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Promo Page
 

Meet a tenth century Viking hero and a modern-day Viking who both have the knack for making women melt . . . with holiday cheer. Merry Christmas from the Norse Pole.

Bolthor’s Bride

Bolthor the Skald has been there for his fellow warriors, both in battle and as a friend. Always the bridesmaid, never the bride, so to speak. This gentle giant, now scarred and retired from the fray, has never found a woman who loves him despite his rough appearance—and his poetry, which is woefully bad.

Enter the sexy, Saxon widow Katherine of Wickshire Manor, a woman in need of a strong man to take care of her, her four children, not to mention about two hundred chickens, in the style none of her first three husbands could manage.

When Viking meets Saxon, the sparks do fly.

A Viking for Christmas

Bodyguard Erik Thorsson, a fiftieth generation Viking, meets Jessica Jones, dressed as a cute Santa Claus, when she stages a righteous attempt to rob the local Piggly Jiggly. All Jessica wants is a refund for a Burping Bear toy, which the store refuses to honor.

Fortunately, or unfortunately, Jessica takes hostage another Santa in the store, Erik himself, after accidentally shooting the Little Debbie cupcake display. For the first time in five years, since his beloved wife died, Erik finds himself head over Santa boot heels in love, but how to convince Jessica that he’s not her Christmas curse, but instead a Christmas miracle.
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A note from Sandra
 

Dear Readers,

Over the years, Bolthor has played a secondary role in more than a half dozen of my Viking novels. He became a favorite for many of my fans who bemoaned the fact that the poor giant of a Viking always played the bridesmaid, so to speak, in book after book, as his Norse comrades found their true loves.

Once a fierce Viking warrior, Bolthor lost an eye whilst saving one of his comrades-in-arms. So, now the giant of a man is no longer as good looking as he once was. Plus, in order to survive, he’s become a poet . . . truth to tell, the world’s worst skald or poet.

Poor Bolthor!

Readers often ask me where they can find a Viking of their own. My answer is that they are all around you. Often the men most overlooked are really the most attractive. Even big, sometimes clumsy men, like Bolthor.

Imagine a soldier today who is handicapped in some way for having sacrificed himself for one of his buddies in Afghanistan. I say, that guy is darn heroic . . . and attractive.

And don’t you just love the image of a tall mountain of a man using his big hands to soothe a child . . . or unsoothe a woman?

I hope you like Bolthor. Let me know what you think by visiting my website at www.sandrahill.net or my Facebook page at SandraHillAuthor. And, as always, I wish you smiles in your reading.

Sandra Hill
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Chapter One
 

Did Vikings get writers’ block . . . ?

’Twas the yule season in the icy Northlands, best known as Jól, a time for good Norsemen to cocoon themselves in warm timber keeps over the dark winter months. Come the spring thaw, they would be off a-Viking once again.

Animals had already been slaughtered . . . pigs, cattle, and such . . . so they would not have to be fed over the dark months. Vegetables had been preserved. Firewood cut. Mead brewed.

A time for celebrating at leisure, with tuns of mead, both for the pagan solstice and Christ’s birth. And, of course, many a Viking child would be conceived in the bed furs by Viking men and women who were bored and lustsome.

But not everyone was merry this yule season. Bolthor the Skald, for one, was not in the mood. Not for good Jól. Not for the mead madness. Not for bedsport. Not for the exchange of manly boasts of daring adventures in far-off lands or betwixt a woman’s thighs. And he was definitely not in the verse mood, which was sad for a skald, but, truth be told, his brain was blocked for any new poems.

In early days, he had been called Bolthor the Big because of his uncommon size. In his prime, he had also been known as Bolthor the Berserker, a far-famed warrior, but that was before he lost an eye in a long-ago battle. Not that he could not fight if need be, just not with the skills he had in the past. Still later, some referred to him, behind his back, as Bolthor the World’s Worst Skald. Despite the change in status, from warrior to poet, he had not been unhappy. For a certainty, he had come here to Dragonstead, home of his good friend Tykir Thorksson for that very reason . . . to entertain the guests with his praise-poems and sagas.

“What is amiss, my friend?” Tykir asked, coming up to him at the back of the Dragonstead great hall where he had been sitting on one bench, leaning back against the trestle table, with his booted feet propped on the other bench. Tykir carried two horns of mead, handing one to him.




“Naught of concern.”

“You seem gloomy of spirit.”

Gloomy? Viking men do not get gloomy. Viking women, mayhap, but I am too manly for such brooding emotions. “I am not gloomy. Can a man not be quiet and contemplative on occasion?”

“Did someone say something to offend you? Just say the word, and I will lop off the lout’s loose tongue.”

“Dost think I would let words wound me? And I can do my own lopping, thank you very much.”

“Perchance you have a bad case of the rumbling bowels.”

“Aaarrgh! My bowels are in fine shape. Go away, Tykir. If I was not gloomy afore, I will be now under your bothersome questions.”

“Mayhap you need to tup a maid, or five. Have I ever told you about the famous Viking S-Spot?”

“Lackwit! I was the one who taught you about the famous Viking S-Spot. And, hear me well, the answer to every problem is not a roll in the bed furs.”

“It works for me.”

The two men grinned at each other then.

Bolthor had seen forty-two winters. Tykir was older than him by a half dozen years or more, but Tykir was still a comely man with long, silver-threaded blond hair, beaded war braids framing one side of his face only, exposing a thunderbolt earring. Whereas Bolthor had ne’er been considered a prime specimen of male beauty. He was not ugly, but he was too big, too rough-skinned, and, of course, there was the missing eye, ever covered by a black patch.

Although he had to admit that he did look better than usual in the fine raiment that Tykir and his wife Alinor had given him as a Jól gift . . . soft brown wool braies, an overtunic in a darker brown wool with neck and sleeves embroidered with gold thread in a writhing dragon design, and a gold link belt. Vikings loved to give gifts, no matter the season. He had brought a barrel of fine Frankish wine as his gift for them.

But now, Bolthor took a long swig of the cool mead, which came from Tykir’s sister-by-marriage, Eadyth, and his brother Eirik, who had yet to arrive from their Northumbrian estate, Ravenshire. Eadyth was renowned for her honey trade, which included the sale of honey itself, but also candles and very fine mead.

“Why do you keep yourself apart from the others?” Tykir persisted.

That’s it! I give up! Bolthor exhaled with whooshy surrender. “I know they will ask for a saga or praise-poem, and I have none to offer.”




“None at all?”

Bolthor was not sure that was dismay or exhilaration that flashed on Tykir’s face at the news of no poem reciting.

“Not one single ode can I think of.”

“All ode-ed out, eh?” Tykir joked.

Bolthor was not amused.

“I invited you here for your company, not just for your . . . um, talents. We have been friends and comrades-in-arms for more than twenty years, my friend. Your presence is enough.”

Bolthor nodded, then conceded, “I could recite some of the old praise-poems I created about you over the years.”

That was definitely dismay on Tykir’s face. “You recall them? All of them?” he choked out, then drank half his horn of mead in one long gulp.

“Yea, I do. Some from memory, but others I wrote on a wax tablet to remind myself,” he said. “Hmmm. There is ‘Saga of the Proud Viking,’ ‘Tykir the Great and the Raging Bowel,’ ‘Dumb Vikings,’ ‘The Bewitched Viking,’ ‘Manly Rules of Love,’ ‘Advice to a Dumb Dolt,’ ‘A Viking View of Life,’ ‘Tykir and the Horny Sheep,’ or ‘Viking Men and Jiggling Bosoms.’ For a start.”

“Oh, my gods!” Tykir did not even try to hide his dismay now. “You would not!”

Bolthor grinned.

“Yea, Bolthor would, if I have my say. Mayhap I will learn more about my dearling husband,” Alinor said, coming up and giving Bolthor a quick kiss on the cheek.

“Hey! How about me?” Tykir asked with mock affront, pulling Alinor onto his lap and kissing her with vigor and smacking lips.

Tykir and Alinor were smitten with each other, even after more than ten years of marriage. But they were the most mismatched couple . . . everyone said so . . . he being godly handsome and her not so pretty, with bushy rust-colored hair and hundreds of freckles. Then there were the rumors of her being a witch. Of course, Tykir considered her beautiful, and that was all that mattered. He cared not a whit if she was a witch or a sorceress as long as she shared his bed furs, Tykir told one and all.

“Did you find out why he is so gloomy?” Alinor asked Tykir, as if Bolthor were not there to ask directly.

“I am not gloomy,” Bolthor repeated. I wonder if there is a cave somewhere that I can burrow in for the winter. All by myself. With a barrel of ale.




“I did ask why he had such a long face, but I do not think he gave me an answer. Did you?” Tykir turned to him.

These people were barmy. Nice barmy, but barmy still. “Nay, I did not. There is naught wrong with me. Must I be smiling and spouting drivel all the time?” Now that is an image of myself I do not like. Is that how people see me? A jester, no less!

Ignoring what Bolthor said, Tykir told his wife, “The verse mood has suddenly left him, like the prick of a bloated sheep bladder. Ssssssssssssssssh!”

Some comparison! First a jester, now a stinksome animal!

“Really?” Alinor appeared genuinely concerned. “I was hoping to hear a new poem about you, husband.”

Tykir pinched his wife’s buttock.

She squealed.

They kissed.

Same as always. They were like children, even though they had four children of their own.

Straightening in Tykir’s lap with her holding onto his straying hands, Alinor gave her attention back to Bolthor. “Methinks I know the cure for your sad state.”

Bolthor groaned. I know what is coming. For my sins, they plague me with the same old subject.

“A woman.”

“That’s precisely what I told him,” Tykir said. “A good swiving of a dozen or so young maids with jiggly bosoms, and he will be right as rain.”

“That is not what I meant, you crude oaf.”

“But I am your crude oaf,” Tykir asserted.

“That you are, heartling.” Alinor gave Tykir a fleeting kiss of apology. “I meant a wife. We must needs finds a bride for Bolthor.”

That is even worse. Bolthor put his face in his hands and counted to ten, then reminded Alinor, “You tried this afore, milady. Remember the Saxon thrall with a bottom the size of a bishop’s arse.”

“Well, appearance is not everything,” Alinor replied huffily, though a smile twitched at her lips.

Bolthor rolled his one eye. “She had a wart on the tip of her nose, Alinor. A big wart.”

“Oh. Well, there was the tradeswoman from Jorvik,” Alinor reminded him.

“She preferred women to men.”




“Huh?”

Tykir whispered an explanation in his wife’s ear.

She went wide-eyed at whatever he said. “There were others that were good prospects,” Alinor insisted.

“I would like to know which ones. All I can think of is the former nun who liked to have her toes sucked. Or the warrior woman who wanted to arm wrestle with me. Or the harlot with the strange rash. Or the Arab girl who could not have seen more than twelve winters. Or the noble lady from Norsemandy who loved her ale, all day long. Oh, the Saxon wench was comely enough, but—”

Alinor raised her hands in surrender.

Tykir, of course, was laughing like a fool.

“Leastways you are wearing the garments I had specially made for you, Bolthor.” The devious gleam in her green eyes caused warning bells to go off in Bolthor’s head.

Uh-oh! Methinks the witch has another of her plans afoot.

Shoving herself off her husband’s lap and wayward fingers, Alinor brushed the wrinkles out of her gunna and said, “I still say a good woman is the cure for your melancholy. ‘Bolthor’s Bride,’ that is the name of my new venture.”

He would like to tell Alinor what he thought of that idea, but it would not have mattered. Alinor did what Alinor wanted.

To distract them from this unpalatable subject, Bolthor said, “Methinks I might have a small poem. I will call it ‘Ode to a Norse Winter.’”

’Tis oftimes said of Viking men
when icy winds blow down
’Tis best to stoke the fires in hearths, 
As well as manly fires below.


“That was horrible,” Alinor said in an undertone to her husband.

Does she think I have hearing problems just because I have only one eye?

“All his odes are horrible,” Tykir replied, also in an overloud undertone. “But at least he’s creating the bloody things again.”

Yea, they think I am weak of ear. And no doubt weak of brain, as well.

“Very well done, Bolthor,” Alinor lied, a belated response to his poem. “But I am still going to work on my ‘Bolthor’s Bride’ venture.”

Bolthor bit his tongue to prevent foul words from escaping. He would like to tell Tykir that his time would be better spent chasing after his four sons, the oldest of whom, Thork, was surely the wildest, most mischievous youthling in all the Norselands. With his father’s blond hair and his mother’s green eyes, he strutted about Dragonstead like lord of the manor, leaving havoc in his wake. ’Twas enough to make a Norseman glad to be without cubs of his own.




All thought of gloom or Alinor’s machinations or out-of-control children fled his mind then as a young stableboy rushed into the great hall. His hair and clothing were covered with snowflakes. His nose and ears were red, and green snot was frozen above his upper lip. The floor rushes came billowing up as he came to an abrupt halt in front of Tykir, who stood now, along with Bolthor. The boy panted for breath, then blurted out, “The cold outside is nigh unbearable, jarl.” Jarl was a title of nobility in the Norselands, similar to a British earl. “The fjord is startin’ to ice up, and the outer guard tol’ me that yer brother’s longship is stuck ’bout three hides from here.”

“Why didn’t you say that to begin with?” Tykir snapped. He was already donning his fur-lined boots, gloves, mantle and hat. Bolthor was doing the same, following after him, as were dozens of other men about the hall as word passed quickly. They needed no orders. All knew the danger of the cold and freezing fjord this time of the year. It could change from very cold to a deathly cold within the span of an hour, the kind of cold where body appendages froze and broke off like icicles. Many an ear or nose or finger had been lost thus.

They rushed down the incline toward the fjord, each carrying a torch to light the way, along with blankets. The air was so cold it hurt to breathe. What had Eirik been thinking to cross the waters from Britain this late in the season? Eirik was half Saxon, half Viking, sharing a father with Tykir, but his wife was full-blooded Saxon.

The women and a handful of children were huddled around a fire near the shore, whilst some men were breaking the fast-forming ice atop the fjord, and other men were attempting to pull the longship aground over log rollers. He saw Eirik standing in the center, calling out directions.

Seeing them, Eirik came over and gave his brother Tykir warm greeting kisses on each cheek, followed by a tight hug. Then he did the same to Bolthor.

“What can we do?” Bolthor asked.

“I brought men with me. Do you need more?” Tykir asked.

“This should suffice. Bolthor, can you help get this bloody longship aground? And, Tykir, take the women and children up to the keep as soon as possible. The chattering of their teeth and constant nagging is driving us men nigh demented. They think they could do a better job.”




He and Tykir grinned at Eirik, understanding perfectly, then turned to glance at the huddled group before the fire. There was Eadyth, Eirik’s wife, and their four daughters, who gave them little waves, and many more women than Bolthor would have expected, some of the noble classes, if their fine attire was any indication. Eadyth’s son James was missing; he must have stayed home at Ravenshire, or at his own estate at Hawk’s Lair. Smart man!

Suddenly, one women asked, “Which one is Bolthor?”

Bolthor’s head shot up.

“Yea, introduce us, Eadyth,” another woman said.

“Me, too,” one after another said. Six women in all, and possibly seven including the one standing apart with several children.

“Huh?” Bolthor turned to Tykir and Eirik, who both shrugged, then grinned at him.

“Alinor,” Bolthor concluded with disgust. He sighed deeply and seriously considered a long walk to the land of the Danes.

There are manhunts, and then there are MANhunts . . .

This could very well be the worst mistake that Katherine of Wickshire Manor in Northumbria had ever made. And, saints above! Her short thirty-year life had been filled with plenty of blunders.

—Three marriages to men who had the audacity to die on her, even the middle, young one. Swines, all of them.

—A poultry business she’d started on her estate to replenish the sadly depleted funds left by her last husband, the swine. The business had prospered . . . too much. Wickshire was overrun with chickens these days and no one to kill and send them to market. In fact, she’d brought four crates of the noisesome creatures as a gift for Alinor, much to the consternation of everyone on the longboat.

—A tiny little quarrel she’d recently had with her fourth cousin, that swine King Edgar, which meant he would be finding her another husband forthwith, and, for a certainty, the man would be as unpalatable as the king could find. Therefore, she must find another husband first.

—A sea voyage to end all sea voyages, as the sturdy longship had tried to outrun the onslaught of winter in this primitive land of mountains and a thousand rivers and cold like she’d never experienced before.

—Four precious children, aged three to twelve, who were driving her barmy.




—Hopes raised that this Viking Bolthor might be the answer to her dilemma . . . a strong man with no lands but plenty of coin, who supposedly was in need of a wife. Yea, she had come searching for a husband, but not just any man. He must be strong and able to lead. Small though her holdings were, they were all she had to pass on to her children. But, lo and behold, on the journey here she had learned that six other women were coming with the same expectations. Her friend, the wily Alinor, was going to get an earful this day.

Her mouth dropped open as she watched said Bolthor lift one of the logs himself and carry it off to the side. So, strength at least was one of his assets. It was hard to see in the dim light of the torches what he looked like, except for his massive height, but then handsomeness was not a prerequisite for a husband. She’d had that with her last swine . . . uh, husband, and look where it got her. Widowhood and near poverty.

Bolthor was not young, but neither was Katherine. Thirty years old, four children, a poor estate, and an angry cousin-king did not make for prize bride goods on the marriage mart.

She did have beauty aplenty, however, Katherine noted with no lack of humility, having been told so from an early age. Thick, waist-length hair the color of polished ebony. Full lips that were a natural rose color. Skin like new cream. A body which was too slim for most men’s tastes, but offset by full breasts, narrow waist, long legs and a backside which all three of her husbands had deemed commendable. Frankly, she would be better off with a sizeable dowry than a pretty face.

Well, enough of this dawdling. She motioned for her eldest son, twelve-year-old Matthew, who had been helping move the longship, to come join them on the trek up to the Dragonstead keep.

Then, mindful of that old adage that the slow bird got no worms, she walked up to the giant, her children in tow like ducklings, and pointed a finger in his chest, asking, “Are you Bolthor?”

The man nodded dubiously.

“Take us up to the keep afore we shiver to death,” she demanded.

He looked down at her . . . and, yea, even though she was tall for a woman, she only came to his shoulder . . . as if she’d lost her mind. She no doubt had, considering she was in the damned Norselands in the middle of winter looking for a husband. As if poleaxed, he glanced at his comrades, who just grinned.

Eadyth, who had not yet gone up to the keep with the other women and children, walked over and linked her arm with her husband Eirik. “Everyone, I would like to introduce you to Alinor’s friend Katherine from Wickshire Manor in Northumbria. Her estate abuts Graycote Manor, Alinor’s one-time home. And these are her sons, Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John.” Eadyth glared at each of the men then, daring them to make a snide remark about the Biblical names. Turning to Katherine, she continued, “My husband Eirik, you already know. This rascal here is Tykir, Alinor’s husband, who had best stop smirking, or his wife will clobber him. And this, of course, is our good friend Bolthor.”




Bolthor continued to look poleaxed, gazing at Katherine as if she were an apparition. She did not know if that were a good or bad sign.

“Take Katherine and her family up to the keep, if you will, Bolthor.”

Muttering, Bolthor picked up a torch and was about to proceed, not even waiting for them, when Katherine got her first good look at the giant’s face. Slapping a hand to her chest, she said, “Oh, good Lord!”

“What?” Bolthor growled. “Am I too ugly for you, milady?”

“Ugly? You jest. You must be the mostly godly handsome man I have ever seen. Do you wear that eye patch for vanity?”

Bolthor straightened. “I am not handsome and ne’er have been. And this eye patch I wear because I have no eye. Are you satisfied now?” Without waiting for an answer, he started to stomp off.

“I did not mean to offend,” she tried to say, but he was already moving away. Another swine?

Dragonstead was situated in a bowl-shaped valley known as the Valley of the Dragons. The name stemmed from an old legend that millions of years ago this valley had served as a Dragon’s nest. A timber and stone “castle,” in the Frankish rather than the Norse style, sat perched on the lip of one side.

But she was wool-gathering. She picked up speed with her children scurrying after the swine. They had almost caught up when three-year-old John tripped and fell face first into the snow. Before the child had a chance to cry, Bolthor scooped him up and carried him high against his shoulder as if he weighed no more than a feather. John, who was normally folk-shy, just stared at Bolthor with fascination. Touching his fingertips to Bolthor’s eye patch, John asked, “Does it hurt?”

“Not anymore.”

“Are you my father?”

“Nay, child, I am not your father.” John pressed his face into the crook of Bolthor’s neck, and Bolthor kissed the top of his head.

The kiss probably meant no more than a reflex, but, in that moment, Katherine knew she was going to love this man, swine or not. He would be her husband by the new year, or she would die trying.









  


Chapter Two
 

He was a Viking chick magnet . . .

Bolthor was being overrun with women.

They accosted him in every manner and place they could. One even tried to enter the privy with him. A man was not safe in any nook or cranny of the keep, where all sane persons must needs stay till the ice storm outside died down. He had taken to sleeping with two wolfhounds in a separate sleeping closet near the hearth, which was hot as Muspell with the huge yule logs they kept putting on the fires.

He had cajoled and then threatened Alinor to call off her jackals, to no avail. Finally, he’d had to tell the women themselves in no uncertain terms that he was not interested, not even if they threw in some free bedsport as an enticement. Undaunted, the fickle women just turned their attention to other prey . . . uh, men . . . about the hall.

The only one not participating in the chase was the irksome Katherine, who scarce spoke to him since calling him godly handsome two days past. When she did deign to address him, it was to make some sarcastic remark. One time he had even asked her, “Has no one ever told you that sarcasm ill-suits a fine lady?”

To which she had replied with this enticing remark: “I have been a lady for fifteen years and three husbands. Now, I choose to be something else.” He wanted to ask what she meant by that, but he could not for fear that she might actually give him an honest answer which would make her even more tempting.

And, yea, the black-haired witch of uncommon beauty was tempting, even with her sharp tongue, even with those bratlings of hers who clung to him like barnacles. And the woman actually thought he was good of looks! Was she dimsighted or lackwitted? Truth to tell, he was flattered, despite himself.

In any case, it was one thing to tell a herd of women to Begone! and quite another to risk offending little mites who only wanted the company of an adult male. Like now, little John sat on his lap taking a nap. Twelve-year-old Matthew was polishing his third-best sword on the promise that Bolthor would give him lessons later.




“Will you not tell us another story?” five-year-old Luke asked, a thumb going immediately back into his mouth. He was a nervous boy, unsure of himself. Bolthor suspected he had been mistreated by his father, the second husband of the witch who referred to her husbands and most men as swines. Not necessarily with beatings, but harsh words and demeaning criticism.

“I have already told you three dragon sagas, two troll poems, and an ode to brave boys,” Bolthor said, ruffling the child’s unruly hair. He must have escaped his mother’s comb that morn.

“But we like them ever so much,” nine-year-old Mark interjected. Mark tried to appear more grown-up, but he hung on Bolthor’s words same as the smaller ones.

“Are they bothering you?” Katherine said, coming up behind him.

He turned, carefully, so as not to disturb the sleeping boy in his lap.

Her deep blue eyes rested on the child, then shot up to his face. The expression on her face was unreadable. Dismay, appreciation, surprise . . . he could not tell. Mayhap a combination of all three.

“Nay, they do not bother me.”

Her creamy skin flushed.

“Matthew, take Mark and Luke outside. The men are going for more firewood, and the children will be permitted to ride in the sleigh. Make sure you bundle them up good.”

After the three children left in a flurry of excitement and quick hugs and kisses of thanks for this indulgence, she remained, wringing her hands nervously in front of her. If only she knew how her actions called attention to her bosom, clearly outlined by her belted gunna!

“What ails ye, wench?” he inquired.

Her upper lip curled at his deliberate choice of words.

He barely suppressed a grin.

“I do not think it wise to encourage my children so.”

He arched an eyebrow in question.

“They yearn for a father . . . or leastways a man in their household. If they grow attached to you, well, when you go off to . . . well, when you leave, they will be bereft.”

He did not need her to explain what she meant. She referred to him not taking her to wife, but instead one of the other women . . . or no woman at all.




“Is that how they felt on the death of their fathers?”

She released a snort of disgust before she could stop herself. “My husbands were rarely home, and when they were, they could not be bothered with children. Nay, they would rather be off gambling, drinking and fornicating at royal orgies.”

“They are fine boys, Katherine. Your husbands must have been blind.” Blind where you are concerned, too, my beautiful lady, if you find favor in my appearance.

“Do you want me to take John?”

He glanced down at the sleeping boy and shook his head. “No need to awaken him. Sit down. You are making me nervous, fidgeting so.”

She muttered something under her breath and sank down to the bench beside him. Not too close, but close enough for him to smell the lavender of her soap.

“You smell good,” he remarked before he could bite his fool tongue.

Her gaze that had been centered somewhere beneath his chin but above his belt jerked up, and the pink of her cheeks darkened. “Dost tease me, rogue?”

He shook his head. “Nay, I know you are not in the running.”

“The running?”

“Yea, the ‘Bolthor’s Bride’ lackbrained scheme of Alinor’s.”

A small smile tugged at her enticing lips, and a dimple popped out to the left of her mouth. “What makes you think I am not . . . what did you call it? . . .
in the running?”

He shrugged. “Mostly you ignore me or prick me with sarcastic remarks. Does that sound like a woman on the hunt?”

“Woman on the hunt? Is that how you view the women that Alinor invited here?”

“How could I not? They ride my tail like a hunter on a boar’s scent.”

Again, the enticing dimple appeared. “Do not judge them so harshly. We live in a society that forces women into matrimony, lest they lose all. They . . .
we . . . are desperate.”

He cocked his head to the side. “What do you lose if you do not wed again . . . for a fourth time, I think Alinor said?”

She bristled at the reminder of her numerous weddings, but then she sighed deeply as she reached over to brush some stray strands of hair off John’s sleep-flushed face. “Everything,” she confessed. “I lose everything.”

Bolthor did not like the sound of that, but then women ofttimes exaggerated. “Explain.”




“I have a small estate . . . actually three small estates . . . passed to my sons, from their fathers, but they are nigh ruined. As poor as the holdings are, there are those who would easily take them because of the lack of protection. In addition, I have made an enemy of King Edgar, my fourth cousin. He will order me to wed again. Soon. And I wager it will be with the most unsavory character, just for spite. Thus, I need a strong man for protection, and one with coin, to replenish the Wickshire coffers.”

“So, you hope to usurp the king’s authority?”

“In a way.” He could tell she did not like his choice of words.

“Exactly what did you do to offend the king?”

She grinned, and out came that blasted dimple, which he had the odd desire to lick. “He invited me to court . . . one of those invitations that could not be refused, and when I refused to attend one of his drunken feasts, he remarked that I was too old and unattractive for his guests anyways. And I said something about the size of his . . . man part.”

Bolthor chuckled. “Yea, that would be enough to offend any man, let alone a king.”

She eyed him speculatively. “Are you in the market for a wife?”

For a brief moment, he considered lying to her. The woman was a tasty morsel. She would without a doubt make a good bedmate. But, nay, she . . . and her children . . . deserved more. “I will not wed again. Ever.”

“Again?”

“Most people do not know, but I was married many years ago. When my wife and two daughters died, I vowed never to marry again or have any other children. Thus far, I have kept that vow.”

“That is ridiculous!”

“You would not think so if you knew the manner in which they passed to the other world, and, nay, I will not discuss this further.”

She seemed about to argue, but then shrugged. “So be it. I will just have to find someone else.”

“Someone else?” he sputtered out. Why that surprised him, he had no idea. Did he think she would give up her quest just because he was not available?

“Yea. There are many men here who would suffice. Mayhap you could help me narrow the field down.”

Holy Thor! She wants me to help her find a man to marry. When Muspell freezes over! “I do not think so.”

She shrugged again and stood, preparing to take the now restless John in her arms.




“Just out of curiosity, who are these other men?”

“Finn Finehair, for one.”

“Pffff! The man is so vain he trims his manhairs,” he said without thinking aforehead about the appropriateness of such an observation, even if it was true.

Katherine’s eyes widened. “Well, vanity does not rule him out as a good protector. Then I have been eyeing Sigurn the Destroyer. Certainly, he has a fine record for fighting.”

“But have you ever smelled his breath?” Bolthor scrooched up his nose with distaste. “Smells like gammelost, it does. And he rarely bathes.”

“Well, I ne’er heard of body odors being cause to exclude a groom. Surely, there is naught you can find wrong with Bjorn the Pole. Though what an odd name for a man!”

Bolthor could not help but grin.

“What?”

“The pole referred to is his sizeable . . . um, pole.”

She made a huffing sound of disgust. She had John in her arms now and was patting his back as he whined in his half-sleep state.

Bolthor rose, too, and was about to go outside and help gather firewood. A keep this size needed an endless supply to last through the winter.

“Before I depart, I would leave this thought with you. Not that I have offered myself to you . . . I am still assessing the market, but know this, Bolthor. Losing me may be your greatest mistake.”

Long after she was gone, and he was out in the biting cold, her words haunted him. He already felt the loss.

That evening, annoyed for some reason by Katherine flitting around, talking to one knight or hersir after another, Bolthor stood and announced that he had a new poem to recite to the crowds in the Dragonstead great hall. “Hear one and all, this is the saga of ‘Fickle Women.’”

Women are fickle, that is a fact.


They knock on your heart, then attack.


Starting in the Garden of Eden with Eve so supple.


’Twas she who lured Adam with that sinful apple.


Once men surrender, the women wander.


Lots more better men, o’er yonder.


With swaying hips, they jiggle a breast.


Make a man think that he is the best.





Once they have them, meek and mild,


Off they go in pursuit of men more wild.


Here is the moral of this ode:


Never let a woman turn you into a pet toad.


Despite the cheers of the crowd, he knew immediately that his poem was a mistake. He never should have underestimated the wiliness of a thwarted woman.

Katherine, now up at the head table, whispered in Alinor’s ear.

Alinor grinned like a cat that had swallowed all the cream and stood. “Great news! Katherine tells me that she has a talent for poems, too.”

The crowd burst into enthusiastic applause, encouraging her to put aside shyness and share her talent with them. Hah! This woman had not been shy a day of her life.

Katherine stood and glanced his way, batting her eyelashes as if in apology.

For what?

He soon found out.

Men, men, men!


When will they learn?


Women know what they do when out of sight.


They spit, they swear, they belch,


They gamble, lie, and break wind,


They swive, swive, swive.


And all the while, the miscreants


Leave wives and sweetlings at home.


Weeping with loneliness, sad of heart.


Hah!


Hear me well, all you errant men.


Methinks you would be surprised to learn


What the mice are doing whilst the cat is away.


The men in the hall seemed stunned into silence, but the ladies were hooting and cheering with glee.

A red-faced Bolthor looked at Katherine with new eyes, and began to ponder, Just how ironclad is my vow?




Beauty is in the eye of the beholder . . .

“He is the one,” Katherine declared.

“Are you sure?” Alinor asked.

“There are so many men to choose from,” Eadyth pointed out. “The wisest course would be to take your time and meet them all.”

“Bolthor is the one I want,” Katherine insisted.

“Some would say his skaldic skills make him an object of humor, not desire,” Alinor pointed out in a kindly fashion. “Do his poems not bother you?”

Katherine frowned. “Why would they?”

“To put it plainly, they stink.”

A gasp was Katherine’s answer to that remark. “Surely you jest. His poems are wonderful. ’Tis one of the things I like best about him.”

Alinor and Eadyth exchanged looks of surprise.

“And what are the other things you like about him?” Eadyth inquired.

“He is good with children.”

“Ahhhh,” both Alinor and Eadyth said, acknowledging that fondness for children was a great attribute for a husband, especially when the children were not his.

“And what else?” Alinor prodded.

“There is a sorrow deep inside him that calls to my woman sympathies.” Katherine placed a hand over her heart, just thinking about it.

“There is?” Alinor’s eyebrows were raised with disbelief. “Other than his recent bout of verse mood blockage, I have rarely seen Bolthor sad of spirit.”

“Oh, ’tis there, of that I am certain. No doubt due to the tragic death of his wife and daughters.”

“What?” Alinor and Eadyth exclaimed as one.

“In all the years I have known Bolthor, ne’er have I met a wife or daughter, or heard mention of such,” Alinor mused.

“’Twas a long, long time ago, and apparently their manner of death was soul searing.”

“Hmmm.” Eadyth put a fingertip to her mouth in contemplation. “It makes sense, though. ’Tis not normal for a Viking man to go unwed for so long.”

“Do not mention it to anyone,” Katherine cautioned. “If he has kept it secret, he must not want others to know.”

“And yet he told you,” Alinor said, also with a forefinger tapping her closed lips.




“Of course, I am no longer a young woman, and I now know that appearance is the least important attribute for a husband, but, by the saints! The man is bone-melting handsome.” Katherine nigh swooned just picturing Bolthor in her mind.

“Good Lord!” Alinor remarked.

“Yea, Bolthor most definitely must be the one for you.” Eadyth patted Katherine on the hand.

“That settles it. We must needs come up with a plan,” Alinor added.

“I thought you already had a plan . . .
Bolthor’s Bride,” Katherine said.

