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Please join us in another edition of novel excerpts, recipes, and personal tidbits for our holiday-themed Sizzlers Edition, Hot Toddy Sizzlers. We'd like to introduce ourselves, starting with new contributor Janelle Taylor. Yes, that Janelle Taylor!
Janelle Taylor has over 60 million copies of her books in print worldwide and has sold in more than 50 languages. She is available in English and most foreign languages, Braille, audio, and all electronic formats. She has been on the New York bestsellers list 9 times. Janelle's 50th book was published by Kensington/Zebra in July, 2010. She has 50 original full length books, 4 novellas, three 3-book collections, and contributions to other authors' books as well.
Elaine Raco Chase believes love and laughter make perfect bed-fellows. She writes sexy romantic comedies and 'sarcastic' mysteries which have now been expanded and updated for ebooks. Elaine has published sixteen bestselling print novels in romance and mystery genre as well as the Agatha Christie Award nominated-non-fiction book, Writing the Amateur Detective Novel.
Joan Reeves writes funny, sexy romances—the kind of book that leaves you with a smile on your face. Joan is multi-published in print and is also a bestselling ebook author. In her freelance writing, she's published all over the Net under her own name, various pseudonyms, and as a ghost.
Cynthia Wicklund loves to write. She cut her teeth on Historical romance and has recently ventured into the realm of the Paranormal. Her favorite books are emotional and character driven. Watch for her new Historical romance series Knights of Heaven, coming in early 2012.
***
Season's Greetings from Cynthia Wicklund
This has been an amazing year for me. I went from feeling a poignant loss that I'd never realize my dream of writing for an audience to actually finding readers who want to read my stories. Booyah! What a thrill!
Ask any writer who loves to write what's most important to her, and she'll tell you sharing her stories. Making a living is necessary, but for me that takes a distant second to the pleasure I've received knowing there are those who have enjoyed my books, who get my "vision."
I like imperfection, characters who dwell in the gray areas, who need to grow but are at their core good and honorable. In other words, I love a good redemption story. I approach every book through my protagonists, people I find fascinating—a hero I'd like to meet, a heroine I'd like to be. Only then do I give them a story, a plot they must navigate. I imagine what hardships they must endure to reach their happily ever after. I admit, by the time I finish a book my characters are living beings to me, and it takes some time for me to say good-bye to them.
Lord of Always is my Historical published through Blush in the summer of 2010, the non-erotic imprint of Ellora's Cave Publishing. It has a paranormal theme but is essentially a Victorian Gothic romance with a dark hero seeking redemption. (See what I mean? That redemption thing again.) Ellora's Cave has designated this a "suggestive" romance, so please be advised that some of my readers have said it is more sensual and edgier than that.
My foray into Indie publishing began with my Garden Series, four stories set in the Regency (and Victorian) period. My newest covers are pastels, each with the partial face of a beautiful young woman (except for In the Garden of Temptation). I call them "my girls." (Grin)
Urban Fantasy, a la Kim Harrison and Jim Butcher, is one of my favorite genres. A one-eighty in the other direction from Historicals. Right? But I wanted to write one, and thus Thief of Souls was born. Talk about a redemption story! I love to write this type of book, and will do so as time allows, but Historical romance will continue to be my main focus.
Thus 2012 will see the first book of my new Historical series Knights of Heaven, set in the late Regency. The first book will be titled Heaven in His Touch, and if you think there's a double entendre there, you would be correct. (Wink, wink)
I live in Texas with my family. I have Rat Terriers and love them almost as much as I love my three children. My kids will tell you I love my dogs more, but I swear that's not true!
I've included in this piece excerpts from three of my stories with introductions, and three recipes that are my absolute holiday favorites. You will notice they are all desserts. Yes, I admit it; I have a sweet tooth. Should you try one and decide you like it, or you just have a question, I'd love to hear from you. You can email me at: cynthia at cynthiawicklund.com.
I'd like to thank those readers who have supported me over this last year. I wish you light and peace and happiness in the coming year. Happy Holidays!
***
Chocolate Chip Treasure Cookies
These are my favorite chocolate chip cookies. By far. In fact, no other chocolate chip cookie comes even close in my estimation. Accompanied by a hot cup of coffee, I can't imagine a more delicious treat. The interesting combination of sweetened condensed milk and graham cracker crumbs as the base for this recipe is why I tried it in the first place. The cookies are moist and chewy, and it's about as easy a recipe to make as you will find. I substitute pecans for walnuts as I prefer them. But I imagine many substitutions would work with the basic dough, such as white chocolate or butterscotch chips, raisins, cranberries, and most nuts. Pistachios? I still want to try those with dried cherries. Yum! Just make certain you don't overbake them so they remain soft. Lightly brown on the bottom is perfect.
Source: Eagle Brand (www.eaglebrand.com)
Ingredients:
1 1/2 cups graham cracker crumbs
1/2 cup flour
2 teaspoons baking powder
14 oz. can sweetened condensed milk
1/2 cup butter, softened
1 1/2 cups flaked coconut
12 oz. package semi-sweet chocolate chips
1 cup chopped walnuts (optional)
Directions:
Preheat oven to 375°F. Line a cookie sheet with parchment paper.
In a small bowl, stir together the graham cracker crumbs, flour and baking powder; set aside. In a large mixer bowl fitted with the paddle attachment, beat the condensed milk and butter until smooth. Add the graham cracker mixture; mix well. Stir in the coconut, chocolate chips and walnuts.
Drop tablespoons of dough onto cookie sheet. Bake 10 minutes or until lightly browned.
Yield: 3 dozen cookies.
***
Introduction:
Heaven In His Touch is the first book in my new Historical romance series Knights Of Heaven. Each book will have a hero with a special power and a young heroine whose life is transformed by that power. I am including a prologue and first chapter as an introduction to the first story of my newest series. Heaven In His Touch is scheduled to arrive on bookstore "shelves" in the first quarter of 2012.
Excerpt:
England—Autumn 1801
The boy knelt on the floor of the forest, knees resting in the moldering undergrowth, anguish and grief consuming him. Tears gathered beneath his eyelids, and he swallowed convulsively, over and over. Pity burned through his chest as he fought for control.
A small fox lay on the ground in front of him. It was young, probably no more than a yearling. The animal's sides heaved as it struggled to breathe, eyes glazing, death clearly imminent. Its lush red fur was matted with blood, and the metallic smell filled the boy's nose, settling in the back of his throat and nearly gagging him.
In the distance hounds bayed.
"Why?" the boy asked in a broken whisper.
"Sport, lad, you know that."
The boy turned to the old man who stood behind him. His father's gamekeeper. "I don't understand this variety of sport, Mr. Fields."
"Master Heath, you know of the hunt."
"Knowing is not the same as seeing. This poor fox shall die because of them."
"That's why your father has forbidden you to witness the hunt. You are young and sensitive, not yet ready for such adult games."
"I will never be ready." Heath stared at the gamekeeper, feeling much older than his eleven years, much older than the adults who found pleasure in cruelty.
Mr. Fields shifted from foot to foot in obvious discomfort. The sudden baying of the hounds, closer now, appeared to come as a relief to him as he glanced in the direction of the approaching hunters.
"They'll arrive shortly, lad. Your father will have my hide if he catches us here."
"It's not our fault we blundered into him."
"I suspect that will hardly matter. I knew there was a hunt today. I should have kept you away from the forest. Come, we must leave."
Heath nodded and reached for the fox.
"What are you doing?" the gamekeeper barked.
"They will cut off his feet and make them into keepsakes!" Heath cried, at once struck by the reality of the stories he had heard. "He'll be fed to the dogs, torn to bits. I must save him."
"You can't save him. The hounds will follow his scent and the smell of blood. He's doomed. And we'll be punished if we're caught spiriting him away."
The boy felt a surge of defiance take his breath. Desperate, he began to mutter to himself. "No, no, no…" He gripped his hands together and rocked on his haunches.
"Master Heath—!"
"He's come this far, brave fellow, even hurt. We can't let him fail when he's almost free."
"If you consider death his freedom, yes," Mr. Fields retorted. "But he doesn't need our help for that."
Once more Heath's gaze sought out that of the gamekeeper. As their eyes met a buzzing filled his head, followed almost immediately by silence. He had gone deaf. The old man's lips still moved as he talked, but the boy couldn't hear him. Not a word. Then the world around him receded into gray, and he was blind as well, blind to all but the creature that lay dying on the ground.
Oddly, rather than fear at the loss of two of his most critical senses, an eerie calm descended over Heath. His respiration slowed, a mere whisper of air as it moved back and forth through his open mouth. His hands were still clasped, and he became aware of a mounting heat in them, heat that began in his fingers, warmed his palms, entered his wrists and traveled up his arms.
A voice in his head—no, not a voice, more an inclination inspired from "something" beyond himself—bade him touch the fox. In that moment, he felt no anxiety or indecision, only purpose. Gently, reverently, Heath laid his palms on the injured animal. The heat intensified in his hands, hotter and hotter, until surely he should have been consumed from the inside out by the escalating temperature. He was not. There was no discomfort. Rather he was filled with a manifest power and overwhelming joy.
Beneath his fingers, he felt a shiver run through fur-covered flesh and muscle, then a deep intake of breath. The fox twitched, lurched to its feet and shook itself.
As quickly as Heath's senses had disappeared, his vision and hearing returned. The fox was staring at him, black eyes clear and sharp. They shared a long look. Heath could have sworn the animal was communicating with him, a message he thought perhaps he understood. Once more he was aware of the hounds, and he knew the hunting party was only moments from being upon them. The fox glanced toward the sound, shook itself again and bounded into trees.
How long had the episode taken, from the time they had stumbled across the fox, until it ran for the safety of the forest? Surely, no more than a minute or two. It felt like hours, and all at once Heath was exhausted.
With more effort than it should take a healthy child of eleven years, he pushed to his feet. He turned to the gamekeeper. "Mr. Fields—?" He stopped.
The old man was staring at him, clearly aghast. "What did you do, boy?"
"I-I don't know."
Heath's legs buckled. The last thing he remembered was the gamekeeper reaching for him.
***
England—Spring 1822
What a marvelous day for celebrating a well-planned victory. As everyone knew, cleverness was rewarded, even cleverness that was not entirely honest. Thus Squire Artemis Ingram was hosting a betrothal party for a daughter who had finagled the match of the season.
Rachael Elizabeth Ingram pattered lightly across the floor of her bedchamber, coming to stand in front of the cheval glass that stood next to the wardrobe. Her reflection as always pleased her. As she twisted from side to side, hands on hips, the young lady caught a glimpse in the mirror of her maid retrieving garments that lay discarded on the floor. Rachael was at once displeased, for she wanted to admire herself without the shrewd servant watching her and perhaps, worse, judging her for being vain.
"Leave me, Sophy."
Sophy, diminutive and plump, glanced up and looked at her mistress. Their eyes met in the glass. "Yes, ma'am," she said after a moment, tone not exactly disrespectful, but definitely ironic. The gray-haired maid took her time to obey, continuing to pick up clothing as she moved toward the door.
Rachael watched Sophy's movements with growing irritation. Cheeky woman! But she wanted her gone and so clenched her teeth to hold back a reprimand.
Once alone, her attention returned to the looking glass. She posed, lifting her chin and batting heavy dark lashes over blue, blue eyes that coyly stared back at her. A self-satisfied smile tugged at her mouth. Perhaps she was vain, but why not? The image reflected was a flawless person who made the gown she wore flawless as well.
A soft indigo confection, the gown nipped her rib cage above her small waist—albeit with the help of a merciless corset—and showed off her bosom to perfect effect. She had honey-colored hair which glinted with a hint of red, and it was swept up and pinned in an elegant knot, wispy tendrils curling along her forehead and cheeks. Her coiffure was accented by a small nosegay of lavender and baby's breath.
In a word, she was beautiful.
The only things missing were the amethyst and pearl eardrops her father had promised to bring her before she descended the stairs to make an entrance. Expensive baubles, yes, but absolutely necessary to complete the look. Papa understood. One didn't fish without a lure.
In that moment she knew no other woman could outshine her. And few could compare. Circumstances had not given her a title and money—despite her father's well-respected, if modest, position among the local gentry—but nature had made up for the slight. And this face and body would bring what heretofore had been denied her.
Not that her family was poor or she unindulged, but Rachael had never been satisfied with merely being comfortable. She wanted more. She wanted to be a titled lady. She wanted wealth and the myriad things that wealth could buy. She wanted privilege. And servants who were afraid to anger her, she thought darkly, remembering Sophy's insolence.
And that's where Lord Richard Mabry, heir to Earl Langham, came in. By most standards, the Langhams were new—decades only—to the aristocracy, thus Richard was merely a lord, no title of his own yet, as there were no accumulated secondary titles to offer as recompense until the "real" title became available. But marriage to him would make Rachael a lady now, a very rich one, and one day when the old earl sought his coffin, she would be a countess.
The very thought made her ripen with lust, a thrill that flared through her nether region, making her aware of other wants as well. Power was an aphrodisiac, and wielding that power excited her. Her face took on a rosy hue as her thoughts turned wanton. Under the circumstances, she supposed, it was an altogether good thing that Richard was a well enough looking man, because she was ready to enter the world of the "experienced" woman. No, eager.
A knock, knock echoed in the chamber, and Rachael spun away from the mirror to face the door. She took a deep breath, bringing her heightened breathing under control. She hoped the color in her cheeks was subsiding.
"Come," she called.
Artemis Ingram entered the room, a wide smile punctuating his equally wide face. "Rachael, you make a doting father proud. How lovely you look."
"It's the gown, Papa," she said, infusing her words with a touch of modesty. She moved to his side and gave him a hug. He towered over her, and she had to stand on her tiptoes to reach his neck. "Who wouldn't look lovely in this gown?"
He laughed, a boisterous sound. "Ho, Rachael, give it up." His round stomach jiggled with his mirth. "Humility is not your forte. You've outdone yourself, and you know it."
Momentarily, Rachael pretended to be put out. She bit her lip, trying to maintain her disapproving air, only to "give it up" as he had suggested, and join him in the laughter. One person in this world truly understood her, not just the broad strokes that made up her personality but the nuances as well. Her father. He loved his only daughter dearly despite her imperfections. Without reservation she adored him as well.
"Did you bring the eardrops?" she asked, knowing full well he had, for in his hand he carried a black velvet box.
He handed her the box without comment, but his eyes were alight with mischief.
More than anything Rachael loved gifts. Despite knowing what lay inside, excitement made her fingers tremble as she lifted the lid.
She gasped. "Oh, Papa, you purchased the necklace as well!" At once she felt a genuine stab of guilt. "I didn't expect—"
"I know," he said gently. "That's why I did it."
"W-we'll take it back after the party." A sudden lump in her throat made her swallow self-consciously.
"No, we won't. It's yours, my gift to you for making such a fortuitous match." He squeezed her elbow. "I'm proud of you, love. Don't ever forget that."
Rachael lifted the necklace free of the box as she set the velvet container on her dressing table. She let the gold chain dangle through her fingers. Late afternoon sun shining in the window brought the oval-cut amethyst surrounded by seed pearls to brilliant, faceted life.
"I've never owned anything so beautiful." Even to herself she sounded wistful, and she tamped the feeling, despising it for vulnerability. "Help me?" she asked quickly, handing him the necklace and turning around.
Artemis slipped the amethyst around her neck and proceeded to fumble with the catch. "Ack! these fat fingers are useless." He continued muttering to himself, but after a moment he went quiet. There was an oddity to his sudden silence.
He cleared his throat. "Rachael?"
Since he was still at her back, she couldn't see his face, but the tone of his voice gave her pause. Something was bothering him, and she suspected he had chosen a moment when he didn't have to look her in the eye to verbalize his concern.
"Yes, Papa?"
"Are you…are you absolutely certain about all this?"
"I don't understand."
She was lying. Rachael knew he had reservations about her coming nuptials. Richard's reputation was not as pristine as one might hope. But then, he was a young man, and young men were prone to foolish deeds. Despite her father's doubts, she had decided to be practical. After all, did she want a poor saint or a wealthy, titled rogue?
"I accept that Lord Richard is the sort of gentleman you've set your heart on marrying," he was saying, "but I wonder if you're in over your head."
"What do you mean 'over my head'?"
Rachael tried to turn around, but he grabbed her shoulders and held her in place.
"I'm not done yet," he said gruffly, renewing his battle with the catch. Within moments he released a grunt of satisfaction. "There. I was beginning to think the deuced thing was going to outwit me."
He wasn't fooling her. Rachael knew he was stalling, gathering his thoughts, perhaps regretting having broached an uncomfortable subject now that it was too late. This time he didn't stop her when she turned to face him.
She reached for the gem at her throat, fingering it. "Do you like Richard, Papa?"
"He seems a decent sort," came the noncommittal response.
"Hardly an endorsement."
"I want the best for you, Rachael."
"He is the best."
"You talk about the trappings of the man. I want to know what's in his heart."
Rachael felt a stab of hurt, again a vulnerability of which she wanted no part. "You don't believe he cares for me?"
"I don't know, and that's what worries me."
"Moments ago you called the match fortuitous. You didn't mean it?"
"By every societal standard you have indeed done well for yourself, my dear." His gaze was now steady and sincere. "The daughter of a humble man marrying a future earl? Yes, indeed. But I was looking at it from a more personal, fatherly perspective, one that doesn't care a whit what society thinks. I only want you to be happy."
"Marrying a powerful, wealthy man makes me happy, ecstatically so. I'll be celebrating my twenty-third birthday soon. Not so young, you must admit. I'll never have another opportunity like this one."
"Desperation is the poorest of all reasons to enter a binding, lifelong contract."
He would know that better than most. But Rachael flicked the thought away as if it were an annoying fly meant to disturb her peace.
"I appreciate your concern, Papa. But you needn't worry. Richard considers himself a fortunate man." She smiled, trying not to sound smug and failing miserably. "As do I."
Artemis blew an amused breath. "Ever my confident daughter. Perhaps I should be asking your future husband these questions instead. I have a feeling he's going to have his hands full."
Rachael smiled as she removed one of the eardrops from the velvet box still resting on the dressing table and began screwing it on her earlobe. "Yes, perhaps."
***
The house was stifling, too many people in too small a space. Rachael was enjoying her betrothal party, all the local gentry in attendance—many of the more important guests had made the journey from London, a testament to the influence of her future in-laws the Langhams—and she the center of attention. She was in her element, no doubt. But the heat was driving her outside. Or so she pretended.
Truth was, she had agreed to meet Richard in the garden. Being as he was her affianced, it seemed perfectly acceptable for them to have a few moments alone together. But it never hurt to be careful and thus the subterfuge. She stepped into the narrow hall that led to the back of the house, the water closet her supposed destination.
"Rachael, where are you going?"
Blast! she'd almost made it. She turned to the woman who stood at her elbow. "Just seeking the water closet, Mother, and after that some fresh air."
"Abandoning your guests for fresh air is bad form, Rachael. How often do we have a house filled with the elite?" Her lips crimped as she answered her own question. "Never."
There was no denying from whom Rachael had obtained her fair looks. In the middle of her fifth decade, Lilian Hazel Ingram, daughter to Sir Albert Hazelwood, was still a beautiful woman. But lines of dissatisfaction had left a permanent mark on her features. Lilian had married "down," to her everlasting regret.
Rachael had taken note of her mother's unhappiness long before anyone would have expected the little girl to be aware. It was at that tender age she had decided not to make the same mistake. Underneath it all was a resentment against a maternal parent who was too foolish to comprehend what a wonderful man she had married.
If there was a contradiction in Rachael's thinking about what she wanted for herself and what she felt her mother should want, she would not—most of the time—acknowledge it. At any rate, she refused to spend her life feeling like a victim of circumstance, as her mother had. She would do anything to control her own destiny.
"I'll only be a few minutes, Mother."
Lilian eyed her shrewdly. "Richard is a very bad boy to encourage you. Your reputation, my dear. You're not married yet."
Rachael decided saying nothing was better than lying. She merely replied, "I won't be long."
Mother and daughter shared a long look, then Rachael turned away with a swish of her skirts. It always amazed her that the only emotion she felt for the woman was disdain.
And pity.
Outside the night air was gloriously cool. For a moment she stood on the stone terrace and breathed deeply. Whether or not it was subterfuge that had brought her from the house, it was a relief to leave the stuffy indoors.
A gravel path, lit by Chinese lanterns, wound away from the terrace, intersecting with several more paths, each of those meandering in a different direction through the garden. Other guests were walking in the moonlight, no doubt escaping the heat also. She heard quiet murmurings here and there, but saw no one. Just as well. She didn't want to be seen scurrying like a guilty mouse to an assignation.
Rachael stepped off the terrace and onto the path. Her destination was an old servants' cottage at the edge of the garden where the cultivated flower beds and hedges abutted the surrounding property. The cottage had been vacant in recent years, having fallen into disrepair, thus it was a perfect place for a tryst. Papa had said on more than one occasion he would restore the structure or tear it down. Somehow his good intentions never left the planning stages.
As she walked, Rachael glanced over her shoulder from where she had come. The light from the lanterns was fading the deeper she moved into the garden. Odd, the cottage had never seemed this far from the main house before. But then her perspective had always been tempered by daylight. The dark had a way of creating fanciful thoughts, turning shadows into things that lurked. She hoped Richard was waiting for her, because she surely didn't want to wait for him alone in that derelict structure.
As she approached the cottage, she was forced to circle to the left to reach the front door. Here the path was almost nonexistent, overgrown, and she "waded" through thick weeds that pulled at her skirt. Of course, that brought to mind the creatures that were most likely inhabiting those weeds. Spiders! Oh, she hated spiders.
Three stone steps brought her up to a small porch. The cottage door hung loosely on its hinges, but it was heavy and creaked loudly when Rachael pushed it open. She crossed the threshold.
Moonlight seeping through the uncovered windows was the only illumination in the main room. Furniture was shrouded in dust covers, although she wondered why anyone had bothered. It wasn't as if any effort had been made to keep the outdoors out. The air was thick with damp and mold.
"Richard?" she called in a hushed voice. "Are you here?"
Her only answer was a slight bumping, followed by a shuffling of sorts. She looked quickly in several directions, uncertain where the sound had come from. Could be human, could be animal. She wasn't certain which thought was least comforting at the moment.
"Richard, if you're hiding and trying to frighten me, this isn't amusing. Make yourself known right now. I'm becoming angry."
Silence.
"Right then," she continued, now breathless with alarm, "I'm returning to the party. This was an altogether bad idea. I hope you've enjoyed your little jest."
Rachael turned toward the door, frankly relieved that she needn't stay any longer. She hated to admit it, but perhaps her mother had been right, even if Lilian had been more concerned with propriety than safety.
Movement behind her caused Rachael to whip around. A human silhouette, wearing a hooded domino, loomed out of the dark almost on top of her. She released a tight, high-pitched scream and stumbled backward. A hand shot out and grabbed her wrist. A second scream formed in her throat, but the figure yanked her around, instantly moving to her back and clamping another hand over her mouth.
Panic welled in Rachael's chest, a smothering sensation that made her feel lightheaded. She fought, twisting and kicking, but the grip on her was too strong to break. Her corset was constricting, not only to her movements, but her ability to breath. A helpless feeling began to consume her.
Where was Richard? she wondered, tears gathering under her lashes.
"Be still!" a hot breathy voice growled. Male.
Despite a near mindless hysteria, Rachael obeyed immediately, going limp. For a moment neither she nor her phantom attacker moved. Only the hissing of heavy breathing filled the dusty space. Her thudding heart felt as if it were trying to break free through her chest.
"If I remove my hand from your mouth, will you refrain from screaming?" The voice was definitely male, but low and husky, a gravelly whisper, as though he were trying to disguise it.
Rachael nodded. As his grip loosened, she gulped a shuddery breath of air.
"What do you want from me?" she asked, ashamed of the quiver in her speech.
The man laughed a sultry laugh, and she could feel the mirth rumble in his chest where he was pressed against her back. She shivered, her fear turning to absolute dread.
"What does any man want with a woman as beautiful as you?" he asked.
The hand that had covered her mouth took an insinuating dip downward, caressing the column of her throat, then moving lower to one breast. His fingers splayed over the exposed flesh that topped her gown, kneading, then slipped beneath the neckline. She felt his lips graze her neck below her left ear. Closing her eyes, she fought the disgust that washed over her.
"You smell lovely." he rasped.
His respiration intensified, growing harsh with excitement. There was something suggestive about the way he pressed his lower body against her backside, and Rachael was profoundly grateful for the voluminous skirts she wore. She was unprepared to acknowledge the appallingly intimate nature of what that action implied. His roving hand found the tip of her breast, and he tweaked the nipple not quite painfully. Despite her determination to remain calm, she panicked again.
"Stop!" she said, struggling to free herself. "Please, don't do this. Oh, please!"
Another throaty chuckle. "Ah, Miss Ingram, I've watched you. I don't believe you're as averse as you pretend."
"Y-you've watched me?" Now she sounded thoroughly unnerved—actually, she sounded pathetic much to her dismay—and she suspected her lack of spirit would make her appear all the more vulnerable.
"Cooperate," he murmured, "and I promise not to disappoint you."
Even petrified with fright, Rachael felt an irrational desire to laugh. She wondered what sort of ego this miscreant possessed to believe ravishment could be pleasurable. She drew in a trembling breath and prayed her next words would sound more self-collected.
"If you leave now, no one will know you've accosted me. I won't tell."
"Won't you now?" He was amused. "Why should I believe you?"
"Because only an idiot would have allowed herself to become caught in this…this situation. I'd rather not proclaim what a fool I've been."
"Then you won't want to proclaim your participation in a little tumble either, will you?" He whispered directly into her ear then flicked his tongue along her earlobe.
Rachael wilted inside, and her eyes drifted shut again. Swallowing, a distressed moan escaped her. She had walked into a trap that would prove her undoing. What of Richard? Would he accept spoiled goods? She hardly believed so. He was possessive and proud. If she did not find a way to escape this horrific predicament, the future she had planned for herself would be over.
If she lived.
That was the thought that galvanized her. Ravishment was dreadful to contemplate, but death… No, she had no intention of dying tonight.
Yet how was she to free herself? The first thing Rachael must accept was her inferior strength. She would not be overpowering this man. Thus she must use the only weapon at her disposal, the one that seemed to be affecting him most. She inhaled deeply and gathered her scattered wits.
"If I don't fight, will you promise not to harm me?"
The man went oddly silent, and she sensed his…disappointment? Dear God, above all things, the implication of what that could mean frightened her most. Bile formed in the back of her throat as Rachael realized this was not a simple case of a man overwhelmed by desire.
"Who are you?" she breathed on a sob. "I know you, don't I?" Her voice rose. "Don't I?"
Even as she threw the accusation at him, she knew it was true. But who? Who? Recognition was just beyond her grasp.
As if she had suddenly become too hot to hold, the assailant flung her away from him. She staggered forward, almost losing her balance. Surely she should have fled, at least made the effort, but perversity—perhaps it was stupidity—made Rachael swing around to face him. She wanted to know who'd had the audacity to accost her.
Useless endeavor, she realized immediately, for he was still hidden by the domino. His face was gleaming eyes on a black smudge without features, lost in the hood that covered his head. Something about his stance had changed, however. He exuded no humor now, only malice.
"Get out," he barked.
"W-what?"
Just like that he was letting her go. Momentarily stunned, she stood unmoving.
"I said get out!"
She jumped. "Yes, yes." Breathless.
Rachael moved backwards, reaching behind her as she groped for the door handle. She bumped into the door itself instead. It was still open slightly, and her fingers slipped in the ensuing crack. As she backed out the opening, she pushed the door wider and stepped onto the raised porch.
After the dark of the cottage, the moonlight was like a beacon illuminating the night. She knew the man had followed her, not because she could see him, but because she had heard the shuffling of his feet as he moved forward. Frantic, she wondered why he was coming after her. He was letting her go, wasn't he?
His form filled the doorway. Though his features were still too disguised to recognize, something in his posture not visible to her when they were inside gave him away. In that moment she knew him. Horror and outrage warred for her attention.
"You!" she shrieked.
The man lunged at her. Rachael, not expecting the sudden attack, jumped backward off the porch. Her skirt tangled in her legs and she lost her footing, sending her feet higher than head. This time the scream that escaped her was for an entirely different reason.
The world slowed oddly as Rachael's body tilted in the air. She was aware of her descent, aware of the dark figure continuing to move toward her, aware she was in mortal jeopardy. But she had no time to think, no time to fear.
In fact, perhaps she was out of time altogether.
Heaven In His Touch, coming 2012
***
Article published at Joan Reeves aka Slingwords (www.slingwords.blogspot.com):
I'm about to embark on a brave new adventure. No, it's not becoming an Indie author. I already did that almost exactly one year ago. On September 20, 2010, I pushed the button to upload my first independent novel, an Historical romance, onto Smashwords.com, and the only emotion I clearly remember feeling at that moment was a rising sense of panic. What had I gotten myself into? Had I known what the next twelve months had to offer, I would have been more excited and more confident. I've sold books, thousands of them. I've got readers. Imagine! I've even made a little money. So I should be thrilled about my latest release. Shouldn't I?
I will be uploading Thief of Souls, my newest novel, before the end of September 2011, and I'm as nervous as I was with that first book. Thief of Souls is a modern "vampire-esque" romance, with a twist on the Beauty and the Beast theme, as the beast's ugliness resides on the inside rather than the outside, and his hope for redemption comes not from being loved by another but from discovering his own ability to love. Needless to say, it's just a tad different from my other published stories.
So the question becomes: how do I make the transition from one genre to the next, especially when my new story is so unlike anything I've published before? My readers are used to my Historicals, and I worry about disappointing those who have kindly supported me over the last year.
The most obvious approach is to use a pseudonym. Then I wouldn't have to be concerned about confusing my readers. I've given that option serious consideration. And it is the path a lot of writers take. However, I believe many readers are like me; they shift from genre to genre, reading all kinds of books, and they're more likely to try an author they already know, even if it's not the author's usual fare. And romance readers are especially eclectic in their tastes.
It's a risk whichever path I take. I know firsthand the difficulty of being found by readers when a book is tossed onto the market by a complete unknown. There is a huge amount of material out there, many, many choices. Without excellent promotion, the right book cover, etc., not to mention a whole lot of luck, the book may never be discovered. Thus I've decided to use my name, hoping that it will bring me some notice through my published novels. I'm also hoping that those who have read and enjoyed my other stories will give me a chance with this new direction my writing has taken. To be clear, I'm not giving up my Historicals; I love them too much. I simply want to write in other genres as well, especially urban fantasy and supernatural.
So, here's to taking risks. After all, where would I be today if I hadn't pushed that first button on September 20, 2010? Still just dreaming…
***
Introduction:
I love a good vampire story. The market today is flooded with them, some of the stories hardly recognizable with regard to the old myths. I have no problem with that per se, although even myth has accepted constants, such as dead is dead. And vampires are dead. No coming back from that. But I wanted a vampire hero who could be healed. Thus Thief of Souls came into life.
Nick Anthony is under a spell that makes him a "vampire" who feeds on the human spirit. He's not dead, just held in stasis by Magic. He must find a way to break that spell, but centuries of living as a monster have nearly obliterated his desire to change. That is until he meets Regina Miles, a young doctor in a San Francisco hospital.
Nick is a harsh character—an anti-hero—a true monster who must find his way back to the living. His pain increases, along with his awareness, his only hope the love he is beginning to feel for Regina. But it is an emotion so lost to him that he no longer knows what it is. He has a puzzle to solve to appease the Magic, and until he does he is forever lost. But even that knowledge will not be enough, if he can't find the will to deny what he has been for so long.
Blurb:
Sometimes a girl just wants the bad boy…
Nicholas Anthony's spirit has been corrupted. A moment of spite four hundred years in the past turned him into an immortal monster. Now he is obsessed by an unnatural hunger, feasting on the good in others while seeking the good in himself. But unlike the vampire of myth, it's not the taste of blood that draws him but the very essence of his victims. The soul. Fortunately for Nicholas, the evil that dwells within him has not destroyed his conscience, his ability to care, because that in the end will be his salvation.
That and Regina Miles.
Excerpt:
"Your friend is a coward."
Regina, following Nick to the cafeteria entrance, halted. "Why do you say that? Craig is a fine man, the best."
Nick hung back, holding the door so she could precede him. "I'm not speaking of his character, not about his 'goodness' at any rate. Unquestionably, he is a good man."
Despite the assertion she heard the contempt in his voice.
"You're saying one thing and thinking another," she tossed over her shoulder as she walked through the doorway and into the lobby. "Why don't you just say what you mean?"
He grabbed her elbow, turning her to face him, his expression dark, almost angry. "He gives up too easily, your Dr. Williams. I would never hand you over to another without a fight."
Regina pulled free of him. "My God, Nick, that sounds archaic."
He shrugged, his attitude uncompromising.
"Maybe he's too much of a gentleman to make a scene," she said.
"People worry too much about what other people think. Sometimes a scene is necessary."
"Well, then," her voice rose in frustration, "maybe he knows when to quit. Maybe he knows it's hopeless."
As soon as the words were out of her mouth, Regina realized her mistake. The smile of appreciation that creased Nick's features was an obvious sign he had taken her meaning or at least the meaning he wanted to take. He reached for her hand, and instinctively she drew back. The smile disappeared as suddenly as it had appeared.
