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      Evan Conner opened the front door and frowned at the elf standing on the porch.

      This elf was a petite redhead wearing a full-fledged red and green costume fitted with a pointed hat, pointed-toe shoes, and jingle bells. Lots and lots of jingle bells. A sprinkle of freckles crossed her pert nose; a wide grin plucked up the corners of her mouth, and her deep green eyes sparkled like diamonds.

      Yes, sir, a really, really cute elf.

      But what was she doing here? Puzzled, he peered over her shoulder to see if Santa and a few reindeer might be lurking around, but no, she was alone.

      “May I help you?” he asked, bracing for the answer. Nothing about this weird business trip was turning out the way he’d expected.

      “Hi! I’m Dr. Chloe Anderson, the vet,” the elf said. She extended her hand to the jangle of the jingle bell bracelet at her wrist. “You called about a dog?”

      Evan introduced himself and shook her hand, relieved to know who she was but still perplexed by her wardrobe choice. “Thanks for coming. Um, nice outfit…”

      She laughed. “Sorry about the elf costume. It’s photos with Santa day at my veterinarian clinic, and I didn’t have time to change. Our pet parents love to have some holiday fun, so we all dress up and pose with the dogs and cats for Christmas pics.”

      Evan grinned. Chloe Anderson chattered a mile a minute. The whole time she was talking, her hands moved, and her eyes danced, and her smile lit her face. “Sounds like a great way to turn a tidy little profit.” 

      Her smile vanished, and she frowned at him like a disappointed fifth-grade teacher.  

      “Excuse me, but we don’t make a profit from the photos. We charge nothing to the pet parents.”

      “Why not?” he asked, fascinated. 

      “We do it in the spirit of Christmas. You’ve heard of that, haven’t you?” Her voice turned a tad tart on that last part.

      He held up both palms. “I didn’t mean to offend.”

      “It’s okay.” Her smile was back. “But I can tell you’re not from Kringle.”

      What did that mean? Feeling slightly offended, Evan pushed the front door open. “C’mon in.”

      She jingled over the threshold, and he couldn’t suppress his smile. She sounded like a one-woman parade. 

      “I am sorry about my comment,” he apologized again. “I’m a corporate lawyer, and if you don’t mind a little friendly business advice, a small vet practice such as yours should maximize all opportunities for a profit. You could make quite a lot off those pet photographs if you have a big turnout.”

      The look Chloe gave him could melt paint off a car. “I could never do that. I do suggest that our pet parents donate to the local animal shelter, but I would never try to profit from it.”

      Her attitude toward profit made him want to shake his head, but as she continued staring at him, he realized what she did or didn’t do wasn’t his concern. He was only in Kringle, Texas, for two weeks, and then it was back to his life in Dallas. 

      “Whatever works for you.” He shut the door.

      She looked a little embarrassed that she’d overreacted. “That’s okay. I shouldn’t have gotten so upset. I just don’t want you to think that I’m all about money.”

      Many retorts occurred to Evan, but he kept his mouth shut. Instead, he nodded, which she must have taken as agreement.

      “Mind if I leave a few things here while I look at the dog?” She moved into the large foyer and stopped at a side table. “I don’t want to scare her with all the jingling.”

      “Of course,” he said, curious what exactly she intended. 

      She set down the small medical bag, took off her hat, and slid the felt elf covers off her shoes. She also took off armbands festooned with jingle bells. When she finished, she still looked like an elf, just less noisy.

      Chloe glanced around. “I didn’t know someone rented the Madison place. Last I heard, Kitty and Dwayne were still living in Dallas. It’s a nice…um…house.”

      Evan didn’t blame her for hesitating. The word “house” hardly described the place. ‘Sprawling mansion” was the phrase that came to mind, and the estate fit into the small town of Kringle like a giant wart on a puppy’s face.

      “My boss rented it,” he said, not wanting her to think he wasted money on lavish housing.  

      When his boss, Peter Thomas, had brought up this trip and “volun-told” Evan he was coming, too, Peter said his goal was to make amends to his hometown. A heart attack last month had Peter reconsidering his life as a corporate lawyer, and now he wanted to show the people he’d hurt in the past that he’d changed. 

      “It’s a Christmas Carol without the ghosts,” he’d told Evan.

      But so far, Peter acted more like the original Scrooge than the reformed version. For instance, renting the biggest, most ostentatious house in town was hardly the right way to show the townsfolk he wasn’t greedy.

      “Ready?” Chloe asked.

      “This way.” Evan led her to the home office. “When I got up this morning, I heard some yipping and whimpering and discovered this…”

      He shoved open the French doors so that Chloe could see the small light-brown dog in the room’s corner. The dog had made herself a little bed out of what had once been a fine oriental rug and two expensive throw pillows. Inside the makeshift bed lay the dog and three small puppies.

      “She must have come in through the doggie door. Whoever is in charge of this house should have secured it.”

      “True.” Chloe approached the dog and knelt in front of her.

      The little dog thumped her tail against the floor and looked up at the vet with moony eyes. 

      “Look at you, Vixen, you went and had babies,” Chloe cooed.

      “Vixen? You know this dog?”

      Chloe nodded. “She belonged to a wonderful woman who used to live in Kringle, Vivian Kuhlmeier. Vivian passed away a few months ago at the ripe old age of ninety-seven. Everyone in town looks after Vixen. But then she vanished. We thought she’d left the area, but I’m glad to see she’s okay. Better than okay. She’s a mama now.”

      Evan stayed by the doorway while Chloe examined Vixen and her puppies. He was in over his head. Animals just weren’t his thing. He hadn’t grown up around them, and his parents drummed it into his head that pets were a waste of money. 

      When he’d told Peter about the dog, his boss had said, “Eeew, just get them out of the house.”

      As usual, his employer expected him to do all the dirty work. When he’d agreed to come along on this trip with Peter, he’d thought his boss would say “hi” to a few old friends, apologize for his misdeeds, and then they’d head back to Dallas. 

