
        
            [image: cover]
        

    
[image: tmp_d07fd386916ef029b388fcafaeadb5b7_MVtSbt_html_6c9093e.jpg]

 



[image: tmp_d07fd386916ef029b388fcafaeadb5b7_MVtSbt_html_449c17e4.png]

Published by
EVERNIGHT PUBLISHING ® at
Smashwords

 


www.evernightpublishing.com

 


 


 


Copyright© 2020 Beth D.
Carter

 


 


ISBN: 978-0-3695-0262-9

 


Cover Artist: Jay Aheer

 


Editor: Jessica Ruth

 


 


ALL RIGHTS
RESERVED

 




WARNING: The unauthorized reproduction
or distribution of this copyrighted work is illegal. No part of
this book may be used or reproduced electronically or in print
without written permission, except in the case of brief quotations
embodied in reviews.

 


This is a work of fiction. All names,
characters, and places are fictitious. Any resemblance to actual
events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is
entirely coincidental.

 



 


 


 


 


DEDICATION

 


Thanks to CR Moss, Lark, and my
husband for being soundboards. Thanks to Stacey and Jessica and
everyone at Evernight Publishing. I wanted this story to read like
a Hallmark Christmas movie so I hope I’ve achieved that. Happy
Holidays!







 


 


 


 


THE HOLIDAY
GROUCH

 


 


Beth D. Carter

 


Copyright © 2020

 


[image: tmp_d07fd386916ef029b388fcafaeadb5b7_MVtSbt_html_7ace8fdb.png]


Prologue

 


Little Reece cracked one eyelid open,
saw it wasn’t quite daylight yet, and closed it again. He’d been
doing that all night, yearning for the moment he could bound out of
bed and race downstairs to see if Santa had brought him what he
wished for. He’d managed to sleep long enough to make sure he
wouldn’t get coal in his stocking, but now the anticipation kept
him wide awake.

Finally, when the sun peeked through
the blinds, he threw back the covers and jumped up. Without
bothering to change out of his pajamas, he raced out of his
bedroom.

“Dad! Dad! Time for
presents!” he yelled excitedly.

Not only was it Christmas, but it was
his birthday. Which meant double presents. It was just what he
needed since his mother had left a few months ago. Running
downstairs, he made a beeline for the living room but came to an
abrupt stop. No presents. Nothing. The small Christmas tree with
his homemade ornaments stood forlornly, bare of anything delivered
from Santa.

“Reece!” his father yelled
as he stalked from his bedroom down the hall. He wore only his
boxers and a t-shirt, which had a few holes among the stains. “What
are you yelling about?”

“I … I didn’t get any
presents,” he whispered, pain tearing through him. Tears welled in
his eyes. “Santa ignored me.”

“Stop your snot-crying,”
his father ordered harshly as he scratched his crotch. “I hate your
goddamn whining all the time.”

“B-but I wanted a demo hat
like yours,” he said, crying harder. “A-and a hammer. I was a good
boy! Why didn’t he come?”

His crying escalated. Suddenly, his
father slapped him across the face. Reece fell into the wall and
crumpled onto his knees. He blinked up at his dad, using one hand
to cover the hot spot on his cheek. Shock rendered him
mute.

“The whole Christmas
season is stupid,” his father growled at him. “Presents cost money,
and I ain’t got none right now since your fucking mother left us
and I have to babysit. So be thankful I don’t throw
you away like people get
rid of their unwanted toys.”

Then his father turned and marched
back down the hallway. A second later, his bedroom door slammed
shut, leaving Reece silently sobbing in front of the Christmas
tree.


Chapter One

 


Reece Greene smiled at the people
mingling among the reception party he was hosting to celebrate the
sell-out of his new condominium tower. The high rise, set in the
heart of Beverly Hills, was the proposed first in a line of
self-automated housing, simply interfaced with either a phone app
or voice control. The artificial intelligence wired into the condos
let the owner access everything needed with a few commands, from
emergency personnel to ordering groceries. They were the homes of
the future, garnered from the sci-fi shows he’d watched as a kid
and born out of the trends he knew wealthy people craved. His other
successful ventures had put him on the map, but with the condos
selling out even before they’d been completed, he had cracked the
barrier that had always eluded his contractor father.

Success.

Reece could finally call himself a
millionaire, several times over, in fact, and he wore the title
like a royal cloak. He’d worked his ass off to reach the top, and
that was all that mattered. He’d be damned if he’d let anything
take away his crown. Weaving through the elite crowd, he sought out
his exasperating fiancée. It had been she who requested this
monstrosity of an “intimate” get-together with friends. A term he
used hesitantly because he didn’t even know half the people there.
He smiled at his investors and the homeowners, who of course lauded
him as a visionary, but the other half were her annoying
acquaintances.

