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        Merry Christmas.

      

        

      
        May your days and nights be filled with holiday cheer!
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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

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        One more Special Note…

      

      

      I love writing flash fiction! I absolutely adore it. It really gets the ideas flowing. This story started out right away with a flash scene. I had no idea how it would start, and bam! Someone gave me a prompt and I decided to use it with my Christmas story. A few scenes were written with flash prompts. It will be noted at the beginning of chapter one and chapter nine, just for your information, if you happen to be curious.

      Merry Christmas, and I hope you thoroughly enjoy this story!

      

      [image: heart suit] Much love, Amanda Siegrist
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          WRITING PROMPTS: IT’S TOO HOT. I HATE HATS. THE RED STAPLER.

        

      

    

    
      He grabbed the dog by the scruff of his neck and cradled him as close to his chest as he could, shielding him from the burning inferno. The heat scorched him straight through his gear, so he could just imagine how the dog felt. Puppy, more like it. Unless it was one of those tiny dogs that people loved to dress up and put in designer purses and do a number of frivolous stuff with. He honestly had no clue. All he knew were the cries of the little girl screaming for her dog had him running back in the house.

      Probably the dumbest thing he could’ve done.

      Heat was coming from all directions. The flames licked at his body. The smoke mixed in didn’t help him to see a clear path out of the house that was sure to crumble at any moment.

      So dumb. All for an animal.

      But he would’ve never been able to live with himself knowing he didn’t at least make an effort for the little girl.

      Crouching low as he walked down what he assumed was the hallway, he tried to keep his sanity as the flames seared his backside. If he made it out of this house with half his body coated in burns, he wouldn’t be shocked.

      His muscles started to get heavy, his breathing labored, even with his mask on and the oxygen flowing nicely.

      “It’s too hot.” He squeezed the dog reassuringly. “But I’m going to get you out of here.”

      Every time he turned his head, trying to get his bearings down, all he saw was orange and red. Bright flames waiting to fry him like a hot dog over an open fire pit.

      “Bentley. To your right.”

      The sound of his buddy talking in his ear sent a rush of hope straight to his veins. Like a shot of adrenaline. He had no idea what was to his right. More flames? More heat? More smoke? Freedom? He didn’t care. His fellow firefighter said to turn right, so he was going to turn right.

      Making the turn as fast as he could, the dog still clutched tightly in his arms, he didn’t pause as his buddy grabbed his arm and led him out of the house via the back door. Which was crazy, because he remembered entering the house through the front door. Searching for the dog and then attempting to find his way out had really turned him around.

      After getting far away from the house, he collapsed to the ground, set the dog down gently, who barely moved, and shoved off his helmet and mask, gulping in a huge breath of fresh air.

      “That was a close one, man. I can’t believe you went back in.”

      Bentley took another huge breath of air, then grinned at Charlie, his savior. “I had to get the dog. He’s a part of their family.” He looked down at the dog, who sat quietly by his side, his soulful eyes glancing up at him as if he understood what just happened.

      The dog was safe. The little girl would be happy. Nothing else mattered.

      Charlie clapped him on the back and chuckled. “You’re crazy sometimes. Glad you’re okay.”

      “Thanks for coming in for me.”

      “Always.”

      Charlie scooped up the dog and walked away. Bentley smiled as he heard the delightful squeals from the little girl as she grabbed her precious pet.

      It was a puppy. A small golden retriever that would live to see another day.

      Because of him.

      He couldn’t wait to get home, take a shower, grab a beer, and appreciate the silence for once. The fact he ran into a burning home that was ready to fall apart at any moment and saved a dog because a little girl pleaded for him to do so made him feel grateful to be alive.

      Thinking about it now, it had been a dumb decision to run back in the house. But it all worked out.

      Standing up, he tried not to imagine how badly the fire chief would ream him out for his reckless actions.

      He walked to the front of the house, where the rest of the crew battled the flames, and went right to the chief, who had a fierce expression on his face.

      “We’ll talk later. You hurt?”

      Bentley shook his head. “Not a scratch.” Shockingly. Because he swore he felt the flames blazing right through his turnout jacket.

      “Why are you still standing around?”