"Do I offend you?" he asked. He almost sounded hurt.
"No, of course not. It's just that…I don't know—it's hard to explain." Not that hard, she reflected as she watched him. When he touched her, what little control she had when near him vanished completely.
Nick nodded thoughtfully as though trying to find the hidden message in her less than enlightening response, and when he spoke again he had changed the subject.
"Dr. Williams calls you Reggie. Do you prefer that name?"
"It makes no difference to me. I don't worry about stuff like that. Call me what you will—as long as it's not obscene, naturally."
"I prefer Regina."
She nodded indifferently, yet curiosity made her ask, "Why?"
Nick held out his hands, palms up, and shrugged. "It suits you, I think—slightly exotic, beautiful, but not in the way of everyone else. Reggie is how you see yourself, ordinary and not very special." He looked at her consideringly, a long sweeping scrutiny from head to foot, "Definitely a Regina," then tapped his chest, "inside and out."
Regina was moved by the sincerity she detected in his response. And flattered. She noticed that Nick refrained from touching her, although she could see he wanted to. All at once she regretted having made him feel as if he couldn't. She turned away, hoping to squelch a rush of unwelcome emotion.
"Thank you," she managed.
"I meant it."
Regina inclined her head without looking at him. "It's been nice talking to you, Nick. I guess I'll have to leave you here." She took the few steps to the elevator doors.
He followed her. "Where are you going?"
"I have some paperwork I have to complete for the intern who will be taking over for me shortly. In thirty-six hours it really piles up."
"You've been working for thirty-six hours?"
"Yep."
"No wonder you look tired."
"Thanks," she said. "You're not the first person to tell me that today." The elevator doors opened, and she stepped inside, turning to face him.
"I'll wait and see you home."
"That's not necessary," she said quickly. "I'm a big girl. I can find my way home. It's only across the street after all."
"Nevertheless, I will be here."
Her last glimpse of Nick as the elevator doors closed was of a man who had made up his mind. If he said he would be here, he would be here. Regina didn't know whether to be pleased or not. Either way she was scared senseless—and not just because of him. Her own unruly emotions were playing havoc with her ability to think.
Nick understood her in a way that had been unexpected, had touched a sensitive, insecure part of her when he spoke of her feelings of ordinariness. There was nothing humans craved more than total understanding from another, especially when it came with an unwavering acceptance. In a soul-stirring flash he had made that connection with her and, though she wanted to believe her defenses had not been destroyed entirely, she knew they were battered beyond her ability to save herself. And since she had admitted that much, she might as well also admit that if he wasn't waiting when it came time for her to go home she'd be crushed.
"I'm in trouble," she said aloud, her voice cracking with exhaustion, "up to my armpits in mud-sucking trouble."
Fortunately, she was alone in the elevator.
***
Nick walked across the lobby, grabbing a magazine off a nearby coffee table, and plunked on a sofa facing the elevator, all in one lithe movement. He flipped the magazine open to the middle, glancing down at the pages without bothering to read them.
He was still smarting because Regina had flinched away from him. By now she should be craving the contact, he thought moodily. But it seemed her instincts were highly tuned, and she suspected—either consciously or unconsciously—that his touch could subvert her natural responses. Her grandmother was probably correct. Regina had a latent psychic gift, one that had the potential of unmasking him. This would prove disastrous to his plans—exposure was his most invidious enemy—so hopefully she viewed his influence over her as no more than a powerful attraction, that the weakness came from within herself.
She was different, and that both thrilled and frightened Nick. Through the centuries, not all his conquests had been easy, but he was coming to understand that until Regina he had never been truly challenged. She remained just beyond his grasp, looking at him occasionally with a clarity that made him feel stripped of his dark secrets. And for one poignant instant he wished she could see him as he truly was, that he need no longer hide the monster living in his skin. The wish died abruptly, dashed by reality. She would hate him, and then despite his magical gifts he'd never have her. His success depended on Regina remaining ignorant to the "creature" who stalked her.
He was shocked to find himself staring at the magazine, his vision blurring with sudden longing—shocked because he had thought himself incapable of such feeling or such physical response. Was it Regina who had affected him so or merely the impact of years and years of emotional isolation? Nick swallowed, clearing a throat gone painfully tight.
He tossed the magazine away and looked up. Dr. Williams had exited the cafeteria and was standing in the lobby watching him in much the way Nick had watched Regina with the doctor earlier. He clenched his teeth, angry to be caught in what was for him a vulnerable moment. The hostility he felt for the man sharpened, but he schooled his features into indifference then nodded curtly.
The blonde surgeon apparently took that as an excuse to begin a conversation. He walked toward Nick, and Nick rose to meet him.
"Mr. Anthony," Dr. Williams greeted as though they had not just spoken a short while ago.
"Doctor," Nick returned without encouragement.
The man still watched him through narrowed eyes as though Nick were a curiosity. "How are you feeling?" the doctor asked. "Forgive me if I'm prying, but I can hardly believe you're the same person they brought in here only—what was it?—two, three weeks ago? It seems nothing short of a miracle that you're out of bed."
Nick grinned inwardly. Regardless of the good doctor's affection for Regina, medicine was his passion. He realized to his surprise that his antipathy toward the fellow, though real, was impersonal. If not for Regina he would like him well enough.
"The miracle is somewhat deceptive, doctor. I'm still much aware of my wounds. I simply am unused to being in puny health, and I refuse to give into it."
"Sometimes a person doesn't have much choice. Are you saying force of will alone is keeping you on your feet?"
"Something like that."
"Quite an accomplishment." The words were uttered with such skepticism, they verged on the insulting.
At that point Nick knew he had been hoodwinked. It was as if the lab-coated individual standing before him had in an instant transformed from benevolent healer into a wrathful, suspicious man. Startled, Nick stared at the young surgeon. Rarely was he taken unawares, but for a minute he had been lulled into believing this person posed no threat.
Nick's lips peeled back in a feral grin, his own ruthless instincts coming to the fore. The hunter in him appreciated a confrontation, the matching of wits, although it was rarely an even contest. He sat down again, his arms across the back of the sofa, and crossed his legs casually.
"Do you always grill those patients who have the temerity to heal quickly, doctor?"
"You misunderstand me."
"I don't think so. In fact, this discussion isn't about my health at all, is it?" Nick asked silkily.
Dr. Williams did not join Nick on the sofa, instead coming to stand over him in an intimidating gesture. "No. No, it's not."
Nick stared back insolently. "Then perhaps you'd like to tell me what it is about."
"Dr. Miles is my friend."
"I see." He pursed his lips. "And as her friend, are you presuming to speak for her?"
"Not at all. Reggie would never allow that."
"Well?"
"I'm speaking for myself."
"I'm waiting."
"All right, I'll not mince words. I care about Dr. Miles. She's been under tremendous stress lately, and frankly I'm worried about her. I'd hate to see anything—or anyone—add to her burden."
Nick ignored the main objective of this last, zeroing in on what was in his estimation the most important part of the man's statement.
"In what form does this caring take?"
"None of your damned business," the doctor sputtered, his face reddening. "I said I'm her friend. Let's leave it at that."
Nick raised his brows. "Do you think she might resent you sharing what are most likely her personal concerns with a virtual stranger?"
"It's a chance I feel I have to take." Dr. Williams paused as though weighing his next words. Then, "Call it what you will, intuition if you like, but I don't trust you."
"You don't even know me," Nick barked, his anger finally engaging.
"True enough and maybe I'm being unfair. But where Reggie is concerned, I'm willing to risk offending you."
Nick moved on the sofa, leaning forward, his relaxed position now more closely resembling a coiled serpent. "Like you, I have grown fond of Regina—in less time, I admit, but that doesn't change the situation. Sometimes it takes only a moment to know one's future, and I'm a strong believer in fate. I want to see her, and if she is amenable I intend to do just that."
"And if she's not?"
Nick wondered how much to tip his hand and then decided it didn't matter. He might as well force the truth into the open and deal with it now.
"I'll try to change her mind."
He could see that infuriated his rival—and they were rivals. That much was already apparent. Nevertheless, Nick had no intention of trying to make the man feel better. Normally he would have preferred finesse, but to hell with finesse and to hell with Regina's "friend." If heavy-handed tactics were what it took, then so be it.
"I'm not averse to pursuing a woman until she sees it my way," Nick continued, grinning smugly, "all within the bounds of being a gentleman, of course. Persuasion is what it's called. And to be perfectly honest, doctor, if I can cut you out in the process, so much the better."
"I'll be watching you, Anthony," Dr. Williams growled. In his outrage, the surgeon's complexion had taken on an odd bleached look, highlighted by red blotches. "Dr. Miles is not a bone to be fought over. And in the end she's a remarkably sensible woman. She'll never fall for style over substance." At that he turned and stalked away.
The doctor would have been truly gratified had he realized just how well placed was that last shot. Nick glared after him, incensed—and not a little shattered. Dr. Williams had without knowing it homed in on Nick's one great weakness. Regina was being chased by a mirage, a fascinating one maybe but a mirage, nonetheless. And unlike Dr. Williams, Nick had nothing whatsoever to offer her.
Thief Of Souls now available
***
This is a recipe I found in a McCall's magazine many years ago. It's a raised, filled pastry, using yeast and requiring a little more baking skill than I had at that time. However, like so many recipes I try, I was intrigued by the ingredients. And the picture of the finished product was beautiful, an awesome addition to my holiday baking—if I could make it happen. Surprise! My first effort turned out great. To be honest, the recipe sounds more difficult than it is. This is not a yeast dough that requires kneading. But if you feel the need of visuals for clarification, there are easy-to-locate pictures on the Internet that are very helpful. I give you fair warning, however: should you attempt this amazing recipe, expect to be guilted into making it every year for the rest of your life. In our family it has become a Christmas tradition, filling our kitchen with an aroma that gives new meaning to heavenly. And just out of the oven, slightly cooled, it is the best pastry I have ever tasted. I cannot recommend it enough.
Source: McCall's Cooking School
1-1/2 cups butter or margarine, softened
4 cups unsifted all-purpose flour, divided use
3/4 cup milk
1/3 cup granulated sugar
1 tsp salt
1/2 cup warm water (l05 to ll5 degrees F)
2 pkgs active dry yeast
1 egg
For the filling:
1 (8 oz) can almond paste (1 cup)
3/4 cup crushed Zwieback (8)
1/2 cup butter, melted
1 egg
1/2 tsp almond extract
For frosting and decorating:
2 cups unsifted confectioners' sugar
3-4 Tbs milk
Candied red cherries
Angelica bits
Directions:
In bowl, with wooden spoon, beat butter and 1/4 cup flour until smooth. Spread on waxed paper (on wet surface) to a 12x8 inch rectangle. Refrigerate on cookie sheet.
Heat milk slightly. Add sugar and salt; stir to dissolve. Cool to lukewarm.
Check temperature of water with thermometer. Pour into a large bowl; sprinkle with yeast; stir to dissolve.
Stir in milk mixture, egg and 3 cups flour; beat with wooden spoon until smooth.
Mix in remaining 3/4 cup flour with hand until dough leaves side of bowl. Refrigerate, covered, for 1/2 hour.
Turn out onto lightly floured pastry cloth; with covered rolling pin; roll into a 16x12 inch rectangle.
Place chilled butter mixture on half of dough; remove paper. Fold other half of dough over butter; pinch the edges to seal.
With the fold at right, roll out from center to a 16x8 inch rectangle. From short side, fold dough into thirds, making three layers; seal edges; chill for 1 hour.
Repeat rolling and folding (if butter breaks through, brush with flour); seal edges; chill for 1/2 hour.
Roll, fold again and seal edges; chill, wrapped in foil, 3 hours or overnight.
Roll half of dough into a 22x8 inch strip. (Chill other half.) Cut into thirds lengthwise.
Mix Filling ingredients together.
Fill center of each strip with 1/3 cup; close edges over filling.
Braid. Form a wreath, 6 inches across in center, on parchment paper on a cookie sheet; seal ends.
Let rise in warm place 1 hour-until double in bulk.
Preheat oven to 375 degrees F.
Bake 1/2 hour. Remove from oven and cool slightly on rack.
Mix sugar and milk; spread half over each pastry. Decorate with angelic bits and cherries. (I sometimes use red and green maraschino cherries, and they work very well. I've also changed the theme of the wreath for other occasions: for Easter using Easter grass—or coconut if you want it edible—and candied eggs, for Valentines using red and white candies, etc. I've even tinted the frosting with food coloring.)
Makes two wreaths.
***
Introduction: The Garden Series
The Garden Series represents my love for the Regency Historical. Originally, only sweet Regencies were published, but along came Judith McNaught and the entire genre was blown wide open. Up until then, very few Regencies were available that crossed the bedroom threshold. But what always fascinated me about the Regency period (Georgian and Victorian as well) was the veneer of respectability that hid the lives of people who were all too human. The traditional, sweet Regency plays to the standard tale told for so many years, ballrooms and manners and all things proper. The Historical Regency is grittier, delves deeper into the personal lives of its characters—including sex—and exposes their human frailties in a more realistic way. Those were the stories I wanted to tell.
The Garden books are loosely connected and, in my opinion, can be read in any order. Simon Fitzgerald, Marquess of Sutherfield, is the "thread" character, appearing in all four stories.
To those who have read and enjoyed my Garden books, I sincerely thank you. And to those who are considering reading one of my stories, I hope you are entertained, that you enjoy reading about my imaginary garden "family" as much as I enjoyed writing about them.
What follows is a brief overview of each story and an excerpt from book 4, In the Garden of Deceit, the final installment.
In the Garden of Temptation, The Garden Series Book 1
Blurb:
Adam Stanford, Earl of Ashworth, is a man who has always done the right thing. That is until he meets the beautiful Lady Catherine Bourgeault, wife to the Baron Bourgeault. Honor and gentlemanly conduct fly in the face of a love Adam cannot deny. He will risk his reputation and all he holds dear to possess this amazing woman. But what seems like a simple, straightforward effort to "steal" another man's wife is fraught with deceit and the dark secrets of an evil, demented man who will do anything to save his empty marriage.
In the Garden of Seduction, The Garden Series Book 2
Blurb:
Cassandra James is in for a terrible shock. She is not who she thinks she is, never has been. One morning she awakens to find the neat order of her wealthy, middle class world changed forever. Add to this the complication of Simon Fitzgerald, Marquess of Sutherfield. A handsome rogue at his most intriguing, he pursues Cassandra with single-minded determination, but his motives are not pure. He wishes to bed the lady, not marry her.
In the Garden of Disgrace, The Garden Series Book 3
Blurb:
When 17-year-old Lady Jillian Fitzgerald sneaks out to spy on a duel, she believes she is merely guilty of an indiscretion. But when the duel takes a deadly turn and Jillian becomes an unwilling passenger in the fleeing carriage of the infamous "Lord Wicked," she knows what began as a lark has become a disaster. One night of bad judgment and her life is changed forever.
In the Garden of Deceit, The Garden Series Book 4
Blurb:
Simon Fitzgerald's nephew James Tremont is in a predicament. He's inherited a run-down estate, a house full of eccentric relatives who are depending on him for support, and a bank account that has plunged into the red. The answer to his financial woes arrives in the oh-so-common person of Archie Campbell, a wealthy man who wants to give James a helping hand. But Archie's money comes with a stipulation. James must marry Archie's daughter Amanda, and he must do so without letting the young lady know she is entering into an arranged marriage. Thus James is pulled into a web of deceit, a lie that will come back to haunt him and endanger the very thing that means more to him than life itself.
***
Excerpt: In the Garden of Deceit
The party broke up…the men deciding to have a drink before retiring… As she bid her own goodnight, Amanda glanced at her husband. His blue gaze was hooded and assessing, his good humor replaced—she assumed—by more personal considerations. She smiled tentatively at him, and he raised his glass to her for the second time that night.
"I'll be up shortly," James said.
The words held no special meaning to the casual listener, but Amanda did not miss his message. He had decided to accept her invitation.
Her evening had begun with flutters in her stomach. It was ending that way as well. She ascended to her room, aware that James would be joining her soon, aware that in the span of a few hours she would be a different woman. On the eve of her wedding her thoughts had not been so cautious or so introspective. She had looked forward to her wedding night with nervous anticipation and not much else. But that was before she worried that the man making love to her was feigning an emotion he did not feel.
She rang for the maid to help her out of her dress but sent the woman away after her corset was loosened. Amanda wanted privacy while she changed into her nightdress because she still had not decided what she should wear.
She opened the drawer that held the ivory nightdress. As she had done so often before, she fingered the soft material, her eyes misting over. Logically, the consummation of her marriage was the moment to put it on—it was bought for that purpose, after all.
The gown was beautiful and she would look appealing in it or so she envisioned. But for some inexplicable reason, it had come to represent all her hopes and dreams, a tangible symbol of her love for James. A gift from her to him. And thus, she must leave it in the drawer.
Not that she didn't love James. Oh, she did, with all her aching heart. If she did not, Derrick's mean little revelation would have hurt only her pride. Amanda wondered if Derrick would have refrained had he understood just how painful his words would be, then decided the situation could not have ended in a more satisfactory manner for him.
She was disappointed in James, but she was singularly appalled by his vindictive cousin.
Amanda lifted a soft cambric nightdress from the drawer and shook it out. It was white, sleeveless with bits of lace circling a modestly rounded neckline. Appropriately virginal looking without being staid, she thought wryly. She finished undressing and slipped the gown over her head, fastening a row of tiny buttons down the front.
Carefully, she removed the pins from her hair. Amanda crossed the bedchamber, wielding a brush, and sat on a window seat which overlooked the gardens at the rear of the house. She paused in her brushing to unlatch the window, pushing it open slightly. A gentle breeze seeped into the room. It was fragrant and bracing, and she breathed deeply of the cool night air.
A full moon in a cloudless black sky watched her from above, the same moon that was watching over her father in London. She hoped he was all right. The passing days had tempered her anger somewhat, and now she realized how much she missed him. She wasn't certain she had forgiven him yet, but it was a relief to know it would come in time.
She glanced at her lap. The brush lay motionless in her limp grasp.
Waiting is a tedious thing, she decided, and it plays havoc with one's nerves. She was impatient with the trembling in her hands as she returned to her hair, pulling the thick tresses over her shoulder to braid them. One false start with the plaits, and she tried again, muttering under her breath.
"Leave it down. I like it better that way."
Amanda's hands stilled—along with her heart. Slowly, she eased around on the window seat.
James stood inside the room, fingers wrapped around the door handle as if he had just closed the door. He was watching her through narrowed eyes, chips of blue ice so direct and intense, she felt pinned to the spot. Why had she not heard him?
As he strode into the room, he slipped off his coat, dropping it onto the floor. With one hand he began unbuttoning his waistcoat, with the other he pulled at his cravat.
There was determination in his movements, and she was reminded of the night of their wedding—days ago? How could that be? It seemed much longer. If only she could feel now as she had then.
"What are you doing?" she blurted.
His vest and cravat joined the coat. "Getting comfortable," he said, smiling a humorless smile. He tugged the tail of his shirt from his trousers, all the while his gaze never wavering from her frozen features.
Not until he stood before her naked to the waist was she moved to action. He reached for the buttons on his trousers, and she stood abruptly.
"Wait!"
James paused, pants partially opened but still clinging to his hips. For the life of her all she could do was stare back at him.
He was magnificent. Bronzed body from years in the tropical sun, wide shoulders and a lean muscled chest, dark tousled hair and blue, blue eyes—Amanda was transfixed. She hadn't expected to be attracted in quite the earthy way she was at the moment, the way a man is aroused by the sight of a beautiful woman.
But she was.
Only then did his own gaze drop, taking in her demure gown with slow deliberation, stopping at her unshod feet. James looked into her face again, the heat in those wintry eyes nearly searing her. Amanda reached out to the wall behind her to steady herself.
"Come here," he said.
She shook her head, vaguely unsure why she was doing so. "You've been drinking."
"Only a little." A wicked smile eased his mouth.
Her stomach dropped in sultry response. "I thought you were having one drink."
"Had a bit more."
"Why?"
"Courage."
"Are you nervous?" she asked in disbelief.
"I bloody well am."
"You weren't nervous last week when you came to my room in London and scared my maid half witless."
"That was before I had to convince my bride that I was worthy of being in her bed."
"Is that why you are standing there stripped to your skin?"
"Beg pardon?"
"Are you trying to convince me?"
An arrested look altered his expression. "Perhaps…is it working?"
Inherently honest, the truth sprang to her lips before she could make herself lie. "You are beautiful," she whispered.
His fey attitude died in an instant. "Amanda—"
He came toward her, and she pressed her back to the wall, more from an automatic response than inclination. However, James continued his advance. He leaned into her, chest to pelvis, bracing himself with his hands flat against the wall on either side of her. The warmth of his breath, laced with brandy, brushed her cheek.
Amanda felt as if she were surrounded by him, absorbed not only by his body, but his will. She was fascinated by his size, his bridled strength—his nearness. The heat from his unclothed body, the hint of cologne that had teased her senses all night—his erect member strategically touching her through her gown—sent a shiver of raw desire coursing through her gut.
Bewildered and shaken, Amanda lowered her head to avoid his gaze, but he slid a finger beneath her chin, forcing her to look at him.
"Manda," James coaxed her again, her name like a caress.
She lifted her eyes and was captured by a scorching stare that left her breathless. And afraid. It was as though he were eating her thoughts, changing them, compelling her to meet his hunger.
He lowered his mouth to hers.
It was a persuasive kiss, his tongue slipping between her lips, but only just. His hand at her chin dipped to her breast and, as he cupped the tender mound, his palm teased the nipple into life. A rush of fire spread from her knees to her belly, and she moaned softly.
James shuddered, as if moved by his effort to tempt her. He deepened the kiss.
All at once he pulled back then placed his cheek to hers. His breathing was harsh as he whispered in her ear, "Do not deny me, love."
Was she denying him? Hardly. She was a lump of heated wax in his hands. "I invited you, James. I will not deny you."
Again he pulled back, and he swallowed hard. "You will participate?"
In The Garden Of Deceit now available
***
Every once in a while you have a food that defines a piece of your childhood. These cookies are it for me. My grandmother made them whenever we visited her—and being military brats, living everywhere, it wasn't often that we were able to see her. I remember those visits to Babcock Lake in Upstate New York and the spicy smell, so welcoming when we got there. These cookies are not a secret family recipe. They are out there on the Internet for anyone to try. But it's an older recipe, included in an older recipe book, so maybe you haven't seen them before. I make them every Christmas (and other times as well), and they are and have always been a family favorite. An easy, easy recipe, the final result worth much more than the time it will take you to make these tasty cookies. Enjoy!
Source: Betty Crocker Gold Medal Flour Baking Recipes
Mix thoroughly:
3/4 cup soft shortening
1 cup brown sugar (packed)
1 egg
1/4 cup molasses
Sift together and stir in:
2 1/4 cups sifted Gold Medal Flour
2 tsp. soda
1/4 tsp. salt
1/2 tsp. cloves
1 tsp. cinnamon
1 tsp. ginger
Chill dough. Roll into balls the size of large walnuts. Dip tops in sugar. Place sugar-side-up 3" apart on greased baking sheet. Sprinkle each cookie with 2 or 3 drops of water to produce a cracked surface. Bake just until set but not hard. (This last is very important if you want the cookie to remain soft and chewy. But if you overbake, place them in the microwave for a few seconds to soften them up right before eating.)
Temperature: 375.
Time: Bake 10 to 12 minutes.
Amount: About 4 dozen 2 1/2" cookies.
***
###
2011 has been a difficult year for many—so believe me when I say all authors deeply appreciate your choosing to purchase books. This season holds so many memories for me and I'm guessing for you as well. Some are happy; some a bit sad—but all total my life. Our family is located in the same place for a change, so we hope to enjoy togetherness. However, even when we were apart, family consisted of friends, neighbors, and co-workers.
My seasonal message will be simple. For all who serve in the military and their families—thank you. It's a sacrifice on so many levels and greatly appreciated.
For those of us at home, take the time to appreciate yourself and others. Volunteer, donate, help another family, see what your neighbor might need, take up a cause, speak up and out! That's how America was founded.
Find simple joys—for me they are the greatest of gifts. Try to relax more, laugh more, participate more. No matter what you celebrate, or even if you don't, cherish the here and now.
Wishing you the joyous of seasons and happiest of New Year 2012!
Elaine Raco Chase
***
Oh the weather outside is getting frightful. Or maybe you find snow and ice—delightful. Or maybe you're on a sunny beach (be still my heart!) No matter where you are, it's fun to make your insides sizzle with this recipe and a few variations. The original hot toddy was designed to 'cure' sore throats, coughs, and colds. I must admit it has cured a few of mine.
What you'll need: one lemon, one ounce of either: whiskey, rum, scotch, brandy or bourbon, one cup of boiling water, and one tablespoon of honey.
What you do: actually boil a cup of water—then set it aside; in a glass mug, mix your one shot of liquor with one tablespoon of honey, cut a slice of lemon to add to the mug and then squeeze in the rest of the lemon's juices. Add boiling water, stirring until the honey has dissolved.
Inhale deeply. You're already beginning to feel relaxed, calm and serene—aren't you? I always like to drink my toddy in a nice bubble bath. By the time the toddy mug is empty, my cold/sore throat/cough has vanished. And (blush) I usually head off to snuggle with my other 'honey.'
Certainly feel free to mix your one shot of liquor into: a fragrant cup of tea or chai; please delete the lemon, if you mix the liquor into warm milk or hot chocolate. You might want to top with whipped cream and a sprinkle of cinnamon/nutmeg.
Alcohol not for you! Then just leave it out. No apologies necessary or needed!
***
I'm a coffee person, proud owner of two great coffee brewer machines and a Keurig. So I adore hot coffee, twelve months a year, with assorted add-in's. During the holidays, what I call 'toddy coffee' is a nightly treat. Hey, treating yourself should come first!
Whether you use regular or decaf, just add 1 oz. of your favorite liquor into a glass mug of coffee. Top with whipped cream if you want, plus a sprinkle of cinnamon.
No liquor for you? Then enjoy a variety of coffee creamers that taste like Irish Crème or Amaretto or Brulee—but are completely non-alcoholic.
Other variations include: adding peppermint schnapps to hot chocolate or coffee. Perfect after skiing/ice skating/or just walking in the cold. It's a Bavarian treat.
Or try adding 1 oz of Amaretto, 1 oz of Orange Liqueur, 1 oz of Irish Cream, 1 oz of Hazelnut Liqueur and 1/4 oz of Cinnamon Schnapps. Fill the rest of your mug with black Coffee and top with Whipped Cream. (Courtesy of Black Gold Coffee)
There are so many wonderful hot toddy-like recipes out there, mix and match, and create your own.
However, please be responsible and choose a designated driver. Having been a victim of a drunk driver, make sure you and anyone you are with keep safe. It's more fun to stay in with your toddy and 'honey' than be on the road. Happy Holidays—Elaine Raco Chase
***
What can I say about us Italians—we love holidays. We love cooking, food, parties and friends and family. My mother's family came from Naples and opened one of the first bakery shops in Amsterdam, New York. My father's family came from Calabria to work on the railroads in Amsterdam before moving onto the steel mills in Pittsburg.
Most of my recipes came from my mother and grandmother. Thanksgiving was the traditional American version: turkey and fixings. But when Christmas hit—watch out!
Christmas Eve started it all. With fish soup then pasta—Spaghetti allo Scoglio—an assortment of clams, mussels, shrimps and anchovies (I love them on pizza!), insalata (salad), stuffed calamari, more shrimp (usually breaded) and fish fillets like cod and haddock. Wine of course (even us kids had a taste) plus plates of homemade Italian cookies.
We traded family presents on Christmas Eve, went to midnight mass. Then snuggled down to hear reindeers and Santa on the roof. We had a rule in our family—Santa left only three presents (my father's rule, the Wise men (Magi) gifted baby Jesus with only three presents, did we really deserve more?) It's a rule I kept for my children.
Christmas Day—usually lasagna, with extra meatballs, any leftover fish, Buca di Beppo Salad, and more Italian cookies. My Aunt Dora made the best cookies. I loved her jam thumbprints and snicker doodles. Dinner, always held around two in the afternoon, was followed by all the men falling asleep while watching TV sports and all us women/girls, doing the dishes, cleaning up the mess. My husband's family is English, and they celebrated Christmas Day with Roast Beef and Yorkshire pudding, Angel Pie, Hot Crossed Buns, and Christmas cookies, which included his mom's Rice Krispies' Treats.
My mother always made an Italian Ricotta Pie and it served as Christmas breakfast. So here's her recipe.
1 lb. Ricotta—whole milk ricotta is best for this recipe
5 egg whites
1/2 pt. heavy cream
3/4 c. sugar
1/2 tsp. vanilla—you can add more vanilla to taste
Beat egg whites and add to the ricotta, sugar, cream, and vanilla; mix well.
Mom used no crust, just poured the mixture into a Pyrex baking dish (either round or square) Bake for 40-50 minutes at moderate temperature (300-325 degrees). Then cut it into squares for breakfast with hot Ovaltine for me and my brother, Ernie, and coffee for her and my dad.
***
I wanted to come up with some hot, sexy Italian recipe and then realized all food is sexy whether it's hot or cold, as long as it heightens the senses. My cousin Patty reminded me about the Buca Salad and our love for olives.
Buca Di Beppo Salad (feeds six to eight)
20 oz. bag of mixed lettuce—wash it again despite what it says
Put it in a large bowl and add:
red onion slices
medium cucumber, peeled and sliced thin
thinly sliced mortadella
thin slices of pepperoni
cubes of provolone cheese
sliced red and yellow roasted peppers
pepperoncini peppers
kalamata olives
Sicilian olives
Greek olives
highlight with crumbled Feta cheese
Toss with light Italian vinaigrette dressing
If you choose: add wedges of Roma tomatoes, anchovies, cooked cod slices
***
What happens when a print published author gets a chance to update her titles and turn them into ebooks? Lot's of fun, enhanced characterization, more scenes and even hotter sensuality!
So—what does it take to make a print bestseller into an ebook? Not much—but then a lot! And it's a lot of fun.
Formatting: My first contemporary romance, Rules of the Game, was written in 1979 and published in 1980, as part of the Dell Candlelight Romance series. It was the first romantic comedy, first with a man's point of view, first with more dialogue than normal. That's because I came from writing for radio/TV. It was written on a typewriter, with carbon paper and onionskin for copies (no copy machines back then!) and a large bottle of whiteout by my side. Actually all of my romances were written that way—I was very late into the computer world as many of my friends would call me to cry over missing text, power outages that made it all disappear, and their accumulation of four-letter words when the blue-screen of death popped up instead of their latest WIP.
So all of my novels are being re-typed into ebook format as they are updated. Some easily took to scanning into a word file but other's not so much. I'd rather retype and edit as I go.
Updating: So what am I updating? Certainly not the classic plot line of: boy meets girl, a few problems ensue, then happily ever after. That's been a standard "happy ending" plotline since the dawn of writing.
But let's look at plot devices: Technology—cellphones, computers, smartphones, iPad, tablets,—mindboggling. So adjustments have to be made for technology.
The 'other woman'—that was a staple in early romance novels. Oddly enough, the 'other woman' is still in the picture and in the headlines. Think sport's stars, politicians, entertainment stars—yup, there she is. So, this too is a viable plot device—just have to make it mature and 'today.'
Language: As I've grown as a writer/teacher, so has my writing. Formatting and updating has allowed me to update my writing skills and language. Especially in the area of love scenes—yikes! Explicit language was not allowed. Love scenes while provocative were quite tame. Yes, a lot of readers still love sweet romance, but I have a feeling my characters are just jumping at the chance to really consummate their relationships.
Fashions—damn, everything old is new again!
Depth and content—the original print category romances had one thing in common: word count. The Dell Ecstasy Romances were 55,000 words; the Silhouette Desires 60,000 words. That limited the depth of characterization and scenes. It was fun to find all my original notes on the characters, plotting, description, etc. that I wasn't able to use and add that to the updated ebooks. Now I find the characterization, especially their backstories, offer so much more to the reader. For me it's like writing a brand new book!
Covers—I must have been an artist in another life because I love creating my own covers, following the basic design of the original Dell Ecstasy and Silhouette Desire covers, but ramping them up a bit as well. Joan Reeves calls them "Framed by Passion" covers or "picture frame covers"—I try to find photos of people who duplicate my characters.
My Ecstasy covers were all done by artist C. Jang—he won a cover-art award for Special Delivery and presented me with the oil painting. It proudly hangs over my computer desk.
So far, I have ebook-ed seven of my titles, with Rules of the Game and Caught in a Trap coming in November and December—enjoy an excerpt from each. For Hot Toddy Sizzlers, I've chosen new excerpts for current ebooks. I hope you'll take a 'look inside' or 'sample' my contemporary romances and let me know what you think. All of the ebooks have been updated, enhanced, increased, and amped up—so if you have my print titles, these are quite different and hopefully just as enjoyable. I love hearing from readers!—elainerc@juno.com
***
Samantha Logan had not expected her boss's 'old friend' to be a handsome young lawyer and publisher. Adam Rourke had been stunned when he met the Judge's sexy-as-hell, everyman's fantasy: the hot, eyeglass-wearing, paralegal, librarian! His tactics took her by surprise. Suddenly the stakes were too high. Samantha discovered she didn't know the Rules of the Game!