      From what he’d seen so far, Kringle was a cute town, but a small one. It shouldn’t take too long for Peter to accomplish his mission, and Evan felt a bit impatient that his boss had already strung things out for three days.

      He hadn’t planned on spending a lot of time in this one-pony town. Even though not much happened in the corporate world during the month of December, he still wouldn’t mind getting back to the office. There was always work that needed doing.

      Chloe clicked her tongue. “I told Vivian repeatedly that she should get Vixen spayed, but she wouldn’t do it. She had some misguided notion that spaying messed with a dog’s temperament.” 

      “Too bad you can’t wave a magic wand and make people do what you want,” Evan mumbled, thinking of Peter.

      “I wouldn’t want to be the one wielding the magic wand.” Chloe sank her hands on her slim hips. 

      “Why not?”

      “As nice as it might seem to control the world, I do believe in free will. You’ve got to let people be who they are, no matter how inconvenient it might be for you.”

      “That’s a philosophical attitude.”

      “I find life works better when I don’t impose my values onto others. But…” Chloe sighed. “Now not only does Vixen need a new home, but so do her puppies. Thankfully, at least the birth seems to have gone smoothly.” 

      “I’m glad for that.” And Evan was beyond glad to shift the new mother out of the house. Dealing with his boss was difficult enough. He knew nothing about taking care of animals, especially a litter of puppies. “So, you’ll take her with you?”

      “No, she should stay here.”

      Evan was so certain she was going to say yes that it took a minute for her answer to sink in. He was already planning how he was going to move the dog into the vet’s car. 

      He blinked. “Stay h-here?”

      “Vixen and the puppies will be fine,” she said, as if the animals’ health was his top concern. “Just keep the room warm and make sure she has food and water. She needs bonding time with her puppies.”

      “W-What?” he asked, hoping he’d heard wrong, and he felt like a dolt. “She has to stay here? Are you sure?”

      He looked at the little dog. Sure, she was cute with her big brown eyes and her little black nose, but she worried him. What if something went wrong? 

      Chloe had been patting the dog, but now she turned to look at him. “Yes. She should stay here for a few more days. There’s no reason to move her.”

      Evan frowned. Vixen looked content with her puppies snuggled next to her. What the vet said made sense, but the new mom and her puppies intimidated him. He’d faced tough juries that didn’t unsettle him as much as one little mama dog and her puppies.

      “Um…” He glanced at Chloe, not at all happy with how this was turning out. “I guess I can handle it.”

      She laughed.  “It’s not as hard as it seems. The doggie door is right behind her, so she can go outside when she needs to. I’ll help you set up food and water.”

      Knowing this was the best he could hope for at the moment, Evan resigned himself to his fate. “Okay.”

      She stood up, dusted her palms together, then came closer to him and smiled widely. The woman could be a professional smiler, she was so good at it. “Don’t worry. It’ll be fine. I can stop by every day after work and check on her if you’d like.”

      Yes, yes, he’d like, he’d like.

      “Please do,” he said, hating that he sounded like a drowning man begging for a life preserver but sure he needed help. “Naturally, I’ll pay you for your time.”

      “You need not pay me each time I stop by.”

      Now they were on his turf—negotiations. “You’ve got to value your time, Dr. Anderson. People take advantage of you if you don’t.”

      She settled her hands on her hips and smiled again. A serial smiler. He had to admit it was a darn cute smile. When Chloe smiled, it reached all the way to her eyes. And right now, her eyes twinkled like the Christmas lights strung up from every building in town. He amused her, Evan realized, like some novelty toy.

      “Fine,” she said. “If that’s the way you want it. I’ll charge you an arm and a leg each time I stop by. It’s my goal to please people. I’d love to collect lots and lots of money from you. Will that make you happy?”

      He couldn’t help it. Evan laughed. He liked Dr. Chloe Anderson, DVM. “Yes. That will make me happy. I love being overcharged.”

      “Good. Then my work here is done.” She bent for one last check on the dog and her puppies, then nodded to herself and straightened. “If you encounter any problems, just call me.”

      “Call you about what?”

      Simultaneously, they turned to see Peter standing in the doorway of the home office.

      Before Evan could introduce him, Chloe glared. 

      “Peter Thomas?” she said, her tone as chilly as an iceberg. “What are you doing here?”

      “Hello, Chloe.” Peter’s voice was just as stiff as hers.

      Evan glanced at his boss and then back at the diminutive vet. “I gather you two know each other?”

      “Yes,” they said in unison and glowered at each other. 

      “How is your mother?” Peter asked. 

      “Mom is fine, thanks.” She clenched her jaw so tightly that Evan could see the muscles working underneath her skin. “How have you been?”

      “Fine.” Peter tipped his head and studied her outfit with a sidelong glance down the end of his nose. “Nice elf clothes.”

      Evan stifled a groan. His boss had insisted on apologizing to the town’s residents, and he had no idea what Peter had done to alienate the vet, but he shouldn’t miss this opportunity to apologize.    

      “That’s right. Scoff at Christmas. You’re oh so good at it.” Chloe’s killer smile was MIA.

      “Peter, you came to this town for a reason. Wouldn’t now be a great time to start?” Evan asked.

      One eyebrow shot up on Chloe’s forehead. “What reason is that?”

      Peter shrugged and seemed reluctant to do what he had insisted last week needed doing. “I’m trying to make up for a few things in my past. Like Scrooge, you know, after the ghosts.” 

      “Scrooge?” Chloe looked confused. 

      “Yep.” Peter flashed her one of his patented lawyer smiles, big but lacking in sincerity. “I had a heart attack last month.”

      “Oh no,” Chloe said, genuine concern in her voice. She might not like the man, but she could still empathize with him. The vet was a class act. “I’m so sorry to hear about that.”

