
 



Hello Freak fans, 

In the spirit of giving this holiday season, us Freaks got together and came up with a little gift for 
you all. It’s a little something to say thank you for all the love and support that you’ve shown us 
in 2014. 

This isn’t another Postcards from Sturgis.  This is twelve days of short pieces from the writers of 
The Freak Circle Press.  They’re not related and not all of them are stories, some are poems, and 
not all are MC related.  We’ve written whatever has taken our festive fancy, but we’ve done so 
with your entertainment in mind. 

So pour yourself a glass of whatever is your poison, sit back, and enjoy the twelve days of 
Freakmas updates we posted on the blog—all at once.   

And on the night before Christmas, we started you off with something kinda traditional… 

 
T'was the Night before Freakmas 
 
by Catherine Johnson 
 
T'was the night before Christmas, and all ‘round the world, 
The Freaks were a stirring as imaginations unfurled. 
With children all snuggled and pets stroked and fed, 
Husbands were advised to leave nagging unsaid. 
 
The wine and tequila and coffee were poured, 
And logins were found for their Pinterest boards. 
Laptops were powered and notebooks were read, 
As visions of Tiggy danced in their heads. 
 
Ideas flowed and bubbled and snippets were posted, 
And muscles and beards and quirky memes toasted. 
Facebook was humming and Twitter did Tweet, 
As the girls laughed and joked and turned up the heat. 
 
When Santa arrived to the Freaks one by one, 
It took them a moment to realise he’d come. 
For they were absorbed with their like-minded friends, 
Discussing bikers and chickens and the size of bell ends. 
 
He delved in his sack and brought forth their gifts, 
Their rewards for such well-written citrus and rifts. 
He offered them unicorns, Harleys and ink, 
And whipped out torture devices with barely a blink. 
 



He handed them batteries of all shapes and sizes, 
And vibrating toys in all manner of guises. 
They accepted the gifts with shy gratitude, 
For none of them wanted to appear to be rude. 
 
"Thank you Santa, but really we’ve got all we need, 
As long as we can type with relative speed. 
We don’t need your gifts to find satisfaction, 
We’re perfectly capable of writing our action." 
 
"Are you sure?" Asked Santa with a wink and a grin. 
"For Elayne there’s Nick and for Sarah there’s Quinn, 
For Shannon Man-Jello and for Cat David Gandy, 
And for C.D. a bearded hunk of bronzed Greek eye-candy. 
 
For Lina there's almost all the beards in the world, 
Whether they're frizzy or straight or plaited or curled." 
And last but not least, at the end of his drive, 
He fished in his sack and for Susan found Clive. 
 
"Thank you, Santa." They cried, "How can we refuse? 
Such a bounty of hotness to feed to our muse. 
We’re lucky old bitches to have found one another, 
A group that encourages and never does smother." 
 
Said Santa, "It’s really only what you deserve, 
For bringing the feels and for keeping your nerve. 
Now sit yourselves down and continue to write, 
Happy Christmas to all, and to all a good-night!" 
 
  



 
Christmas Day 

 
I saw mummy kissing Santa Claus 

 
by Catherine Johnson 

 
It was the night of Christmas and all through the house, not a creature was stirring, not even a 
mouse. 
 
"Too bloody right," she thought as she collapsed back onto the sofa, muttering a bastardised 
version of the line of the poem to herself. 
 
The kids were indeed asleep in their beds.  The youngest had fallen asleep on the sofa, right in 
the middle of playing with a Rudolph the Reindeer hand puppet that had been a present from the 
year before.  The eldest had thrown a full-on tantrum when she'd stated that he couldn't take his 
new Nerf gun to bed.  She'd known the fucking thing would be trouble, but Daddy had sworn 
he'd known best and bought it despite her reservations. 
 
Daddy had finally been packed off to bed.  He'd been fast asleep on the sofa, his head lolling 
back, snoring like a freight train.  He'd drunk a small brewery's worth of beer whilst she'd been 
doing her best impression of a professional chef and  frantically trying to make sure that all the 
elements of the Christmas dinner made it onto the plates, warm enough to be served, and cooked 
to comply with everyone's preferences.  Of course, shortly before he'd departed upstairs, a 
serious amount of gas had departed his arse. The living room still smelt like third-hand sprouts, 
despite the copious amounts of air-freshener that she'd sprayed.  The bottle of spray announced 
that it was supposed to smell like Apple and Cinnamon. In her opinion, it smelt a little more like 
stale cat piss, but it was still better than sprout gas. 
 
The day had been the usual annual chaos-fest.  The kids had been awake before the arse crack of 
dawn.  No one had gotten any more sleep as she'd tried in vain to persuade them to stay in their 
beds and to wait to empty the pillow cases filled with shitty little bits and pieces that would 
either break in the first five minutes or become chocolate smears on the carpet.  Consequently 
the day had started with everyone in a bad mood. 
 
It had brightened considerably when they'd eventually trooped downstairs and the kids had seen 
the avalanche of presents under the tree, but the joy hadn't lasted.  After the initial euphoria had 
worn off they'd soon started carping about some item that they'd apparently desperately wanted, 
but hadn't mentioned.  She wasn't sure where kids had gotten the idea that their parents were 
psychic.  She'd missed the memo on that.  Then she'd called them out for being spoilt and 
unappreciative, and then they'd sulked while she'd made breakfast whilst Daddy had set to with 
the screw driver and enough batteries to power a small country for a year. 
 
By the time everyone else had eaten and she was getting the first sip of her first cup of tea, there 
was a singing reindeer and a spinning penguin having a dance-off in the middle of the carnage 
that had been her meticulously clean living room.  



 
She'd managed a mouthful of toast and five minutes in the shower.  Then she'd cleared the tidal 
wave of crumpled wrapping paper away as Daddy had got stuck into figuring out how the 
electronic toys worked.  Just as the screaming fits about Daddy not giving them a turn with their 
own toys started ramping up, the In-Laws had arrived.  Everything had gone from bad to worse 
from there on in. 
 
And now, the guests were gone, everyone else was asleep, and she was finally, finally getting the 
chance to sit down and have a glass of wine from the bottle of red that she'd hidden by the side of 
the fridge in case of emergencies. 
 
She badly needed to get the hand cream out. Her skin was stiff and dry from the mountain of 
washing up that she'd not long since finished tackling.  One of the rubber gloves had sprung a 
leak, and it had just been easier to carry on without, but now her skin stretched painfully and 
cracked every time she flexed her knuckles.  It was an irritation, but the wine was more 
important that alleviating that small discomfort. 
 
The living room was pretty cosy.  It still resembled a barely recovered bomb scene, but with the 
overhead fixture switched off and just the twinkling fairy lights on the tree and the warm glow of 
the few fake candles strewn over the mantle, the detritus of the day could be ignored.  The 
television was still on, playing some inane countdown show, one hundred greatest toys or some 
shit like that.  She didn't have the energy to search for the remote to change the channel.  It was 
mindless and harmless enough to leave it on.  She wondered if her own kids would watch a 
programme like this one day with fond nostalgia, or if they'd relive old disappointments at not 
getting the latest bit of tat that all their friends were raving about. 
 
By the end of the second glass, the exhaustion of the day was beginning to take its toll, and she 
was beginning to think about digging out the hand cream and falling into bed.  The world was a 
warm and fuzzy place. The central heating was turned up, and it would even be worth the 
embarrassment of having the piss taken out of her all over Facebook if her husband found her 
asleep on the sofa.  She really didn't have the energy or the desire to move.  Besides, the 
bedroom probably smelt like a weapon of mass destruction of Brassica origin had been detonated 
in there. 
 
She must have dozed a little.  The coordinated shimmer of the tree lights seemed a little out of 
sync and a touch too bright  Fuck, that was going to mean buying a new set in the sales.  But 
some of the lights had turned red and green and were dancing in the middle of the room.  But 
that didn't make sense.  The lights on the tree were plain white.  She shifted from her slump on 
the sofa and checked the glass and the bottle.  Yep, only two glasses.  She hadn't managed much 
more than a couple of mouthfuls of her dinner in between people asking for more juice, more 
beer, more turkey, cranberry sauce and the rest of it, but she really couldn't be this drunk from 
two glasses. 
 
When the shimmering lights began to coalesce in the centre of the room, she began to think that 
she'd got a bad bottle.  Maybe a disgruntled employee of the supermarket had injected LSD 
through the cork or some shit like that. 



 
When the sparkling, coloured dots merged together into an iridescent cloud that somehow turned 
into an actual person, a man, she decided she must certainly be tripping.  The wine, on an almost 
completely empty stomach, had to have been a bad idea. 
 
Or not... because if she was dreaming, or tripping, or whatever, then waking up could wait. 
 
Given the fantastical nature of his entrance, and his outfit, if she'd have been pushed, she would 
have said the man standing in the middle of her living room was Father Christmas, but he looked 
like no version of Santa Claus that she'd ever seen. 
 
Sure, there was the red velvet suit with the white fur trim, but the slightly baggy pants, tucked 
into scuffed black engineer boots, were hanging low on sculpted hip muscles that were revealed 
by a carelessly open jacket. The thick, black leather belt was slung unfastened at his waist.  The 
buckle had clinked slightly as he'd become a solid form. 
 
There was no hint of the traditional elderly man sporting a paunch.  Oh hell no.  Whoever this 
was had a bronzed six pack, glistening with a faint sheen of what could either have been sweat, 
or baby oil.  There was no fluffy white beard, just a scruff of greying stubble.  There were no 
curling white locks sprouting from under the rakishly tilted hat, just a buzz of iron fuzz that she 
could see in the patch revealed over his ear.  Oh, but the mischievous bright blue eyes were 
there, and they were looking directly at her.  
 
Given that she was absolutely certain that she had passed out on the sofa and was now in the 
middle of an inebriated dream, she figured he wouldn't mind if she took a mouthful of wine to 
get over the extreme case of dry mouth that she was suffering from.  And shock, she should be 
suffering from shock since a man, a gorgeous man, but a complete and utter stranger nonetheless, 
had appeared in the middle of her living room like the ghost of Christmas Present as presented 
by the Chippendales.  But this was a dream, definitely a dream, it didn't have the taste of terror 
that came with nightmares, so she was free to enjoy it without fear. 
 
She smiled coyly, or what she hoped was coyly, as she spoke.  "You're younger than I expected." 
 
He grinned back.  "Dad handles the kids' presents.  He's a sucker for that shit.  I don't have the 
patience."   
 
Oh, but that voice. Deep and gravelly.  There was no odour of cigarette smoke, but the last time 
she'd heard a rasp like that it had come from a confirmed two-pack-a-day addict. 
 
"So what do you...handle?"  She asked as she sat up a little straighter and crossed her legs, 
hoping that he couldn't see the crusty blob of mashed potato that she hadn't bothered to wipe off 
her left hip. 
 
"I hand out the presents to the mummies." 
 



"The ones who are good all year?"  Jesus, there was no way she was getting a present off this 
guy, not with all the screaming and yelling that she had to do just to get her kids to eat breakfast 
and get their shoes on to get to school on time, every single morning.  She'd be amazed if she 
even got the traditional lump of coal. 
 
"All mummies are good, it's kinda in the job description." 
 
She was about to ask that her present be a fucking pay rise then, but he took a step forward and 
shucked off his jacket at the same time, and her bad case of dry mouth came roaring right back.  
His stomach wasn't the only thing that was muscled, when she could tear her eyes away from 
that, and the thick ledge of muscle over each hip, she looked up and found chiselled pectorals 
and arms that were corded with muscle from shoulder to wrist, visible even under the intricate 
sleeve tattoos that had been hidden before by the red velvet. 
 
If this was a dream, she didn't ever want to wake up. 
 
The clank of the heavy belt buckle hitting the carpet brought her out of her lustful stupor enough 
to realise that she was sitting there with her mouth hanging open like a horny goldfish. She shut 
it fast enough that her teeth rattled, but Son of Santa didn't laugh at her, he didn't even chuckle, 
he just knelt in front of her. 
 
"Time for your present, sweetheart," he murmured as he ran his palms up her arms so that he 
could grip her shoulders to keep her still as he leant in for a kiss.  
 
Only as she felt him caress the skin left bare by the sequinned vest top she was wearing, a nod to 
getting fancy for the occasion, did she realise he was still wearing supple black leather gloves. 
 
She let him kiss her.  It was a press of firm lips, not much more, and it was a dream after all.  She 
could misbehave with impunity in a dream. 
 
When he pulled back just a little, she couldn't help trying to make a joke. "Do you always make 
love with your gloves on?" 
 
"I've got around two billion gifts to hand out in twenty-four hours, sweetheart.  I don't have time 
to get naked." 
 
The size of the number was huge, enormous, and for a moment it gave her pause.  But then he 
leaned in and kissed her again, this time teasing her lips apart with the tip of his tongue, and she 
forgot about trying to figure out how many zeros that would be and what it all meant and 
concentrated on enjoying the sensation of being kissed like she was the most treasured thing he'd 
ever encountered. 
 
She almost mewled like an abandoned kitten when he pulled back, but she soon realised that 
there was no need for disappointment.  He pushed his strong fingers under the hem of her top, 
brushing the skin of her hips and waist and making her twitch as he hooked his fingers into the 
waistband of her jeans. 



 
With a sharp tug, using strength that made the muscles in his arms bunch in fascinating ways, he 
pulled her until her arse was at the edge of the sofa.  Catching his meaning she reclined back and 
looked down the length of her body to watch him as he began to skilfully undo the fly of her 
jeans.   
 
She was thankful she'd made a cursory effort to dress up.  In the hopes of getting a little 
Christmas cheer from her husband at the end of the day, she'd worn one of her fancy lingerie 
sets, one of the ones that usually languished at the back of her underwear drawer only to be 
fished out for special occasions and anniversaries.  At least it would be appreciate by someone 
now and the effort wouldn't go to waste. 
 
She'd kicked off her shoes before she'd collapsed with her wine, so it was the work of seconds 
for him to pull her underwear, along with her jeans, down her legs and over her feet.  He flung 
the bungle of clothing to one side, settled himself more comfortably between her parted knees, 
and bent his head. 
 
He fed at her like she was a feast and he was a starving man.  He nipped and suckled her tender 
flesh fiercely, more ardently than she'd ever been used to. When he plunged two thick fingers 
into her, mimicking a movement that she badly wanted to experience with another part of his 
body, she couldn't stop her hips from jerking violently. In response, he crossed one muscular 
forearm across her belly and bore down to keep her still. Oh, fucking hell yeah, that was hot. 
 
Being restrained and caressed so skilfully brought her to orgasm in a matter of moments.  She 
just about managed to throw her forearm across her face so that she could scream into her own 
skin instead of waking the household with her shrieks. 
 
It took a few moments to sink down from those dizzying heights and drop into reality, or into the 
reality of the dream, once more.  She had to swallow several times before she could even gasp 
out words.  "Thank you." 
 
"Oh, I'm not finished yet, sweetheart." 
 
It pleased her immensely to hear that.  It pleased her immeasurably more to see him lean back 
and push the thick velvet off his hips.  Apparently underwear wasn't a thing at the North Pole.  
And the pole was definitely pointing north.  The sheer size of the thing, girth as well as length, 
made her giddy.  He rolled to his feet and moved over her.  She shifted to lie full length on the 
sofa, making room for him to lower himself over her.  He wasn't even going to take his boots off, 
but that was fine by her. 
 
She made room for him to settle himself between her thighs, leaving one leg to trail over the 
edge of the sofa so that she used her toes against the floor for leverage.  He rose over her on 
straightened arms.  Her attention was caught by the play of his defined musculature as he pushed 
her top up, taking her bra with it, to revel her breasts. It was uncomfortable, and she was all set to 
complain, right up until he fastened that hungry mouth of his around one of her nipples and 
suckled like he was trying to feed from her. 



 
She arched her spine, offering herself wantonly, demanding even more attention. She felt him 
smile at her insistence, felt the sandpaper of his stubble against her tender skin.  The pile of the 
velvet of his trousers was almost sharp against the sensitive flesh of her inner thighs, but then she 
felt the burning heat of his cock and any capacity for rational thought deserted her. 
 
She was wetter than she'd been in a long while, and he slid easily against her swollen folds, 
teasing, torturing, deliberately not finding his mark.  She set her nails into the meat of the muscle 
over his shoulders to communicate her impatience.  That made him smile, and thrust, and 
suddenly she was filled with solid, burning Christmas cock. 
 
He caught her gasp of astounded pleasure with a kiss, exploring her mouth with his sinuous 
tongue until she was writhing against him to urge him on.  He lifted up and shifted enough to 
allow him to take possession of a breast in his palm, snagging the nipple with his fingers as he 
smiled down at her and began to thrust in earnest.  He went slowly, drawing out until only the tip 
of his shaft was still inside her, and then slamming his hips forward with almost bruising force.   
 
The first few strokes were divine.  The next few were maddening in their measured pace.  She 
dug her nails in a little harder.  He smiled, her message had been received and understood.  He 
sped up.  Even with the increase in tempo, he lost none of that blissful force, plunging into her 
over and over, hitting just the right spot over and over. 
 
She was heavy-lidded and breathless, but she was gratified to feel the slick of sweat under her 
palms as she caressed the liquid muscles flowing over his back 
His rich skin glistened with the glow of the fairy lights, and the synthetic apple and cinnamon 
melange took on a new olfactory tone as it mingled with the musk of his maleness and became a 
fragrance that she knew she'd never forget and would forever associate with getting fucked by 
the light of the Christmas tree. 
 
He gave a sharp twist of her nipple.  It should have been cruel, but the pain was exquisite, and 
apparently hardwired to her pussy because the home straight to her orgasm suddenly shortened 
considerably.  He must have felt the change in her body. He dropped down, forcing his arms 
under and around her, holding her up almost completely off the sofa, clasping her tightly against 
his body, keeping her in place, as he fucked her hard. 
 
She came, pulsing in thick waves around the meat of his cock, hearing his gasp of exertion loud 
in her ear.  The ecstasy exploded out from her core, taking her breath with it in waves of tingling 
sensation. 
 
They crumpled into a damp heap together, overcome and unwilling to move.  He was still 
wedged inside her, still thick and semi solid.  Her pussy twitched, a last spam, his cock jerked in 
response, causing her to groan despite the leaden exhaustion that weighed her limbs down. 
 
"Merry Christmas, sweetheart."  He breathed against her lips as he evaporated into the mist of 
glinting coloured specks. 
 



"And a happy fucking new year."  She purred in response, as she stretched out along the length 
of the sofa. 
 
  



 
December 26th 

 

 
 
NOTE: This story takes place during A True Seed, the epilogue to the Signal Bend Series, and 
thus contains SPOILERS for the entire series. 
 
 

LONELY HOUSE 
so I wait for you like a lonely house 

till you will see me again and live in me. 
Till then my windows ache. 
Pablo Neruda, Sonnet LXV 

 
Len dropped into a crouch just as a fist came at his head. It went over him at full speed, the 
momentum carrying the body behind it into a spin. He pushed off and sent his body forward, into 
the guy, and they both flew, Len forward, him backward, into the shower wall. The guy hit the 
steel taps at about lung height and sank to the floor, trying to suck air into his spasming airbags. 
 
Shithead Number Two disabled, Len turned back to Shithead Number One, who was coming at 
him with a shiv. He ducked but took a glancing hit, the sharpened toothbrush slicing across the 
top of his shoulder instead of through the throat at which it had been aimed. Again, Len used his 
assailant’s momentum to gain the upper hand. This guy, though, didn’t get off as easy as his 



buddy. Len dropped Number One and then fell on him, pummeling him until he stopped fighting 
back. 
 
Then he leaned over and grabbed the dropped shiv. He carved a heart in the asshole’s cheek. Just 
for his own entertainment.  
 
“Wahlberg. Man, time’s running out. Count in five, and you need to clean yourself up.” 
 
Len looked up at the men standing watch at the door. He nodded. 
 
When he left the stalls, both men were still alive. The message in that—that he didn’t fear them 
enough to kill them—was a risk, but Len was just about done giving a bloody shit about what he 
risked. Or anything else. 
 
He was four years into what had been a six-to-twelve stretch until Isaac’s throat had been slashed 
and they had retaliated. Now they’d had another eighteen months added like a rotten cherry on 
top. He and Isaac had been separated, first in the Special Housing Unit at Marion and then 
transferred to different facilities. He’d had no word from Isaac, or Tasha, or anyone he loved in 
five months. 
 
He’d only been released from SHU into the general population here in Colorado five days 
before. And he’d had to fight in the stalls three times already.  
 
It was Christmas Day. He didn’t even know if Tasha knew where he was. He was lonelier than 
he’d ever been in his entire fucking life. He’d been a man who’d preferred his own company, 
who’d needed solitude. Well, he’d gotten a lifetime’s worth. Two lifetimes. What he needed now 
was his family. His love. And he was almost a thousand miles away from all of it. On his own.  
 