***
Long after the others had gone home, Adam and Samantha were still helping the Edwards' clean up from the evening's festivities. The night air had taken on an autumn crispness as the full moon guided them through the woods and back to her cottage.
"I owe you an apology," Samantha said quietly, her sneakers shuffling through the bed of pine needles that carpeted the path.
"What for?" Adam inquired with a puzzled frown.
"I hesitated to ask you to join us this evening. I didn't mean to be rude."
"Are you sorry I invited myself?" He cast a sidelong glance at her.
Samantha plucked a twig off a passing bush and drew a deep breath. "No." Then she got up enough courage to ask the question that had been uppermost in her mind for most of the evening. "Did you have a good time?"
"You've got a great group of friends and neighbors. I like the way you watch over and help each other," Adam stated. "Did you think I wouldn't enjoy myself?"
She shrugged her shoulders. "I'm sure it wasn't your usual fare for an evening's entertainment."
"I've resigned myself to expect unusual evenings and days where you're concerned." His laugh turned husky. "Actually, Miss Logan, I had a great day. You gave me some firsts."
Samantha turned toward him. "I did?"
"My first time going apple picking, my first time babysitting, my first wash-off Halloween skeleton tattoo, and I haven't played such a rowdy game of football and eaten so much great barbeque in way too long a time."
Her tone was serious. "Gosh, you do lead a boring life. You need to ditch the country club scene, get out from behind that corporate desk and live a little."
"Hey, my hands are calloused not manicured. I muck out horse stables, pitch hay, load and unload bags of feed. These jeans are well worn, not brand new."
"So, you're not just a pretty face," Samantha teased and then laughed outright when she saw him grin.
Something rustled in a nearby bush. "Did you hear that?"
"We probably just disturbed a chipmunk or a ground squirrel."
"Maybe it was a wolf."
"The only kind of wolves around here is the two-legged variety," she chided and saw the flash of his teeth in the moonlight.
Ever so subtly, Adam managed to step on a rotted log, it crackled loudly in the night. "That sounded like a bear," he persisted.
"Don't be silly, we don't have any bears around here." Samantha gave a startled yelp when Adam grabbed her hand and started running down the path that twisted through the pine trees. They were both laughing and gasping for breath, when they pounded up the porch steps of her cottage.
"I've got a stitch in my side," Samantha groaned.
"Where…here?"
She felt instant warmth from his large hand as it slid under her shirt and settled against the bare skin of her midriff. His fingers spread wide, his thumb curving against the underside of her bra. Her breath caught in her throat at the intensity of his expression as he molded her body against his.
He inhaled her scent. Her silken blond curls and warm, damp skin was a heady mix of tropical delights…coconut…vanilla…damn, she smelled good enough to eat. Their eyes met and held. His voice was low and rough. "This is another first for me." At her puzzled expression, Adam smiled. "Kissing a woman with freckles on her nose."
His left hand moved to the side of her face, his finger sculpted her soft features before moving to trace her full lips. He took her chin between his thumb and forefinger, tilting her face up as he bent his head. She closed her eyes when his lips touched hers.
His lips were soft. Nibbling, and lifting, his tongue making a quick, gentle foray into her mouth. Her hands pressed into the sinewy strength of his shoulders to arc around his neck. She felt his hand move from her face, to the back of her head, his fingers tangling amid her curls.
Adam couldn't seem to get close enough to her. His hand moved from her head, sculpting the curve of her spine, then slid under her shirt. He pressed her hard against him, fitting her lush curves perfectly into the muscular angles of his body.
Power and sex rolled off him and snaked into her. Her skin prickled with a mix of danger and delight. Her breathing was shallow, almost jerky as his head moved into the curve of her neck. She wanted him to kiss her. She wanted more than just the heat of his hand against her skin. She wanted the strength of him wrapped around her. Suddenly she wanted—she wasn't quite sure what she wanted.
His kisses had gone from soft to urgent. His tongue hard and demanding as it intimately dueled with hers. Through the lace of her bra, his thumb stroked the hardened nub of her nipple. Teasing circles that sent little electric shocks through her body. She could feel his hard erection bulging against his jeans and her's. Her brain registered a little warning jolt that her body quickly ignored and she found herself responding with a desire that she didn't even know she possessed. Regretfully, she felt him raise his head and the warm strength of his arms fell away.
"I think you must be part witch. I also think you'd better get into the house and lock your door."
The harshness of his voice and the look in his eyes made her shiver. Wordlessly, Samantha pushed open the front door and went inside. Her legs were wobbly, her body shaking, and her lips bruised. She had barely enough strength to make it to the sofa before she collapsed onto the cushions.
What on earth had just happened? What the hell had happened to her? She had never reacted that way before, certainly not with a man she had just met. She heard the engine of his car roar to life, then the tires spitting gravel and dirt as it sped down the driveway.
Rolling into a more comfortable position, Samantha pulled the blanket from the back of the sofa down on her shivering body. There was no way she could make it up the stairs to her bedroom. And maybe that was a good thing. Because lying on her bed, thinking about Adam Rourke would only inflame her body even more!
***
Meet Kit Forrester and Rafe Morgan who are Caught in a Trap
Authors note: This book under its original print-published title: A Dream Come True was written in 1981 and published as #43 Candlelight Ecstasy Romance in March 1982. It hit number one on a variety of romance bestseller's lists and was one of the top ten books in Los Angeles.
On October 2, 1982, a new TV series popped up: Remington Steele. My phone rang off the hook! "They stole your idea! Do something! Get a lawyer!"
All I could think about was: I'm flattered. But ideas are not exclusive. Now, I'm able to update, expand, and use my original title—which came from an Elvis Presley song.
***
"Surprise! Surprise!" came their breathless chorus, and Kit Forrester was.
"We've brought wine and cheese." Jeanne Peters grinned pertly at her friend, indicating the brown grocery bag she was clutching. "And after climbing up four hot flights to get to your penthouse garret, we want to hear about every second of your five romantic nights at sea."
"Maybe Kit's got the captain of the ship in there and that's why she's so reluctant to let us in," teased Nancy Billings, eyeing the still partially closed apartment door.
"The captain of the Conquistador is a short, balding, but terribly sweet grandfather of eight," Kit laughed good-naturedly, stepping aside as her two best friends entered her tiny attic apartment. She was momentarily taken aback by the sight of a third guest, a petite young blonde, whose model-thin body was encased in a perfectly coordinated red linen pant outfit with black reptile accessories. "Hello," she faltered, hastily trying to associate the visitor's pouty features with a name from the office.
Jeanne Peters quickly came to her rescue. "Kit, I don't think you've ever met Mr. Shippley's daughter, Marybeth. She's been handling the reception desk all week."
"I understand you work in accounting and statistics, Kit." Marybeth eyed the tall redhead with interest before gliding into the apartment. "I seldom get down in the basement of Daddy's building to visit that department." She arched a finely plucked eyebrow, glanced around the room, turning her small heavily ringed hand into a fan, and gasped. "My goodness, don't tell me this itty bitty place doesn't even have air conditioning!"
Kit, shielded from view as she closed the front door, twisted her full lips into an exaggerated grimace. "I'm afraid the circuit breakers would never tolerate an air conditioner. It barely handles my window exhaust fan," she explained in a far friendlier tone than she felt. "Why don't you and Nancy have a seat. Jeanne, you can help me turn the wine into spritzers and arrange a cheese platter."
Jeanne followed her into the small galley kitchen, which was one-step up from the living room and shielded by a long counter with shutters.
"I have just two questions," Kit hissed in a low whisper. "What is the boss's daughter doing in my living room and why were you in the office on a Sunday?"
Jeanne grinned, handed her the bottle of white wine, and opened the box of crackers. "We were asked to work this weekend to catch up on the filing and correspondence because eighty percent of the staff has been out with that miserable stomach flu, and –" her voice stalled dramatically, "to get ready for the merger."
"Merger?" Kit frowned. "There wasn't any talk of any type of merger when I went on vacation last week."
"I know, it came as a surprise to everyone." Jeanne shook her head in disbelief. "We still don't know who will take over Shippley Electronics or if we're all going to keep our jobs. There hasn't been one bit of office gossip either," she pouted ruefully.
Kit handed her a knife and plate before crossing to the small refrigerator. She had been working at Shippley Electronics for the last fourteen months, since coming to San Antonio from Long Island. She had immediately fallen in love with the city and its friendly people. "I have the strangest feeling I should have banked my vacation pay this year," Kit muttered thoughtfully, taking ice cubes and a bottle of club soda from the tiny appliance. "The cruise fare would come in handy if I'm to join the ever-growing ranks of the unemployed."
"I don't think you'll have any trouble getting another job, Kit," Jeanne said with total sincerity. "You are the sharpest analyst in the company. You've won, what…four awards since you started. You saved the company a ton of money doing that comparative pricing sheet."
She shrugged. "In the midst of any business dealings the employees usually end up with the worst of the deal. Even with a man as fair and conscientious as Jack Shippley. After all, we're dealing with the unknown factor of a new employer."
Jeanne nodded. "Damn, you are probably right about that. But it's all out of our hands. Just be glad you got the chance to have a super vacation and weren't in the office to catch that rotten flu. I was down for five days and Nancy ended up in the emergency room while you were gone."
"Yes, I guess I was lucky to have missed that," Kit mumbled, searching intently for a bottle opener in the drawer.
"Mr. Shippley personally asked Nancy and I to come in late this afternoon, at a double-time rate of course." Jeanne grinned.
"I guess that eased the pain of giving up a busy Sunday."
"You know how not busy our Sundays, or for that matter our Fridays and Saturdays, have been lately." The brunette grimaced. "We're counting on getting a vicarious thrill hearing about your cruise. I know you won't disappoint."
Kit finished mixing the wine and soda, and poured it into four tall ice-filled glasses. "Why on earth would Marybeth want to hear about my vacation?"
"She overheard Nancy and I talking about seeing you tonight and invited herself along. She seemed unusually interested when she heard you sailed on the Conquistador's maiden voyage. I haven't the faintest idea why—"
She was interrupted by Nancy's voice calling from the living room. "Are you two ever coming out? We're parched."
Kit quickly added a lime garnish to the glasses and headed back into the living room with Jeanne in tow. She set the heavy tray on a white wicker trunk that doubled as a coffee table. "I understand you're interested in hearing about the cruise." She smiled graciously, handing Marybeth a tall frosted glass.
"That's right," the blonde drawled slowly, pausing to take a long sip of the refreshing liquid. "My older sister, Tracy, was to have sailed on the ship with her…well…he is practically her fiancé. They had another one of their little tiffs and Tracy went off in a huff with our mama to New York City to see the new fall fashions. She's going to be just green when I tell her one of Daddy's employees made the cruise and she missed it." Marybeth finished on a tone that held more than a trace of malice and sibling rivalry. "However did you manage to secure a cabin? The maiden voyage of the ship was filled with the Lone Star's finest," she added with a condescending smile.
Kit glanced from Nancy to Jeanne with a hit of deviltry lurking in her light blue eyes. "I'm afraid that even the crème of the Texas crop drew the line at a small inside cabin on the lowest deck of a sixteen deck ship," she returned dryly before seating herself in a wicker rocker that matched the one Marybeth occupied.
"You know," Nancy mused, eyeing Kit's lithe but shapely figure in a clingy white terry romper, "I thought for sure you'd gain weight. I understand they serve mountains of food on cruise ships, but you look like you lost a few pounds."
Kit swallowed a gulp of spritzer and cleared her throat. "Like I said, there were sixteen decks to investigate, lots of activities. I was hardly ever in the cabin. It was go, go, go. I just worked off the fantastic food."
"That's true. After all, who'd want to sit and eat all day when there was so much to do?" Jeanne, said nodding her head in agreement. "Now, don't leave out one single detail."
"Okay, okay." Kit laughed. "The bus ride from San Anton to Galveston Bay was not memorable but at least air conditioned. The sight of the S.S. Conquistador was, they call it a mega-liner. You just can't imagine how big that ship is. Sixteen decks, twenty-four bars and lounges, three casinos, ten hot tubs, two movie theaters, two shopping arcades, three spas, there was a basketball court, three fitness centers. I tried the golf simulator and driving net, ice skating was a complete frozen ass mess," she smiled at their laughter. "The rock climbing wall was a little too daunting, and I admit I was way too scared to try surfing on the water sport platform. I mean I had this vision of flying right off the ship."
Both Jeanne and Nancy gasped in amazement as Kit continued. "My cabin was small but hardly cramped. It had double bed. The décor was a sunny gold color with orange and green accents, small bath with a shower, closet and dresser. Everything efficient and compact."
"Not unlike your own apartment," Marybeth interrupted in her flat, lazy nasal voice.
"Quite true," Kit nodded. "At any rate, the sailing was just like in the movies. Lots of streamers, confetti, fireworks, bands. Four thousand passengers all crowded on the various open decks waving to anybody while the television and print reporters were videotaping and snapping photographs. Then the ship headed for the island of Cozumel on the Yucatan coast of Mexico."
"What's Cozumel like?" Nancy interjected.
"Cozumel is gorgeous. White sand beaches, emerald water, lots of boutiques featuring native Mayan clothes, coral, jewelry, and handicrafts. It was our only port of call and our only source of solid land."
"Don't tell me you got seasick," Nancy chided her friend.
"Don't be silly," Jeanne interrupted. "Kit's got a cast-iron stomach. Anybody who can wolf down all that Tex-Mex with hot sauce couldn't possibly get seasick. Right, Kit?"
Kit opened her mouth, closed it, cleared her throat, and smiled. "Right. Although I have to admit the world of a cruise ship, even a mega-liner, seemed to be always slightly at an angle."
"What did you do the four days you were at sea?" Nancy asked. "I bet there were lots of parties and things. Did you go into the casino?"
"I can just hear the mariachi serenade drifting over the sea air as you strolled along the deck watching the moonlight dancing on the sea," Jeanne gushed dreamily.
"Well –"
"Kit, you must have met someone." Jeanne stopped and closely inspected her friend. "Oh my god, look at her blush! You did meet someone!"
"Now wait a minute," Kit managed hastily, trying unsuccessfully to stop the surge of color that again invaded her face.
"Kit, for heaven's sake, why try to deny it," Nancy chimed in. "This is just what we were hoping would happen. You meeting someone exciting on your glamorous adventure at sea. Jeanne and I have already decided to book a cruise on our vacation."
"Absolutely," Jeanne concurred. "I'm just ecstatic that you met someone. Now, what's he like? Oh, I bet he's tall, tanned, and handsome—right?" At the sight of her friend's crimson face, she squealed in delight.
"Kit, I will scream if you don't say something," Nancy said firmly, grabbing the redhead's arm impatiently.
Kit coughed nervously, extricated her arm, and reached for a slice of cheese. Her mind whirled in four directions at once. Her eyes caught the keen interest on Marybeth's face and the anxious features of her two friends. She was trapped.
Her gaze settled on the back cover of a magazine on the side table next to her rocking chair. "You're right, he is tall, but of course I need someone over six feet." She laughed lightly. "He's got dark hair and eyes, a rough, rugged face and muscular build. He plays a lot of sports and of course was very sun bronzed. Unlike me, Miss SPF 100 plus."
"How did you meet him?" Jeanne interrupted, completely entranced with Kit's good luck.
"Well, we just kept running into each other on the ship, at the pool, and started talking, and ended up…partners for the cruise," Kit said in a rush, then sat back, extremely pleased with herself at the way she had worded that description.
"It was fate. I mean it had to be. There was…what did you say? Nearly four thousand people on the ship. Imagine, being with someone like that both day and night," Nancy sighed and fantasized enviously. "Why…it's like being engaged."
"Well…er…"
"When are you going to see him again? Is he from San Antonio?"
"Well…I…certainly…"
"What's his name?" Marybeth's voice was high and commanding.
"His name?" Kit blinked, surprised that she'd even care to ask.
"Yes, Kit, tell us his name," chorused her two friends in an earnest appeal to have all the facts.
She gulped a mouthful of her drink, trying desperately to refocus her creative talents on this new problem. A name…a name…think… "His name is Morgan…Raphael Morgan," her voice announced in an unbelievably calm tone. She was so busy fingering the bobbing ice cubes in her glass and trying not to blush, she completely missed the look of shock and astonishment that crossed Marybeth Shippley's previously bored features.
"Raphael Morgan." Jeanne savored the name slowly. "That sounds just like a name out of one of those historical romance novels I love to read. Like a pirate."
"If you all would excuse me –" Marybeth jumped up suddenly, handing her empty glass to a startled Kit. "I must be running along. I had no idea just how late it was getting."
"Certainly," Kit muttered hastily, shrugging her shoulders in puzzlement. "It was nice to finally meet you."
"Well…I will be seeing you again next Saturday night when Daddy has a little cocktail party for his employees. I'm sure it will prove most surprising." She smiled slyly before undulating out the door.
"What on earth was that all about?" Nancy frowned.
"I can't imagine." Jeanne shrugged. "Maybe we were boring her. After all, I'm sure the Shippley's have gone on cruises before, and we certainly aren't in her circle of friends."
"I'm not sure I want to be," Kit returned evenly, staring intently at the closed door. "I have the feeling Marybeth lives with snobbery and money as her defense against good manners."
"She is also the biggest gossip I've ever met," Nancy complained. "She's been subbing for Mae on reception and I caught her listening in on the phone calls. Luckily this was her last week."
Kit settled herself in the wicker rocker. "Have you ever met her sister, Tracy?"
Both women shook their heads. "Tracy's never been into the office and didn't attend the employee barbecue last year. I think Marybeth likes to get all the exposure she can, and that's why she subs in the office," Nancy added with due consideration.
"Well, I am glad I am stuck in the basement of Daddy's buildin'." Kit mimicked the departed Marybeth's drawl perfectly, causing them all to succumb to peals of laughter.
Jeanne handed Kit her empty glass for a refill. "Now, we aren't leaving until we hear about everything that happened on board your own personal 'love boat' all over again."
Kit was mentally exhausted by the time her two friends left a little after ten. Mechanically, she tidied up the small living room, quickly turned the sofa into a bed, and wandered into the oversize closet that led to a small bathroom. She stripped off her romper and pulled a light cotton nightshirt over her head. Then her blue eyes caught sight of the five-foot-ten, one-hundred-thirty-pound, red-haired liar reflected in the full-length mirror on the door.
Like a magnet, her image pulled her closer for an intense scrutiny. Time hadn't changed her over the years. She had attained her lofty altitude at the early age of twelve. It had taken years of exercise to correct the poor posture she had adopted to disguise her height. The long, wavy hair was still the bright copper color of her youth. There was nothing dainty and delicate about the strong features, straight nose, and generous mouth. The only time she ever had cheekbones was when she ate something sour. Her best feature were her eyes. Wide and almond-shaped, they were an unusual shade of light blue and looked naïve and innocent even when telling the most outrageous lies.
Sister Cecilia, headmistress at St. Luke's, just one of the many strict schools she had been sent to, had often thrown up her hands and reached for her rosary in despair over Kit Forrester. The girl who had the most fanciful tales of why her homework was never done, the girl who put a frog, snake, or firecracker in a desk, the girl who enjoyed staying after school for discipline issues, the girl who was a plague on the school for three years.
Kit leaned closer, staring at the impassive portrait the mirror reflected. She wondered if eyes were truly the mirrors of the soul. Her soul was riddled with lies. She had always lied, especially to herself, creating and living in a dream world because her own had been so ugly. Now, damn it, she was still lying, even in her new world—one so far away from her past.
"You will never change," she hissed at her reflection, then roughly pushed open the door and stalked back to plop herself down on the sofa bed. She had thought wisdom would come with age, hoping the professional veneer she had adopted over the years would successfully overcome the lying days of her youth. This time she had really outdone herself, making one small lie go a long, long way. Her blue eyes turned heavenward. She had the feeling Sister Cecilia knew it too!
Her fingers threaded through her hair as she thought back a week. She had embarked on her cruise with visions of the most exciting vacation possible. A gift to herself for all the years spent dreaming of stars twinkling over moonlit seas, soft trade winds ruffling her hair, and, perhaps, a romance with a tall, handsome man under a tropical sky. But they were dreams. Lofty dreams. That had crashed into the sea.
The only people who had shared her five-day cruise were the sixty-year-old ship's doctor and his nurse-wife. She had spent four out of the five days confined to her small, inside, lowest deck cabin, suffering from a combination of stomach flu and one of the worst cases of seasickness the doctor had ever seen.
The trip had started with great expectations. Once in her cabin, she unpacked a rather glamorous array of clothes she had recklessly purchased, then set out to explore every inch of the ship, deck by deck. The Conquistador had been everything she had told Jeanne and Nancy. It's sheer size and luxury took her breath away. Then, once clear of Galveston Bay, her new world at a permanent tilt with no stable horizon to focus on, she had begun to feel queasy, headachy, and green with nausea.
She tried lying down on a deck chair, eyes closed, inhaling the tangy salt air. When that failed, she scurried to her room and tried resting in her cabin with a seasick pill. Getting no relief, and feeling worse every second, Kit had called for the ship's physician.
Dr. Martinez and his wife, Isabelle, had been most kind. He found she had a high fever and swollen glands. Kit recognized that they were the same symptoms her office workers had reported when they were hit with the flu. Isabelle had kindly supplied her with magazines and books and had kept her company.
The medication she was given had made her feel extremely groggy. She had actually slept for most of the trip, even missing the visit to Cozumel. Luckily, the ship's shopping arcade provided her with souvenirs for her friends and brochures to bring home.
Her dream vacation had turned into five days of sleep and nausea on a mega liner. Kit exhaled a disgusted groan. The worst part was lying to Jeanne and Nancy. Why had she done such a thing? It wasn't just to save face because Marybeth Shippley had shown up. Kit knew she was capable of turning the whole awful cruise into a joke. No, her reasons ran much deeper than that.
Jeanne, Nancy, and herself were basically alike. They had all come from broken homes. They were all intelligent, attractive women. Jeanne, with her dark hair and eyes, petite figure and pert face; Nancy, an average size blonde with a bubbly personality; and herself. They were all twenty-five, they worked for the same company, and they were all seeking the one thing they lacked during their childhood years—love.
All three were new to Texas, coming to San Antonio fourteen months ago and meeting at Shippley Electronics. They had formed a fast friendship, using one another as the families they never had. To their chagrin, they found female self-reliance had its limitations.
She rolled over on her stomach and pulled the magazine with the hunky underwear model onto her pillow. The dark-haired man who grinned back at her was very attractive. And he certainly had come in very handy when she needed a description tonight. But where on earth had she come up with that name—Raphael Morgan? Kit frowned thoughtfully, her smooth forehead puckering in concentration.
Well, there had been an assortment of little bottles of liquor in her cabin gift basket. Hmmm…yup…rum…Captain Morgan's Rum. Now that first name…Raphael. Hmmm…wasn't that her steward's name? Or maybe it was the ship's doctor's son's name? She had read so many brochures and magazines and Isabelle had bombarded her with family pictures. In all probability she had put two names together and invented Raphael Morgan.
Kit reached up, snapped off the light, and punched her pillow. Her only salvation was the fact that the merger would be the number-one topic of conversation at work. Her little romantic escapade at sea would die a quick, clean death. If anyone asked her about the mysterious Raphael Morgan, she could easily invent another lie, sending him back into the depths of her imagination. She yawned sleepily and drifted off into blissful slumber.
One week later at the Shippley company party—
"All the women in the research department and the admin have decided to book cruises, hoping to repeat your luck and come back engaged."
Engaged! Kit choked on a piece of cheese. The office gossip mill had certainly been working overtime embellishing her own fictitious romance way out of proportion. Her hope of the merger overshadowing her cruise had been a false one. She stared at her image on the side of the large silver punch bowl, watching her soft, sensuous reflection melt away into an ugly blemished portrait equal to that of the Picture of Dorian Gray.
How could she have lied and deceived her friends? She had to make immediate restitution, salvage what she could of her self-respect and make a full confession. Kit took a hefty swallow of the potent rum punch, feeling the need for a little Dutch courage as she came to a most difficult decision. "Listen, Jeanne, Nancy." Kit cleared her throat. "Why don't we go back out on the patio? I've got a little story to tell you. It's really quite funny." She attempted a laugh.
"I am not budging one inch," Jeanne said suddenly, quickly snapping her body to attention. "Look at the gorgeous man Marybeth is leading across the living room. She's certainly playing the role of hostess to the hilt while her mother and sister are in New York."
"Maybe he'll turn out to be a relative and she'll introduce him to us," Nancy said hopefully, her eyes following the couple's slow progress.
Kit put the crystal cup down, wearily rubbing her forehead, glad her back hid from view the uneasy tension showing on her face. "This really is important," her tone was urgent.
"Nothing can be more important than a potential introduction to the tall, dark, slightly dangerous looking hunk that just brought this party to life," Jeanne suddenly groaned. "Oh, god, he's even got a mustache."
"Do us a favor, Kit," Nancy hissed, as they couple drew nearer, "scrunch down and don't turn around. You've already found a man. We want the same opportunity."
Kit exhaled slowly. She'd just have to tell them the truth on the drive home. If she explained everything honestly, she could only hope their friendship wouldn't be jeopardized. It would have been so much easier to tell the truth right at the beginning rather than being caught in this trap of lies.
Marybeth Shippley's flat nasal voice sliced into her troubled thoughts. "Well, here he is, Kit," she drawled, her voice dripping with sarcasm. "I told you the evening would hold a few surprises."
Kit slowly turned and found herself staring into a handsome, mustached face. The man was in his mid-thirties, tall, with thick, wavy, dark hair and twinkling brown eyes. His rugged physique was clad in an impeccably tailored dark evening suit. His intense gaze suddenly took on a devilish glint that roamed slowly over her puzzled features and lingered for tantalizing seconds on the rounded cleavage bared by the slender strapped dress.
His white teeth flashed into a wide, dimpled grin and Kit began to feel very uncomfortable, a surge of color staining her cheeks. A pair of strong hands reached out, grabbed her shoulders, and imprisoned her against a broad, muscular chest. She only had time to utter a startled squeak before is mouth came down hard, parting her soft lips. She was quite powerless to move. His right hand held the back of her head, his left splayed low on her spine. The stranger took his time, molding her body tight against his, while his tongue teased apart her lips and tangled with hers in an intimate duel.
He lifted his mouth from hers, still holding her captive in a steel-like embrace. "Darling, what did you expect after being apart for a whole week?" His voice was deep and husky.
The stunned look on Kit's face was equaled only by the shock registered on Jeanne's, Nancy's and even Marybeth's! She swallowed convulsively but couldn't seem to find her voice.
The stranger's voice, however, was rich with amusement. "I guess I'll have to introduce myself. I'm Rafe Morgan. I understand Kit's told you all about us."
Kit's mouth dropped and she felt her stomach heave, especially when she noticed the taunting gleam in Rafe Morgan's dark eyes. Luckily, her reaction went unnoticed by her friends, who were starry-eyed with his introduction.
Jeanne was the first to speak. "Well, this is certainly a surprise. We had no idea you'd be here. Kit didn't mention it." She gave her friend a disapproving glance.
"Well, don't blame Kit," Rafe said with a broad smile. "It was all Marybeth's doing. When she called and told me that my –" he hesitated slightly "fiancée was an employee of her father's and would be here tonight, I just couldn't stay away." His arm slid down to lock around Kit's waist. "That's one thing my little Kit never mentioned when we were on the ship together."
His 'little Kit' suddenly felt her knees buckle, and the only thing that kept her from hitting the peach carpeting was Rafe Morgan's well-muscled arm. The whole scene had a touch of unreality about it, and for possibly the first time in her life, Kit Forrester couldn't think of any explanation for this ghastly turn of events.
The lover she had so conveniently invented had suddenly turned into a six-foot-two inch, flesh-and-blood male, with considerable virile magnetism, if she interpreted the looks on her friend's faces correctly.
Marybeth's sharp tone brought her wandering thoughts back with a jolt. "You can imagine how shocked I was when Kit mentioned your name last week while telling us about the cruise."
Kit focused a piercing, icy blue gaze on the petite blonde in the black strapless taffeta hostess gown that was enlivened with threads of fuchsia and gold. Marybeth's mouth was a thin strip of color against alabaster skin, her green eyes intently focused on Rafe Morgan's face.
Suddenly, Kit wondered just how factual this entire introduction really was. Her nerves were given an angry shot of adrenaline, and she was finally able to form a coherent sentence with her dry tongue. "This really is quite a surprise, Marybeth." Her laugh was forced. "I'm sure you'll excuse…uh…Rafe and me, if we go out to the patio for a few minutes." Kit grabbed his arm and pulled him out on the lighted balcony, leaving her friends wide-eyes and stammering at her abrupt exit.
She quickly closed the French doors, turned, squared her shoulders, and drew herself up to her full and most intimidating height. "All right, buster, hand over your wallet," Kit ordered sharply, holding out her palm.
His dark brow arched quizzically.
"There is no way on earth you can possibly be Raphael Morgan," Kit sneered, growing more and more confident by the minute. "I don't know what kind of scheme you and Marybeth have cooked up or the reason for it, but I refuse to be the brunt of the joke." She tapped the toe of her narrow-heeled black pumps impatiently. "The wallet," she repeated more forcefully.
He shrugged his broad shoulders, reached into the inside pocket of his evening jacket, and handed her a slim leather billfold.
Kit flipped it open and began sorting through the various pieces of identification. Unfortunately, from the picture on his driver's license to an assorted group of credit and membership cards, even his voter ID—everything agreed: he definitely was Raphael Morgan. There was a photograph of three young children, two girls and a boy, and she instantly seized a hopeful notion that he was married. "Your kids?" Kit tried to ignore his amused expression.
"My nieces and nephew," he grinned in reply. Rafe straightened up from the balcony rail and crossed over to the dejected copper-haired figure. "I'm a bachelor, but I seem to have acquired a mysterious fiancée on the cruise."
"You mean you were on the Conquistador?" Kit was getting that awful sensation of nausea again. She handed back his wallet and turned away, struggling to breathe. "This is just incredible. It's just unbelievable. It's horrible…" her voice trailed away in despair.
"I don't know," Rafe slid his arms around her slender waist and pulled her body back against his. "I think it could be most enjoyable," he murmured, is lips nuzzled the fragrant skin at the nape of her neck before moving to place a kiss under her earlobe.
"Will you stop that!" Kit hissed, her voice sounding jerky as she pulled away. "I realize I've got a lot of explaining to do." She gave a high, nervous laugh. "You are really going to think this is so funny when you hear –" She was interrupted when the patio doors were pushed open.
***
Meet Travis and Casey who share Double Occupancy:
All Casey Reynolds wanted was peace and quiet and a long vacation from covering the crime beat in Boston. That's why she agreed to borrowing a villa in Mexico to rest, be alone, and work on her novel.
But then he showed up—Travis Craig. He said he was offered the villa to recover from a serious illness. He had just lost his teaching job and had no money to leave.
She agreed with this plan to share the house—but on her terms. Soon rest and relaxation were a thing of the past when their double occupancy proved too erotic to control.
***
"You snore."
She stirred against fingers that were caressing her jaw and shoulders, and the husky voice that spoke into her ear. "You steal all the covers." Casey shivered and then found herself wrapped in warm, strong arms. "I'm sorry about the snoring. The doctor said I have extra-large adenoids." She gave a squeak as his hands cupped her breasts. "Travis, those are not adenoids."
"Are you sure?"
"Hmmm…" She watched his fingers draw swirling patterns around the nipples, before teasing the responsive nubs alert. "What time is it?" Casey yawned and leaned back against him, feeling his hard body spoon around hers.
"Four thirty."
"It's still dark." She shivered again, more from his teasing hands than the cool air swirling down from the ceiling fan. "Where are all the covers?"
"I think the blanket is outside on the chaise and the sheet maybe in the living room on the sofa. We've been all over this villa." He kissed the back of her neck. "I'm glad both neighbors are gone."
"Hey, you were the one howling."
"You were the one making me howl." His right hand slide down her torso, his fingers teasing the dark triangle of curls between her legs. "I can always play electric blanket."
Her thighs parted slightly, letting his palm cup her sex so his finger could slide intimately inside. "I see you are very adept at multi-tasking." She watched the fingers on his left hand twirled and lightly pinched her nipple as she felt his fingers tweak against her still swollen clit.
It was sweet torture.
There was no way she could ignore the heat that snaked her belly or the spasms that rocked her and pulsed against his fingers. She allowed herself a few more orgasms before disconnecting his hand. Casey twisted around, pushing Travis back against the mattress. "You aren't going to let me sleep at all, are you?"
His half-hooded, sherry eyes narrowed in wicked amusement. "That depends."
"On what?"
"How good you multi-task."
She kissed him deep, her tongue teased his lips apart and played with his. Then she moved on to terrorize his earlobes, nip a love-bite against his neck, while her fingertips found and rubbed his hard nipples that were buried in the dark curls on his chest. She ventured lower, her tongue circling his navel, while her hand found his hard, throbbing cock. "I see you have an extra-large 'noid as well."
"Totally your doing."
"As I recall, Yolanda had a similar problem with her Friday knight, that's with a k."
"I thought you said you only read as far as Thursday."
