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INTRODUCTION 

The Novel Notes Newsletter was born in April 2015, the brainchild of Alicia Dean 

who was looking for a fun way to reach readers. And what’s more fun than trying 

new things with friends? 

She reached out to a group of authors who cross-promote for each other, and Kathy, 

Leah and Diane jumped onboard. By June of that year our first newsletter was 

delivered to subscribers. About a year later, Krysta joined the fun. 

Each month one of us is the “featured author”—sharing something new or 

interesting about our stories. Each month subscribers have a chance to win a $25 

gift card. And it’s free! 

So how did we meet to begin with? 

 

Diane 
One of my RWA chapter-mates posted about a great online group called Authors 

Helping Authors. Great, indeed! Alicia Dean spearheads this group where authors 

support and promote each other through various social media outlets (Twitter, 

Facebook, etc.) I was a newbie at promoting and desperately needed all the help I 

could get. I learned so much from this talented group of writers and made many 

friends. That's where I met Alicia, Leah, and Kathy. As mentioned above, Krysta 

joined us later. All of these women have helped me grow as a writer. 

 

Alicia 
I'm so fortunate to know these lovely ladies. While I introduced a few of them to one 

another, I met each of them in a different way. I met Krysta first, in a writing class 

in around 2003 or thereabouts. I met Kathy when she joined my local RWA chapter, 

OKRWA, in 2007. Leah, I met when she submitted her manuscript to me at The 

Wild Rose Press in 2009. And, Diane, I met in 2012 when she joined the Authors 

Helping Authors promo loop I established. While I'm 'face to face' friends with 

Krysta and Kathy, I have only met Diane and Leah virtually. But, I hope to have a 

face to face with them one day soon. I feel such a connection with all of these 

awesome writers, and I'm proud to be involved in Novel Notes with them.  

 



 

 

Leah 

As Alicia mentioned, she and I first met in 2009 through The Wild Rose Press. She 

was the editor for my first published book, and to say I was apprehensive about the 

process would be a bit of an understatement. (Picture me joyfully jumping around 

my second-floor apartment, simultaneously biting my nails.) But Alicia quickly put 

my fears to rest. In fact, as an editor, she spoiled me to the point that I haven’t 

worked with another since! I joined Authors Helping Authors where I met Diane 

and Kathy. I first was introduced to Krysta when I read her novella in the Martini 

Club 1920s series. (Alicia and Kathy also have titles in the series.) It’s been a joy to 

get to know these talented ladies even better through our newsletter, and each 

month I look forward to reading what they share. I also hope we all might meet in 

person someday. 

 

Krysta 

How did I meet these wonderful ladies? Alicia is right. We did meet in a writing 

class about thirteen years ago. We’ve been through many critique groups, writing 

classes, OKRWA and Martini Club together. I still can’t believe so much time has 

passed since I met her. Time certainly does fly by. I met Kathy in 2007 when she 

joined OKRWA. We got to know each other better through our writing retreats, 

critique group and Martini Club. Leah and Diane, I’ve only just met through the 

Novel Notes Newsletter. I also hope to meet them in person someday. 

 

Kathy 
Even though I joined the Oklahoma Romance Writers in March of 2007, I 

specifically remember meeting Alicia Dean the following year in San Francisco at a 

Chapter dinner that I pulled together. There were so many members at Nationals 

that year, and I was at the far end of one table, near her. She offered to help me, as 

we know she is wont to do. Ever so generous. But I was very new and very self-

conscious, so I never took her up on it. Krysta, I got to know better, when Amanda 

McCabe and I were invited to a writing retreat with Alicia and Krysta's critique 

group in southwest Oklahoma. Krysta asked if I was in a critique group, but mine 

had fallen apart about a year before, then Voila! I was in.  

 

I met Leah and Diane through Alicia's Authors Helping Authors Yahoo group, and 

somehow we all ended up combining our efforts in a newsletter, which has helped 

tremendously. I hope someday to meet both in person! 



 

 

THREE THINGS (FUN FACTS) 

Diane’s Fun Facts: 

 

I’ve lived in three states in the Midwest: Michigan, Illinois, and Missouri. 

 

I’ll read all night, but not often. Only with a captivating book. 

 

I want to be able to teleport, so I could visit my granddaughter often.  

 

Alicia’s Fun Facts 
 

I went to high school with Toby Keith in Moore, Oklahoma. 

 

I dislike the sun, and summer, and much prefer cold, rainy, snowy weather. 

 

When I was eleven, my family moved from Oklahoma City to Cassville, Missouri. 

We moved into an old house where it was rumored Jesse James once hid out. We 

were cleaning out the attic and found an Ouija board. My dad tossed it into a 

fire, although his friend told him not to, that something bad would happen to do 

with fire. Three months later, our house burned to the ground. We had to move 

back to OKC, but those three months in Missouri were some of the best of my 

life, and I still remember them fondly. 

 

Krysta’s Fun Facts 
 

Krysta’s father is an identical twin and her mother is also an identical twin. 

 

When she was two years old, Krysta sailed with her parents to England on board 

the Queen Mary. 

 

Krysta started college as the theater major. She changed her major to 

psychology when she was a junior.  

 

Leah’s Fun Facts 
 



 

 

I use a pen name because there is an English professor at Harvard with my real 

name and I didn’t want to be confused with her (hahahaha). Actually....my first 

book was an “R”-plus rating (with an erotic theme), and my sons begged me not 

to use our family name. 

 

I played violin in high school and dreamed of one day being a concert violinist. 

Unfortunately the lack of skill killed that dream. :-) 

 

I hate cold/snowy/icy weather. I also hate hot/humid/muggy weather. I would 

never have survived as a pioneer. 

 

Kathy’s Fun Facts 
 

I have a Business Administration degree from the University of Oklahoma that 

includes a vocal minor. I love to sing! I once got to sing at the Oklahoma Opry. I 

sang Paper Rose and threw plastic rose into the audience.  

 

I also did two shows at the Oklahoma City Arts Festival that were 40 minutes 

each. The first show, in 2000, was eleven show tunes and eight clothes changes. 

Songs included Just Around the Riverbend and Colors of the Wind from 

Pocahontas, Don’t Cry for me Argentina, My Favorite Things, The Sound of 

Music, and Do-Re-Mi from The Sound of Music (with 7 kids on stage), I Feel 

Pretty and Tonight from West Side Story, Sunrise Sunset (duet w/my husband 

and my daughter and her husband waltzing), My Heart Will Go On from Titanic, 

and Liza Minelli’s Cabaret. 

 

The following year, 2001, my friend Terry Stafford and I sang 9 duets in a show 

we called “Springtime Romance”. These songs included: Somewhere Out There, 

When I Fall In Love, Beauty and the Beast, A Whole New World, (With You I’m) 

Born Again, I Can’t Make You Love Me (w/my friend Terry playing the sax), I 

Want to Spend My Lifetime Loving You, How Do You Keep The Music Playing 

 

The other one little music thing that flattered me beyond words. My husband 

plays bass, guitar and keyboards. We would go to these jams. Well, he would go, 

and once in a while I would tag along. I’d never really sang with live music, 

hence, the karaoke… Anyway, I sang a Jewel song: You Were Meant for Me. I 

did not have a great stage presence. I was a wreck. In any event, I finished the 

song and hurried away. I walked by these two boys, they were about twelve or 



 

 

thirteen, and I heard one of them say. Oh, my God. I think that’s really her 

[Jewel].  

 



 

 

HANDY TIPS 

 

Simple Shape-up Tips by Kathy 

Looking for a way to get the exercise juices flowing? It’s tough. For me, anyway. 

But there is this one little pin I found on Pinterest. I’m not perfect at it, but I 

have managed to make it my own and have kept at it since October 2016 - 5 days 

per week! 

So, here you are: 

 

Mon Tues Wed Thurs Fri 

10 Push ups 15 Push ups 20 Push ups 15 Push ups 10 Push ups 

20 Squats 40 Squats 20 Squats 25 Squats 35 Squats 

15 Lunges 30 Lunges 10 Lunges 10 Lunges 10 Lunges 

40 Crunches 20 Crunches 30 Crunches 35 Crunches 40 Crunches 

30 sec Plank 35 sec Plank 40 sec Plank 45 sec Plank 50 sec Plank 

35 Jumping Jacks 25 Jumping Jacks 35 Jumping Jacks 30 Jumping Jacks 25 Jumping Jacks 

 

I have to admit, after a good 12 weeks, these daily exercises have not gotten 

much easier. But, no matter how much wine I have, I still get the suckers done! 

Purging the Puffs by Krysta  

You can get rid of the puffiness under your eyes using teabags. 

 

Beating Beach Sand Blues by Leah 

Here’s a handy tip to rid yourself (or the kids!) of sand that sticks all over, 

especially in places you don’t want it sticking, like between your toes, inside your 

bathing suit, etc. Wait until you’re essentially dry, then sprinkle baby powder on 

the sand...wherever it’s sticking. Poof, like magic, it comes off.  

 



 

 

Cultivating Clematis Blooms by Diane 
I just learned this one from my sister in Indianapolis: if you cut clematis back 

after it stops blooming, it will bloom again.  

 

Got 10 Minutes? by Alicia Dean 
Got 10 minutes? That’s enough! I know how busy life can be, trust me. But 

sometimes we fail to accomplish things because we don’t have enough time to 

complete tasks. I have tried the 10-minute method, and it works well. (Although, 

admittedly, I don’t try often enough). If you have a project that needs to be done, 

such as cleaning out a closet, writing, reading, crocheting, calling a friend, 

organizing the garage, etc, but you put it off because it will take too long, try 

this. Each day, devote 10 minutes to the project. No, that’s not a lot of time, but 

if you’d given it 10 minutes a day for the past year, you’d be done, right? Or even 

the past month, 6 months, whatever. Plus, maybe you have a little more time 

than you think, and once you apply 10 minutes to the task, you’ll give just a 

little extra and get even more accomplished. Sometimes, in today’s crazy world, 

10 minutes is all we have. So, we might as well make the best use of it we can, 

right?  

 



 

 

OUR FAVORITE... 

... Books and Authors 

 

Kathy’s favorites: 

Jayne Ann Krentz/Amanda Quick 

Teresa Medeiros 

Susan Elizabeth Phillips 

Tessa Dare.  

 

I have two especially favorite books that I read over and over: 

This Heart of Mine by Susan Elizabeth Phillips 

Something About Evangeline by Elizabeth Boyle 

 

Diane’s favorites:  

Hard to name just one....  

Rebecca by Daphne du Maurier 

Hunger Games (trilogy) by Suzanne Collins 

Anything by Jayne Ann Krentz/Jayne Castle, Linnea Sinclair, and Veronica 

Scott. 

 

Alicia’s favorites: 

The Michael Connelly Harry Bosch series 

Mystic River 

The Dennis Lehane Patrick Kenzie series 

The Eden series by Marilyn Harris 

Gone with the Wind 

 

Leah’s favorites: 

The Outlander Series by Diana Gabaldon 

The Fever Series by Karen Marie Moning 

Pretty much anything by Kristen Hannah, Theresa Medeiros, Linda Howard, 

Karen Robards, Elizabeth Lowell and Nora Roberts/J.D. Robb 



 

 

...Movies and TV Shows 
 

Krysta’s Favorites 

Movie: The Shawshank Redemption 

TV Show: Star Trek  

 

Alicia’s Favorites 

Movies: Gone with the Wind, Imitation of Life, Mystic River, Gone Baby Gone 

TV Shows: Dexter, Justified, The Walking Dead, New Girl, Friends 

 

Diane’s Favorite 

Movies: So hard to choose. African Queen, Oblivion, Die Hard and Mission 

Impossible movies. 

 

TV Shows: Sherlock on PBS, Murdoch Mysteries (aka The Artful Detective), 

Firefly (I know, it only last 14 episodes) 

 

Kathy’s Favorite 

I love old movies from the ‘40s era. Gaslight, Notorious just to name a couple; 

and Romantic Comedies. Most of them from the ‘80s, like: Romancing the Stone, 

American Dreamer, The Sure Thing is a fun movie. Legally Blonde and How to 

Lose a Guy in 10 Days. But then, throw in a movie like The Usual Suspects or 

No Way Out … crazy suspenseful or Alfred Hitchcock movies? I’m all in. 

 

TV Shows: Good Morning America, Ellen, Modern Family and Dancing with the 

Stars. In days gone by, however, put me down for Seinfeld and Friends! 

 

Leah’s Favorites 

Movies: Pretty Woman, Dirty Dancing and My Cousin Vinny. Movies that had a 

more meaningful impact: The Help and Blindside. 

 

TV Shows: Outlander, Blacklist, Scandal and Nashville for the great music. 



 

 

...Actors and Actresses 

 

Krysta’s Favorites 

Actor: Bryan Cranston 

Actress: Meryl Streep 

 

Alicia’s Favorites 

Actor: Colin Farrell 

Actress: Lana Turner 

 

Diane’s Favorites 

Actor: I don’t have a favorite. Cary Grant, Chris Pine, Leonard Nemoy, Ryan 

Reynolds, and many more. 

 

Actress: Katharine Hepburn, Helen Mirren, Sandra Bullock, and many more.  

 

Kathy’s Favorites 

Actor: My favorite actor of all time is Cary Grant. In movies like Father Goose, 

Charades, The Philadelphia Story, and To Catch a Thief. He was the hottest 

thing going.  

 

Actress: In keeping with the theme above, give me a Katherine or Audrey 

Hepburn, and Ingrid Bergman. 