      He shoved his helmet on his head and jumped back in to help his fellow firefighters tame the fire burning through the Daughtry’s family home.

      They’d snuff this fire out, but it didn’t matter. Besides the barn standing tall and proud behind them, the house was a complete loss.

      Christmas was only two and a half weeks away. What a way to spend the holidays. Homeless.

      As he grabbed part of the hose behind Charlie, he couldn’t help but remember what happened to Theresa’s home last Christmas. Theresa was his best friend’s wife. He knew as soon as she found out, as well as most of the other townsfolk, the Daughtry’s wouldn’t feel homeless. The town would band together and make sure they had the best damn Christmas they could this year.

      Because that’s what they did in Mulberry. They looked out for each other.

      He knew exactly who’d be at the center of the organization to turn their crappy holiday into a beautiful one.

      Daphne.

      The one woman he let get away. The one woman he would never have.

      She was getting married in two and a half weeks. On Christmas Eve.

      The Daughtry’s might still have a wonderful holiday.

      But for him—this Christmas was going to suck.
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        * * *

      

      Her fingers curled around the door handle, and with one quick breath, she pulled it open. There was nothing to be nervous about. Nothing. She didn’t get nervous.

      Rolling her shoulders, she pasted on a smile. She wasn’t having the best morning to produce a real one, but she’d at least make it appear as if nothing was wrong in her life.

      Absolutely nothing wrong.

      Emma stopped in front of the counter and eyed the pretty blonde talking a mile a minute on the phone. The blonde, whose hair looked perfectly combed into a ponytail that she knew she’d never be able to replicate, held up a finger to her with a friendly smile.

      She smiled back, feeling obligated to do so, then carefully took her cream-colored knit hat off her head. She tried not to groan as she felt her hair stand straight up as if someone had rubbed a plastic balloon over her head to make her hair as staticky as they could. I hate hats. She rolled her eyes at her own thoughts.  No, you don’t. You hate how perfect she looks.

      Trying to tame her dull brown hair as unobtrusively as she could, she waited impatiently for the woman to get off the dumb phone.

      She wanted to get this over with and get out of town.

      Fix her car.

      Find a place to live.

      Just…feel happy for once.

      The woman ended the call, then gently laid the phone down on the cradle. Her ponytail bounced merrily as she shuffled a few things around her desk and then looked at Emma with a bright smile.

      God, she hated that smile for some reason. Why did this woman have to look so joyous and happy?

      “How can I help you?” That annoying smile was still plastered on her face.

      Emma forced herself to keep the fake happiness displayed and resisted the temptation to fix her hair again. Her bland, almost mousy brown hair looked nothing like the perfection that was before her. It never would. She could never style it the way she liked. It lay past her shoulders, and with a lack of a haircut in over six months, one would probably be able to see the split ends if they looked closely enough. She didn’t have time for a haircut with everything that had happened lately. Not that a haircut would have her looking as beautiful as this woman.

      “Ma’am?”

      Blinking, she realized she never responded. “Uh, yeah. I’m here to see Elliot Duncan.”

      A slow brow rose, yet with the same friendly smile in place. “Chief Duncan. Do you have an appointment?”

      Chief Duncan. Well, excuse me. She almost blurted out that sarcastic comment.

      “I don’t. Is that a problem?”

      The irritating woman shook her head, her annoying perfect blonde hair swinging with delight. “Of course not. I’ll see if he’s available.” Her hand reached for the phone. “Can I have your name, please?”

      She swallowed. “Emma.” She fisted her hands. “Emma Brookes.”

      “Thank you.” The woman punched a bunch of numbers and then started speaking.

      Emma drifted away from the counter, suddenly wanting to flee fast and hard. What was she doing here? Why did she care so much?

      “He’ll be right here.”

      Emma looked at her, unable to hide the panic in her eyes.

      “Are you okay?”

      She nodded, then turned to get the hell out of this town. She changed her mind. She couldn’t do this.

      Hitting what felt like a brick wall, she almost fell before a strong arm grabbed her around the waist. The strong yet gentle touch immediately disappeared. For the tiniest of moments, she missed the touch, the strange tingling sensation that had zapped her when the man’s fingers wrapped around her waist.