"I lied." Her fingers stroked his long erection, up and down the vein that bulged then in tormenting circles from base to the tip. At his sharp intake of breath, she continued to explore, gently cupping his testicles. She moved lower, her hair fanning across his clenched stomach muscles, so her tongue could replace her fingers.
She inhaled the clean musky male smell of him. Her moist tongue swirled around the velvet tip, then kept swirling lower as her mouth moved to cover him. She liked the way he tasted, satin over steel. She took her time, ignoring his moans and then took him as deep as she could.
"You win."
She heard him groan the words, then suddenly felt him grab her shoulders and pull her up and backward on the bed. He took her hard, fast, and deep. Her silken wetness sheathed his throbbing member until he erupted in a violent climax that matched hers.
***
Enjoy what happens when this very Calculated Risk backfires!
"Lady, I want you to stop seducing my son! Hell, what are you, thirty-two, thirty-four, Rob is seventeen…there's room for a whole other person!"
Thus in one of Nashville's poshest restaurants began a stream of threats against Stephanie Brandt along with a heavy hand 'mangling' her shoulder, followed by a bill shoved into the middle of her quiche by a big man wearing work boots, denim and a T-shirt with an obscene foreign word printed on it.
Until Quintin Ward stormed into her life with his threats and accusations, Stevie had not known his son Rob even existed., let alone was her mailroom clerk.
When she's finally able to convince Quintin that she has no designs on his son, they embark on a campaign to squelch Rob's amorous ideas and fantasy love life with his boss. But their very calculated risk backfires! And their fantasies turn to each other.
***
"Good heavens, what happened?" Stevie viewed Quintin's stooped posture with alarm.
"I was surveying the site for that clinic this afternoon and fell into a small sinkhole that was disguised as hard snow." His hand massaged his back. "I must have pulled a muscle." A wry grin twisted his lips. "It wasn't this bad until I spent two hours sitting at the board meeting in a metal folding chair."
"Listen, why don't you go stretch out on my bed. I've got some liniment that my doctor gave me." She nudged him toward her bedroom. "The stuff smells terrible, but it works like a miracle."
Quintin shivered as Stevie coated his back and shoulders with icy salve, but almost immediately, under the warming influence of her massaging hands, a deep heat radiated into his muscles. He sighed in relief and nuzzled his face into the bed pillow. "I don't know if it's that awful stuff or if I just feel better because I'm here with you."
She leaned close to his ear. "Compliments will get you everywhere." Stevie shifted into a more comfortable cross-legged position next to him. "Then the clinic is now your project?"
"Yup. We'll be pouring concrete the first of March," he reported. "Hmmm…right there…oh…"
Her capable fingers kneaded the bunched tendons, and after a few minutes Stevie could feel them begin to relax and stretch into their normal shape. "Sounds as though you're going to be very busy."
"I hope so," he concurred. "I have a great crew that I don't intend to lose. So I'm putting in a bid on that new country office building that's going up downtown." Quintin turned his head "How was your day?"
Stevie's palms pushed into his shoulders, making ever-widening circles across his broad back. "Gloria's got the flu and the temp is well…let's just say, he leaves a lot to be desired. More than one phone call gets him frazzled."
"Him! Wait a minute." Quintin came up on his elbows. "Are you telling me you have a male secretary."
"I was lucky to get any type of replacement." She pressed him back into the mattress. "It seems all of Nashville is suffering from the flu, and the agency was swamped with requests. Chuck's skills aren't too bad. He knows his way around computer programs, he's a fast typist and takes dictation at one hundred ten. Or so he keeps telling me." Stevie blew back a lock of hair that fell across her eyes. "The problem is he can do all that in a school environment, but in an office where nine and ten things go off at once—well…"
"Huh," Quintin grumbled, "what's he look like?"
She smothered a laugh. "I can't even remember. Honest." She pressed a kiss to his earlobe. "I like you a little jealous."
He grunted again. "I hope Gloria gets better fast."
"That makes two of us," she breathed. "Whew." Stevie's head reeled back, the menthol and eucalyptus vapors stinging her eyes. "Boy, do you smell!"
"I guess you'll just have to shower me off," Quintin said happily, sitting up and flexing his shoulders. His dark eyes held hers. "A nurse's primary responsibility is to make sure her patient is in perfect working order."
One tawny brow made an elegant arch. "So this is to be a purely medicinal trip under the shower massager?"
"Purely. I am wounded."
"Come along then, patient Ward." Stevie pulled the green lounge robe over her head and tossed it on the rocking chair. "I can see my virtue has nothing to fear," she added and grinned as she heard his quick intake of breath over her nude rear view.
Closing the butterfly-etched doors, she inspected his body with professional disinterest. "Hmmm…I'll just aim the massage spray on your back," Stevie said briskly, and turned Quintin around, ignoring his blatant erection.
Warm needs of pulsating water throbbed against his shoulders and back. Quintin gave a contented sigh when once again Stevie's hands provided an additional rubdown with liquid soap. The fragrant suds dissolved the biting smell of the healing liniments, making him feel clean and approachable.
"Perhaps the patient should give the nurse a massage," he drawled lazily, shifting positions in the shower cubicle. Quintin twirled Stevie around and adjusted the stationary nozzle so the spray hit her back and shoulders.
"Hmmm…that does feel good," she agreed, her palms flat against the oatmeal-tiled wall. Stevie sighed under the loving assault of masculine hands that slid across her back, then around to concentrate on her front.
Blinking water from her dark lashes, she became hypnotized watching his actions. Creamy soap spilled around calloused fingers that gently wreathed her breasts with bubbling lather. She moaned softly, feeling light-headed and intoxicated under his sensual touch
Quintin moved close behind her, his hands stroking her sleek, soapy skin. Fingertips rubbed her taut nipples before moving down across her stomach, anxious to slip inside of her. His lips worshiped her nape with kisses, his tongue lapping at the dribble of water that slide down her spine. He could feel her pulsing around his finger as he stroked her clit, the warm rushing response urged him further as did her voice, begging for him. He lifted her hips and tilted her forward, so he could slide deep inside her wet tender core.
Stevie shuddered, loving every stroke. Her hands splayed against the wet tiles, helping to give her balance and support as he increased the power of his thrusts until they both issued a deep guttural gasp. She turned in his arms, resting against him, feeling at once exhausted and satiated, the shower now raining a cool spray over their heated flesh. "Quintin…"
"Hmmm?"
"I get the impression your back is all better."
***
Camilla Stirling Dare's the Devil every day—why not Luthor Devlin!
Welcome to Glacier Country! Luthor Devlin and his ranch hands were out tracking 20th century rustlers when they stepped into a time warp!
There on the jagged cliffs was a woolly mammoth, a saber-toothed tiger and her—a tawny, near-naked savage. She was a primal fantasy come true—that left him stunned!
His gaze was locked onto hers. "I'd really appreciate an explanation of all this. You, the hairy elephant, and the cat with the overbite are not the norm in Montana. And I know you can understand my every word. So anytime you'd like to begin."
Her relaxed appraisal hadn't gone unnoticed by either the man or the large tiger. The latter proved her undoing. His mouth opened not to snarl again but to emit a long, loud, kittenish yawn. The tiger rolled over, rubbed his back and shoulders into the ground, his hind legs spread-eagle, yawned again, and pawed sleepily at his face. To the amazement of everyone, his sword-like teeth fell out.
"Damn it, Pumpkin, why couldn't you have just growled!" She extended her hand. "Cam Stirling, action technician." At his confused expression, she sighed. "Stunt woman."
She was wild, irresistible—and he was the man to tame her. She dared the devil every day—why not Luthor Devlin!
***
Snapping her phone closed, Cam watched Bridget Lawson lift dainty bare feet from oversized rain boots and hang up her coat. "I was just talking to my grandmothers. They're practicing running each other over with a truck. They've got a TV gig next month." She motioned for the actress to join her on the plaid mini-divan. "What's up?"
"Oh, I was bored listening to the rain's chainlike sonata on the metal roof of my Airstream, so I thought I'd visit the major source of gossip on this movie set." Bridget's thickly mascaraed left lash closed in a slow, sly wink. "Inquiring minds want to know."
"Know what?"
"Everything." Drawing her legs underneath her, she leaned forward, her spirits exhilarated. "Come on, Cam, we've known each other for five years, above and beyond work. Fess up, there was obviously an initial attraction between you and the handsome, hunky Mr. Devlin, or he would have sent us all packing. Then there was that breakfast and the strawberry in your cleavage story Darrell's been spreading. And yesterday –"
Cam sighed. "What about yesterday?"
Bridget brushed invisible lint from the low V-neck of her silk Picasso-print romper. "The chopper pilot, Hank—well, I overheard him telling one of the key grips something about you and Devlin and bare bodies."
"That's b-e-a-r, as in grizzly," she returned. "Damn! And men have the nerve to say women gossip."
"I've worked with Darrell Booth before," Bridget related, lighting up a gold-tipped, monogrammed designer cigarette. "He is positively the biggest tattletale in the business. I hear he sells information to the tabloids." Her lips formed a fuchsia frame around a white puff of smoke. "Do you mean all those rumors about you and Devlin are nothing but hot air?"
"I suppose I could lie and say yes."
"Oh…ohhhhhh…"
"You're smiling, Bridget."
"So are you, Camilla." Cigarette bobbing in her mouth, she rubbed her palms together. "Okay, let's get down and dirty. What's happening with you and the hunky rancher."
Cam switched on a small fan to dispel the cigarette smoke. "I'm not really sure. Something. Nothing. Everything. To be honest…" she cleared her throat, "half my body was b-a-r-e yesterday."
Bridget's jaw dropped, she managed to catch the falling cigarette before it hit the sofa. "You? I am stunned. Hell, Cam, you are known for not getting involved."
"Well, hold onto your smoke. I went from telling him flat-out that I was not eye candy, or an easy lay to suddenly being a download from sexpot's dot com." Cam shook her head. "I am so confused."
"Lack of experience." Bridget diagnosed.
"I work with men every day, and most of them are equally as hunky as Devlin."
"Work with, yes, but that's not the same. You only deal with men on a surface, business level. Purely pseudo-emotional and –" Suddenly, she laughed at Cam's expression. "Just because I have blow-dried hair does not mean I have blow-dried brains. I have a Ph.D.…well, double D under my real name. Hey, I know what the industry thinks of me. Just tits and ass. As you well know, I've paid big bucks for all three.
"I had one producer actually tell me I was only hired for my body and to pretend I was human. Since you're too polite to ask, I have indeed used my body to get ahead." She studied the glowing end of the cigarette. "You know the big difference between you and me, Cam? Principles. I lost mine years ago on the proverbial casting couch."
Cam arched a brow. "Principles are easily restored."
Bridget's blue eyes grew narrow behind their smoky veil, her voice thinned. "If you want them. Most of the time principles get in the way. Let's be honest, I'm no Meryl Streep. So right now, I'm exploiting my own assets and that makes me in control." She inhaled a lungful of smoke. "You know, Cam, some men are damn decent. They are tough to find. Others, well, they treat a woman like she's nothing more than sex organs. So far, beauty has been enough for me. Except for some nights, when I'm all alone, then it's not."
Cam stared at Bridget for a long moment. "I—I wouldn't have thought you spent any evenings alone. You're widely photographed with a new man on your arm for every party, you're all over those TV interview shows. You have your pick of all those men…"
"It's not all those men I want. Just one particular, special understanding man will do. And do quite nicely. All those men? They are studio requisitions or agent setups. Frankly, girl, ninety percent of them are mental midgets, or not interested in women, or suspect in areas too numerous to mention."
Their unison sigh of regret had them both laughing. "Ever been married, Bridget?"
"No. You?"
"No."
Another designer cigarette was flamed to life. "Any live-ins?"
"No. Living in the family compound, is a slight detriment, I have my own wing, but my parents, grandmothers, and three brothers are there too."
"That's really nice. My mother always said a decent girl gets married from her home. Of course, my mother's been married from her home six times."
Cam watched Bridget's six perfect smoke rings float up and out the trailer's air conditioning vent. "Want a soda?"
"Anything diet."
She reached down, opened the tiny refrigerator, and pulled two colas from the door tray. Cam handed one to Bridget. "What you said before, about men viewing women as sex objects? That's not my problem, though I wish it was."
It was Bridget's turn to be surprised. "Hell, you look like my twin! Okay so maybe you're a few inches taller but between you and me, you've got the better bod and I'm sure it's real. But I'll rip out your heart if you ever tell anyone I said that." She carefully snapped the tab opener and sipped at the soda. "So, what is your problem?"
"A rather unique lifestyle." Cam's fingernail drew random designs amid the condensation on the can. "I either attract a weak man who's looking for a strong mother figure—that's happened twice," she shivered in remembrance. "You know, Bridget, they look perfectly normal but within a couple hours or max after a few dates…"
"I do know—they need to be burped, diapered, and fed." Her full lips twisted into a sneer. "I had my share of the weak ones too. Unfortunately, it took me longer than a couple hours to figure them out."
Cam slid down the cushions on her spine. "The other thing I run into with men is that after an initial phase of fascination and awe, they feel threatened."
"Welcome to the club, girl. A movie star," her fingers wiggled invisible quotation marks around the invisible word. "Well, that's a tough title for a man to handle. Plus Hollywood society is very clannish and insular; it's hard to break in, even tougher if the person's an outsider. Most people don't understand our working life."
Bridget lit another cigarette. "I know, I know, I'm trying to quit." She grinned at Cam's wrinkled nose. "But, listen, Cam, if all those articles I read in the women's magazines and newspapers are true, then threatened men are the norm now that women are moving into high-powered positions. Women executives, lawyers, doctors, et cetera all have to deal with that. Hell, look at politics. Do you think a female politician could get away with breaking into tears the way a few of these men blubber? Fuck no!
"Today, it's the men who have to change; they're the ones who have to do the fitting in a relationship because no woman I know is going to abandon her career until it abandons her. Now why are you shaking your head?"
"I agree with you, Bridget, but that's not the threatening I mean." Cam pulled up her legs, resting her chin on denim-covered knees. "Even today, the self-image of men still depends on their career titles, the heft of their wallets, and the size of their muscles. We both can knock them on the first two, but I also deliver a sizable punch on the last."
"I don't suppose there are many men who can do what you do, outside of the stunt community. Or who want to do what you do," Bridget commiserated. "Hmmm…ever date one of your own?"
"No, we're like family. My brother's seem to have each found nice, normal," her fingers made air-quotes around the word, "women. One's a teacher, another does computer data entry, and the newest is a hairdresser. They are all adorable. I'll be the never ending bridesmaid come this winter."
"Oh, that's so sweet. All your brothers are hunks. I tried my best with Will when he worked on that thriller with me." She laughed at Cam's arched brow. "Relax, he wasn't impressed or interested. Of course that was right after my sex tape was leaked on the internet."
Cam grimaced. "That must have been rough for you."
"Hell, no, I leaked it myself." Bridget ignored Cam's gasp. "Honey, a girl has to do what a girl has to do. And six million views—hell that catapulted my career." Her lashes made an exaggerated flutter. "Now let's get back to you. So I guess your job would grate some macho types –"
"All men are macho types," Cam interjected. "Even the liberated ones. Sometimes I wonder if I'm holding an unrealistic expectation for men's attitudes. Then I remember how it never seems to bother a man when a woman can cook and clean better than they can.
"But just let one of us jump off a building, flip a car, shoot a gun, throw a punch, or be set on fire and what happens? Mr. Macho can't compete, turns tail, and runs." She looked down at her T-shirt and jeans then straightened her posture. "Maybe I'm not feminine enough. Maybe I need to –"
"Don't be silly! You're very feminine and gorgeous—hey, remember, you could be my twin. Besides, I've seen you get shot by an AK-47, and fall down a flight of stairs in a Vera Wang gown and Tiffany jewels. It that's not feminine, I don't know what is!"
Cam opened her mouth, closed it, and then started to laugh. The actress quickly joined her.
"You know what I mean," Bridget retorted. She let a mouthful of soda wash away her embarrassment. "What about Devlin's reaction to your work? He seems to be running toward you, not away."
"Am I getting a goofy, lovesick expression on my face?"
"You certainly are, Camilla."
"Well, he's really concerned about my safety."
"Haven't you told him that you are known around the industry as Miz Safety Stunt?"
"I didn't know that!"
Bridget laughed. "Liar! I'll never forget when you told that bastard of a TV director to do something anatomically impossible to himself when he wanted you to do a fire stunt on that cop show I was doing."
"His version of protection and my version left a lot of third-degree burns in between."
"So, Devlin's concerned about you. Protective. That's a good sign." She peered at Cam through the high yellow flame on her disposable lighter. "As I recall, the size of that man's muscles looked pretty protective and healthy."
"They feel pretty healthy too."
"Oooooh, Camilla!" Bridget grinned. "And have we felt and experienced all of Mr. Devlin's healthy muscles?" At her blank expression, the actress laughed. "Horizontal, honey. One guy I dated was great vertical but horizontal…well let's just say I had to buy batteries by the gross for my vibrator. Oh, Camilla, by the adorable pink color that has stained your face, I have shocked you."
"No, I am not shocked." Cam gnawed her lower lip. " It's just that I don't want to be a slam-bam-thank-you-ma'am on his western belt buckle. Oh, hell maybe I really do, I certainly acted it yesterday."
Bridget was thoughtful for a long moment. "I once starred in a slightly X-rated western. Those cowboys can be highly erotic what with lasso's and bull whips and branding irons." She exhaled a musical sigh. "I have a tattoo on my expensive ass that Darrell has a hard time hiding with make-up that came from a branding iron." Bridget took another mouthful of soda. "You do know that everybody is fucking everybody on this set."
***
Meet Marlayna, a woman determined to get answers in Lady Be Bad
When the invitation arrived, Marlayna O'Brian was stunned. There was her ex-husband's name attached to both an engagement announcement and the opening of Kingman Castle, Jorstadt Island, in the St. Lawrence.
Noah Drake walked out of her life without a word—just divorce papers. She wanted answers and he was the only man who could provide them.
When Marlayna RSVP'd she had only one aim in mind: to be in Noah's arms again—no matter what she had to do to get there.
She gave him fair warning: "Seduction is the plan for today. Keep on your toes, Mr. Drake. You never know when or where I'm going to strike!
***
Stretching out on the mattress, she flexed her ankles and wiggled her toes. "So I've been trying my best to tell her that you're not the passionate type, that you're too old for passion."
"Gee, thanks." He hung his cranberry silk bathrobe on the cannon ball bedpost.
"You should thank me." Marlayna came up on her elbow, her gaze traveling the length of his nude body. Her hunger for him was increasing by the minute. "My plan is working perfectly. I've been redirecting Gwen's interest toward that young golf pro, and she has invited him to stay the rest of the week. I've also thought of a way that you and I can be together all the time. Day and night."
Noah settled himself on the bed. "How?" He began to ease open the buttons on her shirt.
"I've decided to hire you as my architect." Her eyebrows wiggled up and down. "Not bad, huh? At breakfast I will bubble forth with the news and off we'll go."
"To where?"
She looped one arm around his neck and pulled him closer. "I told Perkins to put a hold on one of the canopied pontoon powerboats and pack us a big picnic lunch." Her fingers filtered through the truant lock of brown hair that fell across his forehead. "Think of it, the whole day, just the two of us, floating around in the St Lawrence, talking, laughing…" her knuckles caressed his cheek, the dark stubble feeling wonderfully masculine against her skin, "…and maybe loving a little."
"Speaking of loving, I went to your room to surrender myself into your seductive arms."
She stared into his eyes, the brown irises nearly obliterated by glittering black pupils. Suddenly a deep heat pulsed from her very center, radiating through her body, making her blood circulate faster and her breathing become shallower. "Right now, I'd say you were the one with the seductive arms." Feeling his palm cup her breast and his thumb tease the nipple, she hastily corrected herself, "seductive hands."
"Let's try seductive lips." Noah lowered his head, his insistent tongue thrusting into her mouth when his lips met hers. Her tongue lustily greeted its mate and enjoyed the sweetness of sharing an intimate duel. "All day, you've been just out of reach," he murmured against her mouth, "and it's been driving me crazy."
Her fingertips traced his collarbone. "I just wanted you to look at me and see more than bread and butter." She smoothed the furrows from his brow and wriggled in discomfort. "Oh, it was the damn comment that I reminded you of your mother, apple pie and, God forbid, clean laundry."
She gave his shoulder a playful swat. "Stop laughing! Gee, Noah, no woman wants to hear that, especially one who's been deprived of love and romance for as long as I have. I want to hear words of poetry and passion."
His teeth nipped her earlobe. "I thought you said I was too old to be passionate."
"Actually, what I meant was that Gwen was too young to handle your passion." Her tone was a seductive purr.
"And you can?"
"I think so." Marlayna's hand moved across the taut contours of his chest. "But what about you?" Her fingers weaved a sinuous trail down his stomach, pausing briefly to circle his navel before trespassing even lower. "What do you think?" She stroked and caressed him, glorying in the hard virility she had brought to life.
"I think you can handle me just fine," he said huskily. "And I'm sorry that I wasn't more poetic. If you remember, I'm a man of action rather than pretty words."
"What kind of action do you have in mind, Mr. Drake?"
"How about this?" He pressed hot, urgent kisses over her swollen breasts. His tongue circled and stroked a taut peak until it hardened so he could suckle its sweetness. He could feel her slow, sweet trembling.
He journeyed lower, bathing her body with the warm dampness of his mouth. She reveled in the rasping caresses of his tongue against her heated flesh. Her soft whimpers of pleasure invited further exploration.
His hand stroked apart her legs. He kissed the sensitive skin on her inner thigh before the loving lash of his tongue delved deeper into the very center of her femininity.
Her body arched as a million tiny explosions turned her blood into molten fire. She wasn't sure how long she could endure his erotic torture. Her body shuddered in ecstasy. "Oh…damn…you should be illegal." She tugged at his hair, pulling his head back up to hers. "Noah…please…now."
In one powerful stroke, his body locked into hers. She bit into his shoulder as he drove his thick shaft hard and deep inside her. He could feel her pulse and spasm around his cock. Nothing had felt this good in so long.
Their mutual needs were so profound, so intense, that in a matter of a few frantic, wildly ecstatic minutes each conquered and pleasured the other. He erupted in violent spurts as her body milked him.
When his breathing and heart rate returned to a normal level, Noah lifted his head from the curve of Marlayna's shoulder and smiled. "I think I'll take my architectural fee out in trades like this."
"But only with me."
"Most definitely." He kissed her damp forehead.
***
Here's a Special Delivery you won't want to miss!
When Roxanne Murdoch took the place of her absent employee and delivered a 'belly-gram' herself, she never expected to spend New Year's Eve locked in a bank with the vice-president she'd been sent to surprise. Yet there she was, a respectable businesswoman dressed like a harem girl, barricaded against a howling blizzard with the devastating Bram Tyler, trying to extinguish the fire he'd ignited within.
Soon he'd crack her icy facade and melted her cautious reserve. But what would happen at blizzard's end when passion faced reality! The entire book is the story of Roxanne and Bram—the dialogue and verbal sparring between these two is a standout with sexual tension to spare. A highly sensual love story guaranteed to heat up any night!
***
As the last morsel of brownie was lifted to her mouth, only then did Roxanne notice the time. "Seven fifteen!" She became a rapidly moving mass of arms and legs. Garbage was dumped into the trashcan, crumbs swept off the table followed suit, and the two chairs were put in their proper places.
Roxanne dressed with the precise haste of a fireman. With her purse thrown over her shoulder and the tiny CD player gripped in a gloved hand, she snapped off the lights, opened the door, and stepped into the hallway.
The silence was deafening.
Only every third ceiling light was on, giving Roxanne the uncomfortable feeling she was the sole living occupant of the building. How stupid to sit for so long, she silently berated herself. It would serve you right to be trapped here until tomorrow! A silly grin spread over her lips. I wonder what the penalty is for running barefoot through all the money in the vault.
Her boots moved soundlessly along the carpeted hallway, and as she angled around the corner she spotted the red exit sign over the black-doored elevator. When the doors opened Roxanne exhaled a pent-up breath of relief. "Almost home free."
"Hold that door, please." A deep masculine voice sliced the quiet.
Her hand hit the appropriate button at the same time she looked over her shoulder at the tall figure coming down the opposite corridor. Brown eyes squinted to concentrate the subdued lighting, then widened in the horrified recognition. Oh, no! Why him? Why Abraham Tyler? Why not the more easily handled Mr. Carlin?
Pulling the brim of her fedora low on her forehead, Roxanne stepped as deep into the elevator's far corner as was humanly possible. She wasn't quite sure why she had concluded that Abraham Tyler couldn't be easily handled. Perhaps it was a subconscious act based on a first impression. She remembered the expression on his face and the gleam in his blue eyes while he assessed her dancing. Abraham Tyler might have been smiling, but that hadn't negated the resilience in his features.
"Thanks for waiting." Bram nodded, a blunt forefinger pressed the down button, and the doors slid closed. "Didn't realize anyone else was still here."
A non-committal "Hmmmm" was issued by Roxanne while she tried to shield the CD player in the full folds of her antique coat.
"All set for a big New Year's Eve?"
"Huh, huh." She grimaced at her Neanderthal response. Damn the man! Didn't he know that silence was the only proper etiquette for elevators? Damn this elevator! Did it have to creak downward at such a snail's pace?
"Well, tomorrow morning I'll be basking in the warm Caribbean sunshine, playing some tennis, doing some scuba diving, trying my luck in the casinos." When he received yet another monosyllabic reply, Bram lowered his head, trying for a better view of the face under the hat. The brim shielded all but the tip of the woman's nose, a rounded curve of her left cheek, a gold –studded earlobe glimpsed through a wispy tendril of brown-blond hair, a softly delineated jaw line, and even, white teeth gnawing at a full bottom lip.
Roxanne's mouth felt filled with cotton; her palms soaked the lining of her leather glove. She tilted her head sideways and lowered her chin. For every inch Abraham Tyler lowered his head in an effort to see her, Roxanne lowered hers even farther until her chin bumped into a fur lapel.
Bram raised his head, his fingers ruffling the short sideburn by his right ear. "Weren't you one of the secretaries at my party?"
"Noooo." The odd high-pitched answer wasn't exactly a lie, Roxanne told herself, she wasn't a secretary. She caught his head making a quick downward motion and again managed to twist her face of sight. The toe of her boot tapped an impatient tattoo against the elevator floor. What was taking this archaic vehicle so long!
Roxanne began to feel quite sick to her stomach and itchy all over. When she heard the rumble of his voice begin to ask another question, her abdomen clenched inward in a sharp muscle spasm. Beneath the safety of her coat, she relaxed her stomach, pushing out, hoping the expansion would eliminate the pain.
A tiny ping assaulted her ears. Her eyes lowered, her breath strangled in her throat as the dime-sized fake sapphire from her belly button bounced from the floor, off the top of her boot, to land between her left foot and his right. As unobtrusively as possible, Roxanne edged the vamp of her boot toward the glossy blue stone.
An inch from concealing her lost treasure, a large male had circumvented her efforts by trapping her ankle. "Tut, tut. Don't deny me another charming souvenir." His resonant voice brimmed with laughter. "This gem will go so well with my new scarf collection."
Her shoulders hunched, Roxanne's expression soured at the attractive masculine face grinning up at her. Normally some clever, witty retort would have zinged from her lips, but like a rabbit hypnotized by a snake, she had stared at Abraham Tyler a fraction of a second too long to render any brilliant quip.
Her only reaction was silence. A silence wrought with sudden vulnerability. An inner battle raged, and Roxanne fought to become the victor. She threw back her shoulders and tried to muster some shred of haughty dignity. She was an executive, for heaven's sake—her company's president. She should be able to come back with something appropriately glib and profound. But her only reply was to lift the coat's wide collar and pray that Abraham Tyler would dispense with further comments on her scanty attire, or her dancing.
The elevator doors mercifully clanked open. Eyes and features completely devoid of expression, Roxanne made a rude, rapid exit. Her long strides took her from the safe concrete roof of the banking and parking shelter into a snow, wind-whipped frenzy.
Roxanne stood stupefied in a knee-high drift for a moment. She had thought the random squall would have disappeared. Instead, the weather seemed to be enjoying a full head of blizzard havoc. Shielding her face from the stinging maelstrom as best she could with her hat and her upturned collar, Roxanne plodded thought the snow architecture that blanketed the sidewalks. It was going to be a long three blocks to Jerry's garage.
Ice had formed beneath the heavy, wet snow, making normal walking impossible. Roxanne maneuvered with marginal success by skating and shuffling along the perilous pavement. Her feet were rapidly feeling the low temperature despite the insulated lining in her boots.
A car horn bleated through the howling din, its head- and fog lights casting her in an amber glow. "Did you break down?"
Roxanne slid toward the stopped brown sedan and the yelling male voice. "No. My car's garaged around the corner," she yelled to the unseen occupant through the two-inch opening on the side window.
"Get in and I'll give you a lift. I drive right by there."
She hesitated but then her gloved hand waved him on. "No thanks, I'll be fine."
The window finished moving down. "Get in, lady of the seven veils, before your belly freezes!"
A groan escaped her. "Couldn't you have turned in the other direction, Abraham Tyler?" she groused loudly.
"It's a one-way street," Bram reminded her with a grin. "Come on, I'm not taking no for an answer."
Roxanne didn't try to stifle a sigh of relief as she slid into the sedan's warm interior. "I was sure the storm would have worn itself out by now," she breathed, cradling the CD player and her purse between her knees. Then, taking a deep breath, she added, "Thank you for the lift."
"My pleasure. I feel very possessive and protective about a woman who has my name tattooed on her breasts –"
"Mr. Tyler," Roxanne's warning tone quickly interrupted him. "I should think a banker would have more respect for those who are gainfully employed. If you're going to continue to levy these insults, I can easily walk to my car." She turned more fully toward him, her angry expression visible under the dome light. "I'm from Chicago and to me this"—her hand gestured toward the outdoors—"is just a stiff breeze."
***
Missing your favorite soap? Then head for Sodom's Crossing and Video Vixen
"Good girls finish last, Daniel, and I've always been at the head of the class." That's what Vixen Mallory would say, and Vikki Kirkland was saying it now—to Dan Falkner, ace reporter who'd come to do a story on the soap opera and the star that had taken the cable network and viewer-ship by storm.
Welcome to Sodom's Crossing, just south of the equator—well actually downtown Manhattan! From her billboard in Times Square to her rare vertical photos in Playboy—the world was finding it easy to be Vixen-ized.
Vikki had sworn to her fellow cast mates on Always Tomorrow that she would protect their secrets by being the sexy, unscrupulous siren on-camera and off—to the hilt. Making sure that investigative reporter Dan Falkner would focus on the illusion rather than the sweet, shy woman Vikki really was. There was just one problem—Vikki never imagined how easy it would be to enjoy being a vixen and take what she wanted. And she found she wanted Dan Falkner more than she had ever wanted any man.
***
Coffee turned into two cups of espresso served in glowing copper-cradled glass cups and a plate of butter cookies. Vikki savored everything—the aromatic brew, the rich pastries, and her delicious companion.
She was fascinated with Dan's every movement. She watched his long fingers pick up a spoon and proceed to create a whirlpool in the tiny cup. How well that depicted her own emotions—turbulent beneath a calm surface.
"Do I get a rain check on your invitation to cook dinner?" Vikki inquired, relaxing in the cushioned chair.
"Maybe I should ask what your favorite food is to see if my rough skills as a chef would accommodate." Dan's upheld palm sought to block her immediate response. "Let me take notes, I can use this in the article."
When her laser like stare failed to incinerate the leather-covered notebook, Vikki set her tongue firmly against her cheek and went back to playing the risqué lead in their sensuous drama. "Favorite food…" her tongue languorously washed russet lips; blue eyes turned into exotic slits. "Prime rib. I love sinking my teeth into rare aged beef."
Dan coughed, shifted uncomfortably and asked a much safer question. "Favorite song?"
"A couple of oldies…Endless Love and Let's Get Physical." Her voice dripped with innocence.
His pencil point broke; Dan reached for a pen and smiled. "Favorite holiday?"
"Christmas. I love bringing peace and good cheer to my fellow man."
Ink globs formed on the paper. "Favorite season?"
"Spring. Every year I indulge one young man's fancy and I love to watch the birds and bees cross-pollenate."
"You…uh…certainly give…uh…interesting answers," Dan reflected between sips of still steaming espresso. He'd thought the coffee would have cooled to room temperature, but with Vikki, the temperature in the room kept getting hotter.
Hands shoved inside her sweater pockets, Vikki viewed Dan Falkner with no trace of remorse. After all, what was there to feel guilty about? Every word she'd uttered had been the truth.
Rare prime rib was her favorite, although she'd just as easily feast on peanut butter and jelly. It wasn't what you ate, but whom you ate with that mattered.
Endless Love was one of her favorites, and Let's Get Physical was on the workout with the oldies video she exercised to four times a week.
Christmas had always been special, more this year than ever before. Vikki's present had been airplane tickets bringing her four brothers and their families to Connecticut for the holiday week. Her parents and grandparents had been thrilled to have everyone home.
What a celebration they'd had just two weeks ago. Ten perfect snowmen graced the yard, skates were rented at Rockefeller Center, Manhattan was shopped dry, and both her house and her parents' home were filled with delicious smells of homemade goodies. They had even thrown hot maple syrup on the new fallen snow, watching it turn into brittle. Christmas had never been better.
