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			Talk about the ghost of Christmas past… Marie, the love of his life, is back in town to help her sister take care of her sick nephew. Digger promises that the girl next door won’t get away this time. Not on this bad biker Santa’s watch.
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			Chapter 1

			(Digger)

			Being in a hospital during the holiday season wasn’t even on my list of “shit that I do”—nor was wearing a fucking Santa suit. But Walt “asked.” And when the VP of your motorcycle club asks, it isn’t really asking. It’s more like an order. 

			“The suit is your ticket in, Digger,” he said. 

			“Can’t I just meet the nurse after her shift?” 

			“Nope. The drugs need to go out with you. She’ll lose her job if she’s caught. Her boss is already checking her bags when she clocks out.” 

			Damn it. Susie sucked a mean cock, but she was also a mess. Addict. Just like the guy we needed the stupid-ass drugs for. But unlike Nurse Susie, Lucas Abbot had valuable information Walt needed.

			“These pants are too big.” I tugged at the fabric hanging between the belt loops. I’d cinched up the waist until it was nearly doubled over, and they still threatened to fall off. 

			“Suppose they are, seeing as they were supposed to cover Beef’s fat ass.” 

			“He sober up yet?”

			“Nope.”

			Double damn. That man was going to be kicked out of the club if he kept that shit up. He was a good guy but had issues with alcohol and women. One fed the other, and he’d be better off without both. 

			“Send me Abbot’s location as soon as you find him. I’ve dropped off the presents and only have two or three more kids to deal with.” I grimaced. Between chemo and surgeries, the kids I’d met tonight messed me up inside. I was enforcer material, dealing more hurt than hugs. 

			“You’re tough. You’ll make it.” 

			“Fuck you.” 

			Walt’s chuckle lingered in my head long after he hung up on me. 

			Susie passed me in the hall and winked at me. Her ass sashayed from one side to the other. Did it do anything for me? Nope. I wasn’t a saint, but frankly? Not one woman held my attention. 

			Deep in the darkest corner of my mind, the ghost of my conscience mocked me. “Marie,” it whispered, making me a liar. 

			I followed the volunteer whose job it was to lead me around. I scared her. I supposed a six-foot-two Santa with leather biker boots and tattoos would. Baggy pants, notwithstanding. 

			With a shake of my head, I cleared my thoughts to attempt “jolly.” The last kid of the day wore an oxygen mask. I’d suited up in a green overgown and plastic everything. The rugrat couldn’t do much more than nod at Mom’s Christmas list. 

			“And to not get so sick next treatment.” Her hollow eyes pleaded with me as she rasped it out. 

			If I was Santa, that would be bumped up to number one priority. Along with being able to walk again, and no more dialysis. Or simply seeing Christmas morning. That poor girl. 

			Someone tapped the glass. The volunteer held up a finger and nodded. 

			“They added another kid.” 

			My groaned expletive was met with frowns. “Sorry.” 

			The mom glanced down at my boots and rolled her eyes. 

			Just for that… a million bad thoughts went through my head, but one look at the bald girl laying on the bed chased them out. 

			“I’ll get my elves on your list.” I tapped my nose and smiled, hoping against hope the kid was fooled. 

			A racket. That was what this all was. Lies wrapped up in pretty packages and materialism. I’d stopped celebrating Christmas the year I turned twenty-one. There’d been one too many damn lies that year. 

			I scrubbed my beard, a real one, dark brown-black, not the proper snowy white one. Toasty’s old lady gave me something to color it temporarily. And the spray color made it itch. 

			It also turned my fingers silver. “Got anywhere to wash this shit off my hands with?” 

			My guide huffed in disgust. “There.” 

			She pointed at a door. It led to an employee lounge with storage lockers and a private bathroom.

			“Thanks. Be out in a second.” 

			I’d just gotten the worst of it off when Susie slipped into the bathroom. I should have shut and locked the door.

			“Hey, big boy.” She groped my crotch.

			“Cut the shit, Suze. Did you get it?”

			“A kiss first.” 

			“Ain’t kissing you.” 

			She held up some green shit, and not the smokable kind. “Mistletoe, you have to kiss me.” Her pink lipstick looked like brake fluid as she puckered up.

			“Says who?”

			Her chin went up at an angle with an attitude thrown in. “Me. You want the shit, you have to.” 

			I grabbed her jaw and dug my fingers in, using just enough force to hurt but not bruise. “No one tells me what to do.” 

			Her eyes went wide then calculating. “Give me a second chance… Santa, I’ll be good. I promise,” she said with a flutter of her eyes. I squeezed harder.

			“I’ll say this louder so maybe it will sink into that empty space between your ears. I’m not interested.” This close, I could see the wear and tear. She wasn’t old but would soon look it.

			She dug in her pocket. “Here. Asshole.” 

			I pulled out a fifty for her and tucked it in her exposed cleavage. “Now get lost.” 

			“Next time, send Cork.” 

			“Next time, don’t fuck with us.” 

			Her shoulder flicked up as she pretended she wasn’t scared. But the speed of her exit gave her away. 

			I tucked the baggie of pills into my pocket. 

			“Since when does Dean Isaac Green do drugs?” 

