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No Mistletoe Required
By Jeanette Murray
 

Dan Beckins isn’t sure how he let his best friend con him into volunteering to build Santa’s Winter Wonderland at the local hospital. He’s got no problems with charity work, but anything Christmas-related is off-limits ever since he lost his parents on Christmas Day years ago. The only bright spot is working with smoking-hot Anna Smith.
 

Anna Smith loves Christmas and volunteering at the hospital is one of her yearly highlights. She had leukemia as a teen and then a breast cancer scare in her mid-twenties, and is now operating under a self-imposed rule that she can’t have a relationship until the doctors give her a clean bill of health.
 

A little fling might be permissible, though, and sexy lawyer-turned-carpenter Dan seems like the perfect candidate. But when chemistry flares and the two start forming a real connection, will Anna run away before like turns to love?
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Dear Reader,
 

Exciting things happen in November. It’s the month we first announced the creation of Carina Press, the month of my Harlequin employment anniversary and it’s the month when we in the U.S. get gorge-yourself-on-bad-carbs-and-turkey day (otherwise known as Thanksgiving). We also get Black Friday (I think they call it that because of the color of your bruises after you’ve been run over by crazy shoppers).
 

This November, we’re excited to release our first Carina Press book in trade print format. The Theory of Attraction, an erotic BDSM romance collection featuring novellas from Delphine Dryden, Christine d’Abo and Jodie Griffin, is on shelves and available for order online.
 

We also have fourteen new stories in digital for you to enjoy post-turkey coma, in that long, long line outside the mall on Black Friday or, if neither of those is your thing, to enjoy just because you like a good book! Try to avoid the crime and violence of some of those crazy holiday shoppers and enjoy some on-page suspense instead. Marie Force is back with her popular Fatal series and ongoing protagonists Nick and Sam, in her next romantic suspense, Fatal Attack. Also returning is author Shirley Wells with Dying Art, the next Dylan Scott mystery.
 

I’m happy to introduce debut author Jax Garren’s new trilogy, which kicks off this month with How Beauty Met the Beast. This novella grabbed my attention when I read it on submission, with off-the-charts sexual tension, a wonderful, character-driven futuristic world, a smart, sassy heroine and a tortured, scarred hero who yearns for nothing more than to keep the woman he’s secretly falling in love with safe.
 

Looking for something out-of-this-world to take you away from the pre-holiday madness? J.L. Hilton offers up her next cyberpunk science-fiction romance, Stellarnet Prince, continuing the adventures of futuristic blogger extraordinaire Genny. Meanwhile, Cáit Donnelly’s Now You See It gives a paranormal edge to a thrilling romantic suspense, while erotic fantasy romance Dark Dealings by Kim Knox is guaranteed to give you that “take me away” feeling.
 

Joining Kim with erotic romance releases this month are Jodie Griffin with her next Bondage & Breakfast novella, Forbidden Desires, and Lynda Aicher’s first of a BDSM trilogy, Bonds of Trust. All three books in this trilogy are both smokin’ hot, while delivering a wonderful, captivating story.
 

We have two authors with male/male releases this month, including L.B. Gregg’s contemporary romance Men of Smithfield: Adam and Holden. Also in the male/male niche, author Libby Drew has her first Carina Press release, paranormal male/male romance 40 Souls to Keep.
 

Susanna Fraser’s An Infamous Marriage is our lone historical romance offering this month, but one that won’t disappoint. Anchoring us in the here and now are several contemporary romance titles. Jeanette Murray’s No Mistletoe Required aims to get you into a holiday mood and December Gephart bursts onto the publishing scene with her debut, the witty, fun and romantic Undercover Professor.
 

And don’t miss the upcoming conclusion of Shannon Stacey’s second Kowalski family trilogy, All He Ever Dreamed.
 

Wherever your reading pleasure takes you, enjoy this month’s variety of releases as we gear up for the holiday season.
 

We love to hear from readers, and you can email us your thoughts, comments and questions to generalinquiries@carinapress.com. You can also interact with Carina Press staff and authors on our blog, Twitter stream and Facebook fan page.
 

Happy reading!
 

~Angela James
Executive Editor, Carina Press
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Chapter One
 

“Stop staring at the jailbait.”

Dan Beckins’s best friend, Geoff, knocked him in the gut with an elbow. “I’m disappointed in you. You’re a lawyer. You know jailbait implies they’re under eighteen. These are sorority girls. They’re all at least eighteen.” His eyes drifted back to the curve of some undergrad’s butt as she bent over to tie her shoe. “God bless the Greek system.”

“Uh-huh. We’re divorce attorneys, not defense. Spare me your excuses.” Dan picked up another two-by-four and angled it until it rested on top of the others. “Get your ass over here, Greek Lightning, and hold this steady before I drop it on your head. Don’t think I’m going to forgive you for roping me into this project by conveniently forgetting to mention the Christmas angle.” He was tempted to drop it anyway, just to exact a little revenge.

Geoff walked over and then pretended to be helpful by holding the board while Dan hammered. His eyes, though, stayed on the other side of the room where a dozen college girls stood around a table, chattering so loudly Dan thought his head was going to explode. The table itself was a glitter-bomb of red and green craft projects. They were setting up the Santa’s Workshop in the rec hall of the children’s hospital as their philanthropic event of the semester. And honestly, while he could do with a little less high-pitched chatter, they weren’t doing a bad job. What he remembered of sorority girls from his own time in school had left the impression of flighty, shallow females caring only about the next chance to snag the head frat boy of the week. But these ladies seemed focused on both fun and functionality, wanting to do a good job. The high-pitched squealing, he could do without. But at least they were dedicated workers. Unlike some people... He shot a glance at his friend. But with the Kappas’ help, maybe he’d escape the Winter Hell Land earlier than expected.

Dan grunted and swung the board around, only sighing a little as Geoff ducked easily and escaped the path of the two-by-four.

“Watch it, man.” Geoff rubbed a hand over his hair. “I only have one head.”

“You must have lost your mind to think I’d want in on this.”

“It’s charity.” Geoff grinned at him.

“It’s Christmas charity,” Dan corrected. “You know it’s not the same thing to me. I never would have volunteered if you’d told me the full project. You knew that and you withheld information. And like a complete idiot, I agreed without extracting the facts.”

“‘Withheld information.’ ‘Extracting facts,’” Geoff scoffed as he grabbed a piece of sandpaper. “This isn’t a divorce deposition, dude.”

“But much like a bastard cheating husband,” Dan said, pointing the claw of his hammer at his friend, “you will pay. Big time. I have gutters that need attention.”

At least he could put his skills from his manual-labor-to-pay-for-law-school days to good use again.

“You know, the great thing about southern California...short-shorts are never inappropriate.” Geoff’s eyes followed a brunette with a tight ass as she walked over to grab some paper and walk back to join her sisters.

Dan slapped him on the back of the head. “Concentrate. I almost cut your thumb off.” Not really, since he was hammering. But his friend wasn’t paying enough attention either way.

Geoff ripped his hands away from the wood so fast it might have been on fire and then the structure clattered to the ground. The sound of wood banging against concrete flooring echoed in the room, and all the girls turned to stare at them.

Including her.

Big brown eyes stared at him, though he couldn’t tell if she was annoyed or surprised. The obvious leader of the sorority sisters, Anna Smith had been taking charge and kicking ass since the early morning roll call. And nobody’s ass was safe around Sergeant Anna. Even his. The girls listened to her like they were her little boot camp recruits, even though most stood nearly a foot taller than her. If the Sarge was anything over five feet, he’d be shocked. But her presence demanded attention.

And he couldn’t help but give it to her, though he did his best to hide it. She wasn’t willowy or slender. More like athletic, like she could kick ass on the flag football field. She wore shorts too, but they weren’t nearly as short as those of her friends. They still showcased tight legs, with thighs that flexed as she walked, and toned calves.

Legs like that made him think of pushing her up against a wall, hitching her up and letting those strong thighs squeeze his waist while he thrust up into that wet heat and...

And this was absolutely not where his mind should be going to with a college kid.

Her face just seemed more mature, along with her attitude. A sense of seriousness wrapped around her, compared to the more carefree, giggly females surrounding her. Not that the other girls weren’t working hard, because they were. But the Sarge seemed to make it her personal mission that the entire group would be on time, if not early. And he liked that. A woman who understood the importance of a deadline.

Anna laughed at something one of her girls said, and his mouth twitched in response. He fought it back before the twitch turned into a full smile. The fact that he had to fight it was saying something, given he didn’t usually have much to smile about in the month of December.

“Ready to head to Grandma’s? I’m pretty sure there are a few gifts under her tree with your name on them.”

His smiling mother leaned over him, kissed him on the top of his head. The scent of lemon surrounded him, and he breathed deep.

Dan shook his head. Where the hell had that come from? And why did he—Dan sniffed. Was he going crazy or did he smell lemon still?

A quick glance around revealed a Kappa behind them, wiping down one of the shelves with lemon-scented spray. Damn.

Geoff nudged him, and he gratefully accepted the distraction with his special brand of good cheer. “What?”

“Like you haven’t been looking a certain someone’s way all day?”

“Hell, no,” he lied easily. Even if she was something like twenty-two, it was way too young for him. He was thirty-freaking-one. He’d outgrown college girls when he graduated law school.

“Probably some fifth year senior,” he muttered, mostly to make himself feel better after looking like a jackass with clumsy fingers. “Help me pick this thing back up. And either pay attention and get your eyes off the scenery or I’m leaving. This was your project to start with. You lured me here under false pretenses.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.” Geoff gave him a lopsided grin and tugged on his own ear. “Come on. How the hell can you be so grouchy doing something so good? It’s for the kids, man.”

He didn’t care for Christmas, and he didn’t much care for kids either. His ideal Christmas vacation was spent on an adults-only beach somewhere, with the only decoration being a little peppermint garnish in his cocktail. Too bad he’d chosen this year to stay home for the holidays in order to save up for a bigger trip over the following summer.

But he knew a good project when he saw one, and despite his apathy toward the under-twelve set, he knew the kids at the hospital could use some cheer. They didn’t choose to be sick. He just didn’t have to admit that out loud.

He put his entire concentration into finishing the platform where they would place Santa’s big chair—the next project on the list. The sooner he got this done, the sooner the Kappa Kappa Whatevers could sprinkle their glitter-glued snowflakes around and call it done.

And the sooner it was done, the sooner he could stop trying to avoid looking over at Sorority Sergeant every five minutes to check her out, only to feel guilty and weird about it seconds later.

* * *
 

Anna finished the list and taped it up to the side wall, next to all the other lists. “Okay, so Mandy is going to finish constructing all the snowflakes we’ll hang from the ceiling beams, and then she and Georgiana are going to grab the ladders and get to that. That only leaves...” She scanned her lists. “Tam. Can you and Beth head over to the rental store and bring back the costumes we’re supposed to have so we can pass those out to the volunteers tonight before they go home?”

“Got it, boss.” Tam gave her a little fake salute and grabbed Beth’s hand, laughing as they made a break for it.

Anna knew what the girls called her behind her back—Sergeant. That was fine with her. One person had to be in charge, or else nobody was and nothing got done. Lesson learned early in life. And this project mattered to her too much to let anyone slack off.

Including those not actually a part of her alma mater’s sorority. She glanced quickly toward the borrowed muscle for the day. The one who’d walked in that morning carrying the fake sprig of mistletoe—Geoff—seemed to be more interested in what her girls were up to than his own assignment. But his friend, Dan, was hard at work. Almost too hard. As if the three ghosts from Dickens’s A Christmas Carol were going to haunt him if he didn’t finish up.

She admired his dedication. And getting the Santa’s Workshop completed on time was of the utmost importance. But he wasn’t passing out holiday cheer either. Was he in a hurry to get somewhere? Or did he just not have the spirit of Christmas down pat yet? It was still a little early, after all.

He paused in his hammering to wipe his brow and frown once more at the work. And despite the Grinch-like expression, and his I’m-Busy attitude, he was freaking cute. All that shaggy, dark blond hair falling into his eyes, those arms straining under his polo shirt, his eyes focused with laser-beam intensity on the task at hand. Not that he’d noticed her at all. Though his friend had been all but drooling in their direction all morning, Dan hadn’t given them more than a glance all day.

She wouldn’t mind a glance or two. That familiar secret tug of appeal had started early that morning when she’d introduced herself. A healthy dose of attraction, liberally laced with good old-fashioned lust expounded by the sad fact that it’d been, well...awhile since her last affair. The man was good-looking. And there wasn’t any point in denying that she wouldn’t mind a quick Christmas fling.

Deciding the Kappas were busy enough for the moment, she wandered over to inspect a few other groups that were clearing out the recreation room before casually making her way over to the hammer-and-nails crew.

“Boys. How are things going?”

Geoff gave her a lazy grin, not at all hiding the fact that he wished he had X-ray vision to see through her bulky sweatshirt. “Going great, Sarge—I mean, Anna. I don’t suppose you ladies need help with your glue gun or anything, huh?”

He was so ridiculously obvious and good-natured, she couldn’t help but laugh. “No, thanks. Us little ladies can manage the glue just fine on our own.” She paused, waiting for Dan to acknowledge her presence. Smile, nod, even just look at her. Nada. She cleared her throat. “Actually, Dan, could you help me with something for a minute?”

He glanced up, a few locks of hair falling into his eyes. He pushed at them with his wrist, hand still gripping the hammer. He looked resigned, dreading what she was about to ask of him. “What?”

Ah, and good Yuletide to you, too... “I could use a little help carrying in the drink cooler, if you wouldn’t mind.”

“I don’t mind!” Geoff popped up like a toy in a Whac-A-Mole game.

“You haven’t done a quarter of the work around here.” Dan stood as well and slapped the hammer in his friend’s hand, simultaneously shoving on his shoulder until Geoff was back down on the ground. “Build something. It’s good for your character.”

“Great.” She kept a determined smile on her face and started toward the door that led to the cafeteria. It didn’t escape her notice that he shoved his hands in his pockets and kept a good foot of distance between them at all time. Okay, fine. Quiet, surly type. She could work with that. Her particular brand of persistence would come in handy. “First time volunteering for the Workshop, right?”

“Yup.” He stared straight ahead.

Undeterred, she tried again. “And you signed up with your friend Geoff.”

“He signed me up.” The words were bit off like they tasted bad.

“You’re both lawyers?”

“Uh-huh.” He batted at a silver star that hung too low from the ceiling.

“It’s a great project. The kids are always so excited. So little happiness exists between these walls, and most of them can’t leave, even for the day, to go do something like this. It’s such a blessing to bring the fun to them, right?”

“‘Blessing.’ Sure is.” His tone was about as enthusiastic as a dental patient being told they were getting a surprise two-for-one root canal.