So no, he didn’t give a shit what he risked. Let ‘em come. Let ‘em all come. He’d kick their 
asses until he didn’t give a shit about that, either. And then he’d let them have him. 
 
 

~oOo~ 
 
 

Back in his cell, he shoved a towel over his wounded shoulder and yanked a sweatshirt on just in 
time for count. Then he stood with his hands at his sides and waited for the screws to do their 
thing and move on. 
 
As soon as he could, Len tended to his wound. He had to be careful; he was prone to infection 
since he’d lost his spleen, and the meds he got inside were crap. He cleaned and sealed the 
wound with contraband supplies provided by the new friends he’d made after his first time in the 
stalls. That was what it was—you fought, you found your alliances, and you identified your 
enemies. You survived. Inside, especially at this security level, life boiled down to that basic 
essence. You survived. Or you didn’t. There was nothing else. 
 



It could have been worse. He could have been on the supermax block, locked in his cage twenty-
three hours a day. At least he could still move around a little for most of the day. 
 
Which was probably why he was still fighting. But he could feel the instinct to keep going fading 
in him. Hope had flickered out when they’d put him in SHU here in Colorado. Two more months 
out of contact. And still, even now, no phone or mail privileges yet. That was what would kill 
him. Nothing they could do to him in the stalls was as bad as not ever seeing Tasha, not hearing 
her voice, not touching her fair skin. Not even being able to get her letters and hold her words in 
his hands. 
 
He’d just disposed of the bloody towel and the other remnants of his self-care when a guard 
came to his cell. “Wahlberg. Against the wall.” 
 
Len assumed the position, and the guard searched him. The pawing was too thorough and 
intimate to be called anything so breezy as a ‘frisk.’ 
 
“What’s goin’ on?” 
 
The guard stood back. “Shut your mouth and let’s go.” He didn’t shackle him, so he wasn’t being 
moved or something like that. Len had no fucking idea what kind of Christmas horror show he 
was in for. He tried to steel himself for the worst thing he could imagine. 
 
He had a lively, and dark, imagination. 
 
But they took him to the Visitors Center. Confused, not daring to hope, he went through the 
usual search bullshit again, and then the door buzzed, and he was ushered through. 
 
At first, all he saw was other inmates and their families. Not many; they would never let many 
inmates congregate with civilians at once in a prison like this. But no one he knew. 
 
And then she stood up. Her bright ginger hair was shorter, just brushing her shoulders. She was 
wearing a sweater in vivid blue, like cobalt. Her color. Oh sweet fucking hell, she was beautiful. 
 
His vision swam, and he blinked until he had control of himself. Then he turned to the guard. 
“It’s Christmas. Please. I haven’t seen her in five months.” 
 
The guard knew what he was asking. He stared hard at him, then nodded curtly. Then Len 
crossed the room and grabbed his wife into his arms, holding her as tightly as he could. She 
made a sobbing, gasping sound as his hands touched her, and then she wound her arms around 
his neck until he was nearly strangled. 
 
He didn’t care. He would happily die right now, in this embrace. The first glimmer of anything 
like happiness he’d felt in months. 
 
But he couldn’t push it too far. There was something more he wanted. So he loosened his hold 
and set Tasha back just enough that he could see her face. She was crying, and her cheeks were 



wet. He cupped his hands around her face, feeling the cool of her tears on his palms, and kissed 
her, holding her, pushing his tongue into her mouth. 
 
She flinched at first; she knew that this contact was prohibited. But then she moaned and kissed 
him back, her tongue sliding along his, her hands grabbing his shoulders, digging into his fresh 
wound. He welcomed the pain. He wanted to carve every single sensation, every moment into his 
head. 
 
With Tasha in his arms again at long last, Len understood just how deep his despair had pulled 
him. He could feel it in the sluggishly erratic beat of his heart, like it had forgotten what to do 
with pleasure, with joy, even the bittersweet, anguished joy he felt now. 
 
“Wahlberg!” 
 
At the guard’s warning, Len set Tasha back. He wanted to be able to hold her hand. He wanted to 
be able to wrap her up again when she left. So he gave up the passion of that kiss. What he’d 
taken would carry him through. 
 
He took her hand now. “How’ve you been, Doc?” 
 
She sobbed again; this time it curled around a laugh. “God, it’s so good to hear you, to see you. I 
thought I’d lose my mind these past months.” 
 
He led her to sit, and he pulled a chair around to sit next to her. “I’m sorry, Tash. Fuck, I’m 
sorry.” 
 
Her fingers tightened around his. “Don’t. You don’t owe me any apologies. I get it. I miss you so 
much I feel like my heart is flaking off in pieces every day. But I understand it all. I will wait for 
you forever. Even if my whole heart flakes away. But try to get home as fast as you can.” 
 
He knew he would. Seeing her, even like this, in this worn-out, grey room filled with misery and 
shattered dreams, had filled him back up. He would fight. He would survive. Because someday 
he would go home, where life and love were waiting for him. Where Tasha waited. She was 
more than his love. She was his hope. She had been as long as they’d been together. 
 
“I will. I love you, Doc.” 
 
“I love you. Merry Christmas.” 
 
He laughed and lifted her hand to his lips for a quick kiss. “It’s pretty merry after all.” 
 
©2014 Susan Fanetti 
  



 
December 27th 

 
What Child is This? 

 
A Sin Eater Christmas Short Story by C.D. Breadner 

 
 

“Oh yeah, this one’s ripe for forgiveness,” Voro muttered, watching the fat fucker let himself 
into his apartment at the top of a threadbare staircase in what was most definitely the wrong side 
of town.  

“How can you tell?” Claudia asked softly, more stealthy than a whisper, as the guy’s door 
groaned upon opening and he let himself inside. 

“You really wanna know?” Voro started up the flight, avoiding the stair the piece of shit had 
stepped on and loudly announced his position on the staircase.  

“Yes.” 

“It’s a stench. It smells like putrid garbage. Usually stands out in the general stink of the city.” 

“That’s unfortunate.”  

“It’s pretty handy. At first they wanted me to find the bad guys the same way they do; the good 
ones are bright and shiny. They thought that would help me. By making the ones I didn’t have to 
worry about all distracting.” He shook his head with a chuckle, reaching the top stair. “No, I 
need the human garbage to stand out. Not the good people.” 

Claudia shifted her arm back to pull a blade from the sheath attached to her belt. The janbiya 
glinted as she slid it free and fought back the need to smile. “You going to protect me?” 

She shrugged, giving him a smile. “Shut up, asshole. Open the door.” 

The knob turned in his hand and the door gave way with no effort. Unlocked. They caught the 
guy completely by surprise, shrugging out of his snow-dusted jacket. He’d been scared enough to 
piss himself, likely from the sight of Claudia’s weapon.  

No matter. There were worse smells than piss. Voro put a hand to his shoulder, pulling the man’s 
focus to keep it on him and off of Claudia. She looked dangerous but still gorgeous and he didn’t 
want the guy to suddenly have a lust-fuelled rage that would, undoubtedly, distract Voro from 
doing what he came here for. 

Sins, so many disgusting things. This guy used to peep on his own sister, then her friends, in his 
childhood home. It was a shame this guy hadn’t attended a school with a decent sex education 
course. Then again, a mother than beat you when she caught you jerking off at twelve years old 



probably didn’t help what was already a confused mind. He’d started raping other kids when he 
was fifteen. Then grown women, then little old ladies. 

He was disgusting, but with Voro’s new function for forgiveness he could only pity the sad sack. 
He found all the sins, let them go, then they left the man weeping on his knees in his apartment. 
Voro didn’t need to check back; he knew this man was done sinning.  

“What had he done?” Claudia asked, closing the door behind them and descending the staircase 
behind him.  

“Violence against women. Nothing you want to know about.” 

She opened her mouth to argue but it was cut off by a feminine shriek from behind an apartment 
door halfway down the flight of stairs they were frozen on. 

Or, he froze. Claudia was already running for the doorway. The air was thick with tension, he 
was just aware of it then as he hurried to keep up with the jinn. The smell of fear was like spent 
gun powder, and Claudia banging on the door heightened the aroma.  

When it opened a small woman was there, hardly filling the space. She looked up at Claudia and 
the relief on her face turned into something else. “Who are you?” she asked, the fear in her voice 
cutting through her thick accent. 

“Is everything okay in here?” Claudia asked, switching easily into her law enforcement tone. 

The woman’s eyes darted from Claudia and up to him. They must have been as intimidating as 
hell. This woman could only be five feet tall.  And as Voro continued to look at her he realized 
the obvious cause of her distress. 

“Ah, shit,” he whispered, eyes on the woman’s distended stomach. She was in a nightgown, bare 
feet, and under her belly the nightgown was soaked through and wet. 

Claudia saw it when he did. “Did you call an ambulance?” 

The woman shook her head. “No. Sin seguro médico.” 

Voro swallowed hard. No insurance, that’s what she was saying.  

“You need to get to a hospital,” Claudia said gently, taking the woman’s arm and leading her 
back into the apartment.  

Voro stood in the hallway, head reeling. That woman was having a baby, no two ways about it. 
And she couldn’t afford the simple act of delivery, something humans had been doing since first 
walking the planet. That took two seconds to process then he pulled out a cell phone, a tool he’d 
insisted he needed, and dialed a number he knew well. After placing the call and a brief 
discussion he followed Claudia, closing the apartment door. 



The woman was pacing, hand on her lower back, and Claudia was pacing with her, muttering 
assurances that Voro hoped she could understand.  

“I called Vinnie,” Voro told her, standing in the entry, basically useless. “He’s on his way over. 
He’ll take a look at her, deliver the baby if he has to. But the kid has to go to the hospital. That’s 
where the do the birth certificate, you know. Confirming the kid exists. But the expensive part 
could be the actual birth so if she’s able to deliver without complications it’ll be a lot less 
expensive.” 

“Good,” Claudia said just as calmly. The slight woman looked like childbirth would break her in 
half. Voro pulled at the neck of his shirt under his jacket, then took his jacket off. The room was 
a fucking sauna, or maybe he was anxious. 

The woman stopped, doubling over, hands clutching at her stomach as she wailed out again, the 
same sound that brought them to her door. He rubbed his hands on his legs, sensing her pain on 
his skin, down his throat through his nose. He could taste it on his tongue. It stung like licking a 
battery.  

The women paced and Voro fought to keep from running out the door. Too soon the woman was 
bending again, the scream louder. 

“Contractions are very close,” Claudia told him. 

“I don’t know what that means.” 

“It means the baby is going to be here soon.” 

“Shit.” 

“Voro!” 

“What?” 

“Don’t swear!” 

“This kid ain’t picking that up so quickly.” 

The next flare of pain seemed particularly long and drawn out, and the sweat ran down his sides 
under the thermal shirt he had on.  

“Fuck. Fuck, I can’t be here for this, Claudia.” 

“We aren’t leaving her,” Claudia snapped at him, making the woman look at him in fear.  

Shit. Her big brown eyes were pleading. She was terrified, and until they’d shown up she’d been 
alone in here, seriously intending to have a baby all by herself. 

“Okay,” he breathed, running hands over his face. “Okay. Do I need to boil some water or 
something?” 



Claudia looked at him like he was an idiot, then nodded. “Sure, Voro. Boil some water.” 
Translate: find something to do you useless oaf. 

The kitchen was a short galley with cramped cupboards and undersized appliances that still 
managed to make it crowded. He found a pot hanging on the side of a cabinet over the sink and 
filled it, then put it on one of the coil burners, cranking it all the way to high. The shriek came 
again then Claudia called for him. 

He darted into the living room where the woman was crumpling to the ground on her hands and 
knees. “We need something to put under her. I don’t want to ruin the carpet.” 

Shit. Shit-shit-shit-shit. It ran through his head on repeat as he headed for the kitchen again, 
diving under the sink. There were black trash bags there, and as awful as that seemed it was his 
only option. He grabbed a handful and then ran down the hallway. A closet door proved to be a 
linen cupboard. He grabbed a flannel sheet and brought everything to the living room. He spread 
out the garbage bags then covered them up with the sheet.  Claudia helped the woman ease onto 
the square of fabric, back to the front of a sofa.  

“Cuál es tu nombre?” 

The woman looked to him, almost relieved. “Maria,” she replied, nearly smiling.  

“Voro,” he said, hand to his chest. “And this is Claudia.” 

His name seemed unsettling to her, which was understandable. In most languages the word 
meant “eat” or some derivative of that. But the name Claudia made her smile. 

“Okay, I got this,” Claudia muttered, shoving him away with one hand. She knelt by Maria’s 
ankles, rubbing the woman’s knees. “Okay Maria,” she said with a smile. “We have help 
coming. But don’t worry about money, okay? No hay dinero.” 

Maria was so terrified she would have agreed to anything. Then came a knock at the door. 

“I got it,” he offered unnecessarily. Sure enough, Vinnie was here already. The hospital was 
close. “Busy night?” Voro asked, and Vinnie just smiled.  

“Christmas Eve. Of course it’s busy.” 

Voro led the way into the living room. Maria’s eyes widened when she saw Vinnie, but her body 
eased as soon as he spoke. Claudia slid out of the way and he took her place. 

“All right. It’s Maria, is it?” She nodded. Vinnie put a hand on her knee. “I’m a doctor, okay?  I 
need to see what’s going on.” 

Voro got the fuck away from her feet as she brought her knees up. Vinnie pushed the nightgown 
out of the way, then reached for the bag he’d brought. Honestly, a doctor’s bag.  



Claudia scooted around to sit by Vinnie’s side, resting on her knees. “You need anything, you let 
me know.” 

“You have any medical training?” 

“Learned a few things in the reserves.” 

Voro felt such a swell of pride as she said it, but it only meant he was as useless as a piece of 
furniture in this situation. He started to back up, then Vinnie looked at him.  

“Voro, can you help her sit up? She’s almost ready to push. I need her upright. Makes it easier to 
bear down.” 

“What?” 

“Sit behind her. Let her lean on you, keep her sitting up.” 

“I don’t know—“ 

“Do it,” Claudia snapped, eyes flaring at him. “Christ Voro, be useful here.” 

Vinnie chuckled at that and went back to whatever it was he was doing.  

With the groan of an old man he settled on his ass behind Maria, legs splayed out to the side of 
her. She was already up on the plan, leaning into his back with a whimper as another contraction 
made her body quiver. 

“Todo estará bien. Usted va a estar bien,” he told her quietly, ignoring how Claudia and Vinnie 
looked at him in surprise. “Su bebé será feliz y saludable.” 

Maria nodded, her head on his chest, taking a deep but shaky breath.  Another contraction hit and 
she curled away from him, groaning through clenched teeth. He put his hands on her back, 
rubbing circles on the cotton of her nightgown. 

“We’ll need something to wrap the baby in. Something soft, their skin is very sensitive. And 
we’ll need to something to clean him or her up with.” 

“Water’s boiling,” Voro pointed out. “Take it off the burner and let it cool off.” 

Vinnie nodded and Claudia was off on her search, stopping by the kitchen first. 

“All right Voro. We need her upright, just where she is.” 

Voro nodded and crowded closer to her back. Maria’s hands clamped on his knees, her breathing 
becoming panicked. 

“Now Maria, did you take Lamaze classes?” 

The woman nodded, probably recognizing the word used more than anything else said. 



“I need you to breathe with me.”  The Vinnie started that weird hee-hee-who rhythm, which 
Maria immediately followed. Voro angled his torso to keep her leaning over her own stomach, 
feeling the way she fought him as another contraction hit. 

She toughed it out though, then picked up the breathing pattern all over again. Now Vinnie was 
telling her to push with each contraction, and she was squeezing Voro’s hand suddenly and he 
honestly didn’t remember giving it to her. She was going to break his fingers. 

Her clothes soaked through with sweat. Vinnie was assuring her she was doing well. Claudia was 
back, holding one of Maria’s legs back with all her strength. Every push had both of them 
straining to keep her in place. Five feet tall but holy shit she was strong.  

“You’re so close, Maria. You’re doing so well. One last push should do it, okay? I know it hurts. 
But it’s almost done. One last big, strong push and you’ve got your baby, okay?” 

She was nodding, whimpering, head rolling back and forth on his chest, but she pushed further 
up on his leg. Voro helped hold her upright, and she gripped his hand tight. He squeezed hers 
back, then closed his eyes as a terrible scream ripped free of her throat. It went on and on, 
unbearably long.  Her agony washed through him and not just from contact. Then it stopped and 
he opened his eyes as Maria flopped onto him, boneless with exhaustion.  

Claudia and Vinnie were mucking with the baby, a mass of skin and goo that he could barely 
believe was alive. They had something in its mouth, then suddenly there was crying. A 
quivering, mournful sound that made them both break into grins. Claudia had a cloth in her 
hands which she gingerly ran over the little thing before helping Vinnie roll it up into a baby 
blanket she’d found somewhere. 

“Let’s get her on the sofa,” Vinnie suggested, grabbing a towel from the ground. He positioned it 
on the cushions and Voro gathered Maria up in his arms. Her eyes were hungry on the baby as 
Claudia held it, and as soon as the new mother was settled her arms went out. Claudia handed the 
bundle over. “It’s a boy,” she said softly with a beautiful grin.  

“I’m calling for an ambulance,” Vinnie told him quietly. “I think they’re both fine but she needs 
a doctor to look at her and stitch her up.  And the baby needs to be monitored for a while.” 

Voro nodded as he moved away to place the call. Claudia nudged into his elbow, smiling. “Good 
job,” she mumbled and he had to grin back. 

“You too.” 

“I don’t want to get all corny, but did you happen to notice what time it is?” 

Voro frowned. “No. Why?” 

“It’s after midnight. It’s Christmas Day, and we just delivered a baby.” 

Voro rolled his eyes. “Come on, Claudia.” 



She chuckled as a man came into the room, about twenty-five years old, barely taller than Maria, 
eyes on everyone as though expecting that he’d need to knock someone out soon. Then he saw 
the woman on the sofa, his face softened and he flew to her side, chattering in rapid-fire Spanish. 
He kissed Maria, kissed the child, then kissed Maria again. 

“We should probably go,” Claudia said, taking his arm. 

Maria was looking at them, and her man followed her gaze. They had a soft exchange, too quiet 
to be heard, and the man approached them, eyes wide. 

He stood before them, then offered his hand. Voro took it, then Claudia did the same. When 
Vinnie joined them his hand was shaken too, and the man held Vinnie’s hand to his forehead 
while introducing himself, repeating thank yous and blessings with all the humility of a saved 
man.  Then he turned back to his wife. 

“What did he say his name was?” Voro asked Claudia under his breath. 

Her eyes came up to his, looking a little stunned as well. “José .” 

Voro nodded. “That’s what I thought he said.” 

“Okay, now I’m freaked out.” 

“I’ll wait for the ambulance,” Vinnie offered, jerking his head towards the apartment door. “You 
two go ahead.” 

Voro nodded, watching Vinnie approach the couple. 

“Come on, Voro. Let’s go. I’ll buy you an egg nog.” 

Voro nodded and followed Claudia out of the apartment, grabbing their jackets on the way. The 
two of them descended the staircase in silence and the cold of the street was like a slap in the 
face, jarring him out of his shock.  

“Just a coincidence,” Claudia mumbled, zipping up her jacket. 

“Yep,” he agreed, shoving his hands into his pockets.  

“Good job by the way,” she said, smiling up at him brightly. “I thought you would just pass out.” 

He snorted. “What? Me? No way.” 

“Merry Christmas, Voro.” 

He let her take his hand and lead the way to wherever this egg nog was. “Merry Christmas, 
Claudia.” 

  



 
December 28th 

 

 
 

Snog 
 

By Sarah Osborne 
 
There was little to distinguish a Freak’s Christmas party from any other. Some of the women had 
made an effort and there were more than a few ‘sexy Santas’ wandering around. Someone had 
made what had been described as ‘punch’ but so far, everyone was giving it a pretty wide berth. 
The guys had a healthy suspicion of anything with fruit floating in it. The food that was laid out 
on a long trestle table against the wall looked, to Tiny at least, like the usual party fare. Plenty of 
meat and bread with a token bowl of something green lurking at the back. Years of experience 
had taught the old ladies not to waste effort with anything fancy. As long as it came from an 
animal and it filled them up, the guys were happy.  

There were decorations too, but you had to look pretty hard to spot them in the dim half light. 
Some sad, colored lights did their best to give the bar area a festive feel and there was some 
balding tinsel wound around the stripper pole. Tiny grinned. All the decorations in the world 
would do nothing to stop the Seattle clubhouse looking like what it was. A dark, dingy biker bar 
that hadn’t seen a lick of paint in decades.  



