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Optimism was a choice—one Elena Fairchild made several times a day. Of course, having the nickname of Sunshine made cheerfulness almost a requirement.

She made that choice as the bus drove past the Welcome to Orange Valley sign. She would be the best maid of honor ever. Even if she was a little jealous that her 54-year-old mother was getting married for the second time, while her dating prospects remained nonexistent.

She was the only passenger to disembark, not surprising since most people drove themselves these days. Sunshine grabbed her hard-shell suitcase from the luggage bay and blew out a breath. 

Her mother was supposed to pick her up from the terminal, but with Trixie, she could be anywhere from a few minutes to several hours late. 

Sunshine dug her cell phone from her backpack and called her mother.

Trixie was flustered when she answered. “Hi, sweetie. How are you?”

“Cold.” Orange Valley was at least ten degrees cooler than Portsville. “I’m at the terminal waiting for you to pick me up.”

“Was that today?”

Sunshine did a quick count to ten in her head. “Yes, Mom, December 14, two weeks before your wedding, as you requested.” 

Sunshine had saved her vacation time and almost started the third world war when she’d requested time off during the busiest wedding season of the year. 

Only the fact that she’d gotten people to cover her flower jobs had made it possible for her to be in Orange Valley.

“Oh, Sunny, I’m sorry. I can’t pick you up. I’m in Idlewood.”

Cheerfulness was a choice. Sunshine imagined herself in a field of sunflowers and focused on keeping calm.

“Why are you in Idlewood, Mom?”

“Oh, it was the funniest thing. I had a dream last night that I should have a cake made out of cupcakes, so I drove up to Idlewood to ask Regina if she could bake three hundred cupcakes for my wedding.”

“Three hundred—?” Sunshine pulled out the handle of her suitcase and headed toward the exit. “Do you know how long it would take for her to bake that many cupcakes? Especially since she’s running a bakery.”

Gina’s Bakery was one of the most famous pastry shops on Saturn Island. It was not uncommon for people to drive miles to get one of Regina’s creations.

“Regina said the same thing,” Trixie’s tone was sulky. 

Sunshine speed-walked to the taxi stand.

“Mom, we talked about this.”

“What do you mean, Sunny?”

Sunshine lifted an arm to grab the attention of the hackney cab. 

“You will not be a bridezilla.”

“Keith doesn’t think I’m Bridezilla.”

“That’s because Keith believes you invented sliced bread.”

Keith West was the sweetest man Sunshine had ever met. He treated her mother like a queen—something Trixie deserved after losing her husband at such a young age.

“I have to go, Mom. I’ll call you when I get to the house.” 

Sunshine hefted her suitcase into the trunk and slid into the back seat, slamming the door behind her.

The driver glared at her in the rearview mirror.

“Sorry. It got away from me.” Just as her temper had almost gotten away from her. 

“A merry heart does good, like medicine, but a broken spirit dries the bones.”

“What was that, dear?” The elderly woman sitting beside her turned in Sunshine’s direction. 

“Nothing,” She dredged up a smile. “I was reminding myself to enjoy this beautiful day. I have a lot to be thankful for.”

“That’s a nice attitude to have, dear. I wish more people saw things your way.”

Sunshine angled her body toward the older woman. She loved talking to people from other generations. She learned so much. 

She enjoyed talking to people, period. It was one reason she was the most sought-after florist in Portsville. Her ability to connect with people made it easier to get them to explain their vision to her. The more she understood what they envisioned for their wedding, the easier her job became. 

Creating the perfect floral arrangement for her clients used to bring her joy, but now it gave her a massive headache. Not that she’d ever admit it to anyone.

Sunshine smiled at the older woman.“Have you always lived in Orange Valley?”

By the time the car stopped in front of her mother’s house, Sunshine had learned the woman was having a hip replacement the next day and had made plans to visit her in the hospital. 

She waved to Daisy and the cab driver, Tim, before dragging her suitcase up the short flight of stairs to her mother’s veranda.

Her chest warmed as she admired the potted plants that her mom had decorated for Christmas. Each had a unique design, but the bright red against the green reminded Sunshine how much she loved the colors of Christmas. 

The only thing missing was the red and black checkered cushion covers that should have replaced the more serviceable year-round ones. Those and the matching blanket they usually threw over the back of the patio chair, so it was available if someone wanted to sit on the veranda without freezing. She’d get it out of storage and finish up the decorating for her mom.

Thankful that she had keys to the house, Sunshine let herself in. She drew in a huge breath of cinnamon spice with a hint of peppermint and grinned. Her mother’s signature scent brought childhood memories flooding back. 