She just had to be attracted to the one who hated talking, didn’t she?

Time to tactfully retreat. She could smell a losing battle when it was upon her. “Cafeteria’s in here. I warned them earlier, so they should have the cooler full with water and sodas.” She pushed through the double doors and into the busy eatery full of tired-looking doctors and nurses, parents with determined smiles on their faces and a few children who looked overjoyed to be out of their hospital rooms, even if it was just a trip down the hall. The smell of meatloaf and bland mashed potatoes clung to the air, and one sad, slightly tilting fake Christmas tree stood in the corner, forgotten and alone.

“Hey, Betty.” She smiled at the older woman wearing reindeer antlers on her head and manning the cash register. “How goes it?”

The woman smiled back. “Anna, sweetie. You know how it goes. Here for the cooler?”

“That I am. Is it ready?”

“Sure is. And if I’m not mistaken, they slipped some treats in there for you volunteers too.”

“Fantastic. Thanks, Betty.” She angled her head to Dan. “Back here. With the thing full of ice and drinks, I’m definitely going to need a hand.” He followed silently, no surprise there. But when she went to grab one of the handles, he just stepped in front and hefted the entire cooler himself.

“Uh, that’s going to get heavy, and we’re on the other side of the hospital,” she cautioned. Though really, watching a good-looking, strong guy hefting around a big object wasn’t a hardship. The cuffs of his short-sleeved polo cut across his biceps as they flexed with the weight. She had an unholy urge to trace one fingertip over the skin right there next to the cotton.

“It’s fine. I’m not going to fall over. Just lead me back. This place is a maze.”

“It’s not too hard once you get the hang of it. Thanks, Betty!” She waved as they pushed back through the doors.

“Spend much time here?”

So he was talking freely, which was an improvement. But really not the best topic. In the most neutral voice she could manage, she said, “The Kappas have been doing the Santa’s Workshop project for a few years now.” Total truth, and she’d been with them every year since they started.

Her intimate knowledge of the hospital really wasn’t up for discussion.

He stopped to adjust his grip on the cooler handles.

“Are you sure you don’t want help?”

He scoffed and kept walking. “No offense, but you’re kind of not much bigger than the cooler yourself.”

“No offense taken,” she chirped. She was short. Small. Petite. Vertically challenged. However you put it, she was barely five feet, and she knew it. People tended to underestimate her strength and abilities, and that was annoying more often than not. But with a he-man by her side ready and willing to do the heavy lifting himself, she wasn’t going to say no.

Mama didn’t raise no fool.

She breathed in and closed her eyes for a moment on a sigh. “Christmas just smells different, don’t you think?”

“All I smell is antiseptic mixed with what you get when you open a new box of bandages.”

She stopped and stared at him. He could not seriously be this Grinchtastic. “Come on. Really? Is there nothing about the holiday you like?”

He thought about that for a second. “Paid vacation time.”

She tossed her hands in the air and kept walking. “I give up. I tried to cajole you into the holiday spirit and you refuse to be budged. Is your heart three sizes too small?”

“Something’s not too small,” he muttered.

“What?” She bit the inside of her cheek to keep from grinning.

“Nothing. Look, some people just don’t get into the holiday thing. I’m one of them. I don’t need an intervention.”

“Why volunteer for the project then, if you aren’t into the meaning behind it?”

“Friday off from work?” he asked with a shrug as he waited for her to push open the door to the rec room.

Instead, she paused, looking at him. “No, I don’t believe that’s true. I think if you wanted a Friday off, you’d just take it. Instead, you’re giving up your entire weekend to finish this project.”

“I told you, Geoff signed me up.”

“But you’re still here. You could have walked away and the rest of us would have been none the wiser. You stayed.”

A slow smile crept across her face, one she didn’t bother to hold back. “I think there’s still a little bit of you that wants to get into the holiday. And you won’t, for whatever reason.”

“Nope. Open the door.”

She did then, smiling to herself again. Dan the Grinch was definitely not as grinchy as he wanted people to believe. And he was hot enough for her to admit she was attracted. Those two elements combined made up her mind.

“I’m bringing you to the dark side.”

“No. Please don’t.” He stood, cooler still in his hands, looking at her with a horrified expression. It was actually comical how terrified he looked.

She nodded. “Yup. Resign yourself. Before the weekend is over, you’re going to be humming carols and decking the halls.”

He let the cooler thump to the ground. Not taking his eyes off her, he called, “Drinks are here.”

People rushed to them, and she had to step away and break eye contact to avoid being trampled. She saw him walking back over to the platform construction area, as if the conversation had never happened.

She glanced once more at his butt as he squatted down to see the mess Geoff had made in his absence. Yeah. He was freaking cute. And a little holiday fling might be just the thing.






  



Chapter Two
 

Dan threw everything he had into finishing the platform as fast as possible. The sooner the project was done, the sooner he could escape the consistent sound of off-key sorority chicks singing carols—most of which they only knew half the words to. It shouldn’t annoy him as much as it did. But that was his problem, not theirs.

And the true problem, if he was being honest with himself—which he tried to do, even if it wasn’t what he wanted to hear—was that the carols didn’t bother him half as much as Anna did. His eyes tracked her around the room involuntarily, as if he couldn’t help it. He’d glance up to find the clock on the wall, and she would be standing right under it. Turning his head to answer a question Geoff asked, she’d be over the line of his friend’s shoulder, in plain sight. He’d walk to the cooler to grab a drink, and she’d be behind him in line, cup in hand.

If she were another female, even another of the sorority sisters, he’d think she was doing it on purpose. But he could already tell, just from the ten hours they’d spent in the rec room, that Anna wasn’t some flighty female who wanted to play mind games. Or someone who would waste precious time flirting when she could be working. She was serious about getting the Workshop set up and ready to go as soon as possible.

And damn if that didn’t make him just want to watch her a little more. He smiled while she ordered around a group of guys who were shooting the breeze instead of securing the massive fake tree. She was like a miniature pinscher. One who hadn’t gotten the memo that it was of the miniature variety.

“Dan?”

Speak of the devil. He set his hammer down carefully and glanced over his shoulder. “Yup?”

She waved her clipboard at him, papers fanning in the breeze. “I’m just making sure everything’s cleaned up for the evening. Can you help me bring the cooler back to the cafeteria?”

“No problem.” He could send Geoff, but the guy would likely try to find a supply closet along the way and grab an innocent kiss, getting slapped—or sued—in the process. Saving Geoff from himself was an almost daily job.

He hefted up the cooler—much lighter now without the drinks and ice—and said, “I remember the way. You don’t have to walk with me.”

“But I signed the cooler out, so I’ve got to sign it back in.” Anna held the door open wide for him.

They walked a few minutes, the halls almost eerily empty now compared to the busier tempo from the early afternoon. “Quiet now.”

“Visiting hours are over. Less people in the building.”

She said it so confidently, like she knew the hours personally. “You’ve been volunteering for four years, you said?”

“Hmm. Yup.” She scribbled something on her clipboard, took a turn without even looking up. “Kappas started helping out four years ago, and I’ve been with them every year.”

Four years with the Kappas. It only reaffirmed his belief that she was a senior. But still off-limits. You’re not getting into something with someone nearly ten years younger than you. And a Christmas nut, to boot. Back off. “When did the actual Santa’s Workshop program start?”

“Four years ago.” She gave him a smile then, as if warming up to the whole topic. “We pitched the idea to the director ourselves. It was a huge project the first year, and I’m afraid a lot more low-key with a ton of mistakes. Big learning curve. But each year it’s gotten steadily bigger, especially now that we recruit outside help. Normally we ask the Sigmas help. Our brother fraternity,” she added. “But they got roped into another philanthropy project at the last minute from their national chapter and couldn’t spare any guys. So we sent out feelers for volunteers and...well, obviously you know, since that’s where you came in.”

They reached the cafeteria and she signed the cooler back in, saying hello to the cashier—not Betty this time, but another older lady, this time wearing a Santa hat—before they took off back to the rec room.

As they passed by one hallway, she trailed her fingers down the artwork that some kids, he assumed patients themselves, had drawn and put up on display. Pictures of stick figure Santas with cotton balls for snow, boxes with shiny bows glued on. A few brown blobs with sticks coming out of them, which he assumed were reindeer. And elves galore.

“It’s an exhausting weekend to set up, and then keep the Workshop running until Christmas. I wish we could set it up sooner in the month. The hospital just can’t spare the space until now. But it’s so worth it for them.” Her voice was quiet, almost lost in the hum of the heating. “The little ones can’t seem to comprehend how Santa will get to them without a chimney in the hospital. The older ones get it, of course. They tend to grow up faster in here. Almost a requirement, dealing with things like surgeries, painful treatments...the possibility of dying. But even though they know it’s not real, their eyes light up all the same when they get wheeled into the rec room. And they might deny it, or play it off as so not cool. But they soak in the magic of that moment like sponges, as if it’s going to last them for the whole year. Like they could live on memory alone, that they just want to make it for another year. Experience it again.”

The doors to the rec room loomed in front of them, but he didn’t want her to stop talking. Her voice was soothing, and though kids confused the hell out of him, she painted the picture almost perfectly in his head, the pure joy that any kid would feel stepping into a winter wonderland. Probably only that much more important if you were sick, maybe not going to see another Christmas.

Kind of like his family. Only they hadn’t had the warning. One evening, he was being tucked into bed by his parents, hearing them say Santa would be here while he slept, secure in his home and his parents’ love for him. The next day, he was an orphan with a broken leg and no idea why Christmas meant losing the people he loved most in the world.

But he wanted to wipe the sadness from both their minds, replace it with something happier. “I think it’s a fantastic thing. Giving them the memory.” Even if he didn’t dig the holiday.

She brightened then. “Thanks. I agree.” She pushed open the door, then just stepped to the side, hands on hips, and observed. Then she gave a satisfied sigh. Like something he could hear in a bedroom and know he’d done his job pretty damn well.

No. Definitely not the direction his mind should be creeping toward. No, no, no.

He stood with her, for the first time taking it in. His mind had been so tunneled on his one specific project of building the platform that so far he hadn’t looked at the big picture. The full effect of the work that had buzzed around him all day.

It was a freaking mess.

Anna sighed a happy sigh. “Looks fantastic.”

He raised a brow and looked down—way down—at her. But she only shook her head. “You’re not looking at the big picture. You work in details, right? What kind of lawyer are you?”

“Divorce...” Where was she going with this?

“Well, no wonder. All your mind is trained to see is the fact that things are not exactly right. You immediately see what’s broken. You see the mess.” She smiled. “I see the possibilities. I see that this might be the best year yet.”

She looked so pleased with herself, with the whole way things were going, that he couldn’t help but smile too. But he didn’t want to smile at her.

Yeah, she seemed mature for a college student. And he couldn’t help but appreciate her dedication to a worthy project—despite his own reservations about the holiday.

But she was just too young. At least that’s what he kept telling himself.

Geoff would rationalize that anything over eighteen was fair game for the night. Dan just couldn’t see it working. Not that he was big on flings anyway.

“Feeling more in the spirit?”

He glanced down once more. She was grinning up at him, excitement clear, and he hated to disappoint her. “I wouldn’t go that far.”

She lightly pounded on his chest with her fist. He fought the urge to grab her wrist and show her just where she could put that hand. “I’m going to make a Christmas convert out of you yet.”

“Don’t put your hopes on it.”

She stood, face tilted up at his, fist still on his chest. Then her lips curved into a sly smile. “I just don’t know how I can be attracted to a guy who is so against my favorite holiday. Defies nature, really.”

Okay. That was definitely not what he wanted to hear. His gut screamed I’ll let you keep trying to convert me. Is there a naked portion of the program? I like that idea. But his mind had him saying, “Look...”

Her eyes, which were so bright only a second ago, clouded. Her hand dropped and she rocked back on her heels, increasing the distance between them. It was like kicking a homeless puppy, and he almost stopped. But this was important to get out.

“I think you’re doing a great job with all this, but the sorority thing just isn’t my deal.”

She stared at him like he was talking in Mandarin.

He tried again. “You know, college girls.”

Her brows shot up. “You don’t date people who went to college?”

“I don’t date girls who are in college.” When her face froze, he felt like an ass. “It’s just, you know, ’cause of the age...difference.”

“Dan, my man.” Geoff appeared out of nowhere, and Dan couldn’t tell if this was a saving grace moment or the worst timing in the history of wingmen. “I was just talking to Beth here, and she suggested all the volunteers head out to pizza.”

Dan didn’t take his eyes off of Anna’s shocked face. “I don’t think I’m up for that.”

A sorority girl came up next to Geoff. He assumed this was the aforementioned Beth. “I think it’s a great idea. We should all relax over some pizza and beer. But then I said I had to ask our wise philanthropic advisor.”

“Advisor?” What the hell was a philanthropic advisor, and why were they talking about this?

“You know, someone who was in the sorority before, but graduated, and now helps out with sorority events. Our philanthropic advisor helps with our charity work. Organizing, fundraising, ideas. That sort of thing.”

A slow smile curved over Anna’s mouth.

“Uh-huh.” Why wasn’t she saying something?

“So what do you say, Anna? Pizza?”

“Anna?” He looked between Beth—who was giving him a look like he was touched in the head—and Anna, now with a very smug expression.

“Yeah, Anna.” Beth spoke slowly, like he was a small child. “She’s been our philanthropic advisor for four years now.”

“I started two years after I graduated from State. When I was twenty-four,” Anna added with the appearance of innocent helpfulness. But he knew better. She was teaching him a lesson.

Didn’t take a genius to do the quick math and realize the Sarge, who he thought was twenty-one tops, was actually twenty-eight. Well within his typical dating age range.

Nice move, dickhead.

* * *
 

She watched the realization cross his face. If it wasn’t so insulting, she’d have laughed.

And that hurt worst of all, that she was insulted. Being as short as she was, it wasn’t uncommon to be mistaken for much younger. And long ago she’d resigned herself to not being insulted or upset by it. She would simply correct people and move on. Life was too short—pun intended—to get pissed about the small things—pun not intended.

But the fact that Dan had thought her younger, young enough to not be interested in her, hit harder than normal.

She crossed her arms, too annoyed with the situation to care that it was a clear defense mechanism, and felt her lips curl back in something that should have been a smile, but was more like a shark showing off its dental work. “If you’re doing the math in your head, I’ll save you the time. I’m twenty-eight.”

“Uh-huh.” The flush creeping up his neck must have burned like hell, and he rubbed at it with his hand. “Right. Well, I mean—”

“It’s fine, Beth,” she said, giving Dan her shoulder and facing the younger girl. “Pizza is a great way to relax. But I want one of you and the other seniors to monitor the alcohol please. Keep tabs on who’s drinking, and take their keys when they have their first glass.”