As he made his way through the crowd to the bar, from the corner of his eye, he spotted Samson 
and Emma across the room. Even without the loud music and raised voices, from that distance 
he'd probably not have been able to hear them, but their body language was enough to tell him 
that they weren't exactly whispering sweet nothings. Tiny knew better than to come between a 
brother and his woman, but as he reached the bar, he made a point of watching them closely.  

Unlike Beth, who rarely lost her temper, Emma would never shy away from letting Samson – or 
anyone – know if she was pissed. Usually she was one of the calmest women he knew, but she 
did have a temper, although he was surprised to see her lose it here in the clubhouse. Tiny was 
pretty sure she'd not push his brother too far, in fact, he suspected that her fearlessness was one 
of the things that Samson loved the most about her. Despite this, he watched, and it seemed that 
this time, it wasn't Emma, but Samson who was angry.  

Samson brought his hand up and slapped the wall, inches from her head, with the palm of his 
hand, but that tough little bitch didn't even flinch. Tiny couldn't help but be impressed; she 
couldn't be any more than five and a half feet tall and his brother towered over her. Despite this, 
she raised her chin and stood her ground. Something inside him stirred and, reluctantly he tore 
his eyes away and ordered a Jack from the busty pixie behind the bar, then found himself turning 
back to watch his brother and his ol' lady, telling himself he was just making sure things didn't 
get out of hand.  

Samson shoved her out of the way and stormed toward the doors. For a moment, Emma stared 
after him, then turning on her heel, ran in the opposite direction to the flop house out back. 

He shouldn't be following her, and the bottle of Jack in his hand probably wasn't a good idea. But 
Tiny's feet weren't listening to reason, and he'd promised to always be there if she needed him, 
and he reckoned she might need him now.  

Emma was sitting in the middle of a mattress in one of the dorms furthest from the barroom. She 
looked up and roughly wiped her eyes with the back of her hand as he walked in. “Hey.” 

“Hey. You okay, little one?” 

She shrugged and shifted over to one side so he could sit next to her. “That for me?” Emma 
nodded at the bottle in his hand. “I'm not a big fan of bourbon, you know.” 

“All the more for me, then.” He passed it to her and watched as she took a huge slug. “You 
wanna talk?” He smirked. “Or yell at me cus your ol' man has gotten you all riled up.” Tiny sat 
with his back against the wall and retrieved the bottle. “Not a good idea to get into it with him in 
the clubhouse, Emma.”  

“I know.” She shuffled closer and leaned against his arm. “Do you think I'm a spoiled brat, 
Tiny?” 

He laughed. “Nope. I think you're a mouthy, sarcastic bitch. But you ain't spoiled.” He passed 
her back the Jack and pulled a joint from the pack of smokes in his pocket. “What doesn't he 
want you to have this time?”  



“Doesn't matter. You gonna light that?” 

“Yeah.” He rolled his eyes. “I guess I shoulda said 'a mouthy, sarcastic, bossy bitch.'” 

“Funny guy.” She had the sweetest smile. “What are you doing here, Tiny?” 

“Having a drink an' a smoke.” Shit, she smelled so good. “An' making sure you ain't all sad an' 
shit.” 

“I'm okay.” Emma took the joint from him. “Deke's getting stressed cus we're broke again is all.” 
Tiny raised an eyebrow and she sighed. “And I wanted a huge Christmas tree and a load of lights 
and stuff.” 

“That all?” 

“Pretty much.” she laughed. “Stupid huh?” 

“Yep. You gonna bogart that all night?” 

“That's the plan.” She took a pull on the joint and blew the smoke into his face. “I really wanted 
Lottie's first Christmas to be special. I know Deke's right, we don't have much money and 
Lottie's too young to remember it. But... I know it's dumb, but when I was a kid – around five or 
six, I guess – I made a tree decoration at school and I was so excited about it, but my mom 
wouldn't let me put it on the tree, because it looked cheap and out of place.” She sighed. “I swore 
to myself that if I ever had kids, we'd have the biggest tree, decorated with whatever they 
wanted.” 

“So you an' Samson had a bust up over a fucking tree? Shit, is there anything you two don't fight 
over?” He made a grab for the joint, but she was too quick for him. “Gimme that or I'm gonna 
have to spank you.” 

“You sure you're man enough?” She squealed as he grabbed her arm and dragged her across his 
lap. “Okay, okay. There's no need to bully me.” She pushed herself up and put the joint into his 
mouth.  

He hand was still resting lightly on her waist. Tiny knew he should move it, but the flimsy 
material of her top hid risen up, and her skin was soft under his hand. Her eyes met his and she 
frowned slightly but made no attempt to move away. He put the bottle on the floor, then took a 
pull on the joint and dropped it onto the ashtray next to the bottle, his eyes never leaving hers. 
Almost unconsciously, his hand slid round to the small of her back and he pulled her closer. 
Emma's hands pressed against his chest, but she didn't push herself away from him.  

There were a million reasons why he shouldn't kiss her, but she was so close and her skin was so 
soft. His other hand reached up and he ran his finger along the scar on her cheek. “Tell me to 
stop, Emma.” 

Her hands ran up his chest and grabbed his cut. “Stop.” 



He should – she'd told him to – but her lips were soft and full, and as he moved closer, they 
parted. She tasted of bourbon and smoke, Tiny heard himself moan as her tongue darted into his 
mouth and he felt her teeth graze his lips. He should stop. He certainly shouldn't run his fingers 
through her curls and thrust his own tongue between those soft, plump lips. Shit. He had to stop, 
but her arms were around his neck, pulling him even closer and her cute little tits were pressed 
up against his chest... Ah, fuck. 

Reluctantly, using every last ounce of his self control, he pulled away and she laughed. “Oops.” 

And the moment was gone. Just like that. Ruefully, he grinned. “Reckon we oughta get back out 
there, 'fore we get ourselves into trouble.” 

  



 
December 29th 

 
Christmas Spirit 

 
Nightshade MC 

 
By Shannon Flagg 

 
 
 
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.” 
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9 a.m. 
“Brick!” Mel yelled, and he let go of his dick. He knew that voice, and no matter how hard or 
horny he was, she wouldn't have sex with him. She wouldn't even let him finish jerking off. So 
much for a Christmas morning jerk off. 
“Yeah?” he yelled back. He fucking hated it when she was standing at the bottom of the stairs 
and yelled at him. He'd had enough yelling in his house for a lifetime, and Mel didn't usually 
yell. This was Christmas Day, though, and she was generally something of a bitch until the 
dinner was on the table. Which by his calculations was roughly seven hours away. 
“I need you.” 
Any other time it would've been heaven to hear that coming out of her mouth, but again, this was 
not one of those days. 
He stood up and tried to rearrange his dick in his briefs to make it more comfortable. He reached 
for his jeans and, with a sigh, he zipped them up over his still-hard cock. 
 

10 a.m. 
“Dad! I need to get in there—now!” 
He let go of his dick as if it was on fire. There was no way in hell he could be holding his dick 
while he was talking to his daughter. 
“We have five fucking bathrooms, give me one good reason why you need to get into this one.” 
“I didn't have the right sized tampons in my bathroom.” 
He wasn't entirely convinced that was true, but he wouldn't argue with that, and Eliza fucking 
knew it. 



He tucked his dick into his briefs, and once again zipped up his jeans over unfinished business. 
This time his dick wasn't hard, though; talking to Eliza had taken care of that. It always did, and 
especially when she used her 'I'm fifteen and know better than any grownup' voice. He fucking 
hated that voice. 
She glared at him when he walked past her, like he'd committed a mortal sin by using a bathroom 
in his own god damn house. 
“She's in a pissy mood,” he muttered when he entered the kitchen. 
Mel was wearing a pair of tight black pants and a tank top. Her hair was up in a sloppy ponytail, 
and she was glistening with sweat. In short: she was sexy as fuck. When she snapped her head in 
his direction a gave him a glare not unlike the one Eliza had just given him, he turned around and 
left her alone. 
 

11 a.m. 
“Fuck fuck fuck fuck fuck! This is not fucking happening,” Mel yelled in panic from the kitchen, 
and he ran in there, thinking that she'd chopped off a finger or something. 
“What?” 
“The fucking hand mixer isn't working.” 
“So?” 
“I need it,” she answered. “You need to go get me a new one.” 
“What?” 
“You need to go buy me a new one.” 
He could accept Mel being a bitch on Christmas Day, because he knew it was just about her 
wanting everything perfect for the dinner. It was a big thing for Mel, probably because her 
Christmases as a child had been shit. He knew it, and he could live with it, but going out to buy a 
hand mixer on Christmas Day was not just her being a bitch; it was her being an idiot. 
“You have have every kitchen appliance and tool known to mankind in here, and some most men 
can't even fucking identify.” He held up one of the things lying on the counter. “Like this. What 
the fuck is this?” 
“It's a zester. You use it to peel off the zest of citrus fruit, if you have to know.” 
He didn't need to know that. He didn't even know what part of a citrus fruit was zest, and he 
didn't want to know. After dropping the thing back on the counter, he sighed and looked at her. 
“Either way, you have shitloads of stuff, there has to be something else you can use instead of 
that one. I highly doubt Christmas dinner is on the verge of a collapse due to lack of a hand 
mixer.” 
“Is this your years of experience talking?” she asked him with her hand on her hip, and then she 
pointed at him with the broken hand mixer. “I need one of these, and I can't leave the turkey 
unattended, so you're going to go and get me one.” 
“Babe, I love you as much as I love air, bikes, beer, and fucking, but there is no way in hell I'm 
gonna go buy you a hand mixer on Christmas Day when we've spent thousands and thousands of 
dollars on shit you have stuffed away in this kitchen.” 



 
12 a.m. 

Brick dryly noted that most people in the line at Walmart were men, and they all had the same 
defeated look as he himself had. A lot of them were holding things they'd probably never used, 
and never would use. Much like the hand mixer he himself was holding. 
A young guy approached the older man standing in front of Brick. 
“I'm sorry, sir, but do you know where they have nylons?” 
Everyone within earshot chuckled a little, since they knew the guy didn't want them for himself 
unless he was a transvestite. The man pointed in a direction, and just as the younger man was 
leaving, he said, “I suggest a bottle of whiskey, too. You're gonna need it, son.” 
 

1 p.m. 
B y the time he'd gotten back from Walmart, Mel had taken a shower and changed her clothes. 
She had a dress he hadn't seen before, but it looked great on her. He'd managed to hold off on 
grabbing her ass, but it had been close a couple of times. He didn't think she was in the mood for 
any ass-grabbing. 
When the doorbell rang he left Mel in the kitchen went to answer. It was Mac, Vi, Mitch, and 
Anna with their kids. He immediately took Alma from Mitch and when Joshua pulled his jeans, 
he took his hand and took them into the kitchen. They should be able to cheer Mel up. 
He'd been right, and when Mel was holding Alma, he gave her a kiss. 
“Love you.” 
“Liar,” she mumbled. 
“Nope. Not lying at all. You piss me off, but I love you.” He gave her a smile. “Think you'll be 
able to calm down now?” 
“Maybe,” she answered and gave him one of those smiles that had made him fall in love with her 
to begin with. It still wasn't a relaxed smile, but she was getting there. 
 
 

2 p.m. 
Mel might be in a better mood, but she was still acting like a kitchen Hitler. In fact, all the 
women, except Edie, were in the kitchen. He'd gotten out of there as quickly as possible, and he 
doubted anyone in there missed him. 
He was standing next to Bear, and they were both staring at the massive pile of Christmas 
presents. 
“Is April with her boys?” he asked. 
Bear's old lady, April, wasn't much for the club and wouldn't be caught dead at a Friday night 
party. She didn't seem bothered by it, and she helped when she could, which was good, since she 
was a nurse and they sometimes needed one. She also came by for family dinners with Bear, but 
on bigger holidays she was with her two sons. 



“Yeah. They're at our house, so I'll meet them later.” Bear didn't seem capable of taking his eyes 
of the piles of gifts. “Remember when Christmas was about the birth of Jesus and spending time 
with the family?” 
“No,” he answered. “Pretty sure I was a lot about the Christmas presents when I was a kid.” 
“I sure as shit didn't get this much.” 
“No,” Brick agreed. “I doubt they'll have time to play with all of them before the next 
Christmas.” 
“Are you two having the compulsory back-in-the-day discussion?” Mac asked with a laugh when 
he came to stand next to them. “Which is ironic, since I know for a fact that you two have bought 
a majority of these gifts.” 
That was probably true. Brick and Mel had gone a bit crazy when it came to gifts, especially for 
Joshua and Alma, who were too young to even ever remember this Christmas. 
“Just so you know,” Mitch added when he handed Brick a beer. “Anything that makes sounds 
will be forgotten here.” 
“I have a car,” Brick informed his youngest son. “And I know where you live.” 
 

3 p.m. 
The food was finally approaching. It was almost within grasp, and he knew this because he'd 
noticed that the women were running around collecting chairs. 
He and Mel had a huge dinner table, and he'd once picked it to make sure he could have loads of 
guests as often as he wanted to. This was before he'd met Mel, and when she'd asked him about 
it, he'd been honest. He'd told her that he liked having people over for dinner. Be it his friends, 
his kids' friends, or his woman's friends. She'd admitted later that it had been one of the reasons 
she'd fallen in love with him. Whenever she cooked, which was most days, she made a lot of 
food—just in case. 
But Christmas and Thanksgiving meant most of the club and their families came over, which 
meant they were more people than usual, and now they were apparently trying to set the table 
and were trying to find enough chairs. When Vi came and tried to take the chair Bear was sitting 
on, Brick turned to her. 
“Remind Mel about the patio chairs.” 
“She's already taken those,” Vi said with a smile, and Brick was glad he hadn't gone into the 
kitchen to remind Mel about them. He could've ended up with a chair up his ass. 
 

4 p.m. 
The food was amazing, as always. It was also the first time of the day that Mel calmed down and 
was enjoying herself. She looked relaxed, and gave him the first honest smile of the day. He 
looked around the table at his brothers and their families. They were all eating, talking, and 
laughing. 



“God damn it, Mel. Every year I think it can't get any better, and every year you prove me 
wrong,” Sisco said and poured more gravy over his plate. Sisco loved gravy, and his plate was 
starting to look like soup. 
“Thank you,” she smiled, while avoiding looking at Sisco's plate. 
The dinner was the big turning point for her. She'd be fine from then on, and that knowledge 
made Brick relax, too. When Joshua started squealing, he took him from Vi. Brick didn't have to 
stuff himself just yet. He'd have full access to the leftovers the rest of the week anyway. 

 
5 p.m. 

Brick was sitting next to Vi, helping her opening Joshua's gift. The first thing Joshua had opened 
was a Harley kid's tricycle, and he'd gotten on it and had refused to get off it since then. He 
couldn't reach the pedals, so Mac kept pushing him. Every time he stopped, Joshua screamed. 
Brick was very pleased with the gift, but Mac sighed and glared at him now and then. 
“Would it be too obvious if I played the 'have to save my back' card to get out of pushing that 
thing around?” Vi asked. 
“Naw,” Brick answered and shook his head. “Then it's your shoulder and arm, too. You need to 
be careful.” 
“Yeah. Not like he's doing much at work anyway.” 
Brick laughed. “No. Work at a garage is really easy on your body.” 
“And I'm a girl. And so tiny. Can't do things like that. I'm fragile.” 
He leaned over and gave Vi's cheek a kiss. “Where are you learning all these dirty tricks?” 
“Mel, mostly,” she admitted with a smile. “April's pretty good at them, too.” 
He looked over at Mitch, who was opening Alma's gifts. He bit his cheeks when Mitch held up a 
pair of glittery fairy wings with a deep sigh. Brick knew that feeling. Eliza had been all about 
pink shit when she was a kid. He would never admit how many movies about princesses he'd 
seen. 
“Not sure those will fit you,” Wrench said to Mitch with a laugh. “And they'll cover the back of 
your cut, too, so no riding with the fairy wings.” 
“Seriously,” Mitch said with a look at Mel. “She can't even walk. Am I supposed to put these on 
her and have her crawl around on the floor with them? She'll look like a crashed fairy that's about 
to die.” 
“She'll have them for later,” Mel answered. “Like Halloween.” 
“That's in ten months,” Mitch pointed out. “And I'm pretty sure you'll buy her something new for 
then.” 
“Don't be rude and ungrateful,” Anna said to Mitch. “Say thank you to Mel for the lovely gift.” 
“Thank you, Mel, for the lovely gift.” 

 
6 p.m. 



They were eating again, and this time it was dessert. In fact, he'd been eating pretty much 
constantly the last two hours, and he was starting to feel a bit too full. 
Eliza sat down next to him, and gave him a long hug. 
“How's my baby girl?” he asked. 
“Good.” She nodded towards his plate. “Like it?” 
“Some genius put strawberries on this Red Velvet, so I'm loving it.” 
“Thought you would,” she smiled. He'd known it was her. “Merry Christmas, Dad.” 
“Merry Christmas, honey.” 
She gave him another smile, and he concluded that she seemed to calm down at the same time as 
her mother on Christmas Day. To keep the peace, he shoved the last of the Red Velvet cake 
down his throat. 

7 p.m. 
He'd sneaked out with Mac and Mitch, and they were having a beer and a smoke on the deck. 
Mitch was moaning about how he had more celebrating to do, since they were going to Irina, 
Anna's aunt, for another Christmas dinner. 
“I'm not sure how the fuck I'm supposed to eat more,” he groaned. 
“Why didn't you invite Irina here?” Brick asked. 
“She's been with her boyfriend during the day. I guess she didn't want to spend her Christmas 
with a bunch of bikers,” he smiled. 
“So you mean Alma is about to get even more pink dresses?” Mac asked. 
“I would assume so,” Mitch answered, but he was smiling. 
Alma wasn't much more than six months, and she already had an impressive wardrobe. Everyone 
of the old ladies had loved buying her Christmas presents, since they didn't have many girls. It 
had been the same with Eliza when she was still a kid. He was sure Mitch didn't mind half as 
much as he pretended. That little girl already had him firmly wrapped around her fingers. 
 

8 p.m. 
They were finally alone. The others had left, and Eliza was in her room playing with the 
computer they'd bought her. Or rather, the computer Mitch had told them to buy her. 
Mel was resting on the couch with a glass of wine on the table, and her feet in his lap. He took 
one foot and started to knead. 
“Thank you,” he said. 
“For what?” she mumbled. Then she turned her head and looked at him with a smile. “Sending 
you to Walmart on Christmas Day?” 
“No,” he laughed. “For trying so fucking hard to make it perfect for everyone.” 
She turned further, until she was on her back, and smiled. “How grateful are you?” 



“I'd go down on you,” he answered immediately. When she just kept smiling, he slowly slid her 
skirt up her thighs. He knew what he'd find, but it still made him smile every time he saw the 
suspenders holding up her stockings. “Still gets me hard every fucking time,” he murmured. 
“Why do you think I keep wearing them?” she said and pulled up her skirt the last inches. “And I 
took off my panties earlier.” 
“Holy shit. Are you telling me you didn't have panties during Christmas dinner?” 
“No. I took them off once they'd all gone home.” 
“Why is that?” he said as he started to kiss the soft skin on the inside of her thigh. 
“Because this is how every one of our Christmas Days have ended.” 
He gave her a nip before moving further up until they were face to face. “Got a problem with 
that?” 
“None whatsoever. Believe it or not, I love every part of Christmas Day, but this—when it's all 
over and it's just you and me—that's the best part.” 
“'Cause I get you off?” 
“That, and that... just that it's over.” 
He knew what she meant. She gave him another smile, and he ran his fingers further up her leg 
until he found her wet slit. When he teased her bud, she smiled and tipped her head back, and he 
groaned at the sight. They'd been together for almost twenty years, and he still thought she was 
the most beautiful woman on the planet. She worked hard to look the way she did, so he made 
sure to let her know how much he appreciated it. She'd always been like that, so it wasn't just for 
his sake, but he appreciated it nonetheless. 
“The things you do to me, baby,” he whispered before giving her a soft kiss. Everything about 
his old lady was soft. There were no hard edges on her, and running his hands along her body 
was fucking heaven, as far as he was concerned. “I love you.” 
“Show me how much,” she laughed. 
He chuckled and moved down her body, making sure to give her left boob a light bite, until he 
was on his knees on the floor in front of her spread legs. He grabbed hold of the back of her 
thighs, and gave her slit a slow lick. 
“Shit, Brick,” she moaned. “This is what I needed.” 
“Just relax, baby. I'll take care of you.” 
He ate her out until she came with a cry, and as he rose up to get above her, he opened his fly 
and pulled down his jeans. 
Brick loved having the whole club over for Christmas Day, he loved giving his kids and 
grandkids gifts and getting sticky hugs as a thank you, but this was the moment he loved the 
most. When they'd all left and he was alone with Mel and showed her how grateful he was for 
her hard work. 
She circled his hips with her legs, and he sank into her with a content groan. 
“Merry Christmas, honey.” 
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You think these guys would’ve known the meaning of boundaries.  But there was always one 
fuck-tard who couldn’t handle his booze and went a bit too far.  And in Ben’s assessment – he 
went over the edge. 