      Peter waved off her concern. “It was mild, but it got me to thinking. I needed to come back to Kringle and mend a few broken fences.”

      “They are a little more than just broken fences, don’t you think?” Chloe asked, her mouth pulled into a dubious expression.

      “I know, I know a few folks in Kringle aren’t big fans of mine,” Peter said. “Just wanted to pop by and say ‘sorry.’”

      “A few?” Chloe frowned. “Peter, you convinced Kringle’s primary employer to pull out of the town.”

      Peter shrugged. “It was a good move for my client.” 

      “It devastated our local economy and left many families struggling to make ends meet. Dozens of people had to move away to find new jobs. A few folks even lost their homes. All because of you.”

      While Chloe was speaking, Peter kept bobbing his head. Evan wanted to tell him to stop it, but he knew better. Peter had a temper, which wouldn’t help the present situation; however, what his boss was doing was rude. 

      Based on what Evan had seen so far tonight, this apology mission in Kringle was looking more and more like a disaster.

      “I’m sure Peter feels terrible about what happened,” Evan soothed, trying to scoot Chloe toward the door. 

      The last thing he wanted to do was alienate the vet. He’d almost gotten her out of the study when a small mewing noise came from Vixen and her puppies. 

      Peter moved around Evan and saw the dogs. “What are those mutts doing here?  I hate dogs. Evan, get rid of them. Toss them outside.”

      Evan opened his mouth to tell his boss that he would not hurt the dogs, but before he could say anything, Chloe got in Peter’s face.

      “No one will harm those animals.” She shook her finger at him. “Do you hear me? I will have you arrested for animal cruelty.”

      Evan would give her this—a regular person might find it difficult to look frightening while wearing an elf costume, but Chloe Anderson managed it. 

      “Keep your pants on. Fine. Sheesh. The dogs can stay.” Peter headed for the door. 

      A little of the fire simmered down in her eyes. But Chloe did not like his boss.

      “Evan, they are your responsibility. I don’t want to hear or see them.” Then, without another word, Pete walked out, leaving Evan and Chloe staring at each other.

      Evan recovered first. “Nothing will happen to Vixen and her babies. I promise.”

      Chloe pulled one corner of her bottom lip up between her top teeth, and slowly, she shook her head. “I know you mean that, but I am worried about them now. I wouldn’t have suggested they stay here if I’d known you were with Peter.”

      She had a look on her face like she’d just eaten something rotten. He would have to talk to Peter about his attitude and the way he’d treated Chloe. 

      Ever since his heart attack, all Peter talked about was making amends to the people he’d harmed over the years, but at this rate, he was adding people to the “make amends” pile rather than subtracting from it.

      “Nothing will happen to the dogs,” Evan reassured her. “I’ll make sure they get good care. Peter didn’t mean what he said. He’s just not an animal person.”

      Chloe squared her shoulders like a fierce warrior going into battle and held his gaze. “You promise they won’t be neglected?”

      Evan couldn’t look away from her intense gaze. 

      Attraction crackled between them for a few seconds as they stared at each other.

      He crossed his heart. “I promise. You have my word that no harm will come to Vixen and her puppies. Please, show me what to do, and I will take good care of them.”

      She inclined her head. She looked from him to Vixen and her puppies and then back again, torn.

      He couldn’t really blame her for not trusting him. She didn’t know him, and what she knew about Peter apparently wasn’t good. Was she mentally lumping the two of them into the same category? Evan worked for Peter, and therefore she couldn’t trust Evan either? 

      Hoping to convince her, he flashed his most sincere smile. “I really do promise.”

      “I suppose I shouldn’t judge someone on the company they keep.” She studied him for a long moment, and he must have passed muster because she said, “Come on, I’ll help you set up the food and water.”

      They worked in silence for a few minutes, getting bowls from the kitchen and putting out dog food she retrieved from her vehicle.  

      When they finished, she sent him a solemn look. “I’m counting on you, Evan Conner, to do the right thing.”

      Evan didn’t hesitate. “Vixen and company will be fine. I’ll protect them with my life.”

      Finally, she smiled again, and he knew she believed him. 

      Weird how his stomach started tingling and he felt an airy sensation in his heart. Why did her belief in him matter so much?

      “Okay,” she said. “But if you don’t mind a little friendly business advice, if I were you, I’d find a new boss.”

      Yeah, well, that thought crossed his mind once or twice today. Especially since he’d been “volun-told” to come on this trip, he’d developed uneasy feelings. The more he got to know about his boss, the less he liked him. Peter wasn’t the easygoing, jovial guy he made himself out to be in the office. 

      As Evan walked Chloe to her SUV parked in the driveway, something else occurred to him. He’d really enjoyed getting to know Chloe, and he’d like to learn more about her. 

      She opened her car door. “Good luck. I’ll come around before work tomorrow to check on Vixen and the babies.”

      “May I ask you something?”

      She looked cautious, but finally said, “All right.”

      “Could I take you to dinner?” 

      Her eyes rounded, and her mouth formed a surprised little O. “Tonight?”

      He nodded. “Yes. Please? I’d love to take you to dinner for helping me out with this, and I’m feeling a little lonely in this town with only Peter as company.”

      “I can see how isolating that must feel.”

      “So you’ll go out to dinner with me?”

      “I’m dressed as an elf.” She laughed.

      Now it was his turn to chuckle. “I’m fine with it, although I feel underdressed. Maybe I could find a Santa hat?”

      Her eyes sparkled. “Sure, okay. Why not?”

      “Really?” He’d braced for her to turn him down. 

      “But I have to swing by my mom’s house first. In fact, I can change there, and you can meet Mom.” She gave him the address. “But fair warning, if you tell her your connection to Peter, expect a little blowback. Jilting someone at the altar doesn’t tend to endear you to a person who got jilted.”