      “I’m so sorry.”

      Her eyes drifted upward and met with a pair of startling hazel eyes, almost shimmering like golden tinsel hanging on a tree. Blinking, she tried to dislodge that silly notion. Golden tinsel? Ridiculous.

      The man with the sparkling eyes she couldn’t seem to tear her gaze from burrowed his brows in concern. “Did I hurt you?”

      “I’m fine.” She stepped back and to the side so he could pass.

      He hesitated, then nodded and produced the biggest grin as he made eye contact with the beautiful woman behind the counter. Emma wanted to throw up. Why didn’t he smile at her like that? Nobody ever smiled at her as if she were the most precious gem in the world.

      Jealousy was a rabid disease. It did nothing but tear a person apart and turn them into someone with a black heart. She had no use for such emotion.

      But eyeing this man, who she didn’t know, as he looked at this woman, who she also didn’t know, with such love and adoration made the jealousy coat every inch of her body. She wanted to shout at his back, “Look at me like that!”

      “Bentley, are you okay? You gave us all a fright yesterday.”

      His grin widened, if that was even possible. “Perfectly fine. How are you, Daphne? Have you taken a breather at all today?”

      “I just got off the phone with Theresa. We’ve been sharing the duty of gathering supplies.”

      “Well, that doesn’t surprise me…”

      Emma let their conversation drift away, closing her mind off everything but her task. The same task she had been about to flee from. Nobody had ever accused her of being a coward, and they wouldn’t start today.

      Bentley.

      Daphne.

      What kind of names were those?

      They were probably a couple. An annoying, sweet, sickening couple. A couple who probably did public displays of affection constantly, murmured I love you all the time. She had the urge to throw up again.

      He looked just as perfect as the woman. His light brown hair was combed flawlessly. Although it was rather short, there wasn’t much to style in any certain way. But still, pretty much picture perfect. And his smile was⁠—

      “Emma?”

      Her head jerked to the right to a man she hadn’t seen in ages. Fifteen years, to be exact.

      “Is that really you?”

      A small smile came out of nowhere. A real, genuine smile as the man she had looked up to for the brief time she knew him beamed at her brightly.

      “It’s me. I didn’t know if you’d remember me or…”

      Elliot grinned and held out his arms for a hug. She didn’t hesitate. She stepped into his embrace and hugged him back, soaked up his affection and his warmth as much as she could. She’d need it for remembrance when she was alone, with nobody to cling to, to talk to. Just be with.

      Elliot pulled her away, the same wonderful expression on his face. “It’s been way too long. How’s your father?” His smile dimmed a bit. “It’s shameful to say, I haven’t spoken to him in a few years.”

      Just like that, her feet ached to flee once again. She wanted to run out the door, get into her car that probably wouldn’t start, and drive out of this town without a backward glance.

      “Emma?” His thumb brushed a stray tear off her cheek.

      She hadn’t shed a tear in the longest time. She didn’t even cry at the funeral. Why now? Why in front of him?

      “He’s dead.” She said it without emotion.

      She honestly had none left. No happiness. No joy. No worries.

      The only emotion she could muster every minute, every second, of every day, was fear.

      “I’m sorry to hear that.” The expression on Elliot’s face spoke the truth. She was sorry, too, but probably for a different reason. A tender arm wrapped around her shoulder. “Let’s go to my office.”

      She nodded, her gaze drifting to the perfect couple behind them. She connected with Bentley’s golden eyes, his annoying concern back in his glittering depths.

      She didn’t want his concern.

      She didn’t want anything—from anyone.

      She wanted to do what she came here to do. Then leave.

      Leave and hopefully find where she belonged in the world.
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        * * *

      

      Emma sat down in front of Elliot’s desk and threw out a grin for his sake when he held out a container full of cookies.

      “My wife, Lynn, loves to bake. Her sugar cookies are the best.”

      Not wanting to appear rude, even though her nerves said she shouldn’t take one bite, she grabbed a cookie shaped like Santa and took a small nibble. Delicious flavors hit her taste buds in all directions. A small moan might’ve even slipped out as she took another bite. Well, maybe her nerves weren’t so bad where she couldn’t enjoy this cookie.

