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Christmas in Bayeux by Stephanie Burkhart
The ravages of war have taken their toll on Aiden. Seeking peace, he has traveled to Bayeaux, France, on a pilgrimage of sorts. Noel, a former exchange student who spent time with his family years before, provides him a place to stay at the old manor she has turned into an inn.
The attraction they felt nine years before at the tender age of sixteen flares to life as they spend time together and prepare the inn for Christmas. But there has been so much loss and grief for Aiden. Will Noel be able to help him feel again and can Aiden find what he is searching for?
Mars Needs Men by Gerald Costlow
It is Christmas, 2046, and brave astronauts are returning home in a tiny spaceship after a disastrous attempt to establish a base on Mars. They have exactly one year to endure the cramped confines of the malfunctioning capsule before once again setting foot on Earth.
Carla has a small but important job at the space agency; she monitors and controls all personal email communication between the astronauts and their family and friends...and lovers. All she wanted was to help Howard the astronaut out with a problem, to stop him from getting an email that meant having a bad Christmas while stuck in a tiny spaceship. She didn't count on falling in love with Howard, and she certainly didn't count on ending up in a long distance love affair with a man who thought she was someone else.
Now she is the one with a problem. Next Christmas the astronauts will return and her secret will be revealed. Only a miracle can keep her world from falling apart.
Fast Forward Love by Rita Hestand
An early Christmas party at a neighbor's house officially begins the Christmas season. Connie and Ed are both widowed with a lot in common. Everyone says they would make a great couple. He is one of her son's coaches at school and she has definitely noticed him. He appears to notice her, too, but won't even speak at the party. Connie is plagued with self-doubts and loneliness.
Later Ed finds a reason to speak to her at her son's basketball game and invites her out for coffee. Then after coffee he kisses her and talks as if he wants to date, but he doesn't call. What is it with his on-again, off-again attitude? What is wrong with her? Or is it him?
Wanted by Karen Michelle Nutt
Sheriff Jace Kelly's wife died giving birth to his remarkable daughter, Emma. She inherited the families' seer abilities, but being only six-years old, she has the tendency not to know the difference between a vision and just an ordinary dream. So Jace doesn't put too much faith in Emma's recent premonition: marriage for him and a new mother for her, all because she wished upon a Christmas star.
When JoBeth Riley arrives in town, Emma is convinced this is the woman she dreamed about: dark hair, green eyes and shamrocks in her pocket. Only there's one problem, she's the notorious outlaw, Baby Face Jo.
JoBeth's stay in the lumber town is meant to keep Shane Maverick, the leader of the outlaw gang from finding her and breaking her out of jail before the authorities have time to devise a plan to capture him.
JoBeth finds the Kellys a strange lot. A little girl, who believes her dreams are tales of the future and the rugged sheriff whose kindness proves a distraction. She's an outlaw for heaven's sake, but Jace is bound and determined to steal her heart.
by
Stephanie Burkhart
"To my sister, Christine;
I hope you get to spend a Christmas in Europe."
Chapter One
Bayeux, France
2010
A light dusting of snow covered the Renault's window. Aiden smiled, preferring moist snow to arid Iraq dust. He flicked the wipers onto intermittent as he entered the small French town of Bayeux. It was his first time in France and it had been a long drive from Paris. Thank God, the journey was almost over. His heart, however, had several more kilometers to go.
Bayeux was a small town, but it held the key to his battered heart. It was only seven kilometers from Omaha Beach, and the American World War II cemetery.
The streets narrowed as he drove into the town proper. Thank goodness for the mini GPS he had taken. The buildings were beige and grey, dull against the winter white clouds.
She promised to be there.
He turned onto a more prominent street and there it was; Cathedrale Notre-Dame de Bayeux. It was one of the oldest gothic churches in France. Noel Rousseau stood before the heavy wooden doors, her hands tucked under her armpits. She was the beautiful foreign exchange student he'd met years ago when she came to study with his family in America.
