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        It’s time for some holiday spirit…

      

      

      Enjoy this heartwarming holiday series that will fill you with the Christmas spirit and lots of love. You can always expect that from me. I’m also a sucker for a happy ending. But I love to add a dose of angst, so don’t expect the journey to be easy. If you want to stay connected with me, make sure you sign up for my newsletter [image: love letter] HERE! I’d love for you to be a part of my news family!

      
        
        Much love & happy reading,

        Amanda Siegrist

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Merry Christmas.

      

        

      
        May your days and nights be filled with holiday cheer!
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      Brushing off a light dusting of snow from his shoulders that had accumulated from the short walk from his car to the hospital, James headed for the front desk counter with a smile. An easy-going smile, the one he always used around Erin, the prettiest nurse that worked here.

      Oh, man, he hoped his smile never betrayed how much he truly liked her. Because if she knew, she’d laugh in his face. He was so out of her league, it was laughable.

      “It started snowing, huh? I was hoping the snow would wait until Christmas,” Erin said as she reached out and brushed some lingering snow that he missed.

      A shiver rushed down his spine, his smile faltering. Then, like a light switch, he snapped out of it and chuckled. He had to hide the fact that her small touch awakened too many yearnings he knew he couldn’t control if she touched him again.

      The sweet smile on her face only intensified the massive crush he had on her. He wanted to vault across the counter, pull her into his arms, and kiss her breathless. Kiss her until she whispered his name in undying pleasure and begged him to take her away.

      Away from this dumb town.

      Away from all his problems.

      Her brows started to wrinkle with a frown, which made him realize he was staring at her like a lovesick fool.

      “It’s not coming down too bad.” He shrugged, hoping it would help shake off the nervousness he experienced any time he talked to her. Then he took off his hat and ran a hand through his hair. “But if it keeps it up, we’ll get a huge dumping of snow. Christmas isn’t too far away. Only four days.”

      Something he hated to think about. Christmas wasn’t a joyous time of year for him.

      “Well, I didn’t want the snow just yet.” Her smile deepened. “I do love how pretty it looks, though.” Her brows pleated. “What are you doing here so early? You usually don’t start until ten.”

      His heart started to pound, even knowing it was ridiculous to think she knew his schedule because she secretly crushed on him—like he did with her. But he couldn’t control how his heart reacted to the simple things she said. In all likelihood, she knew his schedule because it was a small town. He wouldn’t be surprised if the entire town knew his damn schedule. They knew everything else about his messed up life.

      Judgmental busybodies. Every single person.

      Nobody knew how to stay out of your business.

      That was one reason he wanted to ditch this town and run away from it all.

      Except he couldn’t.

      He couldn’t leave his sister, Theresa. Some days, she was the only one keeping him on the straight and narrow. The only one keeping him strong and resisting the temptation to have a drink.

      Well, her and his sponsor, Terry. He couldn’t leave either one of them.

      Refusing to let any wallowing pity touch him, at least when talking to Erin, he smiled. “Dr. Pearson wanted to see me. He called and asked me to come in early.” His lips twisted into a sardonic gesture. “I’m surprised the whole damn hospital doesn’t know already.”

      Sweet laughter, like the first taste of a delicious bowl of chocolate ice cream, floated his way. “It’s the first I heard about it. Maybe you’re getting a raise. You’ve been here for almost a year. It’s about time.”

      He didn’t want to hurt her feelings, it was the last thing he would ever do. The smile on his face stayed firm, even though he suddenly wanted to punch something. Or find a drink. A delicious, strong drink would be nice.

      “Not quite a year. I still have three more months until my anniversary. Who knows why he wants to see me.” James tapped the counter, the urge to flee strong. “I better go. Drive safe when you leave.”

      “Of course. Always.”

      He turned around and headed toward the hallway that would lead him to Dr. Pearson’s office, the head doctor of the hospital. His wife was the administrator. They married two years ago in the summer. That had been a dark time for him, trying to stay away from alcohol, getting his life back on track. He didn’t know Dr. Pearson and his wife that well, not like some of the other townsfolk, but they were easy to work for.

      They were the first people to give him a chance when most other people refused.

      He had a record.

      He once had a drinking problem.

      He was now trying to straighten his life and live like an abiding citizen. One that Theresa could be proud of. He hated when he saw the disappointment in her eyes.

      It also grated on his nerves that Theresa suspected he liked Erin more than he should. She was always nagging him to ask her out.

      Yeah, right. Like Erin would ever say yes to him.

