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Jillian Harper opened her eyes at the sound of Ace singing in the other room, a Christmas carol. Of 
course it was a Christmas carol because he really loved Christmas. She laid back down and pulled a 
pillow over her head with the hope that it would drown out the sound.

When she'd been growing up, her family didn't do Christmas at all. One of her earliest memories was 
her father telling her that Santa wasn't real and that if she mentioned him again, he'd smack her. She'd 
been young, maybe four, and when she'd mentioned it again, he had slapped her. When she'd finally 
grown up and gotten out of the house, she'd done her best to ignore the holiday as she enjoyed the extra
shifts to cover people with families and lives.

This year she wouldn't have been able to avoid the holidays, even if she wanted to. It started with 
Thanksgiving; it had been a noisy, crowded affair at the new clubhouse. Jillian had pitched in with the 
cooking and setting up. She'd ended up enjoying herself more than she'd figured she would. It was that 
night when she was tipsy that she told Ace it was her first Thanksgiving, her first real Thanksgiving. 
He'd been horrified even more when he realized she hadn't experienced Christmas the way that he had 
as a child.

Since the day after Thanksgiving, he'd been trying to remedy that. They had a tree bigger than the one 
in the club house, so big that there was no room for an angel and the tree bent a little to the left where it
rested against the living room ceiling. The light from the yard decorations would have kept the 
neighbors awake if there were any neighbors, cars had even started to drive by to look at them at night. 
And there were more decorations than Jillian knew what to do with. She'd never seen him happier so 
she kept to herself the fact that her Christmas spirit was no where to be found.

The bedroom door opened. “Merry Christmas Eve,” he said with a smile.

Jillian blinked several times to be sure that she was seeing what she was seeing. He was wearing a 
Santa hat. “Same to you,” she replied. “Why are you wearing a Santa hat?”

“Because it's Christmas Eve,” he answered. “And we've got a lot to do today.”

“I thought that we were staying home until the party at the clubhouse later.” She fought to keep the 
whine out of her voice.

“I've got a better idea. Come on, get up and get dressed. I made you breakfast.” He very rarely cooked 
but he was actually pretty good in the kitchen. “And coffee, there's all the coffee that you can drink.”

“Okay, I'm up.” Jillian threw the covers back, got off of the bed. She only had to deal with the 
Christmas madness for two more days. She could do two more days.

<#<#<#<#

“Why are we at a church?” Jillian had been close to dozing off in the passenger seat until they reached 



their destination. Had Ace found religion along with his holiday happiness? She'd be surprised if that 
was the case but she also hadn't expected him to have so much Christmas spirit.

“You'll see. Come on, I'll get the stuff out of the trunk.” 

“Stuff, what stuff?” Jillian took off her seat belt. “I'm feeling like I'm missing something right now.”

“It's a surprise,” he replied. “And before you say it, yes, I know how you feel about surprises but I 
think that you're going to like this one.” She simply stared at him until he sighed. “I'll show you but 
we've got to get out of the car.”

The trunk was full of black plastic garbage bags. “If that's a body, you'd better have been really careful 
of forensics because one hair could send you to jail for a really long time.” Jillian didn't really think 
there was a body. She didn't know what to think.

“I don't use my Old Lady for disposals.” He playfully swatted her ass before reaching in and opening a 
bag. Inside, there were boxes with toys. Jillian spotted several dolls, a truck and a fluffy white unicorn 
with a rainbow horn that she sort of wanted for herself before he closed the bag.

“Is there a toy drive here today?” Jillian didn't see any other cars in front, maybe there was a parking 
lot around back.

“No, they don't do a toy drive. See, every year the congregation sponsors families in need, some of 
them right here in the congregation. Usually, I just give a donation but this year when I came to drop it 
off, I saw the envelopes and I thought about you and how you never had Christmas so I decided to offer
to sponsor one of the families.” He let out a laugh. “The priest was pretty surprised at first,” he 
admitted. “I don't look like the sponsoring type.”