Thank God for Noel. He couldn't have done this without her. He parked the car. The clouds above suspended the snow. A couple milled past the church on the sidewalk.
Aiden smiled as she approached. Since he'd last seen her nine years ago, she had grown taller. Her brown hair peeked out from her cap, flecked with copper highlights. Her cobalt eyes pierced his defenses now, just as they had before. He took a long breath. Despite the winter clothes, she looked stunning.
Her eyes swept over him and then sparked with recognition. "Aiden!"
"Bonjour, Noel!"
She wrapped her arms around him and gave him a quick hug. "Bonjour!"
Her warm glow infused him with hope, cracking his battlements even further. Her genuine embrace was what he needed, but he wasn't here for her. He needed to set his heart and his mind straight, and she would be a big part of that. Taking a step back, Aiden feathered his eyes over her. "It's good to see you again, Noel. You've changed…"
"Oh, I was just a girl when I was an exchange student in your house."
"You were sixteen."
Her cheeks reddened. "Oui—now I am a woman. How are your parents?"
"They passed away while I was in Iraq."
"Oh, I am sorry to hear it. They had such kind hearts. I adored them."
"That's part of the reason I'm here."
Her eyes softened. "I was surprised to get your call. Bayeux is such a small town. I knew there must have been a reason. Come inside and talk to me." Her voice was low, silvery, full of concern.
Noel took his hand and led him into the church. It was as cold within as it was outside, but he could feel Noel's refreshing heat through her gloves. It lit a vague, sensual spark inside him.
They passed a votive candle display dedicated to the Virgin Mary. The rosary above the door rained down red, orange and yellow shadows on the altar, which had a nativity scene beside it, reminding all the season belonged to Christ. Noel led him to a pew in the back and genuflected, making the Sign of the Cross, paying her respects to the Lord. Aiden did the same and sat down next to her, brushing his thigh against hers. A pleasant wave of heat flooded him from the contact. Damn. Noel was just as attractive now as she was all those years ago.
She took off her knitted cap and gloves, and he did the same. The waves of her hair tumbled down her back. She was slender and fair-skinned. Her cobalt eyes pierced his soul with genuine interest. Her high, exotic cheekbones were colored now from coming in from the damp cold. Noel's slim, yet strong fingers laced through his, cracking those hardened walls around his heart even further.
"What happened, mon ami?"
"Well, you know I graduated from Boston College…"
"Oui, that was the last postcard you sent me."
"I joined the Army."
"Oh?"
"I was commissioned a second lieutenant and sent to Iraq last March."
"Is it what you wanted?"
"Yes. I felt it was my duty to serve my country."
"How was Iraq?"
"It wasn't what I thought it would be."
"Je suis desole, I'm sorry."
"I can't even begin to describe how it was—unbearably hot with people who you were trying to help suspicious of everything you did—it plays on your nerves. Then, in October, I found out my parents died in a car accident."
"Oh, Aiden."
"He was drunk, Noel. He disregarded the red light and drove right through it. My parents were killed instantly."
She wrapped her arms around him, hugging him fiercely. His heart finally shattered; icy little pieces tore through his body, fragmenting his defenses, and for the first time, that numb feeling left him. Tears flowed down his cheeks. He hated to cry, but he knew Noel would not judge him. She would not scold him for crying.
She pulled back and cupped his cheek with her warm hand. Why did he feel so confused? So hurt? So raw? So grateful it was her who was here with him now? He hadn't seen her in nine years, and yet, he knew that only she could help make him whole again.
"Aiden, the Army told you what happened?"
"Yes. They discharged me because I was their only son."
"And your sister?"
"Caroline had her husband to help get her through this."
"Je comprends."
He placed his hand over hers and turned his face against her hand, closing his eyes, willing his aching body to calm. A faint whiff of her rose-scented perfume steadied him. "Thank you for being here."
