerator. Whenever fire departments ran fundraisers, the empty boot was the symbol they used. It was also a great way to hold the bills to keep them from blowing away. She was impressed that Bradley, a city boy, understood or had ever heard of the tradition, then hung fake money to prod donations out of attendees. The idea made him a little more special in her eyes. He was thoughtful, yet she kept arguing with him.
He was free to talk to her sister. Why shouldn’t he be allowed to drive her father around town? He swept floors in the fire house and served coffee and soup while standing in the cold.
He saved my life without a second thought to his own safety.
She sat across from him to finish some department paper work and drank the water.
“Elinor?”
She had been so deep in her work, that she almost didn’t hear him. “What?”
“You said you wished to talk. Tell me what’s bothering you.”
She sighed as the image of the little girl filled her head. “Yesterday’s call was brutal. A twelve-year old boy had ridden his sled down the hillside and out onto the ice. The ice gave way. The horror was when a witness told me a three-year old little girl had been on the sled with him.”
“Dear Lord! Did she…”
“The water rescue crew dove in and pulled her out. I started CPR on her. She was cold and blue. I stood back once the ambulance crew took over.” She couldn’t help the tears that dampened her cheek.
“Is she okay?”
She nodded. “Her brother, too. He’s filled with guilt and I did my best to calm him. I got soaked doing it, but I didn’t feel the cold until I got home. Thanks for listening.”
“I will always listen.”
After she got up and poured them mugs of coffee, they both returned to their work. The tap-tap of his fingers on the keyboard soothed her, yet she found it difficult to concentrate on the paperwork.
Maybe I should hide in my office, she thought, chewing on her bottom lip.
A groan from across the table made her raise her head. “Bradley? Did you need something?”
Bradley’s eyes closed into slits and he pushed up from his seat. “Yes. I finally realized I need something. I swore I wouldn’t make the first move again, but watching you worry that gorgeous bottom lip with your teeth is intoxicating.”
She stood and stared as he walked to her side of the table. He wrapped his arms around her, pulled her into his chest, and waited. For her reaction? She wasn’t sure, yet the moment she licked her lips, his mouth came down and crushed hers.
He tasted like coffee and something sweeter. Cinnamon? The heat pressing against her ribs and belly made her tighten her grip on his upper arms. For a split second, the urge to push him away traveled from her brain to her hands, but the need to pull him to the floor and make love with him made her purr like a kitten.
She slid her hands up and wrapped around his neck, then tangled in his hair. Its silky strands were comforting to her calloused fingers, and the sounds coming from his throat proved he liked her touching him, too. His tongue forced its way between her lips, thrusting in and out, bringing to mind making love. He was making love to her mouth as his hands slid lower, until he cupped her rear end.
She thrust her own tongue into his mouth while his hands roamed up to her neck and she found herself wishing they would wander a little lower, again.
An alarm sounded, followed by a radio chirp that sent her struggling out of Bradley’s arms. A whispered curse wouldn’t make the radio go silent, but someday they would catch a break.
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It took Bradley several moments to realize Elinor was no longer in his arms and a loud noise echoed from the fire engine bay. “Is that a fire alarm? Again?”
“Yes. I need to listen to the radio,” she said, moving quickly out of the kitchen and into the truck bay.
Bradley inhaled several deep breaths, praying he gained control of his unruly body. The taste of her had made his groin tighten, and his hands still itched to touch her in places he ought not be thinking about. The feel of her fingers in his hair had made a groan leave his throat. In a blink, she had pulled away, leaving him unsatisfied. The woman turned him inside out at every corner.
“SV engine 2, Ambulance 1, report of car versus deer, corner of Main Street and Green View Road. Possibly one injured patient. Time of your tone 11:25.”
“I have to go,” Elinor shouted. She ran to her truck parked outside the fire house as the bay doors rolled open. Was it really several hours since he and Elinor entered the fire house? Companionable silence had made the time fly.
Since he was the only auxiliary member in attendance, he wondered what he should do. He called the library.
“Elvira, I am alone at the fire house. Did you hear the emergency call?”
“Yes, dearie. I have a scanner on my desk.”
“What should I do?”
“Well, being that it is a single car accident, we will not be needed at the scene. Coffee and a few doughnuts waiting for the crew once they return wouldn’t hurt, though. Let me give Sarah Jane a call to see if she has anything.”
Bradley hung up. If she called back, he would offer to collect the food. In the meantime, he checked the coffee urn, but Elinor had brewed it over two hours ago. He dumped the coffee and filled the empty coffee urn with fresh water. His phone rang.
“Sarah Jane has two dozen day-old scones. I will get a volunteer to pick them up. I assume Mac is headed to the scene with his tow truck, but I will start calling others.”
“I could walk down—”
“No, dearie. You stay at the fire house in case others show up to help. Bye.”
The building was eerily quiet with no one else on the premises. He busied himself making coffee. He added the filter, broke open a large package of coffee grounds, then pushed the start button.
I am getting good at this!
With the coffee started, he made sure mugs, spoons, sugar, and the ice-cold pitcher of cream were ready. He prayed the crew would not track mud through the thoroughly cleaned building.
When did I become such a mother hen?
When the coffee finished brewing, he poured himself a fresh cup and settled at the long kitchen table to wait for news. He checked his email. Mona’s updates were precise and filled with good news. His business was thriving and would be closing down soon for the holiday.
Several auxiliary volunteers arrived. Finding the coffee ready and waiting for the rescuers, they decided to start setting up the tables for the potluck supper, since both engines were gone. Another hour passed with news that the vehicle was stuck between some trees and they’d be on scene until Mac’s wrecker could pull it back onto the road. Fish and Game were notified to come get the dead deer.
A voice called out, and he recognized Sarah Jane. She bustled into the kitchen carrying two large boxes.
“Let me help you. I told Elvira I could run down and get them.”
“Don’t be silly. She told me you were on coffee duty and she hadn’t gotten anyone else to answer their phone. This time of day is a tough time to find people, but I see that several showed up. Julia and her phone tree at work, I imagine. Help yourself.”
She opened the first box, and the aroma made him weep. He was becoming quite enthralled with the taste of butterscotch scones, even the day-old variety.
“They smell wonderful. Thank you so much. You’ve made my day,” he said as he pulled her into his arms. He pressed a kiss to her forehead, which made her sigh. Elinor walked into the kitchen and stared at them.
***
The trucks returned to the fire house and Ellie suggested the men park them outside, since it was almost time for the potluck supper setup. The accident scene proved to be a time-consuming mess. The car had ended up wedged between two trees and the crew used a chainsaw to cut one so the driver could climb out the window. He wasn’t hurt, just upset he’d killed a deer.
She hoped Bradley was still at fire house, though she was a little worried about handing over the keys to the chief’s truck.
Hopping down from her dad’s pickup truck, she opened the side door and shrugged out of her bunker gear. She hung the coat, pants, and helmet on the chief’s peg, then headed for the kitchen. She sniffed the air. Someone had started a new pot of coffee for the crew.
Just like clockwork.
What greeted her made her eyes widen and her stomach roll.
“How quaint. Glad to see you two are enjoying your day. Excuse me.” She entered the restroom and growled at the mirror. The woman growling back was so different from Sarah Jane, it made her stomach continue doing somersaults.
“I’m a mess!” She’d arrived at the scene and had carefully pulled the truck out of the way to wait for others to arrive. Stepping out of the cab, the fire engine pulled past her to block the road, but managed to hit the puddle she had tried not to park in. Cold muddy water hit her in the face and dribbled down the front of her bunker gear.
“Nonsense. You’re beautiful.”
“Bradley?”
No, Sean stood in the door, staring at her. Sweat dampened her shirt, and her intimate thoughts of Bradley made certain body parts visible through her damp shirt’s form-fitting cotton fabric. Raising a towel to wipe her face and chest, she turned. “What are you doing in here? I thought I closed the door.”
“I wanted to wash up before I head back to the inn. Wouldn’t do to walk through the lobby like this.”
“Right. Don’t want to scare the guests away.” Turning back to the mirror, she did her best to ignore him. When he didn’t move, she stepped aside. As he wet a cloth and wiped his face, she attempted to slip out of the room.
“Not so fast, sweetheart. I want to show you something.”
“What? Did you hurt yourself?”
“Yes, but not in the way you’re thinking.” He pulled the towel out of her hands. Before she could utter a protest, he pulled her into his chest, and kissed her. As he backed her against the cold wall, she was too surprised to move. Gaining her senses, she pushed against his chest, but he was solid muscle. Recalling a move her dad taught her, she brought one knee up, but he turned sideways, pulled his mouth away, and laughed.
“Why not enjoy our private time together, sweetheart. Just you, me, and a door between us and the world.”
“No!” she shouted back, “I am no one’s sweetheart.”
He laughed, again. “Not even that filthy rich guy? Does he kiss better than me, or do you hope he’ll take you back to his mansion?” He tried to kiss her again.
Did Sean actually think Bradley’s wealth was his only attractive quality? “Stop this right now!” Her objection echoed through the small room. She was suddenly free of his weight. Straining with rubbery legs not to collapse, she opened her eyes to the empty restroom. “What the heck…?”
Grunts and groans filtered in from the open door. She poked her head out and witnessed two large bodies tumbling across the open bay. One had to be Sean, but who was the other man? A well-placed fist threw Sean against one of the newly set-up eight-foot folding tables. Linen and colorful centerpieces went flying.
“Stop! What are you guys doing?”
The man who placed the solid punch stood and brushed off his trousers. It wasn’t who she expected. “Greg? Greg Peabody? Did you just pummel your own brother?”
Without answering her, Greg rushed into the kitchen. She followed only to find his arms circling Sarah Jane. Her sister was pale and crying uncontrollably. Greg cooed calmly to her sister, smoothing her hair and kissing away her tears.
“Sarah Jane?” She walked over to the couple. Her sister pushed Greg gently away and wiped her cheeks.
“I…I saw Sean attacking you. It brought back all those horrible memories, and I screamed. I came to drop off some scones because Elvira called. She said you and the crew were out at an emergency.”
That was about the time Ellie saw Bradley kissing her.
Greg interrupted her thoughts. “I heard her scream and saw her pointing to the restroom. I heard you say ‘No.’ My brother crossed a line. He’s been warned before. I had no choice.”
They went back to check on Sean, but he was gone.
“I guess he’s not dead. If I’d killed him, I’d have some explaining to do to our mother.”
Ellie hugged Greg, then her sister. “I’m sorry you two had to see that. Sean has been after me for weeks. I told him after our first date that I didn’t like his aggressiveness. I have no idea why I said yes to a second date. Thank goodness my pager went off while we were still at the restaurant that night. I am positive that date was our last. I’m glad you showed up, Greg.” She shuddered and wiped her mouth trying to remove Sean’s taste.
“You should report him to the police,” Greg said.
Ellie saw how her sister’s whole body shook. “No, thanks. The police haven’t helped much, in the past. I need to be a little more careful. Next time, I’ll lock the door.”
“There better not be a next time,” Sarah Jane promised. Greg wrapped her in his arms again.
How could she forget that her sister had been taken advantage of by her last boyfriend, both financially and emotionally? She understood the anger in Sarah Jane’s words.
“How about some coffee?” Ellie asked. The aroma wafted from the urn, and she suspected Bradley had made a new pot. She saw no sign of him. He must have headed out to pick up her dad. She wished he was still here, then recalled watching him embrace her sister. Why hadn’t Greg beat him to a pulp, too? Had he left before Greg came inside? She was thankful someone had come to her rescue, and left it at that.
***
“I think you have a good plan, Bradley, but why the secret?” Elinor’s father adjusted his bulk in the truck’s passenger seat, while Bradley thought of how to answer his direct question.
“I guess I want to surprise your daughter. Elinor, that is. The entire auxiliary is on board. I am footing the bill for both the ice rink installation and the snow-making machines. Elinor has this idea in her head that she cannot accept help.”
“Yes, she’s always been mighty bull-headed. She grew up as a little tomboy and wanted to be a firefighter like me, but when I appointed her as chief, she paled. I believe her confidence is not as evident as she wants us to believe. The men give her a rough time, I suspect. New England is a harsh corner of the country. Men formed this land from rocks and trees and deep rivers. Women are expected to stay home and take care of the fort.”
“I get that. I have seen for myself the attitudes of the crew. She nearly died because one didn’t follow orders, and at least three went inside a burning building without letting her know first.”
“That’s what I mean. I thought by appointing her chief, the others would see how much confidence I have in the girl.”
“Woman.”
“Huh?’
“Chief, she’s a woman, not a little girl. She is smart, witty, obnoxious, beautiful, and knows her job.”
He laughed, then winced as he adjusted his ankle. “I think you like her.”