The three other state charters had converged on the Tippitt clubhouse over the course of the last 
three days to celebrate Christmas together and give an early toast to an even more prosperous 
new year.  Between the lucrative monthly fee from their security gigs to the mini cash cows that 
were the four package stores brought in without so much as breaking a sweat, it was definitely a 
green Christmas in northern West Virginia.  And the mother charter spared no expense with 
food, booze and plenty of pretty girls to entertain their out-of-town guests.  But it didn't mean 
basic respect went out the window – especially when an old lady was involved. 

Ben’s old lady.  His wife.  The mother of his son.  Merry Christmas be damned. 

Droves of brothers had followed Tippitt’s huge enforcer as he dragged an inebriated member of 
the western W.V. charter by the collar of his cut and out into the chill of the December night.  
This wasn’t like him – not in the least.  It wasn’t in Ben’s repertoire to make a scene as he 
preferred to handle his business quickly and quietly – pretty much like a bullet to the back of the 
head.  But ever since Vic had taken him aside earlier in the evening after receiving a call from 
the consigliere of the Caprese Family with a request on behalf of don Adamo, Ben’s normally 
calm exterior had cracked. 

He was a different man now – one that had a wife and child to look after, provide for and keep 
safe.  Those were his responsibilities, along with any choices made to go about them.  But after 
his little sidebar with Vic, he felt as if those choices had been taken from him.  Even if what Vic 
was proposing was in the name of ‘good relations’ between the Mountain Skulls and the Caprese 
Family, Ben heard what was between the lines.  Even if he had a say in it, it would’ve been ‘bad 
business’ to turn down the request. 

And walking in on that stupid, drunken douche just in time to catch him saying something 
outrageously inappropriate to Eva was enough to push Ben to a rare tipping point. His hands may 



have been tied when it came to standing up to a mafia boss, but in his own clubhouse, those big, 
bear-paw hands of his were going to pummel a brother. 

“Enough!” 

Through a haze of feral frustration, Ben heard Vic’s voice loud and clear. He didn’t want to stop.  
He didn’t want to be told what he shouldn’t do.  This was his home turf dammit, not to mention 
he was defending his wife’s honor.  No one was going to take that duty away from him – no one.  
He ignored Vic for another beat or two to deliver a meaty fist to the guy’s gut, causing him to 
vomit up every bit of alcohol and food he’d consumed. 

“Ben! Pull back, brother.” 

He must’ve looked like an absolute shit beating on a guy who was too wasted to fight back, but 
Ben didn’t care.  Almost as much as he didn’t care for Vic taking another opportunity away from 
him.  Standing down this time, Ben shook his scraped and bloodied hands as he walked away 
from the fucked-up member and towards his president.  “Anything else I shouldn’t do?  Tell me 
now, Vic.  Wanna make sure I don’t need permission before I piss.” 

“Check the attitude, brother.  I know you’re pissed…..” 

“Pissed?  More like I feel as if my balls’ve been plucked off to hang from the rearview mirror of 
Adamo’s car.” 

“I never said you couldn’t say no.” 

“Ain’t what you implied.”  

Ben never showed disrespect to his superior, but he just wasn’t in the mood to argue semantics 
on this.  A crowd of patches behind him murmured amongst themselves, some were oblivious to 
the little show Ben put on and a couple went over to his victim to get him upright.  All he wanted 
to do was get this evening over and done with, but first he needed to see his wife.  The entrance 
back into the clubhouse was flanked by Aero and Taz who had hung back to watch the action 
from afar.  He didn’t care for the surreptitious look from his V.P.  “You got something to say 
too?” 

“That was a Christmas miracle right there.”  Aero blew warm breath into his hands before 
grabbing an icy cold bottle of beer.  “Not like you to lose your cool, brother.” 

True.  Big Ben Lawson was known for keeping it in check. For what he did for the club, a lack of 
self-control meant carelessness – something he couldn’t afford in his position.  But if he had to 
pick a moment to let his emotions override his common sense, it was best to do it here than on a 
job. He had already been charged with a request he was loath to comply with so the last thing he 
wanted to do was explain his actions.  “You got a problem with that too?” 

Ben knew Aero wasn’t one to press an issue with a member who needed to work through their 
own shit. “Didn’t say that.” 



His eyes swung to Taz.  “What about you?” 

“Hey, you know me.” Taz flashed a smile to lighten the mood as he held his hands up.  “I don’t 
pick fights with guys twice my size.” 

Why was he asking them questions?  Why did he care?  Wiping the backs of his hands against 
the insulated flannel shirt he wore under his cut, he headed back into the clubhouse in search of 
his wife. 

~*~ 

Men. 

And Eva thought she was the hormonal one here. 

Her agitation had her scrubbing the disposable aluminum pans until her fingers were raw.  She 
knew her husband could be dry and dull in the sense of humor department which is why she had 
made light of the situation he had walked in with one of the visiting members. 

She should’ve known better. 

“Eva?  Why’re you washing those?” 

She turned around to find Karen – Taz’s wife since Halloween – standing behind her. “Because 
it’s keeping me in here instead of out there.” 

Grabbing a dry dish towel, Karen joined her to dry as she washed.  “What happened? I went to 
the bathroom only to come out and see Ben dragging some guy outside.  And, of course, Taz and 
all the other Neanderthals followed.” 

“One of the visiting members shook his beer bottle before opening it.  Foam came spewing out 
and got on my jeans.  Of course being drunk – and a man – he made some lewd comment about 
what it looked like.  I didn’t want to make a big deal so I laughed. Ben heard.  Commence beat-
down.” 

Karen took the sponge out of Eva’s hand.  “Stop.  C’mon.  Elle’s putting Louis down for Kelly 
so the girls can drink.  Well,” she casually rubbed her tummy, “you two can.  I’ll just watch and 
countdown the next seven-and-a-half months.” 

Eva felt a bit of a good mood come back.  “Janice can’t contain herself.  She couldn’t wait to 
babysit Thomas tonight.  Beware - you’re mother-in-law’s is revving up for grandma-mode.” 

The light moment between the two young women was marred when Ben appeared.  Karen’s eyes 
flitted between the two of them before slinking off to leave them alone.  Eva instantly noticed 
Ben’s hand before she ripped some paper towels off to soak them under cold water.  “Gimme 
those.” 



“Never mind my hands, Eva.”  He pulled away as she went to wipe the blood off.  “What the hell 
is wrong with you?” 

She angrily threw the wet paper in the sink.  “Excuse me?  What’s wrong with me? You were the 
one who made a scene over nothing.” 

Even with all six-foot-six inches hovering over her, Eva didn’t back away.  She knew this man 
inside and out.  The outlaw on the exterior never clashed with the husband and father he was on 
the inside.  Only once had she ever feared him hurting her and that was when he thought she had 
lied about who she truly was.  But even with those whiskey-colored eyes of his blazing with 
anger at her, she hadn’t budged an inch.  “Nothing?  Are you fucking kidding me, woman?” 

“It was a drunken accident.” 

“He insulted you and you laughed it off.” 

“It wasn’t that bad.” 

Ben raked his hands through his hair so hard Eva thought he’d pull it out.  “It was disrespectful, 
Eva.  To you and to me!” 

Something was wrong.  She had seen him off with Vic talking earlier and, ever since then, Ben 
had appeared edgy.  Yeah, they fought, but he rarely – if ever – blew up like this.  “Ben.  What 
happened?” 

He opened his mouth then shook his head as he went to leave.  “Go, Eva.  Just…..go home.” 

~*~ 

“You’re home early.  Told you those holiday soirees can get pretty disgusting.” Wearing 
leggings, boots and a hideous-looking sequined Christmas sweater, Janice Morrell was plopped 
on Eva’s couch.  In her arms, seven-week old Thomas Michael Lawson sucked hungrily on a 
bottle.  

 “Didn’t feel like staying.” It was a lie.  Eva was ordered to leave and, truth be told, she was 
happy to.  Something crawled up her husband’s ass and didn’t want to be around in case it sunk 
it’s fangs in further.  “I’ll take him.”  Carefully, Janice transferred the baby into her arms. “Hope 
he wasn’t too much trouble.” 

“Awww.”  Janice mooned at the infant and tweaked his chubby foot.  “How could anything this 
precious be trouble?”  She then paused and retracted. “Scratch that.  Look what I gave birth to 
grew up to be.” 

“Who’s making you a grandma.” 

The former groupie beamed, crinkling her heavily-mascared eyes.  “Best Christmas present 
ever.”  She grabbed her coat and put it on.  “You call on me anytime, you hear?  I need the 
practice.” 



Once alone, Eva sat back on the couch and looked down at her son.  His little mouth furiously 
worked the nipple of the bottle as she tenderly stroked the downy softness of his sandy-brown 
hair.  He already had a head start taking after his father in the size department.  And when he 
wanted to be fed, changed or picked up, he usually quietly fussed and squirmed rather than 
scream at the top of his lungs. Again, another trait he shared with his father.  Whether he’d 
inherit Ben’s disdain for tight spaces and – more recently – foul mood, was yet to be seen. 

Whatever was bothering her husband she could care less about right now.  Behind her, a tall, fat 
spruce Ben had chopped down and dragged in twinkled with simple white lights and pretty 
ornaments as she put her son over her shoulder to burp him.  The old Victorian still emitted 
sounds of settling while she caught a whiff of the remains of last night’s fire from the fireplace.  
If there was ever a moment Eva could freeze it would be this one. Her husband’s tirade quickly 
vanished from memory as Thomas closed his eyes on her shoulder. 

Soon, she followed suit 

~*~ 

It was just before midnight when Ben kicked his bike into gear and tore out of the clubhouse.  
The icy, thirty-five degree air bit into his face as he rode.  Temperatures varied in West Virginia 
during the winter months, but if he could bear it, Ben rode. Cages constricted him and he avoided 
driving whenever possible.  But the frigid air served another purpose.  It woke him up to head on 
home to face his wife whom he had some explaining to do.  He totally and completely lost his 
shit tonight which is something he had never done.  She didn’t deserve to be on the receiving end 
of his wrath. Especially now.  It was several minutes before midnight and when the clock struck 
twelve, it would officially be one year since he had arrived home last Christmas Eve with a ring 
and a minister on stand-by. And after they had been married, they talked about turning the turret 
into a nursery and putting a baby in it by this time.  They’d done that too. 

And now someone else wanted to be part of it. 

As was his usual routine, he stopped his bike at the base of the driveway and rolled it up past 
Eva’s maroon Jeep Grand Cherokee and onto the small patio area in the backyard.  Climbing the 
stairs to the deck, he put his key into the lock of the slider that led to the kitchen, remembering 
the many times he’d be up her ass about forgetting to lock it. Once was when he had snuck in 
only to fall asleep at her kitchen table and wake up to Eva shrieking at her discovery.  The other 
was when her estranged mother had wormed her way in in an attempt to manipulate Eva into 
poisoning her husband – Eva’s biological father.  A one don Carmine Caprese who had passed 
away right before last Christmas, leaving his son, Adamo, to take over the reins of the family 
business. 

And seemingly wanted to pick up where his father left off in terms what was now Ben’s family. 

That’s what had set him off earlier. Sure, Vic alluded that Ben had a choice, but it had been 
vague and laced with a reminder of doing what was best to keep the club’s relationship with their 
allies strong. Ben felt as if he’d sprouted an imaginary set of puppet strings that even his size and 
strength could not break.  Eva and Thomas were his – and his alone – to make decisions for.  
Adamo may be head of the Caprese Family, but Ben was the head of this one.  And after acting 



out-of-character earlier, he had to calmly find a way to balance the request without losing his 
position. 

The sight that awaited him in the living room made the heart in that big chest of his tighten.  His 
wife sat cushioned in the corner of the couch, her legs tucked up under her while their son slept 
peacefully on her shoulder.  Behind them, the Christmas tree lent a soft glow that illuminated 
both of them.  He never thought he’d love anyone as much as the two individuals in front of him. 

He needed to get his son in his crib and Eva awake so they could talk. He thought about waiting 
until the morning, but the last thing he wanted on their one-year anniversary was for them to go 
to bed angry. And he gave her a lot to be pissed about earlier. He moved and the hardwood floor 
of the old house creaked, causing Eva to open her eyes. She turned and did a sweeping glance of 
him from his waist to his face then frowned.  Yep, she was still pissed. 

“Lemme take him.”  He bent over and gingerly removed Thomas from her without waking him.  
The child was a whopping ten pounds at a little over a month old, but still looked small in his big 
hands.  He cuddled the baby against his chest then sat down next to her, giving his most sheepish 
and apologetic look.  “Happy anniversary.” 

She didn’t look too happy.  “That’s all you have to say?” 

He rubbed his son’s back as he let out a deep sigh.  “No.  I’m sorry.” 

Eva shifted to her other side.  “I’m gonna need more than that,” she whispered. “What the hell 
happened earlier?  That wasn’t you, Ben.” 

“I know.” He wasn’t one for a lot of words, so he made the ones he said count. He said he was 
sorry and had no intention of groveling.  Eva should’ve known better laughing off the disrespect 
she’d been shown.  “I was wrong how I handled things and so were you.” 

“Ben-,” 

“No, listen.  When it comes to anything that has to do with you – especially as my ol’ lady – I 
have a say in it.  It wasn’t funny, Eva.  This wasn’t some damn Spring Break party with a bunch 
of drunken co-eds. They’re brothers, but in our clubhouse.  You were disrespected under my 
roof.  I don’t take that lightly nor do I expect you to have a say in how I handle it.  Are we clear 
on that?” 

She knew.  She knew the rules and the ways even before they were married. The one place Ben 
didn’t interfere in her life was her business.  The card and gift shop in the center of town was her 
baby and, unless it was a decision that would impact them personally and financially, she was the 
boss.  He watched her as she briefly thought for a moment then nodded.  “I just didn’t want to 
cause a scene over something stupid.” 

“Again – not your call, Eva.” 

“What did Vic talk to you about earlier?” 



That gave him pause. She was a sharp chick and didn’t miss a beat.  She obviously noticed it 
earlier, not to mention how he had gone from Jekyll to Hyde right afterwards.  It was the very 
thing he needed to talk to her about.  “Conti called him.” 

She knew who the players were so there was no need to expound upon position.  “About what?” 

“Adamo wants to pay us a visit tomorrow.” 

That caused her to sit upright.  “My brother?” 

“Half-brother,” Ben corrected. 

Eva waved her hand. “Tomato, ta-MAH-toe.  What’s the visit for?” 

Ben held Thomas a bit tighter against him.  “He wants to meet his nephew.” He then looked at 
Eva. “And to resume the family dinner tradition you had with Carmine before he died.  One 
Friday a month – you and Thomas.” 

“And you?” 

Ben shook his head.  “Wasn’t mentioned.  I’m guessing he just wants it to be the three of you.  
Wants to get to know his….sister.” It burned Ben to repeat the words of Conti’s request. 

“O..kay,” Eva replied slowly.  “So?  That’s what got a hornet up your ass?” 

He looked at her and blinked.  “You’re okay with this?” 

“You’re not?” 

“No fucking way.” 

He slowly got up, careful not to disturb his son, and sat in the chair. His chair.  The one he had 
claimed after he and Eva began co-habitating.  The one where he had first claimed her after that 
night he had snuck into her house.  He couldn’t sit in this chair in front of the fire without 
picturing Eva straddling his lap while riding his cock in his mind.  Right now, it was the furthest 
thought.  “I don’t want you involved with club business.” 

“Having dinner with Adamo once a month isn’t club business.” 

“The Caprese family is a club ally so – yeah – it is.  Directly, indirectly – it doesn’t matter.  You 
know what we do for them, but they’ve got their hands in other things – bigger things – that 
we’re not involved in.” 

“You mean heroin?” 

He wasn’t surprised she knew. He never came out and told her, but she had picked up things over 
time.  “Yeah – exactly what I mean.  The club has no part of that business and wants to keep it 
that way.  We have no idea what kind of enemies Adamo has on that side – enemies who may be 
looking for him when his guard is down.  Like a family dinner with my wife and my son.” 



Again, Eva shifted on the couch and crossed her arms over her body. “So tell him no.” 

“What?” 

She shrugged. “You just got finished your alpha-speech about being ‘head of this family’ and 
‘what you say concerning me goes’.  If you’re worried, tell him no.” 

That was the part that had sent Ben into Stupid-ville earlier. “You think I don’t want to? I’m 
trapped between a rock and a hard place, Eva.  Saying ‘no’ gives me the right to decide, but it 
also sends a silent message.” 

“That you don’t trust him to keep Thomas and I safe when we’re there.” 

It wasn’t a question, but a straight-out observation.  His wife was sometimes too smart for her 
own good. “Exactly.  And that could reflect on our standing with them.  Don’t know what it is 
about Italians.  They may forgive, but they don’t forget. But,” he looked hard at her, “Eva, if 
you’re uncomfortable with this in any way, shape or form, he’ll respect that and back off.” 

“But then it takes the decision out of your hands and you’re worried about looking weak.” 

Damn, he hated how well she read him.  He got up and went to sit back next to her.  “I think I 
need to take my heart off my sleeve and shove it back in my chest.” 

She laid her head on his shoulder, close to where she was nose-to-nose with their son.  This 
woman knew him like no other and understood how he needed to act, which is why it floored 
him the way she had passed off what that member had done.   

She put her hand over his that was holding Thomas’ back.  “That family places a lot of trust in 
the club for what you do for them.  You guys will do anything to protect that venture.  Hell, Taz 
got shot protecting one of their guys on the highway over the summer.  Do you think for one 
moment they wouldn’t do the same for their don’s sister and nephew?  I’ve been to the family 
house several times, remember?  The first was after you dragged me out of a bathtub and all but 
accused me of lying to you about who I really was.  That night was the first – and only time – I 
had met Adamo. After that, it was weekly dinners with just Carmine and myself.  No one else –
well, except for the armed body guards surrounding the estate inside and out.” 

Eva saw what he didn’t – the logic.  She was right. The men who protected Adamo rivaled Ben 
in size. They’d take a chest-full of bullets and still fight before a hair on their don’s head was 
harmed.  It was easy for him to admit that now, especially to the woman who already saw it first.  
But that was only because this woman knew his vulnerabilities. 

Adamo did not. 

And Ben would make sure that when he showed up tomorrow on their doorstep that he never 
would. 

The steps leading to the turret nursery would not be climbed tonight.  Ben was content right 
where he was – with his family sleeping at his side. 



~*~ 

It was close to three o’clock the following day – the time Adamo said he would come calling  He 
at least made a time early enough as not to infringe upon Ben and Eva spending Christmas Eve – 
not to mention their first anniversary – alone with their newborn son.  Plus, from what Eva had 
remembered from her dinners with Carmine, he had talked about family holiday traditions – 
including the seven-fish-course they served up on Christmas Eve.  She was sure Adamo had 
wanted to pay his visit then get back up to the family estate in Pennsylvania in time for dinner. 

She had spent the last several hours baking five different types of cookies and a lasagna to take 
to Vic and Elle’s tomorrow.  Thomas sat in his infant seat, dressed in a red-and-white striped 
onesie, while a pacifier bobbed up and down in his mouth.  And he wasn’t the only Lawson man 
who had been quiet.  Ben had been out back chopping wood for the last hour with a fury.  All she 
could think about was that scene from The Amityville Horror where George Lutz felt a constant 
need to chop wood. But it wasn’t about being cold, hearing voices or stocking up the already 
stacked wood ring.  He was working off the pent-up tension while waiting for the witching hour. 

She was about to press Hershey kisses inside the basic cookie dough thumbprints when Ben 
came in through the slider.  “Car just pulled up.” 

Dropping the candy, Eva pulled off the apron she had put on to cover the black skirt and pale 
green blouse she dressed in earlier.  He looked her over and frowned. “Don’t know why you 
fussed about dressing up.” 

“I’m not answering the door in leggings and an over-sized t-shirt.”  She then eyed his jeans and 
thermal flannel covered in wood chips.  “You gonna clean up?” 

He stepped back onto the deck and shook the shards of wood off his clothes then came back 
inside.  “Done.” 

This was going to be an interesting visit. 

“I got him.”  Eva picked up Thomas’ seat by the handle.  “You answer the door.” 

They walked into the living room just as the doorbell rang.  Ben looked at her with a pained 
expression, but all Eva did was nod.  “It’ll be alright.  Let’s get this over with so I can change 
into my baking clothes.” 