"Your family was wonderful to me when I came to study in America. Whatever you need, I'll do my best to help."
He stiffened his back, regaining his composure. "Thank you. I want to see Omaha Beach and the American World War II cemetery."
She arched a curious eyebrow. "Why?"
"My grandfather landed on Omaha Beach. I wanted to feel close to him—to feel what he felt about war. I was hoping to gain an understanding of what I've been through."
"Did he die at Omaha?"
"Oh, no. He died ten years ago, just before you came, but he knew war—how it played with the mind. I want to feel his presence, feel his guidance in my memories of him. He always wanted me to come to Omaha. He knew I'd understand."
Her mouth curved with tenderness. "Did you rent a room yet?"
"No."
"Good. I want you to come stay at Mont St. Therese with me."
"Mont St. Therese? A church?"
"Non, it's the bed and breakfast I run next to the shore. My mother also passed recently and left it to me. It's hard work, but I find it…ah, invigorating? Is that the right word?"
"It's the right word if you want it to be."
"My English is rusty."
"So is my French."
Her smile warmed him to his bones. "Thank you, Noel."
"You're welcome."
Chapter Two
Noel was surprised to hear Aiden Seward's voice over the phone. She had been an exchange student with his family years ago, and even back then, she had a crush on him. But she was young and he, while the same age, found her no more attractive than his sister, or so she thought. Now he was a man, tall and well built. His dark, ebony hair fell in neat waves and curved against the nape of his neck. His sweet, hazel eyes harbored such sadness, they almost broke her heart. She wanted to hold him, touch him, drive away those demons that haunted him, but she knew now was not the time. He had to be the one to reach out to her. He had not been so daring years ago. What could she expect from him now?
Noel also knew that men did not care to write letters, so when she left, she extracted a promise from him to exchange postcards. Surprisingly, he honored it. In fact, his last postcard hung on a corkboard in her kitchen next to the refrigerator.
They got into his rented car and Aiden drove off. "Which way?"
"Straight. St. Therese isn't far. I took the bus in."
Thankfully, it had stopped snowing. Aiden and his family lived in Boston, Massachusetts. She was born in Bayeux. She was French to her bones, but when she stayed with Aiden's family, she might have considered living in the States if he had expressed interest.
"Turn here," she said. "Do you see the manor on the cliff?"
"Yes."
"That's Mont St. Therese."
His lips parted just a little and his eyes filled with awe. "It's beautiful."
"Thank you. You can see Omaha Beach in the distance."
"Do you have people staying there now?"
"I have one couple visiting from Austria."
"Christmas is only two weeks away. I hope my visit isn't inconvenient," he said.
"Not at all. How long are you staying?"
"I don't know. I haven't gotten a return ticket yet."
He pulled into the courtyard and Noel directed him toward the auto shed next to the manor. She got out of the car and went to the chain pull next to the garage door. The door slowly lifted up. Aiden drove the car inside and walked out, clutching a duffle bag over his shoulder. Noel yanked on the pull, closing the door.
"You don't have an automatic opener?" he asked.
"It's on my to-do list." They walked through the front door and were greeted by Annabelle, the maid. Noel and Annabelle conversed in French and Annabelle took both their coats and hung them in a nearby closet.
"Aiden—" Noel stopped. She saw his eyes raking over the second story staircase, the ancient tapestries on the wall, and the candlelight chandelier in the hallway.
She put her hand on his arm. Now, since he had his winter coat off, she saw he was well-muscled, lean, with long legs. He was also as warm as a tinderbox, and even more attractive than she remembered. "Aiden?"
He stepped toward her. A broad, awestruck look descended over him. "This is amazing. It's history come alive."
She arched an eyebrow. "What do you mean?"
"It's filled with history. We have nothing like this in the States." He paused and looked directly into her eyes. "It's beautiful."