      “They’re hard to resist.” Elliot chuckled, as if he knew she didn’t want the cookie to begin with, but thought it would make her feel better. Oddly enough, it did.

      His smile gradually disappeared.

      She knew what was coming. The awkwardness. The pity. The assumption that he understood what she was going through.

      All of those things were her fault because she chose to come.

      “How long ago did your father pass away?”

      She took another bite of the cookie before responding. She knew this part of the questioning would occur, but she detested it. Every single part. “About six months ago. It was a heart attack. He didn’t suffer.” I should know. I was there when it happened.

      His eyes crinkled with concern. “I’m sorry to hear that. He was a good man.”

      “Yeah, he loved retelling stories all the time. Shenanigans with you were one of his favorites.”

      Elliot laughed, a boisterous laugh that was so contagious, she couldn’t help but join along. For the briefest of moments, she felt happy. Almost carefree. Like her life wasn’t going to hell.

      Then, he stopped. His eyes gathered more of that pity she hated seeing. The moment of happiness washed away as quickly as it appeared.

      “I don’t want to take much of your time. I was going through his stuff and I found some boxes…” A tiny breath escaped. “He wanted you to have some things. They’re in my car.”

      More questions lingered in the depths of his eyes. Questions she didn’t want to answer.

      “I don’t think he had anything of mine.”

      Shrugging, she took another bite of the cookie to prevent herself from blurting out something stupid—like the truth. Her dad had secrets she knew nothing about…until he died. Or how it took her five months to even go through his stuff. That it was forced upon her to do something because she couldn’t keep up the payments on his house, and she had no money to store his belongings anywhere else. That she had no choice but to get rid of everything. That she was homeless and had nowhere to go.

      “Are you okay, Emma? You…” He cleared his throat. “You should join us for supper tonight. I’d love for you to meet Lynn.”

      That sounded like the worst idea she’d ever heard.

      And the best.

      Saving money had always been difficult for her. Since her father passed away, forget it. She barely saw any green before it was taken from her hands immediately. For bills, for food, for gas. She had forty bucks in her purse, and that was it. Her bank account sat at zero. Her credit cards were maxed out.

      She was broke.

      Flat out broke.

      “I think she mentioned something about making popcorn balls tonight with Laura. That’s our daughter. It’ll be fun.”

      She shouldn’t.

      But she wanted to so badly. She just didn’t know how to say it.

      She tore her gaze away from his kind, worried eyes, landing on the red stapler sitting near the edge of his desk. Decorated with a colorful design on top with a winter scene, Santa and his eight reindeer flying through the sky with sprinkles of snow all around them, she couldn’t stop the yearning for a wonderful Christmas this year. A yearning so strong, her heart started to ache with a deep, wrenching pain.

      All because she eyed a dumb red stapler with a merry holiday theme painted on top.

      It would never happen, though.

      She didn’t have money for a place to stay. How could she have a nice Christmas when she had no money?

      “Emma?”

      Her eyes jerked to his at the anguish in his tone. An understanding, unlike all those other times people gave her that look, hit her. He did understand. He knew the pain she was dealing with.

      “Okay. Sure.”

      “Excellent. Lynn will be very excited to meet you.”

      Would she? This mysterious woman that seemed to have captured the heart of Elliot, a man she always looked up to as a father figure, would she want to meet her? She wasn’t anybody special.

      “Hey, Bentley. Come on in.” Elliot’s eyes darted behind her as a grin broke free, erasing the sorrow she saw moments before.

      Turning slowly in her chair, she connected eyes with the man she didn’t want to see again. She saw enough of his sickeningly sweet relationship to last her a lifetime.

      “I didn’t mean to intrude, Chief. Daphne said you had some boxes that I could take to the Daughtry family.” His eyes wouldn’t leave hers even as he spoke to Elliot. Her hands started to shake as her heart felt like it was pounding right out of her chest.

      “I do.” Elliot stood up and rounded his desk, then stopped near her. “This is Emma. A good friend of mine. Emma, this is Bentley. He works for the fire department.”

      Emma stood up, even though she wanted to ignore the guy, and gave him a tight nod that indicated she didn’t care. Because she didn’t. “Hi.”

