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Chapter One

 


“I can’t believe I let you
talk me into this.”

Scott Helling secured the Santa hat on
his head and made sure the belt fastened tightly around the overly
large Santa suit. Even the boots were too large and he wore a size
ten.

“Oh, hush, Scott. You look
great and the kids will love it.” And he did look wonderful. Tall,
padding over a completely flat belly and pitch black hair that
shone blue in the sun. Scott was her best friend and only recently
did she begin to realize she felt much more for him than a solid
friendship.

“I don’t even have a white
beard to go with the suit,” he grumbled. “Didn’t Santa have a
beard?”

“Not in his early, hunky
years.”

“Very funny,
Red.”

Tiffany Ashby tried not to laugh but
the sound escaped her. Scott gave her a warning look but she just
shook it off, smiling regardless.

“Don’t feel
self-conscious. I dressed up too—Santa’s helper, all decked out in
a short green and white dress, like a proper elf.”

“Yeah, well, that’s
different. You look…” Hot. Sexy.
Delicious. Thank God she couldn’t see
inside his head. His best friend since the third grade would be
shocked clean out of her green, curly-pointed shoes if she knew the
truth.

“I look what?”

“Never mind,” he growled,
snatching up the red velvet bag filled with donated toys they would
be taking to the local shelter.

Tiffany frowned, looking down at her
outfit. She ran a hand over her not-as-smooth-as-she’d-like belly
and frowned harder at her short legs. Though they were trim from
her runs in the mornings, she was the shortest human elf in history
at five feet, one inch.

Scott, on the other hand, was
devastatingly handsome at six feet tall and built like a
light-weight boxer. His muscles were toned and well-developed, but
not overly large. He was just right, perfect. Scott would be
perfect for her, if he’d only take the time to see her as something
other than a friend.

Tiffany used the spare key Scott gave
her and locked up his house. She turned and saw him struggle to put
the large, and obviously heavy, sack of toys in the trunk of his
silver Dodge Charger—his baby. Scott loved the car to distraction,
washing and waxing it at least once a week. He couldn’t love any
person more than he loved his car. Tiffany wanted to apply a
blowtorch to it for that exact reason.

Scott mumbled as he
maneuvered the last present within the sack into the trunk.
Damn and double-damn, this thing is heavy!
Santa must be ripped with muscle if he carried
that load around all the time. Closing the trunk, he saw Tiffany
put her own load onto the backseat. She’d put about three tons of
candy and candy canes into a large stocking bigger than her. If not
for his own suffering he’d enjoy watching her carry that loaded
stocking like she was toting a five-foot, rounded, lumber log. The
vision made him smile.

“Quit smiling like an
idiot and get in the car, Junior. We’re going to be
late.”

Scott clenched his teeth.
He liked her bossy attitude most of the time, but hated being
called Junior,
and she knew it. They were both twenty-five, at least right now, so
being four months older didn’t give her that right. One day he’d
give her hell over it, but not today. She was right, they were
going to be late.

He opened his door and got in then
looked over in time to see Tiffany slide into the seat, her short
green skirt with white trim not making the move with her. It
bunched up to the tops of her thighs and he caught a glimpse of the
thick green panties that came with her costume. He clenched his
teeth again and looked away while she adjusted the skirt. He took a
few deep calming breaths to bring his heart rate back under
control. Santa, with a massive erection, would scare just about
anyone half to death.

Once they were
en route, Scott gave
himself about five minutes to get under control before he tried to
speak. “This whole thing is going to last about two hours you said,
right?”

“Around two hours. There
are over a hundred kids at this one shelter, most without their
parents.”

Scott glanced her way then
back to the road. Homeless
kids. Why couldn’t the government do
anything to help them? He’d thought there might be twenty kids or
so with a single parent, the rest being fall-down drunks getting
out of the cold. Now he understood why this particular cause meant
something to Tiffany. She’d been an orphan too, up until she hit
eighteen before being thrust out into the real world, no job, no
home, no education past high school graduate. And she’d done well.
She got a job right out of high school as a library assistant
part-time and another in retail management training full-time.
She’d worked her ass off too for the better part of three years
until she could drop the part-time job. She still busted it working
fifty hours a week on salary, but she loved it and loved working
with people.

Tiffany was the eternal
optimist, bubbly personality who could always make you smile. She
never failed to amaze him. He could be having the worst day and one
phone call later, they would be going out to eat pizza and bowling
at the same time. Scott couldn’t imagine life without her. He
realized that last year when his fiancé decided to leave him for
someone else. The bitch. The only reason it still smarted wasn’t because he gave a
damn about losing her, but that she’d left him for an old high
school buddy. They weren’t buddies anymore.