“You are the sweetest man I have ever met,” Jillian was often amazed at how sweet he was, how 
genuinely kind and compassionate he was. It was the opposite of his outward appearance which made it
all the more endearing to her. “I love you.”

“I love you too.” He added a wink and a leer to the look to make her smile. He did a lot of things to 
make her smile.

“So, these are the toys for the family you sponsored?” Jillian looked back into the trunk so that she 
wouldn't bust out into tears. “It's a lot of toys. Big family?”

“Single mom and two kids,” he replied. “There might be some stuff in here that wasn't on the list they 
gave me. I could have gotten carried away.”

“I can't believe that you did all this.” Jillian had a clear picture of Ace in the middle of a toy store, as 
happy as the kids to be there. “I would have helped you with all this.” She motioned at the trunk and 
thought of the effort he must have put in.

“I wanted to surprise you, figured that maybe making Christmas for this family might help you find 
something you like about the holiday season.” There was no judgment in his voice but she knew that he
knew she'd been faking her way through. Of course he would, he knew her better than any other person
on Earth. “I really thought that you'd like the jingle dogs.”



The jingle dogs were a trio of animated stuffed dogs, all wearing identical elf outfits and reindeer 
antlers. If you pressed a button, they'd sing Jingle Bells. Ace pushed all the buttons, all the time and the
dogs danced and sang. Jillian thought three were overkill, one would have been more than enough. 
“They're cute when they're quiet. And I like the tree with the lights.” She felt a wave of guilt. Maybe 
she hadn't tried hard enough when it came to Christmas.

“Hey.” Ace's eyes narrowed. “What's going on in there?” He reached out and poked a finger against her
forehead playfully. 

“Sometimes, I can still taste the blood when I think about Christmas and Santa.” Jillian just blurted it 
out because it was the only way she was going to say it. “It's ridiculous, right? It's been like thirty 
years.”

“It's not ridiculous at all. Jilly, why didn't you tell me? You must feel that way all the time in the house. 
We can take it all down.”

“No,” Jillian protested. “That's not what I'm saying. You love Christmas, I wouldn't take that away 
from you.” After everything that he'd done for her, she could deal with the occasional flashback. “I'd 
give you anything. I love you. I wouldn't be here if it wasn't for you.” She was sure that she wouldn't 
have survived what Jake Dodd and The Wild Cards had done to her if it wasn't for him.

“Shh. Don't talk like that. I didn't want you to be sad today.”

“I'm not sad.” Jillian closed the distance between them and kissed him until she was certain he knew 
that sad was the last thing she was feeling. The kiss deepened, there was no telling where it would have
gone if someone hadn't loudly cleared their throat. Jillian pulled back, looked over and blushed bright 
red at the sight of a priest.

“Hi, Father Pete.” Ace didn't seem embarrassed at all. “This is Jillian, she's the one I told you about.”

“It's nice to meet you, Dear. Do the two of you need a hand with the bags?” Father Pete was a middle-
aged man with a paunch for a belly and rosy red cheeks. Jillian would put money on the fact that he 
played Santa; all he needed was the beard and suit. “Wow, is this all for your family?”

“The unwrapped stuff was extra. I figured that some people might come up short.” Ace shrugged his 
shoulders like it was no big deal. To him, it might not have been but to her it just said everything about 
him.

<#<#<#<#

Jillian liked the new clubhouse, which was what they all were calling it, better than she had the bar. It 
might have been the lack of a stripper pole or the way that the room felt more open than the bar had. 
There were no heavy wood-paneled walls; instead, the walls were actually a light sort of brown, 
covered with pieces of Nightshade memorabilia. The floors were wooden, still shiny though she was 
certain that would fade with time under the steady traffic of boots.

“Can you set these out?” Caroline approached with a tray loaded down with appetizers. “The table is all
set up against the wall. Move quick once you set them down or you might lose a finger.” Jillian took 



the tray. She'd worked as a waitress enough for it to be second nature to heft and carry it across the 
room. She got the plates down, stepped back and watched the crowd start for the table. 

