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About this book...




When she was a child and wrote to Santa, she didn’t know her wishes would come true years later… 

Holly Berry is spending her first Christmas without her grandmother, who had raised her. It’s difficult, but she’s getting through it. Then, unexpectedly, she’s asked to foster a puppy. Feeling out of her depth, she turns to her childhood friend, who offers to give her some guidance.

Veterinarian Colin Bishop has given up on relationships after his busy practice keeps interfering in his private life. But when the girl-next-door needs some help, he’s more than willing to make room in his busy schedule. But he knows not to fall for her infectious laugh or dazzling smile because his patients will always come first.

Holly never thought those long-ago Christmas wishes would come true, but ghosts from Christmas past have come to visit. Will Colin be able to bring the joy back to her holiday? Or will those ghosts ruin everything?





The Kringle Falls, Vermont, series:

Book 1 – Puppy Wishes & Candy Kisses

Book 2 – Puppy Love & Snowflake Kisses

Book 3 – Puppy Smooches & Peppermint Kisses

Book 4 – Puppy Hugs & Mistletoe Kisses
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Chapter One




This would be her first Christmas alone. 

It was just after lunch as Holly Berry stood in the storage room of the Kringle Soap Co. She opened a box of handmade snowmen-shaped soaps. She’d made them using one of her grandmother’s recipes, which included things like coconut for the white ones, merlot for the red ones, and basil for the green ones.

Each year the store had a particularly popular item. This year it was the snowmen soaps and the bath bombs. And now she was running low on those items. Thankfully, business had been brisk this holiday season.

Even though there was a light snow falling outside, it was cozy in the shop. It wasn’t just the warmth coming from the furnace; it was the warmth of friendship that flowed through not only her shop but throughout all of Kringle Falls.

The big difference this year was that Holly’s grandmother wasn’t there with her. The Kringle Soap Co. was her great-grandmother’s creation. The shop had been in business for more than a hundred years. And now her grandmother had entrusted it to Holly to keep it going.

It wasn’t until her grandmother had died that Holly realized just how much her eighty-one-year-old grandmother had done. The woman had been amazing, working straight up until the end. And now Holly couldn’t let her down. She had to keep this place up and running.

“Holly.” Her name was being called from the front of the shop.

“Just a second.” She placed the box of soaps on the worktable. She would deal with them later.

When Holly stepped out of the back room, she found Merry Kringle standing in the middle of the store. Maybe she was there to pick out a gift basket for someone. Premade baskets with some extras such as bubble bath balls, loofahs, and some other whimsical items were new this year. Her grandmother had vetoed the idea in the past, but Holly knew with business in decline that she had to do something to boost the bottom line. And so far, the baskets were selling well.

“Hi.” Holly sent her a smile. “Can I help you find something?”

Merry glanced at the soaps. “I’ve always loved this place.” She made a show of inhaling one of the merlot soaps. “This whole shop smells heavenly.”

Holly spent so much time in the shop she’d become immune to the scents. She stopped and made a point of inhaling deeply. “I never take the time to notice anymore.” She inhaled again. “To me, it still smells like it did when my grandmother was here.”

Merry nodded. “She would be so proud of you.”

Holly hoped Merry was right. She had more ideas about changing the shop, but she wasn’t ready to do anything so drastic just yet.

“Anyway…” Merry sent her a warm smile. “I’m sorry to disturb you.”

Holly glanced around at the couple of customers that had just entered the store. “You’re not. What do you need?”

“I hate to ask this of you…” Merry glanced down.

Holly had known the woman her entire life. Merry had been good friends with her grandmother. Gran used to tell her if she needed someone to rely on, and her grandmother wasn’t around, she could call on Merry.

“That’s okay.” She wasn’t used to seeing Merry looking so discomforted. “Just tell me what you need.” 

“It might be easier if I showed you.”

“Excuse me,” a teenager called from where she stood next to the checkout counter. She held up a container of unicorn bath bombs and some tea tree soap that could help with acne. “I need to check out.”

“I’ll be right there.” She turned to Merry. “Can you wait a moment?”

“It might be more convenient if you stopped over at Purr ‘n Woof after you close.” Merry was out the door before Holly could agree.

That was strange. Really strange.