 

Leah’s Favorites 

Actors: Sam Heughan (Outlander), Cary Grant, Denzel Washington, Harrison 

Ford 

 

Actresses: Audrey Hepburn, Julia Roberts, Renee Zelwegger 

 



 

 

...Singers and Music  
 

Alicia’s Favorites 

Music: Old Country & Elvis 

 

Singer: Elvis Presley 

 

Leah’s Favorites 

Music: Folk/country rock, Motown sound (from the ‘60s) 

 

Singers: Linda Ronstadt, Temptations (best boy band ever) and Toby Keith  

 

Diane’s Favorites 

Music: No waffling on this one: old time rock & roll. 

 

Singers: Neil Diamond and Adele 

 

Krysta’s Favorites 

Singer: David Bowie 

 

Music: Pop music and Folk music 

 

Kathy’s Favorites 

Musical: Phantom of the Opera, of course, but Wicked is a close second. 

 

Singers: I have two favorite singers too! Sarah Brightman and Ann Wilson.  

 



 

 

...Sports Teams 
 

Alicia’s Favorites 

Cincinnati Reds & Green Bay Packers 

 

Leah’s Favorites 

Penn State Nittany Lions (football), New York Giants  

 

Diane’s Favorites 

Detroit Tigers, Michigan State University and University of Michigan 

 

Krysta’s Favorites 

Chicago Cubs 

Kathy’s Favorites 

NFL - Dallas Cowboys; NBA - Oklahoma City Thunder 



 

 

...Quotes  
 

Kathy 

“Nobody puts Baby in the corner.”  

Johnny (Patrick Swayze) in Dirty Dancing 

Alicia 

“Every strike brings me closer to the next home run.” 

Babe Ruth 

Leah 

“I have not failed. I've just found 10,000 ways that won't work.”  

Thomas A. Edison 

Diane 

“Life happens while you’re busy making other plans.” 

John Lennon 

Krysta 

“Fear can hold you prisoner. Hope can set you free.” 

Stephen King 



 

 

RECIPES 

 

Stuffed Mushrooms from Alicia Dean 

Ingredients 

* 1 8-ounce package softened cream cheese 

* ½ pound breakfast sausage, crumbled, browned, and drained  

* Garlic salt to taste 

* 10 to 12 large mushrooms 

 

 Directions 

* Preheat oven to 350º. 

* Coat a baking pan with margarine.  

* Mix first three ingredients together.  

* Remove stems from mushrooms.  

* Spread a spoonful of cream cheese mixture on each mushroom and replace 

stems. 

* Brush mushrooms with melted butter or margarine.  

* Bake for approximately 30 minutes.  

 



 

 

Watergate Salad (aka Watergate Jell-O, green fluff) 

from Diane Burton 

Ingredients 

* 20-ounce can crushed pineapple in own juice (do not drain) 

* 3-½ ounce package pistachio instant pudding (dry) 

* 1 cup mini marshmallows 

* ½ cup chopped pecans (walnuts are okay, too) 

* 8-ounce carton Cool Whip, thawed 

 

Directions 

* Combine first ingredients. Fold in Cool Whip.  

* Refrigerate 1 hour.  

* Garnish with a maraschino cherry and 3 mint leaves (my MIL’s suggestion, 

which I never do). Serve. 

 



 

 

Black Cuban Beans from Krysta Scott 

Ingredients 

* 1 pound of black beans 

* 2 tablespoons of garlic powder 

* 1 medium onion 

* 3 cloves of garlic 

* 1/2 cup of olive oil 

* 1 cup of dry white wine 

* 1 tablespoon of ground pepper 

* 1 tablespoon of salt 

* 2 tablespoons of sugar 

* 4 to 5 tablespoons of white vinegar 

* 1 big green pepper 

* 2 tablespoons of oregano 

* 1 tablespoons of cumin 

* 4 pieces of bacon 

* 2 bay leaves 

Directions 

 

Step 1 

 

* Boil beans for 15 minutes 

* Soak overnight 

* Throw away the water and replace with clean water. The water should be over 

the beans by about 1-2 inches depending on the size of your pot. 

* Add bacon, bay leaves, and green pepper to water. 

* Cover pan and boil beans over medium-high heat until soft. It could take 2-3 

hours. (You may need to add more water; don’t burn the beans.) As a rule you 

want to keep about an inch of water over the beans. 

* Take off the fire, or set on simmer.  

Step 2 

 

* In a big (10-12 inch) sauce pan, cover the bottom with olive oil. Add chopped 

onion, chopped garlic, crushed (powder) oregano, ground pepper and cumin.  

* Cook over medium fire for about 5-10 min. Don’t burn the garlic or onions. Add 

the onions first and after a few minutes the garlic. The garlic cooks faster than 

the onion. 



 

 

* Add the oil to the beans. Next, Add vinegar, garlic powder, sugar, and salt to 

the beans. 

* Cook beans over low fire (minor boil) until most of the liquid evaporates and 

the liquid gets thicker. At this stage you don’t want any liquid over the beans.  

* You want to see the beans, may be about a ⅛ inch of liquid, no more. One way 

to make the liquid thicker is to smash some of the beans with the spoon against 

the side of the pot. 

Step 3 

 

* Taste the beans and add more ingredients if needed (limit the addition to wine, 

vinegar, pepper, sugar, garlic powder or salt).  

* Remove (from the beans) the bacon, green pepper and bay leaves. (Throw them 

away or eat them if you are really hungry).  

* Add a bit of olive oil to the beans and serve them over rice. 

 



 

 

Easy Chicken or Turkey Pot Pie 

from Leah St. James 

 

Ingredients 

* 2 frozen pie crusts, thawed 

* 1 can cream of chicken soup 

* 2 cups cooked chicken or turkey cut into bite-sized pieces 

* 1 16-ounce package frozen mixed vegetables, thawed and drained 

* 1/2 cup shredded cheddar cheese (whatever blend you prefer) 

* 1 teaspoon seasoned salt. (I use regular salt to taste.) 

* 1 teaspoon seasoned pepper blend. (I use regular black pepper to taste.) 

 

Directions 

* Preheat oven to 350° 

* Lay one of the pie crusts in an 8- or 9-inch pie dish 

* Combine soup, chicken/turkey, salt, thawed mixed vegetables and cheese in a 

mixing bowl. Pour into the pie dish (with the bottom crust already there). 

* Place the second crust on top, crimp edges and cut a few slits in the top to vent. 

* Bake for about an hour. (For whatever reason, mine usually takes more than 

an hour.) Pie is done when the crust is golden brown and the liquid is bubbly. 

Enjoy! 

 

I found this recipe on AllRecipes.com, my go-to site when I’m looking for new 

things to do with food. Here’s the link if you’d like to read similar recipes. Check 

out the comments, too, for how some great cooks have altered to suit their tastes. 

http://allrecipes.com/recipe/215442/fast-and-easy-turkey-pot-pie/ 

 



 

 

Easiest Blackberry Pie Ever  

from Kathy L Wheeler 
 

Ingredients 

* 2 frozen pie crusts 

* 4 cups fresh blackberries 

* 1/2 cup sugar 

* 1/2 cup flour 

* 2 tablespoons milk 

 

Directions 

* Pre-heat oven to 425°.  

* Prick pie crusts with fork in several places.  

* Reserve a small amount of sugar, perhaps a teaspoon. Combine the rest of the 

sugar and flour.  

* Toss in 3-1/2 cups of the blackberries with the sugar and flour, then pour 

blackberries into one of the pie crusts.  

* Top the other 1/2 cup of blackberries on top.  

* Pinch the other pie crust over the top of the blackberries to the lower pie crust. 

* Brush milk over top crust and sprinkle with remaining sugar.  

* Bake for 15 minutes, then lower oven temperature to 375° and bake for 

additional 20 to 25 minutes.  

 



 

 

 

 

MEET OUR AUTHORS 
 

Diane Burton 
Hi, I’m Diane Burton, a hardy Michigander with two 

children and three of the most beautiful, talented, 

intelligent (I’m not prejudiced) grandchildren. I write 

romantic suspense, PI mysteries, and science fiction 

romance. Besides reading and watching movies, I’m a 

sometimes quilter and gardener.  

 

Contact links 

Blog ~ Goodreads  
 

Diane’s Books 

 

Michigan location 

The Case of the Bygone Brother: An Alex O’Hara Novel 

The Case of the Fabulous Fiancé: An Alex O’Hara Novel 

One Red Shoe 

 

Science Fiction Romance 

Switched 

Switched, Too 

Switched Resolution 

The Pilot: An Outer Rim Novel 

The Chameleon: An Outer Rim Novel 

The Protector: An Outer Rim Novel 

Mission to New Earth (a novella) 

 

Anthology Contributor 

How I Met My Husband 

Portals Volume Two, A Gateway to the Worlds of Science Fiction Romance  
 

 

http://dianeburton.blogspot.com/
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/2902110
https://www.goodreads.com/author/show/2902110
https://www.amazon.com/Case-Bygone-Brother-OHara-Novel-ebook/dp/B00P1GPR0Q/ref=la_B00683MH5E_1_11?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1490138312&sr=1-11
https://www.amazon.com/Case-Bygone-Brother-OHara-Novel-ebook/dp/B00P1GPR0Q/ref=la_B00683MH5E_1_11?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1490138312&sr=1-11
https://www.amazon.com/Case-Fabulous-Fiance-OHara-Novel-ebook/dp/B0195K8F6G/ref=la_B00683MH5E_1_9?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1490138312&sr=1-9
https://www.amazon.com/One-Red-Shoe-Diane-Burton-ebook/dp/B00FDXRHZA/ref=la_B00683MH5E_1_7?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1490138312&sr=1-7
https://www.amazon.com/Switched-Diane-Burton-ebook/dp/B006578JXC/ref=la_B00683MH5E_1_5?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1490138312&sr=1-5
https://www.amazon.com/Switched-Too-Diane-Burton-ebook/dp/B008A70CSU/ref=la_B00683MH5E_1_10?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1490138312&sr=1-10
https://www.amazon.com/Switched-Resolution-Diane-Burton-ebook/dp/B00CNJEO1C/ref=la_B00683MH5E_1_6?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1490138312&sr=1-6
https://www.amazon.com/Pilot-Outer-Rim-Novel-Book-ebook/dp/B00AE6OH4K/ref=la_B00683MH5E_1_4?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1490138312&sr=1-4
https://www.amazon.com/Chameleon-Outer-Rim-Novel-Book-ebook/dp/B00K8GDN00/ref=la_B00683MH5E_1_8?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1490138312&sr=1-8
https://www.amazon.com/Protector-Outer-Rim-Novel-Book-ebook/dp/B012IZ3664/ref=la_B00683MH5E_1_2?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1490138312&sr=1-2
https://www.amazon.com/dp/B01JXZR0AK/ref=cm_sw_su_dp
https://www.amazon.com/How-I-Met-My-Husband-ebook/dp/B008RE1RJO/ref=la_B00683MH5E_1_3?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1490138312&sr=1-3
https://www.amazon.com/Portals-Two-Alison-Aimes-ebook/dp/B01G7RXDY4/ref=la_B00683MH5E_1_1?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1490138312&sr=1-1


 

 

Alicia Dean 
Hi, I’m Alicia Dean. I write suspense, paranormal, and 

have been known to write a few vintage historicals. I 

live in Edmond, Oklahoma and am a divorced mother of 

three grown children. I have wanted to be a writer for 

as long as I can remember. I am exceedingly grateful 

and blessed that I have realized that dream. When I’m 

not writing, editing, or otherwise working, I love 

hanging out with family and friends. Although, I’m also 

a hermit and I’ll admit, I really love hibernating and 

being by myself. Other things I enjoy are Elvis, MLB, NFL, watching TV and, of 

course, reading 

 

I enjoy connecting with readers, hanging out on social media, and I hope to ‘meet’ all 

of you on Facebook, Twitter, etc. I also enjoy playing games and giving away prizes, 

so be sure to follow me so you won’t miss out!  

 

Contact links: 

 

Please join my Facebook Fan & Friend Club: 

Alicia Dean Fan Club 

Website ~ Facebook~ Twitter 

 

Alicia’s Books 

 

Isle of Fangs Series: (Paranormal) 

Liberty Awakened (Book 1) 

Liberty Divided (Book 2) 

Liberty Empowered (Book 3) 

 

Northland Crime Chronicles Series: (Suspense with Romantic Elements) 

Death Notice (Book 1) 

Death Offerings (Book 2) 

 

Reapers of Boone Series (Paranormal Romance) 

Soul Seducer (Book 1) 

 

Suspense/Thriller: 

https://www.facebook.com/groups/AliciaDeansFanClubAndFriends/
https://aliciadean.com/
https://www.facebook.com/AuthorAliciaDean/
https://twitter.com/Alicia_Dean_
https://www.amazon.com/Liberty-Awakened-Isle-Fangs-Book-ebook/dp/B00LU32MES/ref=la_B004HQW4X4_1_13?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1490139047&sr=1-13&refinements=p_82%3AB004HQW4X4
https://www.amazon.com/Liberty-Divided-Isle-Fangs-Book-ebook/dp/B00LU3I71A/ref=la_B004HQW4X4_1_14?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1490139047&sr=1-14&refinements=p_82%3AB004HQW4X4
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Krysta Scott 
Hi all, I’m Krysta Scott. Although I’ve been writing all 

my life I’m fairly new to the publishing industry. 