And yet spring had always been her favorite season and she did indulge one young man's fancy, her nephew Todd, with birthday ticket's to the Yankees' first game. She waited to see the first crocuses push through the slowly defrosting earth, stretching their purple blossoms toward the warm sun. Vikki even had a bird feeder but more often spent her time shooing squirrels and chipmunks out of the seed-ladened house.
"How about television?" A deep masculine voice broke her silent contemplation. "Do you have any favorite programs?" Dan watched a subtle change come over Vikki. Her posture was less relaxed, she sat at attention in the chair, her palms planted firmly on the white linen tablecloth.
"Besides Always Tomorrow, and courtesy of my recorder, I watch the other network soaps. The stories are expertly written and acted. As far as I'm concerned, daytime beats primetime, anytime…I'm not into those reality shows."
"Of course, you're more than a little prejudiced," he countered smoothly.
"Me and fifty million other viewers."
"I'm not sure you can make an accurate judgment using housewives –"
One precisely defined eyebrow arched. "Did I hear a slight sneer in your voice?"
Dan blinked in confusion. "I…I beg your pardon?"
"Do you think housewives are incapable of making accurate judgments? Do you think housewives can interpret life only according to the gospel of the television set? That housewives need an on/off button to function?" Vikki drove home a very sharp probe.
The pen was thrown down; the gauntlet picked up. "Don't put words in my mouth, lady." Dan Falkner found his tone quite dogmatic. "I have the utmost respect for women who work in the home."
Blue eyes slanted in interest. "Do you?"
"Yes, I do." He enunciated each word carefully. "All women work, whether it's in a career situation or at home or both. In fact, I think it's safe to say women work harder than men. There seems to be an unwritten law that women have to prove themselves capable no matter what their qualifications or level of experience.
"My mother works, she teaches third grade. Hell, my grandmother worked in a bakery shop. They worked damn hard, both on the job and in the home." Dan's index finger punctured the air. "I was raised in one of the most democratic households you'd ever find. Nothing was labeled his and hers. Everything was ours.
"I'd come home from school and find my dad ironing; that didn't make him less a man. My job was starting dinner every night, setting the table and washing dishes. Sometimes my mother mowed the lawn. We had interchangeable roles; we supported one another. That's the way I still operate." Dan took a deep breath, opened his mouth, then closed it. He suddenly realized he had become the interviewee rather than the interviewer.
Vikki's low chuckle seemed to clear the air. "Well, Daniel, then you must go back and do a little more investigative research." Her mocking tone belied the respect that glinted in her eyes. "Housewives are only a small part of the daytime audience. College professors, factory workers, lawyers, doctors, politicians, actors all regularly watch soaps. It takes just one or two episodes to hook a viewer, after that they can't keep themselves from tuning in for entertainment, escapism, even education."
"Education?" His head shook in disagreement. "I have a hard time believing that."
"Really?" Her tongue clicked against the roof of her mouth. "I am disappointed in your research. Shows have been done on juvenile diabetes, breast cancer, adoption, and many other health problems. In fact, Always Tomorrow will be doing a story line on herpes. The writers and producers are adding that to our summer scripts to educate the young audience on where they can go for diagnosis and treatment."
Fingers flexing from his writing, Dan nodded in approval. "I stand corrected and I will dig a little deeper. Is it safe for me to say your favorite thing about soaps is the way they educate?"
She was thoughtful for a moment. "No, Dan, my favorite thing about soaps is the realistic way they portray women." Vikki smiled at his surprised expression. "Of the thirty-one contract players on our show, eighteen are women. Only two are under twenty-one, eight are older than forty, and the rest are in their thirties. Every female character on the show works for a living. We have women doctors, not just nurses. As a matter of fact, one of our nurses is a man."
"How does that differ from prime time?"
"Well, prime time has given us T and A, jiggle vision, the year of the hunk, now these reality shows. It's not a compliment in the majority of cases to either sex and it shows in low ratings and audiences switching to cable.
"The success of any program is measured by how willing the viewer is to keep inviting the characters into their homes," Vikki reminded him. "Soaps get invited in day after day. The shows mirror human behavior, bring companionship, empathy, and humor—just like a family.
"We also bring women and minorities into the home the way they really are, not the way Madison Avenue depicts them. Women of all colors are reshaping society and controlling power. Prime time and movies see women over thirty as old while men get distinguished. We portray women as productive individuals into their seventies and beyond. Just the way it is in the real world," came her blunt reminder.
Dan knew he was listening to Victoria Kirkland rather than her alter ego. Now, however, he needed the addition of Vixen Mallory to get an accurate answer to his next question. "Don't you feel exploited? Don't you feel you're made to dress, act, and talk in an immoral sometimes amoral manner just to make sure viewers tune in and turn on every day?"
Oh, the man was so clever. And yet, Vikki found she respected Dan for that. "Exploitation, like pornography, is in the eye of the beholder," she spoke from the heart. "Vixen's character is within the context of the show. Her personality is clearly and deliberately drawn so the viewers can see good versus evil. Vixen operated by her own rules. A set of values that she perceives is the truth."
Ice-blue eyes radiated a silent warning. "Be advised, Dan Falkner, no one ever forces me to do anything I don't want to." Vikki slid her arms into her fur coat and stood up. "You never asked me to describe my favorite man." Her hand weighed heavily against Dan's shoulder, keeping him in his chair. "I'll tell you anyway and then I must go."
Her lips spoke warmly against his ear. "I like a sensitive, passionate man. One who knows when to be tender and when to be rough. He has to share and care, have a good sense of humor, and integrity. A man who won't mind if he isn't always on top."
Vikki's fingers ruffled the silver-tipped black hair on his nape. "Rippling biceps and a macho swagger doesn't even jar my libido." Her hand moved along his shoulder. "But a wool tweed sports coat and spicy cologne definitely does." Even white teeth and determined lips sucked a love-bite into his neck. "Bye-bye, Daniel."
***
Beach reads are perfect no matter what the season—so head for Daytona Beach and the sexy antics of this Designing Woman
The romance for every woman who's never had the nerve—a rousing passionate battle of the sexes takes place as each tries to outdo the other in a witty, contest of wills! Griffen St. Clair hadn't meant to eavesdrop on the couple, but who could help but listen as the gorgeous woman was telling her companion that their affair was over. Griffen found he applauded her newfound values until she turned her considerable attributes on him!
Brandy Abbott had decided to teach St. Clair a lesson when he assumed to know so much about her and pronounced her the queen of seducers. What she didn't count on was the fact he was soon to be her boss and her lover AND a man who needed to be taught a lesson about women!
What had come over her? Exactly who was she—Brandy the smoldering, uninhibited lady of the night? Or B.J. Abbott, brilliant young architect, whose dreams were filled not with erotic languor but with visions of concrete and steel. For the first time in her life, she didn't know!
And Griffen—who was he? A mixture of keen-eyed eagle and ferocious lion? He had conjured up a male fantasy and assumed she was a tramp!
Outraged, cast in an unfamiliar role, Brandy had chosen to play it to the hilt and loved the part…unaware that it would throw her into emotional chaos and force her to choose between two of the sweetest things life offered—surrender and revenge.
***
She walked into the office and closed the door, but the minute her diamond-bright eyes encountered the man seated behind the desk, Brandy's poise and breath were literally knocked from her body.
Icy anger etched a lean, mustachioed face into even crueler lines. He rose like a monolith from the confines of the red leather chair and slowly walked around the massive oak desk. "You are B. J. Abbott—Brandy?"
She nodded, feeling extremely dull-witted and small. "You…you're St. Clair—Griffen?"
Brandy didn't need his curt nod to confirm the punch line to a rude joke.
They stared at each other, unwilling and unable to believe whom they were seeing. His stony brown gaze sized up the incredulous blue-gray eyes of his adversary. They were like two prizefighters weighing each other's mettle—watching, calculating, and waiting for the first punch to be thrown.
For a split second, Brandy's composure faltered under Griffen's harsh, forbidding features. Then her intimidation fled. She masked her consternation with a bold aggressive stance of self-control. Brandy silently blessed the instinct that had directed her to choose a pair of three-inch high-heeled pumps for the interview. Her own considerable height put her on an equal level with Griffen's towering masculinity.
"It was fun while it lasted!" His caustic voice struck the first blow, imitating Brandy's departing comment to Tony. His cold gaze insolently raked every inch of her stiffly erect figure. Her molten-streaked sable hair had been combed into a pristine pageboy, her makeup was soft, and the classic, tailored business suit cleverly concealed the wealth of feminine curves that his hands had intimately explored.
Griffen clenched his fists, angry at his body's instant response to her physical presence and to his own memories. His voice was an animal's snarl. "Now I know why you were so anxious to please a prospective employer. Tony's back with his wife and you need another fish for your hook!"
The challenging light that had invaded Brandy's eyes disintegrated under the superior assurance radiating from Griffen's cynical features. She intently examined the individual shag fibers twisting up from the gold carpet. Her peripheral vision watched a pair of tan trouser-clad legs circle her like a buzzard ready to swoop on a near-dead prey.
"You worked so hard over the phone. It must have been exhausting for you to keep up that cultured, business image," he continued in a ruthless voice laced with sarcasm. "You analyzed my every response and cleverly said exactly what I wanted to hear. You are sharp all right.
"You know something, Miss Abbott –" he fairly spat out her name as though trying to rid his mouth of something foul and unclean "—I was ready to hire you, sight unseen. I was convinced that your work reflected you as a person. Everything I saw was quality."
Griffen walked back to the desk and stared down at Brandy's open portfolio. "I was ready to commit myself, my company, my finances, and my other employees to back your single-family housing development." He shook his head sharply, then took a silver cigarette case from the inside of his navy blazer.
A slim lighter ignited the expensive cigar. "I have always believed in fate." His eyes narrowed against the soft swirls of aromatic smoke to level on Brandy's down-bent head. "She's one lady who's blessed me over the years. I had another meeting scheduled for this time and I was going to leave you an apologetic note and a signed contract. Luckily that meeting was canceled."
Griffen looked down at the design sketches, his face twisting in disgust. "I wonder if any of these ideas are even yours!" He slammed the portfolio closed. "And those references. How many of them were procured in the bedroom?" His lips twisted into a sneer indicative of his contempt. "I don't think I have ever met a more unscrupulous, mercenary, depraved or dishonest woman. Everything about you is a lie."
Brandy's head snapped up. Angry fires licked her adrenaline into action. Her silence had been an expression of her scorn, but St. Clair was taking it as an admission of guilt. She was guilty about her behavior, but she refused to let him malign her work. Brandy counted to ten, then swore. The four-letter expletive shocked her and effectively shut him up.
"Why, you despicable hypocrite!" Her pride and spirit roared with the boldness of a lioness. She cut him with his own words. "Sunday night I was innovative, versatile, and talented. But today—today my morals negate my talent!"
She reached out and snatched her portfolio off the desk. "How dare you slander my work," Brandy hissed, her eyes narrowed into twin slits of silver. "I will sue you for libel. Everything is original. Nothing I have ever done or will ever do is a forgery or a plagiarism in any shape or form. As for my references –"She squared her shoulders, tossed her hair back, and glared at him. "They are honest and given with appreciations for jobs well done. No one could do your project any better, and you damn well know it!"
Brandy took another deep breath and tried to bring herself under some measure of control. Revenge proved to be her next catalyst.
"Just how tarnish-free is your halo, Mr. St. Clair?" Brandy returned in a low, scathing tone. She attacked again, this time with a more cunning battle plan. "As I recall, you were quite ready to contribute to my delinquency on several occasions."
She was rewarded by the sight of a mottled red stain creeping up his neck from beneath the collar of his pale blue shirt. "You've got gall to stand there like some…some tin god and pass judgment on my morals."
Amid the gray cells of her mind, Brandy realized it was easier to keep good character than to recover it. She could parade in Tony, her police-commissioner father, her minister, even her physician, but Griffen St. Clair would only damn the truth. In all honesty, her greatest character assassin was her own conscience. She may be a sinner, but he was hardly the saint!
"Men can use women any time and in any way they like." Brandy shrewdly surveyed his impassive features and his rigid demeanor. "And your male chauvinistic body was damn anxious to bed me Sunday afternoon. And you hold yourself up as such a paragon!"
***
Looking ahead for 2012—ebooks from Elaine—all updated!
One Way or Another—Dominick Maxwell Bennett had gone to Camden Cove to apologize to the elderly Abigail Wetherby. One problem, she wasn't elderly and he forgot to apologize. How could she know that this stranger whom she'd come to trust completely had not told her the truth about himself—or anything!
No Easy Way Out—It was a Halloween party she'd never forget! The Bunny and the Bandit—masked, costumed strangers, they'd fallen into each other's arms at the witching hour. At the stroke of midnight she'd fled. By morning, she was back in her lab as the prim, professional Dr. Virginia Farrell. Surely Dr. Alex Braddock, her new colleague, the man behind the mask would never recognize her as his Halloween wildly wanton lover.
Best Laid Plans—Amanda Wyatt and Lucas Crosse—platonic friends. Was it time to share a few benefits? Or would Wade Lloyd make her life sparkle with romance.
Plus, I've been working on a new mystery series: A Rare Medium, Well Done.
Meet Danielle Rossi, a transplanted New York City lawyer who has opened up shop in Atlanta. Her able assistant, Tucker (one name, like Cher), and Mac Stuart, retired from special forces, he runs a security and investigations company.
Dani has a 'gift' that she'd love to give a way. She died in a bad auto accident that claimed the lives of her parents. But during transport to the hospital morgue, she started breathing. After nearly three months in a coma, a year of rehab, she started life anew—but with the addition of a few new and strange 'bed-fellows.' Dead people began to visit, they all had problems—and they insisted she fix them. One of the dead, an incubus, however proved to be very much alive!
***
"The witches are in the law library, the bitch is in the conference room and you're scheduled to meet the bastard at the courthouse at two." Tucker checked the Tinker Bell watch that glowed against mahogany skin. "I have the ASPCF on speed dial because she's wearing those damn massive clear wedge heeled boots and there's little Nemo's in each boot and -"
"Wait a minute…wait a minute…" Danielle Rossi pushed out of her brown leather desk chair. "You put the witches in the law library…but the books and the…"
"Calm down, calm down. The minute the girl's walked in I called the alarm company and told them to temporarily shut off the fire sprinklers because we were having work done in the office. After last month's flood in the conference room, I'm much smarter than those three. I took away their matches. Damn what is with those women?"
"Tucker, they cast us a very nice good luck spell. Granted," Dani settled back into her chair and smiled at him, "it was an expensive mop up, but the triplets are into white witchcraft and crock-pots with food for the homeless rather than the black arts and cauldrons." Her smooth brow furrowed.
"What do you mean the bitch is in the conference room? And what on earth is the ASPCF?"
"Miranda Collins, our own Magnolia madam, popped in without an appointment. You defend her once and she thinks she owns the office. She arrives wrapped in fur, for god's sake. No one wears real dead rodents anymore it's so pas á la mode -"
"And the ASPC—"Dani peered over her tortoise shell reading glasses.
"F, American Society for the Protection of Cruelty to Fish. She promised to stop putting the Nemo's into those damn clear massive wedged boots. They are not an aquarium. God, the fish are gulping for air, their little faces pressed against the Lucite. Just thinking about how they must be suffering I…I can't breathe!" He waved his hand to bring in air then sniffed. "Oh, my god, is that sulfur? Smoke? Those damn witches. How could they have lit anything! God, Dani, where do you find your clients?"
"The same place I found you, my dear Tucker, criminal court without an attorney." She took off her glasses and pinched her nose. "See what the triplets are up to. Make them those cappuccinos they love. I'll talk with Miranda." She held up her palm. "I'll rescue the fish. It's too late for the rodent coat."
"Damn, I'm exhausted already and it's only nine-fifteen." Tucker nodded then sashayed toward the paneled door. He turned back and winked at her. "I know what you're thinking, that's the tightest ass I've ever seen."
She snorted. "Trust me, I was not thinking about your ass. And frankly, I've seen tighter at the gym. Can you please bring me my morning iced coffee?"
"As always, your wish is my command. Hmmm…maybe I should have ordered the Aladdin genie watch. eBay was having a great sale." He winked again and pulled open the door.
Tucker was right, she too was exhausted. Of course, he wasn't the one who didn't sleep most nights. He wasn't the one who was defending the poor, the weird, the wackos. Dani pushed long fingers through disheveled curls. She had more on her mind than witches and bitches and bastards—there was—"Tonight. But first -" She stood up, stretched and headed toward the conference room.
"Good morning, Miss Collins, you weren't on the calendar." Dani's green eyes registered the unusually disturbed countenance of the Magnolia Madam. As well as the fish filled boots. "I thought you'd agreed to leave out the Nemo's. It upsets Tucker."
"Oh, lo-rr-d, let us not upset your darlin' Mister Tucker. Somehow I expect him to be more of a fashionista than even I, Miss Rossi."
"Miranda, drop the phony southern accent and fake charm. We're both from New York. Now -" she nodded her head toward Tucker as he stepped into the room, "Tucker, why don't you help Miss Collins off with those thigh-high boots and see how to free the clown-fish."
Tucker sniffed, walked over and got down on one knee in front of Miranda. She gave him a wicked grin and spread her legs—wide. He heard a satisfied hum from the back of her throat, when his fingers moved to the zipper pull high on the inside of her thigh, exposed by a very brief white mini-skirt. He moved quickly to free the boots from her legs, then stood up cradling the fish-filled heels protectively.
"See what you can do for them, Tucker, then please bring Miss Collins a cappuccino. You'll have a bit of a wait, Miranda, I do have scheduled clients."
"That's fine, I enjoy Tucker's coffee creations. Perhaps he can replace the fish with something equally creative and fashionable." She batted exaggerated eyelashes in his direction.
Tucker cleared his throat, lowered his head and whispered, "Brazilian," into Dani's ear as he pulled open the door.
She choked back a cough. "I'll see you in about thirty minutes, Miranda."
"Fine. Dani, it's important. You are the only one I can trust with this—problem."
###
Seasons Greetings from Janelle Taylor
Here is a mini-collection of my food and drink recipes with some of the stories behind them, fond memories, adventures on the road RVing, ups and downs in my life, book teasers and descriptions, new releases schedule, and more. Let's have some fun together via this ebook, and maybe while you're sipping a hot toddy, or pause to make one featured here….
The winter holiday season to me includes Thanksgiving, Christmas, and New Year's Eve, as they are special days which are shared by family and friends, being thankful for that year's blessings, being reminiscent of good times in the past, having fun in the present, and making great plans for the future.
As my readers around the World have said to me over the years in many of the languages in which I am published, Merry Christmas back to you all, as you have supported me and blessed me in so many ways.
Christ Tunpi in Lakota. Merry Keshmish in Navajo. Metahtse-hoesesestotse in Cheyenne. Ojenyunyat osrasay in Iroquois. Buone Feste Natalizie in Italian. Mele Kalikimaka in Hawaiian. Joyeus Noel in French. Roomsaid Joulupuhi in Estonian. Gun Tso Sun Tan'Gung Haw Sun in Chinese. Sinnen omedeto, Kurisumasu Omedeto in Japanese. God Jul, Gledelig Jul in Norwegian. Wesolych Swiat in Polish. Pozdrevlyayu s prazdnikom Rozhdestva is Novim Godom in Russian, Nollaig chridheil huibh in Scots Galic, as my husband and a son-in-law have Scottish ancestries. Nadolig Llawen in Welsh. Nollaig Shona Dhuit in Irish. Feliz Navidad in Argentine, Chile, Mexico, and other Spanish speaking countries. Kellemes Karacsonyi unnepeket in Hungarian. Feliz Natal in Brazil, Portugal, and other Portuguese speaking countries. Frohliche Weihnachten in German. Kala Christouyenna in Greek (I still recall my mother commenting humorously on my first Greek edition, "Now, you can say, 'this is Greek to me'."). Tchestita Koleda in Bulgarian. Feliz Navidad y un Venturoso Ano Neuvo in Peru. Feliz Navidady Prospero Ano Neuvo in Columbia. Zalig Kerstfeast in Dutch. Geseende Kersfees is only one among many Afrikaans languages. Hyvaa joulua in Finnish. Maligayang Pasko! in Philippines. God Jul in Swedish. Sarbatori vesele in Rumanian. Chuc Mung Giang Sinh in Vietnamese. Sawadee Pee Mai in Thai, even though my books are pirated there, I have many Thai readers and friends. Glaedelig Jul in Danish.
To my family, friends, relatives, readers, booksellers, distributors, publishers, editors, and all those involved in my personal and professional lives, I wish you a very MERRY CHRISTMAS; and a safe, healthy, and happy HOLIDAY SEASON from someone who loves to write and to read.
***
Janelle Williams Taylor was born and reared in Athens, Georgia, and still lives in Georgia. She is a blend of tomboy, "Georgia Peach", and "Southern Belle." She has been married to her hero and best friend Michael since 1965. She has two daughters who, along with their wonderful husbands, have given her three grandsons and one granddaughter. She is a dedicated wife, mother, grandmother, and New York Times bestselling author. She is listed on the "Top 50 Most Famous Georgians" at www.50states.com. She has co-hosted the QVC network's Romance Book Club Show, and was featured in a full page article with photo on the front page of the New York Times Business Week in 1998.
She graduated from Athens High School in 1962, trained and worked as an orthodontic nurse, attended Augusta State University (when it was Augusta College), and was a Medical Research Technologist IV in Pharmacology and Physiology at Georgia Health Sciences University (when it was called Medical College Of Georgia), and in Oral Medicine until she became a fulltime writer. She has taught creative writing and other related courses at ASU, in schools, and at writers conferences across the country. She has given lectures, done book tours and signings, appeared on numerous TV shows, participated in pre-recorded and live radio programs, and made guest appearances at various Grand Openings for a variety of stores and companies. She has participated in numerous charity and celebrity events and auctions for libraries, schools, hospitals, literacy, and other causes. She has been a celebrity judge for a Nyxtel contest, a celebrity chairperson for the local American Diabetes Association walk and speech concerning diabetes in Native Americans, a celebrity judge for "Mr. Romance" on the Rolonda TV show, made a "Duchess of Paducah" in 1983 by the mayor of Paducah, KY for literacy contributions, and given a plaque by the mayor of Augusta, GA for creating Book Lover's Day in 1989.
She has been on the cover and the featured story for Diabetes Forecast, ATHENS Magazine, PILLARS, AUGUSTA Magazine, and CABLE WEEK. She was featured in Don Rhodes' non-fiction book Entertainment In Augusta And The CSRA, and Silberkleit and Biederman's My First Real Romance.
She has been honored by the TIYOSPAYE Club of St. Joseph's Indian School, and by the school itself for her years of support for the Lakota children. She has been honored by the American Diabetes Association for her support and participation in many projects, as summer camp for diabetic children.
She is listed as one of the "Pioneers of the Romance Industry since 1981", listed on the Romantic Times' and Romance Writers of America's "Honor Roll" and "Hall of Fame" for bestselling authors. Her books have won many awards from Romantic Times, Affaire de Coeur, GA RWA, and other sources.
Janelle began her writing career in August of 1977. She was on leave waiting for the replacement of her research professor in Pharmacology at the Medical College of Georgia when she saw Kathleen Woodiwiss give a short interview on the Today Show. What one of her favorite authors said and how she behaved impressed and inspired Janelle to change careers and begin writing that day.
As a past tomboy who had been reared in the rural countryside, in an almost preparatory historical manner (as in beyond the reach of electricity and inside plumbing and water), Janelle started with historical romance, and gave birth to what became a sub-genre called "Indian/White Romance". Janelle began with the Lakota Indians, but has written stories featuring other Native American tribes, such as Apache, Cherokee, Blackfeet and Blackfoot, Cheyenne, and others. She is known for using their languages, customs, religion, daily life, and historical events between Indians and Whites. In 1985, Romantic Times presented her with the Career Achievement Award for "Best Indian Series."
Janelle completed her first manuscript in 1980, which became two books because it was so long. She submitted to the publisher of her favorite authors, to be rejected because "an Indian/White romance will never sell." By that time, she had attended writers conferences, made friends with authors, and learned about the business of publishing. She was attending ASU to obtain a degree in Literature and English, maintaining a 4.0 GPA, when she simultaneously sold her first two books in April of 1981. She quit college to become a full-time writer, sometimes teacher or lecturer, and to have more time with her family. Her third manuscript was rejected because her publisher did not do "science-fiction romance", later called the sub-genre "Futuristic Romance". However, Bantam Books purchased it in 1985, making it her 13th sale. It was not an unlucky number for her, because Moondust And Madness became a million-copy New York Times and Publishers Weekly bestseller, and birthed another series called "The Moondust Series", which has four books to date.
Janelle's first book was published in September of 1981 and its sequel in February of 1982. Savage Ecstasy and Defiant Ecstasy were so popular and unique that they led to a series of nine books in the "Ecstasy Series." All are available as ebooks on Amazon, NOOK, iTunes, and more. The series was so loved, many of the books have exceeded their 20th printings, and will be reprinted in the near future. That beloved series evoked other Native American books and another Lakota series called "Lakota Skies" featuring a Lakota chief's four children in a three book series, with the fourth coming sometime in the future. The first three, Lakota Winds, Lakota Dawn, and Lakota Flower are available as ebooks, and also will be reprinted in the future.
Janelle's 50th book was published by Kensington/Zebra in July, 2010. She has 50 original full length books, 4 novellas, three 3-book collections, and contributions to other authors' books. She has 9 New York Times bestsellers, 2 of which were released in 1985. Her list began with First Love, Wild Love in 1984, followed by Savage Conquest (1985), Stolen Ecstasy (1985), Moondust And Madness (1986), Kiss Of The Night Wind (1989), Whispered Kisses (1990), Follow The Wind (1991), Promise Me Forever (1992), and By Candlelight (1997). She has 7 Publishers Weekly "1 million +" bestsellers, and was featured on the PW cover in 1990. This list includes Stolen Ecstasy and Savage Ecstasy (1985, two out of 131 books to make the list of over 50,000 books published that year, issue 1/3/86), Sweet, Savage Heart (1986), Whispered Kisses (1990, and featured on the cover), Forever Ecstasy and Follow The Wind (1991, again 2 books in the same year), and Chase The Wind (1994). Most of these releases have won multiple and various awards. All are available as ebooks.
She is published mainly by Kensington under that and their Zebra and Pinnacle imprints, but also has other publishers. She has over 60 million copies in print worldwide and has sold in more than 50 languages. She is available in English and most foreign languages, Braille, audio, and all electronic formats.
Janelle has published romance entwined with westerns, Native Americans, mystery, suspense, science-fiction, medieval fantasy, historicals, long and short contemporary, novellas, poetry, non-fiction, and more.
Her scheduled ebook releases by Bell Bridge Books are Kiss Of The Christmas Wind on/about November 1, Winds Of Change (with a bonus non-fiction "Love At First Sight" feature) in March, 2012, and Valley Of Fire in April, 2012. Forty-nine of her past novels have been released by Kensington in most electronic formats. Future releases of original books, reprints of her backlist titles, and new ebooks will be featured on her website and in her email newsletter.
You can keep up with her news and future books via her website at www.janelletaylor.com, request a newsletter via email at JnATaylor@aol.com, send her a letter via either of her publishers (Kensington and Bell Bridge), and check her out at other sources such as her publishers' websites and Wikipedia.
***
Love and Magic at Christmas Time:
Christmas is always a special time in the Taylor family for so many reasons. I met my future husband not long before the Christmas season in 1963. I was working as an Orthodontic Nurse in Athens, and he was a student at UGA, one who needed a crooked tooth straightened. I can still envision how he looked the first time I saw him, down to every detail of what he was wearing. So, yes, I do believe in love-at-first-sight. Oh, there was romance sizzling in the fall air, and my tingles had nothing to do with being chilly in my white uniform, white shoes, and white hose. We had an instant connection and exchanged many meaningful looks (our meeting could have been straight from one of Elaine Raco Chase's books!) We had eight nurses and two lab techs working for Dr. Williams. My maiden name was Williams, although we were not related.
As soon as Michael left his appointment, even though I was extremely shy and quiet in the old days (honestly, just ask anybody who knew or knows me!), I boldly told the other girls to stay away from him because that was who I was going to marry. Thank God, Michael had the same reaction to me.
The following day when Dr. Williams came to the office, he was chuckling as he told the story of how a patient (as adult patients were rare in the old days) had called him at home last night, described me, asked if I were single, and what were my name and phone number (long before the days of cell phones and emails!). So, our attraction and romance were off and running at a steady pace. We dated until the following Christmas when he invited me to spend the holidays with his family in Augusta.
I arrived at the Greyhound Bus Station during the afternoon of December 24th, Christmas Eve. But Michael was not there to greet me and his family behaved strangely when I called for a ride. My mind raced like one of my heroines with doubts and fears, concerned that perhaps his family did not know I was coming. But things settled down when I was told he was working. The Taylors were in the laundry and dry cleaning business, and allegedly he was making pick-ups and deliveries to their branch stores.
After a nice dinner and pleasant evening, I realized what a wonderful family he had, and I knew where he had gotten so many of his good manners and traits (the perfect mold for a perfect hero of any book). While his parents, brother, sister-in-law, and toddler nephew rested and prepared for Christmas morning, Michael took me to the King's Inn in the Richmond Hotel to talk and relax. No place could have been more romantic than a fancy old English pub. As we talked, he slid a black velvet box across the polished wooden table of our cozy booth with mellow lighting overhead and soft music playing in the background.
My first thought was that a birthstone or other type of gemstone was inside. After I opened it, his green eyes watching me with a look that could melt me into the leather seat, I simply stared at the diamond ring, crazy thoughts running through my naïve country girl mind. I asked myself if the ring was real, or the jewelry store clerk had placed the wrong ring in the case. We had not discussed marriage and an engagement, so I was stunned speechless, motionless. Dare I hope for the best, my dream come true? Then, he took the black velvet box from my shaky hands, withdrew the ring, and slid it on my finger. He engulfed me with a sexy smile and glow in his eyes as he asked, "Will you marry me?" There was no doubt in my mind or heart how I would respond.
As I sipped my first ever (drink and) Champagne Cocktail, he laughed and related the story of how he had decided that very morning to propose. He was at the jewelry store selecting the engagement ring when I arrived early, and caught everybody off-guard for an explanation as to why he was not there to meet me. We returned to his home to find his eager family awaiting us, and a movie camera with bright lights almost blinding us, as we entered the door. Being an excited fiancée, I quickly held out my left hand and flashed my ring and smiled. This has been one of my favorite memories since we married over forty-six years ago. This truly was Love and Magic at Christmas time.
Besides being a romantic time of year for us, December is a special and busy month: our two daughters were born in December, one before and one after Christmas, two special gifts, two years apart: Angela and Melanie. In addition, we have other birthdays to celebrate: my oldest sister, Mary; my sister-in-law, Sheila; my brother-in-law, Joe; and our namesake "granddaughter, Taylor, who will be twenty-one this year. Another wonderful date to celebrate is our youngest daughter's wedding anniversary: Melanie and Jonathan.
Over the years, my favorite drink has remained a Champagne Cocktail. My sister-in-law, Sheila, and I make these on our joint RV adventures around the country, and always on New Year's Eve. So here's my modified recipe for a sexy, sizzling, lovely, delicious drink for parties, dinners, and holidays:
Pour 1 packet of artificial sweetener into the bottom of a champagne glass. (You can use a blue packet or a sugar cube, but pink sweetener tastes best to me and Sheila. If you don't have champagne glasses, use a glass size and shape of your choice. If you're partying outside, a plastic champagne glass is safest.)
Toss in 2-3 dashes of Angostura Bitters, as per your taste buds delight.
Pour in a small amount of champagne, as it will fizzle and foam. Let it settle down as you stir gently. Then, slowly add champagne until it's about 1 inch from the rim. (We have tried all types and brands and prices of champagne, and we prefer Andre Pink Champagne. This drink is usually made with white champagne, but we think pink tastes better and is a prettier color in the glass. Andre's is inexpensive, but the taste and quality are better than the expensive brands and types we've tried. One possible problem: lots of stores only carry champagne or Andre's at holiday season. My solution: I pre-order a case from my local wine store, which gives me plenty on hand, a safe storage box, and a cheaper-by-the-dozen price.)
Sometimes I "float" cranberry or pomegranate CRAISINS in mine. You also can drop in a cherry as most restaurants and bars do when making theirs.
So enjoy your next or first Pink Champagne Cocktail, hopefully along with a very romantic and passionate evening with your own hero. Oh, make sure the champagne is well chilled, but be sure you and your romance sizzle!
Brandy Alexander, a heroine and a heady drink!
Another special drink for romantic dinners, parties, or holidays is my version of the classic Brandy Alexander, which happens to be the heroine's name in my book Valley Of Fire. It will be released in ebook for the first time and reissued in print with a new cover by Bell Bridge Books in April of 2012.
Brandy Alexander, even its name has a sexy and smoldering sound to it! This heroine came to me in a strange and exciting manner. While we were in Las Vegas for a conference, we left the neon lights and loud noises to tour the countryside, especially the awe-inspiring Valley Of Fire with its blood red, almost other worldly landscape with its hilly and snaking roadways. We rented a car and were told it had water and flares in the trunk and a helicopter scouted the desert location several times a day for tourists in trouble.
