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For veterinarians, vet techs, and all who work to better the lives of animals.

And for all those caring for family, friends, and loved ones.

It takes a village. Or, in this case, the lovely town of Dickens.
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ABOUT GAVEL AND GARLAND
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Can a humbug and a holiday lover come together when wedding and Christmas bells ring?

Elizabeth McKenzie doesn’t hate Christmas. As the new mayor of Dickens, the quaint New England town famous for its holiday cheer, she has no time to enjoy it. And while she understands small-town politics, what she doesn’t get is people sugar coating problems during the hectic season. There’s much to be done, and she intends to prove she’s up to the task. However, she never imagined being blindsided by someone special. The Army officer in town for the wedding she’s officiating is annoyingly upbeat and handsome. Will he derail her agenda? Or can she slow down enough to smell the gingerbread and maybe meet him under the mistletoe?

Trekking around the globe to help animals and people is all Army veterinarian Daniel Murray knows. He’s not a fan of settling down, but there’s something wonderful about a place that embraces his favorite holiday. What’s even more appealing is Dickens’ feisty young mayor. Seems she has a knack for finding trouble. Dare he get involved with the beautiful humbug? Or should he avoid her like a stocking full of coal? It’s decision time for the self-proclaimed bachelor for life. Stay in the military, or open a vet practice right there in Christmas town?
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CHAPTER 1
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Two days before Thanksgiving

“Listen...I’ll take Santa’s sleigh at this point,” Elizabeth McKenzie told the airline ticket agent over the din of holiday music and crowd noise.

“I’m sorry, but there are no seats available on this flight. Everyone is scrambling due to the monster snowstorm.” The severe-looking woman in the snappy uniform kept typing, not even looking up. “Hold on. Something just opened up. I have one seat left on the flight that leaves in just under an hour.”

Beth pounced like a tiger. “I’ll take it.”

Frantic typing ensued behind the counter. “It’s full fare. Center seat. Last row in coach.”

“Ugh,” Beth groaned and bit her bottom lip. “I get motion sickness. I’ll be green five minutes into the flight. Is there anything more you can do to help me? I’m the Mayor of Dickens, and I need to get home. I’m already way behind in my civic duties.”

The agent finally glanced up. “Again...sorry. A gentleman before you got the last good seat on that flight. He’s active duty military, so I was able to arrange an upgrade for him to first class. But I’m all out of holiday miracles.”

“Fine,” Beth grumbled, knowing there was a growing line behind her.

“That’ll be three hundred sixty-three dollars and ten cents. How would you like to pay for that?”

“But...but...I already paid,” she sputtered. “It’s not my fault it was snowing, so I missed my original connection.”

“Do you want the seat or not?” the woman wearing the I don’t care one bit expression asked.

Beth handed over her credit card and glanced at the man with stellar luck. He was sitting nearby, staring at his phone, totally unaware of the drama playing out in her life. Figures, he’s good looking. All dapper in a black pea coat and— 

Her brain hit a speed bump. Okay, where’s your uniform, Soldier Boy?

“He’s not wearing a uniform,” she murmured absentmindedly.

“No, he is not. Is there a problem with that?” the agent snapped, no longer masking her annoyance.

Realizing how unreasonable she sounded, Beth sheepishly shook her head and looked the other way. The terminal was packed with impatient holiday travelers. Enough to make anyone angsty. Most like her—stressed—due to the early present Mother Nature was dumping on much of the country. Hopefully the weather system would slide south of New England, as was predicted. She needed to get home before slipping even further behind.

From now until after New Year’s, her little town of Dickens would be rocking. Their population skyrocketed due to yuletide fun seeking visitors. As the youngest mayor in Dickens’ history, she had a lot to do and even more to prove. Plus, there was a wedding this weekend for two of her favorite residents, and she was officiating. No way did she want to miss that event.

“Could a flight attendant do anything once we’re in the air? As in ask over the intercom if anyone is willing to switch seats with me?” she asked, considering the problem at hand.

“That’s typically reserved for unaccompanied minors. Pretty sure it doesn’t apply to you,” the woman said with an icy expression. 

Beth chuckled, brushing off the slight. She knew how hard it was to deal with the public, especially during this time of year.

The agent handed off her ticket with a plastered-on smile, saying, “Happy Holidays,” before shouting, “Next.”

The moment Beth stepped out of line her phone rang. “Mom? Slow down. I can’t understand you when you talk at ninety-miles-an-hour. What? Where’s Jenna?” She parked her briefcase and bag and covered her ear so she could hear better. “What do you mean she got on a bus?” Her voice spiked with alarm.

April—Beth’s big sister and only sibling—had died nearly a year ago, leaving Jenna to live with their parents. Jenna’s father was a deadbeat dad, running out on them before even meeting his child. So, no help there. But nothing mattered other than caring for the troubled sixteen-year-old. And now she was missing. 