Probably because I’m very slow at progressing from idea 

to full-fledged story. At least that’s what my critique 

partners tell me. It’s something I’m working on. I lived in 

Illinois until my mid-twenties. When I got accepted into 

law school, I moved with my fiancé to Oklahoma and 

have lived there ever since. Still get called a Yankee on 

occasion but I think I’ve successfully transplanted to the 

southwest. When I’m not writing, I’m either watching one of my favorite television 

shows or hunkering down with a good book. I also enjoy cross-stitch, needle point 

and sewing. 

 

Contact Links: 

Website ~ Blog ~ Facebook ~ Twitter 

 

 

Krysta’s Books 

 
Paranormal Romance 

Shadow Dancer 

 

Martini Club 4 Series 

1920s—Runaway 

1940s—Priceless 
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Leah St. James  
Hey, everyone, I’m Leah St. James. I’m a native Jersey 

Girl living (for now) in southeastern Virginia with my 

husband of many years. We have two grown sons who 

are happily off and living their lives and, as of this 

writing, haven’t yet produced any grandchildren for us. I 

write mostly romantic suspense, although I’ve dabbled 

in other genres. Aside from writing, my favorite things 

to do are reading (must have a book to read at all times), 

singing (as an amateur only!), hanging out with my 

oldest/best friends, and going to the beach. 

Contact links: 

Facebook ~ Website 
 

Leah’s Books 

 

Suspense and Romance 

Surrender to Sanctuary (erotic theme) 

Adrienne’s Ghost (paranormal romantic suspense novella) 

 

Women’s Fiction 

Christmas Dance 

 

Short Stories 

Letter from Christine (general fiction) 

Blood Moon (mystery/suspense) 

Lights of Imani (children, ages 4-9) 
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Kathy L Wheeler 
 

 

I’m Kathy L Wheeler when I write everything but my 

Cinderella Series. Then I’m Kae Elle Wheeler. (The name 

looks fabulous on the covers…) I love the NFL, NBA, 

Musical Theater, Travel, Painting, Reading, Writing and 

… karaoke! 

 

Contact Links: 

Website ~ Facebook ~ Twitter 

 

Kathy’s Books 

The Bloomington Series 

Quotable 

Maybe It’s You 

Lies That Bind 

  

Martini Club 4 Series 

Reckless – The 1920s 

Pampered – 1940s (February 2017) 

  

Kae Elle Wheeler 

  

Cinderella Series 

The Wronged Princess – book i 

The Unlikely Heroine – book ii 

The Surprising Enchantress – book iii 

The Price of Scorn: Cinderella’s Evil Stepmother 

The English Lily – Scrimshaw Doll Tale 

 

Novellas 

Nose Job — Scrimshaw Doll Tale 

The Mapmaker’s Wife (Civil War Novella) 

Blood Stained Memories (A World of Gothic Novella) 

 

The Rebel Lords of London 

The Earl’s Error 

 

Non-fiction 

Places to Market and Promo for the (Indie) Author 
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SHORT STORIES 
 

By Kathy L Wheeler 

 

Several years ago when I first began writing. I was using writing prompts to 

just write something, because I had no idea what to write. That being said—and 

please keep in mind—this is totally tongue-in-cheek. The writing prompt that day 

was  

9 Reasons to Break Off Your Wedding. 

I knew (1) things were going too good. I’d read there were nine reasons to break off 

your wedding, but laughed it off, because, truly, how ludicrous. Doubting was my 

first mistake. 

Breaking off my wedding really had nothing to do with the fact that when I 

woke up on my wedding day, there was — (2) a barrage of pouring rain. Sheets of 

hard, pelting drops that stung with each ping against my skin. Well, everyone 

knows rain is bad luck on your wedding day, despite the jewelry companies who run 

contests promising to pick up the cost of your wedding rings if more than an inch of 

accumulated water is registered at the airport. No, it had nothing to do with the 

weather.  

Nor did calling off my nuptials have anything to do with the fact that my 

beloved had (3) hired a French maid. Admittedly, my house is nothing short of a 

yard sale wanting — no — needing to happen. The French maid, however, turned 

out to be a worse housekeeper than I. So, I suppose I did have a fleeting moment of 

doubt wondering why he would hire someone to clean the house when the 

communication between the two of us (the French maid and I) consisted only of 

“mais oui” and “non”? Non. I had no idea to what I was agreeing or not agreeing to. 

And, silly me, for not finding thing questionable when my love informed me he'd 

invited his (4) mother and (5) my bombshell sister to stay with us—or was it to live 

with us? No, I just went along in my merry little, optimistic way, thinking, “Oh, 

isn't this nice, he wants our families to get better acquainted.” He probably 

informed me speaking French.  

But, then I wondered if it was normal for a fiancé to (6) not really like my cat? 

Men don't really care for cats, do they? In fact, I think he might hate my cat. 

<>sigh<> Cats could be replaced, right?  



 

 

Not even that was not enough for me to break off my wedding.  

Though, perhaps niggling doubts were beginning to cross my mind. You know, 

thinking that maybe … just maybe … I might be one of those million who were just 

(7) unlucky in love. Well, I pushed that ridiculous thought right out of my head. I'm 

just not the unlucky type.  

My forehead was wrinkling, I was thinking so hard. I sucked in a deep breath 

and relaxed my face. Wrinkles were not conducive to wedding photographs. Still, I 

couldn’t possibly have broken off my soon-to-be-marriage during a particularly 

mind-blowing, star-seeing, awe-inspiring, spine-tingling climax the other night 

when he called out — (8) was it his secretary's name? Surely not—although I can't 

seem to recall his secretary's name. 

No, I woke this morning and knew the reason it was time to break off my 

wedding was because … 

Because …  

 It was going to be an excruciatingly, horrific, disastrous, hideous, appalling, the 

most daunting (9) bad hair day! I'll be in tears for a week! 

 



 

 

The Queen, The Princess & The Surf 
By Kathy L Wheeler 

 

Ah! Football! The last game of the regular season. She was sad about that. Now all 

she had to look forward to was the unbearably cold weather. Blustering winds, 

chilly rains, dark skies. Not to mention the threat of constant snow. Julianne 

punched a button on the remote. The television clicked off, leaving just the sound of 

the cackling fire in the hearth. 

More wood was needed. Unfortunately, it was all on the porch. Outside. In the 

Below Zero temperature. Ah, well, it wouldn’t hurt to store water, as well. Fill the 

lanterns, and the kerosene heater. It looked to be a brutal winter. Never had a 

single year gone by without loss of power for at least a week or two. Being 

unprepared could be not only disastrous, but dangerous. Batteries had been 

purchased, the freezer was filled to capacity, extra dog and cat food bought and 

stored. 

Julianne hated the cold, yet for some reason she’d forgotten that. During the 

summer months’ things never seemed so bad. When summer filled the air with the 

scent of fresh evergreen and wild honeysuckle. How was a person to remember 

winter when the sun beat down on hills laden with green grass and wildflowers? 

It was easy to pretend winter did not exist in the perfection of summer until of 

the harshness of January reared its ugly head. 

She sighed. But, alas, it was not summer—and soon, opening the front door 

would be an exercise in futility. Once the north wind blew and packed the doorway 

with three or feet of snow. Yes, it was beyond critical to be prepared.  

Julianne moved to the tall windows trimmed in cherry wood, and took note of 

the hovering gray clouds. A definite blue-norther was sweeping in. Her skin pricked 

with bumps as the cold air seeped through the cracks. Shivering, she registered the 

need to seal the windows. Unnecessary heat escaping was just stupid. Heat was a 

precious commodity. Howling winds picked up in their intensity, nudging Julianne 

into action.  

“Come on, you lazy mutt,” she prodded her slumbering lab affectionately. He lay 

stretched out before the blazing fire. “Time to go out and take care of business.”  

He raised his head in protest.  

“I know. I’m sorry. You don’t have to stay long," she promised.  

*** 

Bartholomew rose with the purpose of getting it over with quickly. Past experience 

proved Julianne would not shove him out the door, but better to have it over and 

done with than fight the inevitable. 



 

 

He darted to the front door casting a disgusted glance towards the feline whose 

smug gaze from atop her comfortable perch on a ledge near a carpeted stairway. 

She calmly lifted, flexed her paw, then proceeded to lick it clean.  

Sucking in a breath, he flew out the narrow opening of the door Julianne held 

for him.  

*** 

Wilhemina grinned, thanking whatever stars, and Julianne, that she was not a 

dog. The big black hound resented her immensely, judging by the disparaging look 

he’d thrown her. He just happened to love Julianne more than he despised her! 

Ha. What did she care? It suited Wilhemina fine so long as she was dry and 

warm. 

“You shouldn’t act so haughty.” Julianne’s tone held a thread of amusement. It 

was a knowing tone, one that Wilhemina despised. She stopped licking her paw and 

glanced up. Julianne stood before her, hands fisted at her hips, shaking her head.  

A slight twinge of guilt wriggled through her, but lowering her feline pride was 

… difficult. She switched to her other paw, pointedly ignoring Julianne. 

“It’s going to be awfully cold this winter, you know,” Julianne went on. “He may 

put up a fuss when you try settle next to him for warmth later.” 

Wilhemina stopped. The princess had a point. She cast a watchful glance as 

Julianne moved to the window to wait for the mongrel with some regret. Oh, how it 

irked her when Julianne was right. With a silent sigh Wilhemina leaped from her 

perch, landing with sure-feet as Julianne let in a sharp breeze of cold air.  

The black monstrosity raced for the warmth of the fire. 

Well, a queen should look after her subjects. It was in her best interests, after 

all. She sauntered over to the shivering mutt and licked his nose. Only once, mind, 

then settled herself alongside him.  

He accepted gracefully, the surf. 

 



 

 

The Sharo Murder File 

By Kathy L Wheeler 

 

The lights seemed awfully bright when I made my way from the newly remodeled 

entrance at Jazzercise to the classroom hallway. Members’ log sheets, marking the 

latest promo efforts, covered soft yellowed walls. Unnaturally loud laughter 

saturated the air. Things didn’t look so different as much as felt so different. I 

rounded the corner and worked my way through a throng of people, not registering 

the horror on their faces. 

 You see, this was Wednesday, four-thirty—almost time for my regular 

Muscles and Music class. I was incredibly stiff from Monday’s tortuous session. Who 

knew what devious affliction Linda Sharo had in store for us today. Whatever it 

was, it was sure to be utter misery. Yet, every Monday and Wednesday afternoon, I 

martyred myself by showing up. And, every Monday and Wednesday, she saw fit to 

harass my fifty-something-year-old body…. 

Yes, I said it—I’m over fifty! That’s okay. I told myself, the agony, the ache, the 

excruciating pain she puts me through—well, I do look damn good for over fifty.  

I pressed through the crowd, anxious to get to class—get it over with, more like. 

The congregation of members grew denser as I passed the changing rooms, the 

lockers, finally reaching the narrowed space near stacked benches used for the now 

rare step class. But I made the final push through. 

A gasp of horror stopped me in my tracks.  

That gasp came from me. Somehow I recognized a degree of varying faces. Faces 

that looked out of context—not because they didn’t belong to Jazzercise, but because 

seeing them in the light of day, rather than the cloak of darkness (there were early 

morning students who should have been home taking a nap), Sally, Cathy, Suzanne, 

Teresa, Alicia… 

I exhaled a rush of breath seeing Alicia. Her occasional presence in the 

afternoon class was not so unusual. Relief sagged through me; maybe things weren’t 

so out of whack. A cool wind touched my cheeks and I realized the glass door to the 

parking lot stood open. A drop of premonition swept through me. A small cramp 

that pinched my gut; a whispered chill pricked my skin. 

It was then I noticed other instructors mingled throughout the crowd. Wendi’s 

hot pink cami was drenched with perspiration, having just finished leading the 

three-thirty class. Brandi’s hand clamped over her mouth, blue-eyes, widened in 

shock, set for teaching the four-thirty. Lyndsey’s palms covered her pregnant belly; 

Stephanie, in streets clothes was holding a Walmart bag full of cleaning supplies, 



 

 

Mary Kay make-up, perfect of course, but for the black tracks of mascara streaking 

her cheeks.  

The crowd in the second dance space parted near the elongated mirrored wall. 

There, in a symmetrical circuit, was one red tube, a medicine ball, a wood plank and 

… a mullet Halloween wig Linda had sported just two weeks prior—and two 

bloodied 12-pound dumbbells. In the center, lying in a pool of dark blood lay Linda 

Sharo—our perky Personal Trainer. Around her neck was a thin yellow tube. 

Fitting, I thought, as she’d forced the red ones on us Monday, saving the lightest, 

easiest for herself, laughing maniacally all the while. 

I knew she’d end up dead one day. I should never doubt my premonitions.  

I swallowed hard. “B-but h-how? W-why?” I stuttered. Of course I knew why. I 

had to be a prime suspect. After all, I’d threatened her with murder for months. But 

I never thought anyone would actually kill her. Well, that’s not completely true. I, 

personally, suspected the six a.m. class would eventually do her in. Linda’s overtly 

cheerful mien that early in the morning ... well, who could blame them? 

I glanced across the room where Stacy leaned, her back, and one foot, flat 

against the wall, head buried in her hands. This would not be good for business. I 

must admit my amazement at how perfect her hair always appeared, never a strand 

out of place, whether straightened or just pulled back in a pony-tail. Mine, of course, 

crap—on top of my head, off my neck in a jiggling top-knot after working all day. 

But I digress. I narrowed my eyes on Stacy and considered the scene before me. The 

only red she wore was on her newly painted nails.  

No blood. 

The murderess was smart. She’d (the only he had vacated the country in late 

August with his wife Carol), and unless they’d hired the kill …not likely, I thought 

… She was smart. She’d used a weapon anyone in Linda’s class could lift. Take me 

for example, if the murderess had used a 15 lb weight I would be exonerated, just 

because I couldn’t lift the damned thing. Twelve pounds, however, was much more 

reasonable. 