“Yea, but now that we have settled on exactly who that bride will be, we must needs have a new plan to snare the man, without his realizing that he is being snared.”

“I see,” Katherine said, though she truly did not. “Keep in mind, Bolthor says he will not wed again.”

Alinor and Eadyth both laughed.

“What?”

“Surely you know that smart women know how to change a man’s mind,” Alinor explained.

“They do?” Katherine felt out of her depth with these two wily women. “How?”

“First off, you must avoid Bolthor, but not be out of sight. Let him see you with other men. Let him think you are interested, or even intimate, with other men.” This was Alinor’s advice. “Men always want what they cannot have.”

“It sounds so . . . devious.”

“Hah! I pretended I was a witch one time,” Alinor said. “Now that is devious.”

“That is nothing. I pretended to be dead.” Eadyth laughed in remembrance. “Believe you me, that brought Eirik to heel in an instant. Then, too, I pretended to be an aged crone before that.”

Not to be outdone, Alinor said, “I tied Tykir to a chair, by his own hair. Naked.”

“But do not think that women are the only ones to play this game. Eirik told me one time that the best way for a woman to make a man’s staff stand to attention was for her to stand on her head, naked.”

Alinor hooted her opinion of that lackwit theory.

Katherine clicked her mouth shut when she realized she was gaping.

“You must learn to tease, subtly,” Alinor suggested. “By dress, for example.” She pinched in the waist of Katherine’s gunna, then showed her how to pleat the fabric just up to and under her breasts so that her waist, the flare of her hips, and her bosom were outlined.




“I would appear wanton.” Katherine had never dressed in such a provocative manner. Why would she? She had been wed more times than she would have chosen, to men she would as soon repel as attract.

“That is the point,” Eadyth said. “But not in a blatant manner. Tease, but do not flaunt.”

Katherine let out an exhale of frustration, not sure if she could manage this game of seduction.

“That is not all,” Alinor went on.

Wonderful!

“When you do come into his presence, by accident, brush against him, then blush and apologize profusely,” Alinor suggested.

“She could even touch him in passing . . . his thigh, a buttock, even his manpart,” Eadyth added.

“Yea, that would be good.”

“How subtle would that be?” Katherine observed.

“Believe me, you could do it in such a way as to appear by chance,” Alinor said. “Stand over here, Eadyth, and pretend you are Bolthor. We will demonstrate.”

Eadyth stood stiff as a board, frowning, while Alinor brushed past her, carrying a bundle of linens that she almost dropped, but in the process of balancing herself, let her fingertips brush across the groin area. Immediately, she said, “My apologies, Bolthor,” and batted her eyelashes innocently.

Several other scenarios were played out. Alinor being pushed against Bolthor in a crowd and “accidentally” grabbing his buttock. “Bolthor” reaching for a sweetmeat on her tray, which she jerked at the last second, causing his hand to caress her breast.

“Of course, if all else fails, bed the man, good and well,” Eadyth advised.

“There is one bedsport trick I have learned,” Alinor said, “which is guaranteed to make a man’s eyes roll back in his head.”

Eadyth and Katherine were all ears, not to mention a few of the passing maids.

In the end, they were all laughing like lackwits.

Bolthor did not stand a chance.

Katherine hoped.




Viking men aren’t as dumb as you might think . . .

Watching from across the room where they were cleaning their weapons, Eirik and Tykir said as one, “Uh-oh!”

“Methinks you are in big trouble, Bolthor,” Eirik elaborated.

“Huh? Why me?”

“My wife has that sly look in her eyes,” Tykir noted. “That usually means she is up to no good . . . especially regarding men . . . or me in particular.”

“Why is it not you this time?” Bolthor asked.

“Because it is Katherine they are advising, and everyone knows that Katherine wants you.” Eirik continued polishing his sword as he spoke.

“Everyone does not know that,” Bolthor protested, putting aside the long knife he had been honing with a hand-held whetstone. “She is considering the merits of every unattached male here.”

“Keep telling yourself that.” Tykir laughed at what he must consider Bolthor’s naiveness. He tested the sharpness of his sword by slicing a thin sliver off the edge of the table.

“Did I ever tell you my ‘Ode to Sly Women’?”

Tykir groaned before catching himself. “You have certainly gotten over your verse mood famine,” he grumbled.

“Perchance Katherine is the cause of his new wordiness,” Eirik teased.

“Hear one and all, this is the ‘Ode to Sly Women’,” Bolthor began.

Most men think they are so smart


And indeed they are,


But put them in a room with women,


And all wit goes out the smoke hole.


Women are sly and not above tricks


When it comes to catching a man.


Beware of swaying hips, jiggling breasts,


Bouncing backsides, slippery tongues,


Proffered kisses, lewd talk, sloe eyes,


Sweet scented skin, low-cut gunnas,


Exposed ankles . . . 


Tykir cut him off with a laugh. “Well, you certainly covered all points with that poem. In truth, it caused my juices to boil. Methinks I will go drag Alinor to our bedchamber and see how sly she can be.”




“Good idea, brother,” Eirik said.

They both got up, their weapon care forgotten.

Bolthor was left alone to stare across the hall at the sly woman who was deliberately not trying to seduce him.






  


Chapter Three
 

Oops, they did it again . . .

Two sennights here at Dragonstead, two days till Christmas, and Katherine felt as if she was making no progress in her hunt for a new husband.

Katherine was in the storage room gathering supplies for Alinor, the first private moment she’d had since her arrival. If Bolthor did not soon offer some encouragement, she would have to direct her attentions elsewhere. Despite all of Alinor and Eadyth’s claims to the contrary, there were some men who were just not seduceable.

Wearily, she began to climb up the ladder to the high shelf. With a basket dangling from one arm, she began to gather candles of all sizes smelling of bees wax and soaps scented with cloves, roses, even mint. Mayhap she was distracted by all her sniffing because she had not heard Bolthor enter the room, not even the door slamming behind him.

“Milady! What do you up there?” Bolthor asked with dismay.

She jerked up, the ladder teetered, and she fell, arms flailing, with soap and candles flying everywhere. Luckily, Bolthor was there to break her fall. But he was caught off guard, too, and fell backwards, taking her with him to the hard dirt floor.

“I was fetching candles and soap,” she said.

“I was fetching more wine,” he said at the same time.

And they both realized in the same instant how close they were. Katherine closed her eyes to prevent herself from lowering her face even more so that their lips would meet.

She moaned.

Or was it Bolthor?

Bolthor’s hands cupped her face, and he was drawing her mouth down to his. Down, down, down, her head descended bit by bit. A white heat passed through her body, from her brain to her breasts and woman’s place, and most definitely her lips that yearned for his touch.




It was a molding, changing kiss of many patterns. At first. But then, it was not so gentle. He became rapacious, forcing her mouth open with his thrusting tongue. Wet and noisy, they went at each other like starved souls. He sucked her tongue into his mouth. She nipped his bottom lip.

“Katherine, Katherine, Katherine,” he said once when he dragged his mouth from hers. His hot breath fanned her face.

In truth, every little thing he did, even staring at her, fanned her woman flames, making her yearn for something she had ne’er experienced before. “Do not stop. For the love of Mary, do not stop,” she said, forcing him to resume the kiss.

He groaned. “So long, it has been so long.” Then he rolled over so she was on the bottom. Somehow her legs had parted, and he lay cradled against her hips with his manpart aligned with her womanpart.

A ripping sound, and she saw the front of her gunna torn and her bare breasts exposed to his feasting eyes and exploring fingers and then his suckling mouth. She did not care. Keening, she arched her hips up with a pulsing pleasure that was so intense it was almost pain. What started as a tingling between her legs soon turned into a knot of overwhelming desire, a desire that pulled and twisted deep inside.

Her hands dug into his shoulders. Not satisfied, her arms wrapped around him, hands sweeping over his back and waist, even his buttocks, wanting so much, wanting him even closer than he already was. “Please,” she kept saying, and she knew not what she was pleading for.

“You are so sweet. My sweet Katherine,” Bolthor was saying in between kisses and hot caresses.

His hands reached down and swept the hem of her gunna higher, then higher. He gasped then. “You are wearing no undergarments, Katherine,” he accused, as if she did not already know that. “In this cold and drafty keep?”

Blushing, she informed him, “I washed my small clothes this morn. They are drying in my bedchamber.”

More information than the man needed, but she did not want him to think she had planned this meeting and came prepared. Which she would have if she’d thought of it.

He was fumbling with the ties of his braies, then she felt his naked staff at her woman’s portal. But did he enter her then? Nay. Instead, he spread her legs wider and stared at her, down there. Satisfied with what he saw, he used a forefinger to flutter against a part of her she had not even known existed. She started to scream at the intensity of pleasure that erupted, but he caught her scream with his mouth and resumed deep tongue kissing.




His hands grabbed her knees, spread her yet wider, pushed her ankles up nigh to her buttocks, and then he entered her with a deep, long thrust. And all the while, he continued to flutter her down there. Rocking her gently. She saw stars behind her closed eyelids.

Her woman’s sheath was convulsing around his staff as he began long, slow strokes, in and out, in and out. Once she reached one plateau of inner spasms, new ones started. Over and over, she was peaking. If she were not so dazed by everything that was happening, she might have been embarrassed, but she could no more stop what was happening, or want to, than stop the sun from rising or the winds from blowing.

This went on for what seemed like forever, the strokes becoming shorter and harder, punishing almost, but then Bolthor made a raw sound deep in his throat, arched his neck back, his good eye closed, and slammed into her one last time, spilling his seed inside her molten channel.

As he lay panting on her in the aftermath, smaller and smaller clasps of her inner muscles continued till she too lay panting and well-sated.

Finally, when he raised his head to stare down at her, the expression on his face already turning bleak, she put a fingertip on his mouth and said, “I did not plan this, Bolthor. No matter what you may think of me, I did not set out deliberately to seduce you in here.” Mayhap, outside, in other parts of the keep, but not in here.

He shook his head. “’Twas my fault. A mistake, but still my mistake. I should have had more control over—”

“Nay! Do not demean this beautiful thing that happened betwixt us. Leastways, it was beautiful for me.”

“Me, too,” he said, but he did not appear happy about that fact. And he especially did not appear happy when that soft part of him that was still inside her began to grow not so soft.

She whimpered, wanting to move against him to indicate how much she wanted him again, but knowing he would resist yet another “mistake.”

Instead, he groaned and traced her bottom lip with the pad of his thumb. “May the gods save me! I cannot resist you.” With those words, he made love to her again, and this time it was slow and deliberate and very, very pleasurable. More and more, she was thinking that she and Bolthor were well-matched.

But what would tomorrow bring?




Dumb men say dumb things . . .

He avoided her all that day and the next.

In return, a confused and disappointed Katherine also avoided him, as did her children, except for five-year-old Luke, who approached him once when his mother was helping Alinor in the kitchen. “Mother says we must not bother you anymore. Do we bother you?”

Bolthor tousled the boy’s hair and said, “Nay, you do not bother me, but you must needs obey your mother.”

The boy walked away, feet dragging with dejection, and Bolthor felt lower than a troll.

Something needed to be done. So, he pulled Katherine aside after the evening meal. “We must talk,” he said.

“Must we?” the stubborn wench replied, pulling her arm out of his grasp.

“About yesterday.”

She arched her eyebrows, not about to make this easy for him.

“I have always taken precautions with women.” Spilling his seed outside the body was not a perfect method, but better than none. “I did not with you. You must tell me if there are . . . consequences.” The minute the words left his mouth, he knew he’d misspoken.

“Consequences?” she nigh shrieked. “Is that what they are calling babes these days?”

“Shhhh.” He tried to pull her farther along the corridor where no one could overhear.

Once again, she wrenched her arm away from him. “Know this, you fool, if there are consequences, I will take care of them myself, just as I have handled every other consequence in my life. Do not worry yourself that I will makes claims on you.”

He wanted to apologize for his ill-chosen words. He wanted to say how much her giving herself to him mattered. He wanted to tell her that he might just want her to make claims on him. He wanted to tell her so much.

But he did not, and that was his biggest mistake of all.

Was it Christ in the manger, or dog in the manger . . . ?

By Christmas Eve, Katherine had given up on Bolthor, and that meant that she truly needed to find another mate amongst those here for the yule celebration at Dragonstead.

A wild boar and two haunches of venison were roasting on spits for the feasts to come. Not to mention twenty chickens from Wickshire. The cook and scullery maids had worked since dawn to prepare a wide assortment of foods and delicacies . . . and to kill and pluck all those chickens. The great hall smelled of evergreen boughs that had been arranged on walls, mantles, and tabletops. Women, married and not, herself included, were kissed numerous times under the mistletoe that had been hung over every doorway. Musicians played lutes. Young maidens sang.




It was a merry, joyous time. Except for Katherine, who was beginning to feel desperate. She could not think about Bolthor and what had happened betwixt them. How could he disregard that bond that she at least knew they shared? Much as she believed that they were fated to be together, she did not have the liberty of time to convince him. As soon as a longship could travel through the fjord, she would be traveling back to Britain . . . and to the king’s orders, whatever they might be.

Taking a long drink of mead from her cup, she turned to her dining companion on her right, Finn Finehair. Of all the unmarried men she had met thus far, he was her first choice . . . after Bolthor. “Do you have a home here in the Norselands?” she inquired.

He shook his head. “I come from Jorvik. My father was a Viking merchant, but my mother was of good Saxon stock. I grew up on a small property of my mother’s outside the trading town. My sister and her family reside there now.”

Hmmm. That made him an even better choice than some Vikings. He would not be averse to living in Britain. “Have you ever wed? Do you have children?” Katherine blushed at being blunt in her questions. “Forgive me. You do not need to answer. Betimes I am too curious.”

“Not at all,” he said, stroking his too perfect mustache. His hair was black and long with colored beads woven into some of the strands, matched by an impeccably trimmed mustache and a short beard that he had trained into a fork. With no stray eyebrow hairs bridging his nose, with teeth as white as snow, with fingernails clipped and clean, she could very well believe the rumor that he also clipped his chest and manhairs. “I have ne’er been married, though I was betrothed at one time. Sweet Millicent died afore the wedding of a lung fever. And I have no children that I know of.”

“Let us be frank,” she said then, deciding that ’twas best to be honest up front, “I am in need of a husband. I have four sons and three small estates that need protection and coin to replenish their stores. They . . . we . . . would be a good investment for the right man.”




He threw his head back and laughed. “Ah, Katherine my dearling, I do love a woman who speaks her mind.”

“And?”

“I might be interested, but when I wed, it will be for life. I would want a wife who offers me other things as well.”

“What mean you?”

“I want a bed partner, as well as a business partner.”

“Oh.” She felt her face heat again. “I think I could provide that.” Especially since her introduction yesterday to the pleasures that could be had in bedsport.

“But in return I must tell you I am excellent in the bedsport.”

Even if he does say so himself. Stop it, Katherine. Stop being so picky.

“It is all in the mustache,” he elaborated.

“Huh?”

He grinned and twirled the ends of his mustache. “Bristly hair. Friction down there.” He glanced pointedly at her lap.

Oh, good Lord! Once she was able to speak without laughing, she teased, “Actually, I might want to test those waters for myself. Men can be disappointments in that arena as well as women, you know.”

Finn laughed again, then whispered in her ear, “Well said, milady.” Then he kissed her. Right there in front of one and all.

As far as kisses went, it was more than passable. In fact, before being kissed by Bolthor, she would have said it was superior. His breath was fresh, his lips talented in shaping hers, his tongue a gentle intrusion into her mouth. When he pulled away, he smiled at her and put an arm around her shoulder, tugging her against his side. “I think we may very well suit, milady. But a man cannot be too sure. Will you come to my bed furs tonight? To test the waters, so to speak.”

She shook her head. “Not yet. I need to proceed cautiously. In deep waters,” she added with a laugh, but what she really meant was that she needed to make sure she was not with child. Not that she would then go to Bolthor if she was, but it would be dishonorable to Finn to bring another man’s babe into his bed furs.

“Is it Bolthor?”

“Nay, it is not.” Not anymore.

He nodded. “I will wait then, but not too long, sweetling. I am a virile man.”

And full of himself. This is not a man who would be faithful to a wife, much as he proclaims marriage for life and wanting a good sex partner. Can I be satisfied with that if he protects my home and my children?




To seal their near-pact, she leaned up and kissed him lightly. She could tell that her initiative surprised and delighted him.

It was only then that she noticed Bolthor glaring at them from the next table. He had no right, of course, but even so, she knew how she would feel if he sat there kissing another woman.

So she just shrugged, as if to say to him, The die is cast.

Bolthor stood.

She cringed.

Someone yelled, “Give us a saga, Bolthor. Ha, ha, ha!”

Bolthor appeared about to say something rude to the man who had clearly drunk too much mead. But then he just turned on his heels and left the hall.

Did she hit the nail on the head, or what . . . ?

On the afternoon of Christmas day, Katherine came up to Bolthor where he was playing the board game hnefatafl with Tykir and Eirik.

“May I speak with you for a moment?” she inquired with extreme politeness.

Tykir and Eirik grinned at her too-cordial tone and Bolthor’s obvious discomfort.

“Excuse me. I will be right back.” Now, why did he say that he would be right back? Katherine would no doubt take that as an insult, as if she were not worthy of more than a little of his time. He who was supposed to be an expert with words was certainly making a mess of them lately.

When they had stepped a short distance away, she turned abruptly and told him. “You have no reason for concern. There will be no babe.”

Bolthor blinked his one eye repeatedly to stem the tears that welled there suddenly. He had not realized how much he had wanted his seed to take in her. Then he would have had an excuse to break the vow. How pathetic was that?

“Not being pregnant . . . that is good, is it not?” He reached a hand out and caressed her cheek.

She shoved his hand away. There were tears in her eyes, too.

“Is it to be Finn then?”

“Mayhap.”

“Be careful.”

“Whether I am careful or not is no longer your concern, if it ever was.”




“I do care.” More than care, truth be told.

She said a one-word obscenity that her husbands had no doubt used on occasion.

He grinned, not at the word, but at her embarrassment over having said it aloud.

“I wish you well, Katherine. I really do.” Even if it feels as if a vice is squeezing my heart.

She shrugged. “Some of us must make our paths ourselves. Some of us do not have the freedom to wallow in the pain of our pasts.”

He inhaled sharply. “I do not do that.”

“Methinks you have been using that vow as a shield from life’s blows much too long. But I cannot help you there. Good-bye, Bolthor.”

And she walked away.






  


Chapter Four
 

The best laid plans of mice and conniving women . . .

It was late Christmas night, and most everyone was asleep . . . on pallets, in sleep closets, on the sweet rushes, in the few separate upper bedchambers. All except Alinor, Eadyth and their husbands, who were sipping at mugs of mead after a long yule celebration which would go on till the new year.

“They are behaving like idiots,” Alinor said.

“They need our help,” Eadyth said.

“What’s wrong with Finn Finehair?” Eirik wanted to know.

Eadyth slapped her husband’s hand that was reaching for her bottom, yet again. “Nothing, but he is not right for Katherine.”

“Didst know that Bolthor was married at one time and lost his wife and little girls in some tragic manner?” Alinor asked Tykir.

He nodded. “He mentioned it once a dozen and more years ago, and never since.”

“And?” Alinor prodded.

“And nothing. He told me they died.”

“And you did not ask how or when or any details about them?”

Tykir looked at Alinor with horror. “Why would I do that?”

“Because we might have a clue as to why he has never married again.” Alinor spoke slowly to her husband as if he were thick-headed and dull-witted. Then, she addressed Eadyth. “How like a man! Tykir could spend hours talking with a passing traveler and say naught but that the man came from Hedeby and is a trader in Baltic amber, whilst I could spend five minutes with the same man and tell you his name, if he is wed, how many children he has, what is the latest fashion in Britain these days, and the price of dried venison in the Rus lands.”

Tykir winked at Eirik, as if to say, Women!

Eirik shook his head fiercely from side to side. “I do not think we should interfere in Bolthor’s love life.”

“I think we must interfere, husband,” Eadyth insisted, an odd light of warning in her eyes.




Eirik of the straying hands was no fool. He knew that particular look meant behave or get no bedplay. “Can we go to our bed furs now, Eadyth?”

“Yea, Alinor, let us follow. I have a yen to have my yule log stoked.” Tykir yawned widely.

“Stoked or stroked?” Eirik asked.

“Same thing.” Tykir shrugged.

“Tykir! I swear you get cruder by the day.” Alinor chastised her husband, but her dancing eyes told a different story.

“We must needs come up with a plan to get Bolthor and Katherine away somewhere together for an extended time so they may sort things out themselves,” Eadyth said.

“Uh-oh!” Tykir and Eirik exclaimed as one.

“Like that time you and I were locked in your bedchamber here, Tykir,” Alinor reminded her husband.

“I was the one who locked us in,” Tykir proudly proclaimed.

“But I was the one who tied you to a chair with your hair, naked,” Alinor added gleefully.

Tykir did not look one bit embarrassed, even when his brother asked him for details.

“Won’t Finn be upset about losing Katherine?” Eadyth asked no one in particular.

“Hah! Introduce him to that new maid with the swishing arse, and he will forgive you anything,” Tykir said, then immediately realized he had fallen into their trap.

Alinor laid out a plan then. When she was done, the two women were smiling with satisfaction, and the two men had their faces in their hands with dismay.

Bolthor and Katherine were in for a big surprise.

Nudity: nature’s aphrodisiac . . .

Two days later, Katherine awakened in the middle of the night to the luxury of a warm bed in a guest bedchamber. This rare extravagance of sleeping alone in a bed without worry for her children was a much-appreciated gift from her friend Alinor.

The fire had died down, and despite sleeping in the nude, Katherine was not cold, having furs both above and below her body. She stretched and was about to turn over and return to sleep when she heard a muffled sound on the other side of the small room. That must be what had awakened her.




She lit a candle and stood, uncaring of her nudity. It was probably a mouse rustling the floor rushes.

“Eeeeek!”

It was not a mouse. It was Bolthor. A naked Bolthor, who had been gagged and stripped bare and trussed like a chicken. The only thing he wore was his eye patch.

“What . . . what are you doing here?” she squeaked out, diving for a bed fur to cover herself.

“Mofghxpt,” was his answer. She assumed it meant, “Untie me.”

She searched for her bed rail, but could not find it. In fact, her gunna, under garments, hose and every other cloth were missing as well. With foreboding, she wrapped a huge bed fur around her and walked over to Bolthor. Trying her best not to look at his nudity and hold onto her bed furs, it took her an uncommon long time to untie the cloth that had been used to gag him.

“Will you drop the bloody fur and untie me, for Thor’s sake?” he demanded immediately. “At this rate, I will be a gray-beard afore I am free. And frozen into an icicle.”

“Do not yell at me.” Oh, my heavens! Is his dangly part really that big? And why is it moving? Is that the icicle he is referring to?

“I will do more than bloody damn yell if you do not forsake bloody damn modesty and untie these bloody damn ropes.”

“You don’t have to swear at me.” Katherine did, in fact, drop the fur and work on his ties, but first she ordered, “Do not look at my body.”

His only reply was a snort.

When he was free, the first thing Bolthor did was stomp to the door. It was locked. He banged on it and hollered, “Open this bloody damn door.” That appeared to be a favorite expression of his. Bloody damn. No one responded, even though he kept at it for at least a half hour and had probably awakened everyone in the keep.

“Is this someone’s idea of a jest?” Katherine asked from under the bed furs where she was burrowed once again.

“Look at this.” Bolthor was walking around the room, resigned for now to being imprisoned with her. “There’s enough firewood to last for days. And food. And ale. And there’s a chamber pot behind that screen. We could be kept here—”

“—for days,” Katherine squeaked out.

Bolthor stood at the foot of the bed, hands on hips, glaring at her. “Did you plan this?”




At first Katherine didn’t hear what he had said, her mind too dazed by seeing the giant of a man standing before her, his manpart and everything else fully exposed . . . and BIG. And scars . . . Blessed Lord . . . the man was covered with long-healed battle wounds, including one long one which ran from his breastbone across his abdomen and belly and down to the opposite hip. Just missing that BIG part.

“Could you spare some time from ogling my body to answer my question, wench?”

“Huh?” She raised her eyes to his blazing one.

“I asked if you planned this.”

“Planned what?”

He growled and swept a hand to encompass the two of them and the locked door. “Everyone saw you and Alinor and Eadyth plotting some mischief. Is this your plan for trapping me into wedlock?”

“You are an idiot!” She sat up straight, pulling the bed furs up to her shoulders. “You are an insulting, vain, arrogant son of a toad.” She could see by his flushed face that he was reconsidering his insinuation, but she was not about to let him apologize. “In truth, how do I know that you did not plan this?”

“Why would I?”

“Mayhap you are jealous of Finn.”

“Why would I be jealous of Finn?”

She shrugged. “His mustache?”

He frowned. “Why would I envy his ridiculous mustache?”

She repeated what Finn had told her about mustaches and pleasuring a woman’s nether parts.

Bolthor’s one eye about bugged out.

“Or you may be jealous because Finn and I are practically betrothed.”

He bit his bottom lip to prevent himself from saying something rash . . . or more rash than he already had. “Practically? Why have you not announced your betrothal already? Just so you know, a Viking man does not consider himself wed-locked until the vows are spoken and the maidenhead breached.”

Oooh, the coarseness of the brute! “I want to test his skills in the bed furs first.” I cannot believe I said that. Truly, this man is irksome beyond belief. He makes me say the most outrageous things. But she was not about to back down.

“Finn is not for you.”

“That is not for you to say.” Especially when you are standing there with your dangly part undangly and pointing at me.




“I am only trying to be helpful.”

“Pffff!” Hide that . . . that . . . thing. That would be helpful.

“If you would listen to logic—”

“Can you not cover yourself?”

“With what?”

“I do not care. Your hands.”

A slow grin crept over his lips, a grin she refused to succumb to. “They are too small.”

At first she did not understand. When she did, she said, “You are demented!”

“Move over,” he said then, approaching the side of the bed.

“Why?”

“Because if I am going to be locked in here, at least I can get some sleep.”

“You are not sleeping in this bed with me.”

“Wouldst care to make a wager on that, milady? There is nowhere else to sleep.”

“Sleep on the floor.”

“I have an idea. You sleep on the floor, and I will sleep in the bed.”

“You are not being chivalrous.”

“Chivalry is for foolish Saxon knights. Vikings prefer action. Like this.” In a blink, he had the top fur flipped off of her, shoved her roughly to the other side, slipped his giant body in, then covered them both. He faced away from her sputtering self.

When he remained silent for a long time, she asked in a small voice, “Why are you being so hateful?”

“Go to sleep.”

“I mean, I had naught to do with this nonsense.”

“Go to sleep.”

“Where did you get that big scar?”

“Go to sleep.”

“Do you have a home?”

“Go to sleep.”

“What have I done to merit such ill-favor?”

With a snarl of disgust, he rolled over and glared at her. “What have you done? I will tell you what you have done. You have turned my life upside down. First, you set your sights on me for husband, against my will. Then you sic your children on me so I will feel guilty about abandoning them. Then you seduce me on the floor of the supply room. Then you attempt to lure me with jealousy.”




With each of his charges, her “Oh” of outrage rose louder and louder. Finally, she sat up, oblivious to the slipping bed fur, and shoved him hard, almost knocking him off the bed. “You blowhard! I ne’er seduced you. You seduced me. And a poor performance it was, too.”

“Hah! Those screams of yours were of pleasure, not outrage. You begged me for it, milady.” He stopped cold, gaping at her. “By the runes! You have pretty breasts. And a good size they are, too, especially when they are ripening for bedplay.”

“Good size? Ripening?” she sputtered, then looked down, saw her nipples hard and pointy with arousal. She had not realized she was getting aroused. With a cry of distress, she pulled the bed fur up again, plopped down, then turned away from the beast.

“What? Now you are angry because I give you a compliment.”

What strange land does he come from that he thinks “good size” and “ripening” breasts are words a lady wants to hear? “Do not speak to me ever again.”

“Mayhap I should write a poem about them. Yea, that is a good idea,” he said, completely ignoring her order not to speak. “Hear one and all, this is the ‘Ode to Katherine’s Breasts.’”

Once was a lady from Britain


With whom all the men were smitten.


She thought it was her land they coveted


But ’twas more like her body they wanted.


In truth, her nipples were tasty budlings


Red as a rose and hard for sucklings.


With breasts so pretty, like swollen peaches,


The lady had no trouble attracting male leeches.


“That was not funny.”

“It was not meant to be. Your breasts would tempt a priest to sin.”

A tingle of pleasure rippled through Katherine that he liked her breasts. “Speaking of priests, didst know that one is arriving within days from a nearby estate, once it stops snowing. Mayhap Finn and I will be married then.”

That shut up the irksome oaf.

But he had gotten the last word in, so to speak, because her nipples were indeed hard and aching for a good suckling.

The best kind of wake-up call . . .

Bolthor awakened in the middle of the night, refreshed from several hours of undisturbed sleep.




He should get up and put another log on the fire afore it died out, but it felt so warm and cozy under the bed furs. And a certain part of his body was liking Katherine’s body spooned up against his, one arm over his hip, her breath feathering against his back. Thank the gods he was on his own side of the bed, lest she awaken and accuse him of accosting her.

Carefully, he eased himself out of the bed and covered Katherine again, but not before taking a good long look at her naked body. A man would have to be half-dead not to want her, and he was nowhere near half-dead.

He placed another log on the fire, trying not to make noise and awaken the sleeping beauty. Then he went behind the screen and relieved himself in the chamber pot, hoping that would tamp down his thickening. It didn’t. Swishing some water about his mouth, he spat it out, then climbed into the far side of the bed, Katherine’s side, away from her tempting body which was hogging his side of the rush-filled mattress.

He slept, and this time awakened as dawn approached. His new predicament had him alternately smiling and grimacing. This time he was on his back, his arms thrown over his head. Katherine was snuggled up against him, with her face resting on his chest. But the worst thing . . . or best thing, depending on one’s perspective . . . was that her little hand was wrapped around his big cock . . . big, as in a very large thickening.

She was going to kill him if he did not wake her soon.

“Katherine,” he said softly.

“Hmmm.” She snuggled closer and her hand tightened.

His thickening thickened.

“Katherine, wake up, dearling.”

“Hmmm. What?” she murmured.

Her breath against his chest hairs also caused more thickening. Holy Thor! Did she just lick his nipple? He was going to explode soon with all this thickening and licking. ’Twould make a good poem, “Ode to a Norseman’s Thickening,” he thought with morbid, self-mocking humor.

He sensed the moment she awakened. It was a slow process. First, her eyelashes fluttered against his chest. Then, there was a small gasp. Then, her hand loosened on his cock. But, before she could leap away in shock, he grabbed her by the waist and lifted her up and over him so that she lay, breasts against chest, belly against belly, and her legs straddling his legs.




“I am so embarrassed,” she said, hiding her face.

He kissed the top of her head. “Do not be embarrassed, sweetling. It was my pleasure.”

She raised her head to stare at him. She had to be aware of his cockstand as it pressed insistently against her belly.

“This is a mistake,” she said.

“Or not.”

“You tempt me sorely, Bolthor, but if I do this thing again, I will be cutting my chances with Finn.”

He nodded.

“That is all? You nod, you say nothing?”

“My nod says it all.”

“In other words, so be it? I cut my ties with Finn, then hang in the wind, waiting for the remote chance that another good man will come along. If it were only me, I would have no qualms . . . leastways, no insurmountable qualms. But I have children to consider.”

“You missay me, Katherine. My nod did not mean what you said. It meant . . . um, surrender.”

She frowned and tried to shove away from him.

He held tight, kissing her cheek, her hair, her shoulder, even her fingertips, wherever he could reach and escape her slaps.

“Surrender to what, you fool?”

“To you.”

She stilled. “What does that mean?”

“It means I give up. You win. I am yours.”

“Am I supposed to be flattered by that non-proposal?”

“’Tis just a statement of fact. Every soldier knows when to pick his battles and when to recognize defeat.”

“I do not want to defeat you, Bolthor.”

“I know, but I am just a simple, confused man who is finally seeing the light, thanks to you.”

Hope sprang into her beautiful blue eyes. She was beginning to understand. “Say the words,” she demanded.

“I love you, Katherine of Wickshire. Will you be my wife?”

She gulped and blinked rapidly to stem her tears. “I love you, too, Bolthor, and yea, I will gladly be your wife.”

They kissed and kissed, before Bolthor rolled them over so that she was flat on her back gazing up at him. With a twinkle in his one eye, Bolthor asked in a sex-husky voice, “It’s about that mustache claim of Finn’s.”




She tilted her head to the side in question.

“Wouldst like to see what a true Viking can do . . . without the mustache?”

“Hmmm. I am not sure.”

He pinched her bottom.

“Oh, well, I guess I would.”

“And whilst I am there exploring, wouldst like to see if I can find the famous Viking S-spot?”

Her answer, when it came, was a gurgle of shock and pleasure.

Another Viking bites the dust . . .

Bolthor the Skald and Katherine of Wickshire were married by Father Ignatius on New Year’s Eve before the hearth at Dragonstead. Actually, it was a ceremony that combined both Christian and Viking rituals.