He’d called Tiffany
immediately and she’d come over right away. He’d screamed and
railed, ranted and cursed while Tiffany never said a word. She
silently listened, nodding every now and then. He knew they shared
some special connection, the same mind, when she muttered darkly,
“The bitch.” Scott stood there on the other side of the room,
stunned and speechless for a handful of seconds before laughing his
ass off. Tiffany stood up, all smiles, turned on their favorite CD
and made him dance around the room—in celebration of burning the
proverbial noose he’d almost been hung by. He looked stupid since
he didn’t know how to dance, but felt better when he noticed she
looked equally stupid, and she did
know how to dance. She’d purposely thrown her
body around the room in all directions, looking goofy so he’d feel
more at ease.

It was the kind of relationship they
shared. But now he could potentially screw up their solid
relationship by falling in love. He couldn’t let that happen. She
meant too much to him.

When they arrived, the
shelter’s Director met them at the back door. Santa and his helper would arrive
from the kitchen doorway leading to the main room. The shelter had
been kind enough to set up a North Pole chair where Santa could
sit. Tiffany would stand off to the side, handing out one present
per child and a few pieces of candy she’d wrapped in Christmas
bags, secured with curly ribbon tied in a bow.

Scott looked through the
kitchen window to the main room and blinked. Two hours my ass. He should go ahead
and expect they’d be there most of the evening. When he grumbled
and turned to glare at Tiffany, his frown lifted until he smiled
instead. She looked so excited, so happy, nearly dancing around the
small kitchen, anxious to get started. She was his eternal
flashlight, keeping his moods out of the dark. His heart began to
pound again, but not from sexual reaction. It pounded with the need
to show her how much she meant to him.

Shaking his head, he
banished the idea. You’re gonna screw it
all up, Helling.

The Director went all out, setting the
stage for their entrance. From the kitchen, behind the closed door,
she picked up sleigh bells and began ringing them loudly. Even
through the door, Scott could hear the kids going crazy, yelling
their excitement and joy. Suddenly he felt on top of the world,
like he was about to do something really important. Tiffany was
right again. The kids were loving it.

From behind the door, the Director
yelled, “Oh! Santa! We’ve been waiting for you! Come on
in…”

Cue
Santa.

Scott heaved the heavy sack over his
shoulder and smiled, happy to note he didn’t have to force it. This
really was going to be a blast, with Tiffany at his
side.

The Director opened the
door leading to the main room and held it open for
Santa and his helper.
The moment the kids saw red they screamed until his ears rang. He
smiled wider and played up the part.

“Ho, ho, ho, Merry
Christmas!” He waved and nearly all the children, one hundred plus
kids, waved back. The mountain he stood on couldn’t get any
higher.

Tiffany walked over and touched the
sack. “Set down your goodies right over here, Santa.”

He did as she asked and noticed her
hands were free. Did she leave her giant stocking in the car? He
saw movement and narrowed his eyes on a tall boy around high school
age, hefting the stocking easily. After setting it down, he walked
over to the Director and kissed her cheek. Obviously, his
mother.



Scott turned to Tiffany and whispered
in her ear, “That’s not a damn bit fair, Red.”

She winked and he took his seat
quickly, before his body could rise to the occasion.

Scott was allowed to greet everyone as
a whole and went on for several minutes about how excited the
reindeer were about flying from city to city and over the oceans.
Then he said how he appreciated the sugar cookies with red and
green sprinkles that some of the girls made him earlier in the day.
He ate two as he talked, making delicious sounds while softly
rubbing his padded stomach.

When it came time to sit
on Santa’s knee, the kids formed a very long line and waited, some
patiently, some jumping around in excitement. Five other
volunteers, including the Director’s son, helped keep the kids from
getting too rowdy while keeping them in line. He remembered being
that age. From the time he started elementary his nickname had
been Helling—Hell-raiser
for a very good reason. Truth be known, he still
had a bit of hell-raiser in him, but no one needed to
know.

Twenty kids or so into the
line, a rowdy boy hopped onto his lap, nearly putting him out of
commission, permanently. Scott grunted and the boy smiled
wickedly. Okay, kiddo, get ready for round
one.

Loudly he said, “Have you been a good
boy this year?” More quietly, he whispered in the boy’s ear, “Or a
little hell-raiser who isn’t going to get squat?”