Noel felt her cheeks tingle from the heartfelt compliment. "Thank you. Come. I'll show you to your room."
Aiden followed her up the stairs. She took him down the west wing to the last room on the right. He followed her inside. A wide bed was in the middle of the room. Noel went to the window and pulled the curtains apart, revealing a view of the coastline.
"Come here," she said.
Aiden took the spot next to her, putting his hand in the middle of her back. She inhaled sharply at the unexpected contact. Warm shivers rippled through her. She nipped at her lower lip, trying to maintain her focus. "See in the distance? That built-up ridge has several German gun bunkers."
He flashed her a smile filled with admiration. "Thank you for being so thoughtful."
"You're welcome."
"I want you to go to the beach with me tomorrow."
"Are you sure?"
"Yes."
"Then I will."
"I can't thank you enough for being here, Noel. I need to do this. I just need to feel again."
She understood that pain. Losing her mother had left a hole in her heart that was just now starting to heal. She could only imagine the anguish he endured—losing his parents as he was serving his country. He needed to reconcile that hurt, honor his parents, and begin to live again. If she could help him, she would do so with no hesitation or reservations. She, herself, hadn't truly lived since returning from the States nine years ago.
Chapter Three
Aiden rubbed his eyes and sat up, his back against the headboard. The sun filtered in through the window, having just risen above the horizon. He reached over to the nightstand and picked up his cell phone. Eight-thirty a.m. He raked his hands through his hair, a little disconcerted by the sun's late arrival. Well, no matter. He'd take a shower, grab breakfast, and find Noel.
Noel.
When he had first laid eyes on her years ago, her beauty stunned him. She was slender, with delicate wrists, and wide doe-like eyes which pierced his heart like a wild arrow. Her English was passable, but she had learned to really master it staying with his family, and he in turn, became fluent in French. His parents took them all over New England, to Patriot football games and Martha's Vineyard. Noel was his biggest cheerleader at his soccer games and swim meets. Even running to the grocery store for Noel was a pleasure. He didn't dare kiss her or tell her his true feelings for fear of ruining their friendship.
When it came time for her to go back to France, he watched her board the plane with a heavy heart, promising to send postcards. He wasn't much of a writer.
He couldn't put a word on his feelings then, just that they were deep—all- consuming. He'd dated since, been with a couple of girls, but no one came close to his heart like Noel had.
When he arrived home in late October to leave the Army and bury his parents, he had no one. Caroline had her husband, Albert. Aiden went through the motions, helping to settle his parents' estate with Caroline, but he knew he was missing something. He stood on the shore of Martha's Vineyard at their summer home, and looked east toward Europe and France. He needed Noel to get past this heartache. That's when he realized she'd been in his heart for nine long years. He had a word for his feelings now that he didn't have then—love.
Aiden flung off the covers and hopped out of bed. Moving with purpose, he showered, got dressed, and went downstairs for breakfast.
* * * * *
Aiden didn't mind the grey snow clouds overhead or the chilling breeze that came in off the Atlantic Ocean. If it bothered Noel, she didn't let him know. They were both bundled up, thick coats, hats, scarves, and gloves. And despite the cold, his heart was warming with her so close.
He briskly walked past the gun bunkers, impressed with how protected they had been. The invasion force had to be determined in the face of such adversity.
He stopped and faced the ocean, chilled to the bone. He pictured wave after wave of aircraft carriers, shore boats, machine guns, and planes, landing on the beach, those soldiers and marines drawing on the strength of their beliefs and driving forward with all their might.
That's what his grandfather had done that day. He had looked fear, doubt, and apprehension in the face and had overcome. That's what he needed to do.
"Noel?"
She walked up beside him. He held out his gloved hand and she took it. He closed his eyes.
Thank you, Grandpa, for sending her to me.
Aiden turned around and looked at the bluff. The American cemetery was overhead.
"Come," he whispered. "Let's go."