Christmas had always been family time, at least it had been until she’d moved away. Sunshine shook off the lingering thoughts of work. This was her vacation, and she intended to soak up as much Christmassy goodness as possible.

Her mother had set up the Christmas tree and pulled out the decorations, but hadn’t decorated it. Sunshine grinned. She loved Christmas. It was single-handedly the best holiday of the year. 

This was the first Christmas in a long time that she wouldn’t be busy designing floral arrangements for someone else’s happily ever after. Of course, that wasn’t quite right either, since she’d be doing the flowers for her mother’s wedding.

She called her mom again. “Please tell me you got me something off Regina’s Christmas menu.”

Every year, Regina had an exclusive selection only available from December through the first week of January. She changed the menu often, though there were some things, such as her sorrel cookies that remained staples.

Trixie giggled. “Of course I did.”

“Good. We can eat them while we set this tree up.”

“Oh, sweetie, I can’t help you set things up today. Keith’s taking me out to dinner.”

On her first night back in town? Things were already changing, and not for the better, as far as Sunshine was concerned. 

She took a deep breath. It wasn’t Keith’s fault, since Trixie had forgotten she was coming today. 

Besides, she didn’t need her mother to entertain her. She’d be perfectly fine setting things up on her own. 

“That’s okay, Mom. You and Keith have fun.”

She disconnected and dropped the phone on the couch. She could do this all by herself. Sunshine cracked her knuckles. 

“Alright, Sunshine, let’s decorate this tree.” She pulled up her playlist of nineties Christmas songs and got to work.

* * *

Matthew Beckett hated Christmas and everything associated with it. He hated the artificial cheerfulness and the music playing constantly on the overhead stereos. As if anyone would forget they were ill because of a few songs talking about Santa Claus or Jesus.

And why were the colors of this holiday so bright? It was as if whoever had created Christmas wanted to force everyone to adopt his false cheer.

“Doctor Beckett,” the head nurse waved to him as he stomped past the nurses’ station. “You have a minute?” 

She had the phone cradled between her shoulder and ear as she rummaged for something on the desk. 

If someone hadn’t stuck a potted cacti plant overladen with garlands on the desk, she wouldn’t have trouble finding whatever she was looking for.

“Is this going to take all day, Nurse Richards?” He scowled at her. 

He had at least two patients to visit before tonight’s dinner with his grandfather. The only excuse for missing one of those was a severe medical emergency or someone’s death. Preferably his.

“Let me call you back after I’m done dealing with GD.” She slammed the phone into the cradle.

GD—Grumpy Doctor or Grinchy Doctor depending on the time of year. Matt was aware that most of the staff disliked him, but he wasn’t at Morningside to win popularity contests. 

He was there to help his patients, and if he saved someone’s life, all the better. His patients didn’t need him to be Doctor Congeniality. They needed his expertise.

“You wanted to know when the patient in Room 608 was awake. She woke up half an hour ago.”

And he was just being told? He arched his brows but didn’t say a word. 

“We paged you, but there was no response.”

He gave a brusque nod. “I’ll check on her.” 

He pivoted toward the direction he’d been coming from. If he spent seven point five minutes with Daisy Dane and drove two miles per hour faster, he’d get to his grandfather’s with two minutes to spare and avoid a lecture. 

Matt increased his speed slightly to improve the odds in his favor. If he moved fast enough, he’d have another thirty seconds to spend with his patient.

Matt entered Daisy Dane’s room and blinked. “What is going on here?”

Every available surface had a vase with flowers. A large helium balloon with the words “Get Well Soon” floated on the ceiling.

“Isn’t it great?” A woman in a mustard sweater and jeans beamed at him. 

“No, it is not great,” he scowled at her. “You’ve turned this hospital room into a garden.”

She grinned. “That was kind of the point. A cheerful environment helps a patient’s recovery.”

“Oh?” He gave her his full attention. “Are you a doctor, Miss…?”

She laughed, the sound reminiscent of the detested silver bells he’d been hearing all season.

“No, I’m not a doctor. I’m a florist.”

“Figured.” 

Matt let out a tiny breath of relief and hurried to his patient’s bedside. The idea that Ms. Dane had brought in a consultant had grated at him. 

He scanned the elderly woman lying flat in the bed, noting her pallor and checking the monitors beside her.

“How are you feeling?”

Ms. Dane gave him a baleful look. “Like someone cut me open and poked around in my hip.”

Matt sensed the presence by his shoulder before the woman spoke.

“Can’t you give her something for the pain?”

“Is she your daughter, Ms. Dane?”

“No.” The woman smiled slowly. “This is Sunshine. I met her yesterday in the cab and told her I was having surgery and she offered to visit.”