Bradley jerked his head sideways, then back to the road. “Of course, I like her, but she hates me. She keeps walking in on me and Sarah Jane hugging. No, there is nothing between Sarah Jane and I, but she seems to cry a lot.”
“Yeah, she’s had boyfriend problems. I heard, not from her, it was someone she thought was the one that had taken advantage of her. After that, she has been guarding her heart like a treasure.”
“Which it is. Anyway, when I kiss Elinor, she—”
“You kissed her? Praise the Lord!”
“Just a minute. Don’t get your hopes up. She keeps pushing me away. This is another reason to keep these plans a secret. Let her continue to think the Christmas Festival will only have children’s games and food. Maybe a live band. There is no way the pond will freeze in time, even if it stays cold. Maybe we will get snow, but why take the chance? I happen to know she loves to skate and is dying for a sleigh ride.”
The Chief rubbed his jaw. “Bradley, did she tell you these dreams of hers?”
He nodded.
“She would never mention this to me or her sister. She opened up to you, and I want these dreams to come to life. Have you seen the town’s horse-drawn sleigh?”
“No. I only heard they had one. The farmer whose barn was recently saved has offered to loan us the horse and tack.”
“The sleigh is a mess. I am not sure if the auxiliary recalls that little tidbit. You had best get a committee working on it, if you want my Ellie’s dreams to really come true.”
“Right. I will bring it up tonight, after the potluck supper, when we clean up.”
He patted Bradley’s knee. “That group is lucky to have you.”
Bradley hoped his flushed cheeks would clear before he headed inside the fire house. He wouldn’t want Elinor thinking he was thinking about their last kiss.
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“He attacked her? What do you mean?” Bradley asked Greg. The tree farmer had joined him in the kitchen, after setting up a Christmas tree in the corner of the truck bay. Several auxiliary members had already started decorating it while others finished up the table decorations. Instead of soot and diesel, the entire fire house smelled of pine and coffee.
“All I can tell you is he had her against the wall, and she was shouting ‘Stop’. It all happened so fast. Sarah Jane was in the kitchen.”
“And I had just left to go get their father,” Bradley said, now wishing he had followed Elinor to explain why she saw him and Sarah Jane hugging.
“I stopped by to ask if I could donate a tree, lights, and decorations to brighten up tonight’s festivities. The next thing I knew, Sarah Jane was screaming and pointing, and I was running.”
“What did you do?” Bradley could not believe Sean touched Elinor while he was busy chauffeuring her father around town. Once he managed to get the Chief into the high cab of the truck, they had stopped at the bookstore. It took several minutes to collect the donated cake Sarah Jane had set aside, before they were on their way to the station. Finding Greg still agitated had been a big surprise.
“I pulled him off her and punched him in the face. While I helped Ellie up and we both tried to calm down her sister, we discovered that Sean had left the building.”
Had Elinor asked for Sean’s attention? If so, why would Greg hear her telling Sean to stop? He shook his head, clearing such unpleasant thoughts away. She had not pushed him away the last time he had kissed her. “Do you think I should bring it up?”
“Lord, no!” Greg answered. “She is probably very embarrassed, but I suggest you keep an eye on her. Sean might not appreciate my butting in, and he might take it out on her. I hope he doesn’t show up tonight, but Ellie should get an escort home.”
“Thank you, Greg. You are a good friend to her. To any woman. Will you be making sure Sarah Jane gets home as well? You said she screamed and was very upset.”
The young tree farmer smiled slyly. “Yes, I’ll suggest I follow her home. Sean knows she saw what he did and how I laid him flat. He doesn’t like looking like a fool.”
“Then he ought to stop acting the part,” Elinor said. She had silently joined them in the kitchen. She had changed from her sooty fire gear into a silky long-sleeved blouse the color of blue sapphires tucked into long, form-fitting black slacks. Three-inch black heels and a thin silver belt around her waist completed her ensemble. She wore red lipstick and she’d brushed blue powder over her eyes. Her hair was still damp from her shower, and curled over her shoulders.
Bradley’s breath caught. Looking at her hurt his chest, she was so pretty. He saw no outward signs of her ordeal, and her red lips made him groan. “You look great.”
Dear Lord! Did I say that out loud?
Greg chuckled and Elinor scowled.
Yep.
“Anyway, the place is looking grand,” Bradley said. “All we need now is for people to bring their donations of food or cash. Someone even tossed a large check in one of the boots. I hope that will help the cause.”
“Whatever. I know you don’t have an option to cook,” Elinor whispered.
“He walked in here with a great big pot of chili and a slab of the sweetest smelling cornbread,” Greg added.
Elinor’s left eyebrow rose.
“Both came from the inn.”
The moment her other eyebrow shot skyward he added, “Donated by the inn’s cook. She purchased all the ingredients and cooked them herself just for this fundraiser. Sean had nothing to do with any of it.”
She relaxed her stance and gave him a slight smile.
Progress!
“Will you excuse me a minute?” She walked over to where her dad sat speaking with Bruce and Tom.
“Well,” Greg said, “I am needed elsewhere, since I’m sponsoring a Christmas tree auction. Lots to do.”
Bradley was suddenly intrigued. He had attended art and antique auctions back in New York City. “Can you explain what that is?”
“The auxiliary members have decorated a dozen trees with themes related to the fire department, the library, Mac’s garage, the elementary school and so on, using donated items and decorations the kids made before school let out. Each tree will be on display somewhere. Haven’t quite figured out where, but a volunteer at each one will have a silent auction form on a clipboard. People can write down their name and a sum, then someone else can come along and raise the bid. The auxiliary says I can have two-hundred dollars to cover the cost of my trees. See you around.”
“And I know darn well that boy will turn around and donate those profits to the fire department, even though he needs it more,” Julia said, in a whisper for Bradley’s ears only.
He talked with her while keeping an eye on Elinor. As she walked around the empty bay and helped place utensils at each seat at the long tables, he followed Julia to a large serving area. He looked around, but only saw the one tree.
“Do you know where they are storing the trees until the festival? Greg said they were already decorated.”
“In the large warehouse behind Mac’s garage. The same place the sleigh is stored and where they will park the fire engines the day of the festival.”
Hmm, the sleigh, again.
“We’ll have to have someone ladle this chili into bowls. Don’t want a youngster poking his fingers in the pot, aye?” Julia said, changing the subject.
“Agreed. Do we have bowls?”
“Disposable bowls are in the supply closet to the right of the refrigerator. Bring a ton of napkins, too.” He placed the trays of cut corn bread on the table and did her bidding. Elinor followed him into the supply closet.
He pulled down plastic sleeves filled with bowls, then hunted through several boxes for napkins.
“Here,” she said, handing him several packages.
“Thanks. Are you actually speaking to me again?”
“Why do you care? You’re leaving soon—”
“I am getting a little tired of that tune. I have been here six days. Do you see me packing my bags?”
Without waiting for an answer, he returned to the potluck serving area. He opened the package of bowls and put a stack beside the pot of homemade chili. The aroma wafted through him, making his stomach rumble. He planned to make sure that corn bread and butter ended up on his plate. However, when people entered the bay and dropped foil-covered casseroles on the serving station table, his choices grew astronomically.
He saw dozens of pasties as well as ribs in sticky sauce, and spicy chicken wings. Home baked rolls and muffins sat beside bowls of mashed potatoes and Brussel sprouts.
No thank you.
Once the party was in full swing and Bruce took over serving the chili, he filled his plate. Fried chicken, coleslaw, and baked beans made his mouth water. He chose carefully, since the assortment was wide and varied, and some food choices were new to him. He recognized corn bread, mashed potatoes, and stewed apples, but baked sweet potatoes topped with mini marshmallows? Yum! He’d never tasted anything like it.
Voices echoed off the walls, and music played from speakers overhead. Smiling adults, giggling children, and a very thankful burned-out family was an eye-opener for a solitary city boy. Several teenage girls swarmed the chili pot, and Bruce’s cheeks reddened. A group of older women oohed and ahhed at the decorated tree in the corner. Greg had posted a sign saying similarly decorated trees would be auctioned during the Christmas Festival.
Smart guy.
He sat at the corner of a table that seated eight and people-watched. He sometimes did the same thing at airports, but this was much more enjoyable. Tastier, too. He shoveled in the food as if he was a starving homeless person.
“Don’t forget the dessert table,” Elvira whispered in his ear.
He shot to his feet, making her laugh.
“Slow down, young fella,” Rudy said.
Bradley didn’t recognize the officer in civilian clothes. With his arm wrapped around Elvira and the look he gave her, Bradley was suddenly envious. He assumed their romance was no longer a secret, and he was happy for them.
“I will keep it under the speed limit, sir,” Bradley said, as he hurried away. Brownies, chocolate cake, apple pie, cherry cobbler and cookies were a sight to behold, but he zeroed in on the cake Elinor’s father had donated. He was amazed at what Sarah Jane had created.
The cake was three tiers high, completely iced with bright white frosting. Red fire hydrants, helmets, axes and more symbols depicting the fire department decorated the sides. A mini fire engine topped the cake, to honor the fire department. Sarah Jane cut him a slice and he hurried back to his seat. The inside was chocolate, with a swirl of cherry-flavored jam. The tartness of the cherries balanced out the sweetness of the chocolate cake and white frosting.
I have died and gone to Heaven.
After tossing his empty plate into the trash receptacle, he walked over to the Chief, who looked in pain. “Can I get you a slice of that cake you donated?”
“That would be wonderful. Then I have to get home. Can you drive me?”
“No problem.” He would return to help clean up after the fundraiser.
Bradley sliced into the tiered cake and placed two hunks of chocolate goodness covered in white frosting on matching plates, he tucked forks and napkins into a pocket. Glancing around as he returned to the Chief, he saw no sign of Elinor. His heart thumped as he wished she would walk up to him, wrap her arms around him, and kiss him senseless.
“I can dream.”
“What’s a city slicker got to dream about in Snowflake Valley? Escape?”
He smiled at Elinor’s father and did not dare share his thoughts. He would be shown the door.
They finished their cake—Bradley’s second piece—and he helped him to the chief’s truck. Getting him up into the cab was a chore, because the injured man’s ankle had swelled. He needed to get home and put his leg up on a pillow. Bradley closed the passenger door and climbed into the driver’s seat. “All belted in?”
“Yep. Let’s go, so you can get back and wash all them dishes.”
Bradley groaned. “Thanks for reminding me. Why did I volunteer? I have callouses on my hands from sweeping and mopping floors, burns from fiddling with that huge coffee urn, and I nearly got frostbite on my toes from standing around at a fire scene.”
“Because you’re a good man.”
Bradley liked the sound of that.
Now, if only Elinor agreed.
Helping him out of the truck and into the house took no time at all. Getting him to the restroom, then settling him in his recliner with the television remote was not a chore. He did it because he wanted to help. Helping people made him feel good and was the right thing to do.
“Can you bring me a glass of water? Pitcher’s in the frig. I got me some pain pills here, somewhere.”
Bradley found a glass and poured some water. He set it beside the Chief, but the man was sound asleep. He lifted a quilt from the sofa nearby and laid it over him. A soft snore emanated from his mouth. Searching the rug around the chair, he spotted a bottle of pills and set them beside the glass of water.
He let himself out of the house and climbed back in the big red pickup truck. Inhaling deeply, he swore he smelled Elinor’s intriguing fragrance. He wanted nothing more than to reconcile with her, and kiss her until the sun came up.
All too soon, he pulled the truck back into its parking spot and entered the building. Half the people had left, but others were enjoying the ambiance and the delicious food. He poured himself a cup of cider and had another slice of the three-tiered cake. It was so good, he could not believe it was crafted in a backwater town like Snowflake Valley.
When the last villager waved good-bye, Bradley returned to the kitchen. He soaked some large pans and emptied the bitter remainder from the coffee urns, then filled them with water so they were ready for the next event, or disaster. Elinor was nowhere to be found, but several members of the Christmas Festival committee were also hard at work putting the kitchen back in order, so he decided to broach the subject of the ice rink and snow machines again.
“The Chief warned me that the sleigh is in disrepair. Probably nothing a little sanding, priming, and painting can’t fix. I would be happy to help, but I have no idea what to buy, where to work on it, what color it should be, and more.”
“I seem to recall Sarah Jane was the last one to decorate it. She is quite the artist. Ever see one of her wedding cakes? That little three-tiered masterpiece is nothing compared to her many huge, multi-tiered cakes,” Julia said.
“Her Christmas cookies are to die for!” Bruce added. “Okay if I leave? I have a hot date!”
“You may go,” Julia said. She turned to Bradley once they were alone. “With that rather large anonymous donation we put in the account, a few cans of paint and a couple of brushes is doable. As to color, Ellie’s favorite color is red. Just saying.” She wiggled both eyebrows and waved good-bye.
Alone, he dried his hands and said to the sink, “I guess I will talk with Sarah Jane.”