Tykir and Alinor stood as witnesses for Bolthor. Eirik and Eadyth were witnesses for Katherine. The bride was given away by her four sons, who had been smiling for days at the prospect of Bolthor for a father.

Katherine wore a magnificent white wool gunna covered with a scarlet surcoat, both embroidered with green acanthus leaves. The garment was lent to her by Alinor, who was noted for the fine wool she wove from her many sheep. She wore no jewelry except for a thin gold chain from which dangled a heart-shaped amber pendant, a bride-gift from her husband-to-be. Also as part of her bride gift, Bolthor had surprised both her and all attending by his wealth and generosity: Odin’s Lair, a small estate in Vestfold, a dozen chests of gold and amber from the days of amber hunting with Tykir, many ells of Samite silk, casks of wine, and pledges of fealty from two dozen hersirs.

Bolthor looked handsome in the brown tunic and braies that had recently been gifted to him by Tykir and Alinor. At his side was scabbarded his second-best, pattern-welded sword, “Blood Friend.”

For her groom gift to Bolthor, Katherine offered three estates in Northumbria, including Wickshire, all the meager furnishings, and two hundred chickens. She refused to explain the latter, except to Bolthor, who howled with laughter.

With one hand each on the hilt of his sword, Bolthor and Katherine linked their other hands. Tykir and Eirik recited together: “We declare ourselves witnesses that Katherine of Wickshire and Bolthor of Odin’s Lair, do bond themselves in lawful marriage. Do you both promise love, honor and fidelity as long as blood flows through your veins?”




They both said, “Yea.”

Then began the brudh hlaup or bride-running, which was difficult being indoors. Still, Katherine lifted her gown up to her knees and raced for the stairs leading to the bridal chamber, chased by her new husband who beat her by a mere few steps. Grinning, he laid his sword across the bottom of the doorframe. Once she stepped over it, they would be officially wed.

In true Viking style, he then whacked her across her buttocks with the broad side of the sword . . . just to show who would be the master in this marriage. It was a traditional Viking jest, trollish to be sure, but not really serious.

Tykir surprised everyone by composing a poem in honor of his good friend Bolthor. “Hear one and all, this is the story of ‘Bolthor the Thick-headed Warrior.’”

This is the story of the far-famed Bolthor.


Over the years did he sample many a whore.


A great berserker he was in battle,


But good women he could not break to saddle.


A shield he placed afore his heart.


But then, no one said that he was smart.


Lo and behold, along came Katherine.


Bolthor was old, but it was not too late.


She pulled, she pushed, she was a great tease.


But ne’er would she let him touch her woman’s fleece.


But then a wise man known as Tie-keer


Locked up the two lackbrains with a leer.


They swived, they fought, then swived some more.


This is the stuff of Viking folklore.


The moral of this saga is: Tup more, talk less.


Everyone thought Tykir would make a great skald. To which he said something that could not be repeated, not even in the midst of rowdy Vikings.

At the end of the evening, when the bride and groom had retired to their “honey moon” chamber, and the other guests were high on mead and good cheer, Tykir and Eirik sat with their wives, discussing this and that.




“Who do you think will be next?” Alinor inquired.

“Your twins?” Tykir said to Eirik and Alinor.

“Sigrud and Sarah,” Alinor agreed.

“Nay, they are too young,” Eirik protested fiercely of his twin daughters, the only children he and Eadyth had together.

Eadyth smiled, knowing they were eighteen, more than a marriageable age. Still, it would be more likely that Emma, Eirik’s daughter by another woman, at twenty-five, would be the more likely bride. However, Emma, who ran an orphanage in Jorvik, had a mind of her own and claimed to have no interest in men. That would change when the right man came along.

“Your son John,” Alinor said softly, taking one of Eadyth’s hands in both of hers. John was Eadyth’s illegitimate child. He was a handsome, brooding man of twenty-six who resided at Hawks’ Lair, almost a recluse. Everyone in the family worried about him. “Yea, we must make John our next project.”

Eadyth remained silent, but her eyes affirmed how much that would mean to her.

Eirik and Tykir just groaned.

Women! Viking men had found through the ages that they could not live with them, as evidenced by their long months a-Viking, but they for a certainty could not live without them.

Someone should warn John.

THE END

(Please continue reading for A Viking for Christmas)
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When my son Rob was a little boy, he asked, “Mommy, are Santa Claus and God the same person?”


“I like to think they are,” I said.


So, this book’s dedicated to Rob—my rebel—who tries so hard to be a “bad boy,” but will always be a Santa at heart.







  


Chapter One
 

Desperation makes for strange bedfellows . . .

Only winos and weirdos shopped at the Piggly Jiggly Supermarket after midnight. But tonight there was also a thirty-year-old desperate woman dressed as Santa Claus.

Correction. A thirty-year-old desperate woman dressed as Santa Claus, packing a forty-five in her pocket.

As she waited her turn at the service desk, Jessica Jones grimaced at the ludicrous situation she found herself in. It was the “Christmas Curse,” of course. For as long as she could remember, something really awful happened to her during the Christmas season.

She’d thought she was over the bad luck for this year when her fiancé, Burton Richards, dumped her two weeks ago, but uh-uh, the fix she found herself in now was even worse. A definite ten on the Christmas Curse Richter scale.

Jessica hitched up the wide belt beneath her sagging Santa stomach with determination. Like the old song goes, I’m not gonna take it anymore.

A very tall, broad-shouldered woman walked by, swishing her hips in a red nylon mini-dress—not a good choice for a cold Philadelphia winter. Clearly a male, the cross-dresser was probably a prostitute. She . . . he . . . smiled at Jessica and made a kissy sound through thickly painted lips. Criminey, Santa was being propositioned.

Jessica shook her head vehemently.

The hooker shrugged as if to say it was Santa’s loss and walked over to the cigarette rack.

Good grief!

An old man standing in front of her, waiting to have his welfare check cashed, turned and slurred out, “Wha’dja say?”

His boozy breath almost knocked Jessica over. Her knees were knocking together as it was, and her hands were shaking so badly she had to stuff them in her wide pockets. She shifted the pillow higher and felt with her right hand for the pistol nestled against her thigh. Help! This is not happening. “Nothing. Just get moving, okay?”




“Some grumpy Santa you are,” he muttered.

Her eyes darted about the area, casing the automatic exit doors a few feet away. She was the last person in line. The only other person nearby was a gorgeous guy with a long blond ponytail, leaning lazily against the wall, scratching off a lottery ticket. Amazingly, he wore a Santa Claus outfit, too, but his hat, beard, and wig were stuffed in his belt.

He resembled some kind of Norse god with his sculptured cheekbones and clear blue eyes. Thor never looked so good, even in a Santa suit. Norse god, Norse, rather North Pole . . . made sense, she supposed.

The Thor lookalike glanced over at her, gave her a quick once-over, and winked.

Darn! Caught smack dab in the middle of a leer! Her heated face probably matched her suit. Jessica lifted her chin haughtily and pretended she’d been looking at something else, like the bare wall behind him. Hah! Who am I fooling? And, Lordy, haven’t I had enough of womanizing egomaniacs in my life? I can’t believe I’m about to perform a criminal act, and I’m ogling some lech in costume.

Thor laughed.

She was about to snarl, but it was her turn at the service desk.

Taking a deep breath, she stepped forward. “Put up your hands. This is a stick-out,” she yelled in a too-shrill voice to the gum-chewing guy behind the counter whose name badge read “Frank Brown, Assistant Manager.” He gulped and swallowed his gum with a squeak.

Thor, who’d been studying his lottery ticket, peered up at her with faint interest through eyelashes that could double for brown feather dusters. Blond hair, brown lashes, nice! she thought with what was probably hysterical irrelevance. “Stick-up, baby. You mean stick-up,” he offered helpfully, his lips twitching with amusement.

“This is a stick-up, Frank,” she amended, brandishing her gun. Thank heavens the thing isn’t loaded, or I’d be in big trouble. Pointing the weapon at the smiling Santa, she ordered, “And don’t give me any of your lip, buster, or I’ll wipe you up, too.”

“Wipe out, not wipe up,” the long, tall Santa laughed.

His ridicule made her so mad she clenched her fingers over the gun, which, to her amazement, went off accidentally. And, holy cow, it shot a big hole in the Pepsi machine about three feet to the right of the jerk’s ear.




Her heart slam-dunked to her throat. Oh, no! Julio told me it wasn’t loaded. I even shot it once in the woods and nothing happened. It can’t have real bullets in it. It can’t.

She took another peek at the Pepsi machine. There was an opening the size of a baseball in the glass front. The bullets were real, all right. Oh, geez!

Frank screamed.

The hooker called out, “Way to go, big boy! Ho, ho, ho!”

And the Thor-Santa ducked.

Through her peripheral vision she saw a young girl at a cash register, a bag boy, and two customers throw themselves to the floor.

One man cried out, “Oh, God! This is probably one of those maniac postal workers taking us hostage. I’ll miss Christmas with my kids.” Then as an afterthought, he added, “Hallelujah!”

“Do you think we’ll make CNN News?” the female clerk asked. “Wouldn’t ya just know this would happen on a bad hair day?”

“Shit!” Thor exclaimed, his lottery ticket fluttering to the floor. “Are you nuts?”

Her heart was slowing down to a gallop. Okay, that was a close call, but I’m okay now. No serious damage. I can mail a check next week. Calm down. Pretending that her shot had been deliberate, she threw her shoulders back and aimed directly at the shivering assistant manager, being careful not to touch the trigger again. “You’re next, Frank, if you don’t give me my money.”

“An . . . anyth . . . anything you want,” Frank sputtered. He started to stuff bills into a cloth bag.

“No!” Jessica interrupted sharply. “Just thirty-nine ninety-five.”

“Wh-what?” Frank choked out.

Everyone was gawking at her like she was a psycho. She was, of course. “You heard me. Give me thirty-nine dollars and ninety-five cents. And make it quick. I’ve got an itchy thumb here.”

“Trigger finger, sweetheart,” the smirking Santa corrected again, snickering. “You gotta get the lingo right if you’re gonna follow a life of crime.”

She frowned in confusion.

“It’s an itchy trigger finger, not thumb,” he explained patiently.

“Thumb, trigger finger, big difference!” she said, waving her gun dismissively at him. “And stop interrupting me.”

“Hey, be careful where you aim that thing,” he growled, edging toward her. He probably planned to tackle her. Not a good idea when the curse was in motion.




“Stay where you are,” she warned, raising the revolver higher.

He stopped, eyeing her warily.

“Thirty-nine ninety-five!” Frank squealed. “Hey, I know who you are. You’re that whacko nun who came in here last week demanding her money back for a defective Buzzy Burp Bear.”

“I am not a
nun,” Jessica said weakly.

“Piggly Jiggly has a two-week refund policy,” Frank explained to the wino and Thor, “and the damn nun . . . I mean, the nun . . . had it for a month before she brought it back. Said it wouldn’t burp. Hah! She’d probably been playing it nonstop all that time and wore out its burp battery.”

“A nun?” the wino whimpered, backing away from her as if she had something contagious.

“I am not a
nun.”

“Hot damn!” the Santa-with-an-attitude whistled. “A holy bandit!”

“I am not a nun.”

“Clara . . . that’s your name, Sister Clara,” Frank chortled. “Boy, you are in big trouble, lady. I’m gonna report you to the police . . . and the Pope.”

“I’m not Clara, I tell you. I’m . . . I’m Clara’s hit guy.” She realized her mistake at once, and before Santa could pipe in, she corrected herself. “Hit man.” Then she added, “And I’m not in big trouble, because you owe me . . . I mean, Clara . . . the money for the stupid bear, and that’s not stealing. And I’m going to pay for the damage to the Pepsi machine. So there!”

“And here I thought I was gonna have a dull Saturday night. This is more fun than playing the lottery or doing laundry.”

Jessica gave the crud-that-would-be-a-Viking a withering appraisal. As if he had any difficulty filling his nights! He probably had women lined up with numbers. He probably drove a Porsche. He probably had a penthouse. He probably posed for centerfolds.

Unfortunately, she knew a few guys just like him; in fact, one of them had been her Christmas Curse six years ago. Except he’d looked like George Clooney with a paunch.

The guy’s arms were folded casually across his chest, and he grinned from ear to ear. Even with the padded Santa suit, she just knew he didn’t have a paunch.

“Give me my money,” she demanded, turning back to Frank as she felt the situation deteriorating around her. “I’m not leaving without my thirty-nine ninety-five, dammit.”




“Tsk-tsk, nuns aren’t supposed to swear,” Santa chided.

“Tell it to your reindeer, bozo.”

She had no choice then, she had to show she was in control. She aimed for the Little Debbie cupcake stand over to the left. Although she fired two shots, the second one came up blank. That must mean the gun was empty.

But, more important, instead of hitting Little Debbie, she winged the pyramid display of Buzzy Burp Bears. Immediately, brown fur flew everywhere as stuffed animals careened to the floor, and a chorus of bears began burping to the tune of “Jingle Bells.” It was a scene out of an I Love Lucy episode, or her worst nightmare.

Jessica groaned.

Everyone’s mouth dropped open in surprise, including the jerk Santa’s.

“Now . . . give . . . me . . . my . . . thirty-nine ninety-five,” she spat out evenly in her best Clint Eastwood voice, and tacked on in a gravelly rumble, just for effect, “or make my day.”

Frank didn’t hesitate. With quivering fingers he counted out the bills and coins and shoved them across the counter.

She put the money in her pocket and was about to leave when she saw a flash of dark blue race through the exit door. A security guard. Immediately, a loud alarm began to ring throughout the store. Oh, great! What should I do? What should I do?

Jessica tried to think what a genuine robber might do. A
hostage. I need a hostage. Quickly, Jessica scanned her possibilities: Frank, the wino, the cross-dresser, the sales clerk, the two customers, or Thor.

“You’re coming with me,” she yelled at good ol’ Thor.

“No, I’m not,” he said, backing up.

“Yes, you are. You’re my hostage.” She leveled her now-empty gun at him—first, at his chest, then lower. Yep, a guy like him would care more about protecting those assets than his heart. Her upper lip curled with disdain. “Listen, Mr. Viking Santa, I’m in the middle of my Christmas Curse, and I’d hate to see your dead body be my bad luck this year.”

“Curse?” Brad barked with disbelief. “You’re pulling a heist because of PMS?”

She blinked at him with confusion. “Oh, you idiot! Not that kind of curse. My Christmas Curse is the real kind—black magic, evil eyes, that sort of thing.”

“Give me a break!”




“Really. My parents died in an automobile accident on December twentieth when I was ten. The following yule season, I was in the foster home from hell. I broke my leg on Christmas Eve when I was twenty.”

“Coincidences.”

“Oh, yeah? Then how about the time my dog Fred impregnated a pedigree poodle at that fancy private kennel five years ago, even though he was fixed? That curse cost me a thousand dollars in legal fines.”

“Apparently Fred’s fix-job leaked.” His blue eyes twinkled with humor.

She sliced him a sneer of disgust. “I will never forget my Christmas-party blind date last year with the guy who arrived wearing a plaid hunting cap with ear flaps. The wheels of his pickup truck were so high I had a nosebleed for a week.”

“I once had a blind date with a girl who had tattoos on three-fourths of her body,” he contributed. “Does that qualify as a curse?”

“Quit stalling,” she ordered, realizing that he was trying to keep her talking until the police arrived. Even though she knew her bullets were gone, her hand still shook when she raised the gun in a threatening manner.

He said a foul word under his breath as his eyes darted to her trembling fingers. She could practically see the gears grinding in his chauvinistic brain. He was probably worrying about her panicking, or her fingers slipping.

Raising his arms above his head, he surrendered. “All right, all right, take it easy, babe. I’m all yours.” It was a real Kodak moment.

Actually, there was probably a security camera filming it for posterity. But she couldn’t think about that now. With the barrel of her pistol pressed into the back of the guy’s neck, she pushed him forward through the doors, yelling over her shoulder, “If anyone follows me, this creep is dead. Do you hear me?”

The creep looked at her over his shoulder and said, “Ho, ho, ho!”

Even Vikings get caught sometimes . . .

At first, Erik Thorsson had been amused by Dirty Harriet. But not anymore. He walked compliantly out of the grocery store, his arms upraised, a gun crammed into his nape, but he was really, really pissed. It was humiliating for a man of his background to be kidnapped by a dingbat Santa.

And he just knew that the six o’clock news tomorrow was going to have a stillframe from the security tape of Santa being taken hostage by Santa. The news media would make him the laughing stock of the country.




Erik could have taken the woman down in a flash . . . in the beginning . . . before she’d started ripping out bullets. Hell, he was a bodyguard. And he was wearing a bulletproof vest, having just come off of an assignment. It was his job to disarm potential political assassins or crazy celebrity fans. He’d been trained in the CIA and had done very well these past five years, thank you very much, operating his own private bodyguard business, “Watchdogs, Inc.”

But the worst danger in the security business was a looney-bird. And if a woman—who might, indeed, be a nun—dressed as Santa Claus, wielding a forty-five, ranting about Christmas Curses and robbing a supermarket for thirty-nine dollars and ninety-five cents wasn’t a looney-bird, he didn’t know what was.

It was all his sister’s fault, and he was going to tell her so, too . . .
if he was alive after tonight. He’d already rented the Santa outfit for his gig protecting Fancy Nancy, the hottest young rock star, at her concert today at the Wells Fargo Center in Philly. Fancy Nancy was being called the female Justin Beiber. After the concert, Ellie had talked him into playing the jolly ol’ fellow for her third graders’ Christmas party. It had seemed reasonable to zip on over to the elementary school where Ellie taught, and it had been fun, too.

Later they’d gone out for pizza and she’d berated him ad nauseam about the dismal state of his personal life. Too many women—“bimbos” was her exact word. No commitments. “How long are you going to mourn Ginny? She’s been dead five years.”

Then she started in on his biological clock ticking away with no children in sight. “Men don’t have biological clocks,” he’d pointed out.

“And you’ve got dirty laundry up the wazoo,” she’d added. Okay, she had a point about the laundry that had been stacked roof high in the back seat of his car before he hit the Laundromat tonight. And, yeah, for months now, he’d been just buying new packages of briefs and socks whenever he ran out. God bless Walmart! And who said T-shirts couldn’t be turned inside out in an emergency?

On and on, Ellie had ranted. So, she was responsible for his present predicament. If not for her nagging, he never would have come out at midnight to do his laundry and meet Ms. Psycho Santa.

“Where to, babe?” he asked with a sigh of resignation. “Where’d you park the sled?”




Ms. Santa hesitated, glancing toward a van hidden around the side of the mall behind a Dumpster. Emblazoned across its sides was the logo Clara’s House. Hell, she must be a for-real nun, like that Frank character said.

He immediately made a mental revision in his strategy. Taking the perp down at the first opportunity had been his original plan. He’d been unconcerned about whether the weird woman got hurt in the process.

But he couldn’t in good conscience risk taking out a nun. His sister would never forgive him. The news media would have a field day. His business would be shot to hell.

Besides, she was kinda cute.

“Where’s your car?” she asked, biting her full bottom lip—a nervous habit he’d noticed right from the start, which only called attention to her puffy, very kissable mouth. “The van’s too easy to follow. And stop jerking around so much. I don’t want to shoot you accidentally.”

“How about not-so-accidentally?”

“Don’t tempt me.”

Man, oh, man, she reminded him of one of those “Magic Eye” pictures. Once you saw the hidden image, you couldn’t stop looking at it. Her Angelina Jolie lips were like that. Now that his splintering brain registered how sensual her lips were, they drew his eyes like a magnet. Maybe I inhaled too many bleach fumes tonight.

“My
car’s over here,” he said, chastising himself silently for his wandering mind as he indicated a metallic gray Bronco across the empty parking lot, “but, listen, I left all my clothes in the dryer over at the Suds ’n Duds.” He pointed to the Laundromat down a little ways in the strip mall. “That’s why I was in the supermarket. I needed quarters for the machine, and that slimeball assistant manager at the supermarket wouldn’t give me any change unless I bought something. So I got a lottery ticket. Hey, I left my ticket back on the floor. Maybe I’m a millionaire. We should go back and check.” He was deliberately babbling away in hopes of diverting her attention so he could grab for the piece.

“Forget the clothes and the lottery ticket, buddy. This is more important.” She walked him over to the car with the forty-five still imbedded in his neck, too high for his lead corset to protect him.

“I hope you’ve got the safety clip on that gun,” he said.

“What’s a safety clip?”

He moaned.

“Don’t worry, I’m being careful.”

“Yeah, like you were careful with those farting bears.”




“Oh, you are so crude. They were burping bears.”

“Well, that’s better, of course. Did anyone ever tell you that you have incredible lips?”

She blinked at him as a current of electricity seemed to ricochet between them. “Oooh, you are smooth. And the answer is yes. My Christmas Curse eleven years ago.”

“Huh?”

“Larry the Lizard told me I had a sexy mouth. That was just before he slept with my best friend, Alice.”

“I wouldn’t sleep with your best friend,” he vowed. “I’d rather—”

“Get serious.” They were on the driver’s side of the car. “Now, slowly, I want you to take out your keys and open the front and back doors.” When he did as ordered, she told him to get in the driver’s seat. “I’ll sit behind you where I can aim my gun right at your head.”

“Puh-leeze!” Erik frowned. This is not good. He’d been hoping she would sit in the passenger seat where he could more easily grab for the weapon . . . or his own rod on the floor under the driver’s seat.

“What’s that thing?”

Oh, damn! Her eyes had homed in on the tip of his revolver peeking out like a beacon.

“Move back,” she demanded, training her firearm on his face while she leaned down and picked up his gun gingerly between a thumb and forefinger. For a moment, he saw fear flash in her eyes. “Are you a crook or something?”

He couldn’t help grinning. “You mean like you?”

“No, not like me, you jerk. I mean a real crook. A bank robber, or a rapist, or a murderer.”

He shook his head. “I’m not a bad guy. Well . . . uh . . . I’m not all that good, either, but—”

“Shut up,” she snapped, motioning him into the car.

He slid behind the wheel. “Testy, are we?”

She scurried into the back seat, immediately positioning her gun with a bead on his unprotected skull, the whole time muttering about Jeffrey Dahmer and Freddie Kruger.

“How ’bout lowering the gun, darlin’? I’d hate to get my hair mussed.”

She started to comply.

That’s it, honey.
Put my metal undershirt in your cross-hairs.

She changed her mind when she realized his back was pressed against the seat. “Just drive.”




He was easing the Bronco out of the parking lot when he saw a police car, bubblegum light flashing, pull in front of the Piggly Jiggly. The two officers who got out didn’t seem in any big hurry. They probably thought it was a routine shoplifting.

“Where to?” he asked, slanting the woman a glimpse over his shoulder. She was biting her bottom lip in concentration.

Those lips again.

“Just head down the highway. I have to think.”

That would be a refreshing change. “You could probably take off your disguise now,” he advised. He’d like to get a better look at her. All he’d been able to see thus far were high cheekbones, a light sprinkling of freckles over a slightly upturned nose, and big, big brown eyes. She was probably a redhead, if her eyebrows were any indication. He hoped she was ugly, so his wandering lust would come to a halt. Even so, he wondered what kind of body she hid under that Santa costume.

But then he immediately brought himself back to reality. Why the hell should I care? I know my personal life is going down the toilet lately, but this is the pits. I’m having impure thoughts about a nun with PMS?

“Geez, watch the road,” she shrieked as he almost drove onto the berm. Luckily there wasn’t much traffic. “And I’m not taking off my disguise . . . yet.”

Yet? “Why not?” he asked suspiciously.

“Pay attention and drive faster,” she commanded, ignoring his question. When they’d traveled a few miles, she told him to turn right onto a rural road. After a prolonged silence, she added, “So if you’re not a crook, how come you have a gun?”

“I’m a bodyguard.”

“A bodyguard!” she exclaimed. “Like Kevin Costner?”

“Yep! Except that women say I favor Brad Pitt.” He cast a sidelong glance at her over his shoulder and jiggled his eyebrows. Women loved it when he did that.

“You are about the same age as Brad Pitt, I suppose.”

“Hey, I’m not that old. Brad Pitt must be close to fifty. I’m only thirty-five. How old are you?” Boy, see if I waste my eyebrow jiggle on you again!

“Thirty, and believe me, I feel pretty darn old sometimes.”

“Thirty? Old? No way! Back to me—” he said.

She made a rude sound of disgust and mimicked, “Back to me . . . ”

“What’s that snort supposed to mean?”

“Men. Everything always comes back to them. And I don’t snort.”

“Are you trying to say I’m vain?”




She snorted again, and it was a snort, no matter what she claimed.

“Just because I’m in my prime?”

“And because you think you look like Brad Pitt. A younger Brad Pitt.”

“You’ve got a real attitude problem, lady. Anyhow, it’s true, I have been told that I resemble Brad Pitt in Legends of the Fall.”

“More like that county singer Blake Shelton, back when he had a mullet.”

“I do not have a mullet.” Affronted, he gritted his teeth and stared straight ahead. Now that he thought about it, he had noticed a few extra hairs in his brush lately. It took iron willpower not to touch his brow, just to check for a receding hairline.

He tilted the rear view mirror so he could see her face and noticed her smiling . . . at his expense. Was he that transparent? Or narcissistic? Probably.

“If you’re really a bodyguard, show me some proof. Do you even have a license for this firearm?” She pointed to his revolver which lay, outside his reach, on the far side of the back seat.

“Yeah, in the glove compartment.” He reached over slowly, making sure he didn’t make any abrupt moves that would surprise her “itchy thumb.” Pushing aside a set of handcuffs and a box of condoms, he picked up his wallet, tossing it back to her. He was hoping she’d drop the weapon when she reached to catch his wallet, but no such luck. She let it fall into her lap while her eyes focused on the glove compartment.

“Oh, God, are you a pervert?”

He grinned.

“A gun and handcuffs and a box of condoms! Boy, oh, boy, this is the worst Christmas Curse ever. The Midnight Ride with Paul the Pervert.”

“Call me crazy, but I can’t for the life of me see the connection between a gun, handcuffs, condoms, and perversion. Do you know many perverts who use condoms?”

“I don’t know any perverts at all.” She rifled through his wallet, checking his driver’s license, muttering, “Erik Thorsson.” Then, she hooted with glee, “I knew it. A Viking! First time I saw you, I thought: Viking. In fact, in my mind, I called you Thor.”

He rolled his eyes. “Well, my grandmother came from Norway, but I wouldn’t really call myself a Viking.”

“Wouldn’t you know it? I’ve taken a Viking hostage! Why couldn’t I have picked out an accountant, or a bag boy?”

“It must be The Curse,” he offered.




He was kidding, but she nodded, “Yep! That must be it.” She smiled then, and it was a pretty smile, if he did say so himself, before adding, “Where’s your mighty hammer, Thor?”

“In the tool kit in the trunk.” Maybe if he kept her smiling, she would relax, and he could get himself out of this fix.

But, no, she was back to studying his wallet. He could see from the rear view mirror that she had pulled out his gun registration and his business card for Watchdogs, Inc. “So you really are a bodyguard, huh?”

“Damn straight.”

“For how long?”

“Five years.”

“What’d you do before that? CIA? Ha-ha-ha!” she mocked, leaning forward and picking up his handcuffs, examining them idly, even clipping one on her left wrist.

When he didn’t answer, she gasped. “Oh, great! Don’t tell me I’ve kidnapped a CIA agent.”

“Ex.”

“Golly gee! That makes me feel better.”

Then, before he could blink, she reached over the seat, locked his right wrist to her extended left, and pocketed the key.

“Sister, you are driving with your lights on dim.”

“I am not a
nun.”

Cursing silently, he berated himself for his carelessness. Never underestimate the enemy. Never. How could he have forgotten that golden rule of the security business? His biggest mistake was treating this Santa/bimbo/nun like less than the threat she posed.

“So, Erik, do you know any Mafia?”

Her totally off-the-wall question floored him for a moment. “No, do you?”

“Uh-uh. But I need to find some bad guys to rob. Real quick.”

This Mother Teresa clone was not playing with a full deck. “Let me get this straight. You’re going to pull another robbery, and you’d like to target the mob.”

“I did not rob the Piggly Jiggly. I was just getting back my money. That’s not a robbery,” she declared vehemently. “I would never rob honest people, not that I think Piggly Jiggly is all that honest. But I need cash, desperately, and that means I’ve got to find some bad guys.”

He groaned. This was turning into the most bizarre nightmare. “Why do you need the money?”

She refused to answer.




“How much? I’ve got about fifty dollars in my wallet.”

She sniffed indignantly. “That would be robbery.”

He crossed his eyes with frustration. How do I reason with a lunatic?

“Besides, it’s not enough. I need about five hundred dollars. And, take my advice, you don’t resemble Brad Pitt or Kevin Costner when you cross your eyes. If fact, you look downright homely.”

Don’t react. Be cool. She’s just a dumbbell pretend nun. What does she know about good-looking men? “We could stop at an ATM machine to get more money. My bank will let me take out three hundred dollars at a pop.”

“I told you I’m not going to steal from innocent people. If Julio hadn’t stolen my car and purse with all my credit cards, I wouldn’t have any problems at all. I could have cashed a .check or used my own ATM or Visa cards. Nope, I need bad guys.”

He shouldn’t ask. He really shouldn’t. “Who’s Julio?”

“Some teenage miscreant whose life won’t be worth beans when I get a hold of him.”

“Well, that explains everything. Listen, Ms. Claus, or Sister Claus . . . what’s your name, by the way?”

She hesitated for a long time, and Erik practically heard her devious mind whirring sluggishly.

“Tiffany,” she announced finally. “Tiffany Blake.”

He let out a hoot of laughter. “Sister Tiffany?”

“I told you, I’m not a nun.”

“Okay, Ti-fan-ny. Now that you’ve done your ‘Tiffany does Piggly Jiggly’ routine, what next?”

“Pull over here,” she said abruptly. “That’s where I’m going to pull my next job. Oh, this is perfect. Surely the people who run this place qualify as bad guys.”

Erik swerved into the parking lot with a screech of brakes and gaped at the flashing neon sign in front of a corrugated metal building: “Sam’s Smut Shop.” A handmade posterboard next to the red door listed a menu of “triple X-rated videos, sex toys, peep shows.” Then, “Body piercings and nude massages, by appointment.”

“You’re going to rob a porno palace?”

“Yep,” she said with a bright burst of enthusiasm. “Good idea, huh?”

Oh, Lord! “Do you think the Christmas Curse is contagious?”






  


Chapter Two
 

Tiffany does Philadelphia . . .

“Trust me, this is not a good idea,” Erik said, shutting off the car and turning in his seat to face her. “I don’t think you realize the seriousness of what you’re doing. Armed robbery is a felony.”

“Only if I get caught,” she boasted bravely. Prison? Me? The worst thing I’ve ever done is overcharge a customer for an almond creme wedding cake.

“Maybe you could convince a judge that the supermarket owed you thirty-nine ninety-five, if you hadn’t been carrying a loaded gun.”

“I didn’t know it was loaded.”

“You didn’t?”

“Of course not. I’m not an idiot. And stop looking at me like that.”

“How am I looking at you?”

“Your eyes are crossing again. You’d better be careful, your face might freeze like that. Aunt Clara told us once about—”

“Aaarrrgh! Stop changing the subject.”

“Listen up, you lunkhead. I didn’t know the gun was loaded because Julio told me it was empty.”

“Julio again? Never mind.” He inhaled deeply. “The bottom line is that you haven’t done anything too serious yet, providing I don’t press charges against you for kidnapping, terroristic threats, auto theft, personal assault—”

“Don’t forget ‘loss of lottery ticket,’” she snickered. “And ‘hair and age insult.’”

He let out a whoosh of exasperation. “You . . . can’t . . . go . . . in . . . this . . . store . . . with . . . a . . . loaded . . . gun,” he said through clenched teeth.

“Okay, I’ll unload it.” She turned the gun over to see how that might be done. Every movement she made jerked his arm along with her, like a puppet, because of the handcuff.

“Stop!” he cried. “Geez, don’t ever point a gun in your face.”




“Oops.”

“Oops? Lady, you oughta be restrained for your own good.” Shaking his head incredulously, he then told her, step by step, how to release the remaining bullets.

There were none.

“Damn! You’ve been ordering me around like a fool with an empty weapon.”

“Whew! I don’t know about you, but I’m relieved. I wouldn’t have wanted to hurt anyone.”

“You’re smiling,” he accused. “You knew all along that there were no bullets in the gun, and you let me shiver.”

“Were you shivering? Good.” She beamed with supreme self-satisfaction. Put that in your macho pipe, Thor baby. “Remember when I shot at the Little Debbie cake rack and accidentally hit the Buzzy Burp Bears?”

He was gaping at her as if she’d flipped her lid. “You were aiming for Little Debbie?” he sputtered.

“Yeah. Anyhow, I actually shot twice, and only the first bullet came out. So, voilà, I knew the bullets were all gone.”