“I know, I know.” Her tone was jokingly dismissive, but Anna knew Beth was one to trust with the task. “Don’t give the keys back until I’m sure they’re fine. Don’t risk having to fight them for the keys after they’ve been drinking.”

“And don’t—”

“Give beer to the underagers. Got it, Mommy.” She gave her a dazzling smile and called a quick thanks over her shoulder as she jogged across the room.

Geoff made a snorting sound. “You really think college kids don’t drink underage?”

She smiled, used to having this discussion. “I’m no idiot. I know they’ll drink at parties. But I don’t want my girls to drink out at regular restaurants where they might get carded and caught and have problems, especially not when they’re out on a job, representing the sorority. Plus, most parties are within walking distance. Restaurants and bars are not.”

“Makes sense,” came a voice from behind.

She gave Dan a fleeting look over her shoulder. That’s the best he could come up with to add to the conversation now?

The girls called her name collectively to get her attention.

“Are you coming for pizza?”

She shook her head. “No, go on without me. Beth...”

“Got it!” Beth gave her a thumbs-up, and waved as the Kappas headed out to the parking lot. They’d be back in the rec room bright and early Saturday morning—she’d make sure of it—but for now they could relax and recharge.

“Not going?”

Finally she stepped back to fully face Dan. Oh, now he wanted to get chatty? “I’m going to make some plans for tomorrow, outline the workload so it’s ready. And then go home to bed. Early start in the morning.” When he kept staring at her, she just shrugged and walked over to where she left her clipboard, sat down on the cold concrete and started making plans for the day.

It shouldn’t have stung. It shouldn’t. But that didn’t mean much to her bruised ego. Though it was hard to deny that he clearly felt like an idiot or a fool—or, ideally, both—about making assumptions about her. So she might be able to salvage her plans after all. A little humility would go a long way in soothing her ego.

She would give herself exactly one hour of pouting and then she was going to be over it, no matter what.

* * *
 

“You stepped right into it, didn’t you?” Geoff hefted the last of the tools into the back of Dan’s pickup.

“Never even came close to anything to step in.” Dan dusted his hands off and shut the tailgate. He might have been tempted by the pint-sized woman. But he’d held firm.

And look where that got him.

“And look where that got you. Dan, the Sarge was hot. I don’t have to tell you this. Not my type—” he added, holding a hand over his heart, “—but I can be an objective judge of hotness, and she had it.”

“Doesn’t really matter that she’s hot. I botched that one up by thinking she was a college kid.”

“Smooth operator. You mind if I steal that technique?”

Dan took a fake swing at him.

Geoff danced back out of range and laughed. “Hey, all right. It’s all yours. But all I’m saying is you could use some holiday jollies. It wouldn’t kill you to have some fun this time of year.”

Dan shot his best friend a look. He—out of everyone in Dan’s life—knew the most what it cost him to be a functioning adult around the holidays.

“It could be salvageable. You never know.” Walking around the side of the truck, Geoff dug his keys out of his own pocket.

“She’s into the Christmas thing. Like, hard-core.” Dan shuddered.

“Does it really matter, if all it’s supposed to be is a fling?”

“It—”

“Look, she’s hot. You now know she’s well within your desired age range. And unless I’m mistaken, before you started chewing on shoe leather, she was giving you the once-over. Which means she’s interested back. Which means there’s hope. Long as she doesn’t make you wear reindeer antlers and ride you around the room with a crop...” Geoff trailed off, as if picturing the idea for himself.

“Geoff,” Dan warned.

“Just mentally trying it on for size.”

“And?”

“Doesn’t fit. Anyway, go in there and fix it. Then let her jingle your balls.”

One of his brows lifted. “Seriously?”

Geoff shrugged. “Tackle her tinsel? Mistletoe mamba?”

“Stop while you’re behind.” Dan opened the driver’s side door and stepped on the running board, watching Geoff over the top of the cab. “You’re not in a position to talk about my dating life anyway. You’ve got a date with an entire group of hot co-eds. How’s that for healthy?”

“Right, right. The Kappa sisters.” He sighed. “It’s a cruel sort of reminder that I couldn’t actually have those girls when I was in college myself. But then again, back in the day I wasn’t packing the heat like I am now.” He flexed his biceps for emphasis.

“Off you go,” Dan said with a wave, then climbed back in his own truck. Watching Geoff back out, he started the engine and waited for a moment for the heater to kick on. When Geoff’s taillights faded into the darkness, he turned the ignition off, cursed himself as five kinds of stupid and climbed back out.

After a few steps toward the side door, he stopped, pivoted on his heel and started for his truck again. Then repeated the process, walking back toward the hospital. When the doors leading out of the rec hall opened, he jumped, pissed at having been caught in his own private game of Red Rover.

Red Rover, Red Rover, send Dumbass Dan right over...

But it was another one of the sorority girls, not Anna, who walked out.

She gave him a friendly wave and headed toward her own beater car.

Inspiration struck. He jogged after her. “Hey. Uh...” Dammit. He’d forgotten her name.

She turned. “It’s Tam.”

“Sorry.”

Tam smiled. “No prob. What’s up?”

He glanced to the doors again, then back to the young woman. “Is Anna still in there?”

Her smile broadened a little. “She is. Why?”

“I’m hoping you can do me a big favor. What kind of coffee does she like?”






  



Chapter Three
 

Anna spread the papers out on the floor, sitting in front of them on the cold cement, ready to trade her nonexistent kingdom for a throw pillow. Not the best position, or most comfortable, to let her cramped legs sit in for hours. But she was bone-tired. And if she took this home, she would probably fall asleep rather than get it done.

After creating a few sketches of what she wanted tomorrow’s results to be, she set those aside and concentrated on the schedule for Sunday.

The doors opened behind her and she glanced up, blowing out a frustrated breath when hair fell into her eyes, obstructing her view. But the person approaching wasn’t at all who she expected.

“Forget something?”

Dan shook his head, then nodded. “An apology, for one.”

She set the pen and pad down on the floor and leaned back, watching him silently.

“I’m sorry for assuming. You’re just so...”

“Short?” she supplied helpfully, a corner of her mouth twitching. She could see the amusement in it now, since she’d cut her pout short by half an hour.

He smiled. “Youthful, was what I think I was going for.”

“In twenty years, that’ll seem much more like a compliment.”

“Probably.”

“But in the spirit of the holiday, I’ll accept it.”

He took a hesitant step forward, holding out one hand wrapped around a to-go coffee cup. “A little birdie told me you’d appreciate a double caramel latte with an extra shot of espresso.”

“Smart little birdie. Is this special avian friend a part of the Kappa species, by any chance?”

“Busted.”

She took the peace offering, saw he had a cup of his own and patted the floor next to her. He sat, his jacket brushing her leg as he did.

And the fact that it excited her just said it all. She really needed to fix that involuntary celibacy issue. Immediately.

“Now what’s on the agenda?”

She nearly blurted out Sex! Please let it be sex! But then she realized he was trying to see her notebook to figure out what she was working on.

That’s the way. Scare him with your desperate neediness. I hear guys are really into that these days.

With a mental slap, she gathered her thoughts. “List of volunteer groups for Sunday, when we’re open for business, so to speak. I have to stagger it out, and I have everyone’s time sheet here saying when they can come in and what they’re comfortable doing.” She flipped through a few pages. “Says here you’re available only from the first of the morning until noon.” She glanced up. “We open at noon for the kids.”

“Yeah. Sorry about that.”

She raised a brow. “I’m doubting that. But whatever. Help is help. Beggars, choosers and all that.”

“I’m just not really into the false cheer thing. No sense in me bringing the kids down.”

“It’s fine. Really. We have plenty of people who are the opposite. Hate building and setting up but love to be here for the kids and dressing up in the costumes to make it special. It evens out in the end.”

“You’re really dedicated to this.”

She nodded, holding one finger on her notebook to keep her place. “It means so much.”

He took a sip of his coffee and set it to the side, clapping his hands together, rubbing them briskly. “Okay. What can I do to help?”

Ah. The Christmas hater was going to give her a hand. Nice. “Separate these into piles, if you wouldn’t mind, based on the times that they checked off they were free to volunteer.”

“Got it.”

They worked in silence for an hour, shuffling and manipulating the schedule until she was sure she had the entire Sunday staffed in all parts. Letting the notebook flop to the ground, she fell back and stared at the ceiling with a sigh. “Thanks. That went a lot faster than if I’d had to do it alone.”

He leaned back to lie down next to her, his elbow brushing hers as their hands cushioned their heads. “Not a problem. Least I could do.” He paused, then asked, “Do you want to grab some dinner?”

Desperately. Starved, exhausted and beyond wanting to jump his bones out of sheer gratitude as much as horniness were only a few ways to describe her. But she knew there was a little something to be said for anticipation. And if she couldn’t have a relationship, she could at least draw out the pre-sex dance for as long as possible. She started gathering up the papers to put in her bag. “Thanks for the offer, but I’m going to head home. Lots to do tomorrow still and we have an early start.”

A look of disappointment crossed his face before he locked it down. Nice poker face. “That’s fine. I guess I’ll see you tomorrow, then.” He held out a hand to help her stand up, then waited patiently while she stuffed the whole lot in her messenger bag and then walked toward the door.

“I appreciate you bringing the coffee,” she said, pausing to take one last sip before pitching the empty into the trash can just outside the door. He followed suit with his own cup.

“Not a problem.”

“You’ll be here first thing tomorrow?”

He smiled. “Yeah. I won’t have bells on, but I’ll be here.”

She nodded. “I’ll bring you a...” She glanced at the trash can. “Whatever that was.”

“Black coffee.”

She shuddered, then laughed. “Fine. On me this time.” And, going with impulse—mostly to give them both something to think about—she stood on her toes and grazed a kiss over the bottom of his jaw before walking toward her car in the well-lit parking lot.

As she got to her car, she risked a glance back over her shoulder. Dan stood, as if rooted to the spot, just staring after her with a look of confusion on his face.

She laughed. “‘Night, Dan.”

He raised a hand hesitantly to wave, then shook his head and walked to his truck in the opposite direction.

Yes. This would be fun, luring in the Grinch for a holiday match.

* * *
 

Dan sipped his coffee Saturday morning, taking advantage of the short break while Geoff actually pulled his weight. For once. And while he sipped, he enjoyed the view. Anna was standing on a step ladder to apply some snowflakes to a window. A window anyone else could have reached standing flat on the floor, but poor shorty Sarge was struggling, even on the stool. He chuckled and went over to help.

Just as he got there, she grunted, bent her knees, then jumped as high as she could to slap a flake to the top and nearly toppled over. Dropping his coffee, he raced to catch her before she fell to the floor completely. They landed in a tangled heap on the floor. Anna laughing, him smothering a groan as she accidentally rolled over a piece of anatomy he was very partial to.

“Sorry, sorry, sorry.” She managed to sit up and pull him with her. “I would have been fine, I was anticipating the landing, you know.”

“No, I didn’t know. Which is why I raced to perform my heroic act of the day and my coffee is all over the floor.” But he couldn’t be angry when he saw the pink in her cheeks from laughing. “Clean up, aisle two of Santa’s Workshop.”

She giggled again. “You’re much more chipper today than normal.”

“Total accident.” But she was right. Despite knowing he’d be surrounded by candy canes and snowmen and all the Santa accoutrements he could stomach, he’d woken up in a much better mood than was normal for December. He stood, holding out a hand to assist her up. “Won’t let it happen again, coach.”

She glared at him, hands on hips. “You better. I think some of the older kids are coming in later this afternoon to help.”

He picked up a roll of paper towels from the nearby craft table and started unwinding them. “I thought this was supposed to be a surprise for the kids.”

She grabbed his empty cup and tossed it in the trash can. “It is, but the older ones, the teenagers mostly, want to come and help. They like feeling productive, and even though it’s fake, just being in the atmosphere lifts their spirits. Helping do something for the younger kids they see around every day makes them feel good.”

“I didn’t know there were teens here.”

The smile slid, just a little. If he hadn’t been watching he wouldn’t have even picked up on it as her voice remained bright. “Yup. Anyone under eighteen. They hate the word ‘children’ in the hospital’s name, but this is where they go.”

“Got it.” As he glanced around the area she and her Kappa sorority were working on, he realized it was coming together much better than he’d ever anticipated. When he realized he’d been signed up to help set up a Santa’s Workshop in the children’s hospital, he assumed it would be a few fake cardboard candy canes and a sad tree missing half its branches. But Anna’s guidance and planning was truly turning the place into something that would rival a set on a Hollywood Christmas movie.

And for the first time in he couldn’t remember how long, being surrounded by reminders of the holiday didn’t make him feel ill. Or hollow. Like a piece of him was missing and he was suffering through phantom pains. Not that he was ready to bust out a round of O Christmas Tree or anything. But this feeling was more...normal.

“Hmm.” She touched the toe of one running shoe over the area where his coffee had spilled. “This is still really sticky. I’m going to go grab a mop and get it taken care of before the teens get here. I’d hate for it to still be drying when they walk in. Slick surfaces and kids who need help walking don’t mix well.”

“Need a hand?”

She gave him a sly grin. “I wouldn’t mind an extra set of arms to help carry those orange caution cones to set up around it, now that you mention it.”

He walked behind her, appreciating the way her frayed jeans molded over her butt. Thank God for denim. When they reached a supply closet a few yards from the rec room, she opened the door.

He glanced around. “We don’t have to ask permission?”

“Nope. Cleared it already. Anything in here is ours to borrow.” She leaned in conspiratorially and winked. “I have friends in high places. Now scoot. The caution cones are in that far corner. Should be a whole stack.”

He walked in, then turned around when she closed the door behind her. “Hey, is there a light switch in here? I can’t see any—oomph!”

For a tiny thing, she knew how to use surprise to her advantage. One moment he was standing in the dark, blindly reaching out for a shelf or something to guide him. The next, his back was pressed against a wall and a warm woman was draped against him.

“Sorry about that. I would have made this a little more festive but I was all outta mistletoe,” she whispered in the dark. “You can walk away if you want. No hard feelings.”

Something was hard, that was for damn sure, and there was plenty to feel. Almost as if she could read his mind, she rubbed her body against his like a cat searching for a friendly little scratch.

“Answer?”

Even though she was a total Christmas Crusader and he was the biggest batch of sour grapes the month of December had ever seen, he wanted her with a ferocity that took him by surprise. Using his fingertips to guide him in the pitch black, he stroked down her arm, over her shoulder, up her neck and threaded his hands through her hair. “Let’s see what happens here.”

And bending over to meet her halfway, he sealed his lips over hers. He tasted the caramel from her morning latte combined with something uniquely Anna, and his body flamed in response. She tried to wind her arms around his neck but couldn’t quite reach. Then, as if realizing that wasn’t going to work, simply slid back down until her hands gripped his biceps, squeezing hard when he slipped his tongue between her parting lips.