She glanced over her shoulder to see Merry hustling down the sidewalk. She couldn’t help but wonder what was going on with her. Merry was normally a direct person. So, what had just happened?

Holly glanced up at the big clock on the wall. It would be at least four hours until she got an answer to that question.


      [image: ]A few hours later, Colin had only one more patient to see that day. If things went right, he’d get out of the animal clinic a little early. That didn’t happen often. In fact, usually it was the opposite, and he ended up staying late.

He couldn’t wait to leave. He had plenty of stuff to do at home. With it being the holidays, there always seemed like there was something to do.

“Looks like you’re almost done, Doctor,” Jane Estes, his office manager, said.

“Shh… Don’t let anyone know, or they’ll come up with something else for me to do.” He sent her a teasing smile.

“Don’t worry. I won’t say a word.”

“Is the last patient here?”

“No. They called. They’re running a few minutes late because of the weather.”

“No problem.”

He moved to his office and checked his email. There wasn’t anything there that couldn’t wait until tomorrow. Now if only the last patient would arrive, he could leave early.

Ding.

He reached for his phone. There was a message from his brother Michael.

One of the puppies Candi was caring for has run away. Last seen at Merry Kringle’s house. Escaped out of the back yard. No sign of him since.

His phone continued to light up with messages from his family. Everyone was going out, looking for the puppy named Tank.

Colin’s fingers moved over the screen: I’m at work, but I’ll get the word out.

He stepped out of his office and moved to the reception desk where everyone gathered at the end of the day. Jane, Mary, and Tyler were there. He told them the situation. And then he messaged his brother for a picture of Tank. He forwarded it to all of his staff. 

“Where are they looking?” Tyler Jones asked.

“I think here in town. The puppy was at Merry Kringle’s when he ran away. If you can just keep a look out on your way home, myself and my family would greatly appreciate it.” He headed for the door.

“What about your last patient?” Jane called after him.

He paused in the doorway. “If they make it, call me.”

He’d left his pickup in the parking lot. He wished he had a flashlight. Even though it was just after four o’clock, it was already dark out. He turned on the flashlight app on his phone.

“Tank!” He took his time, looking for little footprints in the snow.

He wasn’t the only one out searching. He could hear numerous voices calling out for the puppy. Pride for his hometown swelled up in his chest. The people of Kringle Falls always pulled together.

Ding.

Ding.

His phone kept blowing up with messages from his family’s group chat. Everyone was out searching. It was a good thing, because it had started snowing again. Tank was too young to be out in the snow for long.

A while later, after not finding any sign of the puppy, Colin’s phone buzzed. He checked it for the umpteenth time. It was his mother warning everyone not to stay out in the cold for too long without taking a break. She was a worrier. She invited everyone home for some chili and fresh-baked bread to warm them up. He messaged back that he would stop by later. He didn’t want to stop the search.

His phone dinged again. It was a message from his younger brother Justin. He’d checked the area around the Kringles’ house and found no sign of Tank. Colin continued searching between the pet shop and the vet clinic. Still nothing.

Buzz.

It was the office. He answered, hoping that someone had brought in Tank. Instead, they were letting him know his final patient of the day had arrived. With a resigned sigh, he let them know he was on his way back.

Ding.

He checked his phone. It was a message from Candi: Tank has been found. He’s at home.

Ding. Ding. Ding. Ding.

His phone started to blow up with more messages from family. It took him a moment to see there was a message for him. Michael wanted him to come over and have a look at the pup. He messaged back that he would be over as soon as he saw his last patient. He turned and walked as fast as he could through the new snow without falling.

Buzz.

He reached for his phone. When he saw the caller ID, he pressed the phone to his ear. “Mrs. Kringle, what can I do for you?”

“First, I told you a million times to call me Merry. And second, I need your help.”

“If this is about Tank, I heard he was found.”

“It’s such a relief that he’s okay, but this is another matter. If you could come over to the store, you’ll see.”

It wasn’t the first strange phone call he’d received about a pet in trouble, but as far as he knew, Merry didn’t have any pets, which was odd since she owned a pet store.

“I can’t right now. As soon as I finish up with a patient, I’m headed over to my brother’s to check on Tank.”

“Oh, yes. Of course, I understand. What about a little later this evening?”