His face turned purple, and he made a sort of strangled sound deep in his throat. Finally he choked out, “You are a certifiable dingaling. Don’t you know that just because one bullet is missing in a chamber doesn’t mean the gun is empty? Have you ever heard of Russian roulette?”

“Oh, my God!” She started to shiver herself with aftershocks at what she might have done. “This is the Christmas Curse to beat all Christmas Curses.”

“You are dangerous. To yourself. Society. The world.”

Tell me something I don’t already know. “What’s done is done. You’re okay, I’m okay.” She shuddered suddenly. It was getting cold in the car. “Let’s move on here. Maybe I should have you park on the other side of the building while I go in,” she said, thinking out loud. She wasn’t going to let guilt override her plan.

“You’re not taking me with you?”

“Of course not.”

“Oh, please, please take me with you. Consider it a Christmas present.”

“Why?”

“Because I really want to see you rob a porno shop.”

“Wouldn’t you be considered an accomplice or something?”

“Probably ‘something.’”




“You’re making fun of me, aren’t you?”

“A little, but, hell, I’ve never met a robber-nun-Santa who was about to enter a den of iniquity.”

“I am not a nun.”

“Take me with you. Come on. You need someone to protect you from yourself. And you never know what kind of creeps are in these places.”

“Nope, I can’t do it,” she decided. “You’d call for help, or tackle me. How could I trust you?”

“I promise . . . on my mother’s grave.”

“Is your mother dead?” Her face softened with sympathy.

“No,” he confessed sheepishly, “but it’s the most solemn oath I could think of.” He studied her for a long moment. “I’d take odds that your mother is dead, though,” he remarked in a gentle voice.

Jessica cautioned herself once again not to reveal anything to the over-observant lout. And she didn’t want his pity or anyone else’s. “I think I should lock you in the trunk.”

That wiped the pity right off his face. “I don’t have a trunk.”

“Oh. Well, maybe I could duck-tape your mouth shut and your hands and legs together.”

Duck? “Bondage now? Wow! Who’s the pervert here?”

She made a tsking sound of disgust at his innuendo.

“Besides, I don’t have any duct tape handy. Are you going to rob a hardware store, as well as a supermarket, before you rip off the sex shop?”

“I did not rob a supermarket. Will you stop saying that?”

He just smiled infuriatingly. And, my oh my, he really did resemble Brad Pitt when he flashed that dazzling smile. A girl could be tempted, easily, into allowing him to plant those teeth on her neck and inhale about a gallon of blood. Like that Interview with the Vampire movie.

“Why are you licking your lips?” the Brad-Dracula asked, smirking knowingly.

If she had a stake handy, she would have whacked him a good one. She had to admit, though, that even when he smirked, he looked pretty darn good.

“You smell nice,” he said irrelevantly, leaning closer and sniffing. “Is that Giorgio?”

“No, it’s Eau de Scared Silly.”

He sniffed a couple more times, and the brute looked sexy even when he sniffed. “Oh, I see. Sort of a designer ripoff of Eau de Stupid?”




“Probably,” she agreed.

In the end, Jessica had no choice but to let Erik accompany her after he practically swore a blood oath to behave, at least until they were back in the car. She didn’t trust Erik outside her sight, and the blood oath thing gave her the willies, but . . . well, there was another teensy problem. She’d been digging in both pockets of her Santa suit for the past five minutes and was unable to find the blasted handcuff key.

“You’re on your honor, Erik,” she pointed out. Do Vikings and movie star look-alikes have honor? “I’m accepting your word.”

“Right,” he said, and grasped her free right hand in his handcuffed right one, shaking. She felt the tingle of that warm touch up to her armpits. And other places, too. Oh, boy!

Then Erik jammed his beard and wig on, grinning at her the whole time. Lordy, there ought to be a law against men with killer grins like his.

“Hey, Tiffany, I just thought of something.” He chortled mischievously as she crawled clumsily over the gear shift area between the seats so she could slide out through the driver’s door with him. He didn’t help her at all, watching with delight as her rump hung up in the air for a long moment before she righted herself. “Do you think this counts as a first date for us?”

She mumbled a foul word under her breath in answer as they exited the car and began to walk toward the shop. Snow was beginning to come down steadily, and the temperature had turned decidedly colder.

“Today is December twenty-third,” the cad continued teasing. “You’ll probably want to write it in your diary. First date. Erik. Porno shop.”

This time she said the foul word out loud.

He laughed. “I could even clip off a lock of my hair for you to press between the pages.”

She yanked on his chain then, hard.

Maybe this was his second chance . . .

Erik had no intention of letting psycho Santa babe commit another robbery.

He couldn’t explain why he felt this protective urge to help a stranger. He just did.

Maybe it was her huge doe eyes that failed to hide abject terror. The woman was clearly frightened to death, and, even so, she insisted on pulling off a robbery.




Then again, maybe it was her absolutely sensuous lower lip (her upper lip wasn’t too bad, either) that tugged at his long-deadened emotions.

He hoped it wasn’t because the brave front this screwball put on reminded him so much of that day six years ago when he and Ginny had emerged from the doctor’s office. They’d gone in expecting to hear good news—that Ginny was finally pregnant. Instead, the obstetrician had dealt her a staggering blow. She had advanced cervical cancer and less than a year to live.

The look Ginny had given him when they’d hit the street had been filled with terror, but, at the same time, she’d had a desperate need to put on a brave front. Like this dingbat.

He’d been unable to help Ginny, but maybe he could help the dingbat.

Ginny’s desperation had been understandable, but why did this squirrely bubblehead need five hundred dollars so desperately?

Well, he’d soon find out.

Twining his handcuffed hand with Dirty Harriet’s, he walked inside, inhaling deeply. And it is Giorgio, I know it is.

Being bad was harder than she’d imagined…

Jessica should have pulled her hand out of Erik’s firm grasp, but he gave her strength, somehow. The feel of his pulse throbbing against hers, wrist to wrist, comforted and strengthened her for the formidable task she’d set for herself.

“Okay, let’s do it,” she said resolutely.

He squeezed her hand in answer, but she thought she heard him mumble, “Dumber than a doornail.” She wasn’t sure if he referred to her, or himself.

The guy behind the counter, presumably Sam—a gray-haired gentleman who was probably somebody’s grandfather—nodded at them and went back to waiting on a teenage boy who was purchasing about a gross of condoms and a magazine titled Nympho Nurses.

Hundreds of videos lined one wall, and magazine racks covered the other. There were several aisles of glass-topped counters displaying every kind of paraphernalia from edible underwear to bizarrely shaped vibrators to body oils that heated up on skin contact.

To her annoyance, Erik picked up one of the latter bottles and examined it closely, reading the instructions on the back. “Hmmmm,” he said aloud. Then the lech winked at her.




His wink—a mere wink—caused her heart to lurch and her breasts to swell. Even in a ridiculous Santa wig and beard, the guy was drop-dead gorgeous and utterly charming. Quickly she turned her face away, not wanting him to see her heated blush or her attraction to him.

As her eyes scanned the room, Jessica smiled. If she’d entertained any misgivings about their drawing undue attention, wearing Santa outfits and handcuffed together, she’d worried in vain. A stereo speaker belted out old chipmunk Christmas carols, and the customers went about their business browsing the wares.

To her amazement, two other Santas cruised the aisles, one of them schnockered and the other eyeing a pair of padded handcuffs with a matching velvet whip—probably a Christmas present for his spouse. Gawd! There were also a sophisticated-looking yuppie couple—definitely lovers, by the seductive glances they exchanged repeatedly; a young guy in a jeans jacket, cowboy hat, and boots; and two twenty-something women who giggled as they handled a pair of red satin men’s bikini briefs that played “Jingle Bells” when a string was pulled.

“Gee, this isn’t as bad as I thought it would be,” she whispered, tugging on Erik’s handcuffed wrist. “We should pretend that we’re regular customers until the shop empties out a little, don’t you think?”

“Whatever you say, Tiffany. You’re the boss.”

“Hmmmph!”

She immediately changed her mind about the shop not being so bad when she backed into Rita, a life-size balloon of a nude, flame-haired woman with breasts the size of cantaloupes and red nipples resembling maraschino cherries. Two of the bimbo’s plastic girlfriends, Bridget and Trish, stood next to her—a blonde and a brunette.

Do men really buy garbage like this? When the drunk Santa put his arm around the blond balloon’s waist and hauled her up to the cash register, Jessica answered her own question. Yep, they do.

“Would you like a Bruce Balloon, honey?” Erik chuckled.

She looked where he pointed his free hand and saw a six-foot tall male balloon whose endowments were impressive, to say the least. Bruce. Jessica’s eyes almost bugged out.

“Uh, I don’t think so, honey,”
she responded, trying to appear casual.

Erik’s devilish blue eyes crinkled with mirth as he guided her over toward the video shelves and began to peruse the offerings nonchalantly. After flicking through A-cup Cuties, Breaststrokes, Porking Miss Piggy, and Hot to Trot, he turned to the “legitimate” movie section. Hah! There is no such thing as legitimate in this place. There he snickered as he read the titles aloud. Hannah Does Her Two Sisters, Forrest Hump, High Nooner, Close Encounters of the Lewdest Kind, Lord of the Fly, The Breasts of Madison County, and Three Days of the Condom.




“Let’s get out of this section,” she urged.

“No, no, no.” He rebelled as his eyes latched onto something new. “How about this, sweetie?” he asked brightly, shoving a video case in her face. “Tiffany’s Great Adventure.”

She made a gurgling sound of revulsion as her face heated up some more. At a sudden blast of cold air, her eyes darted to the doorway where the teenage boy exited, followed by the plastered Santa and the yuppie couple, who’d bought some assorted lotions and a video.

“Merry Christmas,” the proprietor called out after them cheerfully. “Hope you have a great night. Ho, ho, ho!”

The other Santa followed soon after, purchasing nothing.

Okay, only three more to go—the two women and the cowboy. With any luck, there wouldn’t be any new customers at this time of night.

“Have you ever tried these?” asked one of the women next to her. Her friend had moved to the register where she was paying for the Jingle Bells jock strap.

Me? Is she talking to me?

She was. “Have you ever tried these?” the woman repeated, holding up two eggs connected by a thin electric wire to a battery-operated controller which began to vibrate when she pressed a button. The woman twittered, and Jessica’s mouth dropped open. She refused to look at Erik to see what he was doing.

“What is that?” she blurted out, and immediately regretted her loose tongue when Erik answered, “Love eggs.”

She and the woman both looked at him, and he shrugged. “I read about them in a magazine.”

“Sure you did,” Jessica muttered under her breath.

But he heard her. “Hey, I haven’t been in one of these places since I was a teenager. Not my style.”

Soon after, the two women left the store, and the cowboy headed toward the back of the shop where a weary-looking woman dressed only in a black teddy, garter belt, and stiletto heels emerged through a set of swinging, western-style doors. She was crooking a long painted fingernail toward the cowboy, who shuffled back with a puppy-dog grin. Jessica wasn’t sure if it was the dude’s turn for a nude massage or a body piercing.




No matter. That left her and Erik alone with the proprietor.

“Can I help you folks?” the old guy asked. “Great handcuffs, by the way.”

Jessica was about to pull out her gun when Erik pinched her fingers in warning and handed the owner a bottle. “Yeah, I’ll buy this.”

She hadn’t realized he still carried the warming oil.

“That’ll be nine ninety-five.”

One-handed, Erik fished out his wallet and laid a ten-dollar bill on the counter.

Okay, this is it.
Now’s the time.
Oh, geez, oh, geez! Jessica reached in her pocket for the empty pistol, but in the process accidentally elbowed a display on the counter. To her horror, she knocked over a sort of vibrator thing with a huge wiggly tongue on the end, which began to jiggle madly. With two fingers, she distastefully tried to pick the thing up and turn it off, but it shimmied away from her, right off the counter to the floor. She dropped down to her knees, pulling Erik with her, and tried to catch the obscene object.

Erik and the shop owner were laughing hysterically at her antics. Angry now, she gave the thing a kick, which shut it off.

When she stood up, shaking with mortification, her cap and wig slipped, and her long hair billowed out in a flaming explosion midway down her back.

Erik gaped at her as if someone had just handed him a bomb. “I can’t believe it! You look like Little Orphan Annie,” he exclaimed, fingering one of the corkscrew curls—the bane of her life. At least he’d stopped laughing at her.

The fact that he added, “You’re beautiful,” came too late. Comparing her to Little Orphan Annie was not a compliment in her book—not now, and not when she’d been a real orphan. And there was no way she was beautiful with her wild mop of red hair. No way!

She fought the tears that filled her eyes. Angry with herself and Erik, she jerked out her revolver and started to aim it at the guy behind the counter, who was holding his sides as he continued to howl. With a quivering voice, she shouted, “This . . . is . . . a . . . stick—”

“No!” Erik roared, and with one swift motion he hefted her into the air and over his shoulder, the gun dangling from her fingers. As he headed toward the door with his free hand clamped over her struggling behind, he informed Sam the Sleaze, who’d just noticed the gun and was making hyperventilating noises, “Don’t worry, this is a game my wife likes to play every Christmas.”




Sam expelled a wheeze of relief. “Hey, I see this kind of thing all the time. It’s the curse of my business.”

“I’ll give you a curse,” Jessica raged.

“Merry Christmas,” Erik laughed.

“Ho, ho, ho!” Sam chortled.

Love strikes at the oddest times . . .

“You scum! You slimeball! Put me down. Right now. I can’t believe you did this. Oooh, oooh, this is awful. I needed that money. You don’t know what this means.”

Kicking and screaming and thrashing, she pounded his back with her free hand. She dug her fingernails into the palm of his cuffed hand. She landed a pointed toe on his thigh.

“Ouch!”

Finally he set Little Orphan Tiffany down next to his car and immediately raised both her flailing arms over her head and held them on the car roof by the wrists with his cuffed hand. He pressed his lower body against hers to keep her from escaping or doing him more bodily harm, not an easy task with both of their pillow-bellies.

Angry himself now and sick of this game which had gotten way out of hand, he tore off his disguise, tossing the cap and beard and wig to the snow-covered ground. Then he yanked off her beard. Finally he got his first good gander at his surprising Santa.

Time seemed to stand still.

An ethereal silence surrounded them as snowflakes as big as golf balls came down, landing with feather lightness on her mane of curly red hair, in her eyelashes . . . on her parted lips.

She no longer struggled. In fact, she stared at him with equal awe.

Tears burned in his eyes for reasons he couldn’t explain. All he knew was that the tight knot surrounding his heart—a knot he hadn’t even realized was there—began to unravel. And he felt as light as the snowflakes caressing his face. And hopeful.

It was so strange.

“Are you an angel? A Christmas mirage?” he murmured. Lowering his lips toward hers—those luscious lips that had drawn him from the start, he sighed.

Instead of protesting, she arched upward, meeting him halfway. “I’m no angel.”




“Thank God.”

Against his lips she whispered, “I’m not really a nun, either.”

“I know,” he smiled, then repeated, “Thank God.”

“You shouldn’t kiss me,” she demurred even as she parted her lips. “My Christmas Curse might rub off on you.”

“Rub all you want, babe,” he growled, grinding his big belly against hers. “I’m cursed already.”

“What’s that hard thing?” she asked suddenly.

He laughed.

“Not that. Under your jacket.”

“A bulletproof vest.”

She raised a brow. “So, you weren’t afraid of me at all.”

“Oh, I was afraid of what you’d do. I still am.”

She smiled enigmatically, as if he’d better be.

But he couldn’t think about that now. All he could think about was this tempting redhead in his arms.

Cupping her jaw with his free hand to hold her in place, he slanted his lips over hers, shaping her for his kiss, relishing the contrast of cool lips and hot breath. Hard and demanding, soft and cajoling.

She whimpered.

He groaned.

Powerful, bone-melting sensations overwhelmed him. Suddenly he wanted so many things, and they all seemed to revolve around this woman—this stranger. Pulling away slightly, he studied her face—misty eyes locked with his in question, mouth already swollen from his kisses. Their warm breaths, panting, frosted in the cold air between them. Hearts thudding in unison, they tried to comprehend what was happening.

In that instant, he understood. Blood hammered in his ears as the realization hit Erik like a thunderbolt.

I love her, he thought, disbelieving, at first. Then he smiled, happier than he’d been in ages. I love her.

He’d never believed in love at first sight before. He did now. I love her. He couldn’t stop saying the words in his head.

Should he tell her?

No, not yet. He didn’t want to scare her away. Besides, he needed more time to think. He rolled the words around in his mind with a joyous relish: I love her.

“I feel weird,” she said, as if reading his mind.

“So do I, babe. So do I.”




She blinked at him. “It must be the Christmas Curse.”

He shook his head vehemently. “No, it’s a Christmas Miracle.”






  


Chapter Three
 

She was a fruitcake, all right . . . sweet and nutty . . .

“Are you still cold?” Erik asked the shivering woman next to him as he pulled out onto the highway. Lord, how he wanted to stop the car and take her in his arms, but he didn’t have the right . . .
yet. She already appeared scared to death of him. Instead, he turned up the heat.

Jessie—that was the name of the woman he loved, Jessica Jones . . . she’d just told him so—shook her head and bit her bottom lip in concentration. She was probably planning another heist. Perhaps a cathouse this time, he thought with a chuckle. God, I love her.

Or maybe she was having second thoughts about their killer kiss.

Uh-oh. No, he wouldn’t let himself think that. Now that he’d found a woman he could love, after all these years, he wouldn’t let her go. She would love him. He was determined.

But he was nervous, too, and that was something new for him. For the past five years, ever since Ginny died, he’d had more women than he could handle. But he hadn’t cared about a single one of them.

Now that he did care, would he be rejected?

Erik clenched the steering wheel tighter. He had to believe that everything would work out all right. God didn’t hand out miracles and then yank them away. Nope, all he needed was a little time.

Erik considered his next move as he drove back to the Piggly Jiggly parking lot. Jessie insisted she had to get the van and return to Clara’s House, mission unaccomplished. Alone.

Hah!
Not if I have anything to do with it.

He could barely see through the wildly swinging windshield wipers which couldn’t keep pace with the falling snow. It would be a white Christmas this year, after all, if this blizzard kept up. He’d already tried using the storm as an excuse to keep Jessie with him, but she’d refused adamantly, pointing out that the van had snow tires.

Luckily they’d been able to find the handcuff key under the back seat floor mat, after some amusing calisthenics necessitated by their bound wrists. Amusing to him, at least. In the close confines, with all her squirming, he’d gotten a real good idea of what kind of body his Santa babe hid under her suit—tall, curvy, not too lean. Perfect.




So now he and Jessie sat unattached for the first time in hours. And Erik felt as if a mile separated them, not three feet.

He reached over and twined his fingers with hers.

Startled, she glanced first at their linked hands, then at him, questioning. He hoped she got the silent message he was unable to speak out loud, just yet.

Fear flashed through her wide doe-brown eyes for a moment—of what, he wasn’t sure—but he suspected she was about to pull away.

“Don’t be afraid of me, Jessie,” he said, his voice husky. “I won’t hurt you.”

“But I might hurt you,” she said in a voice laden with regret. “I’m cursed. And it’s Christmas. I don’t stand a chance. Neither do you. You’ll be better off when you’re rid of me.”

He squeezed her hand. “Maybe the trick is to replace your Christmas bad luck with good luck. You know that saying ‘When someone hands you a bag of bones, make soup.’”

“Don’t you mean lemons, and lemonade?”

He scowled at her interruption and went on. “Treat our meeting as a miracle instead of a curse . . . oh, hell, I’m not very good with this kind of stuff. I have all these thoughts and feelings inside, but they just don’t come out right.” He ducked his head in embarrassment. “I’m not very good with words.”

She squeezed his hand back, and he thought his heart would explode with happiness. “You’re doing just fine,” she assured him.

“I still say we should go to my place. It’s only fifteen minutes from here. You could warm up, and—”

“No, I’ve got to get back. Sister Clara will be frantic.”

“Sister? I thought she was your aunt.”

“I call her aunt, everyone who lives at Clara’s House does,” she said, waving her free hand dismissively. He was holding on to her other hand for dear life.

He frowned. “You live at Clara’s House? An orphanage?”

“No. Of course not. But I used to. Besides, it’s not really an orphanage. It’s sort of a foster home for incorrigible kids.”

Now, that was a revelation. Jessie had been an orphan, and incorrigible. His lips twitched with humor. He could understand the incorrigible part. “You mean juvenile delinquents?”




“They don’t call them JDs anymore. Politically incorrect.” She smiled at him shyly, and Erik could hardly speak over the lump in his throat. Who would have thought that he’d fall in love so quick, so hard?

“What do you do for a living, Jessie?” he asked finally when he got his emotions under control.

She regarded him mischievously, giving him her full attention now. “So you’re finally convinced I’m not a nun?”

“Babe, nuns don’t tongue kiss,” he replied and winked at her.

He could see a blush bloom on her cheeks. Still, she gave him a slick comeback. “Kissed a lot of nuns, have you?”

How lucky could a guy be? A gorgeous redhead. And a sense of humor, too. He was going to light a few thank-you candles the next time he went to church.

He released her hand and wagged a finger at her. “You’re changing the subject. What do you do for a living, besides burglary?” Then he immediately took her hand again. He wondered idly what she’d do if he tried to pull her over onto his lap. Or stopped the car to kiss her again . . . and again . . . and again. And unbuckled her belt, and . . .
oh, brother! About 50,000 of his testosterone cells were revving up for the start signal.

“I didn’t rob . . . oh, never mind,” she said huffily. “I don’t suppose you’d buy Avon Lady?”

“Hell, why not? You’ve hit me with Santa, nun, and gun moll so far. There isn’t anything else you could do that would surprise me.” Except maybe jump onto my lap, uninvited.
Yeah!
I should be so lucky.

“I’m a wedding caterer.”

“Say that again.”

“I bake spectacular wedding cakes . . . the best almond creme, ten-tier cake in the country. And I supply gourmet food for wedding receptions.”

“Here in Philly?”

“No. I’m from Chicago.”

Whoa! Red flag! That posed some logistical problems. Long-distance dating and all that. Well, no problem! He’d skip the dating and get right down to the serious stuff. Hmmm.
I wonder how long I can wait before I propose?
Oops!
First, I’ve got to tell her I love her.
Then I can ask her to marry me and move to Philly.
Betcha I could do that all in one shot.
Yep, that’s what I’ll do.
I love you, let’s tie the knot, wild sex, wedding.
Or maybe I could reverse the order.
Oh, yeah!
Wild sex, I love you, wild sex, let’s tie the knot, wild sex, wedding, wild sex. Whatever. He could barely wait.




“Why are you grinning?” she asked.

“You don’t want to know, sweetheart,” he chuckled. Yet.

“If you’re remotely considering sinking your teeth into my neck and sucking blood, forget it. I have a twentieth-degree black belt in karate.”

He shook his head like a shaggy dog to clear it. Sometimes her train of thought confused him. Then he understood. She was associating him with that movie Interview With the Vampire. All this Brad Pitt, Kevin Costner, Viking crap was starting to confuse even him. And, yes, he probably had been ogling her as if he’d like to suck a few body parts, except his preference would be a bit lower than her throat.

“You’re smirking again.”

“I don’t smirk. That was a lascivious smile.”

“Looked like a smirk to me.”

Then he thought of something else, and he hooted at her, “So, you do think I resemble Brad Pitt.”

“Well, maybe a younger version,” she conceded with a sniff. “But definitely a Viking. I knew that right off.”

He lifted their laced fingers to his mouth and kissed her knuckles. He couldn’t help himself.

Instead of resisting, she sighed. That’s all. Just a sigh.

The 50,000 testosterone cells split and multiplied into an orgy of anticipation. He didn’t think he could wait another five minutes before kissing her again.

But then, still another thought occurred to him, and his heart began to race with anxiety. “You’re not married, are you?”

“Almost, but not quite.”

“Almost? Almost? What do you mean ‘almost’?” His chest constricted so tightly he could scarcely breathe.

“I got jilted two weeks ago by my fiancé Burton Richards the Third. Burt and I were engaged for a year, but he just discovered that the bonus I got from a celebrity catering job wasn’t quite as large as he’d anticipated.”

Erik let out a whoosh of relief. “That’s too bad . . . about you and Burp,” he said sweetly. He felt like pumping his fist in the air with the victory sign.

“Burt,” she corrected, then shrugged. “It’s just as well. I didn’t like him much toward the end anyhow. He played golf a lot,” she confided.

Erik made a note never to play golf again.

“I should have known better, of course, knowing as I do that all men are scumbags.”




“I beg your pardon.”

“You wouldn’t believe how many men—engaged and married men—hit on me even as I’m making preparations for their weddings. The louses! One bridegroom even cornered me at his reception, offering me a quickie.”

I’ve got a lot of backup work to do.

“Well, I’ve learned my lesson from Burt. I’m never getting married now.”

Yep, lots of backup work.

“Maybe I’ll become a nun.”

Over my dead body.

“So, how about you?” Jessica asked. “Are you married?”

How could she ask that question so calmly, as if she couldn’t care less either way? Erik decided she was just playing it cool. Her heart was probably doing a high-speed tap dance, just like his.

“No, not anymore,” he said, and was astonished that the usual pain didn’t accompany that statement.

“Divorce?”

He shook his head. “Ginny died five years ago of cancer.” And with those words, a door slammed shut on Erik’s past. Oh, it wasn’t as if he’d ever forget Ginny. How could he? They’d been sweethearts since junior high. But she was dead, and somehow, someway, his new, fantastic feelings for Jessie suddenly gave him permission to go on living . . . not just in meaningless one-night stands, but with a forever kind of commitment.

“Oh, Erik, I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have pried.”

“That’s okay. She’s been gone a long time. Anyhow, tell me why you’re here.”

“Clara’s House is in the Poconos, and—”

“The Poconos! The Poconos! That’s two hours from here. What were you doing in Philly at midnight?”

“I had to go to Aunt Clara’s ‘mother house’ in the city. Clara’s a former nun. Even though she’s no longer a nun, she still has ties to her religious order. Anyhow, after I’d completed my errand, the sisters talked me into playing Santa following their Christmas recital. On the way back, I decided to handle Aunt Clara’s problem at the Piggly Jiggly.”

It should have made sense. It didn’t. “I meant, what are you doing so far away from Chicago to begin with?”

“Oh. I came here two days ago when I got an SOS call from Aunt Clara. She broke her leg, and she needed my help to keep her foster home together through the holidays.”




“I don’t understand.”

“Aunt Clara operates a group program under state regulations. If they found out she was incapacitated, they’d withdraw her funding and split up these kids quick as spit. She was especially concerned about them missing Christmas together. Not that it’s going to be much of a Christmas now.” Her expression drooped dolefully.

“Because you weren’t able to get any money?” he concluded, finally understanding.

“Yep. I would have been all right if Julio hadn’t ripped me off this afternoon, but now . . . ”

He cursed under his breath.

“Julio stole all the money Aunt Clara had for Christmas gifts, as well. It’s going to be a mighty bleak holiday for those kids.” She straightened her shoulders with resolution. “But they’re used to disappointment. They’ll survive. We . . . I mean they . . .
always do.”

There was a world of hidden meaning in Jessie’s words. How many disappointments had she had as a child? As an orphan? How many bleak holidays?

Well, he’d be damned if she’d have another.

“This is the turnoff for the Piggly Jiggly,” Jessie reminded him. “Just a few more minutes, and you’ll be rid of me.”

Warning buzzers went off in Erik’s head. He had to think fast. How could he keep Jessie with him? Time. He needed time.

“Duck!” he shouted.

She jerked her head toward him in surprise. “What?”

“Hurry, get down on the floor. The parking lot is loaded with cops. Frank must have reported your heist to every precinct from here to New Jersey.”

Jessie dropped down into a curled-up ball in the cramped floor space, and he threw the two pillows they’d taken from their bellies on top of her. Then he surveyed the deserted parking lot with a wide grin.

“Whatever you do, don’t lift your head, or your butt is gonna land in jail.” And a very nice butt, it is, too, he noted, glancing down at her.

“Oh, geez, oh, geez! What am I going to do now?”

“I guess I’ll just have to drive you to Clara’s House,” he said with an exaggerated sigh. “No, no . . . don’t worry about inconveniencing me. It’s the least I can do for those poor orphans.” He patted the pillow over her upraised behind, barely stifling the chuckle of satisfaction that rippled through him.




“But what about the van?” she groaned. “Can you turn down the heater? I’m melting here. Oh, good grief, maybe I should just turn myself in, beg for mercy.”

“Nope,” he said in a rush, “you can’t do that. Philly cops are notorious for being hard-nosed. Mercy isn’t in their vocabulary. They’d probably put you in a cell with . . . Mafia hitmen or something. Do a strip search . . . naked, body cavities, delousing, the works.”

She groaned again.

“You can come back and get the van after Christmas,” he advised. Interpreting her silence for assent, he added, “Is there anything you need from the van? Maybe I could slip in unnoticed.”

“I don’t know. I can’t think here. It’s about five hundred degrees under this blower. Yeah, you’d better get the boxes.”

“Boxes? What boxes? How many boxes?”

“About fifty.”

Fifty? he mouthed silently. “What’s in them?”

“Fruitcakes.”

Santa needed to fill his sack . . . at the local convenience store . . . ?

An hour later, Jessica sat in the car in front of an all-night Uni-Mart convenience store, sulking. “I still don’t see the harm in my going inside. I promised Aunt Clara to bring back bread and milk. Criminey, don’t you think you’re being a mite overcautious?”

“Nope, you can’t be too careful,” Erik said. “Lots of these convenience stores have police radios behind the counter. There might be an all-points bulletin out for you.”

“Sixty miles away from Philly?” she scoffed.

“Just sit tight, toots,” he said, chucking her under the chin. “I’m perfectly capable of buying bread and milk.” He peered down with disgust at the bills and change she’d shoved with stubborn pride into his hands. “Even thirty-nine dollars and ninety-five cents’ worth.”

“Don’t spend it all on bread and milk, you fool. Buy some peanut butter and jelly, too. I’ve got to make this money stretch till Tuesday, the day after Christmas. Then I should be able to call my bank.”

“Just how many kids are at this house?”

“Four . . . five when Julio is there.”

“How old are they?”

“Eleven to fourteen. Julio’s the oldest.”




“Let me get this straight. You expect kids that age, who suck up food like human vacuums, to live on peanut butter and jelly sandwiches for the next two days? Over Christmas?”

“And fruitcake. Don’t forget the fruitcake.”

“How could I?” he said with a moan. Despite their both protesting that they hated fruitcake, they were so hungry they’d polished off half of a three-pound ring so far. “Whatever possessed those nuns to send fifty fruitcakes?”

“They had a fund-raiser that fell through. I guess they sold less than they expected.”

“Exactly how many of those lead sinkers do they have left?”

“Five hundred.”

His mouth dropped open in amazement. Then he burst out laughing. “Tell me a little something about these kids.”

“Well, Julio you already know about. He’s fourteen, half Puerto Rican, half black, and street smart to the nth degree. He’s been arrested for everything from grand theft auto to dealing marijuana. You’d like him, though. He could charm the socks off a snake.”

“Sounds delightful.”

“Darlene is next. She’s thirteen, going on thirty. Sexy as hell and headed straight for a life of prostitution if someone doesn’t help her soon.” She laughed. “Yesterday she pierced her own navel, and she tried to talk me into doing the same.”

“Did you?”

She cast him a rueful glance. “Hardly. Robbing porno shops is as adventuresome as I get.”

He grinned. “Who’s next?”

“Henry is thirteen, too. The next Bill Gates, or so he thinks. He knows everything there is to know about computers. In fact, you’ll soon know what he wants for Christmas—the latest iPad and a computer that does everything but reinvent the Internet—not that he’ll get such pricey items, unless there’s a real Santa Claus.”

“He doesn’t sound too incorrigible. What’s he done?”

“Credit card fraud. Illegal hacking. The last scam he pulled off netted him ten thousand dollars. Not bad for a thirteen-year-old, huh?”

“Is your Aunt Clara a saint or what? No sane person would take on all these hopeless cases.”

“They’re not hopeless,” Jessie asserted defensively. “All they need is help.”

“Sorry,” he apologized. “Go on.”




“Kajeeta is twelve. Poor thing. She’s . . . well, she’s overweight, but she has this dream of becoming a singer and dancer, like Fancy Nancy. No one has the heart to tell her it’s probably a hopeless dream. Anyhow, Kajeeta refuses to go to school. The other kids make fun of her. She’s continually being called into court by school probation officers. Foster parents don’t want her, too much trouble.”

He nodded. Sounded like a great bunch of kids so far.

“Then there’s Willie. He’s eleven.” She smiled. “His orange hair and freckles will fool you. He’s a compulsive shoplifter. And he’s going through this Ninja phase right now.”

He raised a brow.

“He does karate moves . . . all the time. Seems like he can’t even go to the bathroom without Kung Fuing along the way.” She stared out the window, deep in thought. Then she seemed to shake herself back to the present. “We’re wasting time here. Am I going into the store or are you?”

“I am. But how about soda and snack food for the kids?” he suggested.