Just Monday, hadn’t Stacy complained about Linda’s diabolical counting 

scheme? 

“Seven.” 

“Six.” 

“Five.” 

“Four.” 

“Three.” 

“Two,” she called out. “Two. Two … I’m stuck on two …”  

Truly, evil. 

And now, she was dead! 



 

 

Some part of me felt … relieved ... vindicated. I’d told Linda. But had she 

listened? No! I wanted to shout.  

Our torture can surely end now. We have the power. I looked up, met Allie’s 

eyes. Yes, she felt it too. No more—we were free. Free from aching muscles, 

creaking knees, sore arms, until we got … old. Free from— 

“Ya-ay,” I heard a familiar voice. 

Oh, no. This was not happening. Fascinated, morbidly so, I watched Linda rise 

from her bloody pool and make her way up the bench step onto the stage, to the 

sound system. She placed the headset behind her ears, dialed up the music on her 

Nano iPod. Occupants scattered like startled rabbits, leaving Melissa, Janice, Stacy, 

Allie, me and, Linda’s newest torture victim, Susan.  

“Welcome to Hell, Susan.” But the words never made it past my clogged throat. 

I was too stunned. 

“It feels good, doesn’t it?” Linda chirped. Chirped, mind you. No wonder she’d 

been offed. 

I felt the weights in my hands, pulling my arms from their sockets. I looked 

down, stunned. Fifteen pounds. 

“You can do it, Kathy, I know you can go heavier. Ya-ay,” she chirped again. 

I groaned. I would never get out of muscles class.  

Linda-the-Zombie would never quit pushing.  

Well, at least we have great parties, I grunted in silence, trying to lift the 

weights in a hammer-curl. 

 



 

 

Consulting the “8” Ball 

By Krysta Scott 

 

Evan slipped his coat smoothly over his broad shoulders, and Maggie sagged 

against the wall, her insides pooling in a wave of desire. Five years. They’d been 

married five years but her stomach flipped like a silly schoolgirl whenever he was 

near. With his deep tan, thick brown hair and brown eyes, he was still the most 

handsome man Maggie had ever met.  

“I’ll be home late,” he said. 

Maggie sighed. “How long are you going to have to work nights?” 

Evan had never had to work nights before. However, recently, he only came 

home long enough to change clothes before heading back to work. A crazy desperate 

notion lodged a knot in the back of her throat. She swallowed. She’d never known 

him to be deceitful, but she had proof something was definitely off. 

“I don’t know,” Evan said. “It’s been really hectic at the office. Soon, I hope.” 

He kissed her. She leaned in, savoring the warmth of his nearness, but the 

moment didn’t last long enough. He pulled away. With a wink and a smile, he was 

out the door. Maggie grabbed the phone and dialed her sister’s number. 

“April, are you ready?” 

“Yep,” April replied. “I just saw him leave. Are you sure you want to go through 

with this?” 

“April, he’s lying to me.” 

“How do you know?” 

“I asked the “8” ball if Evan was lying to me about work. The answer was, ‘It is 

certain.’ Can you believe that?” She gently patted the black ball with an eight on the 

top and a window at the bottom that allowed her to read the answers to all her 

questions. 

April grunted. “What I can’t believe is, when something happens in your life 

that you have no control over, you turn to that toy for answers. You’re twenty-five. 

Haven’t you learned better ways to handle stress?” 

“I used to think that too. It was just a plaything I got for my sixteenth birthday. 

The same year our parents gave me Princess, the Guinea Pig. As a joke I asked if 

Princess would like some fresh air. You know what it told me?” 

“Not sure I want to know.” Her sister groaned. 

“It said ‘don’t count on it.’ I didn’t pay attention. I mean, what does the “8” ball 

know.” 

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you.” 



 

 

“You remember what happened to Princess? I left the window open and she 

caught pneumonia and died. That’s when I learned the “8” ball doesn’t lie.” 

“That was an accident.” 

“An accident that could have been prevented if I’d listened and left that damned 

window shut. Are you going to help me or not?” 

“I’m in front of your house right now. All you have to do is get in the car.” 

*** 

“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” April said as they followed Evan into the mall. 

They stood several people behind him as he walked with purpose toward an 

unknown destination. 

Maggie bit down on her lip almost drawing blood. She winced relaxing her jaw. 

Damn April for not being able to see Evan’s deception. She’d always been soft where 

he was concerned. “You’ve already said that. Let’s just focus on the true issue here.” 

April brushed her long blonde hair back from her perfect face. Maggie would 

have been jealous if she didn’t love April so much. Her gorgeous sister would never 

have to worry about a man looking at another woman. “Like the fact that your 

paranoia is out of control again?” 

“I’m not paranoid.” Maggie touched her own short dark hair, wondering if she 

should grow it out. Men liked long hair on women, didn’t they? She groaned 

inwardly. She never used to worry about Evan’s attraction to her, his devotion. Only 

recently had she begun to doubt. She focused her attention back on her sister—

apparently not the ally Maggie thought she was. “Isn’t it obvious that Evan is not 

going to work? Doesn’t that convince you that something is wrong here?” 

“Just because he’s not going to work doesn’t mean he’s up to something 

sinister.” 

“We’ll see about that.” Maggie withdrew the black ball from her coat pocket. 

“I can’t believe you brought that stupid thing with you,” April muttered.  

Maggie ignored her. She shook the ball and asked, “Is Evan lying to me?” She 

turned the ball over and waited. 

The answer floated to the surface. ‘As I see it, yes.’ 

She shot April a triumphant look and shook the ball again. “Is Evan afraid that 

I might find out?” She turned the ball over. 

‘It is decidedly so.’ 

She savagely shook the ball again. “Is Evan cheating on me?” She closed her 

eyes, not wanting to see the answer as she turned the ball over. A snort of laughter 

from her sister made her look. 

‘Better not tell you now.’ 

“Oh no!” She shoved the ball back into her pocket and stamped her foot in 

exasperation. “I’m in trouble.” 



 

 

“Yep,” April said. “Anyone who determines their future based on a hunk of 

plastic certainly has issues.” 

Maggie’s reply was stifled when she spotted Evan walking into Bertrom’s 

department store. Maggie stopped. All the noise, bright colors, and motion popped 

out at her, making her dizzy.  

“I can’t go in,” she said. “What am I going to do?” 

April rolled her eyes and took her by the arm. “You’re going to face this like a 

man.” 

“But I’m not a man,” she protested as April pulled her across the threshold into 

Bertrom’s.  

“Maybe not,” April said. “But I’m curious. There he is.” 

“Where?” 

April pointed. “Right there at the tie counter with his back to us.” 

Maggie’s gaze followed the direction her sister indicated. They were in the men’s 

department and Evan stood in front of the tie counter talking to an attractive 

blonde. 

“Oh no,” Maggie said. “He is cheating on me. I knew it. Look, they’re laughing. I 

can’t bear to watch.” 

“Okay,” April said. “This looks like a perfect opportunity to confront him.” 

Maggie agreed but couldn’t make her feet move. Her vision blurred. If she 

talked to Evan now, she would crumble into a million splintered pieces. “I can’t,” 

she said. 

“Fine, then I will.” 

Before Maggie could stop her, April left her side and approached Evan. Maggie 

ducked behind a suit rack so that her wretched cheating husband would not see her 

humiliation. Evan stood with his head close to the blonde’s. What were they talking 

about so intimately? 

April tapped him on the shoulder. He turned to face her, his smile freezing. His 

eyes darted to the sides like a trapped animal’s.  

That’s right. There’s no way out now, buddy boy.  

Maggie craned her neck to get a better look at the home wrecker but her dear 

husband’s bulk concealed the blonde. Evan’s lips twisted into his endearing lopsided 

grin. Only a few short words were spoken. In the span of seconds, April’s eyes grew 

wide. Not in righteous anger at Evan’s mistreatment of her only sister, but in what 

could only be surprise. April didn’t even have the common decency to be disgusted. 

She merely nodded and then walked back toward Maggie.  

“Well? What did he say?” 

April grimaced. “You don’t want to know.” 



 

 

“Oh, I knew it.” Tears welled, then streamed down Maggie’s face. “What am I 

going to do?” 

“You’re going to go home.” 

Maggie wanted to argue, but what was the point? She couldn’t remain here, 

watching her husband destroy their marriage. Heart heavy, she followed her sister 

out of the mall. 

*** 

At home, Maggie cried until she had no tears left. She sat in the living room 

clutching the “8” ball. It had all gone wrong. Even in her most hysterical moments, 

she had never really thought that Evan was cheating on her. But that could be the 

only answer. April had gone all tight lipped. 

The “8” ball was no better. No matter what she asked the answer was always 

‘ask again later’, ‘cannot predict now’, or ‘reply hazy, try again’. She was alone. All 

she could do was wait. 

She got up and paced, then sat back down and wished she were not in this mess. 

How could she ask for a divorce so close to their anniversary? She chewed her lip. 

There wasn’t any other choice. She wouldn’t sit idly by while her husband made fool 

of her. Her thoughts skidded to a halt as she heard a car door slam. Her heart 

pounded. 

Evan walked through the door, whistling. Maggie gripped the couch arm so 

fiercely her nails traced a scratchy protest along the fabric. She dared not move. She 

wouldn’t crawl to him like a whipped puppy. She tilted her chin not wanting to look 

defeated. Evan took off his coat and stamped the snow off his feet.  

“Hi honey,” he said. “Why are you up so late?” 

Maggie looked at the clock, it was midnight. 

“Waiting for you,” She ducked her head into her hands. He had been out until 

midnight. Anger bubbled forth, and she jerked her head up. “Where have you been?” 

“I was at work. You know that,” he said. 

“No you weren’t. I saw you in the mall talking to a woman.” 

His eyebrows raised. Realization dawned, and his mouth tightened.  

Okay, now try to explain that one honey. She had him cornered, but her 

triumph was hollow. 

“That’s right. You must have been there with April. Why didn’t you come talk to 

me?” 

“Right. You’re with your…mistress…the woman you’re cheating with, and you 

expect me to casually walk up and say hi?” 

“You think I’m cheating on you?” His tone was incredulous. If she didn’t know 

better, she’d think she was mistaken... But, she did know better. He was lying, 

cheating scum. She’d seen it with her own eyes. 



 

 

She shot to her feet and stalked over to stare him in the eyes. “What do you 

expect me to think? You have never had to work a day late in your life. You come 

home, change your clothes and go back to work. Anyone can read the signs.” 

Evan laughed.  

He’s laughing? How dare he? Fury nearly blinded her. So much so, that she 

almost missed the loving, amusement on his face. “How can you be so cruel?” Tears 

choked off the words. Her lip trembled and she turned away, humiliated at the 

display of emotion. 

 “Maggie, have you forgotten what tomorrow is?’ 

His gentle voice had her facing him once more. “Of course I haven’t. It’s our 

anniversary.” She grunted out a humorless laugh. “And your gift to me is an affair. 

Thanks a lot.” 

“Actually, I was thinking of a different kind of gift.” 

“Oh yeah? Could have fooled me.” 

“Well try this on for size,” he threw a small box in her direction. 

She caught it and opened the box. Shame flooded her. The cushion cut yellow 

diamond ring she had wanted since their wedding. He couldn’t afford much, and 

she’d been happy to accept the smaller ruby solitaire, but in her heart of hearts, 

she’d longed for this magnificent creation. And now, it was hers. Slowly, she lifted 

her head to gaze into his warm brown eyes—eyes filled with love. 

Evan took her in his arms, and she went willingly. His bulk enveloped her with 

warmth, and she released a long content sigh. 

“We couldn’t afford it. Not with all our bills.” His deep voice rumbled out of his 

chest where her head lay. “So I took a second job at Bertrom’s. It was supposed to be 

a surprise. I didn’t mean to hurt you.” 

Maggie pulled away and gazed at him through a curtain of tears. “I’m so sorry.” 

She made a mental note to discard the “8” ball, immediately. And to have a little 

chat with her sister, who could have saved her a few hours of misery. But, she was 

sure April didn’t want to ruin the surprise. “Can you ever forgive me? I’m such an 

idiot.” 

Evan smiled. “Of course I can. ‘Cause you’re my idiot, and I love you.” 

 



 

 

AN “ACCIDENTAL” MEET-UP 

By Leah St. James 

 

Bump! It came from behind, rocking my car. I froze, my right foot squarely on the 

brake, and shot my eyes to my rain-splattered rear-view mirror. Behind me, sitting 

in a swath of the gas station’s yellow-gray lighting, was the hood of some large 

vehicle—a pickup, or monster SUV. Its powerful engine rumbled and snorted, then 

cut out. 

Had I hit him? Had he hit me? Not sure why I presumed the driver was a “he,” I 

eased my foot off the brake and started to pull away from the pump. I had rolled 

only a couple inches when the big horn blared, as if saying STOP!  

Bit of an overkill, if you asked me, for what amounted to a tap, regardless of 

who hit whom. If anyone’s vehicle was damaged, it was sure to be my 10-year-old 

sedan. Besides, what was he doing pulling so close behind me in a gas station 

anyway? 

On the other side of the pump, the teenaged attendant stood watching while he 

squeegeed dirty water from another car’s windshield. I lowered my window and 

waved until I got his attention.  

“You see any damage?” 

