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      I take the last sip of eggnog that’s more brandy than nog and set the cup on the nightstand, listening to the screaming wind. Ice spits against the windows, a vicious hissing brutality—Christmas Eve already, though it hardly feels like it. I have no family worth mentioning, and I kicked my boyfriend out last week—I don’t even have a dog to shower with gifts. I’m not lonely, though. I love being alone. There is a simplicity to the holidays this year that’s incredibly peaceful. I didn’t have to put up a tree, no cleaning up pine needles, no tinsel stuck to my shoes. Glitter is the herpes of the holidays. Prove me wrong.

      I did put out the electric candles my mother gave me years ago, making the living room glow yellow—warm and cozy. I also hung a spring of mistletoe in the living room doorway. A poisonous addition to the house, kinda like my ex. The biggest gift I gave myself—the only gift I gave myself outside of that egg nog—was to kick him out.

      I punch the pillow to fluff it up and lie back with enough force to make the bed squeak. I take a deep breath and drag my fingers down over my breasts and between my legs, leaving feathery trails of sensation prickling on my flesh. I’m already wet. I haven’t had sex in months, well before I told Clark to take a hike. I screw my eyes closed and imagine I’m in a doctor’s office where all the men are focused on pleasing me… wait, no, a lawyer’s office. Men powerful enough to take anything they want, and all they want is my wanton flesh.

      Yeah, it’s weird sleeping alone, but the upside is that I can tickle the turnip whenever I want. Merry Christmas to me.

      The bed squeaks again. Wait, no... that’s not the bed.

      I push myself to seated. What is that noise?

      The squeak isn’t coming from the bedroom at all—downstairs. The... drawers in the kitchen?

      Dammit. It’s Clark, back to get his corkscrew, or maybe he thinks he’s entitled to the dishes—he isn’t. I can hear him now, his stupid excuses: What am I supposed to fuckin’ eat off, Lexi? You have enough cash to spare a few plates.

      I sigh, kick the blankets off my legs, and shove my feet into a pair of slippers. I’m halfway across the room when the chill against my bare flesh reminds me that I need a robe, too, unless I want to give him an eye full of tit—and he has not earned the right to see me naked. Not ever again.

      I ease the door open and quietly make my way up the hall to the stairway; I’d rather not alert him to my presence before I can see what he’s looking for. I skip the third step down—it creaks—and round the corner at the bottom landing. The living room glows merrily, the electric candles gilding the soft leather of the couch and making the wooden end table shine.

      Clark stands with his back to me, just beyond the jaundiced haze of candlelight, a black hat covering his head and ears, barely visible in the silvered haze of moonlight that leaks through the living room’s bay windows. He’s hunched over the odds-and-ends drawer in the foyer table. I frown. What is he looking for? The only thing in there is...

      Oh shit. Is he trying to steal my car? Not today, fuck-o.

      I tiptoe into the middle of the room and plant myself in front of the couch. “Get the fuck out of here, Clark, before I call the cops.”

      He jolts to standing quickly, the drawer slamming shut at his hip. I realize my mistake immediately. My lungs stop working, and my heart ratchets into a frenzied dance of fear. Not Clark. Clark is barely taller than I am, spindly and thick through the belly, but this man has a foot on us both. And as he turns and steps into the living room toward me, I can see the sharp planes of his high cheekbones, the rugged five-o’clock shadow along his jaw, the deep umber of his dark eyes. I can also see the gun he has in his hand.

      He steps toward me, the barrel aimed at my chest.

      Uh oh.

      I raise my hands in surrender—of course; of fucking course—but the man with the gun does not seem to want to hurt me. His eyes are wide, his mouth tight, but not angry. He’s surprised, yes, maybe willing to kill someone if they came at him with a weapon, but he’d rather everyone get out of here alive. Even the hammering of my heart isn’t really fearful—at least, it’s not all fear. He’s gorgeous. A movie star playing a gunman.

      “Take what you want,” I snap, but it comes out harsher than I intended. I’m suddenly too annoyed to be frightened. The night was already bullshit, the scraps of pleasure I was trying to scrape together in the bedroom gone—interrupted. What does he want, my fucking toaster? Go ahead, jerk, add insult to injury, take away my ability to make a lame-ass solo Christmas breakfast.

      “Where are all your presents?” he says, but it comes out too quiet and kind to feel threatening. And he’s not watching me anymore—he averted his eyes like he’s ashamed. He glances at the gun, startles as if he’s just realized it’s in his hand, and lowers the weapon.

      “I don’t have any presents. You’ve stumbled into the most pathetic house on the entire block. Way to remind me, Scrooge.”

      He frowns, eyes still cast downward. Aren’t robbers supposed to at least watch their hostages? Wait... am I a hostage? It sure doesn’t feel like it.

      I should be scared—I should say, “I have a boyfriend, he’ll be home any minute!” But the fact that he broke into my house and can’t even look at me is pissing me off. It’s the same shit Clark used to pull when he was lying. Avoiding my eyes as if the twitch in his left eyelid was his only tell.

      “At least have the decency to look at my face while you rob me,” I snap.
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