      “Peter dumped your mother at the altar?” Evan knew that Peter had been engaged to someone in Kringle and broken it off with no explanation, but he didn’t know he’d left the bride standing at the altar. That was a jerk move.

      Evan barely resisted the impulse to apologize to Chloe, even though none of this was his fault. Still, he felt bad that his boss had hurt these people, and he was going to try his best to make sure Peter really made amends. 

      “I’d like very much to meet your mother,” he told Chloe.

      She opened her door to her silver SUV. Kringle Animal Clinic was printed on the side, along with pictures of dogs and cats. The vehicle was every bit as cute as its owner.

      “Just so you know, Peter really hurt her, “Chloe said. “He shouldn’t expect her simply to forgive him.”

      “Fair enough. He still needs to apologize. It’s up to her to decide how she feels after that.”

      Chloe gave a quick nod and climbed in the car. “Okay. We’ll see how it goes.”

      Evan forced a smile and then said, “I’m sure it will go great. I have a really good feeling about this.”

      After she pulled out of the driveway and drove off, Evan headed back inside. His assurances to the vet had been a total fib. He wished that he had a good feeling about Peter’s mission in Kringle, but he didn’t. 

      Quite the opposite.
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      Peter Thomas was back in Kringle. 

      Bad news all around, Chloe thought as she drove to her mom’s house. 

      Well, except that he’d brought Evan Conner with him. Then again, Peter always had known how to surround himself with good people to balance out his wily ways.

      Okay, she was happy to meet Evan. He seemed like a really friendly person, and it didn’t hurt that he was good-looking. Tall, with deep-chestnut hair and light-brown eyes, he was definitely heartthrob material. She was attracted to him, and not just because of his looks.

      Evan Conner struck her as a nice man, and her instincts about people were rarely wrong. 

      Still, Evan being an agreeable person didn’t help with her fundamental problem.  

      People in Kringle did not like Peter. He’d hurt many folks, her mother one of them, when he’d left Mom standing at the altar.

      Five years ago, when he’d first come back to his hometown, Chloe had been away at college, so she’d only met him once or twice. She hadn’t directly witnessed the destruction—but she’d seen the aftermath. The man was trouble.

      It didn’t take long to arrive at her mother’s one-story red brick house near the center of town. Like most houses in Kringle, she’d decorated it to the hilt for Christmas. Each tree and bush in the front yard festooned with twinkle lights. 

      On the lawn, her mother had placed a lighted display of three reindeer, and up by the front door was a blowup oversized snowman with a black hat and a red bow tie. Mom was a big fan of the holiday, which is why she’d retired here ten years ago after Chloe’s dad passed away. 

      Not that Chloe could blame her mom. Kringle was a great town. It was a fun place year-round, but especially so around the holidays. But five years ago, Peter had convinced the principal employer, Kringle Kandy, to move to Dallas. 

      That move devastated the local economy, and even now, half a decade later, it hadn’t really recovered.

      Worse was the way Peter had treated her mother. He’d wined and wooed her and proposed after only a few months. But he’d left town shortly after the deal with Kringle Kandy was complete, deserting both the town and her mother.

      This afternoon, he also hadn’t done a thing to impress Chloe that he’d changed. She still couldn’t believe what he’d said about Vixen. What evil man would threaten a sweet dog? He definitely fit the Scrooge image—the before ghosts version. She was unconvinced that he was sincere enough to grow beyond that. She couldn’t help getting the feeling that his contrite act was just that—an act. 

      How did she break the news to her mother that Peter was back?

      She parked in her mom’s drive and walked to the front door. The moment her mother saw her in her costume, she burst out laughing. 

      “Cute,” Chloe said, moving past her mother and into the house. 

      “Yes, sweetie, you are cute. I love the outfit.”

      Chloe twirled like a runway model in the living room, showing off the outfit. “Now I’m going to change.”

      She changed into a pair of jeans and a teal T-shirt she kept stashed in her vehicle. As a vet, she never knew when she might need a fresh change of clothes. She stared at herself in the white bathroom vanity mirror. “Might as well bite the bullet and tell her about Peter now.”

      Squaring her shoulders, Chloe went to break the news, but her mom was on her cell phone. One look at her mother’s expression told her someone had already beaten her to the punch.

      The Kringle grapevine worked overtime.

      Her mother switched off her phone and turned to Chloe. “Peter’s back in Kringle.”

      “I know. I was just about to tell you.”

      “Where did you hear?” 

      “I stopped by the Madison place. I got a call from Pete’s assistant, Evan Conner, that a stray dog had gotten into the house and had puppies. It turned out to be Vixen.” For a few minutes, she caught her mom up on Vixen’s progress. “So how do you feel about Peter being back in town?”

      “From what Jolie Stuart said…” Her mother waved at the phone she had set on the coffee table. “He’s back to make amends for all the problems he caused.”

      “What do you think about that?”

      “It’s a good thing. He should apologize to the folks of Kringle. He caused a lot of heartache.”

      “True.”

      Her mother shrugged and picked up an ornament from the array laid out on the coffee table and crossed the room to hang a large red ball on the front of the tree she was decorating. Canting her head, she considered the ball, and then moved it to the side. Her mother seemed perfectly calm, not at all bothered that Peter had returned.

      But Chloe wasn’t calm. She was worried. From the first time she’d met him, she’d gotten the feeling he was constantly on the lookout for an opportunity, a way to advance himself regardless of the impact to others. 

      Ruby pursed her lips and moved the ornament again.

      Chloe would have offered to help with the tree, but her mother had a specific way she liked to decorate. She figured she was better off just watching since she was more of a hang-it-anywhere sort.

      She plunked on the blue-flowered sofa and patted her mother’s yellow cat, Belle. As always, the second Chloe sat, Belle climbed into her lap and demanded attention. Once Chloe had established a patting pace that worked for Belle, she looked at her mom, who was still hanging ornaments with a critical eye. 