“Why do you need to talk with my sister? Kind of late, isn’t it?” Elinor stood in the doorway looking so beautiful, his mouth watered.
“Um, I mean, I will see her in the morning, unless you find my insistence of enjoying her coffee and muffins a problem? I did mention that we are just friends.”
The other members of the auxiliary walked in from the bay where they had been folding up the empty tables and chairs, but stopped to listen intently to the discussion. Elinor must have noticed as well.
“Never mind. I came in here to tell you all that the potluck supper fundraiser was a success. The money raised will start helping the family immediately. They lost almost everything. Goodnight.”
“Wait!” he shouted, though he hadn’t meant to.
“Yes, Mr. Wainwright?”
“Did you know that your father returned home okay?”
She nodded, while the other auxiliary members went their separate ways.
He whispered, “I drove him. I am comfortable driving that truck. It is the biggest thing I have ever had the pleasure to steer. I will drive you home, then.”
“Ha! I don’t think so!” She clasped her hands into fists at her sides in protest, he assumed.
“I insist. I can walk back to the inn from your place, but I’m worried about the Chief.”
She hesitated. “Why? What happened?”
“He wanted a glass of water and wasn’t sure where he’d put his pain pills. By the time I returned from the kitchen with a glass of water, he was out cold. I found the bottle of pills on the floor by his recliner. I covered him with a quilt. I don’t think he took any pills, so be aware he might wake up in pain.”
“Good to know, but—”
“Go with him, Ellie. I’ll sleep easier knowing you’re safe,” Bruce said.
“I thought you left,” Bradley said.
“Forgot my truck keys.” He lifted a set of keys from a hook near the kitchen door and left.
“You heard the man.”
“Someone has a loud mouth. He’ll tell everyone you’re going home with me,” she said through gritted teeth. She glared at Bradley. “Fine. Let’s get out of here, since you already know the way.”
As she stormed out of the kitchen, he grabbed his coat. She disappeared out the side door, where Bruce stood talking to a pretty red-haired teen. Bradley turned toward his new friend and raised both thumbs.
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Ellie allowed Bradley to help her up into the cab. After they fastened their seat belts, he pulled out a pair of spectacles. He propped them on his nose and drove out of the parking lot. She shivered, which made him lean over and turn on the heater. “I guess you really do know your way around my truck.”
“Your father is a fine teacher. All I needed was a confidence boost.”
“You? Unbelievable.”
Bradley was quiet for a minute. “I guess you’ve forgotten that I was recently involved in a car crash. Being trapped inside that car as it bumped and slid down that hillside and into the water was frightening. I relive it almost every night.”
She blamed herself for acting so callous. How could she forget? Glancing at him, she slid closer on the bench seat, as the seat belt strained against her. “How’s your nose?”
“Fine. Thank you for your concern.”
He had a lovely nose, so straight and elegant. He was lucky to escape a broken nose and hadn’t suffered a couple of black eyes. If the airbag hadn’t deployed, he might have gone through the windshield and drowned before they could reach him.
She shivered more and he released her belt, put an arm around her, and dragged her across the bench seat until she was nestled in his side. “Fasten the middle belt. I’m not that great a driver.”
“Limos and chauffeurs, I think you mentioned?”
“Jets and helicopters, too. Travel is fun for most people, but I find it lonely.”
“What, no mile-high club for you?”
“No. I generally travel solo. A pity, since everyone knows that shared bodily warmth works wonders.”
“It does indeed.” She snuggled closer and recalled the little boy—Mitch—and how he shivered as he screamed for his sister. The paramedics had wrapped him in a warm blanket, then she had tugged him into her arms as the paramedics fought to bring life back to young Beth. She shivered as she relived in her mind doing CPR compressions on the little girl’s tiny chest, while praying she’d start breathing again. Johnny and Al had performed a miracle soon after, but she hoped she’d helped a little.
A sudden release of pent-up tears fell down her cheeks and a sob broke from her throat. Bradley pulled the truck to a stop on the side of the road and removed his arm from around her right shoulder.
“What did I do now?”
She sniffed and dug a tissue from the glove box. Wiping her eyes and cheeks, she tried to explain. “I recently had a scary rescue call. I told you about the three-year-old little girl? She was in my arms, lifeless and blue. I did what I could with what I’d been trained to do.”
“The paramedics took over. You worked as a team, right?”
“Yes, but all I could think about was Sarah Jane. What if the victim had been my own sister lying there? What if I lost her?”
Bradley unhooked their seatbelts, then pushed her toward the edge of the seat. As she dabbed at her wet cheeks, he rubbed her back and shoulders. Warmth washed over her from his hands and the truck’s heat vents. She was suddenly tired of being alone.
“Elinor, did the child survive?”
She nodded.
“You, Elinor, are a hero.”
She laughed. “I was only doing my job.”
Bradley glanced at her, then dragged her back into his arms. “You are not a paramedic.”
“True, but every member of the fire department is certified in CPR.”
“How many firefighters helped?”
She thought back to the two who she told to go do other things. “No matter. Johnny appeared and we worked on her until Al joined us.”
“You up and left?”
She squirmed in his arms, until she could face him. “Not quite. I was asked to warm and comfort the girl’s older brother, remember? He was remorseful. Filled with guilt. He was so sure he had killed his baby sister.”
“Dear Lord. Will they both be okay?”
She smiled at him. “I hope so. Johnny told me a cold drowning victim isn’t dead until it’s warm and…”
When no more words slipped from her mouth, he leaned in and kissed her. He tasted like chocolate and smelled better than anything in this world. He nipped and licked until she moaned. Her fingers tangled in his silky hair again and he thrust his tongue between her lips. She was giddy with desire and hot as a fireball. Another vehicle drove by and honked.
They broke apart. What were they doing on the side of a public road and, more importantly, was he really breathing as hard as she?
“I will take you home and see you tomorrow.” Bradley stated.
With a sigh, she agreed it was the best plan.
Who am I kidding? I want him in my bed.
***
Morning came early, again. Ellie was not a morning person and the bags under her eyes were proof enough. Last night had been tense. She had unnecessarily worried that Bradley would invite himself into the house she shared with her dad. It wasn’t the case. After pulling into their driveway, he didn’t even try to kiss her again.
As she stepped from the truck and he walked her to her door, he laughed.
“What’s so funny?”
“I didn’t stop to think that you two live only two blocks from the fire house and over a huge garage.”
“We only use the garage if a big snow storm is predicted. Easier to get to an emergency if you don’t have to shovel two feet of snow.” She wouldn’t mind watching a couple of feet of snow falling right about now.
She had also said, “I like being close to the fire house. During an emergency, I can run there. My little pickup, sitting inside our garage with a dead battery, is not the most reliable mode of transportation. That’s why I’m enjoying driving the Chief’s truck.”
Bradley had raised his hands and shook his head. “I never said a word against the idea. You two are a great asset to the town. I hope your dad is better. Goodnight, Elinor.”
And he had walked away into the darkness of the evening. Had he really been whistling a holiday tune? He acted like a changed man, and every day he stayed in Snowflake Valley was to blame.
In a good way.
She shivered until she had gotten the woodstove going in their den. She was too full of great food from the potluck supper to eat anything more, but a cup of tea had helped quell her suddenly dry mouth. Her dad had gotten a ride home from Bradley, earlier, and was asleep in the den in his recliner. He had his foot propped on a pillow and was still covered by the quilt Bradley mentioned. She turned off the lamp next to him, leaving a small nightlight plugged in a nearby socket and headed to her bedroom.
After settling under the covers, she’d tried her best to dream of the wide assortment of delicious foods the townspeople had shared, but kept drifting back to the way Bradley smelled and tasted.
She could hear her dad puttering around in the kitchen. Exhausted, she slipped on her snow boots and silently prayed she would see only white when she opened the front door. At the bottom of the stairs, she yanked open the door while crossing her fingers.
No such luck.
The dried-up grass was a sickly gray-green. Cars left outside last night would need their windshields scraped, which was a good sign that the weather, at least at night, acted wintry. With a sigh, she headed for the kitchen.
“Hi, pumpkin,” her dad called out. He carried a glass of orange juice and walked with his cane back to the den.
“Dad, did you eat?”
“Oatmeal. Tasted like wheat paste.”
He probably forgot to add cream, raisins and sugar. Oh, well
He set the glass on the little table beside his recliner and settled himself in the chair. She walked over and covered him with the quilt, then handed him the television remote. “Don’t forget to take a pain pill.”
“I hate those things, but I will if needed. I’ll be fine, but in case you want to brighten my day, here’s a list. Get going.”
She climbed into the big red truck and drove slower than normal to the fire house. This was her life. Work and more work. No time for kissing big city men who might disappear tomorrow. Still, she ought to enjoy it while it was available. Such thoughts made her heart race and her skin flush.
She parked in the Chief’s bay to keep the vehicle warm. Her dad’s list included butterscotch scones, a container of cream, and a mystery novel. There was only one place in town to get all three, especially this early. She decided to walk to the bookstore to clear her head.
Walking along Main Street, she tugged her jacket tighter to her neck. She should have worn a hat. It was cold. She waved to a few of the store owners she spotted inside their stores.
See? If I owned a shop, I would be up early anyway.
A car slowed beside her. Rudy rolled down the police car’s window. “Are you a vagrant? Please say yes. This town is too quiet.”
“Maybe you should head back to Montpelier.”
His eyes widened and he slammed the brake, skidding to a stop. “Dear Lord, no! Too many politicians!”
They both laughed.
“Where you headed? Kind of cold out here,” he asked.
“Sarah Jane’s store. My dad already burdened me with a list of things he needs. The guy is antsy, but the doc said at least two more weeks of rest.”
“I bet he’s chomping at the bit to get back to work. Guess I need some breakfast, too. When is Sarah Jane going to expand and serve hot meals?” He pulled to the side and parked. He got out and joined her on the sidewalk.
“That is a dream of hers, but part of it is money, the other is space, although I would hate for her to get rid of the books.”
“I’m not a big reader, but everyone I talk to loves both sides of her business. I heard tell the owners of the ice cream shop next to hers left for White River Junction. Maybe she could open a wall or put the books there?”
“I saw the For Sale sign, too. That’s a great idea, and might give her enough space to expand her kitchen and make bigger and prettier specialty cakes.”
“Like wedding cakes?” There was a certain gleam in Rudy’s eye.
“Is there something you and Elvira want to tell me?”
He blushed. “Not yet.”
“Well, getting back to Sarah Jane, money is a concern. I’ll mention it to her.”
“My, my. Don’t they look cozy,” Officer Jackson said, pointing through the window of Sarah Jane’s shop.
Bradley leaned his elbows on his usual table next to the window and Sarah Jane was talking up a storm. Her eyes widened at something he said, followed by laughter. They looked really comfortable with each other.
“Right. Um, I should go get dad’s truck. He gave me quite a list of things to pick up. See you. I will have to deliver them, so I should get the truck.”
“The truck. Right. You said that.”
She turned on her heels and nearly ran down the sidewalk. They were at it again! Bradley’s gorgeous face and big blue eyes were melting Sarah Jane and bringing her under his spell. It usually happened the opposite way, but her sister was smart. Would she remember he was only here for a short spell? What about Greg Peabody? She could have sworn they were interested in each other. Bradley was a poor choice for a romantic relationship. He might disappear back to his life in the big city any minute.
Why does my heart keep forgetting about that as well?
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“So, we are in agreement?” Bradley asked Sarah Jane as she wiped his table by the window. He waited until she finished, then set his laptop between them. “You will do everything you can to keep Elinor away from Mac’s field and the pond?”
“I will do my best,” she said, smiling. “This will make Ellie so happy!”
“Until she realizes I was behind it all. She doesn’t like my ideas, or my throwing money at a problem.”
“She’ll get over it when she sees how much fun people are having at the festival. Now, what about the sleigh? Dad mentioned it needs a paint job?”
“I haven’t seen it yet. Mac’s got it in a shed behind the garage. I heard you could help pick out the paint.”
“Sure.”
The door opened, but Sarah Jane had leaned closer and said, breathlessly, “When do you want to get together?”
“Am I interrupting anything?” Elinor asked, suddenly standing beside them.
Sarah Jane jumped out of the chair and ran behind the counter, where she pretended to wipe the spotless surface clean. “Of course not. Just finding out what I can get for Bradley.” She turned and smiled at him. “Another scone? I made cherry and almond ones this morning.”
He nodded, joining her at the counter. When Sarah Jane disappeared into the kitchen, he waited with his nearly-empty cup for a refill of his coffee. He drained the last drop in his cup, then turned to the woman who had filled his dreams, caused him a sleepless night, and currently made his jeans uncomfortably tight. “Good morning, Elinor.”
“Bradley, why do I constantly find you sniffing after my sister?”