The boy’s eyes popped open
wide then narrowed on Santa. It was
on.

“Why you ain’t got no
beard?”

Tiffany moved to answer, but Scott
shook his head slightly. He’d handle this one. “I’m an apprentice
Santa. You don’t think Santa’s really hundreds of years old, do
you? Every fifty years, Santa takes on an apprentice who takes over
the job once the current Santa retires. I’m only in my twenties, so
if I grew a beard, it wouldn’t be white yet. Got it?”

The boy nodded slowly, not sure he
bought it. “What about Mrs. Claus? Ain’t you got a
wife?”

“Nope. And I won’t for a
while. Finding Mrs. Claus is a serious venture and I have to make
sure I pick the right lady.”

The boy appeared to be accepting the
tale, for now. Scott spoke a bit louder. “So, what would you like
for Christmas this year?”

The evil, little boy smile was back.
Scott prepared to deliver a quick comeback.

“I want HALO Reach on the
X-Box 360! It’s got a bonus Spartan Recon helmet and the new DMR
battle rifle. HALO rocks!”

Yeah, he knew all about
the HALO Reach game. He had it at home. It was also rated Mature
for blood and violence. He also knew nearly every elementary and
middle school boy played the series. Still…

Quietly, so the other children
couldn’t hear, he told the boy, “The new DMR battle rifle does
rock, although I personally prefer the Sniper rifle or the Assault
rifle for distance and firepower. But that’s just me.”

For the sake of the other kids, he
said loudly, “Well, I believe that rating is too old for you, son.
I’ll see about something more suited for your age.”

The kid looked at him with new
respect. A fellow Spartan soldier fan was a thing to admire. Scott
winked at the boy and the kid nodded his acceptance.

In reality, kids were going to play
the blood and gore games no matter what. But if they could do it
and hold onto respect for others and authority figures, the
tenacity learned in pursuing those games to their end would benefit
them in life. Who knew, maybe some of these boys would end up in
the armed forces, serving their country instead of becoming punks
on the street. Stranger things had happened.

Another two hours passed
until he could see the end of the line, six kids left, all girls.
He’d seen them huddled in the back together as the line shortened,
giggling and eyeballing Tiffany. Girl
talk.

A cute little thing in a pink dress
walked up but made no attempt to sit on his lap. She looked timid
and shy. He made no move to reach for her. Tiffany had warned him
up front that many of the kids had been abused or were frightened
to be in a shelter while their parents were in jail or drunks on
the street. Scott treated each kid differently, giving the kid time
to come to him or give a signal that it was okay to pick them up
and put them on his knee. The girl didn’t give out any signals, but
kept eyeing Tiffany.

Scott looked over to motion for
Tiffany, but she’d noticed their exchange and already stood at his
side. It felt freaky weird how she could sometimes read his
mind.

She bent over at the waist
and Scott looked over her shoulder. The high school boy stood
behind her, leaning on the back wall and tilting his head to enjoy
the view. When he saw Scott’s hard stare and disapproving snarl, he
booked it over to the side wall to stand alongside his
mother. Smart boy.

Scott regained his smile and turned
toward the little girl still in front of him. Tiffany spoke in a
very soft voice.

“Hello, sweetie. What’s
your name?”

The shy child whispered,
“Cindy.”

“Cindy, what a pretty
name. And how old are you?”

The little girl opened her hand wide
and showed five fingers.

“Five years old. What a
sweet, young lady.”

The child smiled shyly.

“Would you like to sit on
Santa’s knee?”

Cindy turned to Santa with wide
eyes.

Scott smiled easily, pouring on the
masculine, daddy-like charm. “Only if you want to,
honey.”

She shook her head and looked back to
Tiffany. Apparently, she would be the one to talk for
Santa.

“What would you like for
Christmas?”

Cindy hugged her small teddy bear
closer to her chest, then eased it away and placed the bear’s mouth
to her ear, as if listening for its advice. The girl nodded and
looked from Tiffany to Scott.

“Sugar Bear and me would
like a Mommy and Daddy this year. Everyone is nice here, but Sugar
Bear wants his own room, and…”

Tiffany encouraged her to go on with a
gentle wave of her hand. “Yes?”

“And I want a
puppy.”

Scott and Tiffany exchanged a lost
look, not sure how to answer this one. Of all the requests for
video games, cars, train sets and Barbie dolls, this was one
request only God could grant.

Tiffany came down to her knees right
at Santa’s side so Cindy faced both of them. Following her example,
Scott left his chair slowly and knelt down on both knees, hopefully
less intimidating than a towering Santa.