      Petite with the same red hair as Chloe, her mother looked much younger than her fifty-nine years. She had a bright smile and a big laugh, and Chloe thought she was the most amazing mom in the world.

      “Okay, Mom, now tell me the truth. How do you really feel about Peter being here? He let you down more than anyone.”

      Her mother had been fiddling with a snowflake ornament, but now she looked at her daughter. “It’s fine,” she said. 

      “Are you sure?”

      “I know I should be heartbroken, but I’m not. That tells you that it’s for the best we didn’t get married. What we had wasn’t genuine love. He didn’t break my heart. If it had been genuine love, I would feel something now that he’s come back, but I honestly don’t.”

      “Really?” 

      “Life has turned out exactly the way it should have.” She gave Chloe a calm smile.

      Although Chloe was glad to hear her mother felt this way, in some ways, it made her sad. If her mother was right, how did you know when you’d found genuine love, the type that would break your heart if it didn’t work out? 

      If genuine love meant that your heart could get broken, was love worth the risk?

      Personally, she’d never gotten even close to true love. She’d dated over the years and even had a few serious relationships, but they’d ended rather unspectacularly. She hadn’t been heartbroken, and neither had the guy.

      Almost as if she had sensed her daughter’s thoughts, Ruby said, “You’ll understand one day when you truly fall in love. I was truly in love with your father. Losing him broke my heart. Losing Peter didn’t.”

      The doorbell rang. For the holidays, her mother had set the ringtone to “We Wish You a Merry Christmas.” Kringle really was the perfect place for Ruby to live. The town was custom made for a Christmas fanatic like her.

      Since she was closest, Chloe answered the door. 

      Both Evan Conner and Peter Thomas stood on the porch.

      She gave Evan a questioning look.

      “When I told Peter we were meeting at your mother’s house, and we were going out to dinner, he asked to come along. I hope you don’t mind.”

      Chloe minded him being here. She wasn’t sure her mother was ready to see him, even if he hadn’t broken her heart. Good manners forced her to open the door widely and say, “Welcome.”

      Peter walked into the house first, followed by Evan. 

      Chloe watched as surprise crossed her mother’s face, but then she was relieved when her mother seemed unconcerned that her ex-fiancé had just walked in.

      “Hello, Peter.” Her mother gave him a warm smile, walked over, and gave him a quick hug. “It’s nice to see you.”

      Peter looked at her mother with so much regret it almost made Chloe feel sorry for him.

      Maybe she’d misjudged him. It looked like he had sincerely missed her mother. 

      “It’s wonderful to see you,” Peter said.

      “You too.” Mom quickly stepped from his embrace.

      No missing it, Peter looked disappointed.

      Chloe introduced Evan to her mother.

      Belle rubbed against his legs, leaving an impressive band of yellow fur on his dark-blue pants. If the fur transfer bothered him, Evan didn’t show it. Other than a quick glance down at Belle, his focus remained on her mother.

      He shook her hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Ruby. Chloe has your beautiful smile.”

      “Thank you, Evan. That’s sweet of you to say.” Ruby smiled and sent Chloe a knowing look that said, handsome.

      Uh-oh, Chloe knew that look. Mom was cooking up matchmaking scenarios. Chloe needed to nip that in the bud.

      “So, Peter, what brings you back to Kringle?” Her mother’s smile was warm, but her tone held just a hint of a chill.

      “I had a heart attack two months ago,” Peter said. “It made me rethink a few things.”

      “Things?” Her mother slanted her head and studied him with a flinty glint in her eyes.

      Peter shifted his weight and cleared his throat. ‘Mistakes I’ve made. Things I regret.”

      “Things like single-handedly destroying Kringle’s economy?” Chloe prompted. She didn’t mean to be pushy, but this man owed the town a lot more than convenient apologies.

      If he noticed her tone, he didn’t react. Instead, he looked at her mother and said, “I decided two things after my heart attack. One, I needed to apologize to the folks of Kringle. And two, I want to have a perfect Christmas, the kind of perfect Christmas you can only have in Kringle.”

      Chloe wanted to jump in and say a few things to Peter, but the forgiving look on her mother’s face told her to let it go. Her mother was the most loving person Chloe knew, and if she was willing to let things go, then Chloe needed to let them go too.

      “I’m very sorry if I hurt you,” Peter told her mother.

      Ruby rewarded him with a tender smile. “Thank you for the apology. I appreciate it.”

      Chloe knew her mother well enough to know his apology was all her mother needed to forgive him. Heck, she’d already forgiven him years ago, even without an apology. Chloe felt as if him saying he was sorry was for his benefit rather than her mother’s, and it did nothing to make Chloe believe his sincerity. 

      Her mother turned to Evan. “Are you here for a perfect Kringle Christmas as well?”

      Evan chuckled and Chloe felt a strange little tingle in her stomach at the sound.

      “Yes and no,” he said. “Sure, I’d love a great Christmas, but I work for Peter. He had me come along to make sure everything runs smoothly. It hasn’t been that long since his heart attack.”

      “Well, Chloe and I will do everything we can to ensure both of you have a perfect Christmas. Kringle is almost magical this time of year. I’m sure you’ll have a wonderful time.” Her mother shot her a meaningful look. “Chloe can help make sure you have a terrific Christmas, Evan. You should spend time with her. Kringle has so many outstanding events for the holiday.”

      Chloe frowned at her mother’s matchmaking attempts, but if he noticed it, Evan didn’t comment.

      “Have you seen the town?” her mother asked.

      “Not really. We drove straight to the house when we got here yesterday evening. I noticed that Main Street is festive with decorations, but I haven’t seen the rest of the town.” 

      “Main Street is the town,” Peter said. “The one street. It’s a handful of businesses and then, at the end of the street, the town hall. You’ve had the complete tour.”

      Peter’s tone made it clear he didn’t think Kringle was much to see, but Evan simply said, “I’m looking forward to exploring, and I’m glad I’m on the trip.”