He wondered why she was being so insistent. “I’ll do the best I can.”

“Thank you. I knew I could count on you. See you later.”

The line went dead before he could say anything else. So much for his early evening to get caught up on things.








  
  
Chapter Two




The work day was done. 

Holly yawned as she finished counting her receipts. It had been a good day—a very good day. Too bad all the days weren’t like this one.

With everything secure, all she had to do was lock the door and turn off the lights. She started toward the exit. Before she reached it, the door flung open. Felicity Wright walked in. Holly’s mouth gaped. She hadn’t seen Felicity in a long time.

Holly rushed up to her with a smile on her face. “You’re back.”

Felicity smiled and nodded. “I am. I’m sorry I’ve been gone so long. Life gets busy in New York City and time goes way too fast.”

“I totally understand.” After Gran passed, the days blurred from one into the next. “How’s life in the big city?” 

“It’s okay.”

Felicity had left Kringle Falls for college and then got a job with a big publisher in New York City. Sometimes, Holly was jealous of her friend for getting out of this small town and being able to start over somewhere else. Other times, Holly couldn’t imagine living anywhere but Kringle Falls.

Holly gave her friend a quick hug. “How long are you back for?”

“I’m not sure.” When Holly sent her a curious look, Felicity said, “I mean, definitely until Christmas, but I don’t know if I’ll leave then or after the New Year.”

“Well, it’s good to have you back, even if it won’t be for long.”

Felicity looked around at the shop. “This place looks good. Your grandmother would be so proud of you.” Then Felicity got a somber look on her face. “I’m so sorry I didn’t make it back for the funeral.”

“It’s okay. I totally understand. The flowers you sent were beautiful.” When her grandmother first passed, Holly had been in such deep grief that she wouldn’t have been fit company. This was a better time for them to catch up. “I hope you’ll have some time so we can get some coffee and talk.”

Felicity nodded. “I should have some time when I’m not working at the bookshop.”

Holly’s brows rose. “You’re back there?”

Felicity glanced away. “Connie could use some help for the holidays.” There was something in her tone that seemed off, but Holly couldn’t figure out what it was. “And, uh… It’s not like I have anything else to do while I’m here.”

Another odd response. “I thought you’d be spending your time visiting with your mother. She had to have missed you a lot.”

Felicity’s gaze lowered as she nodded. “I didn’t tell her I was coming home. I thought I’d surprise her. The surprise was on me because her calendar is full between work and the holiday events. And I’ve missed working at the bookshop.”

“I bet Connie is already trying to talk you into staying on.”

Felicity shrugged as she lowered her gaze. “She hasn’t said much about it. Well, I don’t want to keep you. I just wanted to say hey.”

There was definitely something going on with Felicity, but she didn’t seem ready to discuss it. Holly understood. She hadn’t been able to discuss what happened to her grandmother for the longest time.

“I’d offer to get coffee now”—Holly thought of Merry Kringle’s request—“but there’s something I have to do.”

“I understand.” Then Felicity stepped forward and gave Holly another hug. Without another word, she headed out the door.

Holly stood there for a moment, staring at her friend’s retreating back. That was strange. What was up with Felicity?

Ding.

She reached for her phone and glanced at the new message.

Merry: See you soon! *smiley face*

Holly sighed. This was turning out to be a very odd day. Not a bad one. Still, it was like there was something in the air—and she didn’t mean snow.

But now her thoughts shifted to Merry’s unexpected invitation. Holly couldn’t help but wonder what Merry wanted and why she hadn’t just told her while she was at the shop. Then again, Holly recalled that their conversation had been interrupted by a customer. That was probably why Merry had put off speaking to her.

After bundling up and turning off the lights, she headed out the door. The snow lazily drifted downward as she pulled the key from the lock. As soon as she turned, she realized what she’d forgotten to do—plug in the Christmas lights in the picture window. Nearly every store and home in Kringle Falls was decorated. She had to do her part.

She unlocked the door and went back inside. She moved toward the wall and grabbed the plug. She pushed it into the socket, and the window came to life. A smile tugged at the corner of her lips.

Once back outside, she inspected the display. There was a four-foot Christmas tree with multi-colored lights and various soaps for decorations. Beneath the tree were assorted baskets to give the shoppers ideas of how to create their own presents for that special someone in their life.