“Nah,” he said with a small smile—the kind teens give adults when they’re 

trying to hide their amusement. But I knew I was in trouble when his smile froze 

and his eyes widened, fixed on something behind me. I dropped my gaze to my side 

mirror and caught a glimpse of the driver of the truck/SUV, making his way toward 

me.  

I scrambled from the car and pivoted to face him and his vehicle, an oversized 

pickup. They were both big, tall and broad, like they’d been tailor made for each 

other. The driver was in full-stalk mode, arms swinging at his sides, hands balled 

into fists, his face set in a grimace. He neared, seeming to suck the oxygen from the 

surrounding space. My space. 

I gulped. 

Road rage had taken its natural evolutionary course and had morphed into gas 

station rage. 

Pushing my lips into a half smile—enough to convey concern but not fear—I 

took a good look. Dark, dark shaggy hair—not a styled shaggy, though, a needs-a-

cut shaggy that matched his needs-a-shave face. His eyes were dark and unreadable 

behind no-nonsense glasses that had slipped a half inch down his nose. 



 

 

Actually, he wasn’t bad looking, all things considered. And there was something 

eerily familiar about him. My mind searched for the source of recognition as my 

stomach fluttered, as if it had already figured it out. 

With a deep breath, I forced a cheerful smile toward the very annoyed alpha 

male who had stopped two feet away. Something about catching flies with honey 

flickered through my consciousness, but not long enough to gel. All I knew was I 

better make it good, because this guy looked like he was ready to squash me under 

the heels of his black leather boots. 

“Gee,” I began, working on the premise that a good offense is the best defense, 

“it’s so nice of you to get out and check to see if there’s any damage to my little car 

from you creeping up suddenly like that on me, and everything.” 

It worked, for a second. The guy shook his head, like one of those cartoon double 

takes, and his eyebrows lifted, then lowered, then jammed toward each other until 

they nearly touched. 

He took another step in my direction. I retreated a step and shot a quick glance 

at the attendant who’d moved to a sporty powder blue car in the next lane. Could he 

see us? Was he witnessing this about-to-be crime? I squinted. No, he was making 

goo-goo eyes at the young thing driving the little blue car. Even from here I could 

see a good amount of cleavage. No hope for salvation from the kid. 

My gaze swung back to Mr. Angry. He was pointing his finger at me, his mouth 

working but no sound coming out. Finally he said, “What the hell are you talking 

about, lady?” 

Holy God, this was going to get nasty. The man had an accent, and I knew 

immediately he was one of those expatriates from Brooklyn, or maybe Staten 

Island—I always mixed up the two dialects—who had been swarming in alarming 

numbers into my little Central Jersey town.  

“It’s okay. I’m sure, you’re not familiar with our local customs, being that you’re 

from the City and all. But it’s a common courtesy we practice around here to give 

the car in front of us enough room to back up. You know, without playing bumper 

cars. But it’s okay. No harm done. I’ll just mosey on out of your way, and you can 

get your gas.” 

“Wait just a damn minute. You hit my truck.” 

Drawing myself up to my full five-feet-five-inch height, so I only had to raise my 

eyes about eight or nine inches to stare into his—which coincidentally were a deep, 

pansy-velvety brown—I responded, “I most certainly did not. And even if I did, I 

was only rolling back. There couldn’t be any damage to that, that...” I waved a hand 

in his general direction. “...that tank of yours.” 

I leaned to my left, hoping for a line of vision around his bulk so I could see his 

bumper. He crossed his arms, leaned to block me, and crooked an eyebrow.  



 

 

“Let’s let the cops figure that one out.” 

“The cops?” I hated when my voice squeaked like that. “I hardly think that’s 

necessary.” On the other hand, maybe it would be best. Lord knew we wouldn’t have 

to wait long. Patrol cars were a plentiful sight around town. In fact, you could pretty 

much flag them down any time of day or night. The local drunks liked to think of 

them as their personal taxi service. “But if that’s what you’d like, fine.” 

Stepping across the pump barrier with an injured “excuse me” muttered in my 

enemy’s direction, I marched to the curb and waved my arms in the air. 

A minute later I was giving my statement to the young officer who had pulled 

up. A patrolman from a second car was busy directing the gas station traffic toward 

the other pump island. Mr. Complains-About-Nothing was still posed, and poised, 

for battle, making snide little comments about my answers. 

“What the hell kind of name is Carlene? What, are you from Mayberry or 

something?” He snickered. 

For a second I debated whether to dignify his rudeness with a response, but he’d 

hit a sore spot. I’d always hated my name, a name that my mother had come up 

with during her country-music phase. Other mothers listened to sophisticated jazz. 

They christened their daughters with tasteful, dignified names like Patrice or 

Judith. Even daughters whose hippie-era mothers listened to Sixties rock got off 

better than me in the name department. Oh, they could complain all they wanted 

about being named Sunshine or Terra – as in terra firma – but any one of those 

names would be a lot easier to take than Carlene. You could pretend they were 

nicknames, or favorite childhood endearments that stuck through adulthood. 

Not much you could do with Carlene, except make fun of it. You couldn’t make a 

nickname out of Carlene. What would it be? Car? I had tried it for a while, and I 

could hear the kids even now: Car, Car, C-A-R, stick your head in a jelly jar! 

I shuddered. “There’s no need to get personal.” 

“Hey,” he interrupted before I could get in a good insult about him being a no-

class bully, “I know you! I thought you looked familiar!” 

My eyes shot to his face. He was grinning. But it wasn’t a happy grin. It was one 

of those knowing, “aha, gotcha” kinds of grins. And then I realized why he had 

seemed familiar. He was familiar. His daughter was in my son’s third-grade class. 

I’d noticed him across the big classroom on Back to School Night. He was the only 

man there without a wife. Kind of coincidental since I had been the only woman 

there without a husband. I’d seen him from a distance on two occasions after that, 

once picking up his daughter after school, and a second time when he rode into the 

parking lot on a Harley to watch his daughter parade in her costume on Halloween, 

the sleeves of his tee-shirt rolled up to stretch tightly across his not-unexceptional 



 

 

biceps. That had been six months ago, and since then the man had caused me many 

restless nights of un-motherly fantasies. He had to pay. 

But I shook my head. “No, you’re mistaken. We’ve never met.”  

“I never said we met. But I know who you are. You’re that school person, the 

one that runs the parent-teacher group at my daughter’s school. How many 

Carlenes could there be in this town?”  

What could I do? I was busted. And being PTA president had seemed like a good 

idea at the time.  

I smiled and held out my hand, “Well then, despite the circumstances, it’s nice 

to meet you, Mister. . . ? I knew full well what his name was. I just didn’t want him 

to know I knew. Nor did I want him to know that I had, in a completely 

uncharacteristic savant-like display of brainwork, memorized his home address and 

phone number from the class list. I told myself it was just for future reference...you 

know, in case I ever needed it in the commission of my official duties. Like if a 

blizzard hit town and I had to call all the parents to come get their kids, and his 

daughter’s emergency card was somehow lost. There were a whole host of reasons if 

you really thought about it. 

“O’Malley, Matt O’Malley.”  

“Oh, Mallory’s father?” I bit my tongue. This wouldn’t be a good time to point 

out he hadn’t done his own daughter any favors in the naming department. That 

poor kid probably sprained her tongue every time she introduced herself. 

“Yeah, I’m Mallory’s dad.” His eyes narrowed and he tilted his head, studying 

my face, before another aha grin resettled on his mouth. Only this time it wasn’t so 

arrogant, more like satisfied. My stomach fluttered again. “And you have a kid in 

the same class, don’t you?” 

“Listen, Mr. O’Malley,” the police officer blurted, “there’s no damage to your 

truck, not even a scratch. What do you say we forget about this? I’m sure 

Mrs. Adams will be more careful the next time she backs up at a gas station.” 

“Adams. Yeah, now I remember.” To be fair, only a hint of the laughter that I 

could hear in Matt O’Malley’s voice made its way to his face. “Your son is Samuel. 

Samuel Adams.” 

“I swear to you, the choice of names for my son was my ex-husband’s fault. It 

was all his idea. I was exhausted and on an emotional high from giving birth. No 

mother should have to decide on an innocent baby’s name under those 

circumstances. I certainly wouldn’t have chosen for my only child to go through life, 

forced to convince people he had not been named for a brand of beer. At the time I 

was thinking Revolutionary War icon, patriotism, and all that!”  



 

 

A low chuckle rumbled from his throat, and his grin reappeared. “Hey, I can 

relate. You don’t think I picked Mallory, do you? My ex-wife thought it was poetic. 

She liked the syllabic rhythm...or some garbage like that. ” 

I felt my own lips curving into a smile, a small one at first, then wider, and for a 

second I worried that my face might split. “Syllabic rhythm. I’m not sure I’ve ever 

heard that two words used together.” 

“Yeah, neither had I. I’m not even sure syllabic is a word.” 

“You can pull out now, Mrs. Adams, if you don’t mind. We’ve got a traffic jam 

going here.”  

The officer’s words pulled me from my perusal of Matt O’Malley’s face, from 

wondering what that stubble would feel like against my skin. Naked skin. The two 

of us entwined on satiny sheets, some instrumental music pulsing softly from his 

top-of-the-line sound system. He had a top-of-the-line truck. He had a Harley. The 

man liked his toys.... 

Mortified at my thoughts, my ears heating as if under a sun lamp, I reached for 

the car handle. “Oh, sure. Sorry about that.” I felt my eyes drift back to my new 

almost-friend. “I’ll be off then. It was wonderful to bump into you, Mr. O’Malley.” A 

hysterical laugh shot up my chest. “Sorry, I’m a sucker for puns.” 

“Yeah, me too. And call me Matt.” His velvet-eyed gaze lingered over my face as 

the words exhaled caress-like from his lips, and damned if I didn’t sway toward him 

for a tiny second. It was all I could do to stop myself from licking my lips, from 

running my hands through my dirty-blonde hair to bring it to some sort of order. It 

was all I could do to keep from leaning in for a nice long whiff of that all-male 

aroma—the scent of oozing, raw testosterone. 

In my defense, it had been a long, long time since I’d had a man use that I want 

you tone with me. A long time since I’d seen a man’s eyes focus on me with 

something close to interest. 

My ex, Warren, had walked out the second Sam hit his terrible twos—and I had 

hit my terrible thirties. Seemed Warren liked his women young, young enough to 

bamboozle them into thinking he was a catch with his ancient family pedigree, his 

law partnership and his fancy BMW. He was now on his second family, and I wish I 

could accuse him of being a crappy dad to his first, but he wasn’t. Only a crappy 

husband. He’d stopped paying much attention to me about the second Sam was 

born, like I’d fulfilled some royal duty to breed and no longer served a purpose. 

Ten years was a long time for woman to turn off her woman genes. 

Somehow in all these years, no man had turned them back on, until this, 

this...encounter with truck-driving, Harley-riding Matthew O’Malley. 

Swamped with regret that I wasn’t confident enough to pursue the idea, or the 

man, I opened my door. 



 

 

“Say,” he said quickly, but not like an afterthought, like a last chance, his quick 

touch on my arm sending goose bumps all the way from shoulders to fingertips, “the 

kids are in school, it’s just about lunchtime, and I have a couple questions about the 

stuff that goes on in that school. I’ll buy you a sandwich at the deli down the block, 

and you can fill me in. My ex-wife doesn’t tell me anything.” 

He swung my car door open for me, holding my elbow as I settled into the 

bucket seat. 

“I’m sorry,” I answered with a gulp, trying to ignore the shivers that had now 

overtaken my body, “that could be construed as trying to influence the president. 

But I’ll go halvsies.”  

He shut my door and leaned his left arm on the roof, watching me through the 

still-open window, that knowing smile playing on his lips, his eyes smiling along 

with them. “Deal. Meet you there in about ten. And while we’re there, after you get 

done telling me all about that school, you can tell me about yourself. Like how did a 

Jersey girl get a name like Carlene?” 

I watched him in my side mirror as he strode back toward his truck, filling out 

the backside of his jeans the same way he filled the truck. As if sensing my eyes on 

him, he turned, cupped his mouth and shouted, “Make sure you put it in drive this 

time, okay?” 

I leaned out my window, shouted back, “Oh, don’t you worry, Matthew O’Malley, 

next time we make contact, you’ll know it’s on purpose.” 

 

<><><> 

 

I hope you enjoyed “The Accidental Meet-up.” Most of my fiction tends to be darker 

and grittier, but every once in a while I like to lighten it up. I had fun writing this 

one, and am thinking of giving Carlene and Jack a full-length story of their own. 

Let me know what you think! 



 

 

FORTUNE’S JOURNEY 

By Alicia Dean 

 

“A whisky sour and two rum and cokes,” Ciara Duffy called to Angus, the 

bartender at Finnegan’s Rainbow. He didn’t acknowledge her, but she knew he’d 

heard. He was no more than four feet away, and while the pub was busy, the music 

loud, he was attuned to listening for the servers to call out orders. 

“Angus? Did you hear me? A whisky sour and two rum and cokes.” She spoke 

louder this time, but he didn’t so much as flinch. He was staring intently at 

something, his eyes slitted, chest rising and falling with rapid breaths. What the 

hell? 

She followed his gaze but couldn’t see anything out of the ordinary. What could 

she say, the guy was strange. “Angus!” 

His head whipped toward her. “What is it?” he snapped. 

“My order. I need—” 

“Yeah, yeah. I heard ye.” With jerky movements, he slapped glasses down on the 

bar and sloshed rum into two of them, using the soda gun to add coke. He made the 

whisky sour and placed the three cocktails on her tray. 