Being over six feet gave him the
advantage of being able to look over most people, and although
there were a sea of blonde heads, none of them belonged to Tiffany.
Making his way toward the back of the ballroom, where the bathrooms
were located, he caught sight of the swish of an emerald-green
dress in a darkened alcove behind several potted ferns. A few steps
away, he heard a deep masculine moan, and a cold feeling settled in
the pit of his stomach. He didn’t need to see any more to know what
was going on, but a sense of inevitability hit him hard. Like a
roller coaster he had to finish riding.

He rounded a large pot and saw
Tiffany’s head bobbing up and down on some guy’s dick while the
dude’s hand was shoved up under skirt, no doubt playing with her
pussy. He had to give her props for originality. The angle she had
to achieve to get into that position required a lot of dexterity.
Reece waited for the anger and betrayal to come boiling to the
surface, but the lack of either told him all he needed to know.
Whatever feelings he might have had for Tiffany had died long ago,
if there had been anything other than sexual excitement. After all,
he knew exactly what she did with that tongue to drag such a deep
moan from the recipient.

The man opened his eyes, not a lot,
but enough to see him standing there watching. The sexual haze
broke instantly, and he scrambled to sit up, even though the pants
around his kneecaps prevented him from being graceful. Out came the
hand from under her dress. Tiffany’s mouth popped off of the
dick.

“Oh shit,” the man
muttered, staring at Reece.

Tiffany followed his line of sight and
glanced behind her, and immediately her annoyed look transformed
into that of an innocent, bright-eyed girl. Until that moment,
Reece had never realized how good an actress she was.

“Reece, baby—”

“You missed your calling,”
he said, interrupting her loving tone. “You might have won an
Academy Award one day. What a fabulous fucking
performance.”

She surreptitiously tried to wipe the
saliva from the corner of her mouth as her would-be lover zipped up
over his deflating cock. “It meant nothing. Just a little fun. I
might have had too much to drink.”

Her sky-blue eyes were clear and, more
importantly, sober. Reece looked at the man. “Get out of here. And
I mean the whole goddamn party. I never want to see you
again.”

The young man nodded and scooted past
them both before making a hasty exit, leaving Reece staring at his
fiancée.

Ex-fiancée.

He held out his hand, palm up,
waiting.

“What?” she demanded as
she straightened her own dress, covering the expensively tailored
tits he’d once thought were great.

“My ring.”

Her eyes went wide with surprise and
shock and maybe a hint of desperation. She snatched the hand that
held the marquis-cut diamond out of his reach. “Over this? It meant
nothing!”

“It means everything!” he
snapped back. Fury finally seized him, causing his hands to close
into fists as he took a menacing step toward her. She shrank back
in fear. “If you can’t keep your fucking mouth off some random
guy’s dick, then I’m betting that pussy of yours has been playing
footloose and fancy free as well!”

“How dare you!”

“No,” he said, pointing at
her. “You don’t get to use that phrase at all. How dare me? How
dare you, you
fucking cheater! Give me my goddamn ring back so I can at least
salvage some of the price when I return it!”

She stuck her hand behind her back, as
if that was going to make him forget about it. “No, you gave it to
me! You can’t take it back since it was a gift.”

He took a threatening step closer. “It
wasn’t a fucking gift. It was a goddamn promise. One you destroyed.
Now get the ring off your finger and get the hell out of here. Go
join your lover, because I never want to see your lying face
again.”

Once more, he held out his
hand.

She stared at him defiantly for a
heartbeat before she brought her hand out and yanked off the
five-carat diamond ring he’d given her only a few months
ago.

“I hope you choke on it,”
she snarled before slamming it down on his palm. “You’re mean! And
… and you’re ugly. I was taking pity on you!”

“Really?” he asked dryly.
“What are you, five?”

Her eyes narrowed. “If it wasn’t for
your money, you’d never get any pussy. No one could ever love you.
You’re just an old fucking contractor who happened to get
lucky.”

“Get out of here,
Tiffany.”

Head held high, she marched past
him.

****

Hours later, once the party had
petered out, Reece sat at the hotel bar and nursed a double shot of
top-shelf whiskey. He stared at the ring in absolute disgust. What
had possessed him to propose in the first place? Had he really been
that hard up for a trophy wife? Looking at the mirror behind the
bar, he studied his craggy appearance with distaste. Her words had
cut deep because they were ones he’d heard his whole life. Years of
working in the sun had carved deep lines around his eyes and mouth.
A nose a tad too big and brows a bit too prominent. He lived in a
world that judged on appearances, and although he’d done his best
to refine himself, Tiffany had hit his insecurities on the
head.

Someone sat down beside him. Without
glancing over, Reece knew his best friend and business partner, Max
Manceaux, had joined him. He might have the “vision,” but Max had
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