All the customers needed to do was wrap the basket and place it under the Christmas tree. People loved them. In fact, she might put more baskets together later that evening. It was why she couldn’t spend that much time with Merry.

Although, she couldn’t deny her curiosity about what Merry wanted with her. Perhaps it had something to do with the Kringles’ annual Christmas party. It was that weekend. Holly wondered if Merry needed someone to bake some more cookies. Or maybe she needed someone to help her decorate.

Instead of turning right and heading to the entrance to her second-floor apartment, she turned to the left. The sidewalk was illuminated by the street lamps. There was a gentle breeze that picked up some of the fresh snow. It rushed the snowflakes into the air, swirled them around, before they kissed the ground.

The Christmas lights were on in all of the store windows, including hers now that she’d remembered to plug in her Christmas display. She loved this time of the year. It felt like Kringle Falls was a little bit nicer and the world was a little bit more compassionate.

She said hello to friends and strangers alike. She thought of swinging by the Kringle Cup Café to get a latte, but she decided to go to Merry’s place first. She’d find out what she needed, and then she’d get her latte. It’d be an added boost to get her through that evening’s chores.


      [image: ]It had been a busy day that ended on a good note.

But he wasn’t done yet.

Colin Bishop walked into his backyard. In the corner of the property was a large shed that he’d converted into a makeshift barn. It was home to Cupcake, the pig. Cupcake had been abandoned by her owners. They hadn’t realized that “miniature” pigs when fed properly would weigh over one hundred pounds. Cupcake had been starved because the owners had been trying to keep her small.

Cupcake didn’t live in the little barn alone. Her roommate was Jinx, the billy goat. Jinx had endured a spinal cord injury early in life. Colin had saved him from being euthanized. And now Jinx was getting used to his wheelchair.

Even though Colin lived in the borough of Kringle Falls, his backyard still resembled a small farm. Before he’d purchased the property, he’d had a conversation with the town mayor, Kris Kringle. Colin had explained how he would be taking in some animals here and there to help rehabilitate them.

Kris had praised him for his endeavor. However, it was pointed out that he couldn’t have a barn in town. Colin gave it a little thought and came up with the idea of a shed. Kris agreed. When Colin mentioned a large shed, Kris told him that as long as the structure was indeed a shed, he could have whatever size he wanted.

He’d known when the Anderson place came on the market that it was the perfect place for him. The big white house had red trim and was in need of some TLC. He was working on the house a little at a time. He’d spent the bulk of his time working on the yard and the shed. 

He believed his calling on this earth was to help animals. He’d never met an animal in need that he didn’t want to help. He rehomed as many animals as possible. In the event that he couldn’t find them a proper home, he took them home with him. At a later date, he might find a home for them. But there were special cases such as Jinx, who would stay with him permanently.

It was dinner time for Cupcake and Jinx. He fed Jinx first, just like he always did. Cupcake had no patience at all and started fussing.

“Cupcake, calm down. I’ll be right there.”

Once he finished with Jinx, he picked up the bucket holding pig feed and chopped fresh vegetables. She loved her food. He opened her pen and found that she’d overturned her feeding trough.

With a sigh, he turned to put the feed bucket down outside the pen. No sooner had he placed the bucket on the floor than Cupcake ran up behind him. Her head hit him in the backside. He went flying forward with his arms outstretched.

He landed on the concrete floor. His head rammed into Jinx’s pen. With an ugh he sat up.

He gave his head a quick shake before looking over at Cupcake. If a pig could snicker, she was doing it. She had merriment dancing in her eyes.

And then she eyed up the bucket. He moved faster than she did. He shoved the gate shut. Cupcake let out a frustrated sigh.

He eyed her over the gate. “Are you going to behave?”

Cupcake let out a snort. He wasn’t quite sure what it meant.

“If you behave, I’ll feed you.”

Her gaze moved to the overturned trough. He took his time opening the gate again, keeping an eye on her as he moved. Cupcake stood still, as though she knew if she moved, it would be that much longer until she got to eat.

He turned over her trough. She just watched him. And then he dumped the bucket into it. He knew from past experience to move posthaste after dumping her food, or he would get mowed down. Nothing stood between Cupcake and her dinner.