Shocked by her accusation, he opened his mouth to speak, but she pressed her finger against his lips.
“Don’t deny it, I feel you’re leading her toward more sorrow. She was hurt recently, and has been working herself back to health. I would appreciate it if you would take your need to conquer back to the city.”
Sarah Jane returned with a tray of scones. Elinor asked, “Dad wants butterscotch. Any today?”
“Not until lunchtime. Sorry.”
“Cherry will have to do. After you serve this gentleman, box up three for dad.” She walked behind the counter and grabbed a container of cream from the mini-refrigerator beneath the coffee service area. She plopped it on the counter, then headed over to the bookshelves.
Bradley was unsure if he should follow her and straighten her out. He was not interested in her sister. How many times did he have to tell her? Sarah Jane was beautiful and fragile. He had heard she had been hurt physically and emotionally, but their conversation this morning concerned covertly repairing the sleigh. Keeping it a secret from Elinor was imperative. Did she really think of him in the same way as the man who took advantage of her sister? Besides, he had an inkling Greg Peabody had a prior claim to Sarah Jane Danville.
Sarah Jane placed a warm scone on a plate and set it in front of him. “I told you. Please feel free to pour your own coffee. My regular customers always help themselves. I am usually short-handed.”
“I’d be happy to do that. Here.” He pulled out a fifty-dollar bill. “Run a tab and take it out of this.”
She smiled up at him. “I can certainly do that.”
“Sarah Jane? Why don’t you have a partner? This business could use—”
She raised a hand, stopping him mid-sentence. “You’re new to town, so I will share this just once. I had a partner. He helped me open this place, bought supplies and books with my money, made himself at home in my apartment upstairs, then left town.”
“Sorry. I did not know. There is more to it, I assume. I can see tears threatening to fall, and I think my question started that.”
She sighed and wiped a cheek with the back of her hand. “The night he left, he stole my credit cards, debit card, and all my cash, at least what little I had left. He managed to steal all my savings and ring up several purchases with the credit cards before I could stop him. I am still in debt, but am doing the best I can.”
He could not help walking around the counter and circling the arm not holding the ceramic mug around her in a comforting gesture. She held him tight and cried into his chest.
A gasp behind him made Bradley step back, which is when Elinor must have spotted the tears.
“What are you doing to her? Get your hands off my sister!”
***
Ellie was fuming. Before she knew what she was doing, she threw the paperback mystery novel at Bradley’s head. Acting childish was one thing, but getting him away from Sarah Jane was important. Her sister had been hurt by handsome men too many times and the last one nearly ruined her business. Never mind how he’d broken her heart.
The book missed Bradley and knocked over a display stand holding pink frosted cupcakes instead. Cupcakes went flying in all directions. Startled, Bradley dropped his empty coffee cup on his foot.
Sarah Jane squeaked, “Hey! Stop this, Ellie. You have no cause—”
“I know what I see with my own two eyes!”
“No,” Bradley chimed in, “you saw one friend comforting another. She told me about the bastard who hurt her and stole from her. I cannot abide a woman’s tears. A hug works wonders.”
“It really does, Ellie. You used to hug me,” she whispered, wiping her cheeks. She bent down and picked up the ruined cupcakes. “If you’ll excuse me, I need to wash my face.”
Bradley lowered his shoulders and shook his head. Silently, he picked up his broken cup and placed it on the counter. He then walked over to the coffee service and poured coffee into a clean cup, making himself at home. He then walked by her, grabbed his scone, and sat quietly and alone at his usual table near the front window.
What had she done? How could she be to blame after witnessing their intimate clutch? Why had an instantaneous yearning to be the woman in his arms caused her pain? Was she jealous instead of concerned for her sister? She had to fix this, so she walked over and stood in front of Bradley, until he raised his head. His eyes were so dark, she stepped back.
“Did you want anything else, Elinor?”
“Yes. I owe you an apology. You were right. I saw what I expected to see, where my sister is concerned. She falls for guys too quickly. Her looks are to blame, I suppose.”
“Her looks? She is not as pretty as other women I have met in town.”
She almost asked what other women, until she noticed the quirk of his lips and the gleam in his eye. She fell into the chair opposite his. “I don’t understand you. You’ll leave any day, now. Toying with a woman’s heart is not very nice.”
He took a bite of the scone and moaned. “This is delicious. I must find a bakery that makes these, once I return to the city. You are correct. I am only a visitor to Snowflake Valley, but I would never take advantage of a woman. I adore women.”
“I get that,” she said.
“I’m a man, but over the past few years, I have neglected to enjoy more than a night or two in a woman’s bed.”
She jumped to her feet.
“I am sharing the truth here, Elinor. I find you fascinating. I like your sister as a friend, but I would like to know you better. You keep throwing the fact that I plan to leave in my face, whenever I get close to you. Maybe if I knew that you liked me, as well, I might hang around longer. A lot longer.” He stood and walked around the table.
His gorgeous eyes were actually a dark sooty blue that reminded her of dusk over snowcapped mountains. Heat radiated through his clothes, warming her chilled skin. He was so close, she could make out laugh lines at the corners of his eyes. What could she do to hear him laugh for her?
He stepped even closer until their bodies were toe to toe, yet not touching. Wondering what he would do next made her heart thump faster. Her palms grew damp. Her mouth was dry and she managed to lick her lips before his pressed against her mouth. No hands wrapped around her and his body stayed inches apart from hers. Was this a test? To see if she would take it further, or run away?
She took a chance and moved closer, until the heat of his chest and groin melted against her chest and belly. She raised both of her arms, which was a struggle, since she still wore her bulky jacket. Finally, her hands tangled in the softness of his silky dark hair.
Pressing her mouth harder against his, she somehow managed to slip her tongue inside. His moans intensified and she lost herself in the sweetness of the scone he’d bitten into.
I wish he’d bite me.
She could survive on the flavor of this man all day and the evidence of his interest in exploring her body pressed against her belly.
He still didn’t wrap his arms around her, which irritated her to the point that she removed her mouth from its intimate exploration. “What are we doing?”
“If you have to ask, love, we must be doing it wrong. I want more of you.”
She stepped back and released a long, slow breath. Her limbs felt weightless and the rest of her hummed with pleasure. Tugging her jacket tightly around her like a makeshift wall of defense, she couldn’t make her eyes behave. They gazed into his, sensing humor amid loss.
“I’m not someone who enjoys PDAs.”
His brows raised in question.
“Public displays of affection,” she explained.
“So, let’s find somewhere private.”
The urge to follow him back to his room at the inn and discover how their naked skin might feel in close proximity, was denied the moment Sarah Jane returned from the kitchen.
“Ellie, did you still want the scones?”
She cleared her throat without taking her eyes from Bradley’s handsome face. “Yes, and that book I threw.”
He smiled, and she shivered. Throwing a book at his head was childish, but they sure didn’t kiss like children. “See you around town, Mr. Wainwright.”
With the scones and book, she sped out the door and headed toward her truck. Only then did she spot Rudy’s patrol car.
“Dear Lord! Was Rudy in the store this whole time?” Had he witnessed the argument and, worse, their kiss? If he did, there was no telling who he might share the news with. She hoped Sean didn’t hear about her and Bradley Wainwright.
***
“What do you mean? I thought the inn was half empty,” Bradley said. Sean’s face was red except for a bruised left cheek, compliments of Greg, he assumed. Bradley had spent a good portion of the day writing notes in his room while charging his laptop, and was not prepared to be confronted by an irate innkeeper.
“My bank loan came through and I’ve decided to renovate, starting with your room.”
“You are kicking me out into the street?”
Sean rocked back and forth on his heels just outside Bradley’s room, looking bored with the continued conversation. “I’m sure a resourceful fellow like yourself can find accommodations. I hear there are plenty of motel rooms available in Montpelier.”
Bradley knew Sean was aware he was without a vehicle. If he could find a ride to another town, he would not be able to easily get back to Snowflake Valley. He did not wish to leave, at least not yet. He had a lot riding on the Christmas festival surprises. He wanted to see Elinor’s reaction when she saw a working ice rink, a mound of man-made snow, and the refurbished one-horse sleigh.
“Can this wait until after the Christmas Festival? I volunteered to help and—”
“Sorry. Enjoy your last night under my roof.” Sean headed down the hall, whistling.
This is a disaster. What can I do?
If another B&B was nearby, or a motel, problem solved, but his research along with Sarah Jane while searching for business donations had proved that the Peabody Inn was the only game in town. He wondered why no one else had opened up a B&B or motel in town. Snowflake Valley was beautiful, with mountains, lakes, and various not-quite ice-covered ponds.
He had met a certain slushy pond the first day he had arrived. Competition was a healthy business incentive to improve and grow, but Sean was putting his feelings toward Bradley and Elinor first. He must have heard about their recent kiss inside the bookstore. Gossip ran rapid in small towns, he feared. Knowing Sean, he most likely would spread rumors far and wide. Bradley worried that this would also affect Elinor’s relationship with the other firefighters.
Closing his door, he picked up his new phone and punched a few buttons. As he waited for Mona to pick up, he figured it was about time to show Sean and this town exactly who they were dealing with.
“Hello? I hope you are on your way home.”
“Mona, no, I am still in Vermont. I kind of like it here, so I need your help.”
Her soft laugh made him smile. “Bradley, I have been waiting for you to realize that I am the person to help you find your place in life, be it Manhattan or Vermont. Who do you want killed?”
“Dear Lord, calm down, Mona. Nothing like that, although I admit a certain individual would not be missed by most of the town. Instead, I want you to use your magical abilities with a computer and find out everything you can about Sean Peabody and his B&B, the Peabody Inn. His mortgage, his personal finances, and anything else that I can use to take him down legally. Make it quick.”
“Why? Has Hell frozen over? I swear you told me nothing would keep you from your rendezvous in Montreal, and now I find you taking out your frustrations on a man?”
He paused before answering. “Not just any man. A guy who is out to hurt a woman to whom I have become very attached. It is time for heads to roll.”
Disconnecting mid-laugh, he was confident his assistant would root out every detail surrounding the jerk. She had the entire staff at Wainwright Industries to help her, unless everyone had already departed for the holidays. That was a concern, until he realized Mona knew everyone’s home phone number. Any one of his employees would drop everything to help her.
I want to feel such loyalty as they do to her.
In the meantime, he would meet with Sarah Jane as planned. The sleigh needed a paint job, and she knew where to go and what to buy. The auxiliary okayed putting the supplies on the town’s account, even though he had offered to pay.  
With an hour left before he had agreed to meet Sarah Jane outside her store, he called the number of the ice rink company and finalized plans for them to show up in town. Using Mac’s garage as a meeting point was safer than having them come here, or meeting on Main Street.
With the rink delivery and set-up on the calendar, he called the snow-making gun renters. The machines were very loud and worked best at night, so they also agreed to meet at Mac’s garage. The field behind his shed was large enough to accommodate the machines, had power, and was farthest from homes. He prayed the fire crew would not hear the noise. He had already gotten Rudy to share the secret with his officers, in case citizens reported strange noises.
The call waiting tone sounded in his ear, so he ended his call with the snow operators and spoke with Mona. “What did you find out so quickly?”
“Bradley, dear, have faith. I know how to dig deep and let us say Sean Peabody is in financial trouble. He owes money on overdue loans from two banks. He has part-interest in a Christmas tree farm, and is dragging that business into the ground.”
“Oh, no! His brother, Greg, is a hard worker and a very nice person.” He did not mention Greg had also saved Elinor from his own brother’s attack.
“Yes, Greg Peabody has an excellent financial record, but numerous attempts to buy out his brother’s share of the family farm have been unsuccessful. Seems Sean has helped to ruin Greg’s name with any lenders, though I doubt Greg understands this.”
“Well, I have a plan.”
“Of course, you do. Did you finally figure out how to get a rental car to appear in Snowflake Valley?”
“Very funny, Mona.”
“Really, Bradley, can you not simply buy one? I know your finances, always have. If you’ve got it, why not use it?”
“I am using it! Who do you think is renting an ice rink and snow-making machines?”
Silence.
“Mona? Still there?”
“Well, that’s a surprise. No car, no plane, but you can afford to rent leisure activity machines? Why not buy everything?”
Bradley’s shoulders straightened, and he walked to his bedroom window. He could see most of Main Street from there, and an odd feeling filled his chest. He loved this town. The store fronts were decorated with Christmas lights, and people waved to each other as they passed. Pickups honked and waved to pedestrians crossing at the only blinking light. No traffic lights, no crime as far as he had heard, and everything would look magical once the snow started falling.
“Mona, you are a genius.”
“What did I say? Whatever it was, you owe me a long vacation.”
“Tell you what. Pack a bag, take a plane, train, or automobile and come save me. The Christmas Festival is in three days and I want you here.”
“You are tempting me. Where will I stay?”