      “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Are you busy, Emma? We could use the help.” She looked at Elliot as he nodded toward Bentley. “He’s bringing a load of supplies to the Daughtry family. They lost their house last night from a fire.”

      She shifted her gaze from Elliot back to Bentley. “Is your girlfriend helping, too?”

      Bentley took a step backward as if in shock. And why wouldn’t he? What kind of question was that? Hello, foot. Insert in mouth. Something she excelled at a little too often.

      “I don’t have a girlfriend.” The surprise slid away as a silky grin touched his features. “Are you applying for the position?”
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      The audacity of this woman. Clearly, she didn’t like him for some unknown reason, and then she asks him about his girlfriend as if she’d stepped into a pile of manure and the disgusting stench wouldn’t disappear.

      He didn’t have a girlfriend.

      Why would she care, anyway?

      So he couldn’t help but mess with her.

      He needed the distraction. A lot.

      Talking to Daphne moments before was hitting him like a Mack truck going eighty right into a brick building.

      Yeah, he had no girlfriend. But he wanted one. Even though he teased with her to be his girlfriend, she wasn’t the typical kind of woman he dated. He liked friendlier, light-hearted, sweet women.

      Not the brash, brazen, and in-your-face kind of woman.

      “Definitely not.” She cocked a brow, as if waiting for some sort of witty retort from him.

      He was honestly speechless. She said it as if revolted by the idea of dating him. What was wrong with him?

      Nothing.

      He held doors open. He made sure to walk his dates to the front door before leaving, and maybe even snatched a goodbye kiss, like a gentleman, of course. He paid for the meals, even sometimes surprising his date with a picnic in the park or in the woods on his parents’ property. Hell, he even helped his buddy Aiden last year with a romantic gesture.

      He knew how to treat a woman right. He was the utmost gentleman. Any woman would be lucky to have him as a boyfriend.

      Except Daphne. She obviously didn’t think he was that great. She was marrying someone else.

      Maybe there was something wrong with him.

      “I was joking around. It’s nice to meet you, Emma.” He cleared his throat and tossed a look at Chief Duncan, who looked entirely too amused by the odd exchange. “I can handle this on my own, Chief. If you direct me to where the boxes are at, I’ll take care of it.”

      The chief hesitated, but then smiled as he nodded. “There are five boxes in the break room filled with clothes. I’ll be heading over to the farm later today with some food that Lynn’s preparing. Thanks, Bentley.”

      “Of course. Give me a call if you need any other help.” He gave Emma a brisk nod and walked out of the office before he said something that would completely embarrass him.

      Well, fine. He might not be on the top of his game at the moment when it came to women, but did she have to sound so appalled by the idea of dating him? What was her problem, anyway? She acted weird from the moment he accidentally ran into her.

      Maybe that’s why she had a bug up her ass. She didn’t appreciate him getting in her way.

      Well, sorry. He had a lot on his mind. From the fire that took everything from a good family. To the disastrous countdown to Daphne’s wedding.

      Life sucked.

      “Hey, man. Just starting your shift?”

      Aiden nodded as he shut the fridge in the break room. “Yep. How’s it going? You okay? Theresa’s been worried about you.”

      “Fit as a fiddle. I wasn’t in that much danger.” Sort of a lie. But Aiden didn’t need to know how close he came to being in some serious trouble.

      He had yet to meet with the fire chief. When he wanted, he could procrastinate like the best of them.

      A stern expression etched across Aiden’s face as his eyes narrowed. “That’s not what I heard.”

      Shrugging, not in the mood to hash it over, he grabbed a box. “I have to get these to the Daughtry’s. Grab one and let’s walk.”

      Aiden’s eyes narrowed even more before he decided to drop the subject and grabbed a box. They headed for the front entrance where he parked his truck.

      “Did you meet Emma? She’s weird as shit.”

      “I have not had the pleasure. Who is she, and why do you think she’s weird?” Aiden chuckled as if he knew something Bentley didn’t.

      “She’s some friend of Chief Duncan’s. And she’s…she’s weird. Trust me on this one.”

      “Yeah, like the time I trusted you to get us home from the Cities when my car broke down and we ended up sleeping in a rat-infested motel instead of our comfy
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