Noel never let go of his hand. They made their way to the bluff and climbed the stairs that led to the cemetery. Aiden froze when he saw the crosses, row upon row. Such sadness. So many good lives lost.
"There are over 9,000 buried here."
He nodded. Speech left him.
"The French people have high regard for America. You liberated our people from severe oppression. The people in Bayeux and all along the coast will come up to American tourists and shake their hands, thanking them for the service their grandfathers gave so long ago."
Aiden was shocked. Americans were thanked for their service? "You're serious?"
"Yes. Why?"
"It's just that France seems so aloof—"
Noel held up a hand, stopping his train of thought. "DeGualle thought it best to promote an independent spirit for the French people, and in doing so, while he helped the nation get its pride back, he also harmed us in the eyes of others. It is true Parisians can be aloof, but you'll find that the people who live outside of Paris are open and friendly."
"Noel, no one in Iraq ever shook my hand."
"Je suis desole."
Aiden drew in a deep breath. It seemed unbelievable, but Noel spoke with such strong conviction in her voice, he believed it to be true. He wanted nothing more than to be thanked and appreciated for his service.
Facing his apprehension, he walked the rows of the crosses, finding an occasional Star of David. One name caught his eye.
"Theodore Roosevelt, Jr.?"
"Yes, your president's son is here."
Aiden dropped to his knees. Everyone suffered great loss—not just him. He hung his head in his hands and sobbed, releasing the rest of his heartache. His body shook.
"Aiden, please, come back to me…" Her voice was so very far away.
Then she was before him, on her knees. She tore the gloves off her hands and used her warm hands to lift his face so they were eye-to-eye.
"Aiden," she whispered, his name a prayer on her lips. Noel leaned against him and kissed him, moving her mouth over his, devouring his sorrow, driving it away. She tasted of honey and lemon from her morning tea, but her lips were so very warm and wonderfully persuasive. It grounded him, reminding him that he was alive and he had a life to lead. She broke the kiss as quickly as she started it and he looked into her blazing blue eyes. Never had he seen such a fire there.
"Noel—"
"How do you feel, Aiden?"
"Cold. Raw. Achy."
"But—you do feel?"
A slow smile curved his lips. "I'm not numb anymore, if that's what you mean."
She took his hand and squeezed it. "Your parents won't come back, but remember them in your heart and live the life they would want you to live."
He nodded back at her, not speaking. His feet had touched solid ground. Now he needed to give his foothold permanence.
Chapter Four
Noel stared back into her mirror, brushing her hair. She hadn't anticipated kissing Aiden on the beach, but it felt like the right thing to do to break through his overwhelming sadness. It had worked, but she found she enjoyed the kiss far too much. She'd have to guard her heart more carefully. When it came to Aiden, she didn't want to be teased. She wanted all of him, not just a part.
It had been a week since Aiden arrived and every day since, she saw his eyes grow brighter. The sadness of losing his parents still lingered, but Aiden had not stayed in his room. He joined her for meals and even helped her to spruce up the manor. He repaired drafty windows, replaced lime-crusted showerheads, and even now, they were waiting for an automatic garage door to arrive. Annabelle thought Aiden was a pest when he tried to help her dust, and Gerard, her cook, thought he was a menace in the kitchen, but it warmed Noel's heart to see him engage life again. If Noel's kiss had deeply affected him, he hadn't let her know it.
Noel didn't push, letting Aiden find his own way, but now she thought he was ready for more. With a twinkle in her eye, she put the brush down and walked downstairs to the dining room. Aiden sat next to the window overlooking the ocean, sipping his coffee. French coffee was usually a stiff cup of espresso.
"Good morning," he said.
"Good morning," she replied, smiling. Her breakfast plate waited for her—granola, a croissant, and a cup of yogurt.
He clapped his hands. "So what are we fixing today?"
"Nothing."
He arched his left eyebrow. "But, you have—"
She held up her hand and flashed him a wide grin. "We're going out."