      But it wouldn’t hurt to offer her a ride home after work. His car might not look like a winner, but it ran like a newborn kitten. He made sure his car was always in working order. Erin’s car, on the other hand, didn’t always run so smoothly. It got stuck in the snow so much, he forgot how many times he helped her out of a jam last winter.

      Yeah, he would at least offer to make sure she got out of the parking lot okay.

      He almost turned the corner, then swiveled back around and decided to let Erin know he could give her a ride home. Frozen in his spot, he hesitated to make a move when he saw Marybeth at the counter.

      She was just one of the many people he couldn’t stand.

      She didn’t care what people thought about her. Or talking quietly, apparently.

      “What did James want? How can you stand talking to him?”

      Erin frowned. “He’s very nice.”

      “He also has a record.” Marybeth leaned forward, resting an arm on the counter. “He’s bad news, Erin. I hope you’re not getting any ideas.”

      “Any ideas?”

      “Like dating him or something weird like that.” Marybeth laughed haughtily. “Watch out. I swear there’s something in the water around here. Someone is always getting engaged or married around Christmastime. You don’t want to be next. And you certainly don’t want it to be with James.”

      “I would never…”

      He whipped around and stalked away, refusing to hear Erin finish her sentence. He knew exactly what she was going to say. She would never date him. Of course not. He knew this.

      Yet, a small part of him thought maybe she might consider it. One date. Dinner somewhere nice.

      Whatever. Nothing new in his shamble of a life.

      Stopping outside of Dr. Pearson’s office, he knocked on the doorframe, then entered when Dr. Pearson waved him in.

      “Have a seat, James.”

      Sitting in the chair, he tried to keep still and not bounce his knee or fidget or give away how anxious he was to be called into work early. It was odd. Tension filled him up instantly when he received the call not more than an hour ago to come in two hours before his shift started.

      He didn’t do anything special around the hospital. Simple janitorial work. Mundane tasks, like empty the trash cans, sweep the hallway floors. He didn’t venture into patients’ rooms often, and when he did, they were empty. He didn’t have much contact with others unless it was passing them in the hallway with a broom in his hand.

      Dr. Pearson looked stern and serious. It didn’t bode well. His fingers started to twitch. He could really use a drink right about now.

      “Some concerning things have come to my attention.” His eyes narrowed.

      James nodded, unsure what he was supposed to say. He had no clue what Dr. Pearson was talking about.

      “We’ve had some prescription drugs go missing.”

      He tensed.

      Shit never changed.

      “A few pills here and there. Nothing too obvious. At least not to where we’d notice at first.”

      That drink he wanted, he desperately needed it right now. It wasn’t a want anymore. It was a damn necessity.

      “After a thorough investigation, we’ve found the culprit.”

      A thorough investigation? Yeah, right. More like they found drugs missing and immediately assumed the guy with the prior record and drinking problem liked to do drugs as well. They figured he had to be the culprit.

      Dr. Pearson frowned. “Do you have anything to say, James?”

      He shrugged, knowing whatever he said wouldn’t make a difference. Everyone always thought the worst of him.

      Dr. Pearson averted his gaze as he rearranged a few papers on his desk. “We’ve decided not to press charges against you.” He looked up. “You honestly have nothing to say?”

      “It’s snowing out. Might turn into a blizzard.”

      Dr. Pearson’s brows burrowed into a severe frown, then he clasped his hands together on the desk and leaned forward. “I hate to have to do this, James, especially so close to Christmas, but you’re fired.”

      Well, that was that.

      James stood up and smiled a cheesy ass grin because what did he care what these people thought. “Merry Christmas, Dr. Pearson.”

      Then he walked out of the office with his middle finger in the air.
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      “I would never think James is a bad choice. He’s a great guy.” Erin had enough of Marybeth and her judgmental presence.

      “You’re wrong, Erin. He’s the worst kind of guy.”

      Erin stood up from her chair and leaned closer to Marybeth, her eyes narrowing. “And you’re the worst kind of woman. Do you ever have anything nice to say about someone?”

      Marybeth jerked back, a hand to her chest. “I meant no offense. I’m only looking out for you.”

      Highly doubtful, but it wasn’t something Erin wanted to get into with her. “Was there something I can help you with, Marybeth? I am very busy.”

      “No. I’m visiting Pierce. He’s taking me out to lunch later and I wanted to confirm our plans.”

      Erin wanted to roll her eyes but settled with a small grin. “Enjoy.”

      Marybeth waved in her stuck-up way she always did and walked away.