She raised her chin. “I can’t waste money on junk food. We’ll get by. Just buy four loaves of bread, four gallons of milk, a jar of peanut butter and a jar of jelly,” she said inflexibly, “or I’ll do it myself.”

He gave her a condemning glare and slammed out of the car, storming into the store. He’d left the wipers on, so she was able to watch him through the well-lit store window, even through the blinding snow. He said something to the teenage girl behind the counter, and she smiled up at him as if God had just walked into her store. Or Mr. Hottie Viking.

She couldn’t blame the girl. Jessica felt all warm and fuzzy inside when she looked at him herself. Actually, she’d felt more like hot, hot, hot, especially when he’d kissed her. No one, no one had ever made her feel like that.

This night was probably just a lark for him. He was humoring some crazy woman who’d pulled a loaded gun in a supermarket, kidnapped him, then tried to rob a porno shop.

She groaned aloud. It sounded awful when she played it back in her mind. Heck, it was awful. Her brain really must have splintered apart to have tried such foolish stunts. But she was desperate. How was she ever going to provide a Christmas for those kids who depended on her? In a way, she was letting them down, just like so many adults had let her down as a child when she was shifted from one foster home to another . . . until she’d found Aunt Clara.




Well, enough maudlin thoughts. Her Viking savior was returning, loaded down with two grocery bags in each arm. She leaned over to press the automatic rear door release.

Even that short walk from the front door of the Uni-Mart to the rear of the car resulted in his being covered with snow. To her surprise, he didn’t immediately enter the car, though. He went back in the store twice more, returning with six more grocery bags.

When he finally slid into the front seat, she lit into him. “I told you to buy four things. What’s in all those bags?”

“My stuff,” he said, latching his seat belt and backing out of the lot. His jaw squared mulishly.

“Stuff? What kind of stuff?”

“Snack stuff. Food I can eat while all the rest of you are scarfing down fruitcake.”

She narrowed her eyes suspiciously. “You aren’t going to be at Clara’s House long enough to see anyone eat fruitcake. You’re turning right around after you drop me off and going home.”

He slanted her one of those “wanna bet?” looks, but said nothing.

“Erik?” she persisted.

He sucked in a deep breath and glowered at her as he drove along the deserted highway. It must be three A.M. by now. “Jessie, you can’t possibly think I’m going to return tonight. I’m exhausted. We’re in the middle of a blizzard. Do you want me to have an accident?”

“No, but . . . ” Little alarm bells were ringing all through her body. She wasn’t sure how much exposure she could take to this guy, how long she could resist the attraction.

“Surely your Aunt Clara has a sofa or something where I can crash for the night.” He fluttered those feather-duster lashes at her. It was a ploy he’d probably perfected over the years to suck in susceptible women . . . like her.

She immediately felt guilty for her lack of charity, especially since Erik had gone out of his way to help her. And it wasn’t as if Clara’s House didn’t have plenty of room. The old gingerbread Victorian had three stories and about eight bedrooms. “Oh, all right. But just for one night.”

She could have sworn he murmured under his breath, “That’s all I need.” But when she scrutinized him closer, he stared straight ahead. Innocent as a cobra. Or a blood-sucking vampire.




The Viking brought Froot Loops. Cool!

The next morning, Erik awakened in a third-floor bedroom of Clara’s House to a wet tongue tracing his lips. His morning hard-on shot up like a rocket.

Wow! What a wake-up call! He hadn’t expected his plan to work this fast. He must have more charm than he’d realized. It appeared as if the wild sex was going to come sooner than he’d expected.

With a growl, he reached up to pull Jessie into bed with him.

And she growled back.

Rather, it growled. A huge yellow dog was standing next to the bed with its long tongue hanging out. Fred, he concluded immediately. Jessie’s randy mutt.

Yech! was his next thought as he realized the dog’s tongue had been lapping his mouth. He’d probably get ringworm or dog cooties or something.

He stood and stretched with a loud yawn. The house seemed awfully quiet. Checking his watch, he saw that it was already nine o’clock.

No one had been awake when they’d arrived the night before at four A.M. So Jessie had worried in vain that Aunt Clara would be frantic about her safety. They’d brought the grocery bags and boxes in from the car without awakening anyone and gone immediately to bed.

Jessie had made a point of putting him on the third floor with the boys. Her bedroom was a floor below. No problem. She didn’t stand a chance now that he had time on his side. Wild sex, here I come.

First things first. He wasn’t sure which screaming body organ needed the most attention, his empty stomach or his full bladder. He opted for the bathroom first, with Fred padding after him like a shadow. “So, Fred, knocked up any poodles lately?”

“Woof, woof.”

“You old dog, you!”

After leaving the bathroom, whose antiquated plumbing clunked and sputtered in protest, he headed downstairs where he heard chattering voices coming from what he assumed was the kitchen. He was about to push open the closed door when he paused.

“Where did you get those Frosted Flakes?” he heard Jessie’s voice ask shrilly.

“They were in the grocery bags,” a small-boy voice answered.

“Well, don’t eat them. They belong to our guest, Erik Thorsson. And he’s leaving.”

“But I already put milk on them,” the kid whined. “And there’s three other kinds of cereal, too. How’s he gonna eat all this stuff himself? Is he fat?”




There was a long silence, for which Erik planned to punish Jessie later, before she answered simply, “No.”

But the kid didn’t give up. “Besides, how’s this Erik dude gonna leave now? There’s three feet of snow covering his car. And I’m not shoveling that driveway again. It’s a mile long.”

Three feet of snow? He did a fist pump into the air. God, or someone, was on his side.

Jessie groaned. Apparently she didn’t consider the snow a heavenly blessing. Yet.

“Do you think he knows anything about karate?” the kid went on to the accompaniment of slurping noises.

It must be Willie, the eleven-year-old Bruce Lee clone Jessie had described.

“Oh, you are such a toad,” a girl’s voice said. “Karate, karate, karate . . . that’s all you think about.”

“Yeah, at least I’m improving my body. You give yours away like lollipops, Darlene. You are a slut. S-L-U-T.”

“I’m gonna kill you, you little twerp.”

“Put down your knife, Darlene,” Jessie cautioned.

Well, enough eavesdropping for now. Erik pushed open the kitchen door and saw four stunned kids gaping at him, and one not-so-pleased adult woman.

“Oh, my Gawd!” a young girl wearing enough makeup to plaster a wall exclaimed. Darlene. “It’s a Viking. Aunt Jessie brought home a Viking. Just like that Eric Northman from True Blood. Whoo-ee!”

Isn’t she a little young to watch that HBO series?

On the other side of the table, a fat black girl with buck teeth was inhaling Pop Tarts as if they might disappear. Kajeeta. She scrutinized him from head to toe, found him not so interesting, and went on eating.

Another boy, wearing wire-rimmed spectacles and a condescending expression, was reading the back of the Frosted Flakes package, reciting the ingredients. He wore a catalog picture of a computer taped to his forehead, probably as a Christmas hint. Henry, aka Bill Gates. He swept Erik with an appraising look, taking in his well-worn jeans, ratty black T-shirt, and blond ponytail before asking, “How many credit cards do you have?”

Erik stifled a laugh.

Then a skinny little kid with orange hair, about two zillion freckles, and ears that could propel an airplane—Willie—piped in, “Wanna see my numchucks?” He waved a hand in the air, holding a pair of foot-long black sticks connected by a small chain—nunchakus.




Jessie glanced with horror at each of the kids, then him, before laying her head down on the table in resignation.

He plopped down in the chair next to Jessie, patted her shoulders, then beamed at the kids. “Hi, I’m Erik. You can call me Uncle Erik. Your Aunt Jessie and I are gonna get married soon. You’re all invited to the wedding.”






  


Chapter Four
 

Assault by kid . . . a first for a Viking . . .

A half hour later, Erik was outside helping Willie and Henry and Kajeeta shovel the driveway, which indeed seemed about a mile long and three feet deep in snow. And the flakes continued to come down steadily. I’m trapped.
Thank you, God! Darlene was inside, probably painting her toenails or something equally important. Fred was rolling in the snow like an orgasmic lunatic. He probably smelled female dog scent in the buried grass.

After Erik had made his amazing wedding declaration in the kitchen—it had amazed even him—Jessie had sputtered at him unintelligibly for several moments before hissing, “We have to talk . . . in private. You dolt!”

He was pretty sure she didn’t have wild sex in mind. So he took his cue and hightailed it outside to shovel his butt off. With any luck, Jessie would cool off before he went back inside.

“Do you have a computer?” Henry asked him, jolting him back to the present as he pushed his foggy glasses up on the bridge of his nose for the umpteenth time. The colors from the computer on his forehead were bleeding down his nose and onto his cheeks from the wet snow. He looked ridiculous.

There were teenagers in the world today buying guns and drugs, Erik thought. All this boy wanted was a lousy computer.

Erik felt like crying.

Or hugging the kid.

Or driving to the nearest Computer World and buying him whatever equipment he wanted. Which was impossible with the roads blocked by the storm. Not that Jessie, with her raging pride, would ever allow him such an extravagant charity.

“Yeah, I have a computer,” Erik finally answered. “Nothing fancy. Just a MacBook Pro.”




That was all it took. Henry spat out one question after another about megabytes and rams and high-tech software programs, none of which Erik was able to answer. He scarcely knew what a cursor was.

“Hie-yah!” Willie yelled as he attempted a flying side kick, landing with a thud on his well-padded bottom. The Karate Kid he was not. Slack-jawed, Erik watched as the youngster dusted himself off, then waddled over, wearing so many layers of clothing he looked like a roly-poly bear, with only his eyes and mouth visible under a wool cap and scarf. “I’ll show you my moves if you show me yours,” Willie said right off.

Erik choked.

“Give me a break!” Henry said, and tramped away to the other end of the driveway to shovel, muttering, “Not that again!”

“I beg your pardon,” Erik squeaked out to Willie, who was staring up at him, avidly awaiting his answer.

“I’m plannin’ on getting my black belt in karate, but I’m havin’ trouble with some of the moves,” Willie explained, meanwhile poking out his tongue to catch snowflakes in little-boy fashion.

Oh! The boy is talking about karate moves. Whew! I shoulda known. Erik caught himself poking out his own tongue to catch snowflakes.

“So, are you into karate? Do you have a black belt? Huh?” Willie persisted. “Betcha you do, lookin’ like a Viking and all. Betcha you learned all the moves early on, to impress the chicks and all. Like Chuck Norris.”

Oh, my God! More like the Ninja turtles.

“How come your eyes are crossed? You look really weird when you do that. Aunt Clara says your face might freeze forever and ever if you make faces. You’re not gonna teach me any karate moves, are you? Grownups never have the time for kids,” he grumbled. Throwing down his shovel, he stalked toward the house.

Kajeeta huffed up the slight incline from the bottom of the driveway, and Erik braced himself. What was this? Trial by kid?

When the girl drew near, Erik got his licks in first. “I’ve got to make a telephone call. Can you finish this small section?”

“Phone’s disconnected,” Kajeeta panted out. If Willie had looked like a roly-poly bear, Kajeeta resembled a huge, mutant peach in her oversized, pale orange, one-piece snow suit.

“Huh?”

“Willie was makin’ so many 900 calls to one of those karate hotlines, he ran the bill up to two hundred dollars. Aunt Clara refused to pay, and Verizon cut us off.”




Oh, great! Good thing I have a cell phone in the back of my car. I can’t let Jessie know about that, though. Nope. She’d probably call a helicopter service to air-vac me out.

“I want to be a dancer someday . . . and a singer,” Kajeeta informed him out of the clear blue sky.

Her comment had no relevance whatsoever to anything, not that Willie or Henry’s questions did, either. Hell, were these kids so lonely for company that they’d spill their guts to any stranger?

Yes.

“Do you think I have a chance?”

“Everybody has a chance,” he assured her, and he meant it.

She beamed at him as if he’d handed her a million bucks.

These kids of Clara’s, who clearly had emotional problems, tugged at Erik’s heartstrings. “If you don’t dream big, it’s not worth dreaming at all,” he continued with a catch in his voice. “And there isn’t anything in the world a person can’t have if they want it badly enough.”

He kept his fingers crossed behind his back as he spoke because he sure as hell wanted Jessie. And he didn’t want to believe there was any chance he couldn’t get her.

But how did he convince her?

Wild sex, he decided with sudden, pure male insight. Yep, that made sense. He was great in the sack, if he did say so himself. All he had to do was seduce Jessie into his bed. Then he’d convince her that he was her Christmas Miracle, not her Christmas Curse.

He handed his shovel to Kajeeta, who was still rambling on about her dreams and Weight Watchers and dance lessons and menstrual cramps and God only knew what else. He started toward the house, a determined glint in his eye.

A little niggling voice in his brain suggested that perhaps he ought to try convincing Jessie of his love first, but another part of his body, down a lot lower, moved. It actually moved. And he could swear it said, wild sex, wild sex, wild sex.

Who was Erik to argue?

Seduced by a Viking . . .

No sooner did Erik hang up his coat on a wooden peg in the kitchen and toed off his boots than Jessica grabbed the infuriating man by his ponytail and dragged him into the small, closet-like pantry, locking the door behind her.




“Ouch!” he complained.

She released him and planted a hand on each of her hips, clad in a pair of skin-tight jeans. Her suitcase was in the car Julio had stolen, so she’d had no choice but to wear a pair of Darlene’s jeans and a T-shirt that read “Born To Be Wild.” It was all part of the Christmas Curse, of course.

Erik was grinning at her.

She shoved him hard with a palm against his chest. “I could kill you for telling those kids such an outrageous lie about our marrying.”

He didn’t budge an inch. “Now, Jessie—”

“And stop looking at my hips. I know they’re too big. You don’t have to . . . oomph!”

He hauled her flush against his body and leaned back against the counter top. “Your hips are perfect,” he rasped out. Then, before she could react, he spread his long legs and pulled her even tighter into the cradle of his thighs.

Jessie saw stars as the most incredible sensations shot like wildfire through her instantly attuned nerve endings. She forgot why she was so mad at Erik, why she’d shanghaied him into the pantry, why she wanted him out of her life. Heck, she forgot her own name.

He gripped her head in both hands. “How do you feel about wild sex?” he growled just before his mouth swooped down and captured her lips, silencing any protest she might have made.

Wild sex? She would have said, “I hate it” or “How dare you!” or “Huh? What’s that?” or “Yesyesyes,” but she was incapable of coherent speech. She couldn’t talk at all. She was reduced to a whimpering vegetable as Erik devoured her mouth, alternately hard, then soft, pressing and sucking.

She barely recognized the mewling, guttural words of encouragement emitting from her. And when he forced her mouth open with his thrusting tongue, he filled her with such exquisite longing that she drew deeply on him.

He made a raw sound deep in his throat, and she exulted.

The smell of spices surrounded them—cinnamon and basil and cloves. From outside, she could hear the muted, distant laughter of the children. Upstairs in Darlene’s bedroom, a rap song blasted out suggestive lyrics in a thrumming rhythm. But all Jessica could think of was the delicious feel of her body pressed up against Erik. Of his lips nuzzling her neck, whispering sweet, sinful things.




Like magic, his fingers slid up under the back of her T-shirt and deftly, with a mere flick, released the catch on her bra. She pulled back to protest, or was she arching her back in invitation? It must have been the latter, because it felt so right when his big hands moved around to the front and cupped her breasts high, from underneath, so that his mouth could take first one aching nipple, then the other through the thin fabric, and suckle deeply.

Her legs trembled all the way down to her wobbly ankles, but he held her firmly in place with his powerful thighs. His hands framed her hips, then moved in a wide caress to palm her bare buttocks.

My bare buttocks!

When had the brute unbuttoned her jeans and pulled down the zipper? When had he slipped his devious hands inside the back of her panties?

Had she lost her mind completely, letting herself be seduced by a too smooth Viking clone? Had the Christmas Curse totally blindsided her this year?

She tore her lips from his.

Chest heaving, Erik looked down at the precious woman in his arms, who was stiffening with resistance by the minute. His foggy brain fought through the blistering arousal that consumed and disoriented him.

“No,” Jessie said in a small voice, but her fingers still dug into his shoulders. Erik also noticed the sexual glaze that misted her honey eyes and the deep pants that came from her parted, kiss-swollen lips.

He hadn’t lost her yet.

Wrapping his arms tightly around her waist, he walked her to the opposite counter, sitting her rump on the edge. Before she could blink, or even think of saying “no,” he swept her jeans and panties down her parted legs and pulled them off her sneakered stockinged feet, which dangled a foot from the floor.

She looked down at herself, naked from navel to socks, with obvious incredulity. Before she could bolt, Erik tilted her chin upward and held her eyes in a coaxing caress. He fished a foil packet from the back pocket of his jeans just before dropping them and his boxers to the floor.

“Please,” he whispered and guided her hand to him.

She didn’t resist. Instead, in a daze, she ran her fingertips over him lightly, in awe, before taking him in both hands.

He closed his eyes as an explosion of bright lights went off in his head. When his pulse slowed down to breakneck speed, he gently grasped her hands and placed them on his shoulders.




“We shouldn’t,” she said softly, even as she pulled him closer and spread her legs wider in welcome.

“We should,” he insisted, nipping her neck and looping his hands under her knees, dragging her tush even farther out on the edge of the counter.

“I’ll be sorry later . . . you’ll be sorry,” she moaned, and wrapped her legs around his waist.

“No . . . never,” he grunted as he eased himself into her tightness. She clenched him spasmodically, and he feared he’d come, way too soon. For long, long moments, forehead to forehead, imbedded fully, he waited out her first orgasm.

When she sighed, finally, he smiled and pulled away to examine her blushing face.

“Oh, Jessie, I love you.”

Her face paled with shock.

He hadn’t meant to say the words yet. They just came out.

“No. No, you don’t. You’re just like all men. You think you need to say . . . o-o-oh!”

To stifle her protests, he’d pulled out, then stroked back in. Once, twice, three excruciating times.

“I love you, Jessie. Believe that.” This time when he filled her, he twisted his hips, side to side.

She began to keen with the beginning of another climax, but he wanted to slow her down. “Look at us,” he urged her. Her half-lidded eyes moved in the direction he pointed and widened with the same wonder he felt. Highlighted by the winter sunshine streaking through the single window in the pantry, fine red curls blended with his crisp, blond pubic hairs where they were joined, creating an erotic picture, like silken threads in a tapestry.

A tear slipped down her cheek. “We’re beautiful together,” she whispered.

“Yes,” he agreed thickly, and allowed himself to succumb to the overpowering need he had for her. This time when he withdrew and plunged into her, she rippled around him. And each time he stroked, and stroked, and stroked, he repeated, “I love you.”

She no longer protested his love words. Maybe she believed him now. Then again, maybe she was as swept away as he was by the most explosive orgasm of his life. With blood roaring in his ears, and bells ringing, he reared his head back and cried out his release, pummeling into her one last time.




Jessie shuddered from head to toe and hung onto him fiercely, crying out, “Oh, oh, oh, oh, oh, oh . . . ”

Even when the racking shudders no longer shook them both, Erik still heard bells ringing. He had to give himself a mental pat on the back. When he’d planned wild sex, he’d never imagined that it would happen so soon or that it would be as spectacular as what he’d just experienced . . . bell-ringing and all that. He must be even better than he’d always thought.

“Oh, my God! It’s Aunt Clara,” Jessie said with horror.

“What about Aunt Clara?” he said, bemused, giving her luscious lips a quick kiss as he eased himself out of her body.

His first clue that he was in big trouble came when she punched him in the stomach, just before she slid to the floor and jerked on her panties and jeans.

“Ooomph!” he said in delayed reaction to her punch, although it didn’t really hurt. “Why’d you do that?” He decided to pull up his own pants, as well. Odds were against a repeat performance anytime soon.

“Because you seduced me, you creep. Because you made love to me in Aunt Clara’s pantry, for heaven’s sake. Because Aunt Clara’s bell has been ringing forever, and I’ve been down here engaging in a world-class wall-banger.”

Well, at least she has the good taste to recognize world class when it hits her like a ton of testosterone. Then, so that’s what the bell ringing was? But he didn’t voice his thoughts. Instead, he remarked, “I wasn’t the one who dragged you into the pantry by the hair looking for wild sex. You seduced me, babe, not the other way around. Not that I wasn’t willing.”

He reached for her, and she slapped his hands away.

“Wild sex! That’s what you mentioned when we came in here. Yes, you did, you said something about wild sex just before you kissed me. I heard you. Don’t deny it. You deliberately seduced me.”

“Whatever.” He was in too good a mood to argue. “When can we get married? I mean, will you marry me?” Oh, boy, I’m getting this love stuff all out of order. Probably because I’m horny again. Just looking at all that wild red hair makes me hot. I wonder what she’d think if I suggested . . . oh, boy. Slow down. “Jessie, honey,” he started over, “I love you. Will you marry me? Tomorrow. Or the day after that?” And can we go have wild sex again? Now? Maybe in that antique bathtub on the third floor.

“Love? Love?” she sputtered. “You are driving with two bricks short of a full load. And stop leering at me. You’re not touching me again.”




Wanna bet? “Leering? I don’t leer, babe. That look you see in my eye is a promise.” He jiggled his eyebrows at her and reached around to unlock the door. Aunt Clara’s bell was jingling to beat the band.

No sooner did he open the door than he saw Willie, openly eavesdropping. Willie took in the appearance of both of them, then did a little victory dance, karate style, around the kitchen.

“Oh, Lord!” Jessie said and scooted away, down the hall and toward Aunt Clara’s incessant bell-ringing.

He looked at the freckle-faced twit and knew that Jessie had deliberately abandoned him to the adolescent Bruce Lee. Probably her idea of just punishment.

“So, did you boink Aunt Jessie in the pantry?” the kid asked unabashedly.

Erik looked down to make sure he hadn’t left his zipper undone. Everything was in order. He sliced a glare at the curious boy, warning, “Willie, that’s enough.”

He started down the hall, following in Jessie’s tracks, but Willie bird-dogged right after him, throwing in a few side kicks and an occasional grunt of “Uut” along the way.

“I need a bong pole. How big is yours?”

Erik’s step faltered.

“Will you help me make one out of Aunt Clara’s broom? A bong pole’s supposed to equal your height, but I think a broom handle will do for me. Don’t you? Huh? Willya help me? Huh?”

“No.” Erik was already climbing the stairs, and Willie padded after him doggedly. No, that padding sound was Fred. Somehow they’d picked up Fred along the way.

“No?” There was a long silence following his disappointed question, and Erik walked down the second floor hall toward a bedroom where he heard voices. He’d thought he lost the kid until Willie asked, “How old were you the first time you did it to a girl?”

Erik stopped suddenly, and Willie and the dog ran into him with a yelp and a bark.

“Listen, Willie,” he said, hunkering down. “You can’t ask those kinds of questions of complete strangers.”

Willie’s face and big ears flushed bright red, and his eyes filled with tears. “I don’t feel like you’re a stranger.”

And Erik felt like a rat. Hell, the kid was asking a normal question for a boy his age. But usually it was addressed to a parent . . . a dad. Which Willie didn’t have.




“Okay,” he said, taking a deep breath and wondering how he’d gotten himself into this predicament. “I was fourteen the first time.”

“Fourteen! Fourteen!”

Erik stood, laughing, and rumpled the boy’s hair as he continued toward Aunt Clara’s bedroom. He heard Willie mutter as he skipped back down the stairs, “Did you hear that, Fred? Fourteen! Uncle Erik musta been retarded or somethin’. Guess lookin’ like a Viking doesn’t mean everything.”

He’d never been the answer to anyone’s prayers before . . .

Aunt Clara took one look at him when he entered the bedroom and exclaimed, “Thank the Lord! He sent me a miracle.”

Erik cast Jessie a knowing smirk that said clearly, “See, I am so a Christmas Miracle.”

Jessie was sitting on a straight-backed chair next to the bed, talking to a sixtyish gray-haired woman with one leg encased in a white cast from toe to thigh.

“Aunt Clara, this is Erik Thorsson, the man I told you about who helped me last night when the van got stuck in the snow.”

Erik arched a brow at Jessie as he moved around to the other side of the bed. Lying to a nun now, are you, Jessie? Tsk-tsk! He leaned down and ignored the hand Aunt Clara extended to him, giving her parchment cheek a light kiss.

It was the right thing to do, he could tell immediately. She literally glowed as she took his right hand in both of hers and drew him down to sit on her bed.

“I’m so pleased to meet you, Aunt Clara . . . I hope you don’t mind my calling you Aunt Clara . . . I feel as if I know you already.”

“Of course not, my boy.” Still holding his hand, she studied him intently before nodding, as if answering one of her own silent questions. “So, Darlene tells me that you plan on marrying my sweet girl, Jessie.”

Jessie gasped and turned greenish. Probably all that fruitcake she’d consumed.

“Yes. Yes, I do,” he said firmly before Jessie could say different. “Jessie doesn’t think I’m serious, but I am.”

“I am not going to marry him,” Jessie told Aunt Clara when she finally regained her voice. “We hardly know each other.” With that, she shot Erik a glare, daring him to contradict her. At the same time, her face turned from green to a pretty shade of pink—a nice contrast to all those unruly red ringlets—as she remembered just how well they did know each other.




“Well, I don’t know if the length of time two people know each other is a true indicator of feelings,” Aunt Clara opined.

I love this old bird. “Right,” Erik intervened quickly. “Look how long she knew Burp, and they were a mismatch from the get-go. Why, he even played”—he made an exaggerated shiver of distaste—“golf.”

“His name is Burt,” Jessie stormed.

Aunt Clara snickered behind her fingers.

“And you and I are the mismatch,” Jessica railed. “Geez, Thor the Viking and Little Orphan Annie!”

“Erik the Viking,” he corrected. “I’d like to get married real soon,” Erik went on, ignoring Jessie’s hiss of warning. “How soon do you think it will be before you’re out of that cast, Aunt Clara?”

“Well, the doctor said I could have a soft cast next week,” she said tentatively.

“Gol-ly,” he said contemplatively, tapping his chin. “I don’t know if I can wait that long.” He turned to an outraged Jessie. “What do you think, honey? Can you wait for a whole week?”

“Erik, I just knew when I saw you walk through that door that you were the answer to my prayers,” Aunt Clara said, smiling at him.

He’d like to be the answer to someone’s prayers, although not a nun’s. But Jessie didn’t look much like she was in the mood for praying. In fact, her eyes were crossed. Someone ought to tell her about faces freezing and stuff. Perhaps he should call Willie.

“You are the worst Christmas Curse I’ve ever had,” Jessie gritted out at him.

Aunt Clara gasped at her harsh words, and Erik felt a little twinge of hurt, as well.

“Jessica Jones, what an awful thing to say! I brought you up better than that.” Then Aunt Clara’s frown melted away as she confided in a softer voice, “I was praying this morning for a Christmas Miracle. Who are we to question the answer God gives us? A miracle is a miracle.”

Aunt Clara and Jessie looked at him then—him, the miracle.

Aunt Clara beamed.

Jessie’s honey eyes threw sparks of disbelief.

Erik wondered how soon till he could have wild sex again.






  


Chapter Five
 

Everyone was impressed, except the woman he loved . . .

Later that afternoon, they were all in the living room, decorating a huge blue spruce tree that Erik and the kids had dragged in from the woods behind the house. Christmas carols played on the radio in the background, interrupted repeatedly by storm warnings.

Aunt Clara was reclining on the sofa in front of the fireplace where Erik had carried her two hours ago. She gave them gentle instructions as to which ornament went where while her knitting needles clicked away at one of her perpetual afghans.

“Are you still mad at me, honey?” Erik said close to Jessica’s ear, causing her to jump about two feet.

“Criminey, do you have to sneak up on me all the time?” she snapped.

She’d been avoiding the rascal all day, along with his knowing looks, his disarming smiles, and “accidental” touches. Erik had laughed and stalked her just the same.

She couldn’t believe she’d actually made love with a man she’d met the night before. She hadn’t been thinking. It had happened too soon. It shouldn’t have happened at all.

She had to get rid of the tempting hunk soon or lose her sanity. Or something worse. Her heart.

“What do you call a nun with one leg?” Erik asked with a glimmer of humor in his flashing eyes, slanting a glance at Aunt Clara to make sure she didn’t overhear.

A
joke? She tried to look at him disapprovingly.

“Hopalong Chastity.”

She giggled reluctantly, and Erik used that opportunity to put an arm around her shoulder and squeeze her close.

Despite the trill of excitement engendered by that slight embrace, she ducked and escaped, putting several feet between them.




He chuckled.

“Maybe you can still leave tonight . . . if the roads get cleared,” she suggested.

Why did her heart constrict at the possibility? He’d have to leave sometime. If not tonight, then tomorrow. Everyone she’d ever loved left eventually. He would, too.

Not that I love him.

And there he went again, looking at her with such hurt and longing in his beautiful blue Viking eyes. He did it every time she rebuffed him.

It’s not as if he really loves me.

But what if he did?

“No way!” Willie protested. “Uncle Erik can’t leave tonight. He’s makin’ Philadelphia cheese steaks for dinner.”

That was another thing that made Jessie mad. No one would eat her peanut butter sandwiches. They were scarfing down all the junk food Erik had bought, including minute steaks and rolls for a Christmas Eve dinner. He must have spent two hundred dollars in that Uni-Mart.

And Aunt Clara wasn’t even protesting that they would miss Vilia, the traditional Slovak Christmas Eve dinner she always prepared, where everyone must taste at least twelve of the many dishes assembled, presumably in honor of the twelve apostles. The merry meal always included, at the least, the core items of oplatky, the Christmas communion wafers dipped in honey; bobalky, braided homemade bread; red wine; pierogies, the little cheese-stuffed pies; several kinds of fish; mushroom soup; poppyseed rolls; sauerkraut; nuts; and fresh fruit.

Well, she had to give Erik credit. In the spirit of improvisation, he was putting together a new-age Villa supper, complete with Philadelphia cheese steaks, Frosted Flakes, Froot Loops, peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, Hawaiian Punch, and fruitcake, of course. And everyone—all the kids and Aunt Clara—acted as if everything was hunky-dory.

Was she the only one worried to death about the Christmas Curse and the kind of holiday disaster that loomed this year?

“You can’t make Uncle Erik leave. He’s gonna show me how to dance the Philadelphia Stomp later tonight,” Kajeeta said, interrupting Jessica’s dismal thoughts. Kajeeta peered up shyly at Erik for confirmation.

“Yep,” he told Kajeeta, and then caught Jessica’s skeptical frown. “And if you’re real good, sugar, I’ll do the two-step with you.” He winked suggestively and whispered sotto voce, “Re-e-eal slow. After the kids have gone to sleep.”




“In your dreams!” she said haughtily. But already he’d planted some tantalizing pictures in her mind. The Christmas tree lights flickering in the darkened room, fireplace roaring, soft music . . .
Get a grip, girl.

“And Erik said he would French braid my hair,” Darlene added, having just condescended to join the group.

Everyone gawked at Erik, astounded.

He shrugged with a sheepish grin. “Hey, my sister Ellie made me do her hair when we were kids. She was bigger than me then and considered me her personal slave.”

Everyone laughed at the image of Erik being forced by his sister to be her slave.

“Aunt Jessie, you oughta hang onto this guy,” Henry added in the end. “He’s a lot better than that Burp fellow you brought here last year.”

She started to tell Henry that his name was not Burp, but all the kids were having such a good time. And besides, the name Burp suited the jerk much better than Burt, anyhow. So she joined in the good-natured ribbing.

“Tell us about your work,” Aunt Clara urged Erik, her nimble fingers moving the knitting needles in an intricate pattern as she spoke.

Erik was on a ladder putting a star atop the tall tree.

“Yeah, did you ever bodyguard anyone famous?” Henry asked as he helped to brace the shaky ladder.

“Sure. All the time,” Erik answered, tilting his head this way and that until he positioned the star just right. “Even Bill Gates one time,” he told a flabbergasted Henry as he descended the ladder and folded it, preparing to take it out to the kitchen. “He hired me and four other guys to accompany him to Japan. It was a time when there was a lot of anti-American sentiment there.”

Henry was gazing at Erik as if he were God.

“And I just came back yesterday afternoon from working a Fancy Nancy concert at the Wells Fargo Center in Philly,” he told a very impressed Kajeeta as he passed en route to the kitchen.

When he reentered the living room, all the kids jumped on him with eager questions.

“Do you really know Fancy Nancy?” Kajeeta wanted to know.

“Well, I wouldn’t say we’re friends. But, yes, I’ve met her and worked for her.”

“How about movie stars?” Darlene asked.

“Yep. Lots of movie stars, like Robert Pattinson, Natalie Portman, Brad Pitt, Cameron Diaz. And rock stars. Once I guarded Lady Gaga . . . now, that was a trip,” he recalled with amusement. “Even Michael Jackson before he died, though he usually had his own private security team.”




“Did you ever bodyguard Chuck Norris?” Willie wanted to know.

Erik shook his head negatively. “Mostly I work for politicians—those who aren’t high up enough to qualify for Secret Service protection, and corporate bigwigs traveling in third world countries.”

“Wow!” the kids sighed.

Erik addressed Aunt Clara then, seeming to give her a special silent message. “Once I even guarded Pope John Paul.”