There were so many things wrong with her statement that Matt wasn’t sure where to start. 

He snorted. “Your name is Sunshine?”

“Yes.” She moved around to the other side of the hospital bed and glared at him. “What’s it to you?”

“Nothing.” Matt shook his head. “I’m always curious about parents who saddle their children with names that belong in the dictionary.”

She rolled her eyes. “I suppose you have an ostentatious name, like Augustine or Bryce.”

Why were they having this ridiculous conversation?

“Why are you still here?” He glared and pointed to the door. “Out.”

“Well,” she huffed out a breath. “I’m not going to stay here and be insulted by this-this grump!” She leaned down and gave Ms. Dane a sweet smile. “I’ll come back after the Grouch leaves.”

She thrust back her shoulders and did a remarkable job of strutting out of Daisy Dane’s room.
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Sunshine stalked out of Daisy’s room. What a horrible man! If he hadn’t seemed genuinely concerned about Daisy, she’d have been worried about leaving Doctor Grumpy in the room with her.

She spun in a circle. What was she supposed to do while he was checking on her new friend? It was visiting hour, so most people had family and friends spending time with them. 

Daisy’s forlorn face from the previous day flashed in her mind. Maybe not. She wandered the hall, checking for rooms not overrun with visitors. Halfway down the corridor, she found one.

She stuck her head into the room where an old man sat in a hospital bed, a bandage around his eyes.

“Hello?” His voice boomed across the space. “Who is it? Nurse? Doctor?”

What if that grumpy doctor ran her out of this room too?

“Please.” The man’s voice was plaintive. “Would you talk to me, please?”

Sunshine stepped into the room. The poor man was practically begging her to speak with him. What was the harm? She may as well keep his company.

Sunshine cleared her throat. “Hi.”

The man angled his head in her direction. “You sound pretty.”

She grinned, drawing nearer to the bed. “I bet you were a heartbreaker when you were young.”

The man’s lips curled into a kind smile. “I never broke a woman’s heart, Miss. I took great care of it until she wanted it back.” He stuck a hand in her general direction. “The name’s Gerald.”

“Hi, Gerald.” She took his wrinkled hand in hers. “I’m Sunshine.”

“You wouldn’t have a few minutes to spend with a lonely old man, would you?”

She checked her watch. In less than fifteen minutes, the visiting hour would be over and she’d have to leave. But there was no way she was going back to Daisy’s room until she was sure the cantankerous old doctor was gone. 

Okay, so he wasn’t old. He couldn’t have been more than a couple of years older than her. His green eyes were the exact shade of her favorite Christmas ornament, and that firm jaw made her wish—

She snapped her thought in the middle. She wouldn’t wish for anything. She was not in Orange Valley to find a date. And if she had been, it wouldn’t be a snappy doctor who thought too much of himself.

“I can sit for a few minutes.” She plopped into the chair beside his bed. “Where’s your family?” Nobody should have to be in the hospital alone—especially not at Christmas.

“My daughter and her husband were supposed to be here. They’re flying in from the States, but their flight was grounded because of a storm.”

“Oh,” Sunshine whispered a prayer for their safety. “So, Gerald, why are you spending your holiday in the hospital?”

“You again?”

Sunshine’s head snapped up at the familiar, disgruntled voice. She stifled a groan.

Why is this man stalking me, Lord?

“Don’t you have anything better to do than follow me around?”

He folded his arms across his chest—his impressive arms. Surely he didn’t get those muscles from his daily activities? 

“Unlike you, I have a reason to be here.” He pointed to the badge clipped to his lab coat as he moved closer to the bed.

“Once again, you’re impeding my ability to do my job.” He thrust a thumb over his shoulder.

“Yeah, yeah.” She pushed to her feet. “I’ll check on you tomorrow, Gerald, if you’re still here.”

On impulse, she leaned over and kissed his grizzled cheek. She angled her head as she brushed past the doctor, his spicy clove scent wafting to her nose. Why did such a bad-tempered man smell so good?

And she had no business sniffing Doctor Grouch or anything to do with him. She ducked back into Daisy’s room, but her friend was already asleep. Good. Hopefully, he’d given her something for the pain. 

Sunshine lay a gentle hand on Daisy’s arm. “Father, I commit Daisy into Your care. I pray that You will heal her and keep her safe. Amen.”

God would take care of her friend. She had an inkling to pray for the grumpy doctor, but she brushed it off. Nah. He already occupied too much room in her head. It was time to think about something else. Preferably something cheerful, like what she’d be having for dinner that night or her mother’s wedding. 