“With me. First, there’s something I need to buy. Will you help me?”
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There were only a few days until the Christmas Festival and Ellie was starting to believe the whole thing wouldn’t be a total loss. Monetary contributions had come in from the oddest places, along with the promise of donations to make the games, food tables, and outside events as fun as humanly possible. This meant what money they raised from ticket sales would go straight to the fire department’s equipment fund.
The need for an assortment of equipment weighed heavy on her dad’s mind, and now on hers. A rescue late last year during a horrific winter storm had required snowmobiles to get to the patient on a trail just outside the valley. The ride back to the nearest road was a jarring, grueling ride for the patient who had rolled his snowmobile, since six firefighters had to carry him on a backboard through heavy snow. The need for a toboggan that could be hitched to the back of a snowmobile made sense. They found a style perfectly suited to carrying a backboard, which could be securely tied to it. The snowmobile would drive along packed trails, while the patient would slide gently behind it.
Their automatic defibrillator with EKG printout was fifteen years old and the battery would not hold a charge. The newer ones lasted weeks on a charge, and the fire department really needed two units.
She poured two cups of coffee and passed one to her dad. His ankle was raised on another chair and he’d leaned his cane against it.
“Are you sure you ought to be here at the fire department?”
“Daughter, I was going stir-crazy. I dressed myself and walked half a block until Mac spotted me, and helped me up into his tow truck.”
“You planned to walk all the way here?” His hair was grayer than the day he fell off the ladder, but his pale face sported rosy cheeks from the wind. The air temperature had dropped ten more degrees, giving everyone hope that snow was soon to follow.
“I want to help with the festival. I missed most of the potluck fundraiser because I got a little tired. This was the only way to prove to you and the doc that I am ready.”
“Okay, we can put you in charge of ticket sales. Having you there in the booth will bring all the townspeople out to see you.” He would also be safely inside the newly built fully enclosed ticket booth, out of the wind.
“Not exciting, but that will give me a chance to see folks, and let them know their chief will soon be back on the job.”
Ellie’s stomach took a dive to her shoes. She knew the Chief’s job was temporary, but she had finally gained the support of several of the crew. She couldn’t count Sean in that number. Bradley, either. He had his own agenda.
“Have you seen your sister lately?”
“Just at breakfast, or when you send me on a book-scouting errand. She’s busy cooking up a storm. She’ll have a booth out front of the store to make money, but has already promised four dozen assorted pastries for us to sell.”
“What about that city fellow? I hear he’s still hanging around town.”
She knew who he meant. The memory of their last kiss made her lick her lips. Her stomach quivered and she rubbed her suddenly damp palms against her thighs. “Who?”
“Elinor…you know exactly who I mean. That guy our fire department ran off the road. We haven’t had a lawsuit drop on the town’s legal team, so I hope he left town.”
“Bradley Wainwright has plans to leave, although rumor has it that he is helping the Christmas Festival committee in some capacity. He’s probably pressuring them into allowing him to man a kissing booth. Oh, Lord!” She walked out of the kitchen and into the truck bay. What made her say a foolish thing as that? Would her dad figure out how much she wanted that man in her bed?
She slipped out the side door, leaned against the building, and watched people passing by. Two people near the shed behind Mac’s garage, two blocks toward Main Street, looked familiar.
Is that really Sarah Jane? With Bradley?
She really shouldn’t be surprised, but seeing them together hurt. Bradley insisted they were just friends, but why were they together? Sarah Jane had a business to run. Her ex-boyfriend had nearly ruined her business and her credit, and paying employees was a hardship for her. Hadn’t she told Ellie this every time she brought up the possibility of expanding her business? Were those cans of paint swinging between them?
The urge to follow them tore through her and she rushed back into the kitchen. “Dad, will you be okay for a while? I have to check on something down the street.”
“I guess so. I can walk, you know.”
She topped off his coffee and placed a tin can full of Christmas cookies on the table near his elbow. “Don’t eat them all.”
Throwing on a jacket, Ellie, walked briskly in the direction the two lovebirds had headed. Calling them that was a bit childish, but she was hurt. Sarah Jane got anyone she wanted, even though each and every love-struck fellow turned into a jerk. Ellie was smarter than her sister. Not dating jerks meant not dating.
Loneliness makes me act foolish.
Sighing, she caught a glimpse of her quarry pulling open the door to a large barn at the back corner of Mac’s property, the same building where they planned to house the fire engines and water tanker during the Christmas Festival. The same place Greg said he was storing the decorated Christmas trees for the auction. Were they secretly working on a tree? Otherwise, why would they be going into Mac’s building together?
Jogging across the road, she hesitated as she crept along the side of the old building. It was huge, she knew, which was why she had asked Mac if they could park the rigs inside. The door was high and wide, and the two had left it open about two feet, enough to squeeze through sideways. She peered cautiously inside.
Sarah Jane and Bradley had stopped near the back by a large object covered by a big blue tarp. They set their respective paint cans at their feet. Bradley lifted the tarp off and Sarah Jane whooped and clapped. When he came back to her side, she hugged him.
Ellie pulled back, wiping tears from her cheek. She wasn’t sure what they were planning to do with an old sleigh, but their liaison was too intimate to watch. With her heart in her throat, she headed back to the fire house.
***
“The sleigh looks in good repair,” Bradley said, “except for the flaking paint. Did you say Mac dropped off some tools?”
“Yes. An electric sander, steel wool for the metal runner blades, and some mechanic’s tools so we can make sure all the bolts are tight. How about I start cleaning the upholstery while you sand the front panel?”
Bradley nodded and dug through the pile for an extension cord and then found an outlet. The noise of the sander filled the barn, so talk wasn’t practical. Sarah Jane went to work on the seat’s grimy leather, while he sanded the old paint down enough for a coat of primer. About an hour later, they were hard at work on painting every surface with the protective undercoating.
“This will have to dry overnight. Can we meet here again tomorrow, so we can paint on the top coat?” Sarah Jane asked.
“Can you leave your business again?”
“School’s out for the Christmas break so I have both my part-timers working fulltime. I stayed up late to make sure there were enough muffins, scones, and cupcakes ready. I do feel guilty being here with you, instead of working.”
Bradley smiled at her. “Sarah Jane, you are working, but not for pay. I realize this type of volunteer work is actually more valuable than earned income. I like getting my hands dirty. If I don’t get a call I have been waiting for, I will have nowhere to clean up. I suppose Mac will let me use his garage’s restroom.”
“What does that mean, nowhere to go? Oh, Dear Lord! What did Sean do?” She tossed her brush in a can of solvent, grabbed a piece of cloth and stormed over to where he was finishing painting primer on the front of the sled.
“He tossed me to the curb. No, I have not yet moved out. I have faith I will receive a call soon, saying my plans have progressed.”
“What plans?”
He added his paintbrush to the can and wiped paint from his hands. He tapped her petite nose while smiling down at her. “I don’t wish to jinx it. Suffice it to say, I might not sever all ties with Snowflake Valley.”
He pulled his ringing phone from his back pocket. “Maybe this is good news now.”
Sarah Jane’s eyebrows shot up, but she moved away to give him some privacy.
“Mona, give me the news. Right. Great. Both? Fine. Email the papers to that lady lawyer I mentioned. The one living on the outskirts of town. She came highly recommended. Yes, but she is looking for an office in town. Thank you. When will I see you? That soon? Perfect. You are a sweetheart. Yes, I love you, too, Mona.”
When he turned to speak to Sarah Jane, her hands were on her hips and her eyes wide open. “Mona? Your sweetheart? You’re in love with her?”
Chuckling, he said. “Mona is my administrative assistant. She works magic and keeps me in line. Yes, I love her, but I am not in love with her. You’ll meet her soon.”
“You know that new lawyer? She comes into the store for coffee at times. She’s very pretty.”
“Anne Barton? That’s the one. She said she hails from White River Junction, but she graduated from Harvard Law. Mona has informed me that once that lawyer presents the paperwork to Sean Peabody, I will be the new owner of the inn, as well as his share of the Peabody Tree farm.”
She frowned.
“What is wrong?”
“You’ll own the inn and the tree farm? What will happen to Greg?”
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Bradley had forgotten about Sarah Jane’s obvious feelings for the boy and Greg’s silent worship of little Sarah Jane. Walking closer, he placed his hands on her shoulders. “Sarah Jane, Sean was so far behind in his mortgage payments, he had been taking money out of the tree farm’s account to try to catch up. If nothing changed soon, he would have ruined Greg. Both businesses would have entered foreclosure by the end of the month. My lawyer made him an offer he could not refuse.”
“But Sean owned only half of the tree farm.”
“Now, I do. I like Christmas trees, but I am no farmer. Greg will still be in charge of the operation. The finances surrounding the farm had a slight advantage months ago, which is why Sean confronted his brother many times to force him to sell it. Instead, he siphoned money out of it and I doubt Greg knows. My lawyer has the bank statements to prove it.”
“Sean would do that to his own brother? Greg loves the farm!”
“People do crazy things over money. Your own sister would be appalled to find that we spent fifty dollars to spruce up this old sleigh.”
“You bought the supplies.”
“With the town’s appropriated money. Not mine.”
“Well, Ellie would say that with no snow, this sleigh is going nowhere, so you only wasted their money.”
“That is taken care of.”
“How?”
“I have not shared this secret with anyone but the festival committee and the police. I ordered snow-making machines. It’s a secret, because Elinor would want to know who was paying for their rental. I also have that man-made ice-skating rink coming. You helped me collect donations from larger businesses to help fund it. Buying the inn was necessary, or I would find myself homeless tonight. Money is for spending, and I find I am enjoying spending it in Snowflake Valley.”
Sarah Jane flew into his arms the same moment the door to the big empty building slid open.
“What the heck do you two think you are doing?” a deep voice bellowed.
“Dad!” Sarah Jane pushed out of Bradley’s arms and ran toward her father. “What are you doing here?”
“I came to find out what my other daughter had seen.”
“Ellie? She’s not here.”
Bradley brought a bale of hay over and helped the Chief sit. He laid his cane beside him.
“I’m afraid she was. She came back into the fire house kitchen with such a sorrow-filled look. Tears were streaming down her cheeks, and it took me some time to learn what had made her so sad. Since I saw it with my own eyes, I can also assume Ellie saw the two of you clinched.”
“Oh dear!” she said, “We were so happy when we uncovered the sleigh, we did hug. She saw?”
Sarah Jane looked at him, but he felt horrible. Their innocent hug might have looked like much more to a silent witness, the way the Chief thought the moment he entered, and saw them in each other’s arms. “I will not lie. We hugged. Twice, but in friendship. We are happy that we found the sleigh, and had just finished priming it. Tomorrow, we will paint it red.”
“I figured you two weren’t an item.”
Bradley smiled at him, then turned to his daughter. “I have a feeling Sarah Jane’s heart has been claimed by another. Whether both will eventually realize this and act upon it is a mystery, but that person is not me.”
“Understandable, but Ellie is pig-headed. I have no idea why she looked so sad. Do you?” The chief stared at him.
He took a deep breath. “I like your daughter. Elinor, I mean. More than like, but she sees me as a temporary fling. Things can always change. People can change, too. However, she will not give me a chance.” He looked at Sarah Jane. He could tell she wanted to share his news about the inn and the tree farm, but he shook his head. Winning Elinor’s heart simply because he might stay around was not how he wished her to come to love him.
Love? Am I in love with Elinor?
“Well, I best get back to the fire house before she notices I left. My ankle is not yet ready for long walks.”
“I’ll walk back with you, dad, then I need to go back to the store to bake. The afternoon went by in a flash. I forgot how much I enjoy decorating and refurbishing. The sleigh will be in tip-top condition after tomorrow. The festival is nearly a reality and I will have a lovely booth right on our sidewalk.” She turned and grabbed Bradley’s hands. “We did well today. I’ll meet you back here tomorrow. Same time?”
He nodded and watched them leave. Sarah Jane wrapped an arm through her father’s and his cane clicked along the floor. Bradley did not wish to head to the inn yet. Best to wait for the lawyer’s call. He was buying the inn anonymously, with the caveat that the previous owner move out within twenty-four hours, but the staff stays and makes sure every guest was comfortable. He could slip into his room and sleep until things changed. Then he would call Greg about the tree farm, to reassure him that he had no plans to do anything but help monetarily when needed.
A silent partner. Sounds right, where the tree farm is concerned.
He was more worried about running a bed and breakfast. He liked the place and its half-dozen employees. Setting up a local person to manage the place would require some thought.
He had liked the lawyer, Anne Barton, immediately. She was a beauty, but he had felt nothing when she smiled at him. His interest lay elsewhere. He had asked her to find out about any renovations in the works. As Bradley had assumed, Sean had nothing planned. The man was broke.