Beth said a silent prayer as her frantic mother filled in the gaps. Jenna had fought with them. Again. It was a regular occurrence. Only this time she packed some things, wrote a hasty note, and ran away.

“So, she’s on her way to Dickens?” she clarified. “I’m delayed, but I’ll do my best to get there before she does,” Beth vowed, hoping beyond all hope she could. If there was such a thing as a guardian angel, April needed to fly fast. 

***
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DANIEL MURRAY BROUGHT up his buddy’s number on his cellphone and hit the call button. He waited as airport noise whirred all around him. “Dude,” he said, grinning widely when the call picked up. “I’m finally getting there. Only one more leg of this tortuous journey, and I’ll be in your neck of the woods.”

“Finally, is right,” John Gridley, his best friend for a decade, said. “ETA?”

“Who the heck knows? This storm is wreaking havoc on the entire system. Guess I’ll get there when I get there.”

“No sweat, man. I’ll tell Heather she can breathe now. Our best man will make it to the wedding after all.”

Dan chuckled. “So...the little lady was worried, eh? Tell her I wouldn’t miss this wedding for anything. I’ll be there in plenty of time to toast you guys. I even got a haircut for the occasion.”

“I’m impressed. But, what, now you’re practically bald? Military buzz wasn’t good enough for you?”

“I plan on growing more hair on my face this trip than I have in years. It’ll be grey though. Tough getting old.” Dan laughed at himself. “Look, I’ve gotta hustle. The plane is boarding.”

“See you on the flip side, brother. Call me when you get to Dickens.”

“Copy that.” He stood and collected his gear, stuffing the phone into his backpack. Man, what a wild ride. His first vacation in years, despite obstacles. Still, this was it. The last flight until right after New Year’s.

Dan released a sigh of resignation as he watched everyone crowd around the gate area. Hurry up and wait. That’s how you rolled in the military. Now he was going to get the chance to kick back and try on a civilian lifestyle. Because of John and Heather’s wedding, he could take a good, long look at what might come next for him. Continue serving, or pack it all in?

Adjusting the sand-colored pack on his shoulder, he wondered...What would it be like to have a civilian bag again? He hadn’t had one since his university days. Something to hold a laptop and some books maybe. Not my entire life. He’d been in the Army long enough to forget what it felt like to choose his own clothes. Heck, even the coat he wore now was borrowed from a friend that actually liked cold weather. He spent all his time in sunny California these days, not the frozen northeast.

Making his way closer to the congested gate area, Dan took mental notes on those around him. Situational awareness. A habit he’d likely never shake. Retirees, going to visit grandkids, no doubt. Clueless college kid, heading home for the Thanksgiving break. Businessman that just rolled out of the airport bar. Woman obsessed with social media. Hold up... Hello, gorgeous!

His gaze drifted over the woman a few places up from where he was standing. She was a knockout. Tall with reddish-brown hair tamed into a thick ponytail. Navy pantsuit, closed-toe shoes. Classy. Polished. She pulled a small, black rolling bag behind her. Nothing designer or over the top. She wasn’t trying to break the rules by sneaking a bus-sized bag on as a carry-on. Her expression said she meant business. And he liked it.

Big Red, he decided and smiled to himself, thinking that’s what he’d call her if they were friends. He’d developed a crazy habit during his extended military time. Giving nicknames to everyone he knew.

Dan inched forward, falling in line behind the pretty lady.

“Good afternoon, Madam Mayor,” the gate attendant said with a pleasant smile. “I’m sorry about your seat. I’ll see what I can do, but we’re fully booked. Between the storm and the upcoming holiday...”

Mayor? Holy crap. I’ll say she means business.

“Thank you for trying,” Red said with a rather sad, perhaps even anxious, looking expression.

“Young man...young man...” An elderly lady nearby grabbed his attention. “Could you help me with my bag? I’m afraid the wheels aren’t working well anymore. It refuses to roll.”

Dan smiled at the silver-haired sweetie doing the asking. “Certainly, ma’am. Happy to help.” He swept up her suitcase, which felt like she’d loaded it with rocks, and he indicated she should step in line in front of him.

“Sir,” the gate attendant called out and waved her hand. “Come this way. Quickly. Seniors needing assistance have already boarded. Excuse me, everyone. Make way for these two passengers, please.”

Dan smiled and nodded to Red as he passed. She gave him the stink eye back. 

Guess the mayor isn’t having such a good day.

***

[image: ]


BETH SHUFFLED INTO the overcrowded plane. Her stomach clenched at the claustrophobic feeling. The mere thought of hours under these conditions made her head throb. She paused in first class as others down the line shoved carry-on bags into overhead compartments. Soldier Boy was already getting the VIP treatment from a flirtatious flight attendant. Drink in-hand...Did she just hand him fuzzy slipper socks? What the heck?