She slid the tray off the bar, then hurried toward her table. A man stumbled out 

of the bathroom, almost running into her. She yelped and jumped back, sending the 

drinks crashing to the floor. Glass shattered, liquid splashing onto her feet. Her 

heart thudded, and her knees turned to rubber.  

Angus growled from behind the bar. “Hey, lassie. Watch yerself, would ye? Now 

I’ll have ta be makin’ the drinks over again, and the cost for those glasses is comin’ 

out o’ yer pay.” 

Irritation momentarily overrode her fear. “As little as I make, it’ll take the pub 

months to recover their loss.” 

An uncharacteristic grin lit Angus’s face. “Just be more careful, mind ye.” 

She took a deep breath, steadying her nerves. Get yourself together. Dave won’t 

find you. You’re free of him. 

She’d been hiding from her ex fiancé for five weeks. Successfully, thus far. 

Sedona was nearly three-thousand miles from Boston. She’d changed her name to 

Kate Caplan. Cut her hair, dyed it from dark blonde to a godawful red. Contacts 

changed her gray eyes to brown. She was safe. Of course, if Dave found her, he’d 

recognize her. No doubt about it. But anyone searching for Ciara Duffy by 

description wouldn’t take a second look. 

“Glenlivet, neat,” a man at the bar ordered. 



 

 

Tingles of fear raced over her skin. That voice. Dear God. Panic skittering in her 

chest, she kept her head down and cut her eyes to the direction the voice had come 

from. Her heart dropped to her stomach. This time, the fear was justified. Other 

than Dave, the man leaning against the bar was the last person in the world she 

ever wanted to see. 

*** 

Eric Roth sipped his scotch and glanced around the pub. Not a sign of Ciara. 

But had he really expected there would be? A crazy hunch had brought him here. It 

was more than crazy, it was bizarre…insane. He touched the gold earring in his left 

ear. He’d found it at an estate sale and was intrigued when he’d learned it was 

reputed to be melded from a leprechaun’s missing gold. The story made him think of 

Ciara and her Irish heritage, so he’d paid a ridiculous sum for it. And now…crazy as 

it was, it seemed the earring had led him here.  

He was heading into Sedona, working a lead based on something Ciara had said 

a few months ago, when the earring suddenly felt…warm, almost alive. A vision 

had slammed into his mind. Finnegan’s Rainbow, and Ciara. Here. Only the girl in 

his vision didn’t really look like Ciara. This woman’s hair was short and a reddish 

color. But his gut told him it was her. He shook his head. Ridiculous. He’d allowed 

some kind of mystical hocus pocus and an offhand comment to steer him thousands 

of miles from home. 

He was brought out of his musings when a tingle raced across the back of his 

neck. A feeling of being watched. He looked over his shoulder and found the odd 

bartender’s gaze fixed on him. More precisely, on his ear. 

“You got a problem, bud?” Eric drew his shoulders back. He was tired, wound 

up, frustrated he’d wasted two days on a fool’s errand. It wouldn’t take much to 

push him over the edge. A good fight was just what he needed to relieve tension. 

A strange expression came over the guy’s narrow face. A look that was 

calculating, greedy…evil. Maybe the jerk was spoiling for a fight too. Eric clenched 

a fist. He would be happy to give it to him. 

A few moments of tense silence passed before the bartender shook his head. 

“Nothing, Yank. Not a thing. How’s yer drink?” 

 “Fine.” The tension eased from Eric’s shoulders, and he turned away from the 

bartender. No sense in starting a brawl over nothing. There were other, more 

important matters to focus on. Like the fact that he’d failed. Dave Loftus was his 

best friend. A lifelong friend closer than any brother could be. The guy had saved 

his life in the Gulf. Literally taken a bullet for him. Eric owed him. So when Dave’s 

fiancée—former fiancée—had fled Boston, Eric agreed to find her. He wasn’t sure 

why Dave was so determined to chase after someone who obviously wanted nothing 

to do with him. Or maybe he did understand. Ciara wasn’t just any woman. She was 



 

 

special. Beautiful, intelligent, warm, funny. What man wouldn’t go to the ends of 

the Earth for a woman like her? 

Those were dangerous thoughts. He shook them away. Shook away the 

unreasonable attraction he felt for his best friend’s girl. Even though she was 

Dave’s ex-girl, Eric could never act on his feelings. There were unwritten rules when 

it came to things like that. He could never do that to Dave.  

He downed the rest of his drink and set the empty glass on the bar. Might as 

well head back to Boston. He had a long drive ahead of him. A long drive during 

which he could curse himself for giving in to whatever mystifying spell had led him 

on this empty mission. 

He was almost to the door when the red-haired waitress passed in his 

peripheral vision. Something about her drew his attention. Her back was to him, 

but there was a familiarity about her, about the way she moved, an aura that 

reminded him of… 

Ciara? Was it possible? 

*** 

Ciara held her breath, waiting for Eric to leave. He was no more than two feet 

from the door. She was almost home free. But he paused. Go, please, just go. 

Maybe the elusive luck of her Irish heritage would finally kick in, and he would 

go back to Boston and never return. 

Keeping her face averted, she set a burger basket in front of a blonde, tight-

sweatered woman at the bar. 

Ciara was circling back around to her station when a hand landed on her arm. 

She jumped, whirled, and looked into the cobalt eyes of Eric Roth. 

“Ciara?” His gaze roamed her face, her body, then back up to her eyes. “It is you. 

What the hell? You changed your hair. Your eyes are—” 

“That’s right. I changed my appearance.” She jerked from his grasp. “That’s 

what you do when you’re running for your life.” She grunted a bitter laugh. “But I 

guess I can’t run far enough, or hide well enough.” 

She cut her gaze around the pub, looking for an escape route. As badly as she 

needed the job, if she could get away from Eric, she would give it up, run…again. 

She swallowed back a knot of tears. Was this to be her life? Would Dave never let 

her go? 

“Can we go somewhere private?” Eric’s low voice carried to her in spite of the 

music and laughter swelling around them. The bar patrons carried on, unaware of 

the panic threatening to cut off her air, of the tension coiling in her stomach. 

“Not on your life,” she hissed. She turned and continued toward the bar, her 

heart seeming to pause in its beating as she waited on Eric’s next move. How could 



 

 

she shake him? No way would he take his eyes off her now that he’d found her. 

Unless… 

Instead of stopping at the bar, she pushed through the swinging doors beneath 

the Employees Only sign. Eric, not one to let anything silly like rules stop him, 

followed her into the kitchen. 

The cooks, Joe and Patrice, looked up, brows raised, then went back to their 

tasks. 

“Hold up, Ciara.” Eric cornered her. “You don’t have to run from me. I won’t 

hurt you.” 

She whirled on him. “You’re here to take me back, right? That’s hurting me. So 

don’t pretend you give a damn.” She crossed her arms tightly over her middle, 

fighting back tears. “How did you find me?” 

 “The question is, why did you run? Dave loves you.” 

She snorted a laugh. “Right.” She shoved her sleeve up, revealing a faded ring of 

bruises. “That’s your idea of love?” 

His face blanched, but he quickly schooled his expression. “He must not have 

known how hard he was grabbing you. I’m sure he didn’t mean to hurt you.” 

She tugged her sleeve back down, her shoulders slumping in weary resignation. 

Eric would always believe the best of Dave. She let out a sigh and lifted her gaze to 

his. ”You didn’t answer my question. How did you find me?” 

He let out a sigh. “You remember that road trip we took from Denver?” 

She rolled her eyes. “Road trip? You mean when he sent you to drag me back 

the last time?” 

He ignored her question. “After you got over being pissed, we talked the entire 

trip. About everything…nothing. Remember? You told me about how you and your 

family used to travel. You said the most beautiful sight you’d ever seen was a 

rainbow in Sedona. And here you are.” 

Her anger eased ever so slightly. He’d remembered something that 

insignificant? In spite of her fear, she couldn’t help but be touched. Foolishly, she’d 

started to care for Eric. The only hard thing about leaving Dave was knowing she’d 

never see him again. On the trip from Denver, she’d gotten to know him. He was 

more than just the tall, dark-haired sexy friend of her fiancé. She’d sensed a 

connection between them, although neither of them spoke of it. But she’d been 

unable to get him out of her mind. Out of her heart. And now she had to harden her 

heart against him. She had to remember he was nothing more than Dave’s lapdog 

henchman. She clenched her jaw and glared at him. “Well, wasn’t that convenient? 

You filed that little tidbit away for later use, I see. I’m not surprised you and Dave 

are so tight. Assholes gravitate to other assholes.” 



 

 

His lips compressed, and his eyes turned the color of a midnight storm. He 

shrugged. “Yeah, that’s what I was doing. Gathering Intel. And it came in handy, 

didn’t it?” 

She bit back a growl. “I need to get back to work. And you need to leave.” 

 “Ciara, I’m here to take you back.” 

“You can’t make me go. I won’t go. Dave is…unstable, cruel. I’m done with him. 

Forever.” 

“Now, come on. Dave might not be Mr. Perfect, but he’s hardly—” 

She cut him off with a bitter laugh. “Why would I expect you to believe me? 

Even if you did, you would still take his side, so just forget it. But I can promise you, 

I’m not going back. You’ll have to kill me first.” 

He burst out laughing. “Kill you? Isn’t that a little dramatic?” 

Dramatic? Was he kidding? His best friend was a violent, obsessed psycho who 

would stop at nothing to get what he wanted, and she was dramatic? 

“Go to hell.” She brushed past him and pushed through the doors. Eric followed. 

Angus looked up when she returned to the bar area. His shrewd gaze narrowed 

on her, then moved over her shoulder to Eric. “Everythin’ all right, cailín?” 

“Fine.” Ignoring Eric, she made her rounds to the customers she’d been 

neglecting since doom arrived on her doorstep. Surely he wouldn’t snatch her from a 

pub filled with witnesses. She probably didn’t have anything to worry about until 

Finnegan’s closed. And by then, she’d have a plan. 

*** 

Eric settled on a barstool, scowling at the annoying bartender. He didn’t like the 

way the guy watched him…watched Ciara. What was his deal? Were they involved? 

The thought made his jaw clench. He forced his muscles to relax. None of his 

damned business. She was Dave’s problem, not his. 

“I’ll have another Glenlivet.” He’d meant to say it like he was simply ordering a 

drink, but it came out as a threat. 

The bartender slid the glass in front of him. “I’ll not have ye harmin’ Katie.” 

“Katie?” Ah. That must be the name Ciara was using. “This is between me and 

her.” 

“Maybe I’m makin’ it between me too.” 

Eric’s fist clenched around his glass. He leaned across the bar until his nose 

nearly touched the bartender’s. “Maybe if you know what’s good for you, you won’t.” 

“Ye don’ scare me none.” 

A feral glint in his green eyes told Eric the man spoke the truth. A shudder 

raced through him. There was something…off about this guy. His gaze was too 

intense, honing in on Eric as if he were a criminal when his only crime was ordering 

another scotch. It wasn’t the expression of a jealous lover, though. Something else 



 

 

was going on with the guy. In spite of the bartender’s height, he reminded Eric of 

the evil little man in the Leprechaun horror movies.  

Eric took a sip of his scotch. “Maybe Katie should try tellin’ the truth for once. 

Then she wouldn’t find herself in so many sticky situations.” 

“Whate’er she tole’ you, it be the truth.” 

Eric chuckled. The woman had changed her look, lied about her identity, and no 

telling what else, yet this asshole was defending her integrity. “Thanks for the tip, 

pal, but I’ve got this.”  

Enough. He was tired of screwing around. He would insist Ciara go with him. 

She and Dave could sort out their differences, and he would be done with it. And the 

next time she took off, Dave could find her himself. Eric wasn’t anyone’s lackey. He 

had more important things to do than keep patching up Dave’s love spats. And if 

she wouldn’t come with him, he’d… What? He couldn’t physically force her. She 

seemed pretty damned determined to hide over something as simple as a broken 

romance. Why so drastic? 

Too many questions and not enough answers. He shook his head and finished 

off the scotch. Slamming the glass down on the bar, he strode over to where Ciara 

was delivering food to a table. “Listen, this is ridiculous. You need to—” 

Without letting him finish, she whirled away. He grabbed hold of her arm. She 

jerked against his grip, but instead of loosening his hold, she only managed to 

dislodge her clothing. The shoulder of her white uniform shirt slipped down, nearly 

exposing a breast. He sucked in a breath. Unable to resist, he dropped his gaze 

down to her exposed flesh. A red haze filled his vision. His desire fled, and fury 

pounded through him. Puckered white scars slashed across her collarbone. He’d 

been in battles often enough to recognize the source. Knife wounds. 

*** 

Heat burned in Ciara’s cheeks. She’d almost flashed the entire pub. She hastily 

snatched her blouse up, covering the scars, but not quickly enough. Eric’s eyes 

blazed down at her, the blue shimmering like a flame. He was angry with her? 

Figured. Apparently, he was one of those jerks who thought it was the woman’s 

fault when a guy beat the crap out of her…or sliced her with a knife. She tried to 

shove away the hurt that she’d pegged him so very, very wrong. She’d actually 

thought he had a soul. 

He released his grip and reached a tentative hand up to glide his fingers over 

the scars. She sucked in a breath at the unexpected tenderness of his warm touch.  

His voice was low, hoarse, but she heard every clipped syllable. “He did this to 

you?” 

A current zipped through the air between them. The people, the noise, all faded 

away, and there was only her and Eric. 



 

 

She gave a bitter smile. “Did you think I ran for the hell of it?” She stepped 

back, and his hand dropped to his side. “I told you, I’m not going back.” 