			I hadn’t heard my full name in over five years. It was about the last time I’d pissed my mother off. Everyone called me Digger, even my mother. 

			The woman who’d spoken was half concealed by an open locker. 

			I blinked once, thinking I was seeing things. Maybe thinking of her earlier was making me hallucinate. “Marie?”

			She shut the locker carefully. “Been a bit.” 

			I swallowed. It had been five years, eleven months, and twenty-three days since I’d seen Marie Josephine Bishop. “What are you doing in here, and how much did you see?” 

			Shit, I sounded like Walt. Then again, that was better than groveling at her feet. She looked damn good. Filled out a bit and still heartbreakingly familiar. My chest hurt looking at her. 

			Marie let out a breath and shook her head. The debate of whether to scream at me or answer nicely was evident in her scowl and the way she took a deep breath for patience. “The volunteer told me the Santa was in here. My nephew wants to see him.”

			“Jessie had a kid?”

			She nodded. A faint smile flashed across her face. “Ethan James Ness. He’s turning three in February.” The smile disappeared. “He was born with a congenital heart defect. They fixed it, but there were problems.” 

			“Sorry to hear that.” 

			“The good news, I guess, is that they found a heart.” Her expressive face told me a ton. 

			“Donor?”

			A nod. 

			God. It was such a mixed bag, getting a miracle like a donor’s heart for a two-year-old, but the price? Harsh. Holidays were a sucky time to lose a kid. I closed my eyes. “Is your sister in with him?” 

			Marie brightened. She and her sister were close. A billion times closer than me and my two brothers. “Chad is in Miami with his new girlfriend, so I’m stepping in as dad for a bit.” 

			That explained why she was back in Hagerstown at least. My face pickled. “I can’t believe she married that asshole.” 

			Chad Ness was always a douche. Lived on the same street, five blocks down. Always sniffing around the Bishops’ house. With two gorgeous girls just a measly year and a half apart, my neighbor’s mini-Victorian mansion was a veritable magnet for teenage boys. If it weren’t for the mean Greens next door, I was certain Marie’s parents would have had to ammo up. 

			“As to your other question? All of it.” Her eyes narrowed on me. “I am glad I didn’t have to see you make out with that woman.” 

			That made two of us. 

			“It wasn’t what you think.” 

			“Don’t give me that bullshit. You obviously bought drugs from her.”

			I could hear Walt’s voice in my head demanding, “Lock her down.” 

			Fuck. He’d have my ass if Marie couldn’t keep a secret. If it were six years ago, I’d laugh at that concept. But a lot had happened since then, including Marie leaving town to get a degree in psychology or some fancy shit like that. “Going to rat me out?”

			“Make you a deal.” Her chin went up. I used to love that about her. She never let any of the Green boys give her or her sister shit, and we were all intimidating motherfuckers from the moment we stepped out of the cradle. Not a wuss in the bunch. Her five-two wasn’t a match for any of us, but the fire inside her would never back down from our attitudes or our dares. You tell her not to do something, and bam, she’d be showing us how it was done. That led to broken bones, stitches, and stories only the five of us would ever know the truth about. 

			“Naw. The deal is, you keep your mouth shut.” 

			“Naw. The deal is, you tell me why you broke up with me.” 

			That pain in my heart doubled, along with the sucker’s thumping pace. Nothing scared me, except maybe that secret. I’d kept it tightly buried for a long time. I opted for the easy reply. “You cheated on me.” 

			“I. Did. Not.”

			This was why I hated lies. “Liar. I got proof.” 

			“That is impossible.” She crossed her arms and glared at me. 

			“Um, excuse me? Are you with the Ness boy? The match is confirmed. I th-thought you would like to know.” An intern stuttered as poked his nose into the room. He kept his body shielded by the door because, obviously, he’d caught a whiff of the tension in the room. As soon as Marie acknowledged him, he ducked out. 

			“Shit.” She rubbed her temples. 

			“Tit for tat, I told you. Now, about your promise?”

			Marie turned on me. “One, that line of bullshit about cheating was a damn lie six years ago. Two, Jess is waiting for me to get back with a fucking Santa because she promised Ethan he’d see Santa here, and three,” she muttered under her breath, “you really haven’t a changed a bit, asshole. I am not promising jack until you tell me why you think I cheated on you.” 

			We were going there? “Is it really important? I mean it’s been…” Five years, eleven months, and “…six years. Aren’t you over it by now?”

			“Over it?” Her mouth hung open. “Over it?” That time, her voice cracked. She slapped her hand on her throat as if to shove things back to rights. Her face worked through shock and denial and finally clamped back down, tight. “I guess fucking not. How could I get over it?” She scoffed out a hard laugh. “We were inseparable since I was six. We were each other’s fir— It took you less than fifteen minutes to stand there on my back porch, spitting out a bunch of shit about me cheating on you, and then just tossing all of our years away like it was nothing. There’s no getting over that.” 

			“Hey, Marie? Oh shit, Dean,” Jessica interrupted us. 

			“Is this like grand fucking central or some shit?" Whatever happened to privacy? "Hey, J,” I greeted Jess. “I heard about Ethan. Sorry.” 

			“It’s going to be
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