“O-o-oh, Erik,” Aunt Clara breathed. Her simple words said loud and clear that she thought Erik was the answer to her Christmas prayers . . . sent special delivery by God, via John Paul.

Jessie felt the happiness and Christmas spirit swell around her, filling the room, but it was a sham. Because these kids still believed . . . perhaps not in Santa Claus . . . but in miracles. And there was going to be no miracle when they came downstairs tomorrow and found no gifts.

“Stop worrying, Jessica,” Aunt Clara said softly with uncanny perception, sensing her distress. “For once in your life, trust. Especially at Christmas time, let yourself believe that good things can just happen.”

“Hah! The only thing that ever happens to me at Christmas time is my Christmas Curse,” Jessie grumbled.

“Now, Jessica, I have never believed that nonsense.”

Henry distracted Aunt Clara then, wanting her advice on some tinsel that had become tangled.

“Have some more fruitcake,” Erik suggested, pressing a too-big hunk against Jessie’s mouth. Lord, the man must be part Indian, as well as Viking, the way he crept up on her unawares all the time.

“I don’t want any more. I hate fruitcake. And I’m not hungry,” she insisted, which gave Erik the opportunity to shove the huge morsel in her open mouth. “Glmph.”

He kept his fingertips on her lips an intimate second too long, and his smoldering eyes told her he had a hunger of an entirely different kind. Leaning close, he whispered, “Are you ready for some more wild sex?”

She chewed quickly so she could answer him, but he laughed again and moved away.

Willie ambled up with a calculating gleam in his eyes. “So tell me, Aunt Jessie. How old were you when you lost your virginity? Uncle Erik was fourteen.”




She began to choke as the blasted fruitcake went down the wrong throat passage. When she finally recovered, after drinking a glass of Hawaiian Punch—another of Erik’s purchases—her gaze shot across the room.

Erik threw his hands out hopelessly.

Meanwhile, Willie karate-chopped a fruitcake in half.

Jessica couldn’t remember when the Christmas Curse had ever been so bad.

Then Santa arrived . . . a Hispanic Santa with an attitude . . .

It was close to midnight before all the kids were nestled in their beds. Aunt Clara had retired soon after their absolutely wonderful Christmas Eve dinner—the best any of them had ever experienced. Jessica was about to call it a night herself, but first she had to take Fred out for one last nature call.

“I’ll take him,” Erik offered, coming down the hall from the kitchen where he’d just gone to put away the last of the leftovers and turn out the lights. “I need to make a few more phone calls.”

“Thanks. I’m really beat.” Then his words sank in. “Telephone calls?”

“Yeah, I have a cell phone in my car,” he admitted.

She was too tired to be angry with him anymore. “You rat,” was the best she could come up with.

“Hey, I have to have a cell phone in the car at all times, in case of emergency. The nature of my business, you know. Besides, I had to call my sister Ellie to go get my laundry from the Laundromat, didn’t I? Did you really think I would have gone with you so willingly if I knew I was losing a couple hundred dollars’ worth of clothes?”

Jessica wasn’t sure what she’d been thinking at the time. Or if she’d been thinking at all.

More important, Erik looked really worried now as he pulled on his jacket with Fred running circles of anticipation around his legs.

“What’s wrong?”

“Jessie, I thought I was going to be able to pull off a Christmas surprise for you. I called my sister earlier today, like I said, and . . . well, a few other people. But even with the storm finally stopping tonight, I just don’t think I’ll be able to get any gifts here by tomorrow morning with the roads the way they are. It looks like there really won’t be any gifts when the kids wake up. I’m sorry.”




Tears welled in her eyes, and her throat closed over. “Oh, Erik. You did that for these kids?”

“No, Jessie, I did it for you,” he said, stepping closer.

She’d been skittish all day every time Erik got near her, but now she opened her arms for him and hugged him warmly. “Thank you. No one’s ever done anything so nice for me before.”

He smelled like wood smoke from the fireplace, and evergreen boughs, and fruitcake. She smiled against his neck—the Norse brute smelled like fruitcake. And she was developing a compelling taste for fruitcake, darn it! Or was it a taste for Vikings?

He pulled back slightly. The fingertips of one hand brushed some unruly ringlets off her cheek, then trailed down to her throat, resting lightly on the pulse point. He gazed at her somberly as his head descended . . . one infinitesimal inch at a time. She angled her lips to meet his kiss.

Unlike their earlier, frenzied touches, Erik acted as if he had all the time in the world now. Gently, gently he laid his lips on hers, exploring, coaxing.

All of Jessica’s senses heightened. She felt the heat of Erik’s body. She heard a Mormon Tabernacle Choir rendition of “Silent Night” on the radio in the background, more beautiful than the highest heavenly hosts. The fire crackled a seductive lure. The glittering lights on the tree outshone the very stars in the night sky.

Jessica never knew a kiss could be so expressive. And there was no doubt in her mind that Erik was using this gentle kiss to convey all the emotion she refused to recognize. With its shifting, changing textures, its feathery pressures and strokes, Erik’s kiss perfected all the nuances that a man’s lips could wield on a woman.

He’s showing me that he loves me.

Jessica scrunched her eyes closed tight at the wonder of it all.

And, God help me, I love him, too.

Cupping her face in both hands, Erik looked her fully in the eyes. The dog practically crossed its legs, yipping near their feet. “Wait for me, Jessie. We need to talk.”

She nodded, too benumbed to speak.

“I’ll be right back,” he said huskily over his shoulder.

His hand was on the doorknob when a car horn blasted loudly, coming up the drive. Erik turned to her in question.

She shrugged, unknowing.




They both stood on the porch, shivering, watching the red car come barreling up the drive at breakneck speed, way too fast for the snowy conditions. It fishtailed in the turn-around area before the steps.

“Oh, this is too much!” Jessica exclaimed as a tall, lean teenager in a black leather jacket and cowboy boots emerged from the driver’s side, grinning smugly.

“Is it . . . ” Erik began to ask, “. . . . could it be . . . ?”

“Julio.”

“Feliz Navidad, everyone,” the witless kid called out, as if he hadn’t disrupted the lives of a whole bunch of people . . . in fact, ruined their Christmas. Jessica clenched her fists at her sides, counting to ten before she ripped him limb from limb.

That’s when Erik tugged on her sleeve, pointing incredulously at the armloads of gaily wrapped packages Julio was grabbing from the back seat of Jessica’s car.

“I’m gonna kill him,” she gritted out.

Erik wrapped both arms around her from behind, locking her in place. “Slow down. Give him a chance to explain. Then let me kill him.”

“Hi, Aunt Jessie,” Julio said breezily as he walked by them, big as you please. “Don’t just stand there like an icicle. Bring some packages in.”

“Now, Jessie. Now, Jessie,” Erik cautioned, “he’s only a kid.”

As Erik dragged her by the hand down to the car and started loading packages in her arms, she pointed out, “That kid let me think I was carrying an empty pistol. That kid stole my purse and”—she glanced at the dozens of gifts piled in the back seat—“oh, damn, he must have maxed out my credit cards.”

Julio was back, beaming up at both of them as if he were a teenage Hispanic Santa Claus. “I did good, didn’t I, Aunt Jessie?”

Erik jammed a package on top of the pile in her arms, blocking her face before she could answer.

“I even got a laptop computer for Henry. Boy, are those things expensive. You really should get a larger max on your Visa card, you know.”

Jessica walked stiffly into the house, counting to ten, then twenty, trying to avoid her inevitable explosion. Behind her, she heard Julio ask Erik, “Who are you? Aunt Jessie’s new boyfriend? Man, I hope you’re better than that dweeb she was shakin’ the sheets with before. Think his name was Burp.”

“I think I’m gonna like you, Julio,” Erik chortled. “What’d you get for Kajeeta?”




They’d entered the living room and were arranging the gifts under the tree.

“Ballet and tap shoes. And dance tights. But, man oh man, was it hard to find them things in an extralarge chunky size! I got Willie a bong pole, one of those stupid karate pajama outfits, and a Ninja turtle tape. And I bought that bad-ass Darlene a Walkman and a big carry-case of Revlon makeups. Now she can be a high-class slut instead of a low-class bad girl.” He grinned at Erik, fake-punching him in the arm to show he was teasing.

Then Julio added the topper. “Hey, anyone ever tell you that you look a little bit like a Viking Brad Pitt . . . except younger?”

Jessica did laugh then. The whole situation was so ridiculous. But there would be a Christmas after all. She was still angry with Julio—furious actually—but he’d delivered their Christmas miracle. And for that she had to be thankful. So she couldn’t kill the messenger tonight, but tomorrow, tomorrow she would give him holy hell.

“I’m starved. I don’t know how women do it. Shoppin’ their booties off all the time. Man, it wipes a guy out. Is there anything to eat?”

“Fruitcake,” she and Erik said at the same time.

Some Xmas gifts are better than others . . .

A short time later, Jessica exited the bathroom and was shuffling along in her furry bunny slippers and flannel nightgown toward her bedroom. The house was silent now, except for the occasional creak of its aged “bones” and the whistling wind outside. Pleasantly exhausted, she mused that it had been one of the best Christmas Eves of her life, despite that misguided brat, Julio. And she had Erik to thank for it all.

So she shouldn’t have been surprised when she opened her bedroom door to see him lying on her bed. The light of the bedside lamp reflected on his sensually posed, half-reclining body propped against the headboard with two pillows, arms folded behind his neck.

Shirtless and barefooted.

Wearing a pair of jeans that were already enticingly unbuttoned at the top.

Every hormone in her body began to tango.

“Erik,” she squeaked out, “you can’t come in here. Aunt Clara’s in the next room.”

“So I guess you’ll have to be extra quiet when you—”




“Don’t say it,” she hissed.

“Nice slippers,” he remarked as she stomped closer. Then he gave her voluminous nightgown a sweeping assessment. “Sexy negligee, too.”

“Oh, get out of here.”

“What? You don’t want my Christmas present?” He held out a small package wrapped in Frosty the Snowman paper.

She eyed the gift suspiciously, trying hard not to notice the corded sinews ridging his extended arms, the hard tendons ridging his abdomen, the bulge ridging his . . .

Erik chuckled, and she averted her blushing face, taking the gift he tossed into her hands. He was sitting up now, watching her intently.

“God, I love your hair,” he said in a husky voice.

She put a hand to the unmanageable curls, which she hated, and her knees felt weak and buttery under his hungry gaze.

“Can I brush it? Later?”

Her knees did buckle then. She had to hold on to the bedpost for support.

“Open your gift, Jessie,” he urged.

“But I didn’t buy you anything,” she said with a moue of embarrassment.

“No problem! This gift’s for both of us.” A twinkle of mischief, not to mention dark, hard-core arousal, in his misty blue eyes turned her suddenly alert.

That’s when she began to suspect what the rogue had given her. A flutter of excitement teased across her skin as she unpeeled the paper. “Oh!” She put the tips of one hand to her parted lips as she gaped, openmouthed, at her gift.

The bottle of skin-warming oil.






  


Chapter Six
 

Sex with a Viking . . . Holy Thor!

“Oh, my!” she gasped, the bottle feeling sinfully hot in her hand.

“I’ll second that.” He threw his long legs over the side of the bed and stood. Then, boldly holding her eyes, he unzipped his jeans and let them fall to the floor. He wore no underwear. Stepping out of the pant legs, he drawled in a thick, thick voice, “It’s peppermint flavored. Do you like peppermint, Jessie?”

She couldn’t speak at first, overwhelmed by the beauty of this man . . . this man she’d come to love in such a short time. “I love peppermint,” she whispered.

He stood statue-still, five feet away from her, exuding virility. Chiseled bones created stunning curves and planes in his marvelously sculpted face. His blond hair was clubbed back at the nape, as usual, with a dark rubber band. Not an ounce of excess fat marred his well-toned body, from wide shoulders, to rippled abdomen, to narrow waist and hips, to flat stomach, to . . .

Something primal quickened deep inside her.

. . . to his erection, which stood out in rampant declaration of his need for her . . . his carnal intentions.

Breathlessly she waited for his next move.

There was none. Except for a slight tilt of his head.

And she understood what he wanted.

Jessica was not used to this kind of foreplay. Oh, she’d had lovers before . . . not a lot, but a few. And she’d enjoyed sex some of those times, though the men she’d known were usually the aggressors, and she a docile participant. Willing, but never the seducer. Always the seducee.

Erik was insisting on more from her. Much, much more.

Do I want to make love with him?


Oh, yes!





Do I want to please him?


Definitely!


It would only be this one night.


Of course.


Then he’ll leave.


They always do.


One night.


“Jessie,” Erik hissed. A single word. Raw and soul- wrenchingly impassioned.


She kicked off her bunny slippers.

He smiled.

She released the ribbon of her ponytail and let her hair spill out over her shoulders and down her back.

He sighed.

Clutching the fabric of her nightgown, she began to draw it slowly upward, exposing first her calves and knees and thighs.

His smoldering eyes followed the hem.

She paused at the juncture of her thighs, took a deep breath to overcome her innate shyness, then drew the nightgown up to her waist.

His lips parted as his eyes locked on that part of her. His ragged breathing was loud and heavy in the silent room.

Licking her dry lips, she gathered courage and pulled the garment the rest of the way upward, over her head.

“Oh, Jessie.”

Hunger. His gorgeous blue eyes devoured her with a primitive hunger that almost frightened her with its magnitude. His erection was even larger than before, turgid.

He crooked his fingers, coaxing her closer.

She moved halfway.

He closed the distance, still not touching her. Just looking. Then he held a hand out, palm upward, and she realized she still held the warming oil clenched in her hand.

Already, before he’d even touched her, Jessica was fiercely aroused. She didn’t know if she could stand to wait. She might splinter apart, way too soon.

Taking the bottle in his hand, he unscrewed the lid and sniffed deeply, grinning at her—a teasing grin of anticipation. Then he winked with wicked promise.

For the first time in her life, Jessica felt like swooning.

Shaking a drop of the slick oil onto his forefinger, he traced her lips, parting them. The pungent odor filled the air, and the flavor of candy canes teased her taste buds. Almost immediately, she forgot about the taste and smell, however, as her lips and tongue grew warm, throbbing with an odd heat.




He kept his body a good foot away from her. When she reached out to embrace him, he shook his head, pressing her arms to her sides. “No, sweetheart. Not yet. I want the sensations to center only on the oil. And the erotic places I touch.”

Places? She groaned.

“How does it taste, Jessie?”

“Wonderful.”

“How does it feel?”

“Tingly.”

He laughed. “Can you feel the heat?”

“Ye-e-es,” she breathed.

“Are you sure?” he said, his neck craning forward. “I’d better check.” With the tip of his tongue, he traced the outline of her lips, then the seam. “Open for me,” he demanded, and, before she’d barely complied, his tongue was filling her mouth, exploring. Stroking, in and out. Stroking. “Ummmm, delicious,” he murmured against her, his mouth covering hers wetly.

“I can’t stand it,” she cried at last, as her bones turned to jelly with the intense waves of excitement sweeping from her heated lips to her breasts and downward. Yes, downward.

“Good,” he rasped out and turned her so her back was to him, her head lolling on his right shoulder. His steely erection pressed against the cleft of her buttocks. Gently drawing her hair off her face, he anointed the pulse point at the curve of her neck. When it, too, turned warm, he nipped the spot with his teeth, then soothed the abused skin with slow licks of torture.

She tried to turn. “I want to hold you. I want you to hold me.”

“Not yet. Put your hands behind my neck,” he urged. Then he sketched an oily line from her armpits to her hips on either side, over to the center where he rotated the tip of his forefinger in her navel, then up through the middle of her body to her collarbone. A hot pulse followed wherever he touched, like a line of ignited dynamite powder. He did the same to the backs of her knees, and the insides of her thighs, even the sensitive arches of her feet.

Next he poured a more generous amount of the fluid on one of his palms and rubbed both palms together. He used the wide, callused surfaces to paint her breasts—under, around, the tops, everywhere but on the aureoles or taut peaks where she wanted the heat most. With a mewling cry, she attempted to guide his hands to the aching nipples, but he resisted, chuckling.




“Come,” he said, taking her hand and pulling her to the side of the bed. He seated her on the edge and placed several pillows at her waist, forcing her backward. Her elbows were braced on the bed and her breasts were arched high—a continual vibrating thrum in their warm depths. Then he parted her legs and knelt on the floor between her thighs.

“Erik, no. I don’t like this. I feel expos—oh . . . oh!”

Finally, he was attending to her nipples, drizzling the warm oil around the aureoles, then over the pebbled points themselves. She let out a soft cry as the area turned immediately hot and pulsing.

“Shhh, babe. Just a little longer,” he crooned, leaning forward to take her right breast deep in his mouth, suckling rhythmically, while the palm of his left hand drew wide, pressing circles on her other breast.

She tried to rear up off the bed.

He wouldn’t let her.

She tried to buck him away with her hips.

He wouldn’t budge.

Then he reversed the positions of his mouth and hand.

And she became a keening mass of quivering arousal. Her skin and nerve endings heightened to the point of ecstatic meltdown. She had no control over her flailing hands and trembling thighs.

In that condition, she was scarcely aware that he’d pulled back and was streaming the erotic oil between her legs.

“Oh, no! No, no, no,” she protested as she felt the waves of an overpowering climax began to ripple from her womb, down through that hot channel that he was lubricating with the oil on two fingers. When he lowered his head, still with his fingers inside her, and took the nub in his lips, sucking softly, she gave up the fight.

Tears were streaming down her face.

Erik noticed and stopped, sitting back on his haunches. His lips and fingers were slick from the oil, and her.

“Are those happy tears or sad tears?” he asked with concern.

“Happy tears, you brute.”

“Good,” he growled, standing, and looped his hands under her thighs, lifting her tush off the bed. Then he bent his knees, entering her with a slow, slow, slow upward stroke.




Before he’d fully penetrated, she climaxed around him with violent spasms of pure, shattering pleasure.

When she finally emerged from her delirium of satisfaction, she lifted her lashes slowly to see Erik still poised above her. Perspiration beaded his upper lip and forehead. A muscle twitched at the side of his compressed lips.

“Kiss me, Erik.” She strained her face upward.

With a grunt of sheer male surrender, he lunged into her and brought his mouth down on hers, hard and openmouthed. Then, in a frenzy of movement, he tossed the pillows aside, lifted her hips, and slid her to the middle of the bed.

Jessica tried to caress his shoulders and back, to return his rapacious kisses, but Erik was too out-of-control. His hands and mouth were everywhere, caressing, plucking, sucking, biting, kissing, pressing, pinching, licking.

And her body, which should have been confused by all these conflicting messages, filled with the sweetest burn in the world, overflowing with liquid pleasure which moved closer and closer to the boiling point.

Abruptly, he stopped.

Panting for breath, he rolled them on to their sides, and lifted her topmost leg onto his hip. Unbelievably, he filled her even more completely.

“Jessie,” he gasped out, waiting till her lashes fluttered open. When he had her full attention, he whispered, “Can you feel my love flowing? From here”—he pressed a palm against his chest—“down to here?”—he touched the place where they were joined, and Jessica almost exploded with utter ecstasy. “And up inside you”—he moved out and then in for emphasis—“to here?”—he breathed, resting his fingertips against her heart.

“Oh, Erik, don’t spoil this by speaking of love. I don’t need the words. Really.” She tried to kiss him into silence.

He tore his mouth away angrily. “It’s love, Jessie. Even if you won’t admit it.”

Then, with an efficient movement, he rolled over, and she was on top of him, straddling his hips.

“If you can’t say the words, show me, Jessie,” he coaxed. “Love me with your body.”

And she did. Oh, how she did!

Jessica hadn’t known she had the expertise to make a grown man cry for mercy.




She did.

Jessica hadn’t known a woman could climax, over and over, and still want more.

She did.

Jessica hadn’t known there were so many erotic points on a man’s or a woman’s body.

She did now.

Jessica hadn’t known a man could control his impending orgasm so stoically.

Oh, boy, did she know now.

Despite her protests, Erik kept repeating, “I love you. I love you. I love you . . . ”

She never said the words, but her body did. And, for Erik, that seemed to be enough for now.

Love comes harder for some . . .

Later, but not so much later, they lay under Aunt Clara’s handmade quilt, caressing each other softly. Erik gazed down at Jessica and considered himself the luckiest man alive. How had this magic landed in his lap? What miraculous power had put him in the same place as Jessie last night?

He clutched her tighter, overcome with emotion, and whispered soft words of endearment. Jessie whispered back. Nice words. Complimentary words, though not the ones Erik wanted to hear.

His heart tightened painfully, but he forced himself not to become grim. He knew she loved him, and he understood his Little Orphan Jessie a whole lot better now. Her insecurities. Her fears. Her Christmas Curse, he thought with a silent laugh.

He could wait.

A woman like her would need proof of a man’s staying power—and he didn’t mean that in the sexual sense. He was staying, for good, no matter what she thought.

For now, he had other things on his mind.

Putting a forefinger under her chin, he tilted her face upward. Immediately, he saw the wariness in her honey eyes. She thought he was going to pressure her on the love and marriage issues.

“So how do you feel about peppermint sticks?” he asked.

“What?” she asked with suspicion.

“Peppermint sticks. Do you like to . . . lick them?”




“Sure, but I don’t understand—”

He kicked the quilt off, looking pointedly at his upraised “stick,” then over to the bedside table where the bottle of peppermint warming oil stood in waiting.

They both laughed then.

But not for long.

Kids say the darnedest things . . .

“Why do you and Uncle Erik smell like candy canes?” Willie asked Jessie the next morning, peering up for the first time in an hour from his Ninja turtle tape. Scraps of Christmas wrapping paper surrounded him and were scattered across the living room.

“Who has candy canes? I want a candy cane,” Kajeeta whined as she pirouetted across the room in her new flame-red tights.

Even from across the room, Erik saw a rush of pink stain Jessie cheeks. And her eyes—her soulful eyes—met his reluctantly, then darted away in embarrassment.

Was she embarrassed by Willie’s impudent question, or about the incredible things they’d done to each other last night?

He’d left Jessie’s bed near dawn, not wanting her to be caught in a compromising situation by any unexpected visitors. She’d been asleep when he slipped out, and he hadn’t talked to her in private since then. Surely she didn’t take his considerate departure as a mark of abandonment.

He felt hurt by the distance she was putting between them. Last night was special. To them both. He wanted to shout his love aloud . . . to the kids, to Aunt Clara, to Jessie. He wanted to hold hands. To kiss under the mistletoe. To hug. And make plans.

But she was as skittish now as a cat in a room full of pit bulls.

“Candy canes! Oh, you dweeb!” Julio snorted to Willie, pulling Erik back to the present. Julio was sitting on an easy chair with his feet propped on a hassock, basking in the glow of his benevolent charity, albeit at Jessie’s expense. “It’s probably skin warming oil, like they sell in porno shops,” Julio explained.

“Porno shops?” Willie inquired.

Everyone turned to look in question, first at Jessie, then him. Luckily, Aunt Clara was in the kitchen having a cup of tea.

Before he and Jessie had a chance to turn crimson with telling humiliation, Darlene piped in, “Julio, you are such a jerk. You think you’re so hot. You think you know everything. You think—”




“Hah! I know a slut when I see one.”

“Eff off!”

Julio flicked a middle finger at her.

“That’s enough!” Erik roared. Really, someone needed to lay down the law with these kids. They all looked chastened as he continued to glare at them, hands on hips. Eventually they grumbled and went back to examining the Christmas gifts that Julio-Santa had brought them.

At least attention had been diverted away from him and Jessie.

That is, until Willie peered up from his tape once again and asked Erik, “Do you wear a jock strap when you practice karate?”

Erik couldn’t speak. Only a gurgling sound came out.

“Gawd!” Henry said and left the room.

“I know what a jock strap is,” Kajeeta exclaimed with glee in the middle of an amazing pirouette.

Even Darlene blushed.

“A blush from you, Dar-lene-ey,” Julio teased. “Well, wonders never cease.”

It was obvious to Erik, if not to anyone else, that Julio had a crush on Darlene. This continual baiting was his juvenile way of showing it.

Darlene was sputtering unintelligible words about cutting out Julio’s tongue and sticking it someplace unmentionable.

Jessie fled to the kitchen, muttering something about helping Aunt Clara with the breakfast dishes. The coward! They’d eaten fruitcake and leftover cheese steaks on paper plates.

Well, she wasn’t going to escape from him this time. Perhaps he needed a little help, though.

“Oh, Wil-lie,” Erik said in a sugary, coaxing voice. “How’d you like to do me a big favor.”

There are mousetraps, and then there are mousetraps . . .

Early that afternoon, the house had settled down to a peaceful hum, and Jessica retreated to the kitchen where she was singing “Silent Night” under her breath while puttering around with preparations for Christmas dinner. Julio, God bless him, had purchased an already prepared roasted turkey dinner for ten from a supermarket. It had cost him . . .
her . . .
a hundred bucks.

Jessica planned to take every dollar out of his hide, but not today.




A wonderful peacefulness enveloped Jessica. A feeling of family. Darlene was sitting under the tree playing some of her new CD’s on a disc player “Santa” had brought. Henry was teaching Willie how to play a computer game. Kajeeta was watching A
Christmas Carol on TV with Erik. Aunt Clara was upstairs taking a nap.

If only things could stay this way.

“Aunt Jessie,” Willie said, padding into the kitchen barefooted, wearing his new white karate outfit. “Can I ask you something . . . um . . . personal?”

Uh-oh. Jessica looked at the red-haired imp and groaned inwardly. There was a suspicious twinkle in his eyes.

“Do girls like guys who do karate? I mean, does it turn them on?”

“Wh-what?” she stammered, backing away from him and looking around blindly for a quick exit or somewhere to hide.

“I know that girls like football players. And wrestlers. But what about karate guys?”

Oh, God! “Willie,
why don’t you go ask Julio, or Uncle Erik?” She made a couple of crablike sidesteps, hoping she could make it to the hallway leading to the front door before having to answer.

“Julio’s the one that told me to start doing karate. Either that or get a tattoo.”

“A . . . a tattoo?”

Willie shuffled around, inadvertently blocking her route to the hall. “And I asked Uncle Erik about this girls and karate and sex stuff, but he told me to come ask you.”

“Oh, he did, did he?”

“Yep. How’s a guy supposed to know what turns a girl’s crank? I mean, really, Aunt Jessie, guys like just about anything, but girls are different. Aren’t they? Huh? Aren’t they?” He was pressing closer, gazing up at her with wide-eyed innocence. Still, there was that suspicious twinkle in his eyes, too.

How could she answer such questions? “Uh, I’m busy right now, Willie. Come back later. I’ll tell you then,” she promised. And, gutless wimp that she was, she dashed into the pantry.

To her shock, she heard the door close behind her and the lock click from the other side, followed by the sound of Willie’s snickering. That shock was followed immediately by another as she realized that the “rat” who’d planted the cheese—Willie—in her path, had diverted her toward this very spot.

Erik stood leaning against the window on the far wall of the narrow pantry. If this was intended to be a joke, he wasn’t laughing.




“So, tell me, Jessie, what does turn a girl’s crank?”






  


Chapter Seven
 

It’s all in who you know . . .

“What’s going on?” she said shrilly, twisting the knob unsuccessfully.

“You tell me, Jessie. What the hell’s going on?”

“I . . . I don’t know what you mean.” She knew exactly what he meant. She’d been dodging him all morning, ever since she’d awakened, alone, in her bed.

Oh, she didn’t blame him for leaving. He’d probably been concerned about her reputation with the kids and Aunt Clara. Still, his leaving had reminded her that he would leave eventually, and she couldn’t allow herself to get too attached.

Last night had been wonderful. End of story.

Stepping away from the window, Erik moved closer to her. Bright sunlight reflected off his blond hair, giving it dazzling highlights. He wore a crisp, pure white T-shirt of Julio’s tucked into faded jeans.

And already she felt warm and tingly. It was probably the aftereffects of the warming oil.

“You know, Jessie, when you look at me, your eyes give you away.”

She lowered her lashes.

He laughed mirthlessly and tickled her under the chin.

Her head jerked up. How had he discovered that that tiny section of skin was a particularly sensitive spot on her body? Hah! He knows that and a whole lot more about my body.

He braced his arms on either side of her head. There was a touch of anger in his clenched jaw, as well as hurt in his blue eyes, which glittered more gray than blue today. Stormy.

“What gives, Jessie?” he gritted out. “Tell me what’s going through that quirky mind of yours.”

“Erik, let me go. Let’s go outside. Then we’ll talk.” The pantry was very small, no bigger than a walk-in closet. Too intimate. She could smell a hint of coffee on his breath. She could feel the heat of his body. She could imagine a whole lot more.




“Why can’t we talk here?” He cocked his head, then a slow grin spread across his face. “Do I make you nervous?”

“No, but . . . but I should keep an eye on the kids while Aunt Clara’s sleeping.”

“Liar.”

She groaned in resignation. He wasn’t going to let her escape until they’d cleared the air. “What do you want, Erik?”

“You.”

She whimpered.

“Why are you fighting this? Is loving me such a bad thing?”

“Love is never a bad thing,” she declared vehemently, angry herself now, “but it’s just not in the cards for me.”

“You’re not going to mention that damn Christmas Curse again.”

“No, I’m pretty sure the Christmas Curse is over. Last night just about wiped it out, I would think.”

“Damn straight!”

“Oh, Erik, last night was wonderful, for both of us, but I don’t want you to make it into something more than what it was.”

“Which was?” he asked icily.

“People have a way of getting caught up in the magic of the Christmas season, but the glow rarely lasts beyond the tinsel and mistletoe. It’s sort of like vacation romances where lovers forget each other once they go home.”

“Bull!”

She winced at his harsh scorn.

“I love you, Jessie.”

“You think you do,” she corrected.

“Don’t tell me what I think. I love you, and you love me, dammit. Deny it. Go ahead. Tell me you don’t love me.”

Tears welled in her eyes as she tried to tell him she didn’t love him. The words stuck in her throat.

“Jessie, honey, have you ever told anyone you loved them?”

She shook her head mutely.

“Because they always left first, right?”

She nodded.

“Ah, sweetheart, don’t you know . . . can’t you trust that I’m not leaving?”

She shook her head again, but a soft sob escaped.




He bent his knees so he was at eye level with her and pressed his lips lightly against hers, shifting from side to side, as if trying to show her his sincerity. “I’m in this for the long haul, babe,” he said in a choked voice. “I’ve waited too long to find love again. I’ll prove to you that my love is for real. I will.”

He was lowering his mouth for another kiss when footsteps clamored loudly on the other side of the door, followed by a rattling of the door knob.

“Uncle Erik, your phone is ringing like crazy, and there’s a car coming up the driveway . . . a stretch limo.”

Jessica canted her head at Erik in question. Giving her a quick peck, he looped an arm around her shoulder, firm notice that he wasn’t going to let her bolt again.

Henry was speaking on Erik’s cell phone in the hallway when they emerged. His eyes seemed watery with unshed tears, and his glasses were all fogged up.

Jessica’s maternal instincts kicked in. “Henry, what’s wrong? Is it bad news?” Henry was an orphan, but there might be some distant relative she didn’t know about.

He ignored her with a wave of his hand. “Yes, sir. I will, sir. I promise,” Henry said into the mouthpiece, a tone of awe in his voice. “A summer school for computer whiz kids? No, I never heard about that. A what? Oh, Gawd! A college scholarship, maybe, sometime down the road?” Tears streamed unrestrained down Henry’s face now. “But, Mr. Gates, how did you hear about me? Oh. Yes, Erik Thorsson is still here.” Henry gave Erik a sideways glance of adoration.

“Bill Gates?” Jessica said, turning to Erik. “You called Bill Gates on Henry’s behalf?”

“No big deal,” he said dismissively.

“It is a very big deal,” she asserted and hugged him tightly.

And a tiny grain of trust began to build between them. Well, actually, it was more like a rock.

He winked at her. “Hey, if a telephone call turns you on, I’ve got a really good dialing finger.” He jiggled his eyebrows at her.

Lord, she loved it when he jiggled his eyebrows.

Not that she’d tell him that.

Not that he probably didn’t know it already.

Oh, this was turning into the best Christmas ever. And it wasn’t over yet.

Darlene and Kajeeta stood at the open front door, gaping at the limo which had just pulled to a stop. The two teenagers looked outside, then looked at each other, threw their hands up in the air, and squealed girlishly.




Jessica felt like screaming, too.

Fancy Nancy walked in the door. For real.

“Shut your mouth, Jessie,” Erik advised her with a chuckle. He squeezed her shoulder before releasing her and stepping forward to welcome his guest.

“Yo, Nance, glad you could come,” Erik said, kissing the star on the cheek. Nancy wore a skin-tight, red body suit with a wide silver belt and a fuzzy white fake-fur jacket. A dozen tiny gold Christmas bells tinkled from the many piercings in her ears as she moved. There was also a small gold loop in one eyebrow and on the tip of her tongue.

“Which one of you is Kajeeta?” Nancy asked, homing in on the astonished black girl. “You and I have a lot to talk about, girlfriend.” Then, turning to Darlene, she added, “You must be Darlene. Great makeup!”