      Chloe imagined there was more to the story than Evan was sharing, but she didn’t pry. As far as she could tell, Peter should be thankful Evan had come along. Evan helped even out Peter’s tarnished image.

      “Evan will also arrange the party,” Peter said. “It’s one of the chief things I want to happen while I’m here.”

      Chloe looked at Evan, who shrugged. “Peter wants to have a big Christmas Eve bash at the house.”

      “The Madison place is large enough to hold most of the town,” Ruby pointed out. “Have you spoken to Kitty and Dwayne Madison recently? I heard they were thinking about moving back to Kringle after they retire.”

      “I talked to them when I rented their house for two weeks. They seemed fine,” Peter said, but something in his voice made Chloe suspicious. Kitty and Dwayne had been the owners of Kringle Kandy.

      “The party will amaze,” Peter said. “I’ll invite everyone in town.”

      It didn’t surprise Chloe that her mother nodded. Ruby loved parties, and a Christmas Eve party would be too wonderful for her to resist.

      It was getting late. Chloe headed toward the front door. “Evan and I planned to go to dinner. Peter, I guess you’re coming as well, right? Mom, why don’t you join us?” 

      She’d assumed her mother would agree, but Ruby said, “No, I think I’ll stay here. I want to work on the tree.”

      “I’ll stay and help,” Peter said immediately. “I’m not hungry.” 

      He sat next to her mother, his expression a little too self-satisfied for Chloe’s comfort. Chloe looked at her mother to see if Peter staying was okay with her, but she seemed unconcerned. In fact, she’d already handed Peter a string of tangled lights to straighten. 

      Chloe considered also staying behind.

      “Okay. Well, be sure and let us know if you want us to bring anything back,” Evan said, opening the front door.

      Torn, she hesitated. Wanting to go with Evan but thinking she should stay to make sure her mother would be okay.

      Ruby sent her a pointed look. “Go.”

      “You’re sure?”

      Belle was still eeling between Evan’s legs.

      Chloe picked up Belle and held her up so Evan could see her face. “I think someone will be brokenhearted to see you leave.”

      Evan scratched the cat behind her ear. “I’m getting to meet many animals today.”

      Chloe sat Belle down and moved outside, closing the door securely behind them. “Lots of people in town have dogs or cats or both. I know it might seem that my practice would be small, but it’s actually very busy. We have lots of pet lovers in Kringle.”

      Evan Conner drove an expensive black SUV. Everything about him screamed success. She’d bet those dress pants that Belle had covered with fur cost more than her weekly grocery bill.

      He opened the passenger door for her, and she climbed inside. 

      “I was going to comment on the lack of animal fur in your car, but it won’t be fur free for long.” She nodded at his pants.

      He glanced at the bands of fur Belle had left behind and smiled, which made Chloe like him even more. He’d already explained he wasn’t used to pets, yet so far today he’d taken on the responsibility for a new mother and her pups and gotten coated in fur by an attention-loving cat.

      “It’s just fur. It will come off the car and my pants,” he said. “Life comes with messes.”

      With that, he closed her door and headed over to his side of the car. 

      Chloe watched him circle the car. She better watch herself around Evan Conner. He was irresistible.
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      Evan studied the menu and wondered what everything meant. Normally, he was pretty quick to catch on to things, but the meal selections at the Kringle Kafe had him baffled. What exactly was a HoHoHo burger?

      “I have no clue what to order,” he admitted to Chloe. “A HoHoHo sandwich?”

      She laughed, the sound soft and appealing. “It’s a little confusing until you get used to the Kringle lingo.” She leaned over and pointed at his menu. “The names are on the front of the menu, but the descriptions are on the back. A HoHoHo is number three on the menu. Turn it over and read the description on the back.”

      Why in the blue blazes would anyone design a menu that was this complicated? 

      Evan turned the menu over and read the description. HoHoHo, the joke is on you if you were looking for beef. It’s a mushroom veggie burger. 

      Chloe grinned at him over her menu. “The HoHoHo is my fav.”

      “Um, I guess I’ll get that,” he said.

      “You don’t have to. I get it because I’m a vegetarian. You can order whatever you like.”

      As someone who didn’t really care one way or the other what he ate, he figured he’d just follow her lead. Agreeing was simpler, and he liked things simple. Complicated was stressful, and life was complicated enough without stressing about food.

      A pert waitress named Sandy bopped over to take their order. “Excellent choice,” she said, revealing red and green braces. “The HoHoHo is our number two best seller after the Kris Kringle.” 

      Evan looked at the description of the Kris Kringle. It was a double meat chili cheese burger. His mouth watered, but he took the high road and stayed with the HoHoHo.

      “So tell me about yourself,” he said to Chloe, once the waitress had gone. It surprised him how much he wanted to know her better. 

      “Not much to tell. Born in Fort Worth. Grew up there happy. Went to A&M and was happy. Worked for a big vet clinic in Tyler for two years but was not happy. So I came here to Kringle when Mom moved. I’ve had my clinic for three years, and it’s going great!” She flashed a smile. “Happy again.”

      Her version of her life made him smile as well. In an era when everyone shared everything online in minute detail, she’d condensed her entire life into a few brief sentences.

      “Succinct,” he said.

      She shrugged, a casual little drop of her shoulders. “There’s not much to tell. My life is pretty straightforward. I’ve been very lucky. I know that.” 

      Truthfully, he’d met no one whose life was this straightforward. Everyone encountered bumps in the road. He had, and he’d be willing to bet that Chloe had as well. Still, it was good that she saw her life in terms of happiness and that she was happy. When he considered his life from that perspective, he wasn’t as lucky.

      He just couldn’t put his finger on why not. He had a magnificent job. Thomas & Associates was one of the most successful corporate law practices in Dallas, and there was no doubt he was on track to make partner in the next few years. 

      So why wasn’t he happy?