He blinked rapidly. “I’ve known him most of my life. How could I not…” He 

shook his head. “How could I not know? I can’t believe he hurt you like that.” 

Her lips twisted. “That figures. You don’t believe me.” 

“I didn’t say I don’t believe you, I just—” 

She raised a hand to cut him off. “Save it. I have customers. You’ve wasted 

enough of my time.” 

*** 

Ciara spent the next hour doing her best to take care of her customers and 

ignore Eric. All the while, she was planning her escape. She pushed aside the guilt 

at leaving Angus in the lurch. He’d been good to her. Given her a job when she had 

nowhere else to go. But this was about survival. Eric might feel bad about what 

Dave had done to her, but she knew where his loyalties lie. He wouldn’t drag her 

back kicking and screaming, but he would definitely tell Dave where she was. Her 

safe haven had been breached. 

She chose a moment—and there were few of them—when Eric wasn’t looking in 

her direction. 

Hurrying into the ladies’ room, she rushed over to the window. It was high on 

the wall, but not quite out of reach. And it was just wide enough that she could fit 

through. Working quickly, she shoved the window open and wiggled her way up and 

into the gap. It took forever, and tension knotted her muscles. At any moment, she 

expected the door to fly open and Eric to charge in and snatch away her brief 

glimmer of hope. 

But in seconds, she was free. She dropped to the ground outside, relief sweeping 

through her. Freedom.  

Where to now? She had no idea, but it would be somewhere far away from here. 

“Going somewhere?” 

She whirled at the sound of Eric’s voice. Damn it to hell. So close.  

Eric stood in the alley, a dark shadow backlit by the streetlights, looking like 

the devil himself. 

Moisture sprang to her eyes. Deflated, she swiped away tears and lifted her 

chin. “Okay, fine. You got me. Let’s go. But it’s a long drive to Boston. Somewhere 

along the way, I’ll escape. Even if I have to kill you.” 

He quirked a grin. “Violent little thing, aren’t you? All this talk about killing.” 

He moved closer and stared down at her with an unreadable expression. “You’re not 

going to kill me.” 

She took a step back. Her pulse quickened. “I-I might if I get the chance.” The 

words came out in a breathless rush. 



 

 

He slowly closed the distance between them. “No, you won’t.” He brushed the 

hair off her face. “We both know that’s not going to happen.” 

She swallowed hard and licked her lips. “We do?” 

“Yeah.” He cupped a hand behind her neck and tilted her face up. He bent his 

head, and his mouth found hers. The kiss was warm, searching. Her eyes drifted 

shut. Her bones were melting, her head swimming. She gripped his shoulders to 

steady herself, giving in to the wonderful, magical feel of Eric’s kiss... 

Danger signs flashed in her head, penetrating her muddled brain. A trick. He 

was playing her. It was just a trick. She broke away and ran a trembling hand over 

her mouth, shaking her head to clear the fog. “Some friend you are.” She gave a 

shaky laugh. “You tell me he’s like a brother, then you put the moves on me. Is this 

some ploy to soften me up so I’ll fall in your arms and go back with you willingly?” 

He shook his head. “You’re not going back. And neither am I. Unless it’s to beat 

Dave to a bloody pulp.” 

She blinked up at him. ”What?” 

He pushed the shoulder of her blouse aside and ran his fingers beneath her 

shirt, gently touching the scars. “After what he did to you, it’s all I can do not to go 

back and tear him apart with my bare hands.” 

A night breeze blew her hair into her face, and she scraped it aside. “You believe 

me? You’re not…” 

He lifted her chin gently with a forefinger. “Here I’ve been feeling guilty about 

being in love with my best friend’s girl. What a joke. That can’t compare to what 

Dave did to you.” 

 Her heart beat so rapidly, she thought it would fly from her chest. “You love 

me?” 

“Always have, but I couldn’t tell you. Not when you belonged to Dave. Not 

before I knew what kind of an asshole he was. I want to stay here. With you. If 

you’ll let me, I’ll spend the rest of my life making up for the pain you’ve suffered.” 

“Won’t he come looking for us? You?” 

“I never told him where I was going.” A dangerous glint sparked in his eyes. 

“And trust me, he doesn’t want to find me.” 

Ciara closed her eyes and took a deep breath. For the first time in months, she 

was at peace. Safe. She opened her eyes and looked up at Eric. She lifted a hand to 

his face, her eyes drawn to his left lobe. “What happened to your earring?” 

He frowned and touched his ear. “No idea. I guess it fell out.” He shook his 

head. “Does it matter? I just told you I love you, and you’re worried about an 

earring?” 

She smiled. “What would you say if I told you I love you too?” 



 

 

He grinned back. “I’d say let’s go somewhere more comfortable and talk about 

it.” 

Years of pain and loneliness and fear lifted from her heart. Maybe her Irish 

legacy had brought her luck after all. She smiled up at Eric, and a flush warmed her 

skin. Judging from the look in his eyes, she was about to get very lucky. 

 

*** 

Inside the bar, Angus chortled as his fingers tightened around the gold earring. 

“Finally. Ye’re back where ye belong.” He glanced toward the alley. ”An’ the luck o’ 

the Irish to ye both,” he whispered. ”And may ye live happily ever after.” 

 



 

 

THE CHRISTMAS JAILBIRDS 

By Diane Burton 

 

A ringing phone at two in the morning never brought good news. Abby scrambled 

across the covers to the nightstand where she’d plugged in her cell phone. She 

yanked it off the clock charger, hoping she hadn’t bent any of the prongs. Dang, the 

things you had to worry about with new technology. 

“This is Rose at the police station. Is this Abby?” 

Oh dear God. Bethany. She’d gone out on a date with a new boy. Abby was sure 

she’d heard her daughter come in. 

“What happened?” Abby had no idea how she could speak with her heart 

yammering in her ears. 

“I’m calling about your mother. She’s all right,” the dispatcher said quickly, as if 

to reassure her. How can anyone be reassured when the police call you at two a.m.? 

“My mother?” 

“Yes. She’s been arrested.” 

What had Mother done now? “Arrested? For what?” 

“Trespassing on private property. And theft.” 

Abby dropped the phone. It hit the nightstand then landed on the floor. Oh, 

dear God. It was worse than she thought. 

“Hello? Abby, are you there?” 

She scooped up the phone. “Yes. Thanks, Rose. I’ll be right down.” 

“Florence doesn’t want you to come. In fact, she didn’t want me to call you.” 

Her sleep-deprived mind wasn’t operating at full efficiency. “I don’t 

understand.” 

“I knew you’d want to know. This isn’t an official call. She says she’s saving her 

one phone call for someone important.” 

That about summed up her relationship with her mother. “Then don’t tell her 

I’m coming.” 

As Abby pulled on her old jeans, the ones she’d thrown over the treadmill last 

night, a sleepy-eyed, yawning Bethany knocked lightly on the open bedroom door. 

“What’s going on, Mom? Why are you getting dressed?” 

Abby didn’t bother changing out of her long-sleeve sleep shirt. “Grandma’s in 

jail.” 

“What?” That yanked the sleep out of her daughter’s eyes. “What happened?” 

“I’ll tell all when I come back.” She shoved her feet into her flannel-lined clogs. 



 

 

“I’m coming with you.” Bethany ran back to her room yelling, “Don’t leave 

without me.” 

Aggravated at having to wait, Abby grabbed her winter jacket out of the closet 

as well as her daughter’s. She smushed her hair into her Hope College watch cap. 

She’d taken the keys off the hook next to the door to the back stairs when Bethany 

skidded across the hall floor in her sock-clad feet. Smart girl to wear socks. Abby 

hadn’t taken time to put hers on. Too anxious to hear what her mother had been up 

to that got her arrested for trespassing and, worse, theft.  

Clenching her teeth, Abby knew her mother’s version of what she’d done would 

vary greatly from the deputy’s. She just hoped the arresting officer wasn’t Deputy 

Dawg. 

On the way to the Far Haven police station, she told Bethany as much as she 

knew. Ever since Father died, Mother had changed. And not in a good way. First, 

she turned in the lovely silver Lincoln he’d bought her right before he died for a red 

Mustang. And a convertible at that. Then she’d gotten her hair dyed blond. Blond, 

for God’s sake. Father hated dyed hair. Said natural was better. She claimed that 

was her natural color, pre-gray. Abby couldn’t believe the change. With a stylish 

new cut, Mother looked younger and more vibrant. 

Abby hated change. 

Worse, Mother was selling her home. She said it was too much to keep up, even 

though she had a cleaning service and a lawn and snow-removal service. Abby’s 

heart ached at the thought of someone else living in the house in which she’d grown 

up. 

She pulled up in front of the red brick Public Safety building—police and fire 

departments, all in one. Far Haven was too small for more. As she and Bethany got 

out of the car, a sensible ten-year-old Chevy van, the wind off Lake Michigan 

buffeted them. Combined with the snow-packed parking lot, Abby had a hard time 

remaining upright. The wind had picked up since leaving home, almost gale force. 

Clutching each other, she and Bethany staggered into the station. The door was 

hard to open and even harder to close behind them. Rose, sitting in her usual place 

of honor where she could see anyone who entered and most of the spacious office, 

looked up from her computer. Though the monitor was turned away, it looked like 

Rose had been playing solitaire. 

“Abby. Bethie.” Rose insisted on thinking her daughter was still the toddler she 

used to babysit. “Sorry to call you out on such a nasty night.” 

As much as she liked Rose, Abby didn’t have time for polite chit-chat. She 

scanned the room, expecting to find her mother sitting at one of the deputy’s desks. 

“Where’s my mother?” 

A blush flooded Rose’s face. “Deputy Dawson locked her up.” 



 

 

“In jail? My mother’s in jail?” 

Bethany patted her shoulder. “Mom, don’t go ballistic on Auntie Rose. It’s not 

her fault.” 

“No, it’s that damn Deputy Dawg. Wait until I get my hands on that idiot. 

Where is he?” 

“Now, now, dear. Listen to Bethie.” Rose took a set of keys out of her drawer. 

“Ron is out on patrol. Come. I’ll take you back to see Florence.” 

In all the time Abby had lived in Far Haven—thirty-nine years minus the two 

away when she was married to Ferret Face—she’d never seen the inside of the jail. 

Rose led them down a beige hall. At the end, she unlocked a metal door set into 

the wall on the left. They walked down a shorter hall and there it was. The jail, two 

cells complete with steel bars, a narrow cot, and a stainless steel commode. Mother 

sat on the edge of the cot. 

And she wasn’t alone. 

“Who are you?” Abby demanded of the old man sitting next to Mother. And 

holding her mother’s hand! 

Florence bounded off the cot with the agility of a much younger woman. All 

those classes at the Senior Center must be paying off. “Abigail Louise, what are you 

doing here?” 

Abby fisted her hands on her hips. “What are you doing in jail? And who is that 

man?” 

That man rose more slowly than Florence had. He looked to be about her age 

and a little taller with a head of thick, gray hair and a weathered face that had seen 

a lot of sun. When he reached her side, he placed his arm around her waist. Around 

her waist! 

“Rose.” Florence gripped the steel bars, indignation in her voice as well as in her 

piercing stare. “I specifically told you not to call Abigail. I’ll never speak to you 

again.” 

“You’ll have to talk to me at bridge.” The dispatcher beat it back to her desk. 

“Don’t count on it, you traitor. And, you Abigail. Go home. I don’t want you here. 

How could you drag poor Bethany out of bed at this hour of the morning?” With 

that, her mother returned to the cot. The old man shrugged and gave Abby an 

apologetic half smile before joining Florence. 

“At least have the courtesy to tell me what is going on, Mother.” When Bethany 

elbowed her, Abby shot her daughter the same glare her mother had given her. “I 

want to know what you were doing to get arrested.” 

“Yeah,” a male voice behind her said. “I’d like to know what she did that got my 

father arrested.” 



 

 

Abby spun around. Rose had escorted another visitor. A tall, dark-haired man in 

lumberjack clothes—tan work boots, jeans, a red plaid shirt with a white turtleneck 

underneath. 

“More likely your father instigated the whole thing,” she shot back. 

“I’ll let you folks straighten things out,” Rose said before making a hasty 

retreat. 

“Mom, calm down. Let’s listen to Grandma and . . . his father.” Bethany jerked 

her head toward the man. 

Abby had seen the newcomer around town but didn’t know him. Rumor had it 

he was a “retired” entrepreneur now a furniture maker. Considering the sawdust 

and wood shavings clinging to his shirt, the last part must be true. 

“Sam, my boy.” The old man walked slowly forward. From his grimace, arthritis 

must be taking its toll on his bones. “You didn’t need to come.” 

“Sure I did, Pop. Now would someone tell me what’s going on? Why are you in 

jail?” 

“We-ell, Flo here fell into a dumpster behind—” 

“A dumpster?” Abby exclaimed. “Mo-ther. What were you doing in a dumpster?” 

Florence rushed to the bars. “Don’t you talk to me like that, young lady.” 

Sam glared at Abby. “We’ll get the story if you let my father talk.” 

“How will we know it’s the truth? He could make up a story so my mother will 

look stupid.” 

“Mo-om.” Bethany tried to hush her. 

“Abigail Louise Ten Eyck, don’t you talk about George like that.” 

“Oh, for God’s sake. Everybody be still.” Sam raked his hand through his hair. 

“Pop, tell us what happened. Then, Flo, you tell your side.” 

Flo? Nobody called Mom Flo. Father didn’t approve. 

“I wish all of you would go home,” Mother said. “George and I are perfectly all 

right.” 

“It’s Christmas Eve, Mother. You are not spending Christmas Eve in jail.” 