The three headed into the living room where Willie stood like a frozen statue watching Nancy approach. The expression on his face couldn’t have been more delighted if he’d been handed a karate black belt on a silver platter. Jessica shuddered to think what questions he might ask the sexy rock singer/dancer. Julio put his hands in his pockets, striking a nonchalant pose, and Jessica was pretty sure he planned to hit on the celebrity.

That left her and Erik to follow dumbly after the crowd. Henry was still chattering away on the phone with Bill Gates.

Erik watched her watch Nancy with a great deal of amusement.

“Glad you could make it,” Erik said to Nancy once he could get a word in edgewise.

“Hey, man, I wouldn’t have missed this for anything. When you told me yesterday that you’d met your dream girl, I had to come take a look-see.”

Erik draped a proprietary arm around Jessica’s waist.

“Yeah, you done good, Erik,” Nancy said teasingly, giving Jessica a sweeping appraisal. “Maybe too good. Maybe I should introduce her to my chauffeur. He’s studying to be an actor.”

Erik stiffened beside her.

Nancy hooted with laughter and tapped Erik on the chin with one of her long black, rhinestone studded fingernails. “Gotcha, good buddy!” She told Jessica then, “This guy of yours is the best bodyguard I ever hired. Did you know that Brad Pitt has been trying to convince him for years to take a job as his body double, but he refuses to move to the West Coast? Maybe you can talk some sense into him, honey.”




Jessica was too flabbergasted by that news to respond.

“So where’s this famous fruitcake?” Nancy asked Erik.

Everyone started to laugh, but then a car horn blew outside.

What next? Jessica mouthed to Erik.

“Damned if I know,” he replied, peering out the window. Immediately, he exclaimed, “Oh, my God!”

“What’s the matter?” Jessica asked with concern.

He gave her a rueful glance. “It’s my sister, Ellie. I told her to bring some Christmas presents.”

“So?” He’d already told her of his fondness for his sister.

“And my mother, too.”

Oooh, boy!

It was the most wonderful time of the year, for sure . . .

Early that evening, Erik sat on the floor before the fire with his arm wrapped around Jessie. Their backs were propped against the sofa where Aunt Clara knitted away on an afghan—a Christmas present for him. Erik had to chuckle when he saw her latest creation for the first time. Brown and speckled with red and orange and green, it resembled a big slice of fruitcake.

The kids sat around the room playing with their Christmas gifts. Although everyone was tired from the long day and the excitement, they were reluctant to go to bed and end what had been a perfect day for them all.

Nancy had left soon after dinner, dog-tired from dancing with all the kids, stuffed from Julio’s Christmas feast, and ears ringing with all the questions. She’d brought little nonsense gifts for the orphans, which they would, no doubt, cherish for a lifetime.

Before they’d gotten in the limo—the limo driver had joined them for Christmas dinner, too, and to Erik’s annoyance he was way too good-looking—Erik had heard Willie ask Nancy, “Do you think girls are attracted to karate guys?”

“Oooh, yes!” Nancy cooed with a straight face. “In fact, I’m thinking about using some karate moves in my next music video.” That about made Willie’s day.

And Julio had somehow managed an invitation from Nancy to go to Hollywood for a job next summer. He probably had a strategy mapped out already for taking the town by storm . . . or just taking it.




A smiling Aunt Clara had made a gift of five fruitcakes to Nancy. She was struck speechless with gratitude.

Erik’s mother and Ellie had approved heartily of Jessie. Well, why wouldn’t they? She was wonderful, although she’d appeared half-paralyzed by their exuberance. Ellie, especially, came on like gangbusters sometimes. His mother had started to ask Jessie whether she could help with wedding plans, but backed off, luckily, when she’d seen the sheer panic in Jessie’s eyes. He’d given his mom a silent signal that he’d talk to her later.

Now he sat in the afterglow of the best Christmas he’d ever had, with the woman he loved in his arms. Later, after everyone else sacked out for the night, he and Jessie would talk. Then wild sex again. Or should they have wild sex, and then talk?

“Why are you smirking?” Jessie tilted her head to gaze at him.

In the background, he heard his cell phone going off. Probably his mother or Ellie. He’d told them to call when they arrived home safely.

“I was not smirking. I’m just happy. Aren’t you?”

She nodded, and he could see that she was getting weepy-eyed again. She did that a lot when unable to express her emotions. He was a little weepy-eyed himself.

“Uncle Erik, it’s for you,” Henry called out. “Your secretary. She says it’s an emergency.”

Uh-oh.

All good times must come to an end . . .

Jessica sat on the floor waiting for Erik to return. Little by little, he’d peeled away the armor of her distrust today. She’d already admitted to herself that she loved him, but she was beginning to actually believe he could love her, too . . . that they had a future together.

When Erik came back a short time later, he’d already donned a jacket. With worry lining his voice, he said, “Come here, Jessie, I have to talk to you.”

“What is it?” She jumped up in panic. “Has there been an accident? Your mother and sister?”

“No, no,” he assured her quickly. “They’re fine, but there has been an accident. One of my employees was shot. Dead.” He swallowed with difficulty, then went on, “His partner’s badly wounded. I have to get back to Philadelphia right away.”




“Of course,” she said, rushing to his side.

Erik said all his good-byes to Aunt Clara and the kids, telling them he’d return as soon as possible. Then, a short time later, Erik was kissing her at the side of his car.

“Wait here for me, Jessie,” he ordered gruffly.

She nodded, unable to keep her cold hands from caressing his face and shoulders, memorizing him till he returned.

“I’ll call you later tonight. I should be able to get back by tomorrow, but I’ll know better once I see what the situation is with this job. Okay?” He was nuzzling her neck and giving her little nibbling kisses the whole time he talked.

Jessica tried to keep up a brave front. She was missing Erik before he even left.

“I have to go,” he said finally, setting her away from him and opening the car door. “I love you, Jessie.”

She started to say the words she knew he wanted to hear, but he put his fingertips over her lips to silence her. “No, I know that you love me. But I want you to say the words on your own, without the pressure of my leaving.”

She nodded and watched through a screen of tears as Erik drove away.

Love hurts . . .

Two days later, Jessica hadn’t heard from Erik.

The night he’d left, there’d been no call, even though he’d promised. And all the following day, she’d waited in vain.

At first, his lack of communication had stunned her. There had to be an excuse.

Then reality had sunk in.

Despite Aunt Clara’s admonitions to trust in her heart, Jessica accepted the truth. Erik wasn’t coming back.

By the third day after Christmas, Jessica had her shield of cynicism firmly in place again. And she began packing for her return to Chicago, with oaths of secrecy forced from Aunt Clara and the kids not to divulge her address or phone number if Erik should ever show up again. She suspected that a twinge of pity might strike Erik sometime in the future, if not for her, perhaps for the kids, and she didn’t want his damn pity. Or anything else from him, for that matter.

So Jessica traveled back to Chicago alone, except for ten fruitcakes, which she intended to dump at the first roadside rest stop, and memories of candy canes and a Viking Santa that would stay with her forever.




Some Christmas miracles weren’t intended to last.

It was a sweet (almond creme) ending . . .

On New Year’s Eve, Jessica stood in the kitchen of the Shangri-La Inn, arranging Roquefort-stuffed shrimp and crab canapes on an appetizer tray.

The loud rendition of the Jewish folk dance “Hava Nagila” being played by the orchestra at the wedding reception rocked the entire building, but did nothing for her low spirits. The band soon moved on to a fast-paced number, and the shrill announcer encouraged everyone to get up and dance the Chicken. The Chicken? She clucked her tongue woefully. What was it about weddings that made grown people behave like imbeciles?

She heard the whoosh of the swinging door from the dining room and grabbed for the meat tenderizing hammer in front of her. The lecherous bridegroom, Cecil Goldstein, had been making passes at her all afternoon, and she’d had about enough. As it was, she probably had bruises on her butt from all his pinches. Well, time to give the schnockered newlywed a lesson good and proper, where it really hurt.

“Put your hands up, lady. This is a stick-out,” she heard behind her. And it wasn’t the bridegroom’s voice.

Oh, my God! Jessica turned abruptly and dropped her meat mallet to the floor with a clunk of surprise.

Santa Claus stood before her with a raised pistol. Madder than hell, if his flaring nostrils and steely eyes were any indication.

“What are you doing here?”

“I came for something that belongs to me. This is not a robbery,” he emphasized, parroting some words she’d said once at the Piggly Jiggly. “And get those hands back up, lady, or I’m gonna have to wipe you up.”

A grin twitched the edges of her lips. She couldn’t help herself. Was that how silly she’d sounded? And Erik looked so comical standing there with a gun pointed in her face. A
gun? “You shouldn’t aim a loaded gun at anyone. It is loaded, isn’t it?”

“You betcha, babe,” he said, and squirted her in the face.

Jessica laughed and wiped the moisture away while Erik pulled the beard and wig and hat off, dropping them to the floor. She saw immediately that his teasing words conflicted with the stone-cold fury stiffening his body, flattening his lips into a thin line.




“Why didn’t you wait for me, Jessie? And why did you tell everyone to keep your whereabouts from me?” Erik was bristling with anger.

“Why didn’t you call?”

“Because I had to go to London to take over for Jerry and Mike.” His voice cracked at the end.

“Oh,” she said, remembering the accident the night Erik had been called away. She wanted to reach out her arms in comfort, but Erik’s stony expression daunted her. “How is he . . . I mean, the one employee, did he survive?”

“Jerry was buried three days ago, and Mike will recover,” he said grimly.

Agitated, she brushed some stray curls off her forehead. “How did you find me?”

“Julio,” he responded tersely.

She waited for him to say more. When he didn’t, she took a deep breath and pressed forward. “Why?”

“He said he’d never met two old fogies as dumb as us,” he informed her with a rueful shrug.

She tried to smile, but her facial muscles froze.

“You didn’t answer my question, Jessie. Why didn’t you wait?” He studied her so calmly and coldly that Jessica’s heart began to splinter.

“When you didn’t call, I figured that . . . well, you changed your mind. That you didn’t really . . . ”

“. . . .
love you?” He shook his head sadly. “Dammit, Jessie, why couldn’t you have trusted me?”

“But you didn’t call,” she accused.

“I did call, Jessie.”

She waited for an explanation, puzzled.

“Did it ever occur to anyone to recharge the battery on the cell phone?”

“You called?” she squeaked out.

He nodded somberly.

Jessica understood then how foolish she’d been. And she understood something else, too. This was good-bye. Erik hadn’t come to woo her back.

Without trust, a relationship was nothing. And she’d proven they had nothing . . . no foundation to build on, not even the love she’d failed to profess to him. But Erik was an ethical man, and he would have felt a responsibility to explain himself.




Could he possibly doubt her love?

Of course. Hadn’t she doubted him, with even less reason?

“Good luck, Jessie. I hope someday you’ll find what you want. I hope you’ll let yourself,” Erik said, about to turn and leave. “I really did love you.”

Did? Jessica’s heart was beating a mile a minute. She had to do something, but things were happening too fast.

“Since you’ve traveled all this way, wouldn’t you like to go back to my place? We could . . . ” At the disbelieving scowl on his face, her words trailed off.

“For what?” he scoffed.

“Fruitcake?” she proffered weakly. She was in such a panic she couldn’t think clearly.

“No, thanks. I’ve had enough.”

He’d had enough. Was there a double meaning there? Did he mean her, too?

He stared at her for one long, excruciating moment, then spun on his heels.

“I bought something for you,” she blurted out to his back as he walked stiffly toward the door. Then she put a palm over her mouth to stop herself from saying more.

“You bought something for me?” He turned. “What?”

Heat suffused her face. “Some peppermint oil,” she mumbled.

His eyes widened. “What did you say?”

She gulped. “I bought some damn peppermint warming oil. And, believe me, it took all my nerve to go into one of those places by myself. I was going to mail it to you with my address on the package. And then if you contacted me, I figured . . . ” She had to stop because tears flowed down her face, and she was blubbering.

“You figured what?” He came back to stand in front of her.

She closed her eyes for a minute to collect her nerve. “I figured it would mean that you might still love me then, like . . . like . . . ” She couldn’t go on.

“Say it, Jessie,” he insisted. His blue eyes locked with hers, no longer in anger or despair. There was hope there now.

“ . . . like I love you,” she whispered.

Erik let out a loud sigh of relief and roughly pulled her into his arms, kissing her face and neck as if he couldn’t get enough of her. “Geez, Jessie, I thought you were really going to let me go. You had me scared to death. I thought maybe I’d been wrong all along, that maybe you didn’t love me.”




“I love you, Erik,” she said on a sob, framing his handsome face with two hands. He made her say it ten more times before he stopped grinning like a silly idiot.

When the bridegroom stomped into the kitchen demanding to know what the hell was going on, she shoved the appetizer tray in his hands and announced, “I quit, Cecil.”

“You can’t quit,” Cecil sputtered.

“Wanna bet?” Erik stepped in.

“What am I supposed to do with all this food?” he whined.

“I’d suggest you serve it yourself. Unless you want me to tell your bride how you offended me,” she threatened.

“How did he offend you?” Erik narrowed his eyes and began to advance on the cowering lech.

“Never mind,” Jessica said and pulled on Erik’s arm, dropping her apron to the floor. Nothing else mattered now that she had Erik back. Nothing.

“Don’t forget to serve the almond creme wedding cake,” she added. “It cost you five hundred dollars.”

Cecil stammered incoherently. She wasn’t sure if it was over his being forced to serve at his own wedding, or the price tag she’d just quoted.

Laughing, she and Erik emerged from the back exit of the restaurant moments later.

Stopping abruptly, Erik asked, “So, Jessie, where’s this present of mine?”

“In the trunk of my car,” she said, leaning her head into the crook of his neck and shoulder.

“I hope you bought a gallon,” he growled.

“I did,” she laughed. “And I also bought some in peach. How do you feel about peaches?”

He never answered.

But he showed her a short time later.

Noel Thorsson was born ninth months later, having been conceived on Christmas Eve.

Some might say that Erik’s faulty birth control had been a Christmas Curse. But Erik and Jessica Thorsson believed they were blessed with a Christmas Miracle. A Norse Christmas miracle!
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He’s got his work cut out for him, and desperate measures are needed. Lance will do anything to prove he’s worthy of Brenda’s trust again—even join the Cajun Christmas show starring a raucous Cajun family whose menfolk dance for charity events in little more than a smile . . .
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Blue Christmas
 

A Dixie Christmas Novella

Excerpt

Chapter One

They should have named it “Heartbreak Hotel.”

“Oh, my gawd! It’s George Strait.”

“Where? Where? Oooh, oooh, oooh! I swear, Mabel, I’m so excited I’m gonna pee my pants.”

Clayton Jessup III was about to enter his suite at the Blue Suede Suites when he heard the high-pitched squeals of the two blue-haired ladies in matching neon pink, “Elvis Lives” sweatshirts.

He glanced over his shoulder to see who was generating so much excitement and saw no one. Uh-oh! In an instant, he realized that they thought he was the George person . . .
probably some Memphis celebrity. Even worse, they were pep-stepping briskly toward him with huge smiles plastered across their expectant faces and autograph books drawn to the ready.

“Open the damn door,” he snarled at the wizened old bellhop, whose kidney-spotted hands were fumbling with the key.

“I’m tryin’, I’m tryin’. You don’t wanna get caught by any of these country music fanatics. Last week over on Beale Street, they tore off every bit of a construction worker’s clothes for souvenirs, right down to his skivvies, just ’cause they thought he was Kenny Chesney.”

“Who the hell is Kenny Chesney?”

“You’re kidding, right?” the bellhop said, casting him a sideways once-over of disbelief.

Clay grabbed the key out of the bellhop’s hand and inserted it himself. Just before the women were ready to pounce, gushing, “Oooh, George. Yoo hoo!”, the door swung open, and they escaped. Leaning against the closed door, he exhaled with a loud whoosh of relief.




He heard one of the women say, “Mabel, I don’t think that was George. He wasn’t wearing a cowboy hat, and George never goes anywhere without his trademark cowboy hat.”

“Maybe you’re right, Mildred,” Mabel said.

“Besides, he was too skinny to be George. He looked more like that Richard Gere. A younger version of Richard, I mean.”

Richard Gere? Me? Mildred needs a new set of bifocals.

“Richard Gere,” Mabel swooned. “Hmmm. Is it possible . . . ? Nah. That guy was taller and leaner than Richard Gere. Besides, Richard Gere is more likely to be off in Tibet with the Dolly Lay-ma, not in Memphis.”

“At least we saw Elvis’s ghost at Graceland today.”

Their voices were fading now, so Clay knew they were walking away.

Dropping his briefcase to the floor, he opened his closed eyes . . .
and almost had a heart attack. “Holy shit! What is this?” he asked the bellhop.

“The Roustabout Suite,” the bellhop said proudly, shifting from foot to foot with excitement. The dingbat looked absolutely ridiculous in his old-fashioned red bellhop outfit, complete with a pillbox hat. “It’s the best one in The Blue Suede Suites, next to the Viva Las Vegas and the Blue Hawaii suites, of course. Families with children love it.”

“I do not have children,” Clay gritted out.

“Aaahh, that’s too bad. Some folks think the spirit of Elvis lives in this hotel. Seen ’em myself a time or two. Maybe if you pray to the Elvis spirit, he’ll intercede with the Good Lord to rev up your sperm count. Or if the problem is with the little lady, you could . . .
uh, why is your face turnin’ purple?”

“I do not have children. I am not married. Mind your own damn business.”

“Oops!” the bellhop said, ducking his head sheepishly. “Sometimes I talk a mite too much, but I’m a firm believer in Southern hospitality. Yep. Better to be friendly and take a chance than . . . ” The fool blathered on endlessly without a care for whether Clay was listening or not. Really, he should be home in a rocking chair instead of parading around a hotel like an organ grinder’s monkey. Another “to do” item to add to his itinerary: check hotel’s retirement policy.

Clay turned his back on the rambling old man . . .
and groaned inwardly as he recognized that his view from this angle wasn’t any better. The Roustabout Suite. Hell!




The split-level suite had a miniature merry-go-round in the sitting room. As the carousel horses circled, a pipe organ blasted out carnival music. A candy cotton machine was set up in one corner, and the blasted thing actually worked, if the sickly sweet odor was any indication. Candy apples lay on the bar counter beside a Slurpee dispenser in the small kitchenette. The walls were papered with movie posters from the Elvis movie Roustabout, and the bed was an enlarged version of a tunnel-of-love car. On the bedside table sat a clown lamp and a clock in the form of a Ferris wheel. Up and down went the clown’s blinking eyes. Round and round went the clock’s illuminated dial. Mixed in with this eclectic collection were quality pieces of furniture, no doubt from the original hotel furnishings.

If Clay didn’t have a headache already, this room would surely give him the mother of all migraines. “You can’t seriously think I’d stay in this . . .
this three-ring circus.”

“Well, it was the best we could do on such short notice,” the bellhop said, clearly affronted.

“Hee-haw! Hee-haw! Baaaa! Baaaa! Hee-haw!”

For a moment, Clay lowered his head, not sure he wanted to know what those sounds were coming from outside. Walking briskly across the room, he glanced out the second-floor window . . .
then did an amazed double take.

“Oh! Aren’t they cute?” the bellhop commented behind him.

“Humph!” Clay grumbled in disagreement. Pulling his electronic pocket organizer from his suit pocket, he clicked to the Memphis directory, where he typed in his observations, punctuated with several more “Humph’s.” It was a word that seemed to slip out of his mouth a lot lately . . .
a word his father had used all the time. Am I turning into a negative, stuffy version of my father now? Is that what I’ve come to?

“Hee-haw! Hee-haw! Baaaa! Baaaa! Hee-haw!”

“Oh, Good Lord!” The headache that had been building all day finally exploded behind his eyes—a headache the size of the bizarre “inheritance” he’d come to Tennessee to investigate. Raking his fingers through his close-clipped hair, he gazed incredulously at the scene unfolding on the vacant lot below . . .
a property he now happened to own, along with this corny hotel. Neither was his idea of good fortune.

“Hee-haw! Hee-haw! Baaaa! Baaaa! Hee-haw!”

“What the hell is going on?” he asked the bellhop, who was now standing in the walk-in closet hanging Clay’s garment bag.

“A live Nativity scene.”




“Humph!” Clay arched a brow skeptically. It didn’t resemble any Nativity scene he’d ever witnessed.

“Did you say humbug?” the bellhop inquired.

“No, I didn’t say humbug,” he snapped, making a mental note to add an observation in the hotel file of his pocket organizer about the attitude of the staff. What does the imbecile think I am? A crotchety old man out of a Dickens’ novel? Hell, I’m only thirty-three years old. I’m not crotchety. My father was crotchety. I’m not. “I said humph. That’s an expression denoting . . . oh, never mind.”

He peered outside again. The bellhop was right. Five men, one woman, a baby, a donkey and two sheep were setting up shop in a scene reminiscent of a Monty Python parody, or a bad Saturday Night Live skit. The only thing missing was a camel or two.

Please, God. No camels, Clay prayed quickly, just in case. He wasn’t sure how many more shocks he could take today.

The trip this morning from his home in Princeton had been uneventful. He’d managed to clear a backlog of paperwork while his driver transported him in the smooth-riding, oversized Mercedes sedan to Newark Airport. He’d been thinking about ditching the gas guzzler ever since his father died six months ago, but now he had second thoughts. The first-class airline accommodations had been quiet, too, and conducive to work.

The nightmare had begun once he entered the Memphis International Airport terminal. Every refined, well-bred cell in his body had been assaulted by raucous sounds of tasteless music and by the even more tasteless souvenirs of every conceivable Elvis item in the world . . .
everything from “Barbie Loves Elvis” dolls to “authentic” plastic mini-flasks of Elvis sweat.

The worst was to come, however.

When Clay had arrived at the hotel to investigate the last of his sizeable inheritance, consisting mostly of blue chip stocks and bonds, he found The Blue Suede Suites. How could his father . . .
a conservative Wall Street investment banker, long-time supporter of the symphony, connoisseur of Old Master paintings . . .
have bought a hotel named The Blue Suede Suites? And why, for God’s sake? More important, why had he kept it a secret since its purchase thirty-five years ago?

But that was beside the point now. His most immediate problem was the yahoos setting up camp outside. He hesitated to ask the impertinent bellhop another question, which was ridiculous. He was in essence his employee. “Who are they?”




The bellhop ambled over next to him. “The Fallons.”

“Are they entertainers?”

The bellhop laughed. “Nah. They’re dairy farmers.”

Dairy farmers? Don’t ask. You’ll get another stupid non-answer. “Well, they’re trespassing on my property. Tell the management when you go down to the lobby to evict them immediately.”

“Now, now, sir, don’t be actin’ hastily. They’re just poor orphans tryin’ to make a living, and—”

“Orphans? They’re a little old to be orphans,” he scoffed.

“—and besides, it was my idea.”

“Your idea?” Clay snorted. Really, he felt as if he’d fallen down some garden hole and landed on another planet.

“Yep. Last week, Annie Fallon was sittin’ in the Hound Dog Cafe downstairs, havin’ a cup of coffee, lookin’ fer all the world like she lost her best friend. She just came from the monthly Holstein Association meeting across the street. You know what Holsteins are, dontcha?”

“Of course, I do,” he said with a sniff. They’re cows, aren’t they?

“Turns out Annie and her five brothers are in dire financial straits,” the bellhop rambled on, “and it occurred to me, and I tol’ her so, too, that with five brothers and a new baby . . .
her brother Chet’s girlfriend dropped their sweet little boy in his lap, so to speak . . .
well, they had just enough folks fer a Nativity scene, it bein’ Christmas and all. I can’t figure how the idea came to me. Like a miracle it was . . .
an idea straight out of heaven, if ya ask me.” The old man took a deep, wheezy breath, then concluded, “You wouldn’t begrudge them a little enterprise like this, wouldja, especially at Christmastime?”

Clay didn’t believe in Christmas, never had, but that was none of this yokel’s business. “I don’t care if it’s the Fourth of July. Those . . .
those squatters better be gone by the time I get down there, or someone is going to pay. Look at them,” he said, sputtering with outrage. “Bad enough they’re planting themselves on private land, but they have the nerve to act as if they own the damn place.” Hauling wooden frames off a pickup truck, they were now erecting a three-sided shed, then strewing about the ground hay from two bales.

That wasn’t the worst part, though. All of the characters were made up as Elvis versions—What else!—of the Nativity figures, complete with fluffed-up hair and sideburns.

The Three Wise Men were tall, lean men in their late teens or early twenties wearing long satin robes of jewel tone colors, covered by short shoulder capes with high stand-up collars. Their garish attire was adorned with enough sequins and glitter to do the tackiest Vegas sideshow proud. They moved efficiently about their jobs in well-worn leather cowboy boots, except for the shepherd in duct-taped sneakers. Belts with huge buckles, like rodeo cowboys usually wore, tucked in their trim waists.




The shepherd, about thirteen years old, wore a knee-high, one-piece sheepskin affair, also belted with a shiny clasp the size of a hubcap. Even the sleeping baby, placed carefully in a rough manger, had its hair slicked up into an Elvis curl, artfully arranged over its forehead.

Joseph was a glowering man in his mid-twenties, wearing a gem-studded burlap gown, a rope belt with the requisite buckle, and scruffy boots. Since he kept checking the infant every couple of minutes, Clay assumed he must be the father.

Clay’s attention was diverted to an animal trailer, parked behind the pickup truck, where one of the Wise Men was leading the braying donkey and two sheep, none of which appeared happy to participate in the blessed event. In fact, the donkey dug in its hooves stubbornly—Do donkeys have hooves?—as the obviously cursing Wise Man yanked on the lead rope. The donkey got the last word by marking the site with a spray of urine, barely missing the boot of the Wise Man who danced away at the last moment. The sheep deposited their own Nativity “gifts.”

Clay would have laughed if he weren’t so angry.

Then he noticed the woman.

Lordy, did he notice the woman!

A peculiar heat swept over him then, burning his face, raising hairs on the back of his neck and forearms, even along his thighs and calves, lodging smack dab in his gut, and lower. How odd! It must be anger, he concluded, because he sure as hell wasn’t attracted to the woman. Not by a Wall Street longshot!

She was tall—at least five-foot-nine—and skinny as a rail. He could see that, even under her plain blue, ankle-length gown . . .
well, as plain as it could be with its overabundant studding of pearls. In tune with her outrageous ensemble, she sported the biggest hair he’d ever seen outside a fifties movie retrospective. The long brunette strands had been teased and arranged into an enormous bowl shape that flipped up on the ends—probably in imitation of Elvis’s wife. What was her name? Patricia? Phyllis? No. Priscilla, that was it. She must have depleted the entire ozone layer over Tennessee to hold that monstrosity in place. Even from this distance he could see that her eyelids were covered with a tawdry plastering of blue eye shadow and weighted down with false eyelashes. Madonna, she was not . . . neither the heavenly one, nor the rock star with the cone-shaped bra from a few years back.




Still, a strange heat pulsed through his body as he gazed at her.

Does she realize how ridiculous she looks?

Does she care?

Do I care?

Damn straight I do! he answered himself as the woman, leader of the motley Biblical crew, waved her hands dictatorially, wagged her forefinger and steered the others into their places. Within minutes, they posed statue-like in a Memphis version of the Nativity scene. The only one unfrozen was the shepherd, whose clear adolescent voice rang out clearly with “Oh, Holy Night.”

Already tourists passing by were pausing, oohing and aahing, and dropping coins and paper money into the iron kettle set in the front. It was only noon, but it was clear to Clay that by the end of the day this group was going to make a bundle.

“Not on my property!” Clay vowed, grabbing his overcoat and making for the door. At the last minute, he paused and handed the clearly disapproving bellhop a five dollar bill.

For some reason, the scowling man made him feel like . . .
well, Scrooge . . .
and he hadn’t even said “Humph!” again. It was absurd to feel guilty. He was a businessman . . .
an investment banker specializing in venture capital. He had every right to make a business decision.

“Thank you for your service,” he said coolly. “I’m sure I’ll be seeing you again during my stay here in Memphis.” Clay intended to remain only long enough to complete arrangements for the razing of the hotel and erection of a strip mall on this site and the adjoining property. He expected to complete his work here before the holidays and catch the Christmas Eve shuttle back to New Jersey on Thursday. Not that he had any particular plans that demanded a swift return to Princeton. On the contrary, there was no one waiting for him in the big empty mansion, except for Doris and George Benson, the longtime cook/housekeeper and gardener/driver. No Christmas parties he would mind missing. No personal relationships that would suffer in his absence.

Clay blinked with surprise at his out-of-character, maudlin musings. This hokey Elvis mania that pervaded Memphis must be invading his brain, like a virus. The Elvis virus. Ha, ha, ha!

The bellhop’s eyes bored into him and then softened, as if seeing his thoughts.




Clay didn’t like the uncomfortable feeling he got under the bellhop’s intense stare.

“You really plannin’ on kicking the Fallons off your property? At Christmastime?” the bellhop inquired in a condemning tone of voice.

“Damn straight.”

“Even the iciest heart can be melted.”

Now what the hell does that mean? “Yeah, well, it’s going to take a monumental fever in my case, because I have plans for that property.” This is the craziest conversation in the world. Why am I even talking to this kook?

“Don’t be cruel, my boy. You know what they say about the best laid plans?”

“Am I supposed to understand that?” Shut up, Jessup. Just ignore him.

“Sometimes God sticks out his big toe and trips us humans. You might just be in for a big stumble.”

God? Big toe? The man is nuts. “Lock up on your way out,” Clay advised, opening the hallway door. Time to put a stop to this nonsense . . .
the bellhop, the hotel, the Nativity scene, the whole freakin’ mess.

But damned if the impertinent old fart didn’t begin singing some Elvis song about cold, cold hearts as Clay closed the door behind him, thus getting in the last word.

All shook up!

“This is the dumbest damn thing you’ve ever conned us into, Annie.”

“Tsk-tsk,” Annie told her brother Chet in stiff-lipped sotto voce. “We’re supposed to be statues. No talking. Furthermore, St. Joseph should not be swearing.”

A flush crept up the face of her oldest brother, who was handsome, even with the exaggerated Elvis hairdo. Chet was the kind of guy who would probably make a young girl’s heart stop even if he were bald.

Good looks aside, her heart went out to Chet. He was twenty-five, only three years younger than she, and so very solemn for his age. Well, he had good reason, she supposed. He’d certainly never hesitated over taking responsibility for raising his baby, Jason, when his girlfriend Emmy Lou “abandoned” the infant to his care a month ago. Even before that, he’d tried hard to be the man of the family ever since their parents died in a car accident ten years ago, changing overnight from a carefree teenager to a weary adult.

Well, they’d all changed with that tragedy. No dwelling on what couldn’t be helped.




“There’s no one around now,” Chet pointed out defensively.

That was true. It was lunch hour and a Sunday, so, only a few people had straggled by thus far. But tourist sidewalk traffic past their panorama on Blues Street, just off the famous Beale Street, should pick up soon. Yesterday, their first day trying out this enterprise, had brought in an amazing seven hundred dollars in tips between eleven a.m. and five p.m. Annie was hoping that in the five days remaining before Christmas they would be able to earn another three thousand dollars, enough to save the farm, so to speak.

“I feel like an absolute fool,” Chet grumbled.

“Me, too,” her other four brothers concurred with a unified groan.

“Wayne keeps trying to bite my butt,” Johnny added. “I swear he’s the meanest donkey in the entire world. Pure, one hundred proof jackass, if you ask me.”

“He is not mean,” Jerry Lee argued. The only one Wayne could abide was Jerry Lee, who’d bred him for a 4-H project five years ago. “Wayne senses that you don’t like him, and he’s trying to get your attention.”

“By biting my butt?”

Everyone laughed at that.

“I had a girl once who bit my butt—” Roy started to say.

Annie gasped. “Roy Fallon! If you say one more word, I swear I’ll soap your mouth out when we get home. I don’t care if you are twenty-two years old.”

Everyone laughed some more. Except for Annie.

“Your sheep keep nuzzling this fleece outfit you made me wear,” Johnny continued to gripe. He directed his complaint now at Annie. “I think they think I’m one of their cousins.”

Ethel and Lucy were Annie’s pets. She’d won them when they were only baby lambs in a grange raffle two years ago.

“Stop your whining, boys,” she snapped. “Do you think I’m enjoying myself? My scalp itches. My skin is probably breaking out in zits like a popcorn machine. I’m surely straining some muscles in my eyelids with these false eyelashes. And I’m just praying that the barn roof doesn’t cave in before we earn enough money for its repair. Or that the price of milk doesn’t drop again. Or that we’ll be able to afford this semester at vet school for Roy. And—”

“Don’t blame this sideshow on me,” Roy chimed in. “It’s not my fault the government cut the student aid program.”

“Oh, Roy, don’t get your sideburns in a dither,” she said, already regretting her sharp words.




“Or get your duck’s ass hairdo in a backwind,” Hank taunted.

Annie shot Hank a scowl and continued, “No one’s to blame, Roy. Our problems have been piling up for a long time.”