What greeted them on the other side of the door was a sight she was sure the neighbor’s would 
be talking about. Or at least Mrs. Bachman, the nosy-body behind her.  A black Cadillac sedan 
sat on the street while a man dressed in all black stood on curb in front of it.  Below the porch 
steps, another man in pretty much the same attire stood as a lookout. 

But standing at the door in a wool, camel-colored coat and black-leather gloves was Don Adamo 
Caprese. He nodded politely.  “Mr. Lawson.” 

Eva watched her husband swallow hard as if mustering up the politeness and respect he was 
going to need for this.  “Don Caprese.” 



She put Thomas’ seat down on the coffee table and walked forward. “Come in. Please.” 

Ben stepped back, allowing Adamo to enter.  He didn’t make a move to remove his coat or 
gloves, indicating that he wasn’t planning on staying long. She was sure Ben made note of that 
too and was no doubt glad for it.  She took in her half-brother who was closer to forty – several 
years older than she.  She had never seen younger photos of Carmine and only had the sickly and 
pale man riddled with cancer as a template, but Eva figured Adamo’s mother must’ve had more 
Mediterranean blood in her.  His skin was a rich olive and clean-shaven with eyes almost as 
black as his hair that was sporting a sprinkling of gray at the temples.  Taking over for his father 
was most likely taking its toll. 

He held his hands out to her.  “Eva.” She took them, allowing him to lean in to give a kiss on 
either cheek.  When she pulled back, she looked at Ben who was doing his worst-best to behave.  
He had to.  There was no choice.  The very thing that set him off last night.  “Thank you for 
allowing me into your home on short notice.  I won’t be staying long.  I have my aunts, uncles 
and cousins coming over this evening.” 

No siblings, nieces or nephews as – until she came into the picture – Adamo had been an only 
child. She was sure that was part of the reason he wanted to connect with her.  “That’s fine. It’s 
nice to see you. We only had that one time and…..” 

“That wasn’t a very pleasant evening,” he quickly said.  “And, I know of what your mother tried 
to do.” 

“We don’t like to talk about that.” 

Ben had cut in with that remark to which Adamo nodded.  “Of course. My mistake.” He then 
noticed the baby in the background. “May I?” 

Eva backed away, allowing him to take a peek.  She grabbed Ben’s hand as a silent gesture to let 
Adamo have a moment without anyone hovering over him.  “He’s a big boy.”  He straightened 
up and looked at Ben. “Un uomo con i figli è veramente benedetta. A man with sons is truly 
blessed.” 

“That’s beautiful,” Eva said.  “Thank you for that.” 

Adamo approached her. “Did your husband discuss my request?” 

Her hand tightened in Ben’s.  “Yes, he did.” 

“It’s fine,” Ben quickly added. 

Adamo regarded her very large and very serious husband. “Good.  I’m glad to hear it.” He then 
looked at Eva. “My father had wanted his time with you, which is why I had never been present 
for your dinners. But you are my only sibling and I feel it’s time I do the same.  I apologize that I 
hadn’t called upon you sooner, but it’s been very…..demanding stepping into my father’s shoes 
since he died. That more than ever made me want to connect with you.  And,” he grinned 
warmly, “start a family of my own.  I’m proposing to my lady tomorrow night.” 



“That’s wonderful.  Congratulations.” 

“Thank you.  You’ll meet Genovese soon. How does the first Friday after New Year’s sound?” 

Eva didn’t answer. She looked to Ben, allowing him to do so. “I don’t see a problem with that.” 

“Very well.  I’ll make arrangements and let you know the time. Now, if it’s okay,” he began to 
remove his leather gloves, “I’d like to speak to your husband in private. 

~*~ 

Ben stared at the man’s hands as Eva left the room with Thomas.  Unmarked, square-cut nails 
and probably smooth as a baby’s bottom. The complete opposite of his own.  The complete 
opposite of him.  But this man had more power in those manicured hands than all four West 
Virginia charters of the Mountain Skulls. One of those hands reached inside his over-coat and 
pulled out an envelope.  “A gift.” He handed it to Ben. “For your son.” 

His eyes flitted from the envelope to Adamo’s as Ben took it from him.  Slowly, he opened it to 
find a bank check in the amount of ten thousand dollars.  He had to be fucking kidding. No way. 
He couldn’t. Ben was more than capable of providing for his son without taking five figures 
from Adamo – gift or no gift.  But Ben couldn’t kid himself – a good portion of what he 
provided for his family came from being on this man’s payroll.  “Don Caprese, I…..this is…..” 

“It’s what my father had wanted.  After he found out about Eva, he changed his will. It was the 
very thing Carol had feared, which is why she had come to your wife that night to convince her 
to slip poison into my father’s drink during one of their dinners.  Of course, that never happened 
and Carol, well – as you said – we won’t talk about that.  My father wanted this sum to go to 
your first-born.  Not accepting it would be a sign of disrespect.” 

Ben had no choice, although it had cushioned his ego that it was a matter of carrying out the 
terms of Carmine’s will rather than a charity gift. He took a deep breath and held out his hand to 
one of the most powerful men on the east coast who was also his brother-in-law. “Thank you.” 

Adamo took his hand confirming what Ben had assumed – yep, baby soft.  But Ben didn’t have 
to prove his own toughness to him. Or how dangerous he could be.  He knew Adamo had been 
more than impressed when he and Taz had exacted some sick and twisted revenge on James 
Mallory this past summer before delivering what had remained of the Caprese Family enemy to 
him.  There was a silent understanding between the two men as they shook hands before letting 
go.  “Why didn’t you want Eva in the room when you gave me this?  She’s your sister. Carmine 
was her father.” 

Putting his gloves back on with elegant ease, Adamo cast him a knowing glance.  “True.  But 
you’re the head of the family. In some old school way, there are certain things you go through 
the man of the house first. I understand that.  Just as I understand how difficult you must’ve 
found this request.  You say the word, Mr. Lawson, and we’ll call the entire thing off.” 

What had plagued Ben since last night no longer did. What mattered was that Adamo had 
anticipated his side of it and showed him the respect he deserved.  Two heads of their respective 



families leaving their mark on the current situation without causing a ripple between the business 
end. “There’s no need. I trust you with my family.” 

“As I continue to trust mine with yours.”  Ben knew it was the club he was referring to.  “Merry 
Christmas, Mr. Lawson.  Tell Eva I look forward to seeing her and Thomas in two weeks.” 

After Ben let him out, he remained in the living room for a few moments before heading to the 
fireplace.  He piled on the last few logs and lit them before sitting back in his chair.  His chair.  
His home. His wife and son.  His choice in the end. 

For his family. 
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NOTE: this story occurs toward the end of Leave a Trail, a few months after the short story 
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“Christmas Candy” is dedicated to Amy at Foxy Blogs, who made a special request for a Nolan 
lemon. I don’t usually take requests, but my muse enjoyed the idea of this one. It’s not quite the 
scenario Amy requested, but I hope it meets with her approval.  
 

 
CHRISTMAS CANDY 

 
 

“PROSPECT! Where’s the fucking keg?!” 
 
Hearing Tommy’s shout down the hallway and over the noise of the clubhouse New Year’s Eve 
party, Nolan hoisted the massive bag of ice onto his shoulder and trudged back to the Hall. 
 
Tommy was standing at the end of the bar looking like murder. “I wanted a new keg, asshole. 
Not ice. You confused?” 
 
“We were out of ice. I was already getting it. I’ll go back for a keg in just a sec.” He tried to 
move past the SAA so he could dump the wet, fifty-pound plastic sack into the cooler, but 
Tommy blocked his path. 
 



“Don’t mouth off to me, shithead. I gave you a fuckin’ order. Get the keg NOW.” 
 
Nolan set the ice on the floor just behind the bar and went back for Tommy’s precious keg of 
Busch. What he really wanted to do in that moment was feed Tommy the fucking sack of ice.  
 
Not that he could—Tommy had at least thirty pounds of muscle on him. Nolan was gaining 
ground, though, and he entertained fantasies of meeting Tommy in the ring the very second he 
had his patch. That could be as early as April. At least dragging kegs and bags of ice all over the 
fucking place was helping him build muscle mass. 
 
He’d been warned that prospecting was nonstop shit work, and he’d been around long enough to 
see the truth in that, but it was different now that it was him getting called shithead and asshole 
and—his personal favorite, from Zeke—cumstain. He felt like a pussy, but the name-calling hurt. 
These were his friends, his family. 
 
He’d brought it up with Badger, who had, in fact, responded by calling him a pussy. That had 
hurt, too. 
 
But he got it. He did. It was part of the process, making the prospecting period hard and 
unpleasant, making him earn the patch. And they’d told him he’d have to earn it double, since he 
was a legacy. They were making it hard on him not because they didn’t give a shit, but because 
they did. 
 
That twisted truth was sometimes more convincing than others, but Nolan knew it was true. 
 
So he went back and got Tommy his keg, and when he got yelled at for leaving a puddle of water 
under the sack of ice he hadn’t had a chance to empty into the cooler, he apologized and went for 
the mop—turning back around to pour Tommy a beer and empty the ice into the cooler before he 
left. 
 
He was coming out of the cleaning closet with the mop when he heard the sounds of a woman 
crying, in the way women had when they really needed to cry but didn’t want anyone to know. 
He was intimately familiar with the sound. His mom still cried sometimes, even two years after 
Havoc’s death. 
 
When his mom was like this, she wanted to be alone. Nolan knew it wasn’t her he heard now—
she was home with Loki on this New Year’s Eve. None of the old ladies were here, in fact. It had 
been a weird holiday, the whole time, since Thanksgiving. The first one with Isaac and Len 
away, and it had had a sad, cloudy edge to it. 
 
Tonight, though, it was better. It was all patches, girls, hangarounds, and friends. A lot of the 
town was waiting for midnight with the Horde, and it was pretty rowdy. 
 
Standing in the hallway with the mop in his hand, he took a second and tried to decide whether to 
leave the sad girl to her tears or check in on her. Checking in on her, whoever she was, could end 
with him stuck with a weepy girl on his shoulder when he was supposed to be behind the bar.  



 
Plus side—grateful pussy. Minus—shouting patches. 
 
The thus-far anonymous sniffler was in the kitchen stockroom—just a big closet next to the 
kitchen. The door was mostly, but not completely, closed. Nolan pushed it open. 
 
And found Candy sitting on the floor, hugging her arms to her chest. She was wearing a spangly, 
tiny black dress and shiny red boots that flared over her knees. In that position, she was showing 
Nolan almost everything she had to offer under that dress, and if she was wearing underwear, 
there wasn’t much to it. 
 
But Candy never cried. She was the happiest, most carefree girl he’d ever known, the kind of girl 
who actually bounced when she walked. 
 
He liked the way she bounced. His crush on her was still in its full flower. Probably because he’d 
only got to fuck her once—once!—in the eight whole months he’d been legal. It was like the 
Horde knew he liked her and were all actively trying to keep him out of her pants. 
 
No, it wasn’t ‘like’ that at all. It was exactly that. They didn’t even try to hide it. If Candy batted 
an eyelash his way, somebody would send him off on some stupid, pointless task, and when he 
was done, she’d be…otherwise engaged. Cockblocked at every turn. 
 
And they’d grin at him, making sure he knew they were fucking with him. He guessed he was 
lucky they’d let him fuck her on his birthday. Like a present, or something. 
 
And oh, man. What a present that had been. With that in his spank bank, his crush wasn’t going 
anywhere. 
 
“You okay, Candy?” What a stupid thing to say. Obviously she wasn’t okay. 
 
She lifted her head quickly, surprised to see him. “Oh. Nolan. Hey.” Sniffing, she wiped under 
her eyes with the knuckle of a manicured finger—fiery red nail polish that matched her lips. 
Even wet and bleary, she was the hottest chick he’d ever known. “Yeah, baby. I’m good. 
Just…havin’ a moment, I guess.” 
 
“Anything I can do?” Again, stupid. What the fuck could he do? 
 
But she smiled, and after a second it was her usual, sassy smile. His cock sat up and took notice. 
“You’re somethin’, Nolan. You’ll make some girl one lucky old lady someday.” 
 
Oh, Christ on a rubber crutch. He was blushing. Fuck a duck. He gestured lamely with the mop. 
“Okay…I’m just…” 
 
“Yeah, you go on. I’m fine, baby. Right as rain.” 
 
 



~oOo~ 
 
 

As it approached midnight, Nolan was still behind the bar. They always did the countdown, 
stopping whatever they were doing to take that moment together. Though these holidays had had 
a dreary tinge all along, Nolan could see the patches starting to pay attention to the clock. They 
were ringing in 2020. It was the end of the first full year of the kinder, gentler, safer Horde. One 
year down in Isaac and Len’s sentence. It was a moment to commemorate, if not truly celebrate. 
 
This wasn’t a champagne crowd. They rang in the New Year with a round of Jack, and Nolan 
was setting up a long row of shot glasses on the bar so they’d be ready at midnight. But he ran 
out of Jack three shots in, and there wasn’t another behind the bar. Cursing under his breath, he 
turned, headed to the backstock, and came face to face with Candy, looking fresh and gorgeous, 
with no sign of her earlier waterworks. She was holding a new bottle of Jack in one hand. 
 
In her other hand, she held a candy cane. To her mouth, where she was sucking on the end. 
 
Nolan swallowed. Then did it again when the first one got stuck. 
 
She pulled the candy cane out of her mouth, just far enough that she could speak. “Thought you 
might need this,” she purred. He wasn’t sure whether she meant the Jack or what she was doing 
to that cane. He knew which one he really needed, though. 
 
God, she was just so damn hot. Long blonde hair, dark blue eyes rimmed with black liner or 
whatever—it looked fresh, like she’d fixed herself up after the closet—full red, red lips. And that 
dress! Sparkly, black, and sleeveless, it stopped about an inch below her ass, and it laced up the 
front, showing skin right down the middle from just below her waist to her cleavage. There 
couldn’t possibly be a bra under there. 
 
He swallowed again. 
 
Giving him a pinup smile, she lifted the bottle of Jack. “You want this?” 
 
“Oh—yeah. Thanks.” At least his voice hadn’t cracked. 
 
He wasn’t some lame virgin. He’d been getting regular play since he was sixteen. He was 
Havoc’s kid, and now he wore a kutte of his own—sure, it was a Prospect kutte right now, but 
girls liked the leather anyway. So he didn’t usually act like such a loser around chicks. 
 
But Candy…she was different. It wasn’t because she was older—he didn’t act like this around 
the other older girls. He didn’t think it was because she was hot, either—there were other hot 
girls around, and he was cool with them. Candy was the hottest, yeah, but it was something else. 
Her Candy-ness, or something. 
 
Whatever. It was embarrassing. 
 



He took the bottle from her. Then she stepped right up to him, so close their bodies were 
touching, and he knew she knew the effect she had on him. She held up the candy cane to his 
mouth. “You want some candy, baby?” 
 
Incapable of forming or even thinking words, Nolan nodded. Candy slid the cane into his mouth 
and he sucked on it while she smiled up at him, her eyes gleaming. 
 
Which was pretty much the most erotic thing that had ever happened to him. 
 
“Candy! Dollface! It’s almost midnight. Get that sparkly ass over here so I can get my New 
Year’s kiss!” 
 
That was Double A, and he was smirking right at Nolan. Asshole. He was supposed to be an 
actual friend, but he’d been worse than almost anybody since Nolan had been prospecting. 
 
Nolan stepped back and took the bottle of Jack over to finish filling the shots. From the corner of 
his eye, he saw Candy lean on the bar, presenting her amazing tits to Double A. That fucking 
sucked. 
 
But then she came back to him. Pulling on the shoulder of his kutte, she urged him to lean to the 
side so she could whisper in his ear. She’d lost the candy cane—no, Double A had it. That 
sucked, too. 
 
“You’re my New Year’s kiss. My New Year’s whatever you want.” 
 
He turned and looked down at her, stunned. She’d rejected a patch for him? He’d pay for that. 
She might, too, a little—she might get ignored for a while. “You sure?” 
 
“I’m sure. If you want.” 
 
He grinned and nodded. He wanted. He’d pay whatever, as long as it was after. 
 
Since Show and Badger had blitzed on home to their old ladies well before midnight, Tommy 
called out the countdown. Nolan hadn’t poured himself a shot, but as Tommy yelled out 
“Three!” Candy put a full glass in his hand. 
 
At the stroke of midnight, they drank together. And then he set their glasses aside and kissed her. 
 
She looped her arms over his neck and opened her mouth, and Nolan pulled her close and kissed 
the crap out of her. 
 
Laughing, she pulled back a little. “Let’s get gone while they’re distracted.” 
 
“I can’t leave the clubhouse. Not while the patches are here.” 
 



“I know, baby. Come on.” She took his hand and led him down the side hall. To the bays. Where 
all the riderless bikes waited. Havoc’s bike. 
 
But that was okay. Havoc would totally understand. 
 
Once they were through the double doors, Candy pulled him into the room and pushed him 
against the wall. As soon as she did, she dropped to her knees and began working his belt free. 
 
He wanted more than a blowjob. He wanted to fuck her, but he’d take what he could get. She 
pulled him out. Her hands were soft and warm, and he groaned and tipped his head back, closing 
his eyes and resting against the wall. 
 
“You have such a pretty cock, baby. So smooth and thick.” As she spoke, she ran her thumb 
down the length of him and then scratched lightly at his balls. He groaned again, and the muscles 
in his thighs tensed. 
 
And then her mouth was on him—that gorgeous, full red mouth. He had to see that. He looked 
down and watched as she licked and sucked, swirling her tongue and lips all around him. Her 
hands held him at the base, one hand moving rhythmically down to play with his balls and then 
back up to hold and squeeze his cock. 
 
Every touch of her fingers, her tongue, her lips, even her breath, made his nerve endings thrum. 
She wasn’t just getting him off—she could probably have gotten that accomplished in about 
sixty seconds; he was that turned on. But she was giving him more than just head. Like a present. 
 
She eased off and smiled up at him. He tried to focus and was about to ask if something was 
wrong when she opened her mouth and took him back in—and this time she went for the deep 
throat. Her hands let go, and she put them on his bare belly, pushing up under his shirt and kutte. 
 
He could feel himself sliding past her tongue, to the back of her throat, and even farther. Holy 
fuck! He felt her fucking swallow, closing all around him. Losing control of his body, he bucked 
his hips—he couldn’t help it, he had to move—and she backed off. 
 
“Be careful, baby. Let the girl do the moving when you’re that deep. You could hurt her.” 
 
Her, she’d said. Like she was teaching him for the future with some other chick. He kinda 
wanted to be pissed at that, but she was sucking on his tip, and he was going to come instead. He 
pushed his hands into her hair, and she sucked him down—not as deep this time, but she started 
to really bob back and forth, still sucking, and he could feel her tongue stroking at the same time, 
and oh holy shit. Oh shit, oh fuck. 
 
He couldn’t stay still. Holding her head with his hands tangled in her hair, he thrust again and 
again, and this time she didn’t back off. He finished with a grunt, and she stayed on him, taking 
it all. 
 



She stood and pulled his head down to kiss him—and filled his mouth with…he flinched sharply 
backward, swallowing before he could stop himself. “What the fuck?” 
 
Unfazed by his shock, she simply smiled. “You should taste what you make. That’s called a 
snowball, by the way.”  
 
“I know. I have the internet.” 
 
She kissed his neck, sucking lightly. “You mad?” she asked, her lips moving against his skin. 
That felt good enough that he could probably get over the mid-level freakout his head was trying 
to have. 
 
“I’m…I don’t know. Grossed out, I guess.” He could still taste himself. Ugh. It wasn’t bad, 
exactly. Mainly salty. Still—ugh. 
 
“But it didn’t bother you to give it to me, did it?” 
 
This time, Nolan got a little closer to mad. “I’m not back here for a lesson, Candy. I don’t need 
one. Just lookin’ for a fuck.” 
 
When she looked up at him, he saw that he’d hurt her feelings. Well, hell. Should he apologize? 
He was the one who’d gotten a mouthful of his own jizz. Okay, she had, too—but she’d been 
fucking expecting it. 
 
Honest to God, Nolan wished he was back up at the bar just then. 
 
But then Candy took a step back and pulled the ribbon loose at the top of her cleavage. While he 
watched, she worked the laces free until she could pull her shiny dress open and free her 
beautiful, bare tits. She took them into her hands and pinched her nipples. 
 
She lifted her eyes to his, and she looked younger—like a lot younger. Innocent. Which was 
bizarre, since she was holding her tits in her hands, presenting them like a gift. 
 
“If I said you could do anything you wanted, what would you do?” 
 
Nolan forgot about being mad or wanting to be anywhere but right where he was. 
 
“I just want to be inside you,” he answered, his voice low and hoarse. “And suck your tits.” 
 