Heading back along Main Street, he glanced in store windows and breathed in the clean, brisk air. Temperatures were falling hour by hour, which would mean the setup of the ice-rink and snow-making machines would do the trick. An actual snowfall would brighten up Elinor, but the manmade versions would fill a need.
He cared about the townspeople and the fire department. He had witnessed the need for a sunshine fund, something the librarian had mentioned, which were funds to assist during a personal disaster, and would help folks like the people who lost their uninsured farmhouse, or the folks whose barn had burnt to the ground. He would see the local attorney, and have the woman find out what steps needed to be taken to get it up and running.
He would donate the first chunk of cash to get it rolling, but there ought to be a group overseeing the addition of funds and how those funds should be distributed. The fire department auxiliary came to mind.
Weren’t they the first to know of local fires, crashes, and other disasters? He was assured they knew the people and would see that the funds were distributed fairly.
The long walk back to the inn had cleared his head and opened his eyes. If he owned the inn, he could stay in Snowflake Valley as long as he wanted. Mona could run things along with his best employees, back in the city. In the meantime, he’d tell the cook to expect his guest sometime soon. He hoped Mona arrived before the festival.
***
Ellie sat quietly in the fire house kitchen. She wasn’t surprised her dad had finally up and left. She’d snapped at him after they had discussed what she’d seen. How could Sarah Jane fall for such a man as Bradley Wainwright, big city man? Was he seducing her own sister after thoroughly kissing Ellie? What could she do, but claim it didn’t matter?
Her dad had tried his best to suggest she was mistaken with what she thought she saw. They both suspected that Sarah Jane was in love with someone else. Why would she allow Bradley to hug her?
They were doing something in that building, but what? It was as if they were sneaking around, meeting somewhere Ellie normally wouldn’t enter. Why had she looked inside? Simply because, like a jealous loon, she’d followed them. Then she recalled seeing them uncover the sleigh. Another mystery she was too tired to solve.
Finding that her cheeks were still damp, she headed to the rest room. She quickly locked the door. She was wary of men, and the recent incident with Sean was still fresh in her mind.
The mirror doesn’t lie, Elinor.
She looked a fright. Washing her face with cold water, she promised to forget about the Seans and Bradleys of the world. Instead, she’d work on the festival, and keep far away from her sister. No way could she see her holier-than-thou smile, saying she’d caught the man Ellie wanted. I don’t want him!
She could lie all she wanted, but her heart thudded in her chest at the thought of his lips finding hers. They were softer than she imagined, and he tasted like heaven. How would he taste all over?
She washed her hands, but before she could unlock the door, the alarm sounded. Entering the bay, to hear the emergency call more clearly, she knew this was not going to be easy.
“All hands on deck!” she cried, and the volunteers working in and outside the fire house, getting ready for the festival, raced to grab their gear and she prayed the call would take her mind off everything else.
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The next morning, as Bradley passed by Sarah Jane’s store a lot later than usual, due to sleeping in for the first time in his newly purchased inn, Bradley decided to buy another paperback. Stepping through the door, he spotted Sarah Jane wiping down the counter. The petite blonde shot him a small smile.
“Is she still not talking to you?” he asked.
“Nope. No phone calls and she hasn’t been in, either. Dad says she said she was sure you planned to seduce me. Seeing us hug certainly got her hackles up, but I don’t think she was simply watching out for me.”
“What do you mean?”
“Bradley Wainwright, you are blind when it comes to a woman’s heart. She likes you, but saw me hugging you. How was she supposed to react?”
Elinor liked him? Kissing her was bliss, yet she usually pushed him away. “She ignored me last night, too.” After the fire crew returned to the fire house from the fire in a shed at the recycling center, the auxiliary had made sure they had coffee and soup. Last night was clear, but bitterly cold.
“Elinor walked through the bay, shrugged out of her bunker gear, and disappeared into the rest room. She never came into the kitchen, so I gave up and left for home.”
“Home? Don’t tell me you have decided to stay?”
“I would be lying if I said I was not considering it, since I now own the B&B, but why stay? Every time I see her, my chest aches. I do not need any more pain.”
“I wish you’d stay.”
“You are a great gal, Sarah Jane, but I need more.” He headed for the bookstore side of the business. When he found himself running his finger along titles in the Romance section, he knew he was lost. Elinor should be his. He would try one more time to make her see that he only had eyes for her, or he would leave town for good.
With his purchase and two cranberry-almond scones in a bag, he headed down the street. One more chance meant he had to make her hear his side of the story. Ignoring her own sister meant she believed what she thought she saw, and that was wrong.
Elvira called to him from across the street. “There you are. Is everything ready with the-you-know-whats?”
He waited for a pickup truck to pass and crossed the street. “If you mean the ice rink and the snow-making machines, they are already working hard to get the ice frozen and a mountain of snow ready.”
“Wonderful! The committee needs to meet one more time, to tie up loose ends. The auxiliary suggested the fire house. We noticed it will be needing a little more sprucing up, and several folks are bringing twinkling holiday lights to hang. Can you come?”
He nodded.
“See you soon!”
Bradley did his best to smile at people he passed, but his head was still wrapped around how to appease an angry woman. He continued his stroll down Main Street, but stopped abruptly. A new business shingle was being installed. “Anne Barton, Attorney-at-Law. She found an office.”
The woman in question walked outside and waved to him. “Bradley! Isn’t it fabulous? This storefront was vacant. It’s small, but fine for a one woman show.”
She wrapped her arms around him, then gazed at him adoringly. The thirty-year-old blonde was well appointed. Her navy suit jacket and short skirt matched her three-inch heels while her white silk shirt barely covered the tops of her generous chest. The fragrance of expensive perfume filled his nose, but he found it less pleasing than the scent of soot and girly soap.
Where had that thought come from?
“And as you are my very first client, I’m taking you to lunch.”
Her smile was spectacular, but his body did not react. Not in the way Elinor’s touch made him turn to granite. “I am game, only because I have more I need accomplished. Since you are the very best attorney in town—”
“The only one, you mean?”
“The best, as I was saying, how about some home cooking at the Peabody Inn? I know for a fact that the cook has all the fixings for salad and a sandwich. My treat.” He kissed Anne’s forehead.
“If you insist.”
“Can you walk in those heels?”
“Darling, I can do anything in these heels.” She rose on her tip-toes and planted a quick kiss on his cheek. “Let me grab my purse and winter coat, then close up.”
As she disappeared back inside, he turned his face to the sunshine and spotted Elinor. She stood not twenty feet away, and her expression could slam a man to the ground. Why did she look like she wanted to drag him tied feet-first behind a speeding fire engine?
“Elinor, how are you doing?”
Before she could answer, Anne stepped out of her door, locked it, and slid an arm through Bradley’s. “Ready to go, handsome?”
“Not as well as you, it would seem,” Elinor said. With that, she turned and jogged toward the station. Officer Jackson leaned back against his squad car, shaking his head. “I swear, boy, you sure know how to rile up the women of Snowflake Valley.”
He and the lawyer walked to the inn with her chatting non-stop. All he could think about was the hurt radiating from Elinor’s eyes. He finished the last bite of his sandwich while Anne continued to talk. If she did not take a breath, she would never finish her salad.
“This place could be a gold mine,” she said, pointing at the inn’s chair rails and light fixtures. “A little sprucing up and some modernization, and this will be making money hand over fist.”
He had noticed a few well-worn sections of the dining room’s carpet. Wood floors would make more sense. The guest bathroom, at least in his room, needed a better vanity, and the toilet ran all night.
“My priorities must be to find a suitable manager. Once one or two people can work on making sure guests are welcomed and accommodated perfectly, then I will make a list of renovations. I am glad Sean followed the rules you set down. The employees have no idea the place has changed hands.”
“Are you keeping this a secret?”
“Not entirely. There is someone who would think I was taking over the town with my big city ways if she knew, so let us keep this to ourselves.”
“I want to use you as a recommendation.” She pouted.
“Anne, you can use Mona’s name. She is the one who got the deals finalized. Get her okay, first. She’s coming to town either today or tomorrow. Let us see how the Christmas Festival goes. If what I engineered is a bust, you might not want my name associated with yours.”
“And if you are crowned the local hero for helping raise all that money?”
“Fine. After the festival, we can talk.”
The cook entered the dining room with two plates. “My best pumpkin pie. Enjoy.”
She disappeared back into the kitchen. “I am very glad Sean did not have a last-minute fit, and fire the staff. They know what they are doing. I plan to raise their salaries after the first of the year.”
“Mmm,” was all Anne could say.
Bradley also filled his mouth with the best pumpkin pie he had ever had the pleasure to taste. The meal was over too soon, but he could tell Anne wished to get back to her brand-new office.
They walked back down Main Street.
Anne giggled beside him and grabbed his hand. “Look at the sign. That’s me! My first storefront office. I am so excited!” After she let him go, she walked to her business as fast as her spiked heels would take her.
“What was that all about?”
He had not realized Sarah Jane’s business was nearly across from Anne’s. She held a cleaning cloth in one hand, but had crossed her arms. He crossed the street and walked over to her.
“What do you mean?”
“That’s Anne Barton, the new lawyer.”
“You are correct.”
“But, why was she fawning all over you? If Ellie saw that—”
“Unfortunately, she already did and she looked as angry as you. Anne is simply thrilled to have found office space in town. She also just had her new sign hung. As her first client, she and I shared lunch. If she was a man, neither of you women would bat an eyelash.”
Sarah Jane’s shoulders slumped. “You’re right. It’s just that you two looked so comfortable with each other.”
“I am a client. I hired her to do a job that was just finalized. She respects my needs, business-wise, and is grateful I gave her the opportunity. Your sister hisses and berates me whenever money is mentioned. Can you blame me for enjoying a little female adoration?”
“Of course not. You and Ellie are like ships that nearly crash in the night. I want her to be happy.”
“I understand that. If she showed me that she really cared about me talking or touching or, in this case, being touched by another woman, I might stop.”
Sarah Jane nodded, then returned to the store. She paused in the open door. “We are going to work on our booth soon. Does Anne know?”
“I doubt it, but she has nothing to sell.”
“She can sell herself. I mean, her skills. Tell her to make a list to post and get some free items to give people. She might have had pens made up with her name on them. How about business cards or small calendars? That sort of thing. The idea is for all the businesses to have their booth up tomorrow afternoon as soon as they close the road to vehicle traffic, then close up by five in order to get over to the festival.”
“I’ll tell her. Thanks.” Sarah Jane returned to the warmth of the store. Bradley realized the temperature had crept lower and he wished he had brought his hat and gloves. He headed back to Anne’s storefront and stepped inside.
“Back so soon? Do you wish to buy me dinner?”
He laughed. “No, but Sarah Jane over at the bookstore wanted to let you know they will be closing Main Street tomorrow afternoon. She suggests you put up a booth or a table, with a sign. Something to help attract new customers. Close up by five, then I will see you at the Christmas Festival.”
“Sounds like a great way to introduce myself to the townspeople. Will there be dancing?”
“There will be music to dance to. Save me a dance?”
“You’ve got a date, handsome.”
As he left and stepped onto the sidewalk, he knew he wanted to dance with a brown-haired, chocolate-eyed firefighter, and also try his hand at ice skating arm-in-arm with her. A sleigh ride would be thrilling if he could share the ride with Elinor.
Elinor. What a quandary.
She reacted to his kisses, yet pulled back every time. Until he could get her alone for some quality time, their future was still unclear.
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The man kissed or hugged a woman whenever Ellie ran into him, but why did it bother her so much? Any minute now Bradley Wainwright would leave town and the world would get back to normal. Keeping Sean at a distance, while repairing her relationship with her sister came first.
Not that I will seek out Sean Peabody.
The hot little blonde she saw Bradley stroll with down the sidewalk was more to his liking. She was sharply dressed, wore high heels, and had an air of citified charm. Both Sean and Bradley would follow her anywhere.
Yeah, no way could I compete with that.
After witnessing their intimacy in the middle of the sidewalk, Ellie wanted no part of any man.
“Excuse me.”
Elinor started. She hadn’t noticed a small red coupe had pulled up next to where she stood near the bookstore.
“Are you talking to me, ma’am?”
The driver laughed. She wore her brown hair in an elegant bun, and her hazel eyes sparkled. She might be fifty or seventy, without a line on her face. Elinor could see she wore a very expensive wool coat and a pashmina scarf. She rolled her window all the way down.
“Yes, because I am in search of a man who seems to have made himself quite at home, as long as I really have found Snowflake Valley?”
“Yes, ma’am. This is Main Street.”
“Please, I’m not that old, but I am looking for The Peabody Inn.”
“And who is the man?” Ellie asked, but figured she already knew the answer.
“The man in question is Bradley Wainwright.”
Elinor sighed. Was every well-dressed woman trying to hook up with the man she’d foolishly fallen in love with?