One of her legs rubbed against the outside of his own thigh, her knee pressing against him as if she wanted to climb him like a tree. The little combination moan-pant she let loose fired him further. Damn, she was good for a man’s ego. If the angle wouldn’t have screwed things up royally, he would have done an about-face and pressed her against the wall to give him more room to roam, let his hands go wild, indulge in seeing what she was hiding under her oversized hoodie.

Well, why wait? One hand clenched in the loose material at the small of her back and pulled up. She gasped when his hands hit the soft skin of her back.

“Problem?” he asked, somehow managing to not raise his lips from hers.

“Cold hands,” she murmured, not breaking contact.

“Ah. Right.” He rubbed them briskly over her jeans-clad bottom, and she laughed deep in her throat. But she wasn’t laughing once he skimmed his hands underneath the sweatshirt and found her ribs, tracing each one with his fingertips, almost memorizing them with his touch. Taking his time before reaching the big prize.

When his thumbs reached the thin cotton of her bra, he didn’t want to stop. Didn’t want to let go of the moment. Didn’t care about getting caught.

Didn’t care about anything but Anna and finding out the mysteries of her body.

But as he dipped one finger under the band of the bra, intent in pulling up and over to give him access, she grabbed his wrist with lightning-fast reflexes.

“No,” she said sharply, then took a deep breath and rocked back on her heels, separating their bodies entirely except where she gripped him. “No, we can’t. Someone might...”

Right. Closet. Hospital. Fourteen different health codes they’d probably come close to violating. He nodded, not trusting his own voice to make it past the thickness of his tongue. Not that she could see the gesture anyway.

Letting go of his arm slowly, her fingers trailed down his wrist and hand as it fell to his side.

Dan sighed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think we’d get this into it.” Though his eyes adjusted to the light—or lack thereof—he still couldn’t fully make out her features. Was she pissed? Though why would she be, given it was her own idea...

But when she found a light switch a moment later, after blinking past the blinding brightness, he saw she wasn’t at all upset. In fact, she looked beyond pleased with the entire situation. She made a shooing motion toward the back corner. “They’re going to wonder where we are. You grab the cones.” She reached behind one shelf and produced a mop.

They walked back to the rec room in silence. He wondered if anyone knew what they’d been up to. If they both had a scarlet A on their chests or something. But nobody gave them a second glance.

Making out in a closet was not something he did. Having fun over the holidays wasn’t what he did either. This was not at all going according to his usual plans.

And the lack of any sort of panic told him that this was okay. He didn’t want to trust it though. Did he deserve to enjoy the holidays?

Maybe he needed to rein things in a little.

“Sorry guys, got a little turned around. Mop’s here,” she called as they entered the room. And as she went to work mopping the sticky area where his coffee had been, she gave him a cheeky smile and snapped her fingers to get his attention.

“You’re lagging. Come on, cone holder. I’ve got a wet floor here.”

“Right. Sorry.”

Watching her joyfully mop up the mess, he knew he wasn’t going to take a step back. No way in hell. She’d started this whole thing, and he wasn’t going to toss in the towel now. He just couldn’t.

* * *
 

“What are you doing after this?”

Dan stepped behind her, his chest to her back as she finished taping protective paper to the fold up table in the corner. The arts and crafts corner was simple. But kids didn’t need a whole lot of hoopla to create gifts for their siblings and parents. They just needed the space and the opportunity. Something of which they often had little in the hospital.

“I’m working,” she said primly, smiling to herself as she edged around the table to secure one last corner. “I’m going to be all but living here until the place is fully ready.”

“You have to eat, don’t you? Come to dinner with me. I’ll bring you right back.” She glanced over her shoulder at him and he held up a hand. “Scout’s honor.”

“Hmm.” She had no plans, naturally. And the fact that he was taking the initiative to offer was a big step in the process. But dinner sounded a little too serious. So she compromised. “How about dinner here?”

His brow scrunched up in an adorable manner. “You want me to bring dinner here?”

“It’s already here. The cafeteria.”

He looked pained. “I think we can do a little better than that.”

She shrugged. Cafeteria food was nothing new to her. But the informal atmosphere would keep things light, not create a false sense of intimacy. And intimacy was the one thing she couldn’t afford to fall into right now.

Her heart pinched a little with regret. Dan might have a self-proclaimed bad attitude toward Christmas—though she had her doubts the attitude would hold up under much scrutiny—but he was absolutely relationship material. And she could admit there were nights when she wanted a man in her bed for more than just sex. If only the timing didn’t suck...

Stop that. You know it’s not fair to anyone, so get over it. The deadline exists for a reason.

“Okay, fine.” Though he looked like he’d rather have fire ants crawling over his eyeballs, he nodded. “Cafeteria. After everyone else takes off. You and me. And a tray of Salisbury surprise.”

“You got it.”






  



Chapter Four
 

Three hours later, she was afraid her original plan of eating in the cafeteria to keep things simple hadn’t worked at all. Anna expected Dan to push his food around and make excuses for not eating, but he shocked her by devouring it, sheepishly saying he’d skipped lunch. And when she thought for sure he’d whisk her back to the rec room for privacy, he settled into his side of the booth table with his cup of horrible hospital coffee and asked her about life. Where she worked, what she did for fun. All the typical first date questions she’d expect to hear.

But this wasn’t a date.

“So you work as a pediatric nurse, just not at this hospital.”

“Not at any hospital. I’m at a clinic about ten minutes from here.” A woman in scrubs walked by and waved. “Hey, Tracy.”

He seemed to think that one over. “Never wanted to come here and work? You seem to know the staff well from volunteering.”

She’d spent enough time at this very hospital as a teen herself. Being here day after day for work would be too much of a reminder of that painful time. As a volunteer, she could step back if she needed to. As an employee, she’d be stuck. “No, I like the hours better at the clinic.”

“Why Christmas?”

His question took her by surprise. “Why Christmas what?”

“You’re, like, the Christmas ambassador around here. Are you this gung-ho about all holidays? Or only this specific one?”

“Oh, I see what you mean.” She took a sip of bitter coffee that even flavored creamer couldn’t help in order to give herself some time. “It’s just one of those times of the year where anything seems possible. I liked it as a kid, and never really outgrew the love.”

All true. No need to mention it was the only time her sterile hospital room had seemed slightly more friendly and inviting, more like a home. Less like a room where she would simply die, with white walls and nothing personal. Where she saw nobody but her family, unless someone was coming at her with a needle or another round of bad news.

She started to ask about his reason for disliking the holiday so much, but thought better of it. His demons were his own to come forth with if he wanted—or needed—to. But sharing too much dark history could lead to a feeling of trust that she just wasn’t able to handle.

Keep it light. Keep it simple. Keep it fair.

* * *
 

Dan fought most of Sunday morning to avoid grabbing Anna and pulling her back to the storage closet. But unlike the day before, he knew she wouldn’t be receptive to the distraction. This morning there were way too many things to finish up before the first of the kids started to trickle in around noon.

As Anna had explained the day before, the Workshop would stay set up through the month of December, with kids being able to come in and create their gifts at the craft area or take pictures with the cardboard reindeer or sitting in Santa’s chair. But during the weekends, there would be a volunteer Santa there to talk to the kids, along with a few volunteer elves.

He finished hanging up the last of the replacement lights draped over the platform where Santa would sit. When Anna had seen the finished product and realized one string had mysteriously burnt out, she’d been near tears, so he’d volunteered at the last minute to climb the ladder and fix it. At that point, he’d have done anything to remove the panic from her eyes.

But now he couldn’t find her. Where was she? He at least wanted to say goodbye and ask her about maybe having dinner tonight. Hopefully more than just dinner, but he’d lead with food.

Tonight was it. He knew. After the relief of the first day being open to the public behind her, he was sure she’d calm down enough to want to spend some time—hopefully the night—with him. They just had to get through the day.

Well, she had. And the other volunteers. His job was done.

“Dan!”

At the sound of Anna’s voice, he smiled and turned. But when he realized she wasn’t excited, but frantic, he immediately went into problem-solving mode. “What’s wrong?”

“Have you seen Geoff?”

“Geoff?” He glanced around the room. “No, I didn’t even know he was scheduled to come in today.”

She nodded so fast her hair whipped around in its messy bun. “He was, and I can’t find him anywhere.”

“Anna, where do you want this?” one of the sorority sisters asked from across the room. She was dressed as an elf, complete with jingle bells on her shoes. And he had to give the Kappa sisters props. None of those slutty costumes meant for adult parties, either. Full fledged elves straight out of a kid’s Christmas movie. Nary a booty in sight. This, of course, would upset Geoff greatly. If he were here, that was. The bastard.

“Just give me a second.” She pushed a shaking hand over the top of her head, smoothing back flyaway strands of hair. “I’m going to kill him. I’m going to kill your friend. I really am.”

He cupped her face in his hands, felt the tension vibrating her entire body and took a chance by leaning down to press a soft, quick kiss to her lips. “Calm down. I don’t know where he is, but until he gets here, I’ll fill in. What did you have him doing? Carrying? Lifting? Organizing?”

She bounced on the balls of her feet, and he recognized adrenaline when he saw it. “You will? Seriously? You’ll fill in?”

How the hell could he possibly say no to that? “Yeah, of course.” It was then he realized she was wearing the most odd combination of clothing he’d seen her in. More odd than her misshapen, oversized sweatshirts. She wore a tank top, even though the air in the rec room was cool, a pair of gym shorts, running shoes and red and white striped tube socks reaching up to her knees that vaguely resembled candy canes. “What’s with the outfit?”

She glanced down a moment, as if she didn’t even remember what she was wearing and had to check. Poor thing. “Oh. Part of my costume. I’m not done yet obviously. Not getting dressed until the last minute so I don’t mess up the costume.”

“Ah.” He should have known she would have been right in the thick of things as far as costumes. “And who are you, head elf?”

She laughed. “No, nothing quite like that. I’m actually Mrs. Claus.”

He could see her in the role easily. Then, when her smile only grew, he had a feeling in his gut that he should have run when he had the chance. Cautiously, he asked, “What exactly was Geoff signed up to do, again?”

She broke into a full out grin. “Santa Claus.”

* * *
 

“No way.” Dan shook his head and backed away from her like she’d tried to hand him a poisonous snake.

Anna felt her smile slip a little, but she rallied. “You already agreed.”

“Which was complete entrapment,” he pointed out, face darkening. “You got me to agree without knowing the details.”

“This isn’t a courtroom, Dan. No jury to sway. I just need a few dozen little kids to not be disappointed that there’s no Santa in Santa’s workshop. I don’t have any other male volunteers until later tonight.” She mentally crossed her fingers and prayed he would step up to the challenge.

But he shook his head and started to walk away. “I’ll finish cleaning up. You’ll have to find someone else to play the jolly fat guy.” The words were shot at her, each one hitting her like BB pellets. Then he turned and started loading tools back in his toolbox, avoiding meeting her eyes like a little boy who knew he was in trouble.

He wasn’t going to help. Had she seriously been so wrong about him? It hurt, just a little. Mostly because the kids would be so disappointed. But a tiny piece of her ached for whatever was holding Dan back from experiencing the holiday like he could...full out, without any dark spots holding him back.

She sighed. “Beth?”

Beth hopped over, bells on her ankles jingling merrily. “Yeah?”

She gritted her teeth, hoping it would look somewhat like a smile. “I’m gonna need you to switch costumes.”

* * *
 

Dan watched from the corner, partially shaded by one of the decorated trees. He should have left. Really, he should have left. But damn, the look in Anna’s eyes when he’d said no to playing Santa had bored into his gut and left him wondering if he’d finally gone too far.

Beth, the tallest of the sorority girls, was doing her best to play a convincing Santa. The first few kids seemed too small to even realize what was going on. They mostly were staring off into the distance at the lights, or clapping in delight at being fussed over by so many new people. A few cried, too shy to want to go near anyone.

But even the few toddlers that were—he estimated—preschool age gave Beth a pretty skeptical once-over. The girl could only drop her voice so low, and she didn’t even come close to sounding like a male. Not to mention, she was slender as a two-by-four. He figured at that age, the kids mostly still believed everything at face value. So if the preschool age kids weren’t buying it, nobody else would.

“How much longer until Santa?”

His father scooped down and lifted him up to sit on his shoulders. “Can you see him, Danny? He’s up there. We just have to wait our turn.”

His mother rubbed his leg. “What are you asking for?”

Dan grinned and shook his head. “Surprise.”

His mother smiled up at him with laughing eyes. “If you have a minute to spare, how about you put in a good word with the big guy for your mother? There’s a heart-shaped necklace I’ve been thinking about...”

“Mooooom,” he whined. “Santa only brings gifts for kids.”

“We’re all kids at heart,” his father reminded him.

Dan shuddered a little, the memory passing through his mind like fog. And immediately a wash of shame flooded him. His parents loved Christmas. Visiting Santa was one of the most fantastic parts, and his parents would pump him up for it every year, encouraging him to believe as long as possible.

And that might be ruined for some sick kids this year, because he had a stick up his ass about Christmas and not enjoying himself.

No. He couldn’t do it. Couldn’t let the opportunity to pay back his parents in some small way pass him by. Dan crept over to the Kappa standing at the door, helping control the crowds. Leaning down, he whispered for her to close the doors after the last child already in line was through, for a ten-minute break. She smiled, picking up on his hint, and then nodded.

Time to face his demons, or at least one of them. Dan sucked in a breath and let it out slowly. He could start by putting on a rental Santa suit.

* * *
 

Two hours into the first afternoon of the Workshop, Anna was still smiling. He’d come through. She hadn’t been wrong after all. Dan, though clearly flying blind in the whole situation, was doing an admirable job.

Beth had been relieved to switch back to her elf costume. Dan’s first few Santa visits had been touch-and-go, but the kids were so young that they didn’t look past the costume to see if Santa had any actual enthusiasm for the job. With each child that left his lap with a smile, he relaxed just a little more. Joked just a little more. And after a little bit, started developing his own dramatic Santa voice and belly-deep Santa laugh. The entire thing was completely charming.

And, she had to admit to herself, more than a little erotic. The laugh and the attitude that went with it were doing things to her. And, oh God, she was totally hot for Santa.

Finally, the last child was ushered out the door with the promise that Santa would be back and the Workshop would open again after the Claus crew had a milk and cookie break. Dan stood at the door, waving to the last group of children with his large white mittened hand, then walked back to his official throne and slumped into the chair.

Anna looked to Beth, who had resumed her post as Crafty Elf. “So, from your perspective at the craft table?”

Beth gave a thumbs-up. “Looks like a hit. The kids loved it. And they made some super cute stuff.”