She smiled and came back close to him. “You’re a good boy, Nolan.” 
 
“I’m not a boy.” 
 
“You’re right. But you are good.” She put her arms over his shoulders and slid her fingers into 
his hair. “Lift me up and put me on the wall. You can have everything you want.” 
 



He was rock hard again and had been since she’d tweaked her nipples, so he was ready, willing, 
and able to comply. Before he did, though, he got out a condom. She snatched it from him with a 
naughty grin and rolled it on for him. 
 
Oh, yeah. Okay. That was awesome. 
 
Thus prepared, he put his hands on her waist, the sequins of her dress digging into his palms. She 
gave a little bounce and a giggle and he lifted her up until she could wrap her legs around his 
hips. Those red boots sort of squeaked when she crossed her ankles on the small of his back. And 
the heels dug in a little. He liked that. 
 
No, she was not wearing underwear. Her pussy was bare and shaved, hot and wet, and his cock 
skimmed against her as he turned and put her on the wall. She reached down between them and 
grabbed him, holding him steady as he rocked his hips and slid into her. 
 
And Jesus fuck, she felt awesome. He could feel her muscles working already, kneading him as 
he moved back and forth. She was up high enough on the wall that he could bend a little and get 
his mouth around a tit without disrupting the rhythm they’d found. 
 
Her tits were as fantastic as the rest of her. They were firm and round, big without being 
ridiculous. And they were real. He didn’t much like fake tits. A couple of the girls had them, and 
they looked great in clothes. But they felt different. And one of the girls, Becky, got, like, 
wrinkles or something on the sides when she leaned over. He didn’t like that. 
 
As great as Candy’s tits were, as awesome as she felt around his cock and in his arms, the best 
thing going on was the sounds she was making. Maybe that was all for his benefit. She was a 
whole lot more experienced than he was, so maybe he wasn’t really making her feel as good as 
her responsiveness made it seem. But he told himself that it was him. And he let himself believe 
it. 
 
When she breathed, “Oh, hell, Nolan. Your cock feels so goddamn good!” he believed her. 
 
When he flicked his tongue over her nipple and she moaned and arched off the wall, he believed 
that he’d made her feel that good. 
 
He believed her pulse, her sweat, her sighs, the way she bit her lower lip, the way her forehead 
wrinkled. 
 
He believed it all, and it made him so hot he thought he might pass out before he could get either 
of them to their finish. 
 
Fuck, it was good. She’d yanked his kutte and shirt up at the back and raked her nails across his 
skin as he thrust, and then pounded, and then just fucking needed to finish. 
 
“Not yet,” she gasped. “Oh, baby, I’m so close. Don’t stop. Please don’t stop. Fuck, you feel 
good. You’re so good.” 



 
Trying to get hold of himself and get her to the finish line, he let go of her tit and shifted, finding 
a better, more secure hold on her. Something in the way the connection of their bodies changed 
when he did was obviously the right thing, because she squealed and cried out, “Right there—oh, 
right there. Yes, baby! Oh FUCK!” 
 
And then she started bouncing on him, using her legs and the wall as leverage. It was so intense 
and spectacular that all Nolan could do was tuck his head against her neck, clench every muscle 
he had, and hope to Christ that she wouldn’t still be going when the freight train of an orgasm 
finally passed all the way through him. 
 
He made it. Just after her. If he’d had the energy, he’d have high-fived himself. 
 
If a snowball was the price for a fuck like that, he’d gotten a bargain. 
 
Before he could set her down, the double doors flew open. “Jesus Christ, Prospect! You’re 
supposed to be working! Put your goddamn dick away and get your scrawny ass back out here!” 
 
Tommy was definitely getting an invite to the ring, soon as Nolan had a patch on his back. 
 
 

~oOo~ 
 
 

The people who weren’t passed out had gone on home or back to their dorm rooms, and Nolan 
was basically alone in a sea of bodies. There were a couple of girls in the kitchen, cleaning up in 
there—they’d either come up empty in the New Year’s lovin’ department or they’d already 
gotten theirs, he guessed. He hadn’t really noticed who they were, and it didn’t much matter. 
He’d gotten his New Year’s lovin’. 
 
He grinned to himself as he picked up the basket full of dirty bar rags. Once they were washed 
and in the dryer, he could crash. 
 
The washer and dryer were in a closet at the back of the kitchen, so he went in. Candy was one 
of the girls in there. He felt himself blush—seriously?—when she saw him and smiled. 
 
“Sorry to interrupt. I just gotta get these in the wash.” 
 
With one hand, Candy took the basket from him. “We got washing, too. We’ll take care of it. 
You go on back and get some sleep.” 
 
“You sure?” 
 
“Wouldn’t’ve said it otherwise.” She set the basket on the floor next to the butcher-block island. 
 



Feeling jaunty, he hooked a finger into the ribbon lacing at her cleavage. “You want to come 
back with me?” 
 
She pushed his hand away. “Not tonight. I don’t want to leave Becky here to finish all this 
alone.” Stepping close, she pulled him down to whisper in his ear. “But I definitely want some 
more of what you got. Another time.” 
 
She kissed him—and pushed something into his mouth. Fuck! He jerked back before he made 
sense of what it was, and the first sense that got made was taste. Peppermint. She’d given him a 
piece of candy cane. 
 
Smiling, she picked up the basket. “You rest up, Prospect.” 
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Home for the Holidays 

 
by C.D. Breadner 

 
Number 18, Bayview Way. There wasn’t a bay or any other interesting land formations 
anywhere near the place, but they were poetic while this part of Markham was being built about 
twenty-five years ago. 

Knuckles climbed out of the pick-up he’d borrowed from the Red Rebels’ VP, Tank, and 
squinted in the afternoon sun up at his own piece of property. American dream and all that shit. 
Never in his life had he expected to buy a house, it had never entered his realm of consideration 
until about a year ago. He’d always lived at the clubhouse, never needed to pay rent, and he had 
a nice amount of money stashed away. With the extra Sachetti cash coming in they’d be in the 
black for quite a while. 

It wasn’t just the cash though. There was nothing wrong with living at the clubhouse. They had 
girls that cleaned up after the members who lived at the hotel. Meals were cooked there, too. And 
pussy on tap for whenever you wanted it. Too bad none of that did a single thing for the constant 
unease, the buzzing that was getting worse and worse with each passing year. 

It wasn’t even a desire to start using again. That had been gone for a long time. This was 
something else. If it had been closer to his big, triumphant, return home following two tours in 
Iraq he’d pay PTSD. But in truth none of the shit they’d done and the shit he’d seen done had 
affected him. He’d worried that meant he was fucked up beyond repair since around him men 
he’d served with were swallowing bullets months after holding their babies in their arms for the 
first time ever. What the hell was wrong with him that it wasn’t like he’d missed a step? 

But he had, maybe. It was hidden in a fog of heroin nightmares and hallucinations. But he’d been 
into that shit before signing up and shipping out. It was just easier to get shit in the desert than it 
was here.  

It didn’t matter now, he just needed somewhere absolutely quiet where he could be on his own. 
Maybe he was chasing solitude of maybe he was finally growing the fuck up. Either way, a place 
of his own became a new fixation and renting an apartment was a ridiculous waste of cash. 
Better to own something. 

This wasn’t a great neighborhood in Markham. All the houses were one-level, squat boxes. They 
owed their personality to awnings or flower beds or whether or not they had a garage. This one 
did, that was required since he had an ancient Sportster frame he was looking to turn into 
something special. His ride was just a bike with the requisite Red Rebels logo on the gas tank, 
but as far as customizing he hadn’t done anything like what the others had done. Tiny’s bike had 
taken three years for him to build and it was all found parts with a prime paint job. Knuckles 
loved that bike almost as much as Tiny did, not that he’d ever say that.  



So he’d bought a house, he’d build his own bike, and he’d become as much a part of the fabric of 
Markham as the members who grew up here. There was something calm and centering in that 
decision. Growing up they’d moved constantly since his old man was in the army, so there was 
no home for him. He’d been born in Louisiana but he couldn’t remember having lived there. The 
longest they’d stayed anywhere was five years in Idaho, so that was the closest thing to a home 
he’d had and he hated it. He was a teenager by then, ready to strike out and be unique from 
everyone else, and his classmates hadn’t appreciated the goth-rock look and recreational drug 
use. There were a few friends who did but honestly he wouldn’t be able to recite their names 
back. 

Now he had real friends, real family. A real home.  

The roar of straight pipes brought him around to the curb in front of his stubbled, brown lawn. 
Fritter and  Buck pulled to a stop in front of the house, dismounted and removed their safety gear 
with broad grins.  

“Holy shit, Knuckles,” Fritter drawled with that deep south accent. “You’re all grown up, son.” 

“Thanks old man,” Knuckles returned with a grin. It was ridiculous since he had ten years on the 
smartass. 

“You’re easy to help move anyway,” Buck mumbled, peering into the back of the pick-up. Sure 
enough, there were just a few trash bags of clothes. Some furniture was coming later today that 
would need to be assembled but for the time being he wanted to get to cleaning. There was a 
huge box of cleaning supplies in with the clothes. 

One might think he was a bachelor so grit, grime and dust shouldn’t bother him. But his time in 
the service, as well as a drill sergeant mother, made him a bit of a neat freak. He hated dust, 
couldn’t stand soap scum in a sink, and clutter gave him migraines. So his house would have 
required furniture and no more. No shelves for fucking photos or knick knacks. A place to sit his 
ass down, rest his head, and sleep. Women weren’t coming by here either. That was for the 
clubhouse, this would be his refuge.  

As he made his way up the walk to the front door his hackles rose, the feeling that he was being 
watched had him turning his head to the right. There was a white wooden picket fence between 
his driveway and the house next door with grass growing wild and unchecked all the way along 
the side. A mop of cinnamon-colored hair was easily spotted over the top of it, and he had to 
grin. There was a cute-as-a-button little girl watching the proceedings, elbows on the edge of the 
fence. Her big blue eyes were wide, and she was so freaking cute he actually laughed. For her 
part, she looked a bit shell shocked.  

“Hey there,” he said, and without answering the girl turned on her heel and darted off to the front 
of her own house. 

Buck was laughing behind him, having seen the entire exchange. “Making a good impression 
already.” 

Knuckles shook his head. “Kids are adaptable. She’ll be my best friend before long.” 



“That sounds a little sick, man,” Fritter warned, waiting while he tried to unlock his front door. 

“Don’t be perverted,” Knuckles shot back. “Fuck, it gives me the creeps just having you say that 
shit.” 

Knuckles just laughed. Asshole. 

 

-oOo- 

 

Knuckles was scowling at the motor he had on his rolling trolley. It was salvage from the 
Markham scrap yard keeper, Terry, and the thing should work just fine. But it wasn’t, and he 
couldn’t figure out why.  

With a groan he stretched his arms over his head, feeling his back crack a few times. With a look 
to his watch he realized he’d been hitting his head against this damn pan head for two and a half 
hours. No wonder he was hurting here. 

He set to sorting out his tools. Everything had to be back in place before he could relax for the 
night. As he moved to the wash tub at the back of the garage to scrub the grease off his hands he 
heard the scuff of a footstep and he turned, body tensed, waiting for attack. 

It was his little ginger-haired neighbour. She had to be around eight or nine, he guessed. He’d 
heard the girl’s mother calling for her a few times and he was assuming her name was Annie, 
which was perfect for that hair. He knew the neighbour was a single mom, and her other kid was 
a teenager who seemed to be taking the excuse of adolescence to heart and behaving like a real 
little bitch. He’d heard shouting, screaming, and that girl coming and going at all hours. 

Single mom, two daughters. He cringed to imagine what that house would be like when this little 
one went on the rag. 

For the moment though she was sweet. She stared at him. He’d caught her watching him through 
the open garage door a few times. He always worked with it open, preferring to know when 
people were coming and going on the street. She’d catch him as he busted her and turn tail 
running down his driveway, around the fence then back up her own. This time she stood her 
ground. 

“Hey there. It’s Annie, right?” 

She nodded emphatically, taking a step into the garage. He didn’t know the proper report for 
dealing with kids. He knew Jayce and Trinny’s kids; he’d loved them from the day they were 
born. But this wasn’t a brother’s kid, he didn’t know her mom, and Fritter’s comment hung 
heavy all of a sudden. He’d never hurt a kid, he loved kids. But being accused of that would be 
just as bad. He knew what happened to those guys in jail, and he had always hoped not that many 



people honestly did that shit. But they did. He was finding that out lately, which made him all the 
more skeeved out. 

“I’m Greg,” he said, keeping distance. “You can call me Knuckles.” 

Her little nose scrunched up. “Knuckles?” 

He had to laugh. “Yeah. That’s my nickname.” 

“Why?” 

His eyebrows rose. “Umm, well, it’s because I have tattoos all over my fingers.” Lame, didn’t 
even make sense, but he wasn’t telling this fresh-faced girl that it was because he tortured people 
by cutting off their digits section by section. “See?” he wiggled his hand and she came closer yet, 
curious and not scared. 

“You have a lot of tattoos.” It was stated as a fact, no judgment. “How come?” 

“Ummm, well. I guess it’s ‘cause I like them.” 

She nodded, his excuse accepted. “I like strawberries.” 

He laughed, turning to the sink and squirting the Fast Orange into his hands, soaping them up 
and then rinsing them off. On a slightly cleaner rag he dried off and turned to see the little girl 
still standing there, eyes on the pan head motor he’d been busting his balls over. 

“You like that?” 

She nodded, eyes getting bigger. He moved to the opposite side of the motor. 

“I’m putting together a motorcycle. You like motorcycles?” 

Now the nod was quicker, more emphatic.  

“Really?” 

“Daddy had one,” she said softly, and he frowned. 

“Is that right? Where’s your dad now?” 

She shrugged. 

“I like bikes too,” he went on, sitting back on his rolling stool. He didn’t know what he was 
thinking but it was out of his mouth before he could check himself. “You wanna learn how bikes 
work?” 

She nodded again, eyes flying up to meet his and he had to grin. Fuck, she was so freaking cute. 
He related to kids and how brutally honest they were. He had moments like that himself. 



“Well I’m all done for the night. But if your mom’s okay with it, you can come over and help if 
I’m out here. Okay?” 

With a grin she nodded again then turned and darted off without another word, leaving him 
laughing to himself.  

 

-oOo- 

 

It had been a late night, and being woken by a doorbell had him grumpy as he rolled out of bed. 
He pulled on his jeans and a white tank before heading out into the living room. He reflected 
then that this was the first time he heard what his doorbell sounded like. 

The sun was barely up, which wasn’t a surprise since it was December and the days were so 
short now. Pulling the door open he found the screen ajar, held by Annie with her mom behind 
her. 

He’d never really seen her mom before, and now he took the chance to appreciate what she 
actually looked like. Her hair was medium brown and hung to her shoulders in waves. She 
clearly didn’t bother with it too much. No make-up but she didn’t suffer because of it. She 
showed her age a bit but he knew how old the oldest was so she must have started young. 

“Knuckles!” Annie exclaimed upon seeing him, and he was already grinning. 

“Annie, what’s up sweetheart?” 

“We’re heading to my mom’s for Christmas,” the mother cut in. “She wanted to give you a 
present before we left. She bought it and picked it out herself.” It was said deliberately, like she 
was trying to brace him for something he wasn’t going to like. But if he showed it she’d kick his 
ass for hurting the little girl’s feelings. 

“Annie, you didn’t have to get me a present,” he scolded, watching as she dug into the little 
plastic purse slung over her shoulder. 

“I did anyway,” she said simply. She pulled out a silvery box and handed it to him, grinning. “I 
thought of you when I saw it.” 

Talking down at her was feeling silly. He crouched down and took the box, lifting the lid. He 
wouldn’t laugh, but it was a bit preposterous. He had to grin at her though; she was watching for 
his reaction like it was cake or something. 

“Annie,” he said softly, something tightening in his chest. “It’s beautiful, honey.” 

She was so pleased as she looked up at her mom, who was smiling down on him gratefully. 



In the box sat a pendant for a necklace. He knew it wasn’t expensive, but he handled it like 
treasure as he picked it up. It was a motorcycle, but it was a bright deep pink one, almost like a 
metallic finish.  

“You really like it?” 

“I do Annie. You got great taste, honey.” 

Her mom patted Annie’s shoulder. “Go get your bags into the car. Okay?” 

She nodded, then threw her arms around his neck suddenly. He paused, then patted her back. Not 
quite hugging but not freezing like a shmuck. Then in a whirl she turned and bounced down the 
steps.  

Knuckles straightened, still smiling at the pink bike dangling in his hand. 

“Annie told me about helping you work on your bike, and I have a few conditions.” 

He raised his eyebrows then nodded. “Okay.” 

“Only in the garage, the door stays open.” 

He couldn’t even get offended. “Of course.” 

“And please, if you don’t intend to be her friend, tell me know and I’ll nix it. I don’t want her 
getting her heart broken by yet another male figure.” 

Ah. So that was the story of the father. 

Knuckles shrugged. “Sometimes I’m gone for days at a time, sometimes I have to work. But if 
I’m working on it and she’s done her homework or whatever she can watch and ask questions. I 
don’t give a shit.” 

“And no swearing.” Now the mom vibe really came out. “I get enough of that from the other 
one.” She meant her older daughter; he’d heard the way that girl spoke to her mother. She knew 
a few phrases he didn’t. 

“No swearing,” he agreed. “She like motors?” he nodded towards her house, clearly talking 
about Annie. 

The woman sighed, pushing her hair back. “Anything like that, she’s always been crazy for it. I 
try to indulge it, I don’t want people telling her no because she’s a girl, you know? She hasn’t 
had gender stereotypes forced on her yet.” There was a ghost of a smile that made her look 
younger, more attractive. “Hence her giving you a pink bike. I didn’t try to talk her out of it. I 
hate to crush that, you know?” 

He had to smile. “It is quite pretty. I like it, actually.” 



They made eye contact, the real kind, and she cleared her throat, dropping her eyes to her hands. 
“Oh, and we made these last night. You should have home baking at Christmas.” 

He took the offered plastic container, unsure of what to say. He didn’t know these people— 

“It’s brownies and cookies. Annie got the baking bug last night. She’s pretty good at it, too.” 

He nodded, looking up again. “Thank you.” Then he offered her his hand. “I’m Greg.” 

She eyed up the ink on his hand but shook it anyway. “Candy.” 

The laugh escaped. “Candy? Really?” 

Now she looked pissed. “Yeah, Candy. My mother was a bit of a twit but I love her.” She caught 
her tongue. “But ... yeah. Anyway, Merry Christmas, Greg.” 

“You too. Travel safe.” 

She was already down the cement steps and heading down his driveway. Across the fence he 
could hear Annie, ringing out like a little bell. “Merry Christmas Knuckles!” 

He had to grin, wave at the little red head, then shut the door eyeing up his gifts. How very … 
unexpected this Christmas was. 
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Cold is the man who cannot love 
Fa la la la la, la la la la. 

The old mountains of dear Wales, 
Fa la la la la, la la la la. 

For him and his warmest friend, 
Fa la la la la, la la la la. 

A cheerful holiday next year. 
Fa la la la la, la la la la. 

Nos Galan (Alternate English version) 

 

-o0o- 

Vincent ‘Mace’ Mullen wasn’t sure how the fuck he’d ended up in this situation. He looked at 
the little baby with thick black hair sleeping in his arms. She wore a red dress with white fluffy 
trim, and he was pretty sure he’d seen a similar dress on one of the strippers at The Booty Bank 
the night before. 

It was Alma, Mitch’s baby, and Mace still wasn’t sure who it was that had handed her to him. 
Either way, she’d puked, and then taken his beard braid in a firm grip before falling asleep. 
Every time he tried to pull his beard out of her hand, she whined, and Mitch told him to ‘not 
fucking wake her up.’ Mace was pretty sure Mitch just liked to see him suffer. 



“How the fuck did that happen?” Sisco chuckled with a nod towards the baby. 

“I don’t know. She puked on me and then fell asleep.” 

“Pretty sure that’s happened before.” 

“Yeah, but they’re usually older and the puke smells of alcohol, not milk.” 

Sisco laughed and waved at Anna, Mitch’s old lady. 

“Swan, have pity on my man here and take your daughter from him.” 

Sisco was the only one who called Anna ‘Swan.’ Mace had asked her why, and she’d explained 
that it was from some ballet she’d been in. He still wasn’t convinced that she’d been honest, 
since he had a hard time imagining a grown person pretending to be a swan on stage—even if it 
was in a ballet. 

Anna grabbed her cane and walked over to him with a smile. 

“Did Mitch put you up to this?” 

“Yeah,” Mace admitted. 