      Slumping in her chair, blowing out a breath, Erin finally rolled her eyes. She didn’t grow up in Mulberry as Marybeth had, but she knew a good person when she saw one. Having moved to Mulberry five years ago to help her uncle with her aunt, who had early stages of Alzheimer’s, it didn’t take her long to fit in. Or to figure out who the gossiper was, the pest, and the person to avoid. Marybeth happened to fit into all three categories. Since she started dating a new doctor recently hired, Dr. Pierce Colton, Erin saw her a little too much for her tastes.

      She didn’t care what Marybeth had to say about James. Sure, she knew he had a record. Not much was kept a secret in this town. She also knew he was a recovering alcoholic. But he was trying. He was attempting to get his life back on track, staying clean for the past two years. He found a good job at the hospital as a janitor after struggling to find a place that would hire him. He was working toward a better life.

      He was sweet and kind to her, stopping by her desk to say hi, or if she was on the phone, waved a quick hello. He always had a handsome smile and a warmth in his eyes she didn’t see from other people, especially guys.

      He might be considered one of the bad boys of the town, but she liked him. Like, really liked him. A massive crush that surprised her he hadn’t caught on to yet. She swore she blushed a bright red tomato every time he stopped to chat with her.

      Her last serious boyfriend, Tommy, over five years ago before she moved, hadn’t been a disappointment or a bad boyfriend at all. It simply didn’t work out. She wanted to move to help her uncle and he didn’t want to follow.

      Considering they were only twenty-two at the time, she couldn’t blame him. They had been in their last year of college. She had wanted to be a nurse and he wanted to go to law school. There was no way she would’ve held him back from his dreams. They still talked now and again. Friendly chit-chats about how life was going.

      While there were some great guys in Mulberry, only one stood out to her since the first hello ever uttered.

      James Brennen. Local bad boy. But sweetheart extraordinaire.

      Erin almost jumped when the phone rang on her desk. Chuckling, she couldn’t believe she let her mind get so distracted that the phone scared her.

      “This is Erin. How may I direct your call?”

      “Erin, please make sure James Brennen leaves the hospital without incident. Call security if you have to.”

      Her heart started to pitter-patter like a stampede of elephants.

      “Excuse me, Dr. Pearson? I don’t understand.”

      “He does not work for this hospital anymore. He left my office and should be coming your way. I wanted to inform you he is to leave immediately.”

      And beware he could hurt you were the unspoken words. Erin wanted to hiss in the phone nasty, vibrant words that would probably get her fired. Why did everyone assume the worst about James? Why was he fired? What happened?

      “Yes, sir. I understand.”

      That was the most she could get out. Her blood was boiling. Her hands were shaking. She wanted to scream and stomp her feet in support of James. First Marybeth and now Dr. Pearson.

      “Call security. Just in case, please.”

      A tiny breath escaped before she said, “I don’t think that’s necessary, sir. I’m not sure why James was fired, but he would never hurt me or cause a scene. I will make sure he leaves peacefully. Don’t worry about it. I do believe the patient in room ten is waiting on you, sir.”

      She hung up the phone before she put her job on the line. Her heart, now pounding even crazier, felt like it was about to burst out of her chest. She never spoke to Dr. Pearson that way. In fact, when she first started, he always made her so nervous with his handsome looks, his smooth words, and his kindness in how he treated his patients.

      She never imagined speaking to him in such a way. Or hanging up on him.

      Until now.

      Until she had enough of the treatment against James. It certainly wasn’t the first time she told someone to mind their business when she heard them whispering about him behind his back.

      So what he had a record. So what he had a drinking problem once upon a time. It didn’t make him a bad person. That’s exactly what she told each and every person that dared to utter a nasty word about him.

      Standing up when she saw James turn the corner, she started to come around the counter. “James? Are you⁠—”

      “You have a pleasant day, Erin. Please drive safe later.” He paused in front of the automatic doors to put on his hat, getting to the exit faster than she could walk around the counter.

      “Of course I will. I’m sorry⁠—”

      “So you knew I was getting fired?” His eyes turned down, his fists clenched. Then his head jerked up. “Goodbye, Erin.”

      He walked out before she could fix the misunderstanding. She had no idea he was going to get fired. She didn’t even know why he was fired.

      By the way he whispered goodbye, she’d never get the chance to speak to him again.
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      Slamming the bottle on the counter, he almost wished it would’ve shattered. Then the liquid would’ve splattered everywhere, preventing him from opening it and downing the entire contents in one swallow.

      He wasn’t a fan of Vodka, but it had been the closest thing to the register when he stalked inside the liquor store. Get in and get out had been the mantra in his head as he pulled into the parking lot and walked inside the store.