“The Peabody Inn is straight ahead, about two blocks. Gray with white gingerbread trim. Bradley might be there, or you might find him inside the Bookstore & Café.” She pointed to the store next to them.
“How convenient. Thank you. I’m here to see what this Christmas Festival is all about. He claims it’s money well spent. I hope to see you there, miss.”
“I’m, ah, Ellie.”
Why did I tell her that?
The little car drove away, and Ellie went through her mental list of tasks still needed in order to make tomorrow’s festival a success. Unless it snowed, that type of success might prove unobtainable, but she could dream. Too bad her dreams kept zeroing in on Bradley Aaron Wainwright.
***
“Mona! You’re here!” Bradley grabbed her overnight bag, tossed it on the stairs, then hugged her.
“I told you I would arrive soon. See how easy it was to rent a car?”
“I rented a car, once, then ran it off the road. I am glad you’ve arrived safe.”
She kissed his cheek. “I wanted to get a look at this place. It needs a little work, but I think it has good bones.”
A petite woman stepped up to the desk. “Welcome to the Peabody Inn. You must be Ms. Ashwell. I have the Oak Room ready for you.”
“Call me Mona.” She signed the register and glanced at him.
“You’re on my tab. Stay as long as you like.”
“You’re a good boss, Bradley.”
The cook, who also welcomed guests added, “Dinner is at seven-thirty. I hope to see both of you there.” The cook’s left eyebrow raised.
“Yes, Mona and I will be there. We’ll even do breakfast, but we will have tomorrow’s dinner at the festival. Mona, you will not believe the food this town produces.”
“Let me get some rest, then tell me all about this festival.”
Later, when they came down to dinner, Bradley described the festival and what its success meant to the town and, more importantly, the fire department.
“You seem right at home here. Should I worry?” she asked?
He felt the heat rise in his face. “I met a woman. Elinor. She’s a firefighter.”
“Hmm. Brown hair? Goes by Ellie?”
“Yes! How did you—”
“We met briefly. Well, unless this is another of your flings, I am happy for you. Will you stay around?”
“A lot depends on Elinor. She has been less than happy with me, except when we kiss.” He sighed so loud, Mona laughed.
“Good luck, and keep me informed. Now let’s finish our dinner and let me get to bed. You can tell me more about your fancy machines tomorrow. I already saw the bills.”
***
“I don’t believe it! Where did all this snow come from?” Elinor stared at the mountain of white fluffy snow being shoveled into a front loader.
She walked over to where Andy seemed to be supervising the project, with his arm still in a sling.
“Oh, hi there, Ellie. These snow machines have been running the last forty-eight hours. Not having to worry about real snow falling in time for the festival is genius. How did you manage to pull this off?”
“I knew nothing about this.”
“Aren’t you part of the festival committee?”
“Well, sure but—”
“Ellie! Come over here and check out our ice rink,” the librarian called from somewhere closer to the pond.
“Oh, no! The pond can’t be safe enough to walk on!” Ellie was running before she realized her feet were moving, but slid to a stop well before reaching the pond. Elvira was waving her arms, then pointing toward the lights surrounding a man-made ice rink.
“Where did this come from?”
Elvira ignored the question. “Ellie, you have thoroughly outdone yourself. The townspeople from here and the next town over will enjoy skating.”
Bruce hugged her. “We’ll sell tons of tickets once the ticket booth signs catch their attention.”
“You’re darn right,” Henry added, “because the radio ads are reaching all the way to White River Junction.”
No one would listen to her. She had no idea where the ice rink came from, but the urge to slap on some skates and try it out almost won over her need to discover where such an expensive attraction came from. Paying the rental fee would be beyond them. They needed all the proceeds to go to the equipment fund.
“They even have a huge selection of rental skates. Anyone can skate. The auxiliary is setting up a cocoa and hot cider booth right over there,” Elvira added, pointing. “Sarah Jane promised to bring a huge batch of plain doughnuts, too.”
Sarah Jane was in on it? To make so many doughnuts she had to be, but hadn’t said a word.
My fault. I haven’t stopped at her store ever since spotting her and Bradley hugging.
She kicked a pebble to the side, then walked closer to the rink. The muffle of an engine meant it had electric pipes below it. Most likely it would stay frozen until the festival ended. It was perfect. “What do you know about the snow-making machines?”
“They are a little noisy, but they can be turned off once the festival is in full swing. The loader plans to distribute a path around the meadow to give the horse-drawn sleigh a route to give rides.”
“What? What sleigh?”
“Elinor! Where have you been? Didn’t your sister tell you? She and Mr. Wainwright spent hours fixing it. That fellow we did the potluck supper for is bringing his horse and the tack, in order to pull it and he isn’t charging us. Donations come in all shapes and sizes, you know.”
Sarah Jane and Bradley refurbished the sleigh. Is that why they were hugging? What other reason could there be for them to be alone in the building?
“No one mentioned bringing out the sleigh. It was pointless to use without snow, so…oh, now I see. We have man-made snow. Those two knew this was going to happen, yet failed to let me in on the news.”
She was partly to blame. She wasn’t speaking to Bradley, and she kept making excuses not to visit her sister’s store. She missed her scones! Finding out more about the ice rink and the snow machines meant asking questions.
The oldest members of the fire department auxiliary were setting up their hot beverage booth. Gray heads bobbed up and down as they emptied boxes of cups, napkins, and more. The image of boxes of doughnuts, cocoa, and hot cider grew so strong, Ellie’s stomach rumbled.
“Ellie, dear, did you miss lunch? I must say, your sister is a whiz in the kitchen, so you better come back for a doughnut.” Julia said. “Or, head inside the fire department about seven tonight. We need another judge for the holiday pie contest!”
Elvira tittered and slapped a wrinkled hand on her chest. “Why isn’t she married? The way to a man’s heart is through his stomach, you know.”
Lucky for me, I can’t cook. “Can we level with each other?”
“Of course, dear. What’s wrong?” Elvira asked.
“Where did the money for the ice rink and the snow-making machines come from? I never saw them mentioned on the committees meeting minutes, and their cost certainly isn’t in the budget. Who plans to pay for them?”
“Oh, it was an off-the-books idea. Both of them really. Didn’t cost the committee or the town a dime, either.”
“Bradley Wainwright!”
“Of course, dear. He really is a nice man. He did the research, asked our opinions, and made it happen. The fire department will earn a lot of money and you, my dear, will have the equipment you need.”
“But, this is the first I’ve heard of it.”
The women looked at each other, then came around the booth. Standing in front of her, Julia said, “He felt you would not welcome any help, even though it was needed.”
“You wanted to cancel the festival, if you remember,” Elvira reminded her.
“So, you took his money?”
“No, the ice rink company and the snow-making machine owners did. Then they said they planned to stay at the B&B, purchase food downtown, and hang around and buy tickets for the festival.”
“What goes around, comes around. Bradley simply wished to give back to the community that has welcomed him with open arms.” Julia handed her a cup of cider. “It’s not hot yet. The festivities don’t start until dusk.”
“And I told him we didn’t need his big city ways. So, he did an end-run around me. I should have known he was devious.”
“Devious? Sweetie, he’s in love,” Julia said.
She choked, spraying cider down over the grass, missing the women. “Who is he in love with?”
“Oh, Elinor,” they said in union.
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“I’m leaving,” Bradley said to his cook. “You are in charge until you tell me you have found a person you feel can take on the chore. I’m sorry to leave you in the lurch, but I cannot stay.”
The cook looked up at him, dismay making her eyes teary and her expression sorrow-filled. “I’ll miss you. Many folks around here will. Who is going to carry my chili to the festival?”
Bradley smiled. “I will call a few people. One will certainly have a minute to stop and give you a ride. Make sure you dress warm. Those snow-making machines were running at full speed for the last couple of nights. You will not believe the mountain of snow covering that field by Mac’s Garage. If you like to skate, the ice rink looks like glass.”
“Why aren’t you staying to enjoy it all? I’ve heard rumors you were behind most of it.”
“Just rumors. There is nothing here for me. Greg is doing well at the tree farm, and the inn is in your capable hands. Good-bye.” He pressed a kiss to her cheek, grabbed his leather satchel and overnight bag he’d purchased to carry the clothes he had bought in town as well as his ruined clothes, in hopes a dry cleaner could save them. With a deep sigh, he headed out the door.
He had told the woman he’d bought the inn and that Sean had left town. The smile on her face had warmed his heart.
Wait until she hears how much I’ll be raising her salary on January first.
He’d already said goodbye to Mona, who had decided to stay at least a week. He’d attempted to steal her rental car, but she admonished him.
“You don’t expect me to walk around town in this ungodly weather, do you?” Mona had stated.
It was cold, so he had made other plans. He’d already spoken to Sarah Jane earlier. She and her two teen helpers had decorated a lovely booth on the sidewalk outside their business’s front door. No book sales today, just food and hot cider.
“You should stay,” she’d said as he paid for two muffins.
As he waited for her to drop them in a bag along with a napkin, he had told her what he knew was true. “I do not belong here. This was a wonderful dream, but my heart will only ache more, if I stay.”
“Have faith?” she had added.
He’d shaken his head and left, headed back to the inn.
Now that he was packed, he would make it back to the city in time for Christmas. Mona had chartered a private jet that would meet him in Montpelier. The tree farm needed to transport a truckload of Christmas trees to the Montpelier hardware and grocery stores that had teamed up with them, to sell their last-minute fresh trees on commission. Greg said he would drive him personally, giving them time to talk about their new partnership.
He wished he wasn’t leaving the inn without a manager, but Elinor had broken his heart. He could not stay, only to watch her berate him for being wealthy and all but predicting he would break a woman’s heart, then head back to the city.
She broke my heart. If only she would see reason.
Maybe if he had told her about the inn and the tree farm. What if she knew he had organized raising funds for the delivery and payment of the ice rink and snow-making machines? She would probably throw it all back in his face and call him a man who thought money could buy anything.
Obviously not, since I do not have her in my life.
He set his overnight bag and laptop satchel on the sidewalk outside the inn. His inn, now. He stood alone waiting, and could hear the celebration getting underway in town and beyond. Many stores had set up booths in the afternoon, but closed down at dusk to go and enjoy the rest of the festival.
Holiday lights were strung across the street and along the roof edges. The single blinking light in the middle of Main Street had a huge silver snowflake hanging from beneath it. The theme was obviously snowflakes, but the town would have no trouble knowing the fundraiser was for the fire department. An antique fire truck passed by him on the side road. Loaded with squealing children, it skirted around the closed Main Street. The siren blew and giggles filled the early night air.
Bradley waved at their happy faces and knew the night would end with success. As soon as Greg picked him up at the end of Main Street, near the inn, he would try never to think about Snowflake Valley, or Elinor, again.
***
Elinor stomped across the meadow, away from the drone of the snow-making machines and the sad look the two women had given her. She would know if a man was in love with her, and Bradley Aaron Wainwright was not. Yes, he had kissed her several times, but lust and opportunity were not the same as true love.
Elinor had witnessed him flirting with Sarah Jane on numerous occasions. His phone calls to a woman named Mona were filled with charm and affection. He had called her sweetheart, and claimed to love her! She even heard he had hired a local attorney for some unknown reason. A female one, at that.
Cursing him under her breath, she thought back to the day they met. He had crashed a rental car, ruined a suit, and lost a pack of papers in the river. Then he demanded she drive him to civilization. He wanted to be taken to where he could rent another car and continue his travels to Canada. The arguments started then and there.
Then, why do I miss him?
Her heart squeezed, the ache growing every minute. As she looked for him, she’d also promised the auxiliary she’d at least thank him for his thoughtfulness to the community. Finding him was the issue. She hadn’t bumped into him for days. Sarah Jane might know where he was tonight. Maybe it was time to mend fences with her, too.
Sarah Jane should be inside the fire house setting up the food she planned to sell to help raise funds. Finding out how well her storefront booth did was a good excuse to start a conversation with her. Many of the store owners held sales all day, but tonight all the funds raised were earmarked for the fire department.
As she walked, Elinor sniffed the air. The sun had barely set and the sky had grown cloudy. She hoped it wouldn’t rain. But even more, she wished it would snow. The fake stuff belching from the two loud snow-making machines would help in a pinch. The ice rink was a plus that would keep people from daring to skate on the half-frozen pond, and she would love to ride in the sleigh. The thought of riding next to him, snuggled together under a blanket, would make her dreams come true.
Had Bradley done all this for her? He knew how she felt about men who threw their money around, but what he’d done was benefitting the town’s fire department. The rescue toboggan might become a reality.
Entering the fire house’s truck bay, which had been emptied for tonight, Sarah Jane’s golden hair and smiling blue eyes found Ellie. A shy grin washed over Ellie. Before she could say anything, her sister walked up to her and wrapped both arms around Ellie’s middle. “I’ve missed you,” Sarah Jane whispered.