At lightning speed, he stepped outside the pen. He closed the gate and secured it. He peered over the gate and watched as Cupcake snuffled down her dinner. A smile pulled at the corner of his lips. Two months ago, she was emaciated, and he wasn’t sure she would make it. Now she was beginning to put on some weight. It was taking time, but she was beginning to look healthier. By springtime, he hoped she’d be ready to go live on a farm.

He turned to Cupcake and Jinx. “Sorry. I have to go. I’ll check in on you guys later.”

And then he headed outside where there was a light snow falling. He had been planning to start stripping the wallpaper in the dining room, but it had waited a couple of years now. It could wait a little longer.

Right now, he had a house call to make at his brother’s place. And that was to be followed by a stop at the pet store to see what was on Merry Kringle’s mind. Perhaps she’d found a stray animal out in the snow. The thought quickened his footsteps as he ran inside to collect his medical bag and be on his way.








  
  
Chapter Three




When Holly arrived at Purr ’n Woof, she saw the Closed sign in the window. She wondered if Merry had gotten tired of waiting for her and left. When she tried the door handle, it moved, and the door swung open. 

Holly stepped into the shop and closed the door behind her. “Hello?”

There was nothing but silence.

She stepped farther into the shop and raised her voice. “Hello?”

“Holly…” Merry walked toward her from the back. “I’m glad you’re here.” She waved at her to follow her. “We’re in the office.”

We? Who is we? Holly followed her. She had to say that her curiosity was piqued.

Holly came to a halt at the doorway. When she saw Dr. Colin Bishop, DVM, her heart lodged in her throat. In her childhood and teens, he’d been the boy-next-door. He was a few years older than she was, and she’d had the biggest crush on him. Of course, he never noticed that she hung on his every word. Nor did he complain when she would follow him around as he cared for his pets.

When he was a teenager, he’d mow her grandmother’s grass. In the winter, he’d shovel the driveway and sidewalk. He was somehow always around. 

Even though she was too old to write letters to Santa by the time she fell for him, it didn’t stop her from wishing each Christmas that he would see her as a young woman and not the kid who used to follow him around. However, her Christmas wish never came true.

After he went away to college and then vet school, they’d drifted apart. When he returned to Kringle Falls a couple of years ago to open up his own veterinarian office, her life was busy working at the soap company. Each year, she took on more responsibility to lighten the load for her grandmother. Sure, they’d see each other in passing, but their interaction was never more than a hello.

She swallowed past the lump in her throat. “Hey, Colin.”

He glanced up from where he was petting a white puppy with large brown spots. When Colin’s brown gaze met hers, her heart launched into her throat just like it used to do when she was a teenager. A smile lifted the corners of his lips, and his dimples were on full display. She swallowed hard past the lump in her throat.

Colin was no longer a lanky teenager that she remembered. Now he was all muscle and attitude. His brown eyes turned dark as though camouflaging his secrets.

He was a man with a history she knew nothing about. And it made her wonder what had happened to him in the past fourteen years—not that she’d ever find out.

“Hi, Holly. It’s great that you’re fostering this puppy.” He sent her an approving smile.

What is he talking about? Her gaze moved to the puppy sitting on the desk. She was supposed to foster him? No. He had to be confused.

“There must be a mix-up, because I’m not fostering him.”

Merry stepped forward. “Sorry for the confusion.” Her gaze moved to Colin. “I haven’t had a chance to ask her yet.”

“Oh.” His brown eyes widened. “Sorry.”

In that moment, Holly felt as though she’d stepped in a trap. Her instinct was to leave, but her thoughts were jumbled. She couldn’t come up with a legitimate excuse.

“Holly.” Merry’s voice softened. “I could use your help. I need a home for Tater Tot.”

Cute name. But this isn’t happening. Holly’s wide-eyed gaze moved to the puppy on the desk and then back to Merry. “I… I can’t. I don’t know anything about dogs.”

“Oh.” Merry sent her a reassuring smile. “I think you’d do an amazing job. Don’t you think so, Colin?”

He turned his attention from the puppy to Holly. “Definitely. I remember how she was always good with my dogs when we were kids.” Then he gestured for her to step closer. “Come say hi.”