Anna nodded. “Bet he had some great reason for why he wouldn’t take her, too.” She handed her 
cane to Sisco and leaned over Mace. Gently, she pried Alma’s hand from his beard and lifted her 
up. “Thank you.” 

She reached for her cane and took off. Mace had wondered how she would carry Alma around 
when she was born, but had soon noticed that it didn’t seem to bother her at all that she just had 
one hand. Quite often, Alma was sort of hanging over her arm, legs and arms straight down and 
her head resting on the inside of Anna’s elbow. It looked kind of comfy. 

-o0o- 

Three hours later they were leaving. 

“I’ll meet you at the clubhouse in an hour,” Sisco said with a wave as the two of them walked 
down the driveway towards their bikes. 

“Yeah,” Mace answered, and he was already bracing himself for what was about to come. 

The Marauders had always been a family-oriented club, and for as long as he’d been a member 
there had been a few kids—toddlers—with them for Christmas. He liked it, but he fucking loved 
leaving them behind to get to the clubhouse, with Sisco and whatever other single members they 
had, and get laid. This year, he assumed that Bull, Tommy, and Wrench would be with them, 
since none of them had any family to celebrate Christmas with. Tommy had a brother in New 



York, and he was going up there for New Year's. Bull had a couple of ex-wives and a kid, but 
he’d still join them at the clubhouse, since his kid was spending the evening with his stepmom. 
Mace had never heard anything about Wrench’s family, though, so he assumed there wasn’t any. 

Either way, he liked the family dinner with the club, and the ending of the day at the clubhouse. 
It was the part in the middle he hated—when he went to see his brother and his family. 

Mace wished he was stoned, or at least drunk, when he rang the doorbell. He was mid deep 
breath when the door swung open, and there she was—Joyce. 

“Vince, I’m so glad you came,” she said with her big smile. She gave him a tight hug, and he 
held on for a few seconds too long, inhaling deeply. “How long are you staying?” 

“Just an hour or so, as usual,” he answered as he let her go and turned towards his brother, 
Victor. “Merry Christmas.” 

“Merry Christmas, Vince.” 

His family all called him ‘Vince,’ and he didn’t argue with it. In fact, he preferred it that way. He 
was ‘Vince’ with his family, and ‘Mace’ with his brothers, no crossing the firm lines he’d drawn 
between his two different lives.  

He followed Vic and Joyce inside and gave his presents to their two sons. 

“Hungry?” Joyce asked. 

“No. I’m good,” he answered. Mel's Christmas dinner and dessert never left any room for 
anything else for the coming twelve hours. He had no idea why Joyce tried every year anyway, 
despite knowing what he'd answer. “A coffee would be nice.” 

He watched her as she walked into the kitchen. She was wearing a red shirt with a black skirt 
that hugged her still-fine ass. 

She’d still been Joyce Cooper the first time he’d met her. For some reason he couldn’t 
remember, he’d been in the school library, and he’d noticed the brunette with the slightly too-big 
mouth sitting at a table. When he’d sat down opposite her, she’d looked up, and he’d noticed her 
thick, big glasses, but he’d known right from the start that she’d be beautiful as hell underneath 
them. Once he saw her without them, he’d sworn she’d one day be Joyce Mullen. It just hadn’t 
turned out the way he’d planned; she was a Mullen, but she wasn’t his. 

He turned to his brother. They looked quite alike, except Vic had short hair and no beard, and his 
face wasn’t as worn and tired as Mace’s was. He assumed that Vic used a lot of shit to maintain 
his looks. Surface was important to him.  



Vic knew how Mace felt about Joyce, and he'd known it since they were kids. The sibling rivalry 
had always been tough between them, but Mace hoped that wasn't the only reason Vic had gone 
after Joyce. He hoped, but he wasn't sure. 

They’d become friends, Joyce and him, and that was when he learned what ‘The Friend Zone’ 
meant. His next mistake had been to bring her home and introduce her to his family, including 
his three-years-older brother, who'd been seventeen at a time. No fourteen-year-old could 
compete with a seventeen-year-old; it was that fucking simple. It had been okay as long as Joyce 
was a girl with too big, frizzy hair and thick glasses, but then she grew up, too, and her crush on 
Vic had turned into something else, and Vic had noticed what only Mace had been able to see 
until then: Joyce was beautiful. 

When Joyce had knocked on his window to tell him that Vic had kissed her, Mace had honestly 
thought he’d throw up, but he’d pretended to be happy for her. He’d fucking pretended for years, 
and then they got married with Mace as the best man. Not exactly how he’d imagined watching 
her walk up the aisle. While they were on their honeymoon, Mace had started hanging out with 
the Marauders. 

“I really wish you’d spend Christmas with us,” she said when she came with his coffee. 
“Christmas is for family.” 

“Leave it, honey,” Vic said. 

“I’m just—” 

“Leave it,” he repeated. “You do this every year, and it’s the same every time. Just leave him 
alone. He’s a grown man, and he does what he wants.” 

And that was the other side of why he hated seeing Joyce with Vic. It would be one thing if she 
was happy with a good guy, but Vic wasn’t a good guy. He was an ass, and he had been from the 
very beginning. Mace had tried to talk to her about Vic both before and after they'd gotten 
married. Each time she’d been so pissed, and the last time she’d yelled about how she wasn’t a 
quitter and that he should just butt out of her marriage. He’d left it alone since then.  

To be fair, he assumed Vic had been in love with her once. He just didn’t much believe in 
staying faithful or sticking to one woman. Mace didn’t know how much Joyce knew, but she’d 
never been stupid, so, sadly, he assumed she knew most of it. How someone with a woman as 
beautiful, stunning, and smart as Joyce could ever feel the need for more was beyond him. He 
also didn’t fail to see the irony in the fact that Vic was considered a ‘good guy’ with a good 
reputation and just generally looked like the pillar of society, while Mace was the outlaw bad 
boy. 

He stayed for an hour, and when he left, Joyce followed him to the door. 

“I wish you’d come more often,” she said in a low voice. “I just… I wish you were around 
more.” 



“That’s what happens when people grow up,” he smiled. “You know, stuff to do, places to be.” 

“I worry about you.” 

“Don’t. I’m fine. No need to worry at all.” He leaned down and gave her forehead a kiss. “Take 
care of yourself, J-girl.” 

“I hate it when you call me that!” 

“I know,” he laughed. “Merry Christmas.” 

-o0o- 

When he arrived at the clubhouse, Sisco and Tommy were already getting busy. Tommy with a 
girl on the pool table, and Sisco on the couch with another one. 

“Hey,” someone said behind him, and he turned around. 

“Hey, Sandra.” Sandra was the spitting image of the young Joyce, and he was glad she was 
there. “Merry Christmas.” 

“Merry Christmas,” she said with a smile and grabbed ahold of the collar of his shirt. “Sisco said 
you’d be here, and that I’d should be really, really good to you.” 

“Did he now?” 

“I’m your Christmas present from him.” 

There wasn't anything about him that Sisco didn't know, and he was the only one in the 
Marauders who'd actually met Joyce, so he knew what she looked like. When he looked over to 
Sisco to give him an appreciative nod, he realized that he could've given him a happy dance and 
Sisco wouldn't have noticed. He was very busy with the blonde in his lap. 

“Come here, girl,” he said to Sandra instead. He knew Sandra's family lived somewhere upstate 
New York, and that she rarely went to see them. It was the third or fourth Christmas she'd spent 
at the clubhouse, but he didn't comment on it. That would be personal, and he never got personal 
with sweetbutts. “Whatta you got under that dress?” 

“Skin,” she smiled. “Been waitin' for ya.” 

“Good girl,” he mused and sat down in an armchair. “Wanna show me some of that skin?” 

-o0o- 

When someone knocked on his door, Mace turned to the side and tried to focus enough to see the 
alarm clock. He finally grabbed it and held it an inch from his face. Four a.m. With a sigh, he sat 



up and walked over to the door. With his hands in front of him, he realized that his vision was 
slowly coming back, so he'd obviously fallen asleep with his contacts in. It wasn't the first time, 
and he knew he'd pay for it the next day. 

He opened the door. 

“You alone, bro?” Sisco asked. 

“Yeah.” He'd gone to bed when the rest of them had passed out in the bar. “Why?” 

“Someone here to see you.” 

“What? Who?” 

“Joyce. Want me to keep her occupied for a few minutes?” 

Mace was trying to kickstart his brain to make sure he'd heard that right. Once it hit home, he 
cleared his throat. 

“Yeah. Keep her busy for five minutes.” 

Sisco smiled and nodded. 

Five minutes later he waked out to the bar and found Joyce having coffee with Sisco. The 
remnants of the party were still all around, and it was strange to see her sitting in the middle of it 
wearing the same neat outfit she'd worn the night before. 

“Hi,” she smiled when she saw him. 

“Hi.” He had absolutely no idea what else to say, and he realized that he was staring at her 
stupidly. “Um... Any particular reason you're showing up here at four a.m.?” 

“Can we do this in private?” she asked. 

“Sure,” he shrugged. “I got a room. You can bring the coffee.” 

She didn't, but in her usual polite manner, she thanked Sisco for the coffee, grabbed her handbag, 
and followed Mace through the corridor and to his room. He let her in first, and then closed the 
door. When he turned around, she was unbuttoning her shirt, and he froze. It was possibly the 
first time since he'd popped his cherry that a woman in her underwear made him freeze up 
instead of take action. 

“Joyce?” 

“Please don't talk,” she mumbled and took a few hesitant step towards him. “Please?” 



She was his brother's wife, and that should have stopped him. If it had been the wife of one of his 
actual brothers, one of the Marauders, it would have. But this was different, he told himself. This 
was Joyce, and she'd been his long before she'd become Vic's. 

So, he shut his mouth and pulled her into his arms. 

-o0o- 

By the time he'd woken up, Joyce was gone. Even if it hadn't been a surprise, it had been a 
disappointment. They hadn't talked much, and he had no idea why she'd done what she had. It 
had been just as good as he'd always imagined it would be, though. Possibly even better. 

He'd just sat down for the morning coffee when Vic stormed in. That was when Mace started to 
get some clue to what Joyce had done, and his suspicions were confirmed when Vic, without 
uttering a single word, just planted his fist on Mace's nose. 

She'd done it to get back at Vic. Why the fuck she'd put Mace in the middle of the mess known 
as her marriage, he had no idea, but she had. 

“You motherfucker!” Vic yelled and tried for another punch, but Bull and Sisco stepped between 
them. The only reason Vic wasn't already on the floor with a broken nose was that they knew he 
was Mace's brother. “Do you two know what he did? He fucked my wife. My own fucking 
brother fucked my wife!” 

“I really don't give a shit what he did, but if you try again I'll break your fucking arm,” Bull 
growled, and when he sounded like that, people tended to pay attention. 

Mace reached for something to stop the bloodflow from his nose. He suspected that it was 
broken—again. With a filthy kitchen towel under his nose, he looked at Vic. “Are you here just 
to punch me, or did you actually want to talk?” 

Vic glared at Bull and Sisco, and then he sighed. “Talk.” 

The others let him go and moved to the other end of the room. They weren't gonna let Vic out 
their sight, though. 

“Why?” Vic asked, and Mace couldn't help laughing. 

“Are you telling me you give a shit? I doubt you've been able to keep it in your pants for a month 
straight since you two went on your first date.” 

“How's that a fucking reason? She's my wife, and you're my brother.” 

Mace shook his head. He had no idea what to say to that.  



“I think we both know why she did what she did. And I'm pretty fucking sure we both know why 
I took the chance when I got it, too.” 

Vic didn't answer, but it was clear to Mace that he understood. No matter what he was saying to 
Vic, he felt bad. He shouldn't have. He should've used his brain, and he definitely should've 
known something was wrong with what she was doing. 

More than anything, he was pissed at her. It might not be right, but he was. She'd known, and 
while he wondered how long she had known, he also wondered why she'd talked about missing 
him just twelve hours before fucking up what they had permanently. 

“What did she tell you?” he asked. 

“That she'd been here, you'd fucked, and that she wanted a divorce.” 

Actually, when Mace thought about it, he was mostly pissed at Vic. He'd turned a great girl into 
a miserable woman. 

The more he thought about it, the more he thought all three of them had acted like complete 
fucking assholes. Yes, he included himself in that. 

“What did she say to you?” Vic asked. “Are you two—” 

“No,” Mace interrupted him. “We're not anything, and we won't be.” 

“So you fuck her, but you won't make an honorable woman out of her?” 

“We're not seventeen, and marrying her won't make an honorable woman out of her. You've 
proven that. She doesn't want me. If she did, she wouldn't have told you what happened.” 

Vic sighed and sat down at the bar stool next to Mace, and after a few seconds, Mace sat down, 
too. 

“Any cognac here?” Vic asked, and Mace huffed. 

“Doubt it. Got whiskey.” 

“Think that'll do.” 

Mace motioned to one of the sweetbutts to get behind the bar and serve them. He had no idea 
what Vic was up to, but he was sure that being drunk was the best option, no matter what would 
happen next. 

-o0o- 



Vic had stayed for about an hour, and they'd talked. Not much about Joyce, but about other 
things. When Vic left, Mace suspected that it would be quite some time before he saw him again, 
and for the first time ever, he was glad their parents weren't around anymore. Their mom had 
always been upset they didn't get along better. 

“That was interesting,” Bull said when he sat down next to him. “You fucked your brother's 
wife?” 

“Yup,” he answered and filled another glass of whiskey. 

“I take it the need to fuck a married woman was a one-time urge?” 

“I'd say that's the case.” 

It wasn't that they had rules against it, unless the woman was married to another member, but 
this was a family member's wife. No one would really care, though, and Bull had obviously put 
two and two together. He patted Mace's shoulder and left him. 

When Sisco sat down, not five minutes later, he didn't even open his mouth. He just refilled 
Mace's glass. 

“Well, here's hoping for a cheerful holiday next year,” Mace said before he downed it. 
  



 
January 4th 

 

 
 

NOTE: This story takes place after the epilogue of Deep and thus includes SPOILERS for all 
four books in the Pagano Family Series. 
 
 

TOKENS 
 

Love shall be our token, 
Love shall be yours and love be mine. 

Christina Rossetti, “Love Came Down at Christmas” 
 
 
“Thanks, Sam. Merry Christmas.” 
 
“Merry Christmas, don.” 
 
Nick slapped Sam on the arm, and his driver and guard went back to climb into the dark SUV 
and drive off. He walked past his mother’s Cadillac and the caterer’s van. As he stepped onto the 
porch, the front door opened with such force that the large, elaborate pine wreath swung. Elisa 
bolted through the door, Cuddles padding after her. Nick could hear Christmas carols playing. 



Perry Como—he knew it well from his own childhood. His mother had apparently made the 
selection. 
 
“Papa! Lia is climbing on the bannister again!” 
 
Nick bent down and picked his eldest daughter up. “Hello to you, too, signorina. Where’s 
Mamma?” 
 
“She’s cooking with Miss Ashley and Miss Gina and Nonna is upstairs with Carina and Lia is 
climbing on the bannister and you said never climb on the bannister because we can fall and get 
hurt and cry and I told her but she did it anyway!” 
 
“Okay. Let’s go in.” 
 
Once inside, they found Lia sitting quietly on the bottom step, holding Thelma, one of her 
grandmother’s Yorkies, in her lap. Louise, the other, lay a few steps up. Both dogs had glittery 
red bows in the fur on top of their heads. When Cuddles came back in, Thelma struggled for 
freedom and then, achieving it, yapped and ran with her sister down the stairs and toward the 
back of the house, both stopping midway to yap again. Cuddles just stayed where he was until 
they gave up and went on without him. Nick had the sense that his daughters’ golden retriever 
thought his Yorkie cousins were generally pains in his ass. 
 
“Hi, Papa,” Lia said, smiling sweetly. 
 
Nick put Elisa back on her feet. “Hi, gattina. Were you on the bannister again?” 
 
She widened her eyes and shook her head, the picture of innocence. “No.” 
 
“Papa, she was!” 
 
“Was not!” 
 
“Were too! You’re a big liar!” 
 
“You are!” 
 
“Girls! I just walked in the door. If I put Rudolph on downstairs, will you sit together without 
fighting and watch?” 
 
Elisa, ever the hall monitor, said, “Mamma doesn’t want us downstairs. She said she wants us 
where she can see us.” 
 
“The family room, then.” 
 
“Nonna’s music is on.” 
 



“Nonna can listen to her music later. Come on. I’ll get you set up with Rudolph.” 
 
“We saw Rudolph this morning. Can we have Frosty instead?” 
 
Lia interjected. “Frosty’s boring. I want Barbie Christmas.” 
 
“It is not! Barbie Christmas is dumb. Teresa said so. I want Frosty.” Elisa put her hands on her 
hips, ready again to go toe-to-toe with Lia over the matter. 
 
Nick was tempted to call Sam back and go back to the office. The problems there were 
comparatively easy to solve. But when it came down to it, this solution was not terribly different. 
Set the terms. Find the thing one’s adversary values most, and put it on the block. With a sigh, he 
drew his brows in and gave them a stern look. “Girls, pick a movie right now, or I’ll tell Santa 
you were fighting on Christmas Eve.” 
 
Elisa and Lia both stopped in mid-squabble and turned to him, their mouths open with shock. 
Elisa broke first. “Papa, no! We’ll be good, we’ll be good! We can watch Barbie Christmas!” 
 
Lia simply nodded, agreeing with her older sister at last—because she’d gotten her way. 
 
He held out his hands, and Elisa and Lia laid theirs in his. “Come on, you two. It’s time for 
Barbie Christmas and some peace and quiet.” 
 
 

~oOo~ 
 
 

The older girls thus distracted, and the baby apparently upstairs with his mother, Nick went to 
the kitchen. He was concerned that Beverly hadn’t come out to greet him; she always did. But 
they hadn’t been getting along all that well the past few days. Maybe he’d gotten in trouble while 
he was away at work. It was possible: she had been tense and distracted lately, since she’d begun 
in earnest her preparations for this dinner, and the mood had blindsided him. Beverly loved 
Christmas and was normally even sunnier than usual at this time of year. 
 
Somehow, she had managed to get his cousins to abandon their own family tradition and have 
Christmas Eve dinner here instead of at their house. Nick had no idea how she’d done it; he had 
not been any part of the decision. When she’d raised the thought with him, he’d said that their 
holiday traditions were iron-clad and there was no way they’d change them to have dinner here. 
 
Nick’s smaller part of the family had had traditions of their own—they had spent Christmas Eve 
and Day with Uncle Ben, Aunt Angie, and his mother, and they’d gone over to the cousins’ for a 
while on Christmas afternoon. But Angie had died just after the previous Christmas, and Ben had 
followed her in the summer. Nick was don now, and he and Beverly had three children. She 
wanted to start a tradition of their own. 
 



He’d shot her down when she’d first brought it up. And then, right after Thanksgiving, Beverly 
had announced that they were hosting Christmas Eve dinner, and that the entire family and some 
dear friends would be joining them. Twenty-four people in all. Twenty-five, counting Carina, 
almost six months old. 
 
Christmas Eve dinner was a traditionally important meal in all the Pagano homes, and in all the 
Italian homes Nick had ever known. More important than any meal on the next day, although 
those were elaborate as well. Before Midnight Mass, they abstained from meat, so the meal was 
fish-based. In Nick’s memory—and he knew it was true for his cousins, too—the tradition had 
been relaxed in the family over the years, and the fish had been restricted to the entrée. Beverly, 
however, had decided that, since she had been granted what she saw as a true honor, she would 
serve the very traditional Feast of the Seven Fishes. 
 
She wasn’t Italian. She wasn’t Catholic, though she attended Mass with him and the girls. She 
was a good cook, but a much, much more casual cook than this meal she’d chosen made room 
for. His wife had taken on a great deal more than she could handle, he thought, with three 
daughters to raise, a house to manage, and a business to run, but pointing that out to her had 
earned him a very cold night indeed. 
 
She’d gotten one key thing wrong. She had invited his family as guests, rather than assume that 
they would all come early and that the women would be part of the preparations. When he’d 
mentioned that she’d have all the help she needed, she’d waved him off with a WASPy hand, 
saying she couldn’t possibly invite people and expect them to work for their supper, totally 
disregarding the fact that she routinely and happily helped out when they went to family for a 
holiday. 
 
When he’d come home one evening to find her sitting at her kitchen desk looking stressed and 
weepy, scheduling tasks to the minute on the whiteboard she normally used to keep track of the 
girls’ activities, Nick had insisted she hire help, since she wouldn’t consider taking the free help 
available. Hence “Miss Ashley and Miss Gina,” from the catering service at Dominic’s. 
 
Now he stood at the entrance to the kitchen and watched, unnoticed for the moment. The three 
women were bustling about, and it felt almost like the kitchen at Dominic’s. The smell of the 
mingled fishes was strong but not unpleasant—of course, living on the Rhode Island coast, the 
smell of fish was a familiar, homey scent.  
 