"Where?"
"Into town. I have something I want to show you."
He plopped a piece of his croissant into his mouth. "What?"
"It's a surprise."
"I'm not good with surprises. I need time to prepare."
She giggled. "Aiden, really, this isn't the Army. Let me surprise you."
His brows drew downward in a frown.
"Don't pout, mon ami. It's unbecoming."
Aiden drew in a deep breath. "Say, isn't Christmas around the corner? Where's your tree? Your decorations?"
She waved her hand. "I usually put my tree up the night before."
"Oh, that's no fun. Don't you have an advent calendar?"
"Not since I was a girl."
"You need some Christmas spirit, Noel."
She pointed a finger at her chest, finding his statement incredulous. "Me? I need Christmas spirit?"
"It's a week away."
"So?"
"Tomorrow we are going to get a tree and decorations."
"It's too soon," she protested.
"Not where I come from."
"This is France."
"Humor me, please."
Noel cracked a smile. He'd worn her down and he knew it. Preparing for Christmas would be fun—especially with a friend. "All right. Tomorrow we go Christmas shopping. Today, we visit my surprise."
His grin was boyishly affectionate and it warmed her heart to see him come alive again.
Chapter Five
Aiden parked his car a few blocks from the town center. He noticed the middle of town was very compact. Most of the buildings were tall and either beige or grey. From the second stories hung the American, British, French, and Canadian flags—the forces that stormed the Normandy beaches. He slammed his door shut and Noel took his hand.
God, he loved it when she held his hand with no hesitation. "Fess up, Noel. Where are we going?"
She gave him a mischievous grin as she wrapped her scarf around her neck. "It's in the town centre."
"Um." No, he didn't care for surprises one bit. They made him feel uncomfortable. He'd had enough surprises in Iraq to last a lifetime.
They walked a block or two and entered the downtown pedestrian area. Aiden stopped, amazed by the wooden shops lined up against each other. They sold wooden ornaments, candies, knick-knacks, wreaths, candles, anything that had to do with Christmas. There were three rows of these booths, which took up the square along with a food tent. The scent of mulled apples and sweet pastries tickled his nose.
"Noel, what is this?"
"The Christmas markets."
"Is this what you wanted to show me?"
"No." She paused. "Ah, that's right—you don't have Christmas markets in the States."
"Well, then, we're coming here tomorrow to shop for Christmas."
She smiled. "It's a date."
He found it impossible not to return her disarming grin. Was that what they were doing? Dating? She led him down the street. It was getting harder for him to hold back, but he wanted her to know that when he kissed her, when he touched her, it was because he wanted her, not because it was gratitude or some other strong emotion. Well, yes, he was grateful to her, but damn it, he wasn't about to let her walk out of his life right now. Right now? Who was he kidding? He didn't want her to walk out of his life again.
She pushed two wooden double doors open and they walked into a wide open-spaced entrance hall. "Is this a museum?"
"Oui. It houses our best known prize—the Bayeux Tapestry."
"What is that?" His voice was laced in curiosity.
"Dix Euros," said the clerk. He was in his mid-thirties and wore a blue uniform.
Aiden put his hand over Noel's hand as she reached for her purse. "I'll get it."
"Vous etes Americain?"
"Oui," said Aiden.
The clerk held out his hand. Aiden slowly took it, surprised by the gesture. What was he doing?
"Americains we like. World War II, yes? Merci—thank you," the clerk said in halting English.
Aiden was stunned. Noel said this occurred, but he didn't think it would happen to him.
"De Rein. Thank you, sir."
"Non, Monsieur, merci. Keep your money."
"Oh, I insist."
"Oui, thank you, merci."
Noel smiled at the clerk, threaded her arm through Aiden's, and they walked into the museum. There were a few people milling about in the halls, but it wasn't as busy as he thought it would be. Maybe everyone was at the Christmas markets.