Florence jutted out her chin. “I’ll do what I damn well please, Abigail.” 

*** 

Sam Watson rubbed his upper lip. So that was Flo’s daughter. Pop had told him 

the two had an adversarial relationship. He just hadn’t mentioned how bad it was. 

Abby could be her mother’s clone. Same mutinous expression, same 

defensiveness. But, where Flo always had a ready smile, the daughter looked 

worried. Furled brow, creases along her mouth, thinned lips. He knew she owned 

the gift emporium on First Street. For her customers, she smiled. A cute, dimple in 

her left cheek smile. Ever since he and Pop came to the small resort town in West 



 

 

Michigan, he’d meant to talk to her—more than a thank you after she rang up his 

purchase. 

She was slender, with light brown hair. Under her open navy jacket, she wore 

what looked like a sleepshirt—with little cavorting dogs and no bra—over well-worn 

jeans and bare feet stuffed into green plaid flannel-lined clogs. In her hand, she 

carried an orange watch cap. He wondered if she knew how mussed her hair was, 

from sleep and static electricity. The few times he’d seen her, her hair had been 

scraped back from her face and twisted into a fancy bun. Or caught up with one of 

those claw-like things. He liked this style better. 

Ever since Pop started dating Flo, Sam had wanted to meet Abby. Just not like 

this. 

Pop cleared his throat. “Like I started to say, Flo fell into a dumpster behind the 

bakery. She was trying to get one more loaf of bread.” 

“Bread? You were dumpster diving for bread?” Abby’s voice echoed off the walls 

of the enclosed area. “If you were so desperate for food, Mother, you should have 

told me.” 

“Mom,” the daughter said quietly. “I don’t think that’s the reason. Is it, 

Grandma?” 

Ah, the sensible one in the trio of Ten Eyck women. The girl, with her mother’s 

sky-blue eyes, had darker brown hair and looked about seventeen. She wore a Far 

Haven High School Marching Band jacket. He thought Pop told him she was a 

senior. 

“No, Bethany dear. The bread isn’t for me.” Flo sighed. “It’s for the birds. That 

stingy Duncan won’t give me the stale bread, so I have to take it out of his trash 

bin.” 

“Now, Flo,” Pop said. “You know he isn’t being stingy. He can’t give anybody the 

old bread. If they got sick, they might sue him.” 

Flo harrumphed. 

“I don’t understand how you ended up in the dumpster, too, Pop.” 

His mouth twisted and red crept up his neck. “I was trying to help her out and—

well, Flo doesn’t know her own strength.” 

She grinned. “I’ve been taking classes at the Senior Center and using the 

machines in the equipment room. I can lift fifty pounds.” 

Sam bit his lip to keep from smiling. “I understand the trespassing part of your 

arrest. Where does the theft come in?” 

“Duncan Randolph instructed me to arrest anyone taking anything from his 

property.” 

Abby, her daughter, and Sam all turned to look at the newcomer. Deputy Ron 

Dawson. Short, blond hair—like most native West Michiganders—super serious. 



 

 

Sam had heard he was a whiz with the radar gun. So far, he’d avoided being 

stopped. 

“Ron Dawson, you let my mother out of jail right now.” 

“No can do. Randolph is adamant.” 

“Once something is thrown in the trash, isn’t it fair game?” Sam asked. 

“Don’t know, don’t care.” Dawson drew himself up straighter than a Marine at 

attention. 

“Where is Chief Hoesen?” Abby demanded. “He will sort things out and release 

my mother.” 

“The chief is on vacation. He won’t be back until after Christmas.” Dawson 

puffed out his chest. “I’m in charge.” 

“How do we post bail?” Sam asked. 

“The judge will decide bail at the hearing.” Dawson was still filled with self-

importance. 

“And when will the hearing take place?” Abby asked. 

At least she’d toned down her anger. That woman was going to have a stroke if 

she didn’t learn to manage her emotions better. Sam knew all about the dangers of 

stress. 

“December twenty-sixth.” 

*** 

“I can’t believe that man.” Abby turned the ignition. The car didn’t start. Just 

ground away, slower and slower each time. 

“Which one?” Bethany fastened her seatbelt. “Deputy Dawg, Grandma’s date, or 

the cute guy?” 

“Do not call Deputy Dawson—wait. What cute guy?” 

“C’mon, Mom. Don’t tell me you didn’t notice Sam. Mister Tall, Dark, and 

Ruggedly Handsome. Yum-my.” 

“Bethany Ann, he is way too old for you.” She tried to start the car again. 

“Me? You have got to be kidding. I was thinking for you.” 

As if she had any interest in a man. Once burned, twice shy. Abby blew out an 

exasperated noise. “Dang car. I hope Triple A isn’t too busy.” 

Leaning back for access, she dug in her pocket for her phone. A rap on her 

window made her jump. That guy, Sam Whatshisname stood outside, his hands in 

his jacket pockets, his breath frosting in the air. 

With no power, she couldn’t lower the window. She had to open the door. 

“What?” 

“Mo-om,” Bethany whispered. “You sound like a bi-witch.” 

“Car trouble?” Sam asked. 



 

 

“No trouble. I love sitting in a cold car in thirty below wind chill at four in the 

morning.” 

Bethany leaned across the gearshift. “Yes, our car won’t start. Mom was going 

to call road service.” 

“The dispatcher said the storm is causing havoc on the roads. I imagine it will 

take a long time for anyone to get here. I can give you a ride home.” 

Abby was about to refuse when Bethany eagerly accepted his offer. She jumped 

out of the car, leaving Abby sitting behind the steering wheel. She hadn’t had a 

night like this since she caught Ferret Face and his girlfriend doing the dirty in 

their bed. 

Sam continued to stand outside her car door. “Abby, I’m not the bad guy in this 

scenario. Are you coming?” 

No, he wasn’t the bad guy. He seemed genuinely concerned about her and 

Bethany. Just as he’d been about his dad. Rather than seem ungrateful, she climbed 

out of her car. She slipped on a snowy patch and nearly landed on her butt. Sam 

caught her just in time. He helped her across the short distance and up into his 

SUV. His warm SUV. When he got in beside her—Bethany had taken the 

backseat—the interior seemed a lot smaller. 

“You live above your shop on First, don’t you?” he said as he put his vehicle into 

gear. 

“Yes. You seem to know a lot about us.” As soon as she said it, she realized she 

was still in bi-witch mode. “I’m sorry. You don’t deserve my bad mood.” 

He easily maneuvered the big vehicle around the slippery streets. “Getting a 

call at two in the morning never brings good news. Especially from the police.” 

“That’s exactly what I thought when I got the call.” 

“Kindred spirits?” The deep rumble of his laugh was contagious. “Your mother 

talks about you two a lot. She says Bethany is an honor student, and you work too 

hard.” 

She’d heard that before. Too many times to count. 

“What are we going to do about our parents?” he asked. 

“They can’t stay in jail over Christmas,” Bethany exclaimed. “We could break 

them out. I saw where Auntie Rose keeps the keys. You guys could distract her, and 

I could unlock the cell and get them out the back door.” 

Abby sputtered while Sam chuckled. He spoke first. “That might work. But then 

we’d all spend Christmas in jail.” 

Bethany leaned over the front seat. “Do you have a better suggestion?” 

*** 



 

 

At ten the next morning, a mechanic from Schuyler Automotive brought her car 

around. Apparently, Sam had called and even paid for the service. Although she 

thought that was pretty high-handed of him, Abby was grateful for his 

thoughtfulness. She and Bethany headed back to the police station. 

Instead of Rose, Jenny Sampson sat at the dispatch desk. Far Haven was so 

small, the deputies—Jenny and Ron Dawson—took turns relieving Rose. 

“Hi, Abby. If you’ve come to see your mother, you’re just in time. Ron’s taking 

her and George Watson over to the courthouse.” 

At that moment, Deputy Dawg ushered a handcuffed George and Florence to 

the back door of the station. 

“Really, Ron?” Jenny said. “Handcuffs? Afraid those two desperados might get 

away from you?” 

Deputy Dawg, who carried a large bag, ignored her. 

Abby said, “I didn’t think the hearing was until Tuesday.” 

“Somebody—who shall remain anonymous—called Judge DeVran before she 

went off duty. Ron had to come back to work to take them to the courthouse. He is 

not happy.” 

Abby took off around the block to the courthouse. When she and Bethany 

arrived in the courtroom, Sam raced in behind her, as out of breath as she was. 

Santa Claus sat on the judge’s bench. 

*** 

“Well, now. Is everyone here?” Santa, aka Judge DeVran, asked. “Lawyers? 

Since this is such an important case?” His eyes twinkled beneath the white fur of 

his hat. 

George stood. “Yes, sir. We’re all here. We don’t need lawyers.” 

“Deputy, get those ridiculous handcuffs off those two. You know better.” As soon 

as the cuff were removed, Judge Santa said, “Now, what is this all about?” 

Dawson drew himself up. “Florence Ten Eyck and George Watson are accused of 

trespassing and theft. Here’s the evidence.” He held up the large bag then spilled 

the contents onto the table in front of the judge. 

“Tell me, Deputy. Are those five loaves of bread?” 

“Yes, sir. From the dumpster at Randolph’s bakery.” 

“Florence and George, why were you taking bread from the dumpster? The Far 

Haven Mission feeds those in need.” 

“The bread isn’t for us,” George said. “We feed the birds with it.” 

Florence stood. “Danny, I mean Your Honor, sir. That stingy old Duncan 

Randolph wouldn’t give me the bread when I asked him. We feed it to the birds at 

Waterfront Park.” 



 

 

“Deputy, you called me away from my important duties at the hospital for this?” 

He shoved up his fur cuff to look at his watch. 

“Yes, sir. I—” 

“If Santa is late for the children’s holiday party, it will be your fault, Deputy. 

Case dismissed.” Santa banged the gavel then stood. 

“But, sir—” 

“Deputy Dawson, do you understand the words ‘case dismissed’?” He banged the 

gavel again. 

“But—” 

“Speak again, boy—” Santa shook the gavel at him. “—and you’ll be the one 

spending Christmas in jail. Dismissed. Get out of here. All of you.” 

George and Florence stood and hugged each other, Santa left the room, and 

Deputy Dawg walked down the aisle with his tail between his legs, and the 

handcuffs on his belt jangling like the bells on Santa’s sleigh. 

Outside the courthouse, Florence hugged George again, Sam, and Bethany. 

Then she looked at Abby. “This was the most fun I’ve had in years. Don’t ruin it 

with a lecture.” 

Abby thought of several things to say—none of them good. “It’s okay, Mom. Let’s 

go home.” 

After hugging her daughter, Florence said, “George, you and Sam come for 

Christmas dinner tomorrow. Abby’s cooking at my house. Two o’clock and don’t be 

late.” 

George grinned. “You’ve told me so much about Abby’s prowess in the kitchen, I 

can’t wait.” 

After Sam and George left, Abby turned to her mother. “Why did you invite 

them? We hardly know them.” 

“You’re going to have to get used to George being around. Besides, I don’t want 

those two bachelors eating Christmas dinner at Denny’s or some such place.” 

As they got in the car, what her mother said registered. “What do you mean we 

have to get used to George being around?” 

“I love him.” 

“That’s really cool, Grandma. Are you going to marry him?” 

“Maybe, maybe not. We haven’t figured that out yet.” 

Abby drove in silence, barely taking in the conversation between her mother 

and her daughter. Mom was in love, or so she thought. Was that why Mom looked so 

happy? Was George the reason she’d changed so much? Abby should be happy for 

her. Instead, she felt numb and—dare she admit it—jealous. 

*** 



 

 

The next afternoon brought more snow and two hungry men to the Ten Eyck 

house. Abby let her mother show them around while she stayed in the kitchen 

making sure nothing burned. Despite the vent fan roaring at top speed, the heat 

from the oven and stovetop made the small room hotter than August. She raised her 

forearm to wipe the sweat off her brow and to push her damp hair off her face. 

“Would you like a towel?” Sam stood in the doorway under the mistletoe 

Bethany had hung last night. 

“You startled me.” Abby wouldn’t admit she was happy to see him. 

“You look very nice. All Christmas-y.” 

She’d dressed up in her new red sweater with glitter thread woven through it 

and her black dress slacks instead of her usual reindeer sweatshirt and old jeans 

because she wanted to. It certainly wasn’t for him, although he did look nice in a 

dark red shirt with a green Grinch tie. 

“I’m fine. Would you like a drink?” she offered. 

“Got one. Actually, two.” He held out one glass. “Pop fixed this so it might be a 

little strong.” 

She took a sip then gasped. “A little strong? Yikes.” 

Sam chuckled. “I guess we’re going to be seeing each other often.” 

“So I’ve heard.” 

“You don’t sound too happy.” He gave her a wary look. “Don’t you like my 

father?” 

“I never met him until yesterday morning. If Mother is in love with him, why 

hasn’t she introduced us?” 

“Maybe she was afraid you wouldn’t approve. In fact, you and I haven’t been 

properly introduced.” He held out his hand. “Sam Watson.” 

She wiped her hand on her apron before clasping his. “Abby Ten Eyck.” 

His big hand engulfed hers, warm, reassuring, strong. 

“It’s not that I disapprove,” she said. “And I want her to be happy . . .” 

“You don’t know us,” he finished. Still holding her hand, he led her to the 

doorway. “If the folks do get married, that would make us brother and sister. Here’s 

to getting to know us better.” He glanced up at the mistletoe then kissed her. 

“Merry Christmas, Sis.” 

That wasn’t a brotherly kiss. 
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