      His hand shook as he let go of the bottle and took a step back.

      Seven hundred and thirty-six days he had been sober. Days he had stayed clean and away from a bottle. Some days, it was so hard he wanted to cry, especially in the beginning. And crying didn’t seem like a manly thing to do, even when his sister whispered in his ear that it was okay.

      Because yeah, he had cried twice in front of his sister. Once when he apologized for the way he treated her for so many years before he finally got help. The second time had been when they got notification last year that their dad died in a car accident. He had been drinking and driving. Thankfully, he only killed himself in the process. He didn’t even want to think how he would’ve felt knowing his dad killed somebody else, too. It was bad enough his dad was dead.

      That had been another eye-opener and served as a reason he had to stay clean and sober.

      Some nights, some days, he had cravings for a tiny sip of alcohol, it consumed him so badly he didn’t think he’d survive. In those moments, he called Terry. His rock. His savior. The man who helped him see clearly when he couldn’t. He needed a barrier between him and the bottle.

      Theresa was also his rock. She said she would be there for him. She said she would help him through his pain. She did. When he called her in a funk, she came without blinking, talked to him, sometimes sat with him in silence.

      He should’ve never stopped for the alcohol. He remained strong this long, he could keep doing it.

      Yet, the bottle stared at him, mocking him. Laughing at him. Like everyone else in town was doing right now.

      We knew he was bad news.

      You should’ve never hired him in the first place.

      Once trouble, always trouble.

      Just a few things he heard when they didn’t think he was around. Blending in was a forte he mastered. Blending into the background, sneaking into bars underage. Blending into the night when he wanted to break into his sister’s house and steal her money.

      He was bad news. Why did Theresa even care about him? He hurt her so much. Sure, he apologized, and he meant it, but she should’ve shoved his apology in his face and walked away.

      The front door opened and closed. A gentle voice floated his way. He heard it, yet he barely understood the words coming out of her mouth.

      “James?”

      Jerking, he looked to his right to see his beautiful sister, her green eyes filled with concern.

      “It’s going to be okay. Why don’t I⁠—”

      “Don’t touch that bottle, Theresa.” A deep wrenching pain stabbed him in the gut when he saw the hurt in her eyes with the way he snapped at her. “I won’t open it.”

      Her expression turned stern, yet the concern still prominent in her gaze. “I don’t believe you.”

      He looked at the bottle, his eyes glazing over.

      “We can fight this. They can’t fire you with no evidence. You didn’t steal from them.”

      “I’ve stolen from you before. I’m bad news. What makes you think I didn’t?”

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her reach out to touch his shoulder and stop short of actually touching him. “Because I know you didn’t. You didn’t steal this time. You were in a bad place back then. You’re not⁠—”

      “I think you should leave, Theresa.” He kept his eyes straight ahead, unable to look at her and see the ache in her eyes.

      “Maybe I should call⁠—”

      “Just go.”

      He didn’t watch her retreat, her soft footsteps fading away, as his eyes zeroed in on the bottle. He should dump it down the sink.

      Except he could do nothing but stand there and stare at it. Think about the terrible way he treated his sister when all she was trying to do was help.

      Damn!

      Swirling around from the bottle, he started inhaling deep breaths. One after another until a sliver of control slipped back in. Enough control to pull his phone out and call his sponsor, something Theresa had tried to tell him to do.

      Fumbling with the screen, he finally managed to dial Terry.

      He answered on the first ring.

      “I need you. It’s bad.”

      “Hang on, buddy. I’ll be right there.”

      He disconnected, sliding the phone back in his pocket. He stood rooted in the same spot, his back to the bottle, until ten minutes later when Terry walked inside.

      “What happened?”

      James pressed his lips together as the anger, the rage, the all-consuming fury he lived with flared to life. Everyone always treated him like the bad seed of the town. Tried and hanged before he could even defend himself. Sure, Dr. Pearson asked if he had anything to say, and he could’ve claimed his innocence, but it wouldn’t have changed the outcome.

      “I got fired today from the hospital.”

      Terry nodded, his expression neutral. “Why’s that?”

      James couldn’t even look him in the eye. “They think I was stealing drugs. You know, I’m an alcoholic, so of course I do drugs, too.”

      Terry scoffed, shaking his head. “And did you set them straight?”

      He finally found the courage to look at him. “It wouldn’t matter. It never does.”

      Nodding behind James to the bottle on the counter, Terry arched a brow. “And how does that help you? How does that fit into the scenario?”