On her way out of the room, she bumped into a nurse’s aide and sent the papers in the woman’s hand flying. 

“Oh, I’m sorry.” Sunshine dropped to the ground and scooped up a handful of papers, stashing them together. 

“It’s okay.” The young woman laughed, her elf hat tipped at a daring angle. “I know better than to walk so close to the doors. The first week I worked here, I was always bumping into someone.”

They both stood, and Sunshine handed the papers she’d collected to the woman.

“Thanks.” The aide looked her up and down. “You wouldn’t be interested in helping with our fundraiser, would you?”

She should say no. This was supposed to be a vacation—the only break she’d have for at least six months. One that she’d be spending to design the floral arrangements for her mother’s wedding.

“It would only take a couple of hours of effort.” The woman clapped her hands together and pouted her lips while making puppy dog eyes at Sunshine.

She chuckled. “If you’re going to be manipulating me this early in our relationship, I should at least know your name.”

The young woman laughed and stuck out her hand. “I’m Zoë.”

“Nice to meet you, Zoë.” She grasped the woman’s hand. “My name’s Sunshine.”

Zoë’s face lit up. “I love that.”

She flashed a grin of thanks. “What’s this thing you’re trying to get me to sign up for?”

Zoë handed her a typewritten sheet of paper. Sunshine scanned the piece of paper but learned no more information than Zoë had provided.

“This doesn’t provide a lot of details.” 

Zoë groaned. “I know. The trouble is we want to have this fundraiser, but we don’t have a clue what we’re doing yet.”

Sunshine’s eyes widened. “But there’s a date on here.”

Zoë’s head bobbed up and down, and there was a sheen of desperation in her eyes. “Will you help?”

Sunshine gulped. Ten years of serving frantic brides made this more of an adventure and less of a challenge. She’d work it in around everything else.

“Count me in.”

* * *

Matt slunk into the staff meeting a few minutes after it started. His patient consultation took longer than expected. And yes, while he always loved being on a schedule, something about Shantoy got to him. 

The teenager had persevered against all the odds stacked against her. She’d pushed past the limitations of her scoliosis diagnosis, risen to the top of her class, and, remained active in school activities and her community.

He leaned against the wall as far away from the rest of the staff as possible. Not that he had any success because, as usual, the room was too small for the staff meeting and didn’t have enough seating.

He checked the agenda on his phone. What had he missed? Oh, good, only the insincere appreciation offered by the head of the department.

The man stood at the front of the room, his bald head glistening with sweat. Probably because the air-conditioning was struggling to cool the room with so many people in it. 

Or because there was too much wool stuffed into this room since everyone somehow managed to include either gaudy pants or a tacky sweater in their outfit. A ridiculous decision because the temperature in the hospital was the same as it would have been at any other time of year.

“I called this meeting because we have yet to decide on the fundraiser we’re hosting in two weeks.”

Matt scowled. This was about a fundraiser? Not an effective use of his time. Not when he had patients who needed his help. He sidled to his left, keeping his eyes fixed on Jack Turner, not wanting to draw any attention to himself. 

“Need I remind you this fundraiser will assist some of our patients—the ones struggling to pay their medical bills?”

Matt jerked to a halt. The fundraiser was for medical aid.

“Dr. Beckett. Are you volunteering?”

As a unit, everyone swung to stare at him. 

“Uh, no.” He pointed to the exit. “I was…”

“Sneaking out of the meeting?”

His face went hot as snickers filled the room. 

“I don’t have time to show up at a bunch of meetings. There’s a hospital full of sick people.”

Turner sighed. “I know you consider these meetings to not be worth your time.”

He and Turner had never seen eye to eye, ever since they’d started working at Morningside Hospital within six months of each other. Turner was all process, whereas Matt disliked the way paperwork sometimes hampered him from helping the people who needed him.

Matt buttoned his lips. Experience had taught him that answering Turner wouldn’t work in his favor.

“Extending yourself to participate in programs put on by the hospital is expected by every member of this team. This will be a consideration when the hospital goes to renew a doctor’s contract.”

Matt narrowed his eyes at the man. Was this a lecture? He’d lost track of the number of meetings he’d endured because someone had complained about his lack of participation. He didn’t care what these people did after working hours, and he had no desire to spend any more time with them than was necessary. 

There was also a hint of a threat in Turner’s statement. Was the man suggesting that Morningside wouldn’t renew his contract because he didn’t play nice with the other residents? How real was that threat? 

Matt was coming up on his three-year anniversary in a few months. Would he need to start job hunting?

Turner sighed and swiped a palm over his shiny pate. “I thought you’d have been interested in
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