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House on Eve Lane, 

“Are you crazy?” Molly asked her twin brother, Keith.

“Aw come on,” Keith whined. 

“No. Nyet. Nunca, Non, how many languages do I have to use to get this across to you?”

“You’re my twin. Twins stick together.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “I told you already. No.”

“Please? I’m on bended knee.”

She turned away from him. 

“Valerie, I could use a little help here,” he said, staring at his wife. 

“I know how she feels. This is risky. She could get caught.”

“Get caught? It’s not like she’s stealing the crown jewels, Val.”

“I know. She won’t get arrested, but the humiliation.”

“Look, Mom and Dad have already said they’d take the kids. I have a suite reserved at the Ritz tonight. It’s our anniversary, for Chrissakes.”

“That’s your problem.”

“I didn’t sign up to play Santa’s helper  at the team’s kiddie Christmas party. We drew straws. I lost.”

“Must I repeat myself? It’s not my problem.”

Keith Wilson, star running back for the Connecticut Kings, plucked another beer from the fridge. 

“You’re right. I never should have asked you,” he said. 

Molly faced him. “Do you mean that?”

“Yeah. Well, the only reason I’m asking is because you’re such an accomplished actress, I figured you could pull it off. You know, play any part. Isn’t that what the actresses who win Academy Awards say? Aren’t they always looking for that difficult part to sink their teeth into?”

Molly’s eyes widened. “You think I’m an accomplished actress? Since when?”

“Since...always. But if this is beyond your ability. Hell, well, then I understand, I guess.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“Well can you or can’t you?”

She straightened up, squared her shoulders and made eye contact with him. “Of course I could. If I wanted to, that is. Which I don’t.”

“I promise I won’t tell anyone you chickened out on this because it was too hard.”

“What?”

“That’s it. I know it. Because we’ve always been a team, and you’ve never let me down. So it must be because the role is too hard.”

Then it hit her. He’d caught her in his trap, like he’d done all their life. It wasn’t often that Keith wanted her to do something she didn’t want to do. But when he did, he’d turn on the heat and manipulate her into doing it. He’d done it again. Now, if she insisted on ‘no’, she’d be admitting she couldn’t do it. Damn him. Clever bastard. 

“And if I say ‘yes’?”

“Yes? Yes? Do you mean it? Really? Damn, Molly, you’re an angel. Val and I haven’t had a minute alone since the twins were born. Shit, it’s three years now.”

“Nobody told you to have kids.”

“Come on. You love them, too. But we’re goin’ nuts.”

“And what will you do for me, if I agree to this idiotic plan?”

He dropped down to his knees. “Anything. You name it. A new car? A ski vacation? A weekend in Monte Carlo?”

She laughed. “Get up, oh grand manipulator. Anything?”

“Yes. You name it.”

“Okay, then. You introduce me to that hunky new safety, Trey Douglas.”

“Trey? The guy’s a player. No way, Molly. I can’t be responsible for what might happen.”

“You mean like I might go out on a date with him?”

“He’s a heartbreaker. I won’t do it. No way,” he said, shaking his head. 

Molly picked up his phone. “Here you go. Call the Ritz. Cancel your reservation.”

Keith hesitated. “Damn. Now who’s the manipulator?”

She laughed. “Takes one to know one.”

“Okay. You have a deal. But if he breaks your heart, don’t blame me.”

“Shake?”

Keith shook her hand. Val strolled over to her husband and eased her arm around his waist. 

“Now how are we going to turn her into a man?”

“Aint’ gonna be easy,” he replied. 
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ACROSS TOWN

Carla Mahoney, wife of Trunk Mahoney, Defensive lineman for the Connecticut Kings, opened the door to their cozy home. 

“Come on in, Trey.”

“Hi, Carla. How’s Trunk?”

“A little better. I think.”

At the sound of a sneeze, they turned toward the living room. 

“He’s holding court on the sofa.” 

Trey Douglas followed her and sat in a comfy chair across from Trunk. “Better stay away from him. I don’t know if he’s still contagious.”

“Thanks. Hey, buddy. You’re sick? No Santa?”

“No. Wish I could. I lub doing that Santa shit. But I can’t this year.”

“I see that.”

“I appreciate you subbing for me.”

“It’s not like I’ve got anything else to do.”

“No hot date tonight?”

“Naw. I’ve been a monk since Elle took off with her stylist.”

“Too bad. You’ve got a rep to keep up,” Trunk said, reaching for a tissue.

Trey laughed. “I think Griff invented that.”

“You’re a member of the girl-of-the-month club.”

“It may look like that, but I’m looking to settle down. Have what you have here with Carla.”

“And that’s why you’re going out with like a dozen women at once?”

Trey chuckled. “It’s not like that. Honest. It may look like that, but I don’t want to waste time. I know if a chick is right pretty quick. So why stay, if she’s not the one?”

“I knew Carla was the one the first time I met her.”

“You know what I mean, then?”

“I do. What about Keith’s sister? She’s pretty hot. I’ve seen her on TV.”

“I’ve asked him a dozen times to introduce me, but he refuses. Says I’m a player and I’d better stay away from her.”