Well, as fate and creative inspiration would have it: no water, no flares, no helicopter flying that day, and only one car passed us. There was an eerie aura of solitude, and desert heat brought out thirst and perspiration. Luckily, we had no car problems or snake encounters. As we headed back to Las Vegas while watching a breathtaking sunset caressing the Redlands, I suddenly envisioned a motorcycle speeding over the rolling highway and coming into contact with a woman who's vehicle had broken down. She was unconscious from the heat and lack of water, and no helicopter was flying that day. A delightful story leapt into my head. Both the hero and heroine had secrets, dark secrets. I had owned a dirt bike years before, and sold it after taking a high bank jump that didn't land well. My brother had raced motorbikes and motorcycles, as had my brother-in-law who had been a policeman. I knew a lot about them, but still did more research for the perfect model and size. I could see my heroine bound by a belt to my hero, positioned seductively across his lap, groin to groin. Her flushed face was against his broad chest, her feet were propped in his saddlebags, and she was unconscious. That was a suspicious sight for police! A rescue that quickly turned into trouble for both people using false identities.
Valley Of Fire: "The woman lying unconscious in the Nevada desert was Kathy Alexander, romance writer Brandy Alexander. The man who rescued her, who at first identified himself as Lance Reynolds, was really Steven Winngate, owner of a vast, far-reaching oil empire. Their meeting could have occurred in one of Kathy's many novels, except that Kathy's readers were always assured a happy ending. Having learned the price of fame, Steven and Kathy endlessly circled one another, wary and uncertain, reluctant to be honest, seeking the truth without revealing the love they hoped to discover. Theirs was an ageless battle, one in which both could win gloriously—or lose painfully. Would their love be consumed in a valley of fire?" (Orig. cover blurp, 1984.)
So, here is my sexy heroine's drink: Brandy Alexander:
(This makes enough for 5-7 drinks, according to your glass size/shape choice. Save your milk container to chill and store the batch. You can serve them from a fancy pitcher during a party or dinner.)
4 oz of brandy (I prefer Christain Brothers Brandy)
8 oz of Crème De Cacao (I buy Dekuyper)
16 oz of milk (whole, 2%, skim, or fat free, according to your preference. I use 2% to cut down on calories.)
Mix these and divide into two 14 oz portions.
Cut a frozen half gallon oblong package of vanilla ice cream into 3 slabs, and put one back in the freezer to eat later. (You can use regular vanilla, French Vanilla, low fat, fat-free, or sugar-free ice cream. My choice is low fat, sugar free, vanilla. Most brands seem to work.)
Pour 14 oz of "mix" and add 1 slab (1/3 of a half gallon) of ice cream cut into smaller portions into blender and blend until ice cream is smooth. Pour into milk container or other storage container. Repeat with remaining mix/ice cream. Store in refrigerator until ready to serve. Important: always shake well before pouring into glasses, as brandy will settle to the container bottom.
You can garnish with whipped cream and a cherry, or whipped cream and a sprinkle of nutmeg, or just use a sprinkle of nutmeg as I do. It can be warmed.
Always inhale the wonderful aroma before each sip. Let the drink roll around inside your mouth to taste the rich and delightful blend of flavors.
It's delicious and arousing to lick the liquid or foam off your hero's lips. It's romantic to sip outside beneath a full moon, with scented candles burning nearby. So cozy up to your sweetheart with an enticing cool or warm "Toddy".
One last holiday treat that is pretty, tasty, body warming and perfect color for this special occasion is my version of the pomegranate martini:
3 oz Vodka (I prefer Absolute vodka for any kind of martini)
¼ oz of vermouth (I buy Martini & Rossi Extra Dry)
1 1/2 oz pomegranate juice (I buy POM, 100% pomegranate juice)
Drop in about 5-7 pomegranate CRAISINS or a cherry into the drink.
Be cautious with this drink and be with your loved one, as it is potent.
***
Love and Research in a Motorhome:
Let's "travel" for a while: My husband and I love to go RVing around the United States and Canada. I take along my laptop, printer, and Verizon Hotspot to either work on my current project, to begin a new manuscript, or to make notes for future projects. We used to travel occasionally in our motorhome for book tours or publicity events, as airplane travel and hotels lost their luster after so many trips. We have had many wonderful and unique adventures while on the road, parked in a campground, or stopped at mostly historical or research settings. On one RV we owned, my name was painted on the side and back to match its color scheme. I usually had an enlarged version of a current book cover in the back window, or an announcement board with my stops along the way so fans could meet us.
While out west at the Grand Canyon, fans stopped by to talk and get books signed while we were sightseeing. In Richmond while researching a Civil War historical, a couple stopped us to take pictures and chat. While in Maine and stopped for breakfast at a small town café, a fan saw our motorhome and missed her brother's wedding while waiting for us to return for pictures, a chat, and book signings. She and her husband had driven down the road when he told her she wouldn't get another chance like this to meet her "favorite author". He coaxed her to come back and wait for us to return to our motorhome. We had a fun visit, and our traveling partners were amused and amazed. We either travel alone or with my husband's brother and our sister-in-law in their RV. We experiment with many kinds of drinks and food recipes. We cook in and we cook out, and I get lots of inspiration for characters, plots, and scenes.
I can describe settings, weather, and events more vividly for readers after I experience them in person. I quickly learned I could not depend upon TV or books for settings, as a photo of a mountain might be the only mountain in that area. For example, did you know that saguaro cactus only grows in a limited area of the West? I learned—to help my cowboys and Indians-that riding beneath a huge cloud out west (on a horse or in a covered wagon) reduces heat and glare on a scorching day, and one can sunburn even through a long sleeve shirt and jeans! It's fun and educational to see reproductions or witness reenactments of Old West historical events, or any historical event around the country. During one of my research trips in Texas, we reached Fort Davis as a reenactment was taking place with cannons firing, "soldiers" on the parade ground, weapons demonstrations, people in period costumes, authentic food, and more. Fort Laramie and Fort Stockton are special places to me. It's important for me to see the native shrubs and trees, various types of grass for the buffalo and Indians, landscapes for camping and hunting and hiding, wildflowers for medicines, dyes, and foods, and much more. Blatant errors are distracting and unfair to readers, so I work hard to be accurate about everything I use in my books. I have written many westerns, so I never tire of visiting Texas, New Mexico, Arizona, South Dakota, Wyoming, and other states. We always find a perfect campground or resort to use as a base for our outings.
I've been to Native American Indian reservations and was invited to a Lakota Pow Wow in South Dakota where I was given many gifts and told many things because fans were spreading the news that I wrote from the Indian point of view and was educating many readers about their ways and history. To hear their music and to watch them dance was one of the best times in my life. That's how I got connected to the St. Joseph's Indian School in Chamberlain that does so much for Lakota children. Donations are greatly needed and appreciated, and are used exclusively for Lakota students at this superior institution. Christmas is a special time to help, as its children need meals, clothes, blankets, school supplies, and more. Send whatever you can to St. Joseph's Indian School in Chamberlain, SD 57326, and say I asked you to help. Pilamaya. Wakan Tanka nici un: Thanks. May the Great Spirit go with you and guide you. Jesus ton'pi anpetu Wiyuskin or Christ Tunpi: Merry Christmas.
Oddly, when I visited South Dakota for the first time, it felt as if I had been there before, and was returning home. It was eerie and spine-tingling, yet calming all at once. The Lakota man from the educational department, who had been helping me with research and translations for my books for many years, had invited us to a pow wow. My father passed away after my first two book sales, but sadly before they were published. When I finally met Hiram Owen, it was as if my father had left Heaven and was standing before me: looks, mannerisms, traits, voice, and more. He was almost an exact replica of my deceased father! Even my two daughters, who were young at that time, stared and said to me, "Mom, he looks and acts just like Gramps did." While we were there, Hiram took me to the educational department and let me view videos about special ceremonies that Whites were not allowed to witness. I still have the Starburst quilt some of the Lakota women made for me, a beaded necklace Hiram's wife made for me, a red stone bear another Lakota made for me, and a Sacred Hoop Coup Feather hair ornament presented to me. I also have a beaded, red-tail hawk feather hair ornament, female coup, from a Cheyenne.
We were friends for a long time before he passed away from diabetic complications. I learned more about this disease later, as I became diabetic at 44. I got involved in the American Diabetes Association, was honored to be on the cover of Diabetes Forecast with a detailed story about my life and the challenges of writing on a diabetic schedule. I gave talks and was a celebrity chairperson for Diabetes because 50% of Native Americans are diabetic, and I was connected to both. Later I wrote a book Taking Chances that has a diabetic heroine. A 19-year-old girl sent me a letter telling me how she and her diabetic mother had been estranged for years. Her mother read Taking Chances and begged her daughter to read it to help her understand what a diabetic feels and endures. After reading it, she went to see her mother. She told me they sat on her bed, talked and cried and hugged, because she finally understood her mother's condition and behavior. She thanked me for their reunion, which made me cry with joy and pride. That is just one of many experiences that proves romance novels can make a difference in people's lives! Another reader told me how my timid and bashful heroine freed her from her painful shyness, touching my heart with her words. It amazes me how our lives overlap in many ways with other people and events. We know how important our readers are to us, and often, we, to them. We often forge a bond we don't even know exists. Our characters become as real and special to them as they are to us. We love hearing how we kept someone up all night because she/he could not put down our book until it was finished, as we're often kept up all night by characters who won't hush and let us sleep until their scene or story is told. Thank you!
***
Recipes and Romance on the Road:
As I said earlier, we do lots of cooking out while camping, so here's my:
Fish and Turkey Breast Recipes:
Crock Pot Chicken (which can be cooked indoors or outdoors)
4 skinless/boneless chicken breasts (or more, but adjust ingredients)
2 cans chicken broth (I use the low to no fat kind.)
2 cans cream of chicken soup (again, I use the low to no fat kind.)
Pepper, poultry seasoning, and sage: a heavy sprinkle of each
Combine ingredients in a crock pot. Cook on High 2 hours & Low for 3 hrs.
After 5 hours, add:
1 can LeSueur small/early peas (or green peas of your choice, can or frozen)
1 package of pre-cooked rice (I use wild, wild/brown, or brown by Uncle Ben. You also can use white rice if you prefer.)
1 can or 1 frozen package of sliced carrots (or you can steam a bag of mini's)
Shake in some Morton's Nature's Seasoning.
Cook on Low for at least 1 hour so the flavors can mingle. This recipe serves four. For a couple, it makes 2 meals. As I said, you can cook it wherever you have an electric plug for the crock pot.
If camping, you and your hero can sit in comfy lounge chairs side-by-side, perhaps beside a lake or stream, under any size moon, and savor this meal. It's filling and nourishing and warming to the spirit. Oh, and you can enjoy a Pink Champagne Cocktail while it's cooking. You can hold hands, relax, and take in the sounds and smells of Mother Nature and your loved one's presence.
Another fantastic dish that can be cooked indoors or outdoors is:
Blackened Tilapia (I made this one up on a recent camping trip!):
2-3 lb fresh tilapia fillets (makes 2-3 nice size servings.)
Zatarain's Blackened Seasoning (New Orleans Tradition).
Canola spray in can.
Spray one side of fish with canola oil and sprinkle heavily with seasoning.
Repeat spray and sprinkle on the other side of the fillet.
Spray skillet thoroughly with canola oil.
Fry in skillet either on outside propane cooker or inside on stove top.
Turn over ONE time, cooking each side 6-7 minutes according to thickness
Terrific when served with microwave brown, wild, or wild/brown rice.
Add a fresh salad, and you have a quick, easy and delicious meal.
My sister gave me the next recipe, for either indoor or outdoor cooking:
Crock Pot Turkey Breast:
Rub a full turkey breast liberally with canola oil
Sprinkle on pepper and herbs (I like sage, Italian Seasoning, basil, and
poultry seasoning.).
Wrap in aluminum foil.
Spray crock pot with cooking oil, or use a slow cooker liner.
Cook on High for 5-6 hours, according to weight of the turkey breast.
It's moist and delicious, and also a quick and easy main course.
***
A Special Message and a Naughty Dessert:
For diabetics, parties, holidays, and special events can be difficult because they are all partially centered on food and drink. The recipes I chose to include can all be adjusted to low/no fat and to sugar free ingredients. You can also include healthier choices like the brown or wild rice. So, my diabetic friends and readers, go with color and you'll have better glucose levels. For those of you who aren't diabetic or have health issues, you'd be surprised how delicious many fat free and sugar free foods and desserts are. Please, dear readers, always serve a sugar free dessert and beverage at all special occasions or dinner parties; we'll be most grateful and will love you for it!
One of my favorite desserts, which I created for diabetics and which I can change for different seasons or events is:
Sinfully Delicious Jello:
Yes, Jello, so smile and try it. Kids love it, too!
(If you don't like Jello, you can use extra vanilla yogurt and extra fruit.)
Make sure to use a tall wine glass or champagne flute so the colorful layers will show. A dessert compote can be used, but makes a smaller serving.
Spoon in 1-2 inches of Jello (comes in sugar free)
Add 1 inch of fruit (fresh, frozen, or canned in own juice/drained)
Add 1 inch of vanilla yogurt, Cool Whip or whip cream (all come sugar free)
This creates the first layer. (Yogurt better supports the weight of new layers.)
Continue layering 2-3 times according to the height of the glass used.
Chill until ready to serve. Add Cool Whip and fun toppings before serving.
I modify colors and fruits for various seasons or events:
Halloween/Thanksgiving: go for orange, black, yellow, and brown.
Orange Jello, mandarin oranges, yogurt, and sugar free black sprinkles atop
Orange Jello, crushed apricots, vanilla yogurt, orange or black sprinkles
Yellow Jello, pineapple or banana, yogurt, with nutmeg, all spice, etc atop
Christmas: any Christmas colors with fruit and Jello and toppings:
Green/lime Jello, crushed kiwi, yogurt, with red sprinkles or cherry atop
Red Jello (cherry or raspberry), crushed kiwi, yogurt, with green sprinkles
July 4th, Memorial Day, Labor Day: go for red, white, and blue colors
Red Jello, blueberries, yogurt, with red sprinkles atop
Blue Jello, strawberries, vanilla yogurt, with red sprinkles atop
So go wild with Jello and fruit choices, as variety truly is the spice of life!
***
As you know by now, I am a diabetic. But this novel is for everyone, as it touches on so many different aspects in a woman's life.
"Kirstin Lowrey wasn't accustomed to widowhood yet, but she was all too familiar with being at the beck and call of her three grown children and their children. Now, though, she had finally summoned the courage to start over again—a new job, a new look, and a whole new life far away from her native Augusta, GA, all the way to California! Getting away was hard enough, but having an accident en route and ending up on a ranch in New Mexico was nearly disastrous. Especially when her all-too-welcoming host turned out to be a divorced doctor with an irresistibly appealing bedside manner. She and Christopher Harrison had a lot in common. And it wasn't so very far from New Mexico to California. Maybe they could even go there together…if Kirstin could just learn to let go of the past. Was it time to take a chance on a brand new future—time to love again?" But there were many obstacles to battle, including her diabetes and Christopher's past. Was it so difficult and impossible for a man to follow his love's relocation, as women were uprooted all the time when their men either changed jobs or were transferred? But, had any of those men fled the horror Christopher was forced to do long ago?
***
As my Lakota and other Native American friends would pray: (Anonymous)
O GREAT SPIRIT, whose voice I hear in the winds, and whose breath gives life to all the World, hear me! I am small and weak, I need your strength and wisdom.
LET ME WALK IN BEAUTY, and make my eyes ever behold the red and purple sunset.
MAKE MY HANDS respect the things you have made and my ears sharp to hear your voice.
MAKE ME WISE so that I may understand the things you have taught my people.
LET ME LEARN the lessons you have hidden in every leaf and rock.
I SEEK STRENGTH, not to be greater than my brother, but to fight my greatest enemy—myself.
MAKE ME ALWAYS READY to come to you with clean hands and straight eyes.
So when Life fades, as the fading sunset, my spirit may come to you without shame.
***
Cowboys and Indians, I Love Them Both:
Indians! As I've mentioned earlier, I've written many stories about cowboys and various Native American heroes, with awards and New York Times bestsellers scattered amongst them. I was a tomboy who loved to climb trees, shoot guns, hike, play sports, read "boy's books", and play with my two brothers. I always chose to be the Indian. Those experiences have helped me capture the essence of a real hero, of male villains, of good and bad boys. I love a hero who is smart and strong enough to follow an equally strong and intelligent heroine. My heroines don't always "need" a man's help, but desire a good man to love. I am lucky with the males in my life who have taught me so much about men and boys: my father, my two brothers, my grandsons, my sons-in-law, and especially my husband and best friend. So, yes, my heroes have many of my husband's traits.
One thing I am most known and respected for is the Ecstasy Series, also known as "The Gray Eagle Series." It began with two books, Savage Ecstasy and Defiant Ecstasy, then a request for a third: Forbidden Ecstasy, a fourth: Brazen Ecstasy, and fifth: Tender Ecstasy. Readers so loved those sagas and characters that I wrote a single title, Savage Conquest, that became the ninth years later, to let them know what happened to the people they had come to love and follow. Nothing is more pleasing to an author than to have created memorable characters, settings, and plots, books that readers call "keepers." My publisher was so pressed for more sagas that number six through eight were contracted: Stolen Ecstasy, Bittersweet Ecstasy, and Forever Ecstasy. The series spans a hundred years and five generations of Gray Eagle and Alisha's bloodline, stopping just shy of "Custer's Last Stand" and "The Great Sioux Wars" which almost destroyed the Lakotas. I did not have the heart to so devastate my beloved people, and history cannot be changed, and my books are historically accurate.
I was honored when readers told me they could tell what the Indians were saying in Dancing With Wolves (very similar to my series) because they had learned some Lakota from my books. Native American readers have written to tell me I have given them back their pride in their race. Others wrote to me and to Indian Reservations to learn more about Native American tribes. Doing this series has made a huge impact on my life and on those of many readers. The entire series is now available as ebooks everywhere. Also, they will be reissued in print with new covers within the next year or so by Bell Bridge Books. I can hardly wait to hold such precious books in my hands again.
But readers thirst could not be quenched and their hunger could not be sated. They demanded more Lakota stories. So, I did the "Lakota Skies Series", featuring a fictional Lakota chief, his three sons, and his daughter. They are available as ebooks and some are still in print; Lakota Winds, Lakota Dawn, and Lakota Flower. Lakota Nights, the pre-planned and announced fourth book, has not been published, but keep your fingers crossed for it. By the time I wrote this series, I had learned more Lakota language, history, customs, and rituals, so more of these are featured in the three books. I have a few signed copies for sale on Amazon.
If you've ever wanted to read about a female warrior, just download Destiny Mine, about Kionee, the huntress and warrior. Her ceremonial mask was created by famed artist R. W. Adamson, and I have a framed one hanging in my office. Having been reared since age five as a male, she rides and battles with a Cheyenne warrior who steals her heart and almost her honor. How can she betray her rank, family, and tribe by exposing her sex and escaping with her true love?
My latest Native American book was Cherokee Storm, set in 1756 in the Southern Colonies. I think you'll enjoy Storm Dancer and Shannon's story.
I have many other books with full-blooded Indians and part-Indian, so check out my website and request an email newsletter for a complete list of my works.
Cowboys! Yes, I love a man in jeans, hat, and boots, shirt on or off! Elaine Raco Chase has some of the sexy cowboys on her covers! My first New York Times bestseller was First Love, Wild Love, about a Texas Ranger. Their museum in Waco, Texas, was so good to me while researching the real Rangers. When you read the poem inside, you'll know what I named the manuscript: "Silver Spurs and Red Satin," and you'll understand why. But, alas, publishers change titles on us. It is available as an ebook. So, I hope you discover and enjoy Lynx and Calinda.
I have so many favorites it's impossible to choose which hero I like best: Passions Wild And Free, Wild Winds, Follow The Wind, sequel Chase The Wind, Kiss Of The Night Wind, Midnight Secrets, and Sweet, Savage Heart. As you can see, my publisher loves the "wind" in titles.
***
Mystery, Suspense, and Mayhem:
I've always thought all of my books have various degrees of mystery, suspense, and mayhem. All are single title releases except for the "Sedgwick Sisters Trilogy". This series is available in ebook formats under the titles of: Watching Amanda, Haunting Olivia, and Shadowing Ivy. The heroines have the same father but different mothers. Each has her own story but all appear in the three books. Some of my favorite Romantic Suspenses are: In Too Deep, Not Without You, Night Moves, Don't Go Home, and Dying To Marry. I hope you read and enjoy those and all the others in any ebook format.
Most of my contemporaries have mystery and suspense. I especially enjoyed writing those set in Georgia, such as Anything For Love, and Love With A Stranger. I was thrilled to learn so many new facts about my home state!
I've written many historicals, as I love history. My readers have told me I make history interesting for them. Since so many want to know what happens to the real people after the book ends, most of mine have a section to enlighten, educate, and entertain you about the people, places, and historical events. In Promise Me Forever, I set it in my hometown of Athens, my adopted town of Augusta, and one of my favorite "Old South" towns of Savannah. It also has a section with a Cuban location and uses authentic Cuban Spanish. It is filled with mystery, conflict, and havoc, and you'll learn some fascinating facts!
I've written about the War of 1812: Fortune's Flames and Love Me With Fury, and the Civil War: Destiny's Temptress and Defiant Hearts. Those were quite an education. I wondered how I missed so many facts in school!
If you've ever wanted to go on an African safari, just read Whispered Kisses and you'll feel as if you've "been there, done that!" It is definitely filled with secrecy, tension, and chaos, and lots of perilous passion!
If you enjoy goldrush tales, download Golden Torment, set in 1897 Alaska and the Yukon Territory. Kathryn bravely seeks her traitorous father in Alaska, but finds love and betrayal in the arms of an undercover Canadian Mounty, a man resolved to possess her and to slay her father. It features lots of historical characters, such as one of my favorite authors Jack London and the notorious Soapy Smith. Lots of historical events in this wild, exciting, and perilous land as gold seekers will do anything for the precious metal. The cover painting is in my office.
Also ready for downloads are: By Candlelight, Can't Stop Loving You, and Someday Soon. Look for all of these on Kindle, Nook, iTunes, and more.
***
That's when you'll get to "meet" my dark side. I wrote them years ago, but my publisher thought they were too dark for my romance readers, and I was under an exclusive contract. So, move over DEXTER, as their time has come to "see" the light of day. The new series may shock and scare you, but I hope you will enjoy them. I'll tell you more about them in a future newsletter and on my website. This series journeys to a whole new level for me and my readers. "Evil" thrives in these books, but "Justice" will prevail, but at a huge price for many of the characters!
***
My previously published books are now available in all electronic sources. Coming in Bell Bridge ebooks: Kiss Of The Christmas Wind in November, Winds Of Change next March, and Valley Of Fire next April, also in hardcover. My first children's book will be released by November 10th in ebook and hardcover by Blue Willow Press: How The Zebra Got Its Stripes, with a Christmas theme. It is an expanded story used in my 1993 book Taking Chances. Originally written for my grandchildren, we decided to share it with other children in ebook and in print. There is another book out by that title, so be sure to look for me as this one's author. It has a great cover and is fully illustrated in color.
Available in ebook after being out of print for years: Wild Is My Love and The Last Viking Queen, my medieval fantasy series. They are set in a bold age of knights, Vikings, and Druids, of clashing steel and heroic hearts. This is classic Good Vs. Evil, sword and sorcery, love and betrayal, and endless passion. Originally released by Bantam Books in the 1980's, they were reissued by Pinnacle in the 1990's. TLVQ was published as Wild, Sweet Promise (with Fabio on its cover), but was heavily edited and ruined. TLVQ carries the original text and title. I love reading Fantasy, so I hope you download and enjoy these two stories, which Bell Bridge Books are considering for reprints. Let BBB know if you want them!
***
I wish you a Happy Holiday Season. I also wish you and yours a Happy New Year, and may 2012 be a better year for everyone around the World. May it be a year of success and peace. Wishing you all the best in Life and Love, and may Romance thrive in your hearts and minds. I wish for you fun reading, and I hope you enjoy every book of mine you read. Now, prepare yourself a hot toddy of choice, and settle in with the rest of this ebook. May it be a "keeper."
Best wishes and Merry Christmas from Janelle Taylor.
***
Well, I Think I'll Add an Extra Treat for You…
This is a poem I wrote shortly after my 38th birthday. Enjoy!
(Sub-titled: Beware hiring your husband as your assistant, even temporarily.)
MY LOVE AND I
My Love and I work side-by-side;
He at his keyboard; and I, at mine.
Tho' never one to edit or nag;
All went well 'til he hit a snag.
Baffled by the words that I wrote,
He glanced at me and lightly joked,
"I didn't know this is how you felt;
You often hit heroes below their belt!
Why do your heroines feel this way?
Where do you get their lines to say?"
I laughed and chided, "Please, don't scold me.
I can't control my characters, you see?
Sometimes they have a mind of their own;
They want their romances to go on and on."
After a while, he paused not in vain,
Asking me if I would further explain,
The difference in illusion and stark reality;
Which thoughts were real? Which ones fantasy?
Mischievous giggles I could not withhold,
Considering all this time and love stories sold.
In a playful whisper with eyes all aglow,
"Not to worry, Dear, you taught me all that I know."
He gave that deep thought and returned to his task.
I wondered how long his new silence would last.
On our Anniversary Day, a tender card I wrote,
Being careful my characters not to quote!
I held my breath, hoping he would see;
He is all my heroes combined to me.
My Love and I work side-by-side;
He at his keyboard; and I, at mine.
Now as he types of men bold and strong,
He chuckles and beams all the day long.
For now as he works, smugly reading each line,
He never jokes about these heroes of mine!
He studies them closely, flashing a sly grin,
Wondering who he'll be next or has already been.
My Love and I work side-by-side;
He at his keyboard; and I, at mine.
I eagerly listen to see what he'll say.
"I don't think I'll psychoanalyze you today.
My head is spinning, my wits in a daze;
I've played so many roles in so many ways.
I've been a Mounty, a Viking, and a Ranger,
A Cowboy, a Pirate, an Outlaw: all in danger;
An Alien, a Spy, a Reb, and a Knight.
Are you sure I'm influencing all of them right?
A Marshal, a Foreman, a lusty Sea Captain;
Heaven, have mercy; so much has happened!
What will you do if my inspiration should end?"
In a playful whisper with eyes all aglow,
"Not to worry, Dear, I haven't used all I know."
My Love and I work side-by-side;
He at his keyboard; and I, at mine.
Still not one to edit or childishly nag:
All had gone well 'til he hit another snag.
"This time I'm unsure what to say and to do;
How can I be a warrior when I can't speak Sioux?"
I murmured, "Waste cedake," which means "I love you."
He gave that quick thought, taking his cue.
My Love and I work side-by-side;
He at his keyboard; and I, at mine.
At least that's the schedule most of the time…
As for his alleged Alien role, it was in the "Moondust Series": Moondust And Madness, Stardust And Shadows, Starlight and Splendor, and Moonbeams and Magic, my science-fiction romance series. I doubt you can even imagine what a sexy hero Varian Saar (Zar) is, or what earthling Jana Greyson's life is like "in a galaxy far, far away…" Moondust And Madness almost made it into a HBO movie, but the special effects were too expensive. But there are many other movies similar to them, made long after my books were published. I loved creating other galaxies, planets, cultures, languages, and races. These are some of my favorite stories and characters because they are different from my earthling ones. I always envisioned Varian as a young John Saxon, the actor.
These books have been out of print for a very long time, and readers have pleaded for reprints or reissues. At last, they are back as ebooks, and perhaps in time in print by Bell Bridge Books with new covers. I so enjoy my ebook reader, but I will never get passed the love of holding and reading a book in print.
I also used poetry in that series, in each "Part", the Beginning, and The End. Here is a partial sample from the first and last books of the series:
As the playful Gods gather to watch mortals below,
The helpless Fates warn sadly, for only they know;
Careful of "Moondust" which captures a heart;
Beward of its "Madness" which tears lovers apart.
As the sated Gods gather to watch mortals below,
The happy Fates laugh joyfully, for only they know:
Two hearts joined by love, Aliens no more;
Light conquered Darkness, fiery passions soar.
"Stardust" has settled, "Shadows" have fled;
Magic and Rapture now rule in their stead….
The last line tells you the name of the fifth book in the series, publication date to be determined in the future, so don't give up hope for another starship ride and exciting adventures with Varian and Jana's third child…
###
Season's Greetings from Joan Reeves
Happy Holidays!
In case we haven't met before, allow me to introduce myself. I'm Joan Reeves. I write funny, sexy romances full of passion and love. Why? Because I think the world needs more love and laughter. And passion. And committed relationships! If you want to read about two people who, against all odds, discover that they are made for each other, then you must read my books.
I love to spread smiles and good cheer around. That's one reason I try very hard to make sure that when you buy my books, you always feel that your money was well-spent. I want to give you delightful tales that will make you feel good and leave you with a smile.
I'm excited to share with you some of my holiday thoughts, memories, favorite recipes, and book excerpts too in Hot Toddy Sizzlers, our special holiday publication.
I love the holidays and wish you all Season's Greetings. I'm feeling particularly festive since I adore this season of: Eat, drink, and be merry. You see, Christmas is the time of year when I allow myself to cook, and eat—oh my goodness, how I love to eat without guilt—things I don't normally have in the house. Chief among these temptations is pralines.
Now if you're not from the South, you may not know about pralines. First, they're pronounced praw-leens, not pray-leens. Whatever you call it, a praline by any other name is still delicious, fattening, and irresistible. As long as it's made with butter, caramelized brown sugar, and tons of pecans. Oh, and that particular nut, pecan, is pronounced puh-cahn. Not pee-cann. I always tell everyone that a pee-can is a vessel in which to collect urine. Ew! Right?
"I can't imagine a world without pralines," cookbook author Nathalie Dupree wrote in Southern Memories. You just can't grow up in the south without learning how to make pralines, those yummy melt-in-your-mouth confections.
Since I'm not at home as I write this, I'll have to give you an I.O.U. for my Magic Pralines recipe. I'll post it on SlingWords, my blog http://SlingWords.blogspot.com, during the first week of December so you can get a copy.
During the holiday season, I slave more over a hot stove than a hot keyboard. Each year, I write The Reeves Review, my annual holiday newsletter complete with photographs, recapping the year for those relatives and friends I don't often see.
Since I'm a writer, I also feel as if I should put my art to work. I try to write either an essay or a short fiction piece to send along with my cards and newsletter. Yes, this all takes time, but I look on this effort as part of my gift to those who receive it. If you are a writer or a craftsperson of any persuasion, have you created something original to go with your greeting cards or to send as a present?
If not, consider doing it. I think these personal efforts are of great value to the recipient. After all, nothing says, "it's the thought that counts," better than something created with one's own imagination and hands.
Feel free to email me with your holiday traditions, questions, and comments at Joan at JoanReeves dot com. Put Real Live Person in the subject box to make it past the spam filters. If you send me your holiday tradition, also tell me "I give you permission to publish this on your blog." I'll share it with everyone then.
By the way, if you ever notice an error or typo in my books, just send me the exact sentence in which the error appears. Proofreaders don't catch everything. Even big publishers send books out with errors. Unlike them, I will make corrections and upload a revised manuscript because I'm committed to quality control.
I invite you to visit my blog http://SlingWords.blogspot.com and my website http://www.JoanReeves.com. Feel free to subscribe to Wordplay, my free subscription newsletter for readers, or to Writing Hacks, my free subscription newsletter for writers. Signup forms are on my blog and website.
I hope you enjoy Hot Toddy Sizzlers. If you do, please let me know, and be sure to tell your friends too! Telling others spreads the joy. In fact, if you read my books and like them, I'd love it if you posted a nice review. Please ask your friends to do the same if they like my brand of romance. Authors live and die by reviews, star ratings, and book sales. Readers make all the difference in our quest for success and our ability to keep spinning our stories.
In closing, I'll share what I claim as my motto, my Vision Statement. "It's never too late to live happily ever after."
Happy Hanukkah! Merry Christmas! Happy Kwanzaa! Happy Holidays!
Happy New Year!
***
Though I didn't live in Mayberry, like Andy Griffith, I too had an Aunt Bea. My Aunt Bea was Beatrice Murphy, and she wasn't really my aunt. Even though she was much older than my mother, Aunt Bea was one of Momma's dearest friends. She never had children of her own so she delighted in her friends' children calling her Aunt Bea.
Aunt Bea had one of those houses where every nook and cranny was filled with treasures. She had little ceramic figurines, tea cups, and other bric-a-brac that enchanted me when I was young. My mother made me sit on my hands when we visited Aunt Bea until I was old enough to control my desire to touch everything. Crocheted scarves covered the arms and backs of Aunt Bea's couch and chairs, and floral curtains covered the old-fashioned double-hung windows. Cabinets full of china, colorful Depression glass, and figurines filled the corners of the dining room and living room.
Two of Aunt Bea's favorite pastimes were cooking and making handicrafts from the most mundane items. It delighted her to find craft directions to make things using popsicle sticks or plastic soda bottles or cardboard paper towel tubes. I often thought she and other elderly ladies like her could have taught MacGyver a thing or two about using what was on hand.