Clams, anchovies, mussels, salt cod, shrimp, lobster, and eel. Baked, roasted, grilled, sautéed, 
tossed with pasta, served over vegetables. For dessert, cannoli and struffoli. He’d seen the menu 
repeatedly over the course of the past couple of weeks. Nick thought Beverly must have read up 
on every conceivable iteration of traditional Italian holiday foods, and she was trying to put on a 
spread that hit every note. 
 
There was no way Lia was eating anything on this menu. Except the struffoli. If every other large 
family meal was any indication, their pathologically picky middle daughter would have a peanut 
butter and jelly sandwich on her china plate. Or possibly some plain linguine with butter—if 
Beverly insisted that she at least approximate the family’s meal. 



 
As he thought of the sweet little monster that was Lia, Nick grinned and stepped in, ready to 
make himself known. At just that moment, Elisa ran in from the family room entrance. 
 
“Mamma! Lia won’t quit making the movie go back and forth!” 
 
Beverly slammed a wooden spoon onto the island and wheeled on their girl. “Elisa! Would you 
stop tattling! Just stop! Handle it your fucking self!” 
 
The whole room froze. Even Ashley and Gina stopped, glancing at each other and stepping back, 
out of range of the family triangle. 
 
“Beverly!” Nick wasn’t sure whether the swearing or the tone itself had shocked him more. 
Beverly’s parenting style was almost maniacally gentle and positive. She had been raised by a 
hypercritical mother, and she was trying to be as different from Jane Maddox as she could be. 
She saved her irritation, frustration, and weariness for their quiet moments together, when she 
could get it off her chest without getting it on their children. Nick didn’t think he’d ever heard 
her yell at the girls, except simply to be heard over their din. 
 
And Elisa was a quiet, extremely sensitive child. She would take this moment to heart for weeks. 
 
Elisa, in fact, looked devastated and terrified. She stood with her eyes and mouth wide, and then 
turned abruptly and ran past Nick, down the hall, and up the stairs, wailing at the top of her 
lungs. 
 
And that was when Beverly saw Nick. Her face crumpled, and then she ran from the kitchen in 
tears, too—heading around the corner, to his study. 
 
Alone now with the alarmed kitchen staff, Nick turned to them. He didn’t bother to smile or do 
anything to ease their minds. “Can you carry on without her?” 
 
Gina nodded. “Yes, sir.” Both girls worked at Dominic’s, so they knew him well enough to know 
what kind of respect he commanded. 
 
“Good. Do so.” He turned and went up to follow after his firstborn. Her crisis needed the most 
immediate attention, and he was as angry at Beverly as he was worried about her. He’d do better 
to wait to sort her out until the anger had cooled.  
 
His mother was at the top of the stairs, about to head down. “Nicky—is everything all right?” 
 
“Just a little meltdown, Ma.” He kissed her cheek.  
 
“She shouldn’t be doing all this by herself—that’s what family’s for! I tell her, but she won’t 
listen.” 
 



“I know, Ma. But this is the first time we’ve had family here like this. She’s wrapped up in 
making it perfect.” 
 
His mother huffed and shook her head. “Family is what makes it perfect.” 
 
Not the first time in the past few weeks he’d heard this from his mother. She and Beverly got 
along beautifully and loved each other deeply. This was, as far as he knew, the first time they’d 
clashed. He changed the subject. “The baby’s okay?” 
 
“Down for her nap, finally.” Carina was a distinctly fussy baby. Beverly was convinced her 
discontent was due to their decision to supplement breast milk with formula. Nick thought 
maybe his littlest angel was simply impatient and disgruntled with her helplessness. She was 
almost never still—even in sleep, she’d been moving around in the crib from the time she was 
only a few weeks old. He thought her temper would cool when she could get about on her own 
more. 
 
“Thanks. Will you go down and keep an eye on Lia and the kitchen while I sort this out?” 
 
“Of course. Is Bev okay? She’s been off today.” 
 
He’d left the house early, while she was getting the girls going for the morning. She’d seemed 
tired, but not unduly, by recent standards. She hadn’t really bounced back from Carina’s birth, so 
recent standards had been a bit cloudier than her norm. But she covered well, so Nick was the 
only one who knew that she’d been struggling at all. The rest of the world got all the sun she had 
to give. “She’s my next stop. Thanks, Ma.” 
 
He found Elisa on her bed, curled up under the covers. Cuddles had followed after her, and she 
was hugging his head. She was still crying, more quietly now. The dog’s ears were wet. 
 
Nick sat on the side of her bed. “Signorina. Mamma is very tired. She didn’t mean to yell.” 
 
Elisa sniffed and sat up. Cuddles, freed of his comforting duties for the moment, shook his head. 
“I try to be good, Papa. Lia doesn’t try at all.” 
 
“I know you do.” He brushed the tears from her cheeks. “But Lia isn’t your job, Elisa. Couldn’t 
you have found something else to do if she was bothering you?” 
 
“She’d just come bother me wherever I was. And she was being annoying!” She sighed and 
sniffed again. “Mamma said a ugly word, not a loving word.” Elisa was using the language that 
they used when the girls asked about the things people said. Swearing and words like ‘stupid’ 
and ‘retarded’ were ugly words. “If I’m good and let Lia do what she wants, will Mamma love 
me again?” 
 
“Ah, signorina. Your mamma loves you. There’s nothing you could ever do to make her stop. 
She’s just tired and very busy today. You’ll see. She’ll come up and make it better. Why don’t 
you read for a while, and I’ll go talk to her. Okay?” 



 
Elisa nodded and climbed onto his lap. He hugged her and kissed the top of her auburn head. “I 
love you, little miss.” 
 
“I love you, Papa.” 
 
 

~oOo~ 
 
 

When he got downstairs, his mother and Lia were plinking around on the piano. Elisa’s fifth 
birthday had happened earlier in the month. She wanted to learn the piano, so they’d bought her 
one. So far, Lia seemed more interested in the instrument than her older sister did. A very rough 
rendition of ‘Jingle Bells’ was happening now. 
 
Beverly was back in the kitchen, trying to return to her work. She met his eyes and sent him a 
silent apology. Her eyes were swollen and rimmed red; she had cried harder than Elisa. 
 
He went to her and put his hand on her hip. “Come, bella. Let’s talk.” 
 
“I have to focus on all this. The tables aren’t set, and I don’t have the kids’ meal started. People 
are going to be here in less than four hours.” 
 
He took her hand and pulled her from the island. “That’s why we hired help. We need to talk. 
Come.” She stopped resisting and let him lead her back to his study. There, he sat her down on a 
black leather sofa. “Tell me.” 
 
And she put her face in her hands and cried. He brought her close and held her, letting her go 
until she could stop on her own. When she was quiet, he said, “I can call and get somebody here 
to finish it all. If you want Dominic himself, I can have him here within half an hour. It’s 
Christmas. We should be enjoying the girls. You shouldn’t be so overwhelmed over a family 
dinner.” 
 
She sat back and wiped her face. “It’s not that. It is more than I thought, but it would be fine. I 
was enjoying it, mostly. But…Nick…” Her lip started to tremble again, and he put his thumb 
gently on it. 
 
“Easy, bella. What is it?” 
 
“I’m pregnant again!” This time she folded over onto her lap and sobbed hard. 
 
Nick stared at her back for a second, stunned for the second time since he’d walked in the door. 
Shit. Carina wasn’t even six months old, and it had not been an easy six months. Beverly just 
hadn’t been the same. She was still gentle and kind and loving. She was an amazing mother and 
wife. The bookshop was enjoying greater success than it ever had before. But she had been 
quieter and more reserved since Carina. She said she was fine and the girls were just keeping her 



on her toes, but he felt sure there was something more. He didn’t know what it might be, but she 
was changed. 
 
They weren’t ready for another baby. Carina was still waking twice a night to feed. Elisa wasn’t 
even in kindergarten yet and wouldn’t be until the following fall. And he wanted his sun back at 
her full brilliance. 
 
Lia was only ten months younger than Elisa. After that, Beverly had said she wanted only one 
child in diapers at a time. So they’d been careful, and Carina was three and a half years younger 
than Lia. They were nowhere near ready to think about a fourth yet. Not, apparently, that it 
mattered. 
 
They’d been careful this time, too. Hell, they hadn’t had all that many opportunities not to be 
careful. There was at least one child in their bed at night more than half the time.  
 
But Nick knew when it had to have happened. Their anniversary. He’d taken her to New York 
City for the weekend. For those three days, Beverly had been her old self, and they’d made up 
for a lot of lost time. Since she was nursing, they’d been using condoms. 
 
Almost all the time. Except in the elevator. Rubbing Beverly’s shaking back as she wept, he 
couldn’t help but smile at that memory. 
 
“It’s okay, bella.” 
 
“It’s not! I can’t, Nick. I’m so tired. I haven’t gotten myself back from Carina. My body and my 
head and my everything still feels…flabby. And pregnant and nursing again? That was so hard 
with Elisa and Lia. I can’t do it. I just can’t.” 
 
He knew she wasn’t saying what it sounded liked she was saying. He moved off the sofa and 
squatted in front of her, taking her hands. “Look at me, Beverly.” She lifted her eyes. “You can. 
You don’t have to do it alone. We’ll make Brenda full time.” Brenda, their nanny, now came in 
about twenty hours a week so Beverly could work at the shop. “And you can cut back at the 
shop. Katrynn is a great manager. Hire more staff so you can go in when you want and stay 
home when you want.” They could also wean Carina onto formula entirely, he thought, but he 
knew better than to say it right now. “You know when it happened, right?” 
 
“New York,” she sniffed. “It has to be New York.” 
 
He nodded. “Yes, but remember when?” 
 
Her look was blank. He was a little hurt that she didn’t remember. 
 
“Coming back from our anniversary dinner, late…after that cab ride…” 
 
She smiled a little. “Oh.” 
 



“Yes. ‘Oh.’ I like the thought that we conceived when I had you face-first on the elevator wall.” 
The hotel security team had probably gotten a real show that night. 
 
Her smile grew and her cheeks pinked up. “That was nice. With that start, this one will probably 
be our boy.” 
 
He grinned. Maybe so. But it didn’t matter. “You can do this, bella. We can.” He’d been thinking 
about the next thing he was going to say for a while, as he’d watched Beverly struggle over the 
past few months, but he hadn’t brought it up yet. This moment seemed an apt time. “And I’ll get 
cut. We stop at four.” 
 
She sat up a little, surprised. “If this is our boy, you mean.” 
 
“No. I’ll make an appointment right after the holidays. It doesn’t matter whether this one is a boy 
or not. I love my girls. I love the pink and the glitter and the Barbies and princesses and all of it. 
I don’t need a son to make my family complete. Every one of our children is a token of our love, 
bella. My family was complete when I put this ring on your finger.” He brought her hand to his 
lips. “Sei tutto per me. Sei il sole della mia vita. Ti amo.” 
 
She put her hand on the side of his face. “I love you. Don’t make the appointment yet. I’m not 
ready to be pregnant again, but I’m not ready to be so final about it, either.” She laughed shyly. 
“I’m sorry about being crazy today.” 
 
“You are the farthest thing from crazy. You need help you’re not asking for—but now I’m going 
to make sure you get it.” He kissed her hand again. “And it’s not me you owe an apology, 
Mamma.” 
 
The color drained again from her face. “Oh, God. Poor Elisa! I can’t believe I spoke to her like 
that!” 
 
“I talked to her. She’s okay. I told her you’d come up and see her.” 
 
“Okay. I need to check on dinner first.” 
 
“No. You need to talk to our girl. Do you want me to get Dominic here and take over in the 
kitchen?” 
 
“No, no. Ashley and Gina know what they’re doing, and I don’t want to just hand it all over. 
Okay. I’ll… okay. I’ll go talk to Elisa. The girls need to nap before dinner, anyway, so they’ll 
still be awake for Mass.” 
 
He stood and helped her to her feet. “Go. I’ll put Ma in the kitchen and I’ll get Lia up to bed.” 
 
 

~oOo~ 
 



 
A few hours later, their house was full of every living Pagano. Nick’s mother. His Uncle Carlo 
and his wife, Adele. His cousins and their families: Carlo, Sabina, Trey, and Little Ben; Carmen, 
Theo, and Teresa; Luca and Manny; John; Joey; and Rosa, Eli, and Teddy. Eli’s brother, Theo’s 
other son, Jordan, was there. Katrynn was there. And Donnie, too. All of the most important 
people in their lives. 
 
After a nap—Nick had insisted that Beverly lie down for a few minutes, too—all his girls were 
restored, and Beverly had dressed them in red velvet dresses with white faux-fur trim. They 
matched, but each was different, too. Beverly was also dressed in red velvet. To see all his girls 
looking like a matched set made Nick smile. 
 
Beverly had checked in on the progress of the kitchen, but she ultimately let Nick’s mother take 
over—a position Betty had been chomping at the bit for, anyway. While she delegated the food 
prep, Beverly had enlisted Elisa and Lia to help her set the tables—elegant and traditional for the 
adults, and Santa-themed for the kids. While Nick paced a crabby Carina around the house, in 
what they had come to call ‘walkies,’ doing laps around the first floor because only movement 
would keep her settled, Beverly had given Elisa a large gift bag filled with small gold-foil-
wrapped boxes for the grownups, and Lia another bag filled with boxes wrapped in paper with 
sparkling snowflakes for the children, and the girls set a box on the top of each place setting. 
Little tokens for each member of their family.  
 
Despite the afternoon’s drama, and despite the less-than-picture-perfect settings created by small 
but eager hands, the tables were wonderful. When family had begun to arrive, everything had 
been ready, and Beverly had been flush with pride in that.  
 
And, of course, it was all torn to shreds within minutes of the house being full of people. The 
kids ripped open the little packages at their places long before dinner was served, and there were 
Christmas LEGOs scattered all over the house seconds later. The adults nibbled at the food as it 
was laid out and left their drinks about, losing track of them. Lia was wearing a stripe of virgin 
eggnog on the front of her velvet dress. 
 
Norman Rockwell had left the building. 
 
Nick kept an eye on Beverly, concerned that, in her current state, she’d stress about the mess, but 
she had most of the women in the kitchen now, and the room was full of chatter and laughter, as 
it should have been all day. 
 
Carina was in Luca’s arms, giggling as he swooped her back and forth through the air, her little 
red dress billowing out around her chubby legs. Nick laughed, realizing that it was Luca he 
thought Carina was most like. 
 
John and Katrynn were talking in a corner, apart from the rest of the circus. Their talk seemed 
serious and intense, and Nick lingered for a moment, curious. But then Elisa ran up and asked 
him to help her put her LEGO reindeer back together, and John and Katrynn were forgotten. 
 



Nick had started the day by okaying a hit. Two of J.J.’s men were spending Christmas Eve 
ending the life of a man who’d thought to challenge Nick, while Nick himself leaned against the 
bar in his living room with a glass of scotch in his hand and talked football with his cousins—
and Trey, who had surprisingly knowledgeable opinions about the Pats—and his children and 
their cousins ran and squealed through the rooms of his home. 
 
When he took the call confirming that the job was done, he’d wedged his phone between his 
shoulder and his ear so he could fix the bow on the back of Elisa’s dress. 
 
The violence of his life would never change, even though now his own hands stayed clean. But it 
no longer darkened him as it once had. This was his balance—this home, his wife, his children, 
his family. And another child on the way. He smiled. He knew it would be hard for this one to be 
so close in age with Carina, for Beverly more than anyone else, but he couldn’t be sorry to know 
that their love would bring forth another token. Another happy voice in this chorus. 
 
Speaking of which, Beverly walked into the living room, looking lovely and radiant in her own 
red velvet. She came over and kissed him, stepping back just as he started to wrap her in his 
arms. “It’s time to eat, people!” she called, raising her voice above the chattery din. 
 
It took some time to get even a hungry crowd of this size moving in tandem. Gina and Ashley 
took control of the kids’ table. At the adults’ table, everyone, without being prompted, began 
opening the little foil-wrapped boxes Elisa had placed on their plates. Sterling silver key chains 
engraved with the Pagano family crest—another of his wife’s ideas. Small tokens of the thing 
that bound them all together. Family. Even Donnie and Katrynn got one—they had become, over 
the years, members of the family, through their tight bond with Beverly. 
 
Once everyone was seated, the kids at their table, the adults at theirs, Nick at the head and his 
Uncle Carlo directly across from him, a spread of gorgeous fish dishes arrayed for the adults and 
more kid-friendly tuna tetrazzini for the children, Nick raised his glass. 
 
“Before we set in, I’d like to toast you all. I know this is a break in long-standing traditions, and 
it means a lot to me and Beverly both that you’ve joined us here tonight. We lost Uncle Ben and 
Aunt Angie this past year, and they left holes we’ll never be able to fill. Family was important to 
them, and I think they’d be glad to see us all together for this important meal. Thank you.” He 
lifted his glass to a mingled chorus of “Salute!” and “Cin cin!”  
 
Then he nodded to his uncle. “Uncle Carlo, would you do us the honor of saying grace?” 
 
Carlo Sr., obviously moved, nodded. “I’d be honored, Nick. You mind if I say something first?” 
 
Nick shook his head and held out his hand, indicating that his uncle should go ahead. 
 
Carlo Sr. cleared his throat. “You’re right that being here, eating at your table on Christmas Eve, 
isn’t our tradition. When my father passed, my brothers and I went our own ways—in many 
things. But I’m the last of my generation now, and our children are making a new generation. It’s 
time for new traditions. These children should grow up in a family that’s together.” He looked at 



Beverly and smiled. “I guess it took a woman like Bev, who sees things like they should be, and 
thinks the way they are is no excuse, to remind us that we belong together. So thank you, Bev—
and Nick, too—for bringing us all together on this holy night.” 
 
“Hear, hear!” Luca exclaimed, grinning at Beverly. All of the diners raised their glasses and 
toasted her. She blushed and smiled down at her place setting. 
 
Then Carlo Sr., the patriarch of the Pagano family, nodded to Nick, the don of the Pagano 
Brothers. The older man bowed his head and folded his hands. The rest of the table followed suit. 
 
But Nick reached out and took Beverly’s hand, linking their fingers together. He had thought 
many times over the years that she had given him his family. Now he understood that she had 
bestowed that gift on all of them. 
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The Last Night of Christmas 

 
By Sarah Osborne 

 
 
‘Twas the last night of Christmas, when through the clubhouse 
Not a brother was stirring, not even a mouse. 
The holsters were hung by the chimney with care, 
In case that St. Nicholas soon would be there. 
 
The brothers were nestled all snug in their beds, 
While visions of sweet butts danced in their heads; 
My ol’ lady in her corset, and I in my cut 
Had just settled down for a long winter’s fuck. 
 
When out on the lot there arose such a clatter, 
I sprang from the bed to see what was the matter. 
Away to the window I flew like a flash, 
Tore open the shutters and threw up the sash. 
 
The moon on the breast of the new-fallen snow 
Gave the lustre of mid-day to objects beflow. 
When, what to my wondering eyes did appear, 
But a big ol’ black Harley, with more at the rear. 
 
With a little old driver, so lively and quick, 
I knew in a moment it must be St. Nick. 
More rapid than eagles his brothers they came, 
And he whistled, and shouted, and called them by name: 
 
“Now, Rebels! Now, Horde! Now, Nightshade and Freaks! 
On, Marauders! Fallen, Skulls, and Priests! 
To the top of the porch! To the top of the wall! 
Now dash away! Dash away all! 
 
As dry leaves that before the wild hurricane fly, 
When they meet with an obstacle, it surely would die, 
So up to the clubhouse the brothers they flew, 
With holsters of Uzis, and St. Nicholas, too. 
 
And then, in a twinkling, I heard at the door 
The spinning of tires and unmistakable roar. 



I pulled out my Glock, and was turning around, 
When through the door, St. Nicholas came with a bound. 
 
He was dressed all in fur, from his head to his foot, 
And his clothes were all tarnished with ashes and soot. 
A bundle of semis he’d flung on his back, 
And he looked like a peddler just opening his pack. 
 
He was chubby and plump, a right jolly old elf, 
And I laughed when I saw him, in spite of myself. 
A glint in his eye and a twist of his head 
Let me know that I’d soon be dead. 
 
He spoke not a word but went straight to his work, 
Filled my brothers with bullets, then turned with a jerk, 
And raising his hand as the world turned to red, 
As bikers filled the room with the dying and dead, 
 
He sprang to his bike, to his team gave a whistle, 
And away they all flew like the down of a thistle. 
But I heard his exclaim, ere he rode out of sight, 
 
HAPPY CHRISTMAS TO ALL, AND A FREAKY GOOD NIGHT! 
 

 