Her feet of their own volition stepped closer to Colin…and the pup. She had no idea what they were up to, but there was no way she was taking that puppy home with her. Even if he was cute and had big almond-shaped brown eyes that could melt even the coldest of hearts. Still, she had to stand her ground.

She just had to tell them it wouldn’t work. Yet, when she opened her mouth, she said, “He’s so cute.”

Now why had she gone and said that? It would only encourage those two to further their agenda. Still, as she stared at the puppy, she couldn’t deny her words. He was cute, and he was going to make someone a great pet, just not her.

“Go ahead,” Colin said. “You can pet him.”

She glanced over and saw Merry watching the interaction. Holly’s attention returned to the pup. It wouldn’t hurt anything to pet him. Because who doesn’t like puppies and want to pet one?

She reached out, and the puppy jumped back, away from her reach. Well, that wasn’t the reaction she’d been expecting. She yanked her hand back as a frown pulled at the corners of her lips.

“It’s okay,” Colin said. “He doesn’t know you, so you have to move slow. Slowly raise your hand and hold it out so that he can get your scent.”

She didn’t think this would work, but what better way to prove to them that she wasn’t the right person to foster him. And so, Holly raised her hand and held it out there. Tater Tot looked at her hand, but he didn’t move, not a single solitary step.

“Now, call him,” Colin said.

Really? Couldn’t they see this was hopeless? Apparently they didn’t get the point that she wasn’t good with animals. She swallowed. “Tater Tot.”

“Not like that,” Colin said. “Put a little enthusiasm in your voice. You know, like you’re going to play with him.”

“But I’m not.”

“But you could try.” Colin arched a brow at her, just like he’d done all those years ago when they were kids, and he’d bring her over to play ball with his dog Moose. 

That dog had been almost as big as her. She had been scared to death of him, though she didn’t tell Colin that. She’d wanted him to like her, and she knew he loved all animals, both big and small.

Moose hadn’t been your typical dog. He had problems walking, and eventually Colin’s family had to get Moose a wheelchair for dogs.

But as she looked at Tater Tot, she realized she had nothing to fear. Tater Tot was just a little dog, one that was made for cuddling. Something told her Tater Tot was more afraid of her than she was of him.

And so she tried again. This time she took her time so as not to startle him.

“Talk to him,” Colin coaxed. “Let him know that you want to be his friend.”

Holly cast Colin a frown. She knew that much. When she turned back to the puppy, she wore a smile.

“Hi.” She tried to keep her voice soft. “I’m Holly. I just want to pet you. I promise I won’t hurt you.”

As she talked to him, she continued to move her hand forward. Tater Tot’s little white tail swished back and forth like a windshield wiper on overdrive. And then at last, her fingertips touched him. His fur was smooth as she petted him. All the while, he was staring at her, as though trying to decide if he should trust her.

When she went to pull her hand away, Colin said, “Here.” He got to his feet. “Sit here and keep petting him. Let him get used to you.”

After she was seated, she gazed up at Merry’s smile and Colin’s creased brow. She had to dispel this notion they had that she would be taking Tater Tot home. “He’s a sweet puppy, but I can’t take care of him.”

Colin’s gaze met hers. “I remember how you used to be afraid of Moose.”

“I was not.” The denial rushed from her mouth, causing Colin to arch a brow. She huffed. “Fine. But he was as big as a real moose.”

A half-smile lifted the corner of his mouth, taking her back in time. That was the way he’d look at her when she would try to show off for him. Back then, she’d have done anything to get his attention. She’d even considered getting a dog, knowing how much Colin loved them, but her grandmother shot down the idea. It was probably for the best. Holly wasn’t good with animals. The cautious look Tater Tot gave her was evidence of that.

While she was still looking at Colin, she felt something wet and cold on her hand. She turned her head to find Tater Tot had moved over to sniff her. And then he ran his smooth tongue over the back of her hand. She didn’t know what to do, so she sat still and let the puppy do his thing.

“See. He’s just giving you puppy smooches.” Colin smiled.

She sat there, letting the puppy sniff her and lick her. In return, she petted him. By the time she was ready to leave, she was holding Tater Tot. His warm little body felt good in her arms.