In the winter, my mom would mix up a big batch of Aunt Bea's Spiced Tea mix and put it in a big glass canister on the counter in the kitchen where it was always available for brewing a cup of the fragrant spiced beverage on cold winter days.
Aunt Bea's Spiced Tea
1 3/4 cup of Tang Breakfast Drink Mix
1 cup of instant tea drink mix, unsweetened and unflavored
3/4 cup of sugar
1/2 tablespoons of ground cloves
1 1/2 tablespoons of ground cinnamon
Mix well and store in a tightly covered container.
To brew 1 cup of spiced tea, add 1-2 teaspoons of the mix to 1 cup boiling water. Adjust the amount of mix to your taste.
***
Most women love beautiful lingerie. That idea is what inspired the covers of these sassy, sexy romantic comedies. All of these books were previously published and were well-received by critics and readers. As ebooks, readers have made them bestsellers!
I think they are fun books that provide the perfect escape from the daily grind. Treat yourself to one today!
What would you do if the gynecologist subbing for your regular doctor turned out to be your old high school crush? Successful psychologist Dr. Jennifer Monroe does what any normal, well-adjusted woman would do. She makes an excuse to send the doctor and nurse from the room, dives into her clothes, and flees!
Jennifer figures she'll never see Matt Penrose again. After all, Dallas is a big city. What are the odds that she'd ever run into him again? Even money when Fate lends a hand. You know what they say about payback? Well, this payback is a scorcher! Kids play doctor, but these doctors play seduction games. And they're playing for keeps.
Will Matt recognize Jennifer? Will Jennifer lure him into her bed? Seduction and sex can be pretty funny when both sides play dirty!
Originally print published, reviewers said: "Taking a cue from the Bard's A Comedy of Errors, the refreshing Ms. Reeves delights."
Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today to join love and laughter in this sexy romance with a chick lit attitude!
Burke Winslow stands at the altar, ready to marry his business partner in a marriage of convenience. The minister solemnly asks: "If anyone here knows why this man and this woman shouldn't be joined in holy matrimony, let him speak now or forever hold his peace."
A rain-soaked, bedraggled Ally Fletcher limps down the aisle and shouts, "Stop the wedding!"
What follows is a funny, sexy romp that proves when there's love, passion never dies, it just smolders away until you toss some gasoline on it. Burke and Ally discover a rekindled passion that threatens to scorch them when they find themselves locked in a marriage—of inconvenience!
With a cagey grandfather pulling Burke's strings, and an equally cagey grandmother manipulating Ally, can these two battling lovers peel away the layers of the past and discover the truth about their love and passion? Will the truth free them or put them asunder? Throw in a pretend boyfriend for Ally and a scorned business partner left at the altar, and you have a rollicking good time—Texas style! Sassy, sexy, and funny!
Originally print published, reviewers said: "Curse the talented Joan Reeves when she keeps you awake all night with her latest comedic romance, Still The One, romantic comedy at its best."(InPrint)
What could be worse for a former high school beauty queen who never landed the only man she ever loved than attending, alone, a 10-year high school reunion in a small town teetering on the edge of a time warp?
At least that's how successful textile designer Jane Louise Jones views her situation and her hometown, just south of nowhere in the rolling hills of Louisiana, where a woman is still looked at as a failure if she isn't married. At least, that's what her grandmother and all the other blue-haired women of the Vernon Ladies Bridge Club would have her believe.
Jane is used to dealing with challenges, but she's decidedly nervous about her reunion. What if Morgan Sherwood, the town boy-wonder who made good in a big way, shows up? Morgan was once her secret love, a geeky teen who stole her heart and then broke it before leaving town forever.
Fortunately, her best friend assures her that Morgan will be a no-show. It's terrible when you can't trust your BFF! Morgan arrives with his entourage in a stretch limo. He's not a geeky kid any more. He's six feet of tanned, rippling muscles, and he plans to focus his high-powered brain and use every masculine charm he possesses to seduce the lovely Miss Jones.
With a former classmate intending to claim him as husband number four, a Hollywood starlet who shows up to party with him, and an old boyfriend intent on stealing Jane's affection, Morgan has more obstacles than he'd expected.
Throw in the Ladies of the Bridge Club, lots of southern charm, and a ten-year old betrayal, and you have all the ingredients for a heartwarming, funny, sexy romantic comedy. Can Jane and Morgan get it right this time?
Jane wants to resist. She really does. Her brain says no, but her body says, oh, baby! Yes, yes, yes. Smoldering desire, thwarted for ten years, explodes into passion. Will it burn away their doubts or turn their love into ashes?
Girl's Guide to Truth or Dare, Coming in March 2012
Perfumer Amanda Whitfield needs a man, but where can she find one in time for Valentine's Day? Eavesdropping on the lovely Amanda's conversation, Harrison Kincaid's mother interrupts and suggests her son, a computer genius. Desperate, Amanda agrees.
Harrison though is tired of his mom's constant matchmaking, and he decides to cure her of meddling—once and for all. When he arrives for their get-acquainted date, they both get a shock.
Amanda simply can't understand how she can be so attracted to such a geek. Harrison can't understand how his mom found a woman who looks like every man's dream.
With Amanda plotting Harrison's makeover, he tries to figure out a way to stop telling sweet little lies and come clean with the woman he's falling in love with before she learns the truth about him.
Sweet lies, sweet seduction, hot passion. Love. Will the truth set them free or rip them apart?
***
A Look at Texas One Night Stands
You may be surprised by the one night stands that kick off these stories. They may not be exactly what you might expect. What can you expect? Lots of sparks, sensuality, and bubbling desire. In other words, these Texas women are headed for all kinds of trouble.
There's one rule for a one night stand: never see your one-time lover again. Ever. So what's a girl supposed to do if the tall, dark, and too-darn-yummy guy shows up at her office?
Texas girl Susannah Quinn fires the first round in a battle of the sexes then hangs on for dear life as the fun and games begin in this sexy romp that's hotter than a bowl of Texas chili!
To catch a thief, Susannah Quinn, a by-the-book deputy, and FBI Special Agent D. E. Hogan (just call me Hogan), pose as husband and wife and go undercover. Unfortunately, Susannah and Hogan have already been undercover—in a bed at the Houston hotel where they first met.
For her part, Susannah wishes her lapse in judgment would take a flying leap and land on Jupiter. Hogan, on the other hand, wants to get the contrary deputy back in his bed, but the complications caused by family—his and hers—pretty much guarantee that's never going to happen.
Throw in an over-the-hill Romeo and his lady love, a single mom determined to have her own love affair, and the charm of a small Texas town, and you get a story with heart and soul and passion. Lots of passion.
Can Susannah and Hogan, two mismatched lovers doing everything in their power to avoid falling in love, catch a thief and recover stolen jewels? The clock is ticking. They have only seven days—and nights—to complete their assignment and resist the sweet siren call of desire.
High school principal Judy Anne Palmer is desperate to reclaim the life that passed her by. She was always a good girl who never did an impulsive, rebellious thing. Ever. And look where it got her!
One night in Dallas, she meets a man and decides to indulge in a liberating night of passion—liberating her from the stigma of being the oldest living virgin north of the Rio Grande. After all, she'll never see her one-night Romeo again.
Unfortunately, the night doesn't turn out exactly the way she planned, and her one-night Romeo isn't exactly one-night stand material.
When he turns up in her hometown as a new teacher on her faculty, Judy Anne knows that she's in big trouble. Can she resist the desire that burns between her and Romeo? Can a night of illicit love be enough?
With eccentric small town characters, a bratty niece, an overbearing school board president, and the temptation of a secret lover, Judy Anne has all she can do to keep her passion from turning into the biggest scandal little Clayton Bend, Texas, has ever seen.
Book 3: Forever Starts Tonight, 2012
When you're young and stupid, you make a lot of mistakes when it comes to love. Allison Platt (from The Trouble With Love) thinks she's older and wiser now. Then she runs into Donovan Platt, her ex-husband, and she realizes she's not as wise as she thought.
Heather Rodriguez (from Romeo and Judy Anne) believes that men are scum. At least all the losers she fell for fit that description. She's worked hard to make something of herself, but she can't shake her rep in her small town. That just makes her try even harder to atone for her past indiscretions. When Brian Felton, the brother of her best friend's husband, arrives from England to spend the summer in Clayton's Bend, they both decide that a good offense is the best defense to the attraction they feel for each other. Now the town's taking bets on whether they will hook up or kill each other first!
***
Excerpt, The Trouble With Love by Joan Reeves
Every woman makes mistakes.
Susannah Quinn glared at the door to the Sheriff's private office. Yep, every woman makes mistakes, but most women didn't have to put up with a constant reminder of their not so brilliant actions. And most women didn't have their mistake showing up at their office flaunting tanned muscles and polluting the environment with clouds of testosterone and male arrogance.
Of course, mistake didn't quite describe what she'd done. No tiny lapse in judgment for old Susannah Quinn. When she decided to throw common sense out the window, she didn't mess around. Her fair skin flamed at the memory.
Temporary insanity was the only explanation for her behavior. If temporary insanity was a legal defense in criminal court, shouldn't she also be able to escape punishment for her lapse in judgment? Instead, she had her mistake aka D. E. Hogan show up, right on her doorstep. That was cruel and unusual punishment if she'd ever heard of any. That kind of redress might be banned by the U. S. Constitution, but, apparently, in the grand cosmic scheme of things, it was still being dished out. What was even worse was that Hogan turned out to be the new consultant for the Murphy's Cove Police Department down on the coast. To make matters worse, he just had to drop by the Sheriff's office every blasted day.
Susannah picked up her coffee cup, an oversized white mug emblazoned with red letters: Deputies do it in mirrored sunglasses! She drained the lukewarm black coffee. Muttering beneath her breath at the injustice of it all, she slammed the heavy ceramic mug down.
"What's wrong with you this morning?" asked Grace Collier.
"Nothing." Susannah didn't look over at the dispatcher for fear of encouraging her. She'd known Grace, her best friend's mom, all her life and loved the outspoken woman, but she wasn't interested in being on the receiving end of one of Grace's well-meaning lectures.
The ringing phone saved her. Grace punched a button. "Dispatch. This is Grace."
Susannah ignored the conversation, knowing it was Grace's friend Eunice who ran the Courthouse Cafe across the street. The woman called every morning so she and Grace could discuss yesterday's episode of their favorite soap opera. Soap news ranked at the top of the list of excitement here in Vance.
There was never any criminal activity in Alton County. Other than high school seniors climbing the spindly old water tower to spray paint Class of whatever on the rusty tank. Sometimes, a few years passed before a kid got an itch and a can of spray paint along with the desire to immortalize his graduation from the consolidated high school that served most of the small towns in the county. Nothing ever happened in this narrow slice of coastal prairie far west of Houston. That was the way her uncle Barney Drummond, the Sheriff of Alton County ever since Susannah could remember, liked it. Life here moved as fast as a crawling turtle.
Not much occurred even down in Murphy's Cove, the county's richest town. Besides, the resort town had its own overpaid police department to deal with the few year-round residents as well as the many rich divorcees who mobbed the coastal enclave for the rich and perpetually bored.
The only hotbed of activity was over on the four-lane highway that sliced through part of Alton County. That's where the real action was. Susannah sighed. If catching speeders could be considered action. Disgruntled at her lot in life, she tried to return her attention to the report she was typing. Unfortunately, that reminded her of her temporary insanity.
"Just Hogan," he'd said when her uncle the Sheriff had introduced him. Susannah had shaken his hand as if she'd never laid eyes on him before.
Until Hogan, she'd had only one secret in her life. It had caused her humiliation and anger. Now, she had something else to hide. Ironically, Hogan was the only person on earth who knew anything about her first painful secret. One thing about being hurt, humiliated, and angry. Those emotions sure helped squash the warm tinglies that assaulted certain parts of her anatomy every time Hogan walked through the door. If only those painful emotions had changed her body's instinctive reaction to him.
Another sigh escaped her. There was just something about Hogan. If she'd been a woman given to flights of fancy, she'd have called it love at first sight. But she didn't believe in love. Much less love at first sight. She knew enough about human sexuality to know love at first sight was nothing but pheromones. Calling it smell at first sight would be more accurate. It was just basic primitive sexual response.
Whatever you called it, Susannah would do anything to keep Hogan from learning how susceptible she was to him. Her delicate chin squared in resolve. She might not be able to run away now that he was in her county, but she could stand and fight. Or take cover behind cynicism and sarcasm. Whatever worked.
"Just try to be agreeable, and the day will pass easier," Grace advised.
"Being agreeable is what got me stuck transforming Hogan's chicken scratch into a report. If this report's for the Mayor of Murphy's Cove, why can't Mr. Hotshot Consultant get someone in that police department to type it?"
"Maybe he likes the way you glow like a red warning light when he hands you his notes."
"It's the principle involved. I'm a deputy, not a secretary."
When Grace just chuckled, Susannah frowned. "Well, I am. Or I would be if I were given half a chance. Stop laughing. This isn't funny."
"You're too danged serious. Lighten up. Be nice to Hogan. After all, he was pretty gracious about that little faux pas as you call it."
"He was not! He was obnoxious and overbearing. I'll tell you what his initials stand for. D is for demanding. E is for egotistical. To top it all off, he got Uncle Barney to tear up the ticket."
"Tickets," Grace corrected. "One for parking. The other was for a cracked tail light on the Suburban he was driving. At least that's what you said."
"Tickets then. And the tail light was cracked." Susannah hoped Grace attributed the crimson that stained her cheeks to anger. That day, meeting Hogan again, here in her town, had shaken her. After her uncle had introduced him, Hogan had possessed the nerve to ask her to lunch. Fear had flooded her. Fear that he thought they could have a fling. Fear that he didn't want a fling. Most of all, fear that she might not be able to keep her hands off him.
When she'd declined his offer, his eyes had mocked her. She'd pretended to be absorbed in the fax from the state police that she'd been reading.
In a voice so soft she'd thought perhaps she'd imagined it, he'd said, "Coward."
Alarmed that he'd nailed it so perfectly, she'd not dared to look up. Moments later, the door had opened and closed. He'd left without challenging her further.
Later, returning from lunch, she'd seen a black Suburban pull up and double park behind the cars filling the diagonal slots in front of the Sheriff's office. She honestly hadn't realized it was Hogan driving until she'd walked over to ask the driver to park in the lot across from the courthouse.
His blue eyes had gleamed with amusement. And with something else. Something that made her breath catch. Suddenly, the heat of the July day intensified. She knew what Hogan was thinking. She could read it in his gaze as clearly as she could feel it in the pulse points of her body. And that really scared her. If only he hadn't looked at her that way. If the corner of his mouth hadn't lifted in that little smile.
All it had taken to send panic chasing after the shiver of sexual awareness was his softly spoken question. "Don't you think we have something to talk about, Susy?"
The timbre of his voice and the heat in his gaze were like flame to dry tinder. Terrified at her body's response to everything about him, Susannah had backed away. She shook her head. "Don't call me Susy." She knew her quavering voice must have matched her "deer in the headlights" expression.
"No heart to heart talk today? No problem. I'll be here a few weeks. We've got time."
Susannah had felt all the blood drain from her face. She'd felt hot and cold all in the same moment. She could find no words to counter what she viewed as a threat. To be honest, there was a traitorous part of her that wished she could leap into his arms. Into his bed. But that would be disastrous.
All she'd had to do was make a joke about that night. Pretend that she was sophisticated. Unfortunately, she'd lost the ability to put together a coherent sentence, much less a smart, hip response to defuse the situation. So she'd taken refuge from his searching gaze and husky voice by whipping out her ticket book from her khaki shirt pocket. Gruffly she'd explained he was illegally parked. She'd only intended to write a warning. But Hogan had flirted. He'd winked and softly said, "Are you sure you don't want to go someplace private and talk about this, Deputy? Maybe we can work something out?"
That had just increased her panic. In a flash she saw a future she dreaded. He'd finish his job at Murphy's Cove and shake the dust of this small town. If she yielded to her emotions, he'd leave her with nothing but regret. She'd ripped the ticket out and handed it to him. He'd laughed.
The sound was the match to her fuse. She seared him with a glance and walked around the Suburban, making a pretense of inspecting the lights on the rear of the Burb just to buy her panicked brain more time. In her most official voice, she said, "Your right rear tail light is cracked."
"Well, gee whiz, Officer," he said in a parody of a Texas drawl. "You sure as shootin' better write that up. Can't let a lawless desperado like me get away with anything."
His mocking voice spurred her on. Retribution was a bitch with a ticket book in hand. Ripping the second ticket from the book, she handed it to him with a flourish. "As you wish."
"You must not have been in uniform longer than a nano second, or you'd know you don't give tickets to other law enforcement personnel. It's not professional."
His jeering words burned her. She'd wanted to smack him with her ticket book.
Fortunately, her uncle had arrived just then. It hadn't taken the Sheriff long to get the picture. He'd tsk tsked a bit, taken the tickets from Hogan, and stuffed them in his pants pocket. She'd known her uncle would tear the tickets up. And he had.
Battle lines were drawn that day. When Hogan dropped by, he alternated between flirting outrageously and treating her like a child. She countered with whatever put-down fit the occasion. She was just counting the days until he packed up and went back to wherever he'd come from. Until then, her best defense was a good offense.
Still, it hurt that her best friend's mother seemed to side with Hogan. "Grace, you don't think it's right for Hogan to act as if he's above the law, do you?"
"Oh, pish. You're too young to be such a stickler for rules. Just once I'd like to see you thumb your nose at responsibility."
Grace's outburst surprised Susannah. "You make me sound like a, well, like a stick in the mud. A pompous stick in the mud at that."
"Kids should be kids, but you skipped over that and went straight to adulthood. You're too serious to moralize like this."
Surprised, Susannah asked, "Do I really sound so self-righteous?"
"No, hon, no." Grace smiled and held her thumb and index finger close together. "Well, maybe just a teeny bit. You gotta quit judging people and how they should or shouldn't act. And quit assuming responsibility for other people. You've been doing that since you were seven. It's time to live your own life. Let others live theirs. Good golly. Have some fun. Stop being as unyielding as a clod of sun-baked mud."
Grace's assessment hurt. A lot. Susannah blinked to dispel the sudden moisture that threatened to turn into tears. "I was just saying that Hogan, as a hotshot consultant, should set an example for others."
"It's not as if he robbed a bank. All he did was double park."
"That's illegal. He was impeding traffic flow. He could have caused a traffic jam."
"Oh, come on. Not only is this the smallest dang county in Texas, it's also got the smallest towns. The closest thing to a traffic jam here in Vance was when Cici Rojas's pet sheep got loose and rammed the plate glass window at the bank."
Susannah smiled at the memory. She'd been fifteen when the massively overweight Ruffles had made his great escape.
"Now that assault sheep impeded traffic when everybody jumped out of their cars to try to catch him. Would you have written tickets for all of them or joined in the effort to catch Ruffles? I'm just saying that sometimes there might be mitigating circumstances to consider."
Resignation seeped through Susannah. "You should have been a preacher the way you keep at a person until she admits her sins. All right. Maybe he wasn't impeding traffic. I'll even admit, I should have let him off with a verbal warning."
"You've got a bad case of Rookie Cop. Ever hear about pride going before a fall?"
The phone rang again. Susannah decided it was better that Grace thought she was a gung ho rookie than to have her learn the truth. She listened to Grace's side of the conversation, hoping someone, somewhere, needed a deputy. But the call was from another of Grace's friends. No escape. The only thing more boring than this job was the small town she couldn't escape from either. And the only thing more boring than that was her personal life.
In college, she'd had friends. And dates. Though she'd never let any relationship slide into the perilous waters of romance. She sure didn't have to worry about that here. Eligible men were as scarce as unbroken sand dollars on a Gulf coast beach. Not that she cared, she silently affirmed. She'd decided long ago that all she wanted was a career. She'd be a good cop. If her uncle would give her a chance. She didn't want romance, but a social life would be nice.
Unfortunately, her high school friends had deserted Vance for the bright lights of Houston or San Antonio. She didn't blame them. She'd have done the same if it hadn't been for her mother. Luke Orland, her high school boyfriend, was now a cop down in Murphy's Cove, but they hadn't hooked up when she'd come home. To Luke, women were divided into two groups. Those good for sexy fun and games, and those he'd never get between the sheets. She still fell into the latter category.
Boring job. Boring town. Boring personal life. The triple threat was about to do her in.
Maybe it would be more bearable when Paula came home. Grace's daughter taught at Sam Houston State, the college they'd both attended. When the summer semester ended next week, she'd be home. That might save her sanity.
To Susannah's annoyance, after Grace finished the latest call, she picked up where she'd left off. "You've always been a rule follower, but in law enforcement, professional courtesy is as important as protecting and serving. You don't write the Mayor's pal a ticket. Especially when the Mayor runs the richest town in the county. And you sure don't ticket a cruiser from another police department." Then Grace spoiled the whole effect of her professional courtesy lecture by giggling like a school girl. "There's easier ways to get a stud muffin like Hogan to notice you."
Horrified, Susannah stared at Grace. Surely the woman couldn't know. "I did not write him a ticket so he'd notice me. Even if the governor declares D. E. Hogan heaven's gift to womankind, I wouldn't be interested. He's not even what I'd call handsome."
"Well, Susy Q," a male voice drawled. "I'm mortally wounded. Are you sure you don't find me appealing?"
The Trouble With Love by Joan Reeves
Book 1:Texas One Night Stands
Available Now
***
Excerpt, Romeo and Judy Anne by Joan Reeves
By the time most people reach the eve of their thirtieth birthday, they've developed a philosophy of life, shaped by the experience of living. Judy Anne Palmer was no exception. She had a philosophy shaped by life's hard lessons and honed by the last six years to a stark two-word declaration.
Life sucks.
Of course, she'd never say that back home in Clayton's Bend. If someone in that small south Texas town asked what her philosophy of life was, she, as the so very proper principal of the local high school, would say something nauseatingly wise and profound. The ability to rattle off something that sounded so good and meant so little made her feel even more like a fraud.
Back home, day after endless day, in a town that boasted five traffic lights, eleven churches, and no social life, she faked it. No one saw her as anything but the dutiful daughter her mother depended on and the guardian for her two nieces. She was more than a pillar of the community. She sometimes felt as if she were the entire bedrock foundation upon which the small town was built. Everyone in Clayton's Bend considered her the embodiment of propriety.
Judy Anne's lips twisted in an ironic smile. If they only knew what she planned to do.
Tonight, she wasn't in Clayton's Bend. She was hundreds of miles away in Dallas. She didn't have to be prim little Judy Anne Palmer with all her inhibitions and obligations. Tonight she could pretend she was someone else.
Someone with a life.
Judy Anne had never set out to be the embodiment of anything. She was tired of being up on that pedestal of propriety. Completely alone and isolated. If truth be told, she was just plain tired of everything. She felt so suffocated by her job and the never-ending responsibilities at work and at home that sometimes she couldn't even breathe.
She was especially tired of being a veritable monument to respectability. How had she become the town's most proper lady? Lady? Ha! What a joke. She was an anachronism. She was a joke. What else would you call a woman her age who was still a virgin? Other than pathetic? Recently, she'd heard herself described as a professional virgin by her cousin Susannah Quinn.
Judy Anne paused and swallowed hard. No, her cousin was now Susannah Hogan. As much as her cousin had distrusted men, it was still a shock to think of her as married. It had been more of a shock to hear herself described that way. Susannah had seen her slinking away and had hurried after her, apologizing. Judy Anne hadn't been hurt so much as embarrassed. Did everyone think of her as some dried up old maid with her legs locked at the knees?
She might as well have L for loser tattooed on her forehead. In today's world, you couldn't even find an over the hill virgin in the pages of the most cliched romance novel. No one would believe it. Virgins were supposed to be as extinct as dinosaurs.
So how the hell had she ended up being one at the ripe old age of twenty-nine?
A long sigh escaped her. She didn't even believe it. She was so tired of waiting for her life to begin. She'd been a good girl who'd followed all the rules and never, ever, entertained a rebellious thought. And look where it had got her.
Well, she intended to change that. Tonight, she'd say life was a sucky bitch if she wanted to. And tonight, before midnight ushered in her thirtieth year, she'd no longer be the oldest living virgin north of the Rio Grande.
The orchestra launched into a familiar song and put an end to her rebellious musing. The radiant bride and the groom—the groom who should have been hers—stepped onto the dance floor. Judy Anne took one look at them, and felt all her bravado vanish. The sight of the happy couple as they swayed to the Italian love song was the last straw. Her lower lip quivered as Josh Groban sang about the urgency of love. The desperation of needing the lover's touch. Not that Josh himself was in the hotel ballroom. And not that she understood a single word of Italian. But she had more than a speaking acquaintance with desperation. Tonight, she felt it in every cell of her body.
With a frozen smile on her face, she swallowed the knot of emotion in her throat and endured the usual wedding reception routine. When the best man's toast to the happy couple ended, she slammed the flute of champagne as if it were a tumbler of water. The wine tasted sour in her mouth and made her empty stomach lurch. Without a second thought, she beckoned to a white-jacketed waiter and swapped her empty glass for a full one. She drank it down without stopping. The bubbles tickled her nose, but she didn't laugh.
Starkly, she realized that she was who she was. An expensive makeover in a Dallas salon couldn't change her into a hot chick who went out and got what she wanted. She'd been a fool to think it could, and no amount of champagne would give her the Dutch courage to try. Her shoulders slumped. Enough was enough. She felt the pressure of hot tears when she closed her eyes. She couldn't take any more. She had to get out of there.
***
Roman Carlisle followed the woman he'd watched for the past hour. She hadn't been at the church for the wedding. He'd have noticed her. She was frantic to get away, but the celebrating crowd impeded her progress. She bumped into other guests but didn't stop. If anything, she moved faster. She stumbled. Quickly, Roman reached forward and grasped her arms, bracing her to keep her from falling. He didn't release her but steered her to the door. Her chilled flesh wasn't what he expected. Somehow he'd expected her skin to feel hot. Like he'd felt from the moment he'd first noticed her.
She looked up. Roman doubted she could even see him through the blur of tears in her startlingly green eyes. In a flash, his smile faded. "Are you all right?"
Without pausing, Judy Anne pulled away from him. "I'm fine." She cursed the heat that warmed her face. Being a frizzy-haired strawberry blonde with skin the color of milk had been the first of life's many jests. "Sorry," she whispered brokenly and ran.
The four-inch heels attached to her feet by tiny straps of clear plastic made running an exercise in futility. Something else she knew way too much about. But she gave it her all.
Groban's deliciously deep voice floated above the happy crowd as she finally pushed through the heavy double doors and stumbled into the corridor. The mahogany doors wheezed shut behind her. She stood there, feeling lost. Her legs trembled, whether from the wine, the emotions, or tiredness, she didn't know.
Judy Anne felt dazed. She didn't know what to do. For someone always in control of every situation, this proved more unsettling than she could handle at the moment so she just started walking. She heard the doors behind her open. She cringed at the laughter and music. More melodic haunting words in Italian spilled out. She'd been a fool to come here. She go back to her room and pack. She'd go home tonight.
Back to Clayton's Bend where she could grow old and fade away, which, judging by the way she felt, wouldn't take that long. She'd been such a fool to think she could follow through on an insane plan hatched with her best friend over a pitcher of frozen margaritas.
Tonight had been such a mistake. She hadn't even made her presence known to her old college sweetheart because she knew she couldn't pull off the scene she'd envisioned. She should never have listened to Heather. This was all her idea—the shoes, the dress, the makeup. So, apparently, were the two condoms Judy Anne had found tucked away in her gold-beaded evening bag with a note that said, "Better late than never."
Judy Anne knew her best friend meant well, but she wished there were some things that Heather didn't know. But that was just something else on her long list of things that couldn't be changed. She swallowed hard, trying to push down the aching, burning knot lodged in her throat.
Despite the shoes, she put distance between herself and the ballroom. She'd hoped the second glass of champagne would have erased the image branded on her retinas of the radiant bride in the arms of the groom for their first dance. A shudder rippled through her. She should have been the bride. Would have been the bride. She blinked rapidly. If only life hadn't changed six years ago.
Six years! Judy Anne clenched her hands so tightly the fake nails bit into her palms. Six years of living a life she'd never planned. Things had turned out so wrong. So very wrong. And there was no way to make them right. No way to undo the weeks that had turned into months and the months into years. No way to undo the decisions that had shaped her life.
Her life? What a joke! Except Judy Anne didn't laugh. There was nothing funny about being cheated of everything you'd wanted. At midnight, she would turn thirty. She'd be thirty years old and alone with nothing but her anger and her guilt to keep her warm. It hadn't been heartbreak that had sent her fleeing from the wedding reception. She didn't delude herself that she loved Jeremy. Maybe she had once, but she'd let him drift away long ago. Whatever she'd felt for him in college had faded. But the wedding had been a wake up call, a rude slap in the face saying, "Wake up, dummy. Life hasn't just passed you by. It leapfrogged over you!"
Judy Anne rushed past topiaries festooned with white tulle and pink roses. She was twenty-nine and ticking, filled with so much anger she felt like a bomb looking for a place to detonate. She blinked her eyes furiously to dispel the tears. She'd be damned if she washed away the fifty-dollar makeup job she'd had for what was billed as Dallas's social event of the summer.
She was passing the small cocktail lounge when the soft sounds within intruded into her thoughts. The quiet murmur of voices, the subdued clink of crystal, and the near-darkness appealed to her raw senses. Especially the darkness. She'd never been to a bar by herself before. She could just imagine what the ladies in town would say if they knew. And that decided it for her. She squared her shoulders. Maybe another drink was just what she needed to erase the image of the happy couple. Another after that, and she'd dull the pain of looking at the long road of life that stretched before her, a one-way lane to nowhere.
Four drinks in an evening equaled four more than she'd had all of last year. If she didn't count that pitcher of margaritas that had started this craziness. What a boring life she led when she knew exactly how many alcoholic beverages she'd had in a year's time.
Feeling rebellious, and liking it, she walked between a pair of massive ficus trees flanking the entrance. There was a first time for everything, and it was high time she had a little liquor-fueled adventure.
Judy Anne marched straight to the bar and seated herself in a tall black leather chair. Given the darkness of the room and the champagne on an empty stomach, she congratulated herself on that accomplishment as she lay the gold evening bag, with its mocking little gift from Heather, onto the gleaming mahogany bar. The soft jazz playing in the background washed over her.
The bartender smiled at her and set a crystal bowl of nuts and pretzels in front of her. "What can I get for you, ma'am?"
In deference to her detour from the straight and narrow, Judy Anne said, "I want something strong, but I don't want it to taste like kerosene."
Something brushed against her arm. A man's cologne, subtle yet compelling, teased her senses. Whether it was the whisper of his touch or his scent, she didn't know, but something about him seemed familiar.
From the corner of her eye, she saw him slide onto the chair next to hers. She liked the way he smelled. It was nice. Really nice. And she usually didn't go around noticing the way men smelled. Not that life in Clayton's Bend presented much opportunity for appreciating something like that. Most of the men she encountered smelled like a hard day in the outdoors or like the aftershave sold at any supermarket.
"Miss?" the bartender interrupted. "Did you decide what you want?"
Judy Anne felt heat flood her face. "Sorry." She'd been lost in musing about the way the man next to her smelled. Common sense would suggest that maybe she'd already had her limit with the champagne. But she wasn't going to let mere common sense stop her. She'd get drunk, she suddenly decided. Sure. Why not? She was hours away from being thirty and had never tied one on. Ever. Another first. Her spirits rallied. In a low voice, she told the bartender, "Just bring me anything that won't make me sick. Something I can sip without scrunching up my face."
"Bring the lady Glenfiddich on the rocks," the man who'd taken the seat next to her ordered.
His voice was quiet, with a husky timbre that seemed as familiar as his scent. The sound of his voice had that same weird effect as his aftershave. It made the tiny hairs on her arms tingle even as his presumptuous command to the bartender irritated her. That wasn't a first. Lately, all the men she knew irritated her.
"I'll have the same," he added.
"Wait just a minute," Judy Anne began, but the bartender had already walked away. Her brows snapped together in a frown. "Look, I'll order my own drinks, thank you." She turned toward him, to reiterate what she'd said. Her eyes widened in surprise. He really was familiar. He was the man who'd caught her when she'd almost fallen in the ballroom. As she stared, she realized he was quite possibly the most handsome man she'd ever seen. Except handsome was too mundane a word to describe his dark good looks.
What had to be a hand-tailored suit cut to fit his wide shoulders—Judy Anne glanced down—and powerful thighs probably cost more than she made in several months. Her eyes rose to his tanned face. She'd never seen anyone before who had such perfect masculine features. Or they would be perfect except for the frown that snapped his dark brows together as he sat through her inspection.
Thick black hair fell forward on his forehead in a careless style that probably defied even the best styling gel. His lips were full, sculpted. As she watched, his mouth twisted in a lopsided grin. But it was his eyes that captured her attention and held it. His eyes were as dark as a moonless night. And they were filled with concern as he gazed at her.
Judy Anne hoped it was dark enough in the bar that he didn't recognize her from the wedding reception. And that he didn't notice the crimson stain that burned her cheeks. "I'll pay for my drink, thank you." She turned away and prayed he'd just ignore her the way men usually did.