“Well, I’ll tell you one thing. If anyone from school comes by, I’m outta here, barn roof or no barn roof,” Jerry Lee asserted. At fifteen, peer approval was critical, and dressing up as an Elvis Wise Man probably didn’t cut many points with the cheerleading squad.

“You’re just worried that Sally Sue Sorenson will see you,” Hank teased.

“Am not,” Jerry Lee argued, despite his red face.

“Shhhh,” Annie cautioned.

A group of tourists approached, and Annie’s family froze into their respective parts. Johnny, her youngest brother—God bless him—broke loose with an absolutely angelic version of “Silent Night.” He must have inherited his singing talent from their parents, who’d been unsuccessful Grand Ole Opry wannabees. The rest of them could barely carry a tune.

In appreciation, the group, which included a man, a woman and three young children, waited through the entire song, then dropped a five dollar bill into the kettle, while several couples following in their wake dropped a bunch of dollar bills each, along with some change. Thank God for the Christmas spirit.

After they passed by, Roy picked up on their interrupted conversation. “Actually, Jerry Lee, don’t be too quick to discount the appeal of this Elvis stuff. Being an Elvis lookalike could be a real chick magnet for some babes.”

“You’ve been hanging around barns too long,” Jerry Lee scoffed, but there was a note of uncertainty in his voice. Roy was a first year vet student and graduate of the University of Memphis. Jerry Lee wasn’t totally sure his big brother, at twenty-two, hadn’t picked up a few bits of male-female wisdom.

“He’s bullshittin’ you,” Hank interjected with a laugh, ignoring the glare Annie flashed his way for the coarse language. Hank was a high school senior, a football player, and the self-proclaimed stud of the family.

Jerry Lee gave Roy a dirty look for his ill-advice. Obviously, Hank ranked as the better “chick” expert.

“What do you think, Annie?” Roy asked, chuckling at Jerry Lee’s gullibility.

“How would I know what attracts women? I haven’t had a date in two years. Then it was with Frankie Wilks, the milk tank driver.”




“And he resembles the back end of a hound dog more than Elvis,” Hank remarked with a hoot of laughter at his own joke.

“That was unkind, Hank,” Annie chastised, “just because he’s a little . . .
hairy.”

They all made snorting sounds of ridicule.

Frankie Wilks had a bushy beard and mustache and a huge mop of frizzy hair. Masses of hair covered his forearms and even peeked out at the neck of his milk company uniform. Hirsute would be an understatement.

“You could go out with guys if you wanted to,” Chet offered softly. “You don’t have to give up your life for us or the farm. It was different when we were younger, but—”

“Uh-oh!” Roy said.

Everyone stopped talking and stiffened to attention.

A man was stomping down the sidewalk toward them, having emerged from the hotel entrance. He wore a conservative black business suit, so finely cut it must be custom-made, with a snow white shirt and a dark striped tie, spit-shined wing-tip shoes and a black cashmere overcoat that probably cost as much as a new barn roof.

He was a taller, leaner, younger version of Richard Gere, with the same short-clipped dark hair. He would have been heart-stopping handsome if it weren’t for the frown lines that seemed to be etched permanently about his flaming eyes and tight-set mouth. How could a man so young be so disagreeable in appearance?

Despite his demeanor, Annie felt a strange heat rush through her, just gazing at him. It was embarrassment, of course. What woman enjoyed looking like a tart in front of a gorgeous man?

Unfortunately, Annie suspected that the flame in his eyes was directed toward them. And she had a pretty good idea who he was, too. Clayton Jessup III, the new owner of The Blue Suede Suites and the vacant lot where they had set up their Nativity scene.

The kindly couple that managed the hotel, David and Marion Bloom, had given them permission for the Nativity scene when Annie had asked several days ago. “After all, the lot has been vacant for more than thirty years,” Marion had remarked. “It’s about time someone made use of it.”

But when Annie and Chet had stopped in the hotel a short time ago, where David and Marion had also been nice enough to let them use an anteroom for changing Jason, they soon realized that everyone at the hotel was in an uproar. The new owner had arrived, unannounced, and he intended to raze the site and erect a strip shopping mall. As if Memphis needed another mall! Didn’t the man recognize the sentimental value of the hotel and this lot? No, she guessed a man like him wouldn’t. Money would be his bottom line.




Just before Mr. Jessup got to them, some tourists paused and listened with “oohs” and “aaahs” of appreciation, dropping more paper money and change into their kettle. The boys stood rock still, but Annie saw the gleam of interest in their eyes at one petite blond woman in gray wool slacks and a cardigan over a peach colored turtleneck that stood staring at them for a long time. There was a hopeless sag to her shoulders until Hank winked at her, and she burst out with a little laugh.

Drawing the sides of his overcoat back, and planting his hands on slim hips, Mr. Jessup glared at them, his lips curling with disdain on getting a close-up view of their attire. At least he had the courtesy to wait till the tourists passed by before snarling, “What the hell are you doing on my property?”

The baby’s eyes shot open, and he began to whimper at the harsh voice.

“We have permission,” Chet said, his voice as frosty as Mr. Jessup’s while he leaned over and soothed his child. “Hush, now. Back to sleep, son,” he crooned, rocking the manger slightly.

Annie tried to explain. “Mr. and Mrs. Bloom told us it would be all right. We’ll only be here for a few days, and—”

He put up a hand to halt her words. “You won’t be here for even a few more hours.” He peered down at his watch . . .
probably one of those Rolex things, equal in value to the mortgage on their farm . . .
and gritted out, “You have exactly fifteen minutes to vacate these premises, or I’ll have the police evict you forcibly. So, Ms. Fallon, stop fluttering those ridiculous eyelashes at me.”

He knows our surname. Not a good sign! “I was not fluttering.”

“Hey, it’s not necessary to yell at our sister,” Roy yelled. He, Hank, Jerry Lee and Johnny were coming up behind Annie to form a protective flank. Chet had taken Jason out of the manger and was holding him to his shoulder, as if Mr. Jessup might do the infant bodily harm.

“Furthermore, those animals better not have done any damage,” Mr. Jessup continued and proceeded to walk toward the shed where Wayne was hee-hawing and the sheep were bleating, as if sensing some disaster in progress.

“No! Don’t!” they all shouted in warning.




Too late.

Mr. Jessup slipped on a pile of sheep dung. Righting himself, he noticed Wayne’s back leg shoot out. To avoid the kick, he spun on his ankle. Annie could almost hear the tendons tearing as his ankle twisted. His expensive shoes, now soiled, went out from under him, and the man went down hard on his back, with his head hitting a small rock with an ominous crack.

“I’m going to sue your eyelashes off,” Mr. Jessup said on a moan, just before he passed out.






  


Chapter Two
 

A boy like me, a girl like you . . . uh-oh!

He was drunk . . .
as a skunk.

Well, not actually drunk. More like under the influence of pain killers. But the effect was the same. Three sheets to a Memphis wind.

“Oh, I wish I was not in the land of Dixie,” Mr. Jessup belted out. He’d been singing nonstop for the past five minutes.

Annie and the cute emergency room intern exchanged a look.

Annie tried to get him to lie down on the table. “Mr. Jessup, you really should settle—”

“Call me Clay.” He flashed her a lopsided grin, accompanied by the most amazing, utterly adorable dimples. Then he resumed his rendition of Dixie with a stanza ending, “ . . . strange folks there are not forgotten.”

Geez!

“I wish I’d bought that tee shirt I saw at the airport.” Mr. Jessup . . .
rather, Clay . . .
stopped singing for a moment to inject that seemingly irrelevant thought. “Its logo said, ‘Elvis Is Dead, And I’m Not Feelin’ So Good Myself.’ Ha, ha, ha!”

“He’s having a rather . . .
um, strange allergic reaction. Or perhaps I just gave him a little too much medication,” the young doctor mumbled, casting a sheepish glance toward the other busy cubicles to see if any of his colleagues had overheard.

“No kidding, Doctor McDreamy!” Annie remarked. Clay was now leading an orchestra in his own version of “Flight of the Bumble Bee.” She didn’t think Rimsky-Korsakov had actual bzzz-ing sounds in his original opera containing that music.

“You have big hair,” he observed to Annie then, cocking his head this way and that to get just the right angle in studying its huge contours. “Does it hurt?”

“No.”

“Does your boyfriend like it?”




“I don’t have a boyfriend.”

He nodded his head, as if that was a given. “A man couldn’t get close enough to kiss you. Or other things,” he noted, jiggling his eyebrows at her.

The man was going to hate himself tomorrow if he remembered any of this.

Annie already hated herself . . .
because, for some reason, the word “kiss” coming from his lips—Who knew they would be so full and sensual when not pressed together into a thin line of disapproval?—prompted all kinds of erotic images to flicker in her underused libido. She pressed a palm to her forehead. “Boy, is it hot in here!”

“I’ll second that. I’m burning up.” Clay twisted his head from side to side, massaging the nape of his neck with one hand. Then, before she could protest, he loosened the string tie at the back of his shoulders and let his hospital gown slide to the floor. He wore nothing but a pair of boring white boxer shorts.

Boring, hell! He is sexy as sin.

Annie’s mouth gaped open, and her temperature shot up another notch or two at all that skin. And muscle. And dark silky hair.

Funny how hair on Frankie Wilks seemed repulsive. But with this man, she had to practically hold her hand back for fear she’d run her fingertips through his chest hairs. Or forearm hairs. Or . . . Lordy, Lordy . . .
thigh hairs.

How could a man so stodgy and mean be so primitively attractive? She’d gotten to know just how stodgy and mean he could be on the ride over here. And how did a man who presumably worked at a desk all day long maintain such a flat, muscle-planed stomach?

Startled, she clicked her jaw shut.

“It’s not warm in here,” the doctor pointed out, intruding into her thoughts. Thank God! “Perhaps you both have a fever. But no, I checked your temperature, Mr. Jessup. It’s normal.”

Normal? There’s nothing normal about the steam heat rising in this room.

Clay glared at Annie accusingly. Was he going to blame her for a fever, too? To her horror, he broke out with the husky, intimate lyrics, “You give me fever.” He was staring at her the whole time.

Oh, mercy! Who would have thought he even knew an Elvis lyric? It had probably seeped into his unconscious over the years through some sort of Muzak osmosis.

“The medication will wear off in a couple of hours,” the doctor was saying. “After that, we’ll switch to Tylenol with Codeine. Considering his reaction, I would suggest you give him only half a tablet.”




“Me? Me?” Hey, I’ve got to get back to the Nativity scene. Without my supervision, who knows what my brothers are doing? Probably a hip hop version of “Away In a Manger.” Not that my brothers know what hip hop is, aside from music videos. I wouldn’t put it past Roy and Hank to be flirting with passersby, too.

The doctor finished wrapping Clay’s sprained ankle tightly and took on what he’d probably practiced in front of a mirror as a serious medical demeanor. “The goose egg on the back of your head is just a hard knock, but you should be watched closely for the next twenty-four hours. I don’t like the way you reacted to Darvon. Do you have family nearby to keep an eye on you?”

“I have no family,” Clay declared woefully.

He’s not married. Annie did a mental high five, though why, she couldn’t imagine. Her heart would have gone out to the man at that poignant comment if it weren’t for the fact he was back to glowering at her. She tried to understand why he directed all his hostility toward her. No doubt it stemmed from the fact that he’d been really angry about the accident and blamed it all on her family. “You and your crazy brothers are going to pay,” he’d informed her repeatedly on the drive to the hospital, during the long wait in the emergency room, throughout the examination, right up until the pain killers had performed their miraculous transformation. Good thing she’d talked her brothers into manning the Nativity scene, minus a Blessed Virgin, till she returned. They would have belted Clay for his surliness!

She was hoping he’d meant the threat figuratively. She was hoping it had only been the pain speaking. She was hoping God listened to the prayers of Blessed Mother impersonators.

They couldn’t afford a new barn roof and a law suit.

“Well, then, perhaps we should admit you,” the doctor told him. “At least overnight . . .
for observation.”

“I’m going back to my hotel room,” Clay argued, shimmying forward to get off the examining table and stand. In the process, his boxers rode high, giving Annie an eyeful, from the side, of a tight buttock.

And her temperature cranked up another notch.

Who knew! Who could have guessed?

“Ouch,” he groaned as his feet hit the floor. He staggered woozily and braced himself against the wall.

“You could stay at the farm with us for a few days,” Annie surprised herself by offering. The fever that had overcome her on first viewing this infuriating tyrant must have gone to her brain. “Aunt Liza can help care for you . . . ” while we’re in the city doing our Nativity scene. “It’ll be more comfortable than a hotel room . . . ” and you wouldn’t see us on your property.




“That’s a good idea,” the doctor offered, obviously anxious to end this case and move on to the next cubicle.

“Okie dokie,” Clay slurred out, the time-release medication apparently kicking in again. He was leaning against the wall, bemusedly rubbing his fingertips across his lips, as if they felt numb. Then he idly scratched his stomach . . .
his flat stomach . . .
in an utterly male gesture his lordliness probably never indulged in back at the manor house.

Her heart practically stopped as the significance of his quick agreement sunk in. Criminey! I’m bringing Donald Trump home with me. What possessed me to make such an offer? My brothers will kill me. But, no. It really is a good idea. Get him on home turf where we can talk down his anger. Perhaps convince him to let us continue our Nativity scene the rest of the week. Take advantage of his weakened state. Heck, we might even persuade him to change his plans about razing the hotel.

On the other hand, Elvis might be alive and living in the refrigerator at Pizza Hut.

“A farm? I’ve never been on a real farm before.” A grin tugged at his frowning lips, and he winked at her. “Eeii, eeii, oh, Daisy Mae.”

Holy Cow! The grin, combined with the sexy wink, kicked up the heat in her already feverish body another notch. Even worse, the man must have a sense of humor buried under all that starch. It just wasn’t fair. Annie didn’t stand a chance.

“Uh-oh.” His brow creased with sudden worry. “Do you have outhouses? I don’t think I want to live on a farm if I have to use an outhouse.”

Live? Who said anything about “live”? We’re talking visit here. A day . . . two at the most. But Annie couldn’t help but smile at his silly concern.

“Hey, you’re not so bad looking when you smile.” Clay cocked his head to one side, studying her.

“Thanks a bunch, your smoothness,” she retorted. “And, no, we don’t have outhouses.”

“Do you have cows and horses and chickens and stuff?” he asked with a boyish enthusiasm he probably hadn’t exhibited in twenty-five years . . .
if ever.

“Yep. Even a goat.”

“Oh, boy!” he said.

As the implications of her impetuous offer hit Annie . . . Mr. GQ Wall Street on their humble farm . . .
she echoed his sentiment, Oh, boy!




“Did you ever make love in a hayloft?” he asked bluntly.

“No!” She lifted her chin indignantly, appalled that he would even ask her such an intimate question. Despite her indignation, though, unwelcome images flickered into Annie’s brain, and her fever flared into a full-blown inferno.

“Neither have I,” Clay noted, as he stared her straight in the eye and let loose with the slowest, sexiest grin she’d seen since Elvis died.

Who knew Scrooge could be so hot!

At the sign, “Sweet Hollow Farm,” Annie swerved the pickup truck off the highway and onto the washboard-rough dirt lane that meandered for a quarter mile up to the house.

Tears filled her eyes on viewing her property, as they often did when she’d been away, even if only for a few hours. She loved this land . . .
the smell of its rich soil, the feel of the breeze coming off the Mississippi River, the taste of its wholesome bounty. It had been a real struggle these past ten years, but she prided herself on not having sold off even one parcel from the 120-acre family legacy.

“Oh, darn!” she muttered when she hit one of the many potholes. The eight-year-old vehicle, with its virtually nonexistent springs, went up in the air and down hard.

She worriedly contemplated her sleeping passenger, who groaned then rubbed the back of his aching head. His eyelids drifted open slowly, and Annie could see the disorientation hazing their deep blue depths. As his brain slowly cleared, he sat straighter and glanced to the pasture on the right where sixty milk cows, bearing the traditional black and white markings of the Holstein breed, grazed contentedly, along with an equal number of heifers and a half dozen new calves.

“Holy hell!” Clay muttered. “Cows!”

Geez! You’d think they didn’t have dairy herds in New Jersey.

Slowly, his head turned forward, taking in the clapboard farmhouse up ahead, which must be a stark contrast to his own Princeton home. She knew she was correct in her assessment when he murmured, “The Waltons! I’ve landed in John Boy Central.”

His slow survey continued, now to the left, where he flinched visibly on seeing her . . .
still adorned in all her Priscilla/Madonna garishness.

His forehead furrowing with confusion, he loosened his tie and unbuttoned the top button of his dress shirt. Then, his fingers fluttered in an unconscious sweep down his body, hesitating for the briefest second over his groin.




Annie understood his bewilderment, even if he didn’t. For some reason, an odd heat—of an erotic nature, not the body temperature type—was generated when they were in each other’s presence. She empathized with his consternation. Clayton Jessup III was a gorgeous hunk . . .
when he wasn’t frowning, that is. He would find it unbelievable that he could be attracted to a tasteless caricature of the Virgin Mary.

“Can you turn down the heat?” he asked testily.

“There is no heat. The thermostat broke last winter.”

“Humph!” he commented as he rolled down the window on his side. “Pee-yew!” He immediately rolled it back up. “How can you stand that smell?”

“What smell? Oh, you mean the cows.” She shrugged. “You get used to it after a while. Actually, I like the scent. It spells good country living to me.”

“Humph! It spells cow crap to me.”

Clay’s condescending attitude was starting to irk Annie. She had liked him a whole lot better when he was under the influence.

“Am I being kidnapped?” he inquired hesitantly.

“Wha-at?” Where did that insane idea come from? Oh, I see. His gaze riveted now behind his head where Chet’s hunting rifle rested in the gun rack above the bench seat. “Of course not.”

“Where am I?”

“Don’t you remember? You fell outside the hotel. I took you to the hospital emergency room. Oh, don’t look so alarmed. You just have a sprained ankle and a goose egg on your head. The doctor said you need special care for a day or two because of the reaction you had to the Darvon, and I offered to bring you out to the farm. We’re about a half hour outside Memphis.”

“I agreed to stay on a . . . farm?” His eyes, which were really quite beautiful—a deep blue framed by thick black lashes—went wide with disbelief.

“Yes,” she said in a voice stiff with affront.

“Why, for heaven’s sake?”

Yep, his superiority complex was annoying the heck out of her. “Maybe because you were under the influence of drugs.”

“I don’t take drugs.”

“You did today, buddy.”

“Take me back to the hotel.”




She let loose with a long sigh. “We’ve already been through this before. You need special care. Since you have no family, I volunteered . . .
out of the goodness of my heart, I might add . . .
and do I get any thanks? No, sirree.”

“Who said I have no family?”

“You did.”

“I . . .
did . . .
not!” His face flushed with embarrassment.

Geez, why would he be uncomfortable over revealing that he had no family? It only made him appear human. Hah! Maybe that was the key. He didn’t want to be human.

“I don’t discuss my personal life with . . .
strangers.”

Bingo! “Well, you did this time.”

His eyelids fluttered with sleepiness even as he spoke. “What elsh did I saaaay?”

The little demons on the wrong side of Annie’s brain did a victory dance at Clay’s question. Here was the perfect opportunity for her to get even for his patronizing comments.

“Well, you did a lot of singing.”

His eyes shot open. “Me? In public?”

“Hmmm. Do you consider the emergency room a public place?”

“That’s impossible.”

“And, of course, there was your remark about haylofts . . . ”

“Huh?”

Annie could see the poor guy was fighting sleep. Still, she couldn’t help herself from adding, “. . .
and making love.”

“Making love in a hayloft? I said that?” Clay murmured skeptically. “With you? Humph! I couldn’t have been that much out of my mind.”

Before she could correct his misconception that he’d associated making love in a hayloft with her, his head fell back. Good thing, too, because Annie was about to give him a matching goose egg on the other side of his insulting noggin. “Did you say humbug?”

“No! Why does everyone think I’m a Scrooge?” he asked drowsily, followed by a lusty yawn.

“Maybe because you are.”

“I said humph,” he mumbled in his sleep. Then a small snore escaped from his parted lips

“Humph you, you egotistical bozo.”

Can’t help falling in love . . .




Clay awakened groggily from a deep sleep to find it was dark outside. He must have slept a good four hours or more.

For several moments, he didn’t move from his position on the high maple poster bed, where he lay on his stomach, presumably to protect the back of his aching head. He burrowed deeper beneath the warm cocoon of a homemade patchwork quilt and smiled to himself. So, this is how it feels to be one of the Waltons.

By the light of a bedside hurricane lamp, he studied his surroundings. It was a cozy room, with its slanted, dormer ceiling . . .
hardly bigger than his walk-in closet at home. The only furniture, besides the bed, was a matching maple dresser and a blanket chest under the low double windows facing the front of the house. A well-worn easy chair of faded blue upholstery sat in one corner, flanked on one side by a floor lamp and on the other by a small side table on which sat a paperback book and a pile of magazines. A few photographs, which he couldn’t decipher from here, a high school pennant, and some cheaply framed prints of cows—What else!—adorned the pink rose-papered walls.

It had to belong to the Blessed Virgin Bimbo who’d brought him here. Unless the collection of Teddy Bears on the chest and the sweet-smelling toiletries on the bureau belonged to one of her brothers. Somehow, though, he didn’t think any of the virile young men he’d seen in that wacky Nativity scene were gay farmers.

Clay should have felt outrage at finding himself in this predicament. Instead, a strange sense of well-being filled him, as if he’d been running a marathon for a long, long time, and finally he’d reached the finish line.

Slowly he came fully awake as the sounds of the house, which had been deathly quiet before, seeped into his consciousness. The slamming of a door. The clomp, clomp, clomp of boots on hardwood floors. Laughter and male voices. Water running. The never-ending blare of Elvis music, “You Ain’t Nothin’ But a Hound Dog . . . ” Good Lord! People have the nerve to call that caterwauling music. Humph!

The cry of a baby emerged from down the hall . . .
from one of the other second floor bedrooms, he presumed—mixed with the soft crooning voice of an adult male, a mixture of lullaby and words of comfort. “Shhh, Jason. You’ve had a long day. What a good boy you were! Just let me finish with this diaper, then you can have your bottle. Aaah, I know, I know. You’re sleepy.” Gradually, the crying died down to a slow whimper, then silence, except for the creak, creak, creak of a rocker.

From the deep recesses of Clay’s memory, an image emerged . . .
flickering and ethereal. A woman sitting in a high-backed rocking chair, holding an infant in her tender embrace. He even imagined the scent of baby powder mixed with a flowery substance. Perfume? The woman was singing a sweet, silly song to the baby about a Sandman coming with his bag of magic sleepy-time dust.




A lump formed in Clay’s throat, and he could barely breathe.

Could it have been his mother . . .
and him? No! His mother had left when he was barely one year old . . . and died not that long after. It was impossible that he could recall something from that age. Wasn’t it?

With a snort of disgust, Clay tossed the quilt aside and sat up on the edge of the bed. He gritted his teeth to fight off the wooziness that accompanied waves of pain assaulting him from the back of his head and his bandaged ankle. Once the worst of the pain passed, he took in the fact that he was clothed only in boxers. Had he undressed himself? No, it had been the woman, Annie Fallon, and her Aunt Liza, a wiry, ancient version of the grandma on the Waltons. God, I’ve got a thing about the Waltons today. They’d helped him remove his clothing, then encouraged him to take a half pill before tucking him into the big bed.

In fact, Clay had a distinct recollection of the old buzzard eyeballing his near nude body, cackling her appreciation, then telling Annie, “Not bad for a city slicker!”

He also had a distinct recollection of Annie’s response. “Don’t go there, Aunt Liza. He’s an egotistical bozo with ice in his veins and a Scrooge personality disorder.”

“Scrooge-smoodge. You could melt him down, sweetie. Might be a nifty idea for our Christmas good deed this year.”

Annie had giggled. “I can see it now. The Fallon Family Christmas Good Deed 2011: Bring a Scrooge Home for the Holidays.”

I am not a Scrooge. Not, not, not! I’m not icy, either. In fact, I’m hot, hot, hot . . . at least when the Tennessee Tart is around. Furthermore, nobody . . . especially not a bunch of hayseed farmers . . . better make me their good deed. I am not a pity case.

Clay wanted nothing more than to be back home where his life was orderly and sane. He was going to sue the pants off these crackpots, but he had more important things on his mind right now. An empty stomach—which rumbled at the delicious scents wafting up from downstairs—and a full bladder.

First things first. Clay pulled on his suit pants, gingerly, and made his way into the hall, using one crutch as a prop to avoid putting full weight on his injured ankle. Across the corridor, a boy of about thirteen . . .
the one who’d been a shepherd in the Nativity scene . . .
was propped against the pillows on one of the twin beds in the room, reading a biology book and writing in a class notebook. He wore jeans and a tee shirt that proclaimed, “Farmers Have Long Hoes.” His hair was wet from a recent shower and no longer sported the high pouf on top or duck’s ass in the back. The stereo to the side of his bed blared out the Elvis music he’d heard earlier.




When he noticed Clay in the doorway, the boy set his school books aside and turned down the volume. “You’re up. Finally.”

“Where’s the bathroom?”

“Gotta take a leak, huh?” the boy inquired crudely. “My name’s Johnny,” he informed him cheerily. “You’re Clay, right? Annie says you’re gonna stay with us for a while. Cool. Do you like Elvis?” The boy never waited for answers to his questions, just chattered away as he led the way to the end of the hall.

By the time they got there, Clay was practically crossing his legs . . .
not an easy feat when walking with a sprained ankle. Was there only one bathroom to serve more than a half dozen people? There were eight bathrooms in his home, and he was the sole inhabitant these days, except for the cook and gardener, Doris and George, and they lived over the old carriage house.

Clay soon found himself in the small bathroom with an old-fashioned claw-footed tub and pedestal porcelain sink. No shower stall here, just a showerhead and plastic curtain that hung from an oval aluminum rod, suspended from the ceiling and surrounding the tub on all sides. At least there was a toilet, Clay thought, releasing a long sigh of near ecstasy after relieving himself. He’d barely zipped up his pants and washed his hands when there was a knock on the door. “You decent?” a male voice called out.

Define decent. Hobbling around barefooted, decent? Wearing nothing but a knot on my head the size of a fist and a pair of wrinkled slacks, decent? Caught practically mid-leak, decent? Under the influence of drugs, decent? “Yeah, I’m decent.”

The door creaked open, and the oldest brother, the father of the baby, stuck his head inside. He apparently hadn’t showered yet because he still had the Elvis hair-do, though the St. Joseph outfit was gone in favor of jeans and a sweatshirt. “Hi. My name’s Chet. Annie told me to give you these.” He shoved a pair of jeans, white undershirt, blue plaid flannel shirt, socks and raggedy sneakers at him. “You look about the same size as me.”

Clay took the items hesitantly. He was about to tell him that he wouldn’t need them since he intended to go back to the hotel, ASAP, and call his lawyer. Before he could speak, though, the man . . . about twenty-five years old . . . asked with genuine concern, “How ya feelin’? Your body must feel like a bulldozer ran over it.”




“Do you mean your sister?”

Chet threw his head back and laughed. “Annie does have that effect sometimes, doesn’t she? No, I meant the boink to your head and your twisted ankle.”

Clay shrugged. “I’ll be all right.”

Just then Clay noticed the black satin bra hanging on the doorknob. The cups were full and enticingly feminine. He was pretty sure the wispy undergarment didn’t belong to Aunt Liza. Hmmm. It would seem the scarecrow Madonna was hiding something under her virgin robes.

“Hey, that’s my sister you’re having indecent thoughts about,” Chet protested, interrupting his reverie.

“I was not,” Clay lied, hoping his flushed face didn’t betray him.

“Yeah, right. Anyhow, dinner’s almost ready. Do you want me to bring a tray upstairs? Or can you make it downstairs?”

Clay debated briefly whether to eat here or wait till he got back to the hotel. The embarrassing rumble in his gut decided for him. Clay told him he’d be down shortly and went back to the bedroom to change clothes while Chet made use of the shower.

A short time later, he sat at the huge oak trestle table in the kitchen, waiting for Annie to come in from the barn with two of her brothers, Roy, a twenty-two-year-old vet student, and Hank, a high school senior. They were completing the second milking of the day for the dairy herd. All this information was relayed by Aunt Liza. That’s what the woman had demanded that he call her after he’d addressed her as “ma’am” one too many times.

Had he ever eaten dinner in a kitchen? He didn’t think so.

Did he have a personal acquaintance with anyone who had ever milked a cow? He was fairly certain he didn’t.

Aunt Liza wore an apron that fit over her shoulders and hung to her knees, where flesh-covered support hose bagged conspicuously under her housedress. She hustled about the commercial-size stove off to one side of the kitchen. Sitting on benches that lined both sides of the table, chatting amiably with him as if it were perfectly normal for him to be there, were Chet, Johnny, whom he already met, and Jerry Lee, a fifteen-year-old. This family bred kids like rabbits, apparently. The baby was up in his crib, down for the night, Chet said hopefully.




A radio sitting on a counter was set on a twenty-four hour country music station. Surprise, surprise.

“Do you people honestly like that music?” Clay asked. It was probably a rude question to ask when he was in someone else’s home, but he really would like to understand the attraction this crap held for the masses.

“Yeah,” Chet, Jerry Lee, Johnny, and Aunt Liza said as one.

“But it’s so . . .
so hokey,” Clay argued. “Listen to that one. ‘I Changed Her Oil, She Changed My Life.’”

They all laughed.

“That’s just it. Country music makes you feel good. You could be in a funky mood, and it makes you smile.” Jerry Lee thought about what he’d said for a moment, then chuckled. “One of my favorites is ‘She Got the Ring, I Got the Finger.’”

“Jerry Lee Fallon, I told you about using such vulgarities in this house,” Aunt Liza admonished. Then she chuckled, too. “I’m partial to ‘You Done Tore Out My Heart and Stomped That Sucker Flat.’”

“I like ‘I Would Have Wrote You a Letter But I Couldn’t Spell Yuck,’” Johnny said.

“Well, the all-time best one,” Chet offered, “is ‘Get Your Tongue Outta My Mouth ’Cause I’m Kissing You Good-Bye.’”

Some of the other titles tossed out then by one Fallon family member after another were: “How Can I Miss You If You Won’t Go Away,” “I’ve Been Flushed From the Bathroom Of Your Heart,” “If I Can’t Be Number One In Your Life, Then Number Two On You,” “You Can’t Have Your Cake and Edith Too,” and the one they all agreed was best, “I Shaved My Legs For This?”

Despite himself, Clay found himself laughing with the whole crazy bunch.

Just then, the back door could be heard opening onto a mudroom. Voices rang out with teasing banter.

“You better not have mooned any passersby, Hank? All we need is a police citation on top of everything else,” Annie was chastising her brother.

“I didn’t say he mooned the girl,” another male said. It must be Roy, the vet student. “I said he was mooning over her.”

There was the sound of laughter then and running water as they presumably washed their hands in a utility sink.

Seconds later, two males entered the room, rubbing their hands briskly against the outside chill which they carried in with them. They nodded at him in greeting and sat down on the benches, maneuvering their long legs awkwardly under the table.




Only then did Clay notice the woman who stepped through the doorway. She was tall and thin. Her long, long legs that went from here to the Texas Panhandle were encased in soft, faded jeans, which were tucked into a pair of work boots. An oversized denim shirt . . .
probably belonging to one of her brothers . . .
covered her on the top, hanging down to her knees with sleeves rolled up to the elbows. A swath of sandy brunette hair laid straight and thick to her shoulders. Not a lick of make-up covered her clear complexion. Even so, her lips were full . . .
almost too full for her thin face . . .
and parted over large, even white teeth. She resembled a thinner, younger, more beautiful version of Julia Roberts.

Clay put his forehead down on the table and groaned.

He knew everyone was probably gawking at him as if he’d lost his mind, but he couldn’t help himself. He knew even before the fever flooded his face and arms and legs and that particular hot zone in between . . .
he knew exactly who this stranger was. It was, unbelievably, Annie Fallon.

He cracked his eyes open a bit, still with his face in his plate, and glanced sideways at her where she still stood, equally stunned, in the doorway. Neither of them seemed to notice the hooting voices surrounding them.

How could he have been so blind?

How could he not have seen what was happening here?

How could he not have listened to the cautionary voice of the bellhop who’d warned of destiny and God’s big toe?

All the pieces fit together now in the puzzle that had plagued Clay since he’d arrived in Memphis. God’s big toe had apparently delivered him a holy kick in the ass. Not to mention the fever He’d apparently sent to thaw his icy heart.

Clay, a sophisticated, wealthy venture capitalist, was falling head over heels in love at first sight with a farmer. Old McAnnie.

Donald Trump and Daisy Mae.

Hell! It will never work.

Will it?

He raised his head and took a longer look at the woman who was frozen in place, staring at him with equal incredulity. It was a sign of the madness that had overcome them both that the laughter rippling around them failed to penetrate their numbed consciousnesses.




He knew for sure that he was lost when a traitorous thought slipped out, and he actually spoke it aloud.

“Where’s the hayloft, honey?”
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