Even though she was hungry, she wasn't going to brave the crowd at the table, so she found a drink and 
wandered away. There were more people there than she expected, more pass-arounds than she'd known 
still existed. She'd thought that Claire was the last one standing. Either she'd recruited or now that 
Nightshade was back on top, the other women had come back around. Really, it didn't matter because 
she didn't like any of them and was sure that the feeling was mutual.

“Hey,” Caroline tugged on her arm. “I need you in the kitchen.”

The one aspect of the restaurant that remained was the kitchen with a huge stainless steel island in the 
center and top of the line stove, grill and deep fryer. Jillian thought it looked a little like a kitchen in a 
cooking competition with all possible tools on hand. The island and counters were filled with 
completed dishes. Everything would be set out buffet style and Jillian could only imagine that was 
what she'd been called back for.

“Leave those,” Caroline kept walking through the kitchen, out the back door and into the alley. “I 
figured you could use some air. It's hot as balls in there.”

“It is.” Jillian was glad that she hadn't gone with the heavy sweater she'd nearly worn. She'd ended up 
wearing a pair of tight black jeans, her favorite gray knee-high boots and a black and gray shirt and she 
felt like she'd dropped the ball. Caroline was wearing a dress; it was red and festive. “I didn't expect so 
many people.”

“Neither did I; Buster dropped that bomb on me last week. I could have strangled him. So, you all 
ready for Christmas?”

“It's too late now if I'm not,” Jillian answered. All of the gifts that she was giving were joint gifts with 
Ace because her budget was non-existent. If she didn't find a job soon, she didn't know what she was 
going to do because it wasn't right to just rely on Ace. 

“I've been finished for a week now. I did mostly everything online, I hate lines this time of year. What 
do you two have planned for tomorrow morning?” Caroline had a sparkle in her eye which was 
probably from whatever she'd been sipping on while she cooked.

“Opening presents, I guess. Ace hasn't said he's got anything special planned. What about you?”

“I'll wake up early to make breakfast, a proper Christmas breakfast with so much food that you're not 
sure you'll be able to move after you eat it all, and Buster's going to come down to build a fire. We'll 
open presents, eat and then who knows.”

“That sounds really nice,” Jillian replied. It really did and it made her feel guilty that she hadn't set out 
some grand plan for the following day especially when she knew what Christmas meant to Ace. 
“Making a big breakfast sounds like a good idea. Maybe I'll steal the idea from you.”

“Steal away,” Caroline said with a grin. “We should probably go back in before there's not a bite of 
food left to eat.” Jillian followed her back inside the kitchen. “Get away from those right now, Buster.”



“I can't help myself,” Buster smiled over at Caroline. “They're so good.”

“And they're for the party.” She walked over and swatted his hand as he reached for another.

“Why don't I take those out to the table for you?” Jillian didn't wait for an answer. She didn't think 
she'd have gotten one anyway because they were too busy kissing. Those two didn't seem to be capable 
of keeping their hands off of each other. 

“Why are you the only one I see carrying trays?” Ace's voice from behind her nearly made her fumble 
the tray which would have sucked.

“It was carry a tray or watch Buster and Caroline make out. I think I made the right choice.”

“Put it down and let's get some food. I didn't see you eat.” He followed her to the table. “And did I 
mention how hot you look tonight?”

“You may have mentioned it a time or two.” Jillian set the tray down on the table. There was no mad 
rush for the food so she did grab a plate. She took only half of what Ace loaded onto his. “Are you 
really going to eat all of that?”

“We're going to eat it. And there's no where to sit. Screw it, let's go upstairs. I've got something that I 
wanted to give you anyway.”

“We were almost late because of what you gave me earlier,” Jillian pointed out.

“Get your mind out of the gutter. It's an early Christmas gift but if you want me to give you that again, 
it can be arranged.” He placed his hand on her elbow and walked her through the main room and to the 
stairs off of the kitchen. 