“Right back at you. I’ve really missed your scones.”
Sarah Jane stepped back and slapped her shoulder. “I hope I mean more to you than free scones and books.”
“You know I don’t read any of your books. Just dad.”
“Maybe you should,” she said, heading to the kitchen table piled high with boxes from her store.
“What do you mean by that?” she asked, trailing after her.
Her sister smiled up at her as she placed a fresh butterscotch scone on a napkin and slid it toward Ellie. “I have a big section called Romance. Read a few of those titles. It might make you see what a fool you’ve been.”
“Now, wait just a minute!”
“Nope. This is my one and only chance to say what’s on my mind. Bradley Wainwright is the answer. Any fool could see the looks he gives you. The man is in love.”
Sputtering, unaware of how to respond, Ellie stormed out of the fire house.
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Ellie headed toward the ticket booth they’d placed between the fire house and the meadow where outside activities would soon begin. Tickets were reasonable, and would mean the ticket holder could enjoy any part of the festival for one price. Food and beverages were not included. Also, the tree auction should produce a large amount of money. The decorated trees were gorgeous. Maybe she should bid on one. She’d been too busy to buy a tree, let alone drag out their boxes of ornaments and lights to decorate one.
She knocked on the back door. Her father let her in and returned to his stool in front of the ticket window.
“Are we ready?” she asked.
“You bet. Plenty of tickets, change, and a thermal jug of hot coffee to keep me going. People are already lining up.”
“Will you be warm enough in here?”
“Yep. I brought Grandma’s quilt, just in case.”
Ellie glanced through the hard-plastic ticket window at the crowd of people waiting patiently for the festival to start. The little room was warm and cozy. Safe, as well, since he would keep the door latched until the designated banker could pick up the money at intervals.
“Things look good, so time to start selling tickets. Make sure you mention the ice rink and…what are we doing with all that snow?” She’d forgotten to ask. She remembered the sleigh, but what else?
“There’s a snowman-making contest going on in an hour, under the lights. Also, the tree farm is sponsoring a sugar-on-snow event.”
“Greg brought maple syrup to drizzle on fresh snow?” Ellie remembered doing that very thing every year. The maple syrup, curled into shapes, tasted so fresh and sweet.
“Nope. Not this year. The local grocer is helping with that. Greg plans to start a sugaring business this winter. Seems the funds came through for buckets, sap spouts, a boiler, and more.”
That made no sense. Greg told her several times how the business was in trouble, and that he suspected his brother was somehow siphoning funds to help himself. “I’m glad to hear that he is branching out, but starting a new side business? I can imagine what Sean had to say about that.”
“Sean is out of the picture entirely. Thought you knew. Sean doesn’t own the B&B, either.”
“No way! He loves strutting around town as the big business owner.”
“I heard the news from that banker fellow you lined up to handle the ticket sale proceeds. The one that supplied us with start-up change. Sean was going to lose the inn, until an anonymous buyer took over the loan and made sure Sean got his fingers out of the tree farm business as well. I hear Sean already high-tailed it to Colorado. Well, got to sell these tickets!”
Ellie let herself out the back door, making sure her father locked it behind her, and walked toward the meadow, in a daze. Huge lights mounted on poles brightened the scene. The ice rink glistened and a band could be heard tuning up somewhere near Mac’s garage, now that the snow-machines had quieted. He promised to open his bay doors, if the weather turned, so the band’s equipment would stay dry. “Please don’t rain.”
The news that Sean had left town with little notice lifted a weight off her shoulders, yet they would be down one volunteer. Maybe Bradley would like to…
No, don’t go there.
Greg’s tractor trailer, filled with Christmas trees, whooshed to a stop beside the pumps at Mac’s garage. Curiosity had her jogging over to talk to him as he popped in his credit card, and grabbed the nozzle.
“Hi, Greg. Where are you headed?” she asked, as he fueled the vehicle.
“Ellie, sorry, but I’ll miss the festival. Got a call from two vendors in Montpelier for more trees.”
“Too bad you’ll miss this. Looks like a success even without snow.”
“We’re fortunate Bradley fell in love with our town.”
“Bradley?”
Greg smiled at her. The click of the fuel pump kept time with her heart. Could it be that Bradley would stay around long enough for them to figure out what comes next?
“Yes. He rented the ice-skating rink and the snow-making machines so everyone will enjoy tonight, and the fire department would get their equipment. Can I tell you a secret?”
Another one? How could he top what Bradley had already done?
“He gave that burned-out family a check for five-thousand dollars. Saw him drop the check in the boot at the potluck, myself. It was a cashier’s check. Anonymous, but I figured he had Mona send it.”
“Mona?”
“Yeah, Mona Ashwell, his administrative assistant from New York City. She used to work for his father, but he kept her on. She’s like a mother hen, he said. She helped him buy the Peabody Inn. He’s also my silent partner at the tree farm. Sean left town. Good riddance.”
“Sean is your brother!”
“And he was stealing me blind. I have high hopes to grow the business.”
Still trying to absorb the news she said, “Dad said you plan to produce maple syrup?”
“I have a beautiful grove of maple trees, but didn’t have the extra funds to do it right. Now I do.”
“Because of Bradley?”
He nodded, capped his fuel tank, and wiped his hands on a rag stuck in his belt. “I also heard a rumor that Bradley gave two-thousand dollars to the folks whose barn burned down.”
“I had no idea. But, what about the decorated tree auction?”
“Mac will take care of that. It should bring in quite a profit. Oops. Better grab my receipt, then get a move on. I still need to pick up the man in question.”
“Bradley? Why?”
“We’re planning to have a nice long talk as I give him a lift to Montpelier. He’s heading back to New York City tonight. I thought you knew?” Before she could say another word, the band filled the air with a rock song.
Ellie was shocked by the news. She knew Bradley had money, and that he would leave some day, but why was he leaving just as the Christmas Festival was starting? Without him coming to the rescue, the festival would have been dead in the water. More importantly, how could he leave her?
Greg hopped in his truck and started the engine. He honked the horn and headed down the side street past the police department, skirting the shut-down Main Street, with the scent of Christmas trees wafting through the air in the filled eighteen-wheeler’s wake.
You fool! You complained about his money! You thought Mona was one of his women. You didn’t give him much of a chance. He saved your life at that house fire, volunteered in freezing temperatures, and grew to know many townspeople. They all liked him. He bought the inn? Did that mean he would be coming back? Why couldn’t he stay forever? Why couldn’t he love her?
The words of several people echoed in her head. They all noticed that Bradley had fallen in love with her, but why hadn’t they seen how much she loved him?
Running like the wind, she entered the old building adjacent to Mac’s property. She had no idea where she’d parked her dad’s truck and she needed flashing lights and a siren. If she caught up to Greg and told Bradley how she felt, what did she have to lose?
Looking around, she nibbled her bottom lip and paused for all of two seconds before jumping into the driver’s seat of engine one.
“Whatcha doing?”
“Get out of my way, Andy. I have a tractor trailer filled with Christmas trees to stop.”
“Wouldn’t it be easier to bid on one of the decorated trees?”
“Get out of my way!”
Andy smiled, knowingly. “Might I suggest we open the big doors first?” He walked over and pulled the doors apart.
“Close them behind me. It’s getting really cold.”
“Yes, boss lady. Hope you catch him.”
“Him?”
Andy smiled and waved her out of the building. She flicked on the lights and siren and headed straight down Main Street toward the Peabody Inn. If the police still had it closed to vehicular traffic, she would owe them a couple of roadblock signs.
***
Cooling his heels on the sidewalk, Bradley glanced up at the moonless sky filled with dark clouds rolling in. He really was cooling his heels! His feet were freezing! It was more than a figure of speech tonight! The temperature had dropped the moment the sun went down. He smiled as the truck, piled high with netted Christmas trees, traveled toward him from the street adjacent to Main Street.
“Guess the police have yet to open Main Street to traffic. I still cannot believe the entire town was turned into a pedestrian mall for the day.” He really loved the small-town attitude. Saying he would miss it was an understatement. He picked up his luggage as Greg pulled the huge truck to a stop.
Inhaling the fresh-cut pine scent, he climbed into the passenger side and set his luggage and satchel behind his seat. The cab was cold, but the heater was turned on full blast.
“Takes a while to heat up. Should be fine by the time we reach Montpelier.”
“Very funny. Greg, I appreciate the lift.”
“It’s no problem, although I don’t understand why you’re not sticking around to see how the town reacts to the festival.”
He thought about only one person he’d miss. “Wait a minute. Is that a siren?”
Greg glanced in the side view mirror. “I see lights coming our way. That’s weird. I didn’t get a tone on my pager. Even when not on duty, I still hear the emergency calls. I’ll see if I can wave them down.”
Both men exited the truck only to watch as the large fire engine pull in behind Greg’s truck, with a whoosh of air brakes. The siren silenced, and a figure jumped from the cab.
“Ellie? Are you alone? What’s the emergency?” Greg asked, then shouted, “Dear Lord! Are those roadblock signs stuck in the grill?”
Elinor ignored Greg and walked right up to Bradley. “It’s you. It has been since the first time I saved your ass. You are the emergency. How could you even think to leave town without saying goodbye?”
Bradley cleared his throat but he remained speechless. How could he explain how much his chest hurt looking at her, when that love was not returned? She looked windblown and cold, but when he read the longing in her sparkling eyes, hope filled him. When she stepped closer and circled his neck with her freezing fingers, he grabbed them and held them against his chest, holding them beneath his gloves to warm them.
He said finally, “Forgive me, I suppose, but I thought you were finished with me. Your icy stare the last time you looked at me told me you wanted nothing more.”
“Yet you bought the inn, now own part of Greg’s tree farm, and footed the bill for those successful additions to the festival?”
“That only took money.”
“And I kept giving you grief about your wealth. I apologize. Now that I see how happy you have made the people of Snowflake Valley, who am I to complain? However, why do you want to leave?”
He sighed. “I want to stay with you forever, but I had no idea you felt the same. I love you.” He leaned forward, and brushed his lips against hers. “I never wanted to leave.”
A throat clearing made them remember Greg stood nearby. “Folks, I have to get to Montpelier tonight. Are you still coming with me, Bradley?”
Bradley turned back to Elinor. “Your call. I have a place to live right here, and I have an excellent staff to run my business back in the city. I also like Christmas trees, sleigh rides, and firefighters who smell of soot.”
“Then, stay.”
Bradley kissed her hard and deep, and nearly wept when she kissed him right back. He assumed the two thuds hitting the pavement were his overnight bag and leather satchel. He cringed, hoping his laptop was okay. If he was going to stay, it was his lifeline to Wainwright Industries.
An engine started and they were suddenly alone amid flashing red lights and a fluffy falling flakes of glistening snow. He pulled away and glanced at the sky again. He blinked, and felt icy snowflakes dot his face.
“Why did you…Dear Lord! Is this snow?”
The skies had finally emptied their long-awaited heavy gray clouds, sending cool, refreshing, and stark white snow to Earth. The white flakes turned red under the fire engine’s flashing lights.
“Looks like all your wishes came true, Elinor. Shall we head back to the festival and enjoy the wintry weather that gave this town its name? I would also like to introduce you to my lawyer, Anne, and my administrative assistant, Mona. They both expected to dance with me, and I was reluctant to disappoint them. Now they’ll have to wait their turn.”
“Sounds like a brilliant idea. I haven’t danced in years. No one made me want to, until you showed up in town.”
“I must admit that I haven’t skated in years.”
“Not a problem. If we get too many bruises, we’ll recuperate beneath a warm blanket as we ride over the snow in a one-horse-open-sleigh.”
He kissed her on her snow-spattered forehead. “Any other dreams you want fulfilled?”
“Dad and I haven’t found time to buy and decorate a tree for the holidays. He was injured and I was thoroughly distracted by the best-looking New Yorker in this part of Vermont. I considered bidding on one of Greg’s donated trees, but had to stop a truck.”
“Would you frown and throw a book at me if I went and won a tree for you and the Chief?”
She tapped her chin, then raised her face to the snow-filled sky. Everything was so quiet. She stuck out her tongue to catch a snowflake.
Bradley had never seen anything so erotic, but he simply encircled her in his arms and laughed. She looked so happy and content, for once. When she lowered her face, he brushed flakes from her eyelids, and her eyes sparkled under the red flashing lights.
“Mr. Wainwright, dad and I would be honored to have you spend your money to buy a tree at the auction, but don’t you dare think I love you because of your money.”
“I don’t. Besides, as part owner of the Peabody Tree Farm, I donated those trees right along with Greg, and I am honored to help raise money for the finest fire department in New England. You’ve opened my eyes, along with my heart, and I will do everything in my power to keep that beautiful smile on your face.”
THE END
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