“Yes!” She danced a little jig, lifting her long petticoats and velvet skirt so she didn’t step on them. Dan’s laughter from behind reminded her she wasn’t just with her Kappa girls. Whoops. She turned sheepishly, but Dan was smiling and clapping.

“Why, Mrs. Claus, you’re as spry as the day I married you.”

She gave him a wry smile. “Some centuries ago. Naturally. Must be all the milk to go with those cookies, keeping my bones healthy.” Removing the wig and attached hat, she bent at the waist and shook out her hair, which was plastered to her head thanks to the heat. She wouldn’t win any beauty contests, but that wasn’t the point. “You can change out of the suit now.”

He actually looked a little reluctant. “I can just take the beard off. It’s a little itchy. How long is my break?”

“The kids will get to come back in an hour. But we have someone else taking the late afternoon and evening shift as Santa.”

“Ah.” He stood and started walking back to the screen in the corner where he’d left his clothes. “Are you changing?”

“Yup. Someone has my job later today, as well. So I’m purely supervisory after this.”

He gave her a long look. The entire thing should have been ridiculous, Santa checking her out. Instead, the heat of his gaze from between his puffy hat and bushy beard had her feeling extra toasty inside her costume. “Will the workshop survive without you for a few hours?”

His hidden meaning registered loud and clear. “I think they’ll manage.” No need to tell him she’d been willing to ask him the same thing. Let him think it was his own idea. Men functioned better when they assumed they were in control.

He went behind the screen and she heard zippers start to work.

Beth walked up behind her, the movement obvious thanks to the bells attached all over her costume. “Please tell me you’re going to go play “Hide The Candy Cane” with that fine specimen of man.”

“Beth!” She tried to look stern, but only ended up laughing instead. “That is both a disgusting image and also none of your business.”

Her Kappa senior tried to look innocent. “I don’t know what you’re talking about, Mrs. Claus. I thought it would be a variation of “Hide and Seek: Holiday Edition.” If you’re the one with the dirty mind, well...”

She pushed Beth toward the side of the room where the refreshments were. “Take five, Elf Lord.”

“Fine. But you have to promise me one thing.”

She raised a brow. “Dare I ask?”

Beth’s innocent grin morphed into a wicked promise of a grin. “That you’ll drag him out of here and go be a ho, ho, ho.”

She pointed a finger at the table and Beth turned and walked away with a laugh. But after the senior’s back was turned, Anna smiled. “With pleasure.”






  



Chapter Five
 

“Where are we off to?” Anna asked, climbing in the cab of his truck with no help from him. He offered, fully prepared to get his hands on her delicious bottom, but she gave him a look that might have withered another man’s nuts.

“I don’t know about you, but I’m starving. We both missed lunch. So I figured an early dinner wouldn’t be amiss.”

She nodded as he started out the parking lot. “Absolutely. God love those kids, but they’re exhausting. I could use a burger or something.”

“Just what I had planned.” He thanked the Lord she wasn’t expecting something fancier because he had plans and they absolutely did not involve a sit down restaurant. After pulling through the closest drive-through and ordering a sack of food, they drove to the nearest main road.

“Your place or mine?” He tossed out the question casually, hoping she wouldn’t be offended.

Her answer came just as easily, without hesitation. “I live about ten minutes away. You?”

“Closer to twenty, with traffic.”

He pulled to a stop at a red light and they glanced at each other.

“My place,” she said.

“Your place,” he said at the same time.

They both laughed, and she gave him directions.

Dan wasn’t sure what to expect, though from the outside the apartment was nice enough.

He stepped in behind her and did a quick three-sixty as she locked the door behind them. The place was tidy, though not unlived in. A coffee mug sat by the sink, a few magazines were fanned out over the kitchen table. A pair of shoes sat next to the couch. “Not bad. A little small.”

“Just me. And I spend a lot of time over at my parents’ house too.” She took the sack of food and set it down on the table. “Plates?”

“For fast food burgers?” He scoffed and pulled out a chair for her.

“So you don’t need plates for fast food, but you’ll pull out my chair?”

“Plates are a waste. Manners are always worth something.”

“What’s it worth you this time?” she asked as she dug into the bag, pulling out his two burgers and her one.

He took the fries container she handed him and grinned. “Keeping on your good side.”

She laughed and threw a fry at him. The thing hit his forehead and bounced to the table, prompting Anna to laugh harder.

He liked the sound. She was so little, but her laugh boomed through the quiet apartment. His body tightened, and the hunger he felt resonating through him was localized a little south of his stomach.

There was no way he was going to make it through lunch without giving in. Why bother starting? He pushed his burgers away and stood. Looking a little confused, she did the same with her food. And when he held out a hand for her, she placed her palm on his with total confidence.

Talk about sexy. He walked down the short hallway, pausing outside the two doors. “Which one?”

“Left.”

With that simple word, he turned and picked her up, carrying her into the bedroom.

Anna shrieked with laughter and gripped his shoulders. “Put me down!”

“But you’re so easy to carry.” He turned sideways to get through the door way.

“Because I’m so short?” she challenged.

“You’re travel-sized.” He kissed her nose and settled her on the edge of the bed. “This okay?” Please say yes.

She smiled and walked her hands up his arms to his shoulders. “Absolutely.”

He bent down to kiss her, taking his time with it. Enjoying the simple pleasure of their lips meeting. Their first kiss had been fast, all singing nerves and groping hands. But he could be gentle, enjoy the journey.

He ran his hands under the sweatshirt she’d put on after removing the costume, and she shivered as the air touched her skin. He wasn’t sure why she kept the air on so high if she was so cold, but females were complicated like that. He went to lift the garment up and off, but she stalled his movement with a hand on one wrist.

“Leave it on,” she whispered against his lips. “I get cold easily.”

He wanted to see her. See all of her. But another time would be just as good, and her comfort ranked over his desire. So he let the shirt drop back down and absorbed the grateful sigh she gave with another kiss, this time deeper. He maneuvered her around and lowered her to the comforter, her small size making it simple.

She didn’t waste any time reaching for her own pants. “My fingers are too cold to work the button on your jeans,” she warned. “You’re gonna have to help.”

“No problem.” He couldn’t take his eyes off her as she shimmied and did a little booty wiggle to push her yoga pants over her hips and down her thighs. Dual soft thunks behind him told him she’d toed off her running shoes and then she kicked until the pants were gone.

“You’re doing too much watching, not enough undressing.” To illustrate her point, she reached up and grabbed either side of his jeans and tugged. Already unbuttoned, they slid down his thighs until they hit his knees. Doing a similar dance to the one she’d done before, he managed to knock his shoes off and his jeans followed.

“Better.” She reached up and pulled him down, covering her small body with his entirely, and kissed him.

Pulling her panties down one side at a time, one inch at a time, he realized this was the best gift he was getting this Christmas. Best to take his time with the unwrapping. Savor it.

Rethinking his strategy, Dan left her panties where they were, barely down past her hip bone, and she let out a strangled groan. “Dan. Come on!”

“Let’s slow it down.” He inched them down just a little at a time, brushing his lips against the exposed skin, blowing heat against the goosebumps that rose. Her hands clenched at her sides but she didn’t push further.

Finally, he slipped one hand inside the cotton and slipped two fingers inside the wet warmth.

“Oh my God,” she said on a sucked in breath.

He froze. “What? What’s wrong?”

She smiled sheepishly. “Sorry. Cool fingers.”

He laughed and leaned up to kiss her. “They’re definitely warming up.”

She groaned again, this time at his bad joke. But the groan morphed into a moan when he started moving inside her, teasing, finding what she wanted and the speed she wanted it at. Finally, when she was all but clawing at his upper arms, he took pity on her and stripped her panties down all the way, giving him better access to her clitoris.

“Dan.”

He ignored her, teasing and learning the spots that made her wriggle beneath him that much harder. He found a particularly interesting spot just next to—

“Seriously, Dan, now.” She nipped at his shoulder, and by catching him off guard, managed to push him over so she straddled him. After bending over him, which positioned her sweatshirt-covered breast in just the right position to tempt the ever-loving hell out of him, she fumbled in her bedside drawer and produced a condom, holding it between two fingers. “Me or you?”

He wasn’t about to argue with the lady. “Me.” He wouldn’t mind letting her roll it on, but he was too close to the edge for it this time. Covering himself, he rolled again so she was under him and positioned over her, poised just out of reach of her center.

“Hey,” he said softly.

She cracked one eye open. “What?”

“Look at me.”

Both eyes popped open. “Hmm?”

“I just wanted to see your eyes when I did this.” He slid in without hesitation and was satisfied with the dazed look in her eyes. Her lids shut slowly, like they didn’t have the strength to stay open and then she arched up.

“More, please.”

“Not a problem.” He worked the rhythm, following her cues, listening to the slight changes of her breathing that mingled with the hum of the HVAC, the hitch in her throat when he found an angle that worked. Pressed down and rubbed a circle against her with his pelvic bone and watched her eyes fly open.

“Oh my God, do that again.”

“What, this?” He repeated the circle, pressing harder this time.

“Yes, that.” Once more he circled around, and she flew apart in his arms, shouting to the ceiling without a care that anyone would hear. He pumped in and out a few more times, keeping pressure on her, drawing it out until he couldn’t hold out any longer and gave a hoarse yell of his own before collapsing just to the right of her, using the last of his strength to make the shift so he wasn’t directly over her.

Because falling on top of her and flailing like a drunken Muppet wouldn’t have been all that gentlemanly of him. Nor would it help in convincing her to repeat the process. No matter how spent his limbs were.

After a few moments, he rolled to his side and headed to the bathroom for a quick clean up. When he turned to her again, she moved into him, her chilly nose burrowing against his warm skin.

“Cold,” she muttered.

“Why do you keep the air up so high if you’re cold all the time?”

“I like to burrow when I sleep.” Her voice was softer, like she was drifting already.

He took the edges of the comforter and wrapped it around them like an enchilada. “Better?”

“Yeah.” She moved as if trying to get even closer, though she was already plastered to him. One of her legs slid between his. He tipped his head down, lips pressed against the crown of her head, curls tickling his nose as he breathed in her scent.

They stayed like that for awhile, just existing next to each other, content to not go anywhere or say anything. Then she sighed and rubbed a hand under his sweater and over his chest.

“Best volunteer day ever,” she whispered.

He laughed. “Can’t complain myself. Though I’m hoping you don’t thank all your Santas this way.”

She pinched him where his shoulder met his pectoral. “I most certainly do not. Normally I hand out thank you cards and a box of cookies. But I forgot to run to the stationary store before showing up for work this morning so...” She giggled when he gave a fake snarl and nuzzled into the vulnerable skin of her neck.

“Besides, the evening Santa is the morning janitor. And he doesn’t need any stuffing to make a convincing Santa belly. Not really my type.”

“Sounds like a good fit for the part, though.” He rubbed one foot up her leg, then realized...

“Are you still wearing your tube socks?” He peeked under the blanket before she could slap at his hands.

“I beg your pardon,” she said in mock outrage, the effect ruined when she laughed. “Yeah, of course I am. My feet are always the coldest of them all!”

“Women and their ideas about temperature control.”

“Mmm. I think there was an insult in there somewhere, but I’m too content to bother finding it. Can we stay, just a little while longer? I have to go back sometime soon. But it’s nice and peaceful.”

“Of course.” He wrapped his arms, and thus the covers, more tightly around her and held her close.

“This time of the year sucks usually, you know,” he said idly, rubbing a pattern down her back.

“Really?” she asked, her voice dim.

“Usually.” He thought for a moment. “You’re making it better, though.”

Her only answer was her deep, undisturbed breathing. He wondered if she even heard him. Or maybe he didn’t want her to.

And why he was sharing with someone who was, by all accounts, no more than an acquaintance?

Because she felt like way more than that. It didn’t feel like any of the weekend flings he’d had in the past. One where he’d get what he wanted physically, share the same pleasure with her and walk away without regrets or lingering feelings. No, it felt like the beginning of something way more serious. Something he didn’t want to walk away from that easily.

It was a scary—but not altogether unpleasant—thought. But the real problem was...where did she see them heading?

* * *
 

Anna’s muscles relaxed as Dan’s truck pulled into the hospital parking lot. She was eager to have a minute alone. Put some distance—real, physical distance—between them. Her body was responding way too easily to his every touch, his move. Too aware of every little shift, breath, thought.

Which was great between the sheets. Okay, rather on top of the sheets, since they’d never actually made it under the covers. Hell, she was still shivering with the occasional aftershock from their lovemaking. But now, now she just needed a little time to decompress.

Dan grabbed her wrist gently. “I thought you were done for the day.”

“Nope. Long break, well deserved. But I want to make sure everyone understands how to break down the set and what to leave out for the next day.”

He frowned. “You work way too hard at this. It’s just a volunteer position.”

“It’s important,” she bit off, then soothed her ruffled feathers. “It means a lot to me. And to the kids.” Especially when I was one of them.

“All right.” His fingers caressed the inside of her wrist, dancing over her pulse point.

“You’ll come back next weekend, right? To volunteer?” She gave him a cheeky smile. “I’m sure we’ll have another Santa, so you don’t have to worry there. But strong arms are always welcome to lift and carry.”

The corner of his mouth ticked up. “Yeah, of course I’ll be there.” He looked at the clock then back at her. “Actually, before the weekend, do you maybe want to—”

“Oh, crap.” She glanced at the clock herself. “Is that the time? I really have to get back.” She opened her door and slid out before he could protest. “Thanks for the early dinner. And for, well, you know. The fun. I’ll see you next weekend.” With a quick wink, she shut the door and walked towards the entrance to the hospital, waving as he backed out. And once his truck disappeared around the corner, she headed for her own car.

Yes, she needed to be there for the breakdown. But that wasn’t for another two hours. So she had some time to kill. Mostly she just wanted to sit alone for a minute and read the book she had stashed in her bag. Alone time, true quiet time, was hard to come by in December, so she would grab it while she could.

But by the time she hit chapter three, her cell phone was ringing. No way to ignore it. Could be a volunteer with a serious question. She checked the screen, then winced.

No, not a volunteer. Worse.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Anna, sweetheart. I haven’t heard from you in a few days so I thought I’d touch base before your busy work week started up again.”

Anna rubbed at the tension headache building behind her temple. “It’s December. You know I have the volunteer thing at the hospital.”

“Oh, right. Right.” She paused. “Are you still heading that up all by yourself? It’s an awful lot of work for one person, and I think if you just asked for some—”

“It’s not too much,” she cut in. Rude as it was, she’d have to interrupt. Otherwise, she would still be sitting in her car, on the phone, when the morning staff came in. “And I enjoy it.”

“When is your next checkup scheduled?”

Her hand raised automatically to rub at the spot in her breast where they’d removed the lump. “Next month.”