She'd never been inside any of the dorms, not here or at the bar. Edge hadn't even liked her to be in the 
bar. It had been a while since she thought of her brother, maybe that was cold and unfeeling of her but 
after everything that he had caused, she kept him out of her mind. It was easier that way. “Earth to 
Jilly,” Ace said with obvious amusement. “I've been talking for the past two minutes.”

“Sorry. I'm sorry. There are just a lot of people here.” He released her arm so that he could open the 
door. Jillian looked around. It looked like any number of cheap hotel rooms with a double bed covered 
with a dark brown comforter and tan walls. The furniture took up most of the room. Aside from the bed
there was a dresser and a chair. 

“That's why I figured we should come up here for a while. Seriously, I'm not expecting any club-shouse
loving. I just wanted to make sure that you're okay. Are you?”

Jillian smiled. She had to smile. He always worried about her, even when she told him not too. “You 
know how I get with a lot of people.”

“No one here is going to hurt you.”

“I know that.” Jillian didn't want the conversation to turn to what had happened to her. It wasn't the 
time for that, it was time for them to celebrate and be happy. She owed him that much. “Now, you said 



that you've got me something red and green to wear so that I'll be more festive?”

“Actually, it's two things. One is red and one is green,” he explained. “Which one do you want first?”

“I can't believe that I'm going to say this, but surprise me.”

“Alright, I will. Now sit down and eat. Take the chair, it'll be more comfortable for you. This looks 
really good.”

The food was fantastic. Jillian surprised herself by eating everything she'd put on her plate and a good 
amount of what Ace had taken. “You do realize that after eating all of this food, I'm not going to be 
feeling very frisky. I'll be wanting a nap.”

“Well, shit. I didn't think of that. Hey, aren't you going to want to burn off all those calories?” He 
laughed as he spoke and dodged the wadded up napkin she threw at him. “I told you already Jilly. I 
don't need you to be frisky as long as you're okay.”

“I've never been better. Now, didn't you promise me a present? No, wait, it was presents.” Jillian teased.
He smiled, really smiled the way that he only seemed to do with her.

“I did.” He got to his feet and walked over to the dresser. He took out two boxes. One was significantly 
smaller than the other. In fact, there was only one thing that it could hold. 

“What did you do?”

“Quiet, woman. I'm trying to make a moment here.” He held out both gifts. “Go on, pick one.”

It might have been the cowards way out but Jillian grabbed for the bigger box. It was carefully wrapped
in shiny red paper. There was a box inside. She recognized the store it was from and knew that it was 
going to be something lacy, silky or barely there. “I wonder what this could be.”

“There's only one way for you to find out. Go on, open it. I want to see what you think of it.”

Jillian wasn't sure what to expect when she lifted the top, certainly not the silver and ruby ring sitting 
on top of a bra and panty set in red and green. Her hands trembled, she would have dropped the box if 
he wasn't suddenly on his knees in front of her. “Ace.”

“I love you. You love me. You've got my mark and I've got your ink. Don't freak out about a ring. It's 
just another step.”

“You don't have to convince me to say yes,” Jillian answered. “Of course, I'll marry you. Even if you 
technically didn't ask.”

“I am already down on my knees. I might as well go for it. Jillian Harper, will you marry me?”

“Yes,” Jillian answered. He took the ring from her hand and slid it on her finger. It was a perfect fit. 
She wasn't surprised. Ace was attentive to the details. “Just name the time and place.” It was the same 
thing that she'd said when he'd asked if she'd take his brand. “Wait, please don't say tonight, though.”



He laughed and pressed his lips to the ring on her finger. “I wouldn't do that to you.”

“Thank you.”

“Why don't you thank me by putting on your other present so I can spend the rest of the night thinking 
about how I'm going to take them off of you?”

Jillian would have done anything for him; putting on pretty undies didn't make her blink an eye. “I will 
but on one condition.”

“What's that?”

“You take what I'm wearing off first.”

The End.