"Fine. You can pay for mine too if you want." He leaned close and shoved the bowl of salted nuts closer to her. "In the meantime, eat some of these."
Her stomach rolled. "I'm not hungry."
"Unless I miss my guess, you haven't had anything to eat except that cube of cheese at the reception."
So much for hoping he hadn't recognized her. Apparently, he'd noticed her before she'd stampeded from the reception. Why had he followed her? Pity? Pride stiffened her spine. "I'm on a diet."
"Trust me, you don't need to diet."
He treated her to the same visual inspection she'd subjected him to. She felt his eyes as if they were hands on her skin, sliding from the tiny straps holding up the low-cut, tight gold dress to the length of leg exposed by the short skirt, and ending with an examination of the ridiculous high heels—designed to look like glass slippers, or so Heather had said.
She'd never had a man give her the onceover so thoroughly. Of course, she'd never dressed like this before. The goose flesh rose on her body as if he'd touched her ever so softly. Oddly enough, the way he looked at her made her feel a pleasant warmth invade her body. A small whisper of sanity told her to be outraged.
But tonight was no time for sanity.
Thinking about his hands on her body made her feel peculiar—almost drowsy. As if all her physical energy needed to be conserved for something she felt but couldn't articulate. It took enormous strength to raise her eyelids to his face. When she succeeded, she saw his gaze rested on her breasts.
For years, she hadn't thought about her breasts as anything other than an annoying part of her anatomy. They were too large for her slender frame, and she usually did everything she could to camouflage that fact. But the way he looked at her made her breasts swell and her nipples harden. Her pulse increased. Judy Anne found it oddly difficult to breathe. If she'd been at home and caught some man staring at her breasts, she'd probably have, well, she didn't know what she'd have done because no man in her hometown would ever think to look at her like a sex object.
No, she reminded herself. She wasn't at home. Tonight there were no rules. She took a deep breath and the teasing words of a flirt seemed to tumble out of her mouth of their own volition. "They're just breasts. Every woman usually has two."
His amused gaze met her challenging green eyes. "Yes, but not every woman has such a beautiful set."
Surprised, Judy Anne laughed. The way he'd said it was so matter of fact—as if he were making an observation about a pair of candlesticks. Some of her tension drained away.
"Why don't you eat something?" He picked up the bowl of salty nuts and held them out in front of her. "We can talk about your magnificent breasts later."
The way he said it invited her to share his amusement. She didn't even try to repress her grin. So much for being a femme fatale. She relaxed. "No, I think we've exhausted that subject."
She picked up a few nuts and cupped them in one hand, slowly eating them one by one as she stared at him. Although she didn't have money, she could recognize those who did. He was completely out of her league. Even if he had been interested in her, which he apparently wasn't, or he'd have flirted instead of making jokes.
With his expensive suit and a wristwatch that looked as if it may have cost more than the Chevy she drove, he was a man who didn't even inhabit the same planet she did. They were two strangers having a drink together in a strange place far from home. She'd never see him again, and that thought made her feel oddly free. Though she didn't understand it, she felt comfortable with him. Maybe because he was a stranger she'd never see again. Where she came from, everyone knew everyone. If she sneezed, someone across town would say, "God bless you." Then they'd call her mother to report that Judy Anne had a cold.
Here in the dimly-lit bar she was unknown. No one would call around town to report what she'd said or done. How liberating. She could flirt with him. She could say anything. She could do anything.
"What's your name?" he asked.
Judy Anne didn't answer. If she told him, they'd no longer be strangers. She didn't want to give up the freedom of anonymity. "Why don't you guess?"
He cocked his head to the side. "Guess? Will you tell me if I guess correctly?"
"Of course," she lied, as the bartender served their drinks and walked away.
"Hmmm. I don't know why, but I don't think I trust you."
Judy Anne lifted the heavy glass and took a sip. "Hey! In vino veritas."
"In wine, yes, there is truth. You speak Latin?"
Judy Anne grimaced. "No! Most emphatically no." She was sorry she'd quoted the common Latin phrase. She didn't need any reminders of her latest problem at work. "Please, forget I said that. Let's leave the dead languages in the cemetery. Speak any language you want, as long as it's not Latin."
His grin drew a smile from her despite herself. "Latin isn't necessarily dead. It's enjoying quite a resurgence in the last few years thanks to Angel and Buffy and the Scooby gang and all the other literate vampires in pop culture."
At her frown, he said, "I take it you're not a fan of the paranormal. Okay, how about Italian then for the wine quotation? In vino, ci e la verita."
Though the Italian words he spoke made her think of the song that had chased her from the reception, Judy Anne liked the sound of the words he spoke. Or maybe it was just the husky timbre of his voice. She figured she was like most American women—a total sucker for a man speaking Italian or French or having any kind of accent for that matter. In fact, she thought his English held a faint British accent.
He lifted his glass and drank. "This, my beautiful nameless woman, is twenty-five-year old Scotch, not wine. And, if we were in Italy, I'd say, "In whisky scozzese, ci e stanza per l'immaginazione."
"And what exactly does that mean?" Judy Anne traced the rim of her glass with the tip of her index finger.
"In Scotch whisky, there is room for imagination."
Delighted, she laughed and picked up the chunky glass of amber liquid. "Imagination? Is that a polite way of saying you can lie if you drink Scotch?"
He shrugged, but there was nothing nonchalant about his dark gaze as he studied her. "I don't know. Why don't we test it? Let's set the Scotch aside and order a glass of wine. Then I'll ask your name again."
"Oh, but I'm liking the Scotch."
"So it tastes a tad better than kerosene?"
Judy Anne smiled. Tad? There was that odd inflection again. A crispness—not quite an English accent—but almost. She wondered if he'd been educated in England. Oops. Wrong idea, she mentally scolded herself. No wondering allowed. "The Scotch tastes different. Kind of like well water with a lot of minerals."
"Well water?"
When he laughed, she felt her pulse quicken. She didn't understand the pleasurable stir of emotions. Something inside her seemed to swell. Her breasts felt oddly heavy. Achy. And there was a peculiar sensation low and deep inside—like a subdued drumbeat—slow, steady. Persistent. Suddenly, Judy Anne realized what she was feeling. Heat. Rising, spreading heat. It had been so long that she'd nearly forgotten the slow stir of desire.
Startled, but trying not to show it, she sipped the potent Scotch. She lifted her eyes to his. Did he know how he made her feel? Heat slid through her veins, slipping along her nerve pathways.
"I've never heard Scotch described as well water, but that's as good a description as any." He lifted his glass, saluted her, and drank. "I gather you're not going to tell me your name?"
In that instant, Judy Anne decided. She wanted him to be the one. The man. She wanted him. At least for tonight. All she had to do was get him to want her. She cleared her throat. "I've got a better idea. Why don't we give each other a name we feel is appropriate?"
"I'd rather tell you my real name, but I get the feeling that would end this game we're playing."
When he set his glass down and looked deeply into her eyes, she frowned. His gaze was too perceptive. His eyes too knowing. She didn't want that. She wanted fantasy, not reality. She'd had enough reality to last her a lifetime.
His eyes held hers as he asked, "Tell me. What name would you saddle me with?"
"Oh, Romeo, Romeo." She smiled softly. "Wherefore art thou, Romeo?"
His eyes closed in mock dismay as he shook his head. "Is it the Italian? Or do I seem like a hopeless, hapless lover prone to suicide?"
"None of the above. Well, maybe the Italian, but most of all," she shrugged and answered honestly, "you just look like the perfect Romeo. Tall, dark, handsome." She noticed he shifted uncomfortably as she described him. "You do know you're handsome, don't you?"
He sighed. "Yeah, I've been told that once or twice, but I want to be more than just a pretty face." He held the bowl of nuts out to her again and didn't lower it until she'd taken a small handful.
"I guess if I'm Romeo," he paused. His eyes gazed at her with quiet intensity. "That makes you—?" He broke off, lifting his dark brows in question.
"Juliet?" Why not? The desire to escape her identity was intoxicating. To slip into the skin of someone else. What could be wrong with one night of freedom? Tomorrow, reality would return soon enough. She'd be back in Clayton's Bend, and once again she'd be Principal Judy Anne Palmer, twenty-nine-year-old. No, thirty-years-old. And a spinster, a word still used in her hometown. But tonight? Tonight she could be different. Tonight she could let herself be seduced by this handsome, exciting, oddly compassionate man.
"Uh oh. There you go looking sad again."
Startled, she glanced away and tried to regain the flip, flirtatious attitude she'd projected.
"Why don't you talk about it, Juliet? Tell me why you were crying at the reception."
Damn. Romeo might have bedroom eyes, but they were also eyes that didn't miss a detail. "Weddings make me cry."
"Really? I thought maybe your heart was broken because you were in love with groom.
How could she explain the thousand reasons that had reduced her to tears?
"Did the groom break your heart?" he persisted.
She tensed. "I didn't say I was a friend of the groom's. I crashed the reception. I wasn't really invited."
He arched a dark brow and offered her the bowl of mixed nuts again. She realized she'd eaten the ones she'd held so she took some just so she'd have an excuse not to talk. But he didn't talk either, just stared at her with those eyes that seemed to look inside her.
Oddly, the quiet between them wasn't unsettling. Even odder was the fact she felt relaxed and wired all at the same time. "Enough with the salted nuts. Why are you trying to force-feed me?"
"I could say because you need something to absorb the champagne and the whisky. You don't look like a woman who's used to getting drunk on Saturday night."
She recoiled as if he'd slapped her. Judy Anne had worked hard to look sexy in the tight, short dress. She'd wanted to look exactly like a woman who partied on Saturday nights. Obviously, the ton of makeup and the tousled up-do hairstyle that looked as if she'd just crawled out of bed hadn't changed her from frizzy-haired, freckle-faced Judy Anne Palmer to the sexy image she'd wanted so badly to project. Not because she still loved Jeremy and wanted to steal him away but because she wanted him to see what he'd passed up. That she was a desirable woman, not a dried-up stick of an old maid.
In that moment, she realized it wasn't Jeremy she'd wanted to convince of her desirability. It was herself. The truth hurt—as truth usually did. Her lower lip quivered. Tears stung her eyes, and this time she couldn't keep them in. A solitary tear slid down her cheek. Romeo might as well have said she really was the woman she feared she was condemned to become.
"Hey, don't cry." He looked stricken as he caught the errant tear on the tip of his index finger. He leaned close and pulled her into his arms.
Judy Anne forgot the flirtatious game she'd been playing. He held her so gently it made her want to let loose the emotion that choked her. Her chest hurt with the pressure of the sobs she suppressed. The soft shushing sounds he made reached deep into her heart and melted some of the pain there.
She couldn't remember the last time someone had tried to comfort her. Had she even felt a man's arms in the last few years? Tenderness unraveled her tangled emotions. She pressed her face against his throat, forgetting that they weren't alone. She tasted the salt of her own tears and marveled at the luxury of such a release. She'd never have lost control at home. But this wasn't home. To her surprise, she felt no embarrassment.
Romeo's scent filled her. His skin smelled intoxicating and was warm next to her face. She felt the flutter of his pulse against her cheek. Without thinking, she turned her head and pressed her mouth to that soft beat.
And the world stopped spinning for an instant.
When the moment passed, reality had changed. As if it had hit a bump and shifted. His pulse no longer fluttered. It beat like a drum against her lips. Judy Anne pulled away from his embrace. Feeling shy for the first time, her eyes met his dark gaze then flitted away. She didn't know what to say. Should she apologize? She fumbled with her bag and opened it to get a tissue. Her fingers brushed against the condoms. She jerked as if the foil packets had stung her skin.
Heat flashed through her body. Hotter than before. Her heart beat painfully as her eyes rose to his face. Embarrassed, she couldn't quite meet his gaze.
Romeo tipped her chin up. "Look at me."
The softly-spoken command, raw with need, made her eyes seek his. Ah. Judy Anne felt something soften inside her. The heat wasn't one-sided. She saw it in his dark eyes. Desire smoldered.
Almost as if he spoke to himself, Romeo said, "I don't do one-night stands."
"Neither do I." She slid off the bar chair and reached her hand out.
"Ah, sweet Juliet. I was afraid of that. So where do we go from here?"
"Upstairs to your room," Judy Anne whispered.
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Frances's Texas Millionaire Pie
I was blessed with a wonderful mother-in-law. Frances Reeves was an artist who worked in oil and acrylic and created near photo-realism in her landscapes. Not only was she artistically talented but also she was one of the sweetest women I've ever met. Not a day goes by that I don't miss her.
Frances had a beautiful Christmas centerpiece shaped like a tree and made from paper lace doilies, gold angel figurines, and tiny white lights. She helped me make a similar one for my buffet and gave me some of the gold angels for it. Every Christmas when we decorate, I bring out her angels and paper lace tree and think of her with love and longing.
She and I shared a partiality for sweets. Frances loved anything made with chocolate and pecans. When I was new to her family, she made a Texas Millionaire Pie that was simply delicious. This Christmas, I'm proud to share her recipe with you.
Frances's Texas Millionaire Pie
1 unbaked pastry shell
In a large bowl, beat 2 eggs well.
Add these ingredients, blending well.
1 c. sugar
1/2 cup flour
1/2 teaspoon baking powder
3/4 stick melted butter
3 tablespoons unsweetened cocoa powder
1 cup coconut
1 cup chopped pecans
1 teaspoon vanilla
Pour into the prepared pie pan. Sprinkle 1/4 cup chocolate chips over the top. Bake for 30 minutes at 325 degrees. Done when a knife inserted in the center comes out clean. Cool before cutting. Decorate with piped whip cream and chocolate curls for added visual appeal—not to mention to increase the yummy factor.
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A Look at The Good, The Bad, and The Girly
Every woman makes mistakes in life. Meet Stormy Clarkson and her three daughters. Stormy made three whoppers of mistakes that changed her and changed the lives of her three daughters. Love never fails though. Stormy discovers that sometimes you get another chance to live the life you want, not the one with which you're stuck, and that's a lesson she intends to pass on to her daughters.
Book 1: Old Enough To Know Better, Fall 2011
Book 2: Good Girl Conspiracy, Winter 2011
Book 3: Bad Girl Complex, Spring 2012
Book 4: Girly-Girl Conquest, Summer 2012
***
Excerpt, Old Enough To Know Better
You know what they say about the best-laid plans of mice and men going astray? Well, Stormy Clarkson decided, the best-laid plans of women old enough to know better didn't just go astray. They went into some kind of hyperspace wormhole, and, when they came out the other end, they landed on your unsuspecting head like Dorothy's house crushing the wicked witch.
What was she going to do? She was in over her head, and she knew it.
Her hands shook as she pulled the shimmering red silk dress from the hanger. She stepped into the dress and pulled it up, slipping her arms through the straps. A lot of women her age avoided showing their arms, but sagging triceps was the least of her problems tonight. Besides, she'd made exercise her addiction of choice years ago. Not only was it a way to deal with stress but also it helped fill the empty hours of the life she'd chosen.
Chosen?
No. Stop it!
With fierce determination, Stormy reminded herself of certain truths. Now was not the time to fall into that old mental debate. Not tonight. She owned her decisions. She'd moved on. She liked the person she'd become when she'd finally grown up.
You're just scared, she told herself. When she got scared, the temptation to brand an L for loser on her forehead was overpowering. Put a sock in it, she scolded herself.
Stormy zipped her dress then studied her reflection in the full-length mirror. She was lucky. Sure, she had some tiny lines around the corners of her eyes, but her throat was still firm, as were her legs, and the aforementioned arms. Her boobs didn't droop. Yet. And her stomach was still flat. Not bad for a woman who turned fifty today. But was it good enough to be naked later with a man younger than she?
No, she couldn't do it. She was insane to even be thinking about it.
Her hands shook as she pulled the pins from her hair. If only she hadn't let Libby talk her into this Wine Country Weekend. If only she was at home, alone. Like all the other nights for as long as she could remember. If only she could stop thinking about sex.
Sex with him.
With his large hands touching her.
Everywhere.
If only she hadn't kissed him. But the heat in his eyes had drawn her. She felt like a moth that had already made the acquaintance of the flame and was over-heated from the encounter.
Stormy groaned. Heaven help her, but she wanted to be naked in his arms.
What was she going to do? If she had a brain in her head, she'd pack up and leave. Or at least stay in her bungalow and not answer the door.
Run away or stay?
The mirror reflected her indecision. Stormy sighed and smoothed the red silk over her breasts and down her body. A body that seemed to have grown a few million more, ultra-sensitive, nerve endings since she'd met Sean Butler, the owner of the winery. What would it feel like if Sean touched her like this? A shiver of sexual awareness raced up her spine. The dress made her look as blatantly sexual as she felt.
A knock on the door made Stormy jump. A heavy pulse beat between her legs. Decision time.
Hide or open the door?
Old Enough To Know Better
Book 1: The Good, The Bad, and The Girly Novella Series by Joan Reeves
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Girls-Gone-Wild Chocolate Bonbons
My mom Lucille Ainsworth had a holiday cooking tradition that was amazing. She started her holiday cooking before Thanksgiving. Around the first of November, she would make fruitcakes—about a half dozen or more depending on how many people on her gift list were to receive her special cakes. On baking day, our house smelled wonderful with all those spices and flavorings. The weird thing is that none of us kids liked fruitcake, but we loved the smells wafting through the house when Momma baked.
When the cakes came out of the oven, she turned them out on clean dishtowels to cool. Then each cake was wrapped in sturdy layers of heavy aluminum foil. A week later, the brandy basting began. Every week from baking to serving, each fruitcake received a couple of tablespoons of brandy drizzled over it. Then, they would be re-wrapped until the following week. As I grew older, I realized that each brandy-laced fruitcake probably had the combustible energy of military grade C4.
When Thanksgiving arrived, one cake would be served. I abstained since the fumes made my eyes water. The other cakes would continue to get their brandy baths until right before Christmas when the fruitcakes would be delivered to friends. Everyone loved my mom's fruitcakes, and, in our Bible belt town where all good Christians, including my parents, were teetotalers, I found that fascinating and very amusing.
Mom always had other desserts for those of us who avoided the fruitcake. Each year, she made an assortment of Chocolate Bonbons. The one I'm giving the recipe for is made with bourbon—another beloved confection in a town of teetotalers! I've dubbed this candy a more fitting name in honor of its appeal to women and their love of chocolate. Enjoy!
Girls-Gone-Wild Chocolate Bonbons
You'll need a double boiler for this or a heat proof stainless bowl placed over a pot of very hot, but not boiling, water.
1 6 ounce package of semi-sweet chocolate chips
12 cup sugar
3 tablespoons of white Karo syrup
1/3 cup bourbon
2 1/2 cups of vanilla wafer crumbs
1 cup finely chopped pecans (all my recipes call for pecans, but you can use walnuts)
Baker's Angel Flake Coconut
Shake coconut into a layer on a cutting board or cookie sheet. Then melt the chocolate in the top of the double boiler over very hot, but not boiling, water. Remove from heat. Stir in the Karo and the sugar. Carefully blend in the bourbon. Add the vanilla wafer crumbs and the chopped pecans. Mix well.
Shape the warm candy mixture into 1 inch balls. Roll the warm balls in the coconut and set aside on another cookie sheet or parchment paper to cool.
When cool, store in an airtight container, layer by layer. Separate the layers with waxed paper so they won't stick together.
Leave them for at least 24 hours to "cure." Makes 4 dozen of the most delicious chocolate bourbon bonbons.
***
San Antonio, Texas, is the home of the Alamo, the Riverwalk, and a delightful blend of Anglo and Hispanic cultures. Two-stepping is a way of life on Saturday nights, and celebrations often feature luminarias, small paper bags filled with sand, with a lit candle placed in the middle of the sand. That tiny flame can illumine or burn out of control if one isn't careful. So can repressed desire when enkindled by love.
With love, sometimes it's two steps forward, two steps back, and, sometimes, dancing around love is like playing with fire. You risk getting burned.
(formerly advertised with the working title: Wish on a Texas Star)
Available November 23, 2011, just in time for Thanksgiving reading!
Book 2: San Antone Blue, Summer 2012
***
Darcy Benton wondered if she needed to check into a hospital.
Her nervous system seemed to have shorted out, producing feet that felt like blocks of ice and hands that perspired as if it were July rather than December. Her heart raced faster than a quarter horse, and her face felt as warm as a passive solar collector at the end of a hot Texas day.
Releasing her white-knuckled grip on the strap of her new leather handbag, Darcy opened it and fished out one of the tissues she'd stashed inside.
Hoping that the man who'd created this shock to her system was still engrossed in reading her resume, she furtively wiped her palms. For good measure, she blotted her damp forehead.
Her eyes strayed to the man on the power side of the mahogany desk. Chase Whitaker was the owner of Sunbelt Oil Producers, one of the many small independent energy companies in San Antonio. His attention remained fixed on the paper he held.
Chase. She tried the name out in her mind. She liked it. It was unusual and suited him perfectly.
Feeling hot and cold by turns, Darcy examined his features as intently as he studied her résumé. His face easily rivaled any male heart throb on the silver screen. His dark blue eyes could only be characterized as bedroom eyes. The phrase made Darcy tingle.
His thick ebony hair made her fingers itch with the desire to slide through the silky black strands. Just thinking about it made her sigh. And his mouth! Oh, my goodness! Darcy couldn't even put words to the feelings incited by his full, chiseled lips. Another sigh escaped her. At the soft sound, Chase shifted. His eyes flickered to her then back to her résumé.
Darcy felt the blush begin beneath her prim white blouse and creep upwards until it reached her face. This would never do. She blotted her forehead again, surprised at how damp the tissue felt.
Frowning, she looked at it. Her eyes widened in shock. Blue ink practically dripped from the sodden wad of tissue. Horrified, she stared dumbly at the blue ink that colored her finger tips and rimmed her unpainted nails.
If any of her three brothers had been in the room, she'd have accused them of playing another of their dumb practical jokes. But this time, she only had herself—and a cheap ballpoint that had leaked over the contents of her expensive new purse—to blame for her fall from sophisticated femininity. Somehow, she thought in despair, she always ended up feeling—and looking—like the gangly kid who'd tried to outdo her older siblings in every sport.
Resigned, Darcy opened both palms. Blue ink—indelible blue at that—mottled her pale skin. She looked at the shiny brass and glass table next to her chair, with the ridiculous hope that there would be a box of tissues beneath the small Christmas tree decorated with tiny gold oil wells. No such luck. Desperate, she wiped her palms up and down the sides of her navy skirt.
With a prayer on her lips, Darcy looked at her hands again. The mottling had been replaced by wide smeary streaks. Great! Just great! It was no use. The ink wasn't going anywhere. She closed her hands into tight fists, trying to hide the stains.
Why had this happened when she wanted so desperately to make an impression on Chase Whitaker? And not just because she wanted him to hire her. The man stirred something inside her that she'd never felt in all her twenty-four years. Just looking at his hands made her quiver like a taut wire on a piano.
Her music teacher mother would describe his large, well-formed hands with long, shapely fingers, as pianist hands. The bronze of his hands contrasted sharply with the turned up cuffs of his starched white shirt. The thing Darcy liked most about his hands was the absence of a wedding ring on his left hand.
That brought her up short. Get a grip, Darcy Benton, she scolded herself. You're here for a job—not a romantic entanglement. As if she would even know how to have a romantic entanglement, she thought sourly, determined to stifle her overactive imagination. But her fantasies refused to be silenced.
She prayed silently that she would get this accounting position. And not just because she had to start repaying her student loans. Darcy realized that she wanted this job more than she wanted air to breathe!
Another sigh escaped her. Chase glanced up, his eyes sharp and penetrating. He frowned. Surely, he couldn't know what she'd been thinking? She felt her blush intensify. She watched him slowly wipe his hand across his forehead. His hand—and those bedroom eyes—mesmerized Darcy. Her breath seemed too expansive for her lungs.
Feeling light-headed, she uncrossed her legs, knocking over her briefcase. "Sorry," she mumbled. Her eyes rolled to the ceiling in disgust. Could she possibly appear more clumsy?
Then she realized that he seemed to look, not at her eyes, but about an inch above them. His irresistible mouth twitched as if a smile struggled to break free of restraint. He stood, and Darcy's mouth went dry as her eyes climbed his tall, broad-shouldered frame.
When she'd first entered his office, she'd had the unusual pleasure of looking up to meet his eyes, rather than down, as she usually did. She felt absurdly pleased that he was a few inches taller than her five feet eleven inches.
He reached into his back pocket and pulled out a snowy white square of linen and walked around the desk and offered it to her. "This should help."
Taken aback, she frowned. He touched his forehead again, making a wiping motion. Suddenly, horrified understanding flooded her. Quickly, she swiped the handkerchief across her forehead and wasn't surprised to see it come away streaked in blue. She didn't even want to think about what her forehead must look like.
She returned his handkerchief. Chase carefully folded it and laid it on his desk top. He remained standing, towering over her. She wished he would go back to his chair.
"Thank you, Mr. Whitaker," she said, acting as if nothing were wrong. Her voice was brisk and cool. She was afraid to let any warmth creep into her voice for fear she'd cry, or worse, that he'd discover how breathless his nearness made her.
Each time she looked at him, she felt so peculiar, like the time her three brothers had dared her to climb the giant pine tree in the back yard, and she'd fallen, knocking the breath out of her.
Belatedly, she realized that he was talking. She focused hard and caught the end of his sentence. "...give you a chance. We'd wanted someone with experience, but we're willing to take you on, though we try not to hire straight out of college. But your class standing was excellent. And you seem like a mature, sober young woman."
His eyes swept her up and down, from the tight knot of hair forced into submission by half a tube of gel, to the black, square-framed glasses. Those sexy eyes of his quickly took in the severe navy suit, pristine white blouse, and floppy navy bow tie.
The book she'd read on dressing for success had said this was the outfit professional women wore. She'd plunked down her credit card in hopes that the severe clothing would change her image from a basketball-playing tomboy to a stunning corporate diva. Maybe she should have checked the copyright date in the book, she thought, feeling uncertain.
His sexy eyes reached her size ten feet clad in sensible, low-heeled shoes—ugly black patent leather pumps that, Darcy knew, no fashionable woman her age would be caught dead wearing. But Darcy had thought they'd be perfect in case the owner of Sunbelt Oil turned out to be on the short side.
Chase cleared his throat. "And you are obviously sensible and practical." He smiled.
Mature? Sober? Sensible? Practical?
Why didn't he just say she was so undesirable that a man ship-wrecked on a desert island for twenty years wouldn't even put the moves on her? Darcy fumed, insulted by his assessment.
The rest of what he said faded into the distance. Just once, why couldn't she be seen as incredibly sexy or completely irresistible! Why couldn't he be as attracted to her as she was to him?
When he offered her the accounting position for which she had applied, Darcy coolly thanked him. She knew she was being ridiculous, acting like a starry-eyed teenager in the throes of infatuation, but she couldn't help it. She hadn't had enough experience with infatuation to become blase about it.
She tried to work up some satisfaction at landing her first real job, but she felt more depressed than elated. Well, she might as well get over it, she told herself. Even had she managed to attract Chase's attention, she'd never have stood a chance.
Even with her limited experience with the opposite sex, Darcy recognized the kind of man he was. A real heartbreaker. It was stamped on him as indelibly as the ink that stained her fingers. He was completely out of her league. From his bedroom eyes to his delectable mouth.
"Welcome to Sunbelt Oil," he said, offering his hand to her. Pulse pounding, Darcy stood and stepped toward him. She'd forgotten about her briefcase, but it hadn't forgotten about her, she thought as she stumbled over it.
Momentum pitched her toward Chase. He reached up and grabbed her hands, catching her before she did a half-gainer and landed face first at his feet.
Smoothly, his grip changed to a handshake. Laughter danced in his sexy eyes. "Again, welcome to Sunbelt," he said smoothly.
"Thank you, Mr. Whitaker." His touch was everything she had imagined it would be. His skin warmed her icy hand. The touch of his palm to hers was flame to dry tinder. Suddenly, Darcy fully understood the definition of the word desire. Her pulse throbbed in places she hadn't suspected could throb.
Mortified by her discovery, she jerked her hand back. She'd die if he ever knew how she felt! Determined that he never know how he affected her, she thanked him in a brisk, cool voice. She might as well squelch her hopeless romantic notions, Darcy told herself, because she knew that Chase Whitaker saw nothing, absolutely nothing, that attracted him.
Why couldn't she be petite, cute, and sexy? With a flair for fashion rather than a killer hoop shot? Why did she have to be a tomboy who towered over nearly every man in the state of Texas?
Darcy managed a few strangled words conveying her pleasure at joining his company even as a horrible suspicion began forming in her mind. She rejected the idea—it was unthinkable! Perfectly ridiculous, in fact!
When Chase touched her elbow, Darcy knew she was a goner. He led her to the door, which was a good thing, because the way her head was spinning, she'd never have found it on her own.
Somehow, she found her way back to her little blue car in the parking lot. Huddled on the cold vinyl seat, she stared at the office building and wondered which window was his?
"What am I going to do?" Darcy moaned.
Working near Chase Whitaker, who looked at her as if she were another piece of office furniture that he'd just acquired, was going to be impossible.
Crazy as it seemed, Darcy discovered, she had fallen in love at first sight with her handsome new boss.
Nobody's Cinderella by Joan Reeves
(formerly advertised with the working title: Wish on a Texas Star)
Available November 23, 2011, just in time for Thanksgiving reading!
***
Like the song says, these are the things that put a smile on my face during the holidays.
A young, brawny man carefully wheeling a pink bicycle with training wheels from the store to his car.
The Salvation Army bell ringer greeting everyone with a "Merry Christmas and a God Bless You" when anything—coins or bills—are dropped into the red kettle.
A white-haired woman holding a can of pumpkin and telling a much younger woman how to bake a pumpkin pie.
A little boy toddling along with his mother, holding her index finger and walking up and down the toy aisle, while he exclaims, "Santa's going to bring me this and this and this and this...." Sure hope Santa has deep pockets.
Men with cell phones pressed to their as they shop. The conversations are, well, darn funny. "Okay, I'm looking at marshmallow cream in a glass jar with a blue decorated label. Is that what you want?" Or, "What's the difference in baking powder and baking soda, and which one was it you wanted?" Or, "I can't find Dora the Explorer in a medium size doll. Should I get my niece the large one or the small one?" Or, "I've been to four stores, and they're all sold out of Elmo's Anniversary doll. Wouldn't a G.I. Joe Action figure with a weapon be better?"
The local radio station playing endless Christmas music. Yes, it does get tedious after a while, but the first few weeks are wonderful. I sing along when I drive which is much better than griping about the traffic.
Watching A Christmas Story about young Ralphie's quest for a Red Ryder BB Gun, which by the way, my husband gave our daughter one year.
Weeping over It's A Wonderful Life when George Bailey cries out, "I want to live again." Then smiling and crying too when his brother Harry makes the toast, "To my big brother George, the richest man in town." What a sucker I am, but I like having it affirmed again that you just never know how many lives you touch as you live your own.
Attending Christmas Eve services and always remembering the many times we've done this in the past, when the kids were young and now when they have kids of their own.
The smell of smoke drifting from a chimney somewhere in the neighborhood. Even here in the Houston area, home of heat and humidity, we sometimes light up the logs in our fireplaces. I remember one unfortunately warm Christmas when I turned the AC on high and then built the fire. Not environmentally conscious perhaps, but for a brief moment, I had that crackling Yule log just like the snowy places up north.
The smell of that first batch of Texas Trash, my secret recipe for what everyone else calls Chex Mix. Yum. Spicy enough to make your eyes water if you're in the kitchen when I'm cooking up the drizzling sauce. Oh, and the sweet caramel smell of pralines! Mouth-watering.
Unpacking the decorations and putting them up—inside and out. Seeing the sentimental ornaments that snooty decorators would probably label tacky always brings a tear to my eye. There are the pieces of the mobile that hung over our daughter's crib. I dismantled it years ago and have hung it on the tree ever since. Then there's the salt dough ornaments I had all the kids make each summer when it was too hot to play outside, and I didn't want them watching too much TV. Ornaments made in school and Sunday school. Photographs from Brownies through Girl Scouts. From each kid's wedding, there's the boutonniere my husband wore and so many other bits and pieces of our lives. It may not be a glamorous tree, but it is a tree that reflects our lives and our love.
Isn't that what Christmas is all about? Life and love, and the best of humanity?
***
I wish peace for our troubled world. I wish prosperity for you and our country and the rest of the world. I wish for a cure for the diseases that take our loved ones from us. I wish for an end to violence and an end to the social ills that threaten our society. I wish for an end to the attraction that drugs hold for people. I wish for an increase in literacy.
Gather your loved ones near this holiday season. Make your own favorite recipes or try some of mine. Tell your own stories. Roast some chestnuts or just toss a bag of popcorn in the microwave and watch football together. It's all good if you share it with those you love.
Sing songs. Watch holiday movies on television. Hug your loved ones a little harder. Smile brighter. Ignore the petty irritations of everyday life and embrace the generosity of spirit that lives in all of us. Do a good deed. Grant forgiveness. Accept forgiveness.
This is the season to be the best you can be. Spread love or at least "like" and civility everywhere you go. From my house to yours, I wish you JOY. May you and your loved ones be blessed with the best that the New Year has to offer.
Go in Peace. Merry Christmas. Happy New Year.