“That sounded vague. Do you really have the appointment scheduled? You know what Doctor Brown said. Even though this recent tumor was benign, because of your medical history they have to keep a close eye on you.”

“Yeah. I know, Mom. I’m a nurse.” And an adult.

“You’re a pediatric nurse, not an oncology nurse.” But her mother sighed in retreat. “Fine. Let me know when it is, and if you need company. I know those are never pleasant, even when the scans are all clear.”

Which they had been, the past year. One more year. One more year and she would be out of the woods, in her own mind anyway. Be able to breathe without the possibility hanging over her neck like an ax. Ready to date again. Prepared to risk it with a real relationship.

Her mind flew back to Dan. No way a guy like him would still be on the market in a year. Not with her luck. But to tempt fate now, so soon after another scare...it wouldn’t be fair. No, just not fair to any man she started with. If something new came up, she couldn’t bear it, having walked into the relationship knowing her risks.

It hurt a little, knowing the chances she was letting pass by. Though really, no guy had inspired her to feel so wistful before. They’d been a fun distraction for a few weeks and she could easily move on. But Dan...

One more year. She could last one more year.






  



Chapter Six
 

The minute he was home, Dan grabbed his cell phone and speed dialed Geoff.

The other line picked up, but the only thing he heard was a croak, and something that sounded like something falling, followed by a moan.

“Geoff?”

“Uh.”

“Dude, what’s going on?”

“Muh.” The phone clicked off.

He stared at the screen, making sure he’d actually dialed Geoff’s number. But even as he confirmed, the screen lit with a new text.

Can’t talk. Throat closed up. Sick.

He sighed and texted back while he walked to the kitchen for a bottle of water. Why didn’t you tell anyone before you missed showing up to volunteer?

I did, jackass. Check your fourteen text messages I sent before this. Not to mention the email I sent this morning. Oh, and the note I left you on your Facebook wall.

No way. He’d checked his phone the minute Anna had said Geoff was missing. Hadn’t he? Replaying the moment in his head, he realized he hadn’t actually looked then. He’d been too busy finding the nearest escape route. Glancing through quickly, he saw several messages from Geoff. He didn’t bother opening them. Geoff was sometimes a flake, but he wouldn’t have let this go without warning. Dan believed him.

Sorry, dude. I just didn’t see. You feeling okay?

Nothing a few days of sleep won’t fix. I would have come by, but that seemed sort of stupid when it’s a hospital and there are sick kids. Sorry.

Not your fault. We worked around it. Boy, had they. He wondered if he hadn’t stuck around to play Santa, if he would have managed to secure his afternoon with Anna.

Damn. And I was supposed to play Santa. I always wanted to be Santa.

Now that, Dan would believe.

Who took my spot?

Tricky. If he told the truth, he’d catch shit about it for weeks. If he lied...well, he didn’t lie, as a rule. So the next best thing. Evasion.

Too long to tell. We’ll talk when you’re back at the office. Feel better.

Now, that taken care of, he had plans to make. Plans that involved one very short sergeant and his desire to have her hot and sweaty and beneath him again. This time, preferably in a bed.

* * *
 

Anna stretched and shuffled out to her car. Another long day filled with her actual job, then topped off with Santa’s workshop. After almost a full week up and running, it was starting to wear her down, and she knew it. Her body showed serious signs of fatigue. She needed a night to relax. Decompress. Completely surrender to the exhaustion and—

Her phone rang, and she answered automatically. “Hello?”

“Hey.” Dan’s warm greeting filled her with anticipation, and then calmed her already frazzled nerves. “Late night?”

She laughed and pushed at her hair, scraping it back when the wind would push it into her eyes again. “You could say that.” She’d missed hearing his voice. After three days straight of seeing him almost non-stop, the three days without had seemed a little empty.

And wasn’t that just the worst way to get caught up in something she had no right to be dealing with?

“Too tired to hang out?”

“Is ‘hang out’ an euphemism for something better?” She unlocked her car door and settled her bag on the passenger seat, sighing in relief as her butt hit the padding. God, it felt good to not be standing for just five seconds.

“Maybe.”

She paused a moment. He was meant to be a weekend fling. Something to slip in and out of her life easily. So easy to avoid attachments if she stuck to the schedule. But instead, she heard her voice say, “Sure.”

What was the harm in a little mid-week get together? They didn’t call it Hump Day for nothing, after all.

“I’ll meet you at your place?”

She smiled. “Ever efficient. It’ll give me ten or so to get there. Take your time. Come on in when you’re there.”

And that gave her ten minutes to wipe the grin off her face.

Ten minutes later, she walked into her apartment and groaned. With the relentless schedule she’d been keeping, she hadn’t had any time to clean. Decembers were hit and miss as far as how tidy her place was, and tonight was a definite miss. She scrambled through the bedroom first, tossing out trash and kicking dirty scrubs from the last few days under the bed. Next came the bathroom, though all she had there was a bra draped over the shower bar. Easy fix.

Kitchen. Sink full of dishes. Crap. She stared at them, then at the already-full dishwasher. Time to get inventive. She found a paper sack and stuffed the rinsed off dishes in the sack, shoving them under the sink. Then, for good measure, she ran the disposal and squirted some of her green apple scented dish soap down the drain. Just in case...

“Hey.”

“Ah!” Anna dropped the soap in the sink and gripped the edges with her hands. When she glanced over her shoulder, Dan stood, hands in his pockets, one brow raised. “Scare a girl to death, why don’t you?”

“You told me to come in.” He walked up behind her and reached around her arm to turn the water off. “I knocked anyway, but I’m guessing the water covered the sound.”

“Guess so.” She dried her hands on the towel by the sink and blinked rapidly. She was fading. If there would be any hump in her hump day, she’d need to act fast. Sliding her hands up his chest, she linked them around his neck. “Couldn’t wait until the weekend for another taste, huh?”

Dan smiled but took her hands down and then pulled her to the living room. She winced at the trashy, one-step-up-from-tabloid magazines littering the coffee table, but he didn’t say a word. Just pulled her down next to him and draped an arm over her shoulder. “You look like you could use a break more than anything.”

“No, I’m good.” The lie was ruined when she couldn’t hold back a yawn. Dammit. She’d lose him soon. And for some reason, she didn’t want him to go. “Why don’t you do that thing you did last time and take me to the bedroom like a caveman?”

“How about we hang out here for a bit?”

She shrugged, then an idea came. Slowly, the smile spread. “We could watch a movie.”

“Now you’re thinking.” He shifted and walked to her entertainment console. “What movie?”

“White Christmas.”

His hand froze halfway to the stack of DVDs, and a little tendril of smugness spiraled into her gut. Take that. Now he’d take any chance he could get to whisk her away to the bedroom. Back on even ground.

But then he found the DVD case and popped it in the player. “Can you believe I haven’t seen this one before?”

“Uh, kinda.” He sat back down and settled her against him so her legs draped over his lap and her head rested against his chest. “I think the surprise would be if this was your favorite Christmas movie.”

He was silent for awhile as Bing Crosby began singing in his army uniform for his fellow soldiers. “I guess I don’t have a favorite Christmas movie.”

She wiggled a little as his hand dipped under the bottom edge of her shirt, fingertips caressing her skin. “Favorite something else, then. Favorite gift you’ve ever given.”

He was quiet for some time, the rise and fall of his chest beneath her cheek almost lulling her into sleep. But as Danny Kaye convinced Rosemary Clooney and Vera-Ellen to scale out a window, he finally answered.

“A necklace.”

She wondered who he’d given the piece of jewelry to. Not that it was any of her business. But before she could convince herself to not even think about asking, he added, “It was for my mom.”

His body, his entire spirit was so quiet, so still, she wondered if he’d fallen asleep himself. But then his hand moved up and down her arm. “She loved Christmas.” His body tightened a little then, the muscles of his chest rippling under her. “Favorite holiday. Dad’s too. They would start pulling out decorations after Thanksgiving and we’d have a family meeting to strategize which decorations went where...” His voice trailed off. “It was a long time ago.”

She ached for him, because she knew something wasn’t right. Had his mother fallen from his life in some way? Were they estranged? Passed away? He used past tense, so something was up there. She wouldn’t ask, not now. Not when she was so close to falling asleep in his arms, warm and comfortable and completely satisfied with the way things were.

Her eyes shot open. No. Not the plan at all. It was supposed to be hot and quick and sexy. Something sure to burn out fast. Not this peaceful contentment seeping through her body.

But she was too relaxed to move. She’d deal with it later. Yeah. Later. Tomorrow, even, she’d start putting in that self-preserving distance.

Her mind drifted off as Rosemary and Bing sang about counting their blessings.

* * *
 

“Back again?”

Dan turned. One of the Kappas—damn, what was her name?—smiled at him with a sort of reserved humor.

“I’m beginning to think you can’t resist our adorable elf outfits.” She lifted one foot and jingled the bells attached.

He smiled and shook his head. No point in playing it off any longer. He’d stopped by enough the past two days that all the volunteers knew what he was doing. After he tucked Anna into her bed Wednesday, she’d all but avoided him. He’d haunted the place on his lunch break Thursday and then that night. Okay, and Friday lunch too. Amazing what two days without seeing her could do to him. “She here?”

“Just missed her. She’s making a sub run for those who can’t get away for dinner.” The Kappa—Tam! That was her name—pointed to the craft area. “One of the nurses got called away. If you don’t mind helping out while you wait? We could use a few extra hands over there.” She leaned in and stage-whispered, “There’s glitter open,” with mock horror.

He gave an equally horrified look of his own back to her...only his wasn’t a joke. Glitter? He stared down at his suit, having come straight from a deposition. But he found himself shrugging out of his jacket, removing his tie to stuff in the pocket and then heading over to where a few kids sat, gluing and pasting at something. He took a seat next to a cutie with a fuzz head, a little girl who looked about seven or eight.

“What’s going on here?” He examined the craft over her shoulder loosening the top button of his shirt.

“Ornament for my mom,” she answered with a big smile, displaying a missing incisor.

“Need any help?”

She asked for his opinion on a few things; red or green glitter, pink or purple ribbon, which side should she put the stickers. But otherwise, she was pretty self-sufficient.

And for just that moment, he got it. He understood exactly why Anna busted her ass so hard, rode everyone so hard to make sure that the event was a success. The ravages of her disease were evident in the sweet little girl’s body. The missing patches of hair, the pale complexion, the IV hook up taped to the back of one hand.

But at this very moment in time, her biggest worry was whether her mother would rather hang this ornament from their family Christmas tree with a ribbon or with a hook. Just like any normal child in elementary school whose biggest health concern was whether she’d be stuck with chicken pox and miss a birthday party.

‘Humbled’ didn’t begin to describe what trudged through his chest, made him feel like an ass for hesitating even a moment before agreeing to help. For resisting the holiday spirit and not wanting to deal with the young patients in the beginning. He fought hard to keep his voice steady as he suggested the purple ribbon and then helped her tie a secure knot.

“Now this is an unexpected but sweet picture.”

At the sound of Anna’s voice, his heart gave a slow roll in his chest. “Hey.”

She stood a little ways off, watching him with an assessing gaze, a bag of subs in one hand. “Need relief?”

“No, I’m good. Do what you need to, I’m not here to distract.”

Her eyebrows rose, but she didn’t ask twice. “Your ornament is beautiful, Aubrey. Your mother will love it.”

The little girl beamed at her. “Thank you, Ms. Anna. Can I come back tomorrow to make one for Dad?”

Anna shot a look around to see if there was a nurse paying attention. Coming up short, she said, “You’ll have to ask one of the nurses. But if they’re okay with it, that’s fine.”

The little girl’s face fell. “They said they only had time to bring us by once, ’cause there are so many kids.”

Dan sat next to the sweetheart, feeling helpless and ineffective. This one little spot of brightness had changed her entire demeanor, and now she was back to being reminded she lived in a hospital. And he had no way to change that.

Anna crouched down next to her, passing the bag of subs to him wordlessly behind Aubrey’s back. “Tell you what, sweetie. I’ll come get you and bring you down myself, okay? As long as one of the nurses tells me it’s okay to sign you out for a quick trip here, we’ll do that. This weekend will be too busy but on Monday, my lunch hour, I’ll stop by.”

Aubrey sniffled. “Promise?”

Anna held out one hand, pinky finger extended. Knowing the drill, the little girl wrapped her much smaller finger around Anna’s and they shook once. Aubrey’s face was bright once more as a nurse came to walk her to a wheelchair before scooting out the room.

“That was sweet,” she said quietly, watching as Aubrey and her nurse left, door closing behind them.

“Aubrey? Yeah, she was a darling. Cracked me up with how intense she was on picking the right color combination for her project.” He started brushing excess glitter from the table into the palm of his hand, ready to stand and toss it in the trash. But Anna surprised him by leaning over and giving him a kiss on the cheek.

“No, I meant you.”

“Oh,” he said, which was the most intelligent thing he could think of, sadly. Standing, he swept the glitter off his hand and into the nearest trash can. “I’ve been trying to catch you the last few days.”

“Busy time,” she said absently, picking the bag back up and walking away to the half-hidden refreshment table for the volunteers. He caught up and then followed her to the table, watching as she started spreading out the sandwiches.

“Too busy to hang out this weekend?”

“I wouldn’t say that,” she answered, but didn’t go further into detail.

“Maybe a movie,” he tried again. “One where we actually go to a theater.”

“Hmm.” She counted the sandwiches. “I thought I should have fourteen. Oh, here it is.”

“Dinner somewhere?” Starting to feel like a needy, desperate chick, he stuck his hands in his pockets.

Crumpling the bag, she tossed it in the trash can under the table then finally turned to face him. “How about you pick me up at my place tomorrow night? It’ll be late, but—”

“Done.” He wasn’t about to give her any excuses to bail on him now.

She put a hand on his forearm. “I really have to get some more stuff finished up here. I’m sorry, but...tomorrow?”

“Yeah, definitely. I’ll be here for Saturday morning set up.” Which hadn’t been his original plan, but any excuse to see Anna, he’d take. “And then tomorrow night...”

She nodded, distracted by something going on over his shoulder, then hurried away to fix another project.

She was in Sarge mode, and he wouldn’t be able to penetrate that, even if he wanted to. No, he’d wait. Wait until she had a chance to get this finished, get it off her mind and then he’d go to her. He wanted to have a nice, long talk with her, see where things stood.

He’d been giving up a good portion of his life to grief. And for once, he wasn’t feeling like a traitor for enjoying life on the holidays.






  



Chapter Seven
 

He pulled up to Anna’s apartment complex, humming with anticipation of spending some time with her outside the hospital. The entire Saturday had been spent devoted to the Workshop, where he realized Anna had more than a passing knowledge of many of the staff members that carted the kids to the rec room. He was exhausted, not used to spending this much time on his off days working with kids. Even the ones with chronic illnesses seemed to be balls of energy. But he’d walked out the rec room door that evening with a smile he couldn’t shake. No wonder Anna did this year after year. The stress and worry all was worth it.