He paused before they got far. "You said—"
She gave him an easy smile. "You handled that well."
He leaned against her, wrapping his arms around her waist and pressing the length of her body against his. Her curves were a perfect fit. He ground his teeth, drawing on his willpower to hold back from kissing her right then and there. "You are amazing."
"I know."
He stared into her cobalt eyes, feeling the heat rise within him, but he knew this wasn't the time or place. He stepped away from her. "Why, ah, don't you show me the tapestry?"
Her cheeks reddened, but she only gestured toward the hall. "It's this way."
They entered the main room and he saw that the tapestry hung on the wall opposite them. It filled the space entirely. Aiden stood stock-still, admiring its craftsmanship.
"We believe it commemorates the Norman conquest of England in 1066. We all call it a tapestry, but it's really an embroidery." She paused, and then pointed. "Of course, the hero is William the Conqueror. His forces defeated those led by the English king, Harold Godwinson."
Aiden walked the length to the tapestry, marveling at the story and how the work had been well preserved for close to one thousand years.
"Edward the Confessor had no heir so he sent Harold to tell William he would rule England once Edward died. Harold, however, usurped the throne."
Aiden pointed to a star with a tail. "Is that a star?"
She grinned. "Modern interpretation believes it to be Haley's comet. It was a bad omen for Harold."
"What happened next?"
Noel giggled. "William conquered him."
"Silly me. I should have known that." He grabbed her waist and pulled her against him. Their eyes locked, hers smoldering with desire. Damn. He wanted to kiss her. Right now. Screw his willpower. Aiden grabbed her hand and led her to the nearest hallway. Empty, thank God.
He pressed her against the wall, his hard body molding against her curves, and claimed her lips with a hungry, demanding kiss.
She didn't fight him or pull away. He squeezed her waist with his hands, and she fisted his shirt in her hands, keeping him close.
Her lips were warm and pliant, as demanding as his. He traced his tongue against the soft fullness of her lips and they parted for him. Aiden's tongue explored the recesses of her mouth and he groaned. He was getting hard for her. In a damn museum. That thought was like a bucket of water on his unchecked kiss and he pulled away, gasping for breath.
"Aiden?"
"Yeah?"
"That was some kiss."
"I wanted to kiss you like that for a couple of days now."
She stiffened her spine and held up her chin, distancing herself. "Why?"
Aiden grew confused, wrinkling his brow. "Well, I—"
"Don't kiss me out of some sense that you owe me."
"I never—"
She put a firm hand flat on his chest, holding him still. "I care for you too much to change the dynamics of our relationship."
Anger flared inside him. "I kissed you because I wanted to."
"I think you're confused."
"Me? I think you are."
A couple entered the hallway and looked at them with curiosity.
"We should go," she said.
"I agree," he said. She kept one step in front of him as they left. How could he convince her his emotions ran deep for her and he was tired of bottling them up? Hell, he had nine years' worth of buildup. He let her go once. He wasn't about to make the same mistake again.
Chapter Six
The car ride to Mont St. Therese was quiet. Noel had never been as confused by a kiss as she had by that one. Aiden had never kissed her like that before—with raw, unchecked passion. She liked it—far too much.
He must be confused. It was understandable. Aiden had been through a lot lately. He'd experienced a gambit of emotions from sadness to acceptance in a short period of time. She was sure he had sought her out because she was close to the World War II beaches that would give him peace, not because he wanted to see her.
Once they got home, Noel ate her dinner in her room. She needed space to regroup. Her feelings for Aiden were stronger than she realized.
There was a knock on her door. A quick check of the clock revealed it was nine o'clock.
"Who is it?"
"Aiden."
She wrung her hands together, trying to quell her confusion as conflicting emotions swelled deep in her bones. What did he want? If he kissed her again, she didn't know if she could push him away.
Noel grabbed the knob and opened the door.
He leaned his shoulder against the frame, his arms crossed in front of his chest. "Can I come in?"