Trunk shrugged. “Protective brother.”

“What do I have to do for this gig?”

“The costume’s in the locker room. It’s locker number “S” for Santa.” Trunk chuckled, which only led to a coughing fit. 

Carla gave him a glass of water. 

“Keith’ll be there. The two of you can help each other get the damn suit on. There’ll be a lot of kids. That’s why we have the helper.”

“But I’m the real Santa and Keith is only my helper, right?”

“Right. The outfits are similar. But you get to wear more padding.”

“Does he know what to do?”

“He did it last year when Bull had to visit his sick mother.”

“Okay then. I can rely on him?”

“Yeah, sure. Thanks again. I hate to disappoint the kids.”

“No problem. Gives me something to do. I love kids. Hope to have my own someday.”

Trunk’s phone rang. “Yeah? Un huh. Oh, that’s too bad. Right. Oh, okay. Sure. I’ll tell him. That’ll work. Just as long as there’s somebody standing in. Right. Get well, buddy.”

Trunk hung up. 

“Bad news?”

“Keith’s got a stomach bug. Probably shittin’ his brains out. He got a friend to stand in for him. It’s okay neither of you have done it before. Devon’s wife, Stormy, will help you out. Just get the padding and the costume on and you’ll be okay.”

“Who’s the friend?”

“Some guy named Manny.”

“Fine. Feel better Trunk. I’d better get going.”

“Good luck. Call me if you run into trouble.”

“Will do. 
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MOLLY PULLED ON KEITH’S pants and reached for a belt. 

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

“Not me, Keith,” Val said, helping her thread the leather through the loops. “If we get there early, you can put on your padding and stuff before Trunk arrives.”

“I’d have to get there yesterday to have enough time to do this right.”

“I don’t know why they are doing two guys. They should have Santa and Mrs. Claus. Then you’d fit right in.”

“Maybe because they don’t have girls on the team? Or in the locker room.”

“Good points,” Val said, chuckling.

“What am I going to do about these?” Molly said, cupping her breasts. 

“Just don’t flash them at Trunk.”

“No kidding.”

“Hmm. I think we can bind them. Fasten them down so they don’t jiggle,” Val said, stroking her chin. 

“With what?”

“Ace bandages!! Keith’s got a ton.”

Molly grunted. She sat on the bed while Val wrapped her chest, not too tight, but tight enough to keep it from wiggling. 

“There you go. Now the flannel shirt.”

“Got any shoulder pads?”

“Brilliant! Of course,” Val said skipping out of the room and returning with soft pads. “We’ll slip these right in, under the undershirt.”

“They’ll slide around.”

“Not after you put the Santa helper suit on.” 

“Okay, okay.”

They finished changing Molly into Manny, then called Keith. He entered, furrowed his brow and looked around. 

“Where’s Molly? What did you do with her?”

“Very funny. Very funny. How do I look?”

“Like a guy. Almost. Once you’ve got the white beard and mustache on, no one will know.”

“Let’s go. Got to get this over with. God damn, I wish I’d stuck to my guns,” Molly said.

Keith kissed his sister on the top of her head. “You can pull it off. Just think of it as the biggest acting challenge of your life.”

“Where are those pads for the shoes?”

“Boots. Wear Keith’s boots. We’ll stuff them with socks so your feet will sort of fit. They’ll be big, but they’ll make you taller.”

“Yeah, yeah. Let’s get going.”

“We’ll drive you. You can take a taxi home, okay?” Keith asked. 

Molly nodded. 

They drove over to the stadium. The party was being set up in the big meeting room where the team ate their meals. Keith sat in the back so no one would see him. Val manned the wheel. 

“Go inside that door, right there. The green one? See it?”

Molly nodded. 

“Down the hall, the locker room is the first door on your left. You’ll have to look around for the Santa locker. I don’t remember where it was.”

“What? You don’t remember?”

“It’s got a sign on it that says ‘Santa’. You shouldn’t have a problem.”

“What if Trunk is already there? What if he’s naked? With all his parts hanging out?” Molly started to sweat.

“Don’t look. He’s a married man,” Keith said with a grin.

“Thanks a lot. You owe me bigtime for this. And just so you can have sex with your wife.”

There was silence. 

“I know. None of my business. Have a good time tonight, because this is never, and I mean never happening again,” Molly said, her lips settling into a thin line.

“You’re the best, sis,” Keith said, kissing the cap she wore. 

“Thanks so much, babe,” Val said, giving her a hug. 

Molly opened the door. 

“Remember to walk and talk like a man,” Keith whispered,

“Everyone’s a director,” Molly mumbled, hitching up her pants and striding down the walkway, trying not to fall in her brother’s boots. She flashed Keith’s pass at the security guard. 

“It’s okay. Mr. Wilson called in that you’d be here, Manny. Welcome. And Merry Christmas.”

“Merry Christmas,” Molly said, dropping her voice two octaves. 

He opened the door and she started down the hallway. Christmas! Damn, she forgot about that, or almost. She’d had a ball buying gifts for her family, but there was no man in her life. She’d looked wistfully at the men’s department of her favorite store. Why did she feel more like crap being alone
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