But tonight was all about them. He had nice, easy plans, if he did say so himself. A late movie—her choice, since he didn’t care—with a big bucket of popcorn and a few sodas. Simple, easy, effective. Naturally, a little old-fashioned making out in the darkened theater wouldn’t be out of line. He could even bring out his high school stand-by of stretching before letting his arm rest over her shoulders and pulling her into him for a cuddle.

Old school. The thought made him grin like a kid. He hadn’t had this much fun getting to know a woman in...he couldn’t remember how long. Anna was good for him.

He rang the doorbell, expecting to wait a few minutes in the cooling evening air. But she opened the door immediately, grabbed the front of his button-down shirt and yanked him in. Before he could get out a “Hey, how are ya” she was on him. His back hit the wall next to the door, his front plastered with warm woman. The thought that this was very similar to their first encounter in the storage closet raced through his mind.

Okay, so scratch the movie.

When she stretched as far as she could, her hands grabbed his neck and pulled him down for a kiss. Which was good, but not enough. He bent over and grabbed hold of the backs of her thighs, lifting easily to help her wrap around his waist. She was light, easy to carry down the hall. Then he nearly ran her into a wall before remembering it was her place, not his. He turned the other direction and nudged the bedroom door open.

He let her bounce on the bed, not wasting any time stripping out of his clothes. He managed exactly two buttons before the task frustrated the ever-lovin’ hell out of him and he just pulled the whole thing over his head. By the time he was down to his boxers, Anna was completely naked, curled up on top of her comforter like a kitten waiting for another warm body to come cuddle with her.

“How the hell did you do that so fast?” he asked in amazement.

She smiled. “No underwear.”

“Jesus,” he moaned before shucking the boxers and joining her. It was the first time he’d seen her without a shirt of some kind on, and he wasn’t about to rush the looking. Her nipples pebbled in the cool air. The heat of her skin did confusing things to his mind. He took it slow this time—slower than the first time, anyway. He’d be a bald-faced liar to say he wasn’t anxious as hell to get inside her, feel her around him, coming apart under him.

But this time, he forced himself to discover the few places he hadn’t before. The line of her legs, covered by long socks the other weekend. Her ticklish feet. And then, her breasts. She held her breath before he even reached them. Anticipation? Maybe. But when he simply nuzzled into the soft skin, taking little nips as he cruised over her skin, she breathed again, easier.

He found a little indent on the side of one breast, kissed it. A scar, he realized. Small, but there. He almost asked about it, but she twisted her torso and reached into her nightstand, coming up with a condom.

“If you don’t put this on and get inside me, I might go crazy. Actually...” A coy smile curved her lips. “I think I’ll be taking over the protection for the night. She shoved at his shoulder, and he rolled obligingly until she straddled him. And then Anna gave him a tutorial in taking the art of safe sex and turning it into a performance.

Her teeth gripped the edge of the foil and she pulled slowly, deliberately, until she could slide two fingers inside and pull the condom from the packet. One small hand gripped his shaft, pumped once, and her thumb brushed over the sensitive head. And then, oh God. She bent over and took him in her mouth.

He fisted his hands in her comforter, resisting the urge to grip her head and set a faster, more efficient pace. But he managed to let her play, let her discover. And as he hissed out a breath when her tongue rimmed beneath the head of his cock, she looked up and grinned.

“Found the spot, didn’t I?” Not giving him a chance to reply, she repeated the motion and hummed with pleasure as he moaned. She’d found his spot. The one spot guaranteed to drive him insane, like a dog getting its belly scratched. His hips twitched up in response and she pulled back.

“I wanna lead this time.” When she finally rolled the condom down his shaft and then straddled him, Dan knew he was either at the gate of heaven or hell. Which gate depended on how long she made him suffer.

“Anna,” he rasped.

Taking that for the plea for mercy it was, she slid down, taking him fully inside. She sighed, wiggling above him, as if the long-awaited reunion was all she’d been thinking about for the entire week.

No, wait. That was him. He flexed up.

She wriggled a little harder. “Just calm down now. I’m setting the pace for mutual enjoyment.”

“More like mutual frustration,” he growled. She laughed as he tried everything within his power to get her to speed up. Her knees squeezed at the outside of his hips, her hips pushed down against him, her hands clenched around his arms. And finally, the kicker. Contracting around him, rhythmically, insistently.

“Dammit, you don’t play fair.” He gave up the show of letting her set the pace and rolled, putting her under him. If she was going to argue, her mouth snapped shut as he pulled back and pushed in again and again, faster this time, picking up the pace as she squeezed around him tightly.

“There we go,” she breathed. Then her breathing changed, hitched, signaled a shift, and he knew she was close.

He wanted to fall back, to not rush over the edge, to keep the game running. But he was as incapable of waiting as she was. And so he pushed himself harder until they both reached the final peak.

As he collapsed over her, pulling her over to his side, she smiled against his shoulder.

“Why, it’s a Christmas miracle,” she said in a teasing voice.

“Smart ass.”

“And proud.”

* * *
 

She traced one finger over his chest, following the lines of his body. The rise of his pectorals, the ridges of his abdomen, the indent of his navel. The method was soothing, calming her mind. She let her thoughts drift easily, as free-flowing as her touch on his skin.

“Why do you hate this time of year?”

“Hmm?” He breathed deeply, his chest rising beneath her hand. “Oh.” He breathed quietly for a few minutes, and she gave him time to debate whether to tell her or not. “When I was a kid, we were on the way to my grandparents’ house for Christmas, to open gifts. Hit some black ice. Crashed. I came out with a broken leg and a few stitches, no big deal.”

She held her breath, already afraid she knew what he was about to say.

“My parents died.” He shrugged, though it wasn’t at all a casual topic for him. His heart pounded in his chest, and she soothed her palm over it. He caught her hand in his, laced their fingers together over his heart. “As a kid, you make up all these wild reasons as to why bad things happen. And they really don’t even make sense most of the time.”

She knew. Knew all too well. She’s already been a teenager when she’d been diagnosed with leukemia. A little too old to play the mental ‘What If’ fantasy game. But still, her mind had flown to the impossible, mostly to cope.

“I guess some of those weird reasons stuck with me. Like blaming the season for their death. If we hadn’t been heading to my grandparents because it was Christmas...” He shrugged again. “A part of me feels weird—wrong—celebrating the time of the year when they died. Like I’m celebrating their death. So I gave it up. Gave up believing, gave up caring.”

“That’s not what it’s about, though.” She spoke softly, not sure if he wanted her to continue. When he was silent, she took a chance. “I’m sure your parents would hate to think you couldn’t find joy in the season because of the timing. It sounds like they enjoyed the holiday, and wanted to spend it with loved ones.”

“They did,” he agreed.

“And you don’t really blame Christmas for their deaths now, as an adult, do you?”

He made a face. “Of course not. That’s not rational. I just...got in the habit of not appreciating the time. Not going out of my way to enjoy myself, like some weird acknowledgement of my parents. Like, if I wasn’t having fun, then I wasn’t forgetting them. Intentionally enjoying the holiday...”

He sighed and shook his head. “I know it’s crazy now. But it made sense at the time. And everyone else followed my lead. They accepted that I didn’t want to talk about it, deal with it, be bothered by it.” He stroked down her arm, raising goosebumps along her skin in his wake. “Until you. You made me stare Christmas down and accept it. Stop living in the past and embrace the present. Nobody else tried before. I think they just assumed I wanted to be miserable.”

“Did you?”

He laughed. “Probably. Being miserable is better than grieving.”

“But grief can be healthy. It’s good to remember them.”

“I’m starting to realize that.” He squeezed her tighter to him. “You’re a big part of that.”

He was quiet then, his breathing starting to even out as if he’d fallen into a deep sleep. And she realized she’d made a huge tactical error. The more time they spent together, the more she liked him. The more she liked him, the harder it would be to give him up after the project was done. But that’s what she had to do. Give him up. It wasn’t fair to string him along.

Why couldn’t they have met next Christmas, when her self-imposed no-dating deadline was almost over?

* * *
 

He loved watching Anna’s body subconsciously react to his touch. She woke by inches. Or, rather, he woke her by inches—every new inch of her skin that he covered with a kiss, she seemed to shift under him just a little more, to respond instinctively without quite surfacing from her dreams. He worked his way around to her nipples, finding them already hard, peaked, ready for his mouth. As he took one in, sucking gently, he used his fingers to tease the other. She arched into him, but her eyes stayed closed. He wondered if she really was still asleep.

Finally, she cracked one eye open and watched him. “What are you up to?”

“We skipped the movie portion of the evening,” he explained logically. “So I was going to put on a show.”

“Mmm. Sounds like a plan.” Her hands came to his head, lightly scratching through his hair.

God, she made him feel good. Made him feel open, more happy than he’d been in a long time. Knew what buttons of his to push, which to leave alone.

And he knew he’d never felt like this about a woman before. Which was crazy, he realized, switching to her other breast, fingers coming to the first one, relishing in her moan of pleasure. They’d known each other a week.

But then again, stranger things had happened. He wasn’t going to call it love. He was going to just admit to the possibility of more. The want for more. The need for it.

He came once more to that tiny indent on the side of her breast, let his tongue trace the scar. He had plenty of his own scars from childhood. All over his knees, his legs, his hands. Falls, scrapes, fights. But this was an odd place for one. “What happened here?”

“Nothing to worry about.” She tried to navigate his head another direction, but he stayed put.

“I’m sure, but I’m still curious. Don’t all scars have stories?” He watched as her face morphed from lax pleasure to worry, and a little bit of stubbornness.

“It’s not a big deal. Time to move on.” She worked hard to flip him over onto his back, but he stayed firm.

The little voice in the back of his mind told him he didn’t want to let go quite that easily. “I thought getting to know each other was a part of this whole dating process.”

“Dating?” She sat up then, startling him into rotating to the side. “We’re not dating. This is sex. One of those holiday fling things. You walk your way after the Workshop is over, I walk mine. No commitment necessary.”

His brows furrowed. Not quite how he envisioned having the conversation, but it was right in front him so, change of plans. “It might not be necessary, but maybe I want it.”

“Maybe I don’t,” she shot back, shifting until she was at the edge of the bed. “Look, right now? Not a good time for me and commitment. It’s just not going to happen.”

She sounded so sure, so certain of herself. But her eyes told a different story. “That’s it? You’re just going to write off what could be because it’s bad timing?”

She nodded once. “People do it all the time.”

“People might. But what the hell is going on? Are you not the same person who’s spent so much effort getting me into the Christmas spirit? To get me to let go of my hang-ups and enjoy the moment? Now, suddenly, it’s bad timing?”

“It just is,” she bit out.

He watched her for a moment. “Okay, so I get it now. It’s totally cool to make someone else open up about something painful, something they wanted to keep buried. But when it’s your turn, you have no problems clamming up. Real hypocritical, Anna.”

She shook her head. “Timing isn’t in my control. I can’t change that.”

“You can change your outlook.” Taking a deep breath, he squeezed his eyes shut. If he pushed harder, he might ruin any chance to fix it. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to get into this yet. Let’s just calm down, put it aside. We can talk about it some other—”

“No. I think now’s good.” She stood and walked to the closet, reaching inside for a robe and slipping it on. The sash cinched tightly, punctuating her words. “It was inevitable. And so this is probably just for the best. It was fun. You were a great volunteer and you really stepped up to help out playing Santa. But clearly this isn’t going to end any better if we let it go on. So we’ll stop now.”

His jaw dropped open. “You can’t be serious.”

“Of course I am. Haven’t you ever had a fling before?” With a final jerk on the sash, she walked over to where his clothes lay in a puddle. “They have an expiration date.”

“You’re not even going to consider that there’s something more here.”

“I can’t. Not right now.” She handed him his boxers, which he took automatically, without thought. Folding his jeans nicely, she placed them and the shirt next to him on the bed. “Do you want me to make some coffee? I have disposable to-go cups.”

“I, uh...” He stared at the boxers in his hand. This was definitely not going as planned.

“I could use a cup myself.” She bent over and gave him a kiss on the cheek. “Come on out whenever you’re ready.”

The bedroom door shut behind her.

He wasn’t ready. Not even close. But what the hell did someone say to that? He’d known her a week. He couldn’t very well fight her to stay in her life. He’d be a stalker. Or, well, not a stalker, but he could easily assume she wouldn’t appreciate the gesture.

So he did the best thing he could come up with on the fly. He dressed, pasted a casual smile on his face and went to get a cup of goddamn coffee.

* * *
 

“He’s so sad.” Beth angled her shoulder into Anna’s. “What did you do to him?”

“Nothing,” she bit off. “He’s not sad. He’s just...concentrating.” She dared a glance over her shoulder to watch as Dan helped replace one of the strings of lights looped at the top of the rec room wall.

“He’s moping,” her senior corrected. “It’s the last weekend. Why don’t you hang out with him? He was so adorable last week, coming by every night after work in his suit, just to see if you were around. I mean, he never said that. But it was obvious.”

Anna rolled her eyes. How could that conversation possibly go? Oh, we already hung out. Which led to sex. And it was delicious, and I want more of it. Lots more. But I can’t have it for reasons that are nobody’s business but my own and so I kicked the sad puppy out of my bed and made him sadder because I’m a sadist.

Yup. That checked all the boxes.

The last weekend before Christmas was in full swing, and the break before the evening volunteer shift was a madhouse. All the kids wanted to come down and make gifts for their parents or see Santa to remind him one more time about their wish list. The little girl who had quietly whispered in Santa’s ear that she wanted hair for Christmas had broken Anna’s heart. The memories of her own teenage wishes for hair when her head had been covered with fuzz broke her. She’d had to excuse herself and make a dash for the supply closet. It was ten minutes before she’d been able to pull herself back together enough to finish out her Mrs. Claus time.

Dan climbed back down the ladder, handing the busted string to Geoff standing below him so he could get a better grip. A scattering of applause broke out and Geoff gave a goofy grin and a formal bow, playing to the crowd. Dan just smiled quietly and folded the ladder.

“Go make him not so sad. It’ll be good for you.”

Anna turned back to Beth. “Someone is being a rogue elf. Go do something festive. Away from here.”

“Yes, Sarge Claus.” With a click of her jingle heels, she headed off to the rest of the volunteers congregating around the snack table.

The last weekend, he’d been so energetic. So excited to help. Even when a child would come up and ask him a question, he didn’t look scared to answer, but spoke with confidence, even offering assistance. He’d come out of his holiday funk, so much as she could see.

And now he seemed right back where he started. Because she’d had to kick the puppy.