"Is that wise?"
"We need to talk about what happened today and I won't take no for an answer."
Noel drew in a deep breath for strength and opened the door wider. He walked in. He stood next to her bureau. She sat down in the chair adjacent to the window. No man had ever come into her bedroom before.
"Look, Noel," he said, finally. "I don't want you to be confused about our kiss."
"You never kissed me like that. What was I supposed to believe?"
"I wanted to kiss you. I have very strong feelings for you, Noel. I have always had very strong feelings for you."
"You have strong feelings? For me?"
"God, yes. When you came to stay with us nine years ago, I didn't want you to leave. I loved going places with you. I loved learning your language. I loved having you cheer me on at my swim meets."
"You never told me."
He stiffened his back. "How does a sixteen-year-old boy tell the girl of his dreams all that? I didn't want to drive you away."
"You hardly wrote to me."
"You're right, but I did send postcards like we agreed upon. That meant a lot to me."
"You never—"
"I am here now, Noel. What I never realized was how important you were to me until I lost my parents."
"I'm sure you had girlfriends."
"Sure, I dated, but none of them were serious."
She arched a surprised eyebrow. "No?"
"How could they be? You were still here." He placed his hand over his heart.
Noel swallowed, moved by the deep conviction in his voice. He crossed the space between them and knelt on the floor before her, placing his hands on her knees. "I am a man now, and I know what I want, and what I want is you."
She tugged at her lower lip with her teeth. She had been lonely since returning from the States. Yes, she had dated, too, but those men weren't in her heart—not like Aiden was. Her deep feelings for him were embedded in her bones. She wanted to give in, but caution washed over her heart. Nine years was a long time to be apart.
"Aiden, I had always hoped—dreamed—wished you and I, but…"
He placed a finger over her lips. His eyes sparkled in the moonlight coming in from the window. "I never forgot you, Noel."
"I never forgot you, either," she whispered.
A smile curved his lips. "What now?"
She drew in a deep breath. "My life is here."
He cocked his head, his eyes curious. "What do you mean?"
"If you are serious, you must know that Bayeux is my home. I couldn't think of leaving."
"You wouldn't consider living in the States so we could be together?" Hurt laced his voice.
"I would visit, of course, but I can't leave. This is my home."
Aiden stood up. "I see."
She found the storm in his eyes and looked away. "Do you?"
"I have a lot to think about."
"Aiden—"
He turned around and marched out of her room. Noel hung her head in her hands, stifling the tears that welled up inside her. She didn't want to lose him again, but she feared that just might happen.
* * * * *
Aiden couldn't sleep, despite the comfort of his firm mattress. Noel did not want to live in the States. So what chance did that give them? She would visit. Damn it.
He threw off the covers and walked to the window. Could he live here? In France? The question stabbed him to the core of his being. If he wanted to be with the woman he loved, he would have to do just that. Loved? He raked his hand through his hair, admitting that very word to himself. Yes, he loved Noel. He fell in love with her nine years ago.
He tried to imagine his life in the States without her. He only saw unhappiness. Then he thought of life here—yes, it would be different, slower, but he would have her in his life. Aiden crawled back under the covers and tried to tame his restless thoughts. Could he really move to France? He must give it very serious thought.
Chapter Seven
Noel needed a Christmas tree. Aiden stood at the foot of the staircase in the main hall. A tree right next to the staircase would be perfect.
"What are you thinking?" Her warm voice diverted his attention. She stood in the hallway door frame, arms crossed.
"I think your Christmas tree should go next to the staircase so everyone can see it when they come in." He wanted to keep it light between them so they would have a nice day.
"All right. Did you have any other ideas?"
"You need a wreath on the door. How about lights?"
"Lights?"
"Around the windows."
"How about a candelabra in the front windows?" she asked.
"Okay. Garland on the rail?"
"I don't want to overdo it."
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