Tiffany held out her hands and the
little girl inched forward until she was close enough to place her
small hands into her own. Scott didn’t move an inch, afraid of
frightening her.

“Sweetie, that’s such a
wonderful request for Christmas and nothing would make us any
happier.” The Director, seeing the situation, walked over to stand
on the other side of Santa’s chair. “This is a request I’m afraid
only other organizations can deliver. But we promise to come and
visit often, as time allows. Okay?”

Cindy nodded and Tiffany gasped as the
little body flew against her own and hugged her tight. Tiffany
gently returned the hug. She turned her head and found Scott
searching her eyes. His face blurred in her vision.

Scott reached out and gently touched
Tiffany’s fiery red curls before lightly caressing the back of the
child’s head. He had to say something.

“That’s right, honey.
We’ll come visit often, even when it isn’t Christmas. I might be in
jeans, though, to protect my secret identity.”

Wide eyes in a tiny face turned to
Scott and his heart melted in his chest. The child smiled and he
returned it generously.

The Director held out her arms and
Cindy walked into them, being picked up into caring arms and
carried away.

Scott kept an eye on Tiffany. He could
see her struggling to keep a happy smile on her face, but he knew
her well—her heart was breaking for the little girl. They finished
the line and he saw Tiffany leave the last of the candy with the
Director to pass out to the kids as she saw fit. She thanked them
for coming and hugged each in turn, tears in her own eyes. She
turned to escort them toward the kitchen door.

Most of the kids had
opened their gifts and found spots throughout the room to play. The
group of girls from the end of the line approached
Santa and his helper.
Cindy was among them. One stepped forward, obviously the speaker
for the group. Scott and Tiffany stopped in the kitchen
doorway.

“Santa, is your helper
gonna be Mrs. Claus one day?”

The two adults exchanged a surprised
look only to flush and look away. Scott decided to
answer.

“I think it’d be wise for
me to wait a little longer, don’t you? How can I know for sure if I
choose the right lady?”

Cindy stepped forward and surprised
everyone when she spoke. “I watched you. Both of you,” she said
softly. “You have love in your eyes when you look at each other.
How could you choose anyone else?”

Hmm, the savvy wisdom of a
five year old, Scott mused. Maybe he’d
grown soft around Tiffany so that his heart was on his sleeve if a
small child could see it.

“Ugh, we’re very close. Best friends, actually. We love each
other that way,” he responded.

Another girl shook her
head. “Uh-ugh.
You gots to kiss her.”

Cindy raised her hand, pointing to the
ceiling above their heads.

As if unable to resist, both adults
looked up then back down, their gazes colliding.

Tiffany saw it in his eyes
first. Desire—raw, pure and hot. Then she saw his mouth open as if
to speak, but nothing came out, just labored breathing. He
wants to kiss me.
Oh my…

Although Scott never
looked away from her eyes, she could tell he’d dropped the empty
sack. She dropped the stocking moments before he leaned down, his
head tilting to one side. He didn’t touch her and they still stood
several inches apart. The moment his lips touched hers, she felt
her world rock at the core. Scott wants
me!

Scott prepared to wrap his arms around
Tiffany and pull her closer when a teenaged voice from the back of
the room yelled, “Slip her the tongue!”

Tiffany broke the kiss. Scott fumed,
knowing who yelled out—the Director’s son. If he ever found the boy
alone, he’d break his arm. Loud applause began to ease through the
fuzz inside his brain. Tiffany tried to smile, forcing the
movement. He did the same, picking up the sack and stocking from
the floor before taking her hand. He waved the other one toward the
crowd and breathed a sigh of relief when Tiffany also waved to the
crowd of children.

The moment they were in the kitchen he
let go of her hand and walked directly to the back door. He pushed
it open and waited for her to go through as she said a quick
good-bye to the Director. Scott looked out into the night, not
looking in her direction. He didn’t want to see her
face.

On the way to her apartment to drop
her off, he stole a quick glance in her direction as he made a
turn, trying to make it look natural. He only got a glimpse, but it
was enough. Sadness lined her face and her lower lip quivered. She
bit it seconds later.

Dammit. I made her
cry. Scott knew Tiffany better than he
knew himself and her distress left him baffled. Is she crying because we kissed, or because we didn’t kiss
longer? Or maybe because we had an audience? Scott’s hands tightened on the wheel in frustration until his
fingers started to go numb. He could deal with it if he knew what
was going on in her head, but in this case, he didn’t have a
clue.
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