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Chapter One

 


Noelle Wynters looked up through the cold
winter sky to the full moon and released a long, deep sigh. Wishing
on the full moon had always been fun in the past. Tonight, though,
she felt more alone and lonely than ever before. Whether it was
just the upcoming holidays or the fact that she was once again
alone didn’t matter. Being alone at Christmastime sucked.

Dan, the latest man in her life, had broken
up with her during Thanksgiving dinner in front of her entire
family because she had eaten a second helping of her grandmother’s
corn casserole. Though she had known almost from the beginning they
were wrong for one another, she almost wished he would come back
and tell her he had made a mistake. Despite the embarrassment of
their break up, she was lonely enough to take him back. At least
until the holidays were over and the January blues set in.

When the alarm on her watch beeped, Noelle
closed her eyes. It was time. Between the winter solstice and that
night’s full moon, surely someone in the big out there would grant
her wish tonight.

Opening her eyes again she looked at the
brightly glowing moon and said, “I wish to meet my forever man in
the next three days so that I wake up Christmas morning with him
under my tree wearing nothing but a smile and a big red bow.”

She raised her half-full wine glass in a
salute to the moon and to winter and to the universe. “Blessed be.”
Then she drank down the sassy red wine someone had told her she had
to try.

“Noelle, what the hell are you doing sitting
out here? It’s freezing,” Angel Snyder, her next door neighbor and
best friend, asked as she scurried across the double driveway
between their two houses.

“Celebrating the full moon and welcoming
winter,” Noelle said, raising her now empty glass. “Winter solstice
is a magical night made for wishes and dreams. Especially with the
full moon shining down as well. I would let you toast the moon, but
this was the last of the wine. But you could still make a wish. It
might not come true because it’s not the exact time of the
solstice, but maybe that won’t matter. After all, you always get
what you ask for, full moon or not.”

Angel looked at her with the blank
expression she often wore when trying to convince herself that
Noelle wasn’t crazy. A moment later, she blinked and smiled with
the indulgent look that told Noelle that though she did not
understand what Noelle was talking about, she would roll with it.
That was one of the reasons Noelle loved her friend. Angel did not
judge her eccentricities.

How they had become friends neither of them
could explain. Noelle knew she was too short and too curvy with
deep brown hair that was straight as a ruler, and plain brown eyes
that did not twinkle even when she laughed. With the disposition of
a church mouse, she blended into the background and worked hard to
convince herself she liked it that way. It would take a special man
to see past the generously curvy packaging to the even softer heart
and loving spirit beneath.

Angel was her opposite in every way. Angel
had the body of a stripper and the face of a cherub. Women would
kill for her long, naturally curly, yellow-white hair and big
blue-green eyes that twinkled with her intense love of life. Her
whiskey and smoke voice could turn a man on even as she told him to
go to hell. Angel was smart and funny and truly believed the bumper
sticker on her turbo-charged sportscar, “Friends don’t let friends
do stupid things … alone.”

“How much have you had to drink?”

“Just this glass. It was the last of the
bottle we started last week.”

“I’ll drive to the store if you’ll tell me
what you wished for,” Angel said as she followed Noelle up the
three steps to her front porch. “I still don’t know what to get you
for Christmas.”

Stepping inside the house, Noelle pulled her
small wallet out of her purse and slid it into the back pocket of
her jeans. “You already know what I wished for. And I told you
before, you don’t have to get me anything.”

“Nonsense. I love you. You’re my best
friend. Of course I have to get you a Christmas present.”

Noelle shook her head and sighed as she
followed Angel back outside. Some days there was no telling Angel
anything and this appeared to be one of them. But she also knew
that no matter what her friend wrapped up it would not be the man
she had wished for. She would have to find him on her own,
somehow.

****

Nick Klassen hated the holidays. He hated
the music, the parties, and having to pretend he had holiday
spirit. He would prefer to find a warm cave in a distant mountain
with a big soft bed, a full refrigerator, and an Internet
connection to hole up in until the week after New Year’s. If a
woman was there to share it with him he wouldn’t mind, as long as
she did not snore.

Looking at the stack of Christmas cards he
had thrown on the coffee table unopened, Nick felt his already dark
mood turn midnight gray. “Why don’t they just leave me the hell
alone,” he muttered into the silence, tossing the well-used dog
collar and leash he had carried in from the truck on top of the
pile of holiday greetings.

He should have left them at the vet’s
office. He wouldn’t be getting another dog any time soon, if ever.
Ernie had been with him for fifteen years and would be a hard dog
to replace. A good-bye Christmas gift from his father who had
walked out on Christmas Eve, the shaggy mutt had been there for
him. Ernie had not judged him for his disdain and negative
attitudes toward the holidays. Ernie didn’t care about anything
except finding a warm soft spot to sleep and making sure Nick kept
to his schedule.

But that was in the past. Ernie was gone
now. He was now with Nick’s mother on the other side of the veil.
His mother had died five years earlier on Christmas Day, the result
of a brain aneurysm no one had known about. Having to put Ernie
down was just another Christmas tragedy to add to the misery this
time of year seemed to heap on him. His work as a paramedic didn’t
help his mood any. Night-time calls tripled this time of year due
to too many parties, too much rushing, and the dicey winter
weather. Thankfully he had enough seniority and vacation time he
had to take before the end of the year that he did not have to
return to work until after the first of the year. Though he could
not go to a mountain cave, he did plan to hole up in his apartment
and hibernate until January second when he had to go back to
work.

Heading to the kitchen, he opened the
refrigerator and groaned. It was empty except for a dried up apple
and half pack of hotdogs. He needed beer. Lots of beer. And enough
food to carry him through the next twelve days of holiday silliness
so he could stay out of the stores until he went back to work.

“Maybe the grocery store won’t be as crazy
as the rest of the world is these days,” he said. Slamming the
refrigerator door, he pulled his boots back on and headed out to
lay in supplies. Maybe he would also pick up a couple DVDs he had
not had time to see.


Chapter Two

 


The man caught Noelle’s attention as soon as
she entered the beer and wine aisle. His cart was piled high with
frozen dinners and cases of beer.

“He’s perfect,” she murmured, stopping
mid-step to stare as he added one more box of beer to the already
overfilled cart. “That’s the kind of man I want for Christmas.”

Thankfully, Angel was out of hearing range.
She was several aisles over picking up the coffee she would need
the next morning in order to face her day. If she was here with
Noelle, she would demand Noelle go up and flirt with the man.

“Be brave,” she ordered herself. “Say
hello.”

Picking up a bottle of the red wine Angel
preferred, Noelle continued down the wide aisle to the white wine
section where her favorite wine waited. She tried to keep her eyes
under control and focus on the shelves of wine. But something else
seemed to be controlling them and they cut time and again to the
left for another glimpse of the gorgeous man down the way.

If there was such an organization, he could
be the spokesman for the Tall, Dark, and Cunt-Clenching Gorgeous
Association. His sharply defined features, curly black hair, and
long, lean body were just what she wanted in a man. As she
approached where he was trying to balance one more case of beer on
top of his cart, he looked at her, his expression deathly grim.

“Looks like you
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