      “What about you?” Chloe said. “Who is Evan Conner beneath that buttoned down appearance?”

      He was about to give her a synopsis of his career when their waitress, Sandy, reappeared with their order.

      Sandy set down their plates in front of them, then stepped back, rested her hands on her hips, and gave Evan a frown. “I heard you’re here with Peter Thomas.”

      Evan hadn’t been paying as much attention as he should have. He glanced up and realized Chloe, the waitress, and most of the café patrons stared at him.

      “Yes. Peter is my boss.”

      “I’m Sandy Hughes,” she said, sounding indignant, and touched her name badge. “Peter really did a number on Kringle when he convinced the Madisons to move their candy company to Dallas.”

      Evan knew his boss had a tendency to plow over people to get what he wanted, but he valued loyalty, and he would not badmouth Peter in front of these townsfolk. “The Madisons made their decision of their own free will. You can’t blame him for recommending a move that was in their best interest.”

      “Best interest, my fanny.” Anger flared in Sandy’s eyes. “Kitty and Dwayne are in their seventies. Peter badgered and harangued them until they agreed, and now they’re miserable and so are we.”

      “How do you know that?” Evan asked calmly. “Were you in the meetings?”

      “I heard—”

      “Hearsay isn’t a fact.”

      “Spoken like a lawyer.” Sandy glowered. “What’s Peter got up his sleeve this time? Closing the Kringle Kafe?”

      “He’s not planning anything except to apologize for his actions five years ago. He will also have a party on Christmas Eve, and he’s invited everyone in town. You included, Sandy.” 

      He looked around the room at the proliferation of John Deere caps, down coats, and work boots—even on the women. Most of these people were farmers. 

      “Everyone is invited. Peter wants to make up for what happened. He’s a changed man.”

      “Sure he is.” One farmer snorted. “About as sorry as my pig Matilda for eating up my wife’s flower garden.”

      “He thinks one party will smooth over five years’ worth of heartache he caused this town?” A stocky, elderly woman in Wranglers and pigtails asked.

      “I don’t trust that rascal any farther than I can throw him,” a younger man in a motorized wheelchair exclaimed.

      Then the entire café started talking at once, telling him about the underhanded stunts Peter had pulled, and all the problems he’d caused Kringle and its citizens.

      He just listened. 

      Evan had no justification for what Peter had done the last time he was here. Although from a purely business standpoint, convincing the candy company to move to a bigger town had probably made sense. The Madisons probably had made a nice profit, and Evan knew that Peter had made a bundle off the deal. 

      But even one day in this small Texas town had shown Evan that the bottom line wasn’t all that mattered. Moving that company had caused a lot of hardship. When they got back to Dallas, Evan planned to look into the specifics of the deal and make his own decision about what had happened.

      At the moment, though, he wasn’t sure he’d ever get out of the diner. Everyone had a story to tell.

      Evan shot Chloe a look. Had she invited him here on purpose? Did she want him to hear these unsavory stories about his boss? She’d vetoed his suggestion to drive to Fort Worth to a nicer restaurant than what was available in the small town. Had that been intentional? Or was he attributing devious motives she didn’t possess?

      When the conversations dwindled and people finally wandered off, Evan looked at Chloe and raised one eyebrow. “That was, um…interesting.”

      She looked sheepish. “Sorry for being a bit underhanded, but I wanted you to understand exactly how your boss disrupted this entire town simply out of greed.”

      “You know I came on this trip with Peter to help him,” he noted. “I don’t control his actions.”

      “I respect your loyalty, but I hope you would stop him if he tried to do something terrible again.”

      As far as he knew, Peter was here to do exactly what he claimed—ask forgiveness and strive to have a perfect Christmas. “I’ll try if that comes up.”

      But the apologies Peter owed the townsfolk didn’t seem to be so quick and easy as his boss made them out to be.

      “So tell me about this town,” Evan said. “I’m Dallas born and bred. Teach me about how things work here. How did Kringle come into being?”

      “They founded Kringle on the railroad like a lot of Texas small towns back in the late 1880s,” Chloe explained. “The story goes that the people who settled here were Norwegian, and their leader’s last name was Kringle. Then when Fort Worth grew, it syphoned off population from Kringle as people moved where the jobs were. During World War Two, to keep the town financially viable, the citizens capitalized on the name and went all in on Christmas tourism.”

      “Smart.” Evan nodded. 

      “Each year at Christmas, it just kept getting bigger and bigger. Tourist visits from Thanksgiving through the New Year support our economy for the entire year, and Kringle Kandy was a big part of that success. Not only was the candy factory the town’s biggest year-round employer, the Madisons also funded many of the holiday events. We’ve really had to scramble to make up for the loss.”

      “In what ways?” he asked, truly interested. The town fascinated him.

      “On the outskirts of town, we have the Kringle Kampground and the Kringle Village, which at Christmas features holiday-themed amusement rides, an indoor ice skating rink, and visits with Santa.”

      “Kringle Village? They couldn’t think of a word that started with a K?” He chuckled.

      Chloe shook her head and grinned. “Nope. We love our kitsch in Kringle.”

      Evan couldn’t help returning her grin. This town was something else. 

      “This place is different,” he admitted. “And I’ve only been here one full day.”

      “But different in a nice way.” Chloe bit into her HoHoHo burger and wriggled with delight. 

      Evan turned his attention to his food. Truthfully, he wasn’t sure about life in Kringle, at least not for someone like him. Having this many people know your every move was disconcerting. But it seemed to work for Chloe. She’d greeted everyone in the café when they’d entered, and she knew everyone, and they knew her. 

      In Dallas, he didn’t even know the names of the people who lived on either side of his condo.

      After they finished eating—the veggie burger was pretty darn good and the fries that accompanied it were out of this world—he paid the bill, and they headed for the door. Getting to that door, though, took time because Chloe stopped to say goodbye to everyone. In two cases, that caused the person to regale him once more about the negative impact Peter Thomas had had on their lives.