      “I couldn’t stop myself.” A strangled groan escaped. “I told my sister to leave. She was just trying to help. I hurt⁠—”

      Hell, he didn’t want to talk about Erin. That almost hurt more than hurting his sister. Because no matter how horrible he treated Theresa, he knew she’d always forgive him. He was an asshole for knowing that and using it to his advantage when he was pissed.

      But Erin.

      She wouldn’t forgive him for walking out on her like he had. He didn’t say anything bad to her, but it was the way he said goodbye. He basically told her to screw off.

      And if she believed—like everyone else—that he stole those drugs, she could screw off. She was no better than anyone else. Of course she believed it. She tried to apologize to him before he walked out. She knew all along he was going to get fired.

      “First things first, dump out the bottle.”

      A shiver rushed through his spine as he kept his gaze holding strong with Terry. “Can you do it for me?”

      “Hell no. I didn’t create the problem. You did. You fix it.”

      That was one thing he hated and loved about Terry. He was a hardass, no-nonsense kind of guy. He didn’t coddle him. He didn’t lie. He said everything straight and to the point. He said things he didn’t always like to hear.

      But it all helped him. It helped him stay on the right path.

      He still wanted to punch the asshole in his face sometimes.

      Terry walked over to the counter, snatched the Vodka bottle, and opened it. “You’re strong, James. You’re stronger than you give yourself credit for. You are a good man. You are a good person. You don’t need this to make yourself feel better.” Terry held the bottle out to him and then nodded at the sink. “Now repeat that to yourself and dump it out.”

      With trembling steps, he walked closer, took the bottle from Terry’s outstretched hand, and stepped to the sink. Hand trembling, he tipped the bottle over, aching for a sip as the liquor poured out in a steady stream.

      “Say it, James. Believe it.”

      Blowing out a breath, he whispered, “I’m strong.”

      “Louder.”

      “I’m strong.”

      “Keep going.”

      “I’m a goo-good man.”

      “Say it again.”

      Inhaling a deep breath, his eyes mesmerized by the stream, he exhaled slowly. “I’m a good man.”

      “Keep going.”

      “I’m a good person.”

      “And?”

      He shook the bottle when the stream died down, making sure every last drop escaped. “And I don’t need this to make myself feel better.”

      “Damn right.”

      He slammed the bottle back on the counter, then turned toward Terry with a grin. “I still want a drink.”

      “Of course you do. So do I.” Terry stepped closer and slapped him on the shoulder. “But we’re strong.” He squeezed his shoulder. “Your second step is to apologize to your sister. It’ll make you feel better.”

      James nodded. “Yeah, maybe later.”

      Terry walked to the fridge and pulled out two bottles of water. “Let’s go play some video games. I’m gonna kick your ass in that racing game this time.” He held out a bottle of water. “Then you should be ready to apologize.”

      “I’m going to school you like I always do,” he said with a laugh as he grabbed the bottle of water from his hand.

      “We’ll see. I’ve been practicing.” Terry slapped his back again, urging him toward the living room. “Don’t worry about what others think. You know the truth. You didn’t steal anything. That’s all that matters.”

      “You really believe that?”

      Terry’s eyes shimmered with honesty. “Yes, I do.”

      James sat down on the couch next to Terry, took a quick drink of water, then grabbed a controller.

      He didn’t care what others thought of him. If he did, he would’ve sunk to the bottom of the deep ocean way before now. The entire town could go screw themselves.

      But damn. He did care what Erin thought.

      That’s what hurt the most.

      He didn’t want to care what she thought. He hated how much it gutted him that she thought he was a thief.

      Glancing out the window at the gentle snow falling, he couldn’t help but think of her and worry. Hopefully the snow didn’t make the roads too bad tonight when she finished working her shift.

      She wasn’t his problem anymore.

      She never was.
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      Erin tried not to shiver from the blast of cold that rushed in with Daphne as she stepped through the automatic doors. Most of the time, she enjoyed working the front counter in the emergency room, directing patients to the appropriate area, calming family members down, answering questions, doing what she needed to do to maintain control. She ran this part of the hospital like a drill sergeant ran his platoon.

      But sometimes she hated it. Especially when the weather outside was worsening by the minute. The wind, bustling around like a mad tornado, made everything worse every time someone walked inside. The snow was starting to take permanent residence outside on the sidewalk. Bob, one of the other janitors, had to switch his routine and shovel the snow outside a few times already.

      James normally did it.

      Forcing a smile out, she greeted Daphne as she approached the counter. Her eyes gazed down with a true smile as she stared at the white box wrapped with a red bow after Daphne set it on the counter.

      “What’s
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