It’s better for him this way. If I wait until after the holidays, he’s going to see me as a savior or something and then it’s only going to hurt worse.

Right. She’d just keep telling herself that.






  



Chapter Eight
 

“So, you’re coming with me for Christmas, right?”

Dan grunted and wiggled until the heavy metal ladder slid into its designated spot in the storage room, doing his best to forget that the last time he was in this small room with someone else, he’d been busy doing something other than talking. “Coming where?”

“My folks. For Christmas Day. You’re usually gone on vacation somewhere so I’ve never asked you before, but since you’re here this year...” Geoff held up his hands. “What do you say?”

Dan considered the offer, but he already knew the answer. “Nah, I’m gonna do my own thing this year. Thanks for the invitation though.”

“Dude. Come on.” Geoff clapped a hand over his shoulder. “You can’t do this to yourself. Every year you start getting worse as it gets closer. And by December, you’re impossible. But I thought things were going to be different this year.”

Dan looked back to the double doors that led to the rec room. “So did I.” He shrugged his shoulder to dislodge his friend’s hand. “Just...let me think about it. Okay?”

Geoff’s eyes followed his to the doors, but he didn’t say anything other than, “Okay.”

* * *
 

“Mom, I’m here!” Anna juggled shopping bags from hand to hand and shucked out of her jacket before turning the corner and finding her mother, Nancy, in the kitchen. “Where’s Dad?”

Her mother rolled her eyes. “In the den, watching basketball. Where else would he be on Christmas? What are those?”

Anna held up the two big shopping bags. “My gifts. Easier to carry this way.” Setting them on the floor, she planted a kiss on her mother’s cheek. “Looks good. Turkey going in the oven soon?”

“Naturally. Your brother hasn’t arrived yet, which means there’s some cinnamon rolls left if you didn’t eat breakfast.” Her mother gasped as Anna plucked one out of the tin and ate it. “Plate, you heathen.”

“They taste better like this,” she said around a mouthful of warm, yeasty roll and icing, grinning.

“I raised a bunch of animals.” Nancy looked behind her exaggeratedly. “Come alone?”

“Of course I came alone. Was I supposed to pick someone up?”

“One of these years, you or your brother will make me a happy woman and bring home a potential spouse. Why neither of you can commit is beyond me.”

“You know why, Mom.” She spoke quietly, brushing icing off her fingers with a napkin. “I’ve still got another year left.”

Nancy tossed the towel she was using to wipe her hands on the counter. “This timeline is nonsense. If you meet a man who has potential, you don’t push him off until your magical number has passed.”

“It’s just common sense, Mom. Who gets two different types of cancer before they’re thirty?” Anna walked across the kitchen and tossed the rest of the roll in the trash. Her appetite was completely gone.

“The tumor in your breast was benign,” her mother reminded her, as if she’d forgotten.

“This time.” Anna wished she hadn’t thrown the roll away. Then she’d have something to chuck at her mother. “But it was there. Can’t ignore a sign like that. And I still have to go through the screenings. And my luck is clearly not all that great when it comes to this sort of thing. So why in God’s name would I think to drag someone completely innocent into my life only to end up getting another form of cancer and having to go through the whole process of chemo and radiation and surgeries? Or worse, dying on them. How fair is that?” She didn’t realize until she was finished that she was yelling.

Nancy stared at her. “Why are you getting so upset? You’ve never been upset about this before. Unless...” With mother’s intuition, her eyes widened. “You met someone.”

“I meet people daily. It’s what we do in the nursing profession.” Opening the fridge, she hid her face—and the flush she could feel creeping up her neck—by pretending to look for something to drink.

“Anna Jo Smith, you met a man and you pushed him away, didn’t you.”

“Damn,” she whispered. The middle name. Shutting the door, she leaned against the fridge. “This really isn’t a big deal. If he’s the right guy for me, he’ll be there in a year.” Probably not, but that wasn’t the point.

“And so you’re willing to waste a year because of this? If he’s the right man for you, he’ll go into a relationship eyes open wide, and accept the risk.” Her mother stood very still, very quiet. It’d always been these moments when she and her brother had listened the most carefully.

“Hey, Ma!” Steven’s voice belted out from the front door. “Where are you?”

Saved by the brother.

Her mother’s steely gaze never left Anna’s. “In the kitchen, smacking some sense into your sister.”

Not so saved.

Steven walked in and immediately pounced. “Cinnamon rolls. Score.” With a mouth full of roll, he nudged Anna aside and went into the fridge for a drink.

Nancy shook her head and went back to chopping vegetables. “I raised monkeys. It’s the only explanation for both your manners.”

Steven grinned at Anna and grabbed a half-gallon of milk. “I think she likes us.”

“She’s our mother.” Anna bumped him with her hip. “Where’ve you been? And where are the gifts? You didn’t get me a coupon for a bigger birthday gift again this year, right?”

Her brother smirked. “Guess you’ll find out later.”

Their mother chopped an onion particularly hard. “Tell your sister she’s crazy.”

“You’re crazy,” he said dutifully. “Why are you crazy?”

Anna sighed, but her mother answered before she could.

“She’s pushing a man away because of her deadline.”

Steven laughed. “Mom, come on. Everyone knows Anna uses that as an excuse to ditch the assholes.”

“Language,” Anna and their mother said at once. Only Anna’s comment was mocking. “And I do not.”

“Yes, you do.” Steven uncapped the milk and started to drink from the jug, only to grab a cup from the cabinet when Nancy gave him The Stare. “You go out with guys, and you don’t like them, and you don’t want to give them the time of day. Which is fine, but you always give them the It’s-just-not-the-right-time speech.”

“I do not.” Did she? “No. I don’t do that.”

“Of course you do.” Steven shrugged and put the milk back in the fridge. “So the guy must have been an as—jerk,” he finished, hands in the air to ward off The Stare again.

Nancy’s chopping slowed. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe he is a jerk.”

“Still here,” Anna muttered.

“Well? Is he?” When Anna stared at him, Steven added, “The guy?”

She closed her eyes and thought back to the past week. What did she feel for Dan? Was it love? No, she rejected that almost as soon as it came. Love took longer to grow. To be nurtured and developed. Not love.

Dan’s surly first day volunteering.

His insistence that Christmas wasn’t his thing.

Wearing the Santa suit, telling a little boy he’d been wonderful this year.

Shrugging out of his suit jacket and tie, rolling up his sleeves to help Aubrey create a glitter-dredged ornament masterpiece, complete with purple ribbon.

The broken, confused look on his face when she told him she was ending the fling.

Not love. Possibility. The spark that could lead to more. Lead to the future. That only took an instant. And she’d felt it.

She’d instigated her no-dating rule with good intentions. But had her insistence that the timing was wrong extinguished that spark for good?

She needed to know. Now. Suddenly, she couldn’t stand still in her own skin. “Mom, Steven, I have to run somewhere. Can you tell Dad I’ll be back?”

Her mother smiled and patted her cheek. “Of course. Just be back for supper, or I’ll skin you alive.”

“Of course.” She kissed her mother and jogged to the front door. But, on second thought, backed up a few steps and grabbed the poinsettia sitting in the middle of the kitchen table.

“Where do you think you’re going with that?” her mother called out after her.

“Thanks, Mom! Back for dinner!”

* * *
 

“Geoff, I told you, I appreciate the invite, but I’m just sticking close to home this year.” Dan shut his front door and turned to lock it behind him. “Yeah. No, I’m heading out to the cemetery now.”

“Do you want me to come with you?”

“I’m good. I need to do it myself.” Swinging his keys into his palm, he prepared to walk down his front steps when the sight of something in his driveway stopped him short. “Uh, I’ll call you back later.”

“She’s there, isn’t she?” Geoff’s voice was smug.

“Bastard,” he said mildly and shut his phone, slipping it into his jacket pocket. Taking the last two steps to his driveway felt like a mile. Anna walked his way with short, hesitant steps.

“What are you doing here?”

Anna froze, looking almost as confused as he felt. Then she pushed out her arms and shoved a plant into his stomach. A plant he hadn’t noticed she’d been holding. “These are for you. I mean, your parents. I guess I mean both of you.” She screwed her eyes shut and opened them. “Can I try that again?”

He nodded. “Come in.” Though he’d been all set to go, this was infinitely more important. He opened the door and took her jacket from her, leading her to the living room where he set the plant down on the coffee table.

She stood awkwardly, wringing her hands. “I need—”

“Sit down, Anna.” He patted the sofa and she sat, her movements automatic, as if she was glad to not have to think about something for a moment. When she didn’t speak, he realized she needed a little help. “Is everything okay?”

“I had cancer.”

The quick admission had his mind reeling. Jesus. She has—no, wait, she said had—cancer? “When?” he asked hoarsely.

Her hands came up to rub over her arms as if they were cold, though the room felt almost too warm to him. “I was sixteen. Leukemia. A little on the old side, but it still happens. I spent a good portion of that year in the hospital.”

“The hospital.” Ice slid through his gut. “The same one we—”

“Yup. The same one we volunteered at.” Her mouth curved slightly, realizing the irony. She used one hand to trace the pattern of the fabric covering his couch, not meeting his eyes. “It sucked, obviously. But I got through it. And was determined to put it behind me. Then almost a year ago, I found a lump in my breast.”

He sucked in a breath, held it. Wanted to pull her onto his lap and cuddle her, hold her, keep every bit of evil away from her. But he couldn’t, so he waited for her to continue.

“It was benign. But thanks to my history, I still get regular screenings, and will for awhile yet.” She looked up, eyes glassy. “See my problem with commitment?”

He tried to connect the dots, he really did. But came up disappointingly blank. He shook his head.

She stood, started pacing in front of the coffee table. “I’ve had it once, had another scare again. I get checked out all the time. But you have to admit, I seem to be a magnet for the stuff. I just...I needed time. And the two year mark is when I stop going in so often for my screenings and checkups. It seemed like the natural answer. I needed to have two full years behind me with no negative screens, no indicators, no anything that said it would be coming back to bite me in the ass. Mentally, I needed it.”

“Okay,” he said slowly, starting to put the picture together.

“And that wasn’t such a big deal, because I hadn’t really met that many guys that were all that tempting anyway. And then you.” She stopped in front of him, hands on her hips, glaring a laser beam of accusation straight through his head. He could almost feel the burn. “You came along with your ‘Bah humbug’ outer shell and your adorable, sweet soft center and you melted me. And you made me want more than I thought I could have. More than I should have.”

More dots connected. He wanted to whoop with relief. Rubbing a hand over his mouth to hide the smile, he let her go on.

“And I panicked. Because how fair would that be if we started something, knowing what I know? I don’t have a great track record so far, when you look at my health charts. What if I got involved with someone—anyone—and then another scare happened, a more serious one?”

“Anna,” he started, his heart breaking for her.

“I’m damaged goods.”

“Don’t you dare say that.” His voice was fierce, and he didn’t bother to check it. She was down, and he didn’t want to kick her. But she needed to hear it. “That’s bullshit and you know it.”

She nodded. “I do. It just sometimes takes a bit for my head and my heart to sync up. Like a laptop searching for wireless internet,” she said with a watery laugh. “But it gets there. Eventually. And now I’m afraid I freaked you out with all this talk.”

“Not one bit.” Finally, he stood and took the chance, holding his arms out for her. Felt relieved when she stepped easily into them and let him wrap his arms around her. “For the person who showed me I was being an idiot, holding onto grief because I was scared to feel happy during the holidays? Trust me, I can put up with a lot from you right now.”

She sniffed and laughed again, rubbing her cheek against his chest and burrowing into him. It was a feeling he could get used to.

“So now what?”

“Now,” she said, voice muffled against his shirt, “I pray you will give us another shot. Because I like you. I really, seriously like you. And I think you might like me too.”

“You think?” he scoffed. “You should know.”

“So I guess the question is whether you want to put up with the crazy, hopefully ex-cancer patient.”

“No, not really.” He tapped one finger on her chin. When she tipped her face up to his, he added, “I’d rather have Anna. Just Anna. Think she’s available?”

“Yeah,” she breathed. “She’s available.”

“Thank God for that.” For once, he used surprise to his own advantage and executed a quick spin, bringing her down to the floor with a controlled drop. As he knelt over her, he grinned and nuzzled into her neck. “I think this calls for some holiday festivities.”

Her eyes widened. “But we don’t even have any mistletoe.”

“No mistletoe required. Remember?” He kissed her, working her shirt up and over her head with ease. “Now. Since I’m not typically home for the holidays, I was thinking of starting up my own traditions this year. Including a very intimate party for two. Are you interested in attending?”

“Mark me down as a yes.” She smiled and pulled his shirt from the waistband of his jeans.

Twenty minutes later, he buttoned the last of his shirt buttons for the second time that day. Only this time, the scenery was much improved. Anna stood nearby, jumping until her jeans slid up and over her butt. He couldn’t resist giving her a kiss. When she captured his face between her hands, he called on the single ounce of restraint left to pull away. “Can I ask what the flower thing is for?”

Her face brightened. “Oh! I almost forgot.” She stepped away and grabbed the pot, holding it up for him. “Geoff told me where to find you.”

“Figured that out by the way he knew you were in the driveway.” He took the plant from her, stroking one velvety, dark green leaf.

“And he also said if you’re in town, you’d go see your parents. So this is for them. If you haven’t already gone, that is.”

Touched, he looked down once more at the potted plant. “It’s that Christmas flower.”

“Poinsettia.”

“Yeah. That.” He never even brought anything for his parents, just went to visit, sit by their headstones for awhile. Tell them about his year. Bringing flowers seemed like a nice, feminine touch his mother would have appreciated. Seeing something among the leaves, he rooted around a bit. “What’s this?”

“Hmm?”

He pulled the card out from the small plastic stake tucked into the soil, half-hidden by the plant. Reading out loud, he smiled. “To the best second grade teacher ever.” He arched a brow at her.

“Oh. Oh, Lord.” She turned beet red and reached for the flowers. “I sort of stole them from my mom.” When he started to laugh, she snatched them back. “Nothing’s open! What, was I supposed to break into a florist’s shop?”

“It’s the thought that counts.” Tucking her into his side, he started back for the door, helping her in her jacket before going to his car. “You’ll come with me to see my parents?”

She was quiet for a moment. “Do you want me to?”

“Absolutely.” For the first time, he did want company. Wanted someone else to share in that moment. It was the closest he’d ever come to introducing his parents to a girl he cared about. And he wanted it to be Anna.

“Then yes. I’d love to come with you.”

* * *
 

A few hours later, Anna pulled up to her parents’ house once again, lighter in spirit than the first time. She’d always loved Christmas before, but this year her best gift by far was the reminder to trust in life.

“Hey, Mom. I’m back! And this time I brought company.”

* * * * *
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