She liked the little guy, but she had reservations. “I still don’t think this is a good idea.”

“It won’t be for long,” Merry said. “I would take him home, but Kris is allergic to dogs.”

Before she could stop the words, they came flying out. “But you own a pet store.”

Merry smiled as she nodded. “The store came before the husband. And it worked out because this way, I get to be around animals every day without it bothering Kris. I guess you could say I get the best of both worlds.”

“Oh.” She hadn’t been expecting to hear that Kris was allergic to animals. But still, sending Tater Tot home with her wasn’t the best idea. “Are you sure there isn’t someone else who could take him in?”

When her gaze landed on Colin, he held up his palms. “Don’t look at me. My place is already full of animals. It’s starting to look like a petting zoo. I don’t want to run afoul with the mayor.”

She wasn’t giving up. “Surely there has to be someone else.”

“It won’t be for long,” Merry reiterated. “Please. I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t urgent. The other puppies he’d been living with have already been adopted, and I don’t want to leave him in the store overnight all by himself.”

Holly glanced around. The store was big and with the lights out, she could imagine how scary it would be for a puppy.

“And I’ll help you out as much as I can,” Colin said.

She wanted to take comfort in his words. “But you’re so busy with the veterinarian office.”

He nodded. “But I’ll give you the number to the bat phone.”

His Batman reference made her laugh. It brought back memories of him wearing Batman T-shirts. It had been a long time since she thought of that.

He frowned at her. “What are you laughing about?”

She sobered up. “I didn’t know you still liked Batman.”

“Of course, I do. He’s unbeatable.”

She smiled again as she shook her head. The puppy rubbed his head against her chin. Maybe she wasn’t so bad with animals after all. Or maybe she was just deluding herself. She smothered a laugh.

When Holly glanced up, she found Colin and Merry sending her an expectant look. She was starting to feel as though she didn’t have a choice.

“It won’t be long,” Merry said. “Just a night or two.”

Holly glanced over at the puppy. He was cute. Then the reality of the situation settled in. “But I have to work.”

“Take him with you,” Merry said. “I’m sure your customers will love to see him. He might even find a home that way.”

Holly searched for another reason this situation wasn’t going to work. “I don’t have anything for him. No food. No nothing.”

“No problem.” Merry moved off to the side. Behind her was a little table with a big brown paper bag plus a bunch of other stuff, including what looked to be a fluffy bed.

It looked like these two had put their heads together and tried to head off her reservations. She had to admit that they were persuasive.

She tried to come up with any other reason this was a bad idea, but she struggled. A silence settled over the room, as though they were waiting for another objection. But what was it? She was certain there was another reason this was a bad idea.

And then it came to her. “It’s snowing outside, and I didn’t drive. You don’t want the puppy out in the snow.”

“No problem,” Colin said. “I have my pickup. I can give you a ride home.”

She frowned at him. He wasn’t supposed to keep solving her problems. All he did was smile back at her.

At last, she felt as though she’d lost the battle. She turned to the puppy. She reached out and petted him. His tail swished back and forth across the desktop. “You can come home with me, but it’s only temporary. Okay?”

Tater Tot’s tail continued to swish.

“I’ll take this stuff out.” Colin collected the supplies from the table.

As Holly took in the magnitude of what Merry had collected for her, she thought it was an awful lot of supplies for just a night or two. But Merry distracted her as she gave her tips about the pup’s feeding schedule and potty breaks. Holly tried to memorize it all, but there was so much, and her mind was still trying to come to terms with the fact that she would be taking care of a dog.

Now that her grandmother had passed, she’d been forced to sell the only home she’d ever known and move into the apartment above the soap company. Even though it had been five months since her grandmother’s passing, Holly would still forget and rush into the storage room in the back of the store to tell her grandmother something. When she would find her grandmother’s stool at the work table empty, the sense of loss would wash over her again.

Maybe Tater Tot would be a good distraction. Even though his stay would only be temporary. This arrangement was just for a night or two.

Needing reassurance, Holly looked at Merry. “This is just for a night or two at most. Right?”

Merry nodded. “I appreciate this.”

Colin entered the office after his second trip to the pickup. “Everything is ready to go.”

Holly’s stomach shivered with nerves. She didn’t want to mess this up.
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