      Overwhelmed, Evan felt exhausted by the time they finally reached the sidewalk outside the café.

      “Sorry about that,” Chloe murmured.

      “Not your fault. Meeting the townsfolk was educational. I really had no idea Peter had caused so much harm. He didn’t share any of this with me, Chloe, but you have to realize he’s my boss, and I don’t control his actions.”

      “But you can control who you work for.”

      “I don’t see him in the same light you do.”

      Chloe sighed and couldn’t meet his gaze. “I know. It was unfair of me to dump all this on you, but you seem like someone who would care.”

      Evan would like to think he was that sort of person. He tried to handle his life and work with integrity and ethics. Still, he couldn’t guarantee that any business decision he’d made hadn’t affected other people. Business was business.

      “Would you like to take a stroll around the town square?” she invited. “Then you can walk me to my mom’s house, then walk back for your car. We’re only two blocks from home.”

      The night was warm for December, comfortable in the upper fifties. Why not?

      “I haven’t had my daily exercise,” he said. “Let’s do it.”

      They walked side by side, stopping to peek into store windows. They decorated every business on the square to the hilt with over-the-top Christmas themes. Twinkle lights winked from every building. Christmas music played from speakers inset into the old limestone courthouse in the middle of the square, and in the air he could smell the scent of cinnamon, yeast bread, and wood smoke.

      “You work out every day?”

      “I have to,” he said, patting his flat belly. “I have a mostly sedentary job. I’d turn to jelly if I didn’t hit the gym every morning at five a.m. for ninety minutes of a high-intensity workout.”

      “Sounds brutal.”

      “Actually, I miss it when I don’t.”

      “You like routine.”

      “I wouldn’t say ‘like’ it as much as it’s just part of my lifestyle.”

      “That’s what I love about my job.” Her eyes sparkled. “Every day is different. At the vet clinic, you never know what interesting thing will walk through those doors. And I get a workout lifting animals all day.”

      He stopped at a snowman family displayed in the window of an old-fashioned hardware store. He thought Amazon and big box warehouse stores had put places like this out of business. Grinning, he said, “This town is something special.”

      “This is nothing. Stick around for the full court Kringle press. We’ll have a parade down Main Street and around Santa Boulevard on Saturday morning, along with the Christmas craft fair at city hall. The craft fair alone brings in people from all over the state. We even got a write up about it in Texas Monthly.”

      “Christmas sounds like an excellent business plan,” he noted. “A great way to maximize earning potential.”

      She laughed softly, and he had to admit, it was appealing. He could definitely get used to her laughter. “I knew you’d like the way we turned Christmas into our main economy.”

      “Tell me more about Chloe,” he said. “What do you do for fun?”

      “I like reading,” she said. “To me, there’s nothing more relaxing than curling up with a good book. It’s hard to find a nice chunk of time without distractions, especially this time of year. I take long bubble baths just so I can have twenty minutes of uninterrupted reading.”

      “Who interrupts you?”

      Chloe waved a hand. “There is always some kind of pet emergency. Plus, I have friends galore who hate to see me sitting home in the evenings. They don’t get that I cherish my alone time with my books.”

      “I’m a big reader too,” he admitted.

      “Really?” Her eyes brightened. “What are you into?”

      “I like history and biographies, mostly. You?”

      “I’m a fiction buff.” Her cheeks pinked. “Romantic stories are my favorite, but mysteries are a close second.”

      He slanted her a sideways glance. “So you’re a romantic at heart?”

      “Hey.” She met his grin with one of her own. “Have to be romantic to live in this town and survive.”

      “Well, from where I stand, you’ve done a fine job of not only surviving but thriving.”

      “That’s kind of you to say.” She dropped her gaze, then glanced over her shoulder at her mother’s house behind them. “I had an enjoyable time tonight, Evan.”

      Evan was reluctant to see the evening end, but he had no reason to keep her. “Me too.”

      “Be sure and check on Vixen when you get back to the house.” Chloe opened the front door. “Call me if there’s any problem.”

      He agreed, and then they stepped over the threshold. Both Ruby and Peter turned to look at them and said simultaneously, “Hey, you’re under the mistletoe.”

      Evan glanced up. Mistletoe hung in the middle of the doorway, and he was certain it hadn’t been there when they’d left for dinner two hours ago. 

      “You have to kiss,” Ruby said.

      “Dirty pool, Mom. You put that up after we left.”

      Her mother widened her eyes, trying to look innocent, but then she burst out laughing.

      Still, they were standing under mistletoe, regardless of why it was there. Evan turned to look at Chloe, who simply shrugged.

      He leaned down.

      Visibly, she quivered, and he could read the question in her eyes. Was he really going to kiss her? 

      Yes, ma’am, I am. 

      Evan’s mouth hovered above hers. He could smell her sweet scent—yeast bread and Christmas and happiness all rolled into one.

      His heart galloped, and she moistened her lips. He ignored the voice in the back of his brain that yelled, don’t do it.

      Gently, his lips brushed hers. 

      A brushfire flamed through him, bathing him from head to toe in pulsating heat, and he never wanted it to end. Without thinking, he pulled her closer, and she wrapped her arms around his neck. He could have gone on kissing her until the end of time if her mother and Peter weren’t watching them.

      Reluctantly, Evan let her go and straightened.

      Chloe’s eyes grew wide, and she reached up to finger her lips, looking as stunned as he felt from the impact of their kiss.

      Oh, no. Oh wow. This was bad. A big mistake.

      He was way too attracted to her. She was someone who had deep roots in this town, and he was just here for a couple of weeks. Getting involved with her would be bad for both of them. Long-distance relationships never worked. Worse, why was he even thinking about a relationship? 

      “G-good night,” he stammered, then turned and ran out the door before he did something really foolish, like kiss her all over again.
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