She took a good, long look at the man. Tall, fit, muscular now that his coat was off. An army green shirt hugged his torso. Quite an attractive look considering that salt and pepper scruff and short hairstyle. His eyes practically twinkled with good humor as he chatted up the pretty woman.

The line began to move again, and Beth turned away. Deeper into the belly of the packed fuselage, she passed row after row of grumpy looking individuals. The queue stopped and started. People found their seats. Her gaze darted from side to side, taking in the human sardines around her. She released a haggard sigh. With no one behind her, and only one remaining empty seat visible ahead, she’d found her place. Oh, dear Lord, what have I gotten myself into? An older woman occupied the window seat. A giant of a man had the aisle.

“Excuse me, sir,” she said politely to the man after stowing her carry-on in the last spot above. He huffed, undid his seatbelt, and struggled from his seat. “Thank you,” she said with a smile. Yet internally she was scolding herself for traveling right before the long holiday weekend. Everyone knew it was taboo. The entire week of Thanksgiving was insane travel-wise. She hadn’t thought about weather or crowds months ago when accepting the invitation to attend the largest mayoral conference in the country. She’d been overjoyed by the prospect of learning new things and hearing fresh ideas. Of stepping further into the role she’d fought so hard to attain.

“Hi,” Beth said guardedly to the woman wedged in by the window. She slipped her briefcase under the seat in front of her and jockeyed for a comfortable position in their tight quarters. The big man sat again, and she was squeezed into place.

“Hello, dear,” the grey-haired lady said, causing Beth to smile. At least one of my row-mates is pleasant.

“Well, look at that, Mr. Mittens. They filled every last seat in this plane. Now we can’t spread out. I suppose you’ll just have to suffer on the cold floor.” The woman smiled, looking like someone’s beloved granny, yet Beth could feel the daggers in her stare. Her gaze dropped to the floor by the woman’s feet. Mr. Mittens was a long-haired, angora-style cat, watching from a pet carrier.

Oh, great.

Beth reached up and pressed the call button to summon a flight attendant. Plane sounds ratcheted up as the cabin doors were sealed. Engines rumbled, and the seatbelt signs pinged to life.

A member of the cabin crew hurried back to their row. “Yes?”

“I’m so sorry, but I’m very allergic to cats.” She tipped her head toward the feline on the floor. “Is there any way I could possibly change seats? I’ll take anything.”

“We’re about to take off.”

The man beside her muttered a curse, and Beth surrendered to her fate.

“Fasten your seatbelt, please,” the captain’s voice came from above. “This is going to be a bumpy ride.”

Beth startled awake, unsure of where she was. Sounds of jet engines jarred her back to the grim reality. Struggling to sit up from her bent-neck, slumped position, she was horrified to discover “giant man” sleeping practically on top of her. His meaty arm occupied the entire armrest, spilling over onto her seat. “Excuse me, sir. You’re...on my...jacket,” she griped, trying to get free from beneath him. He moved with a snuffle and a snort, flipping to the opposite side.

A person nearby was eating something, and Beth’s stomach rolled. Reaching for the bottled water in her purse, she downed a few big sips. Her throat was raspy and raw. The cat carrier was now in the older woman’s lap, so basically on her own. She glanced down to the netted window, and her gaze connected with Mr. Mittens. The cat hissed and bared long, white teeth.

“Well, then...Aren’t you just the cutest little ball of hate?”

***
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THE PLANE’S DESCENT had Dan opening his eyes. He stretched the stiffness from his joints and smiled slightly at the idea that someday he might not have to sleep in public places. Could he handle a regular bed in a place that didn’t move while he napped? Maybe a chaise lounge in a shady backyard. Sure, he’d been in base housing for a while. Then he’d upgraded to a solo apartment nearby. Everything turned over quickly, so it’d be as if he’d never even been there if he chose to call it quits.

Leaving the military was a real possibility sooner rather than later. Still, he wasn’t sure how he felt about it, having spent most of his adult life as a soldier and Doctor of Veterinary Medicine for the US Army. Multiple humanitarian tours. A couple of combat assignments. He loved globe-trotting as a younger man. Obscure locations with a few choice ones thrown in. Italy and Germany were sweet. Lucky for him, he’d spent the last five years at a joint base in California. But it was decision time. Stay for however long or return to being a private citizen? These next five plus weeks would help him decide.

Checking his watch, he wondered if the rental car he’d arranged would still be available when he arrived a full day later than expected. If his luck held, a few more hours on the road and he would reach his destination. Dickens...the small New England town renowned for its holiday celebrations. That alone sounded like a little slice of heaven, since Christmas was his favorite time of year. Toss in a buddy’s wedding, along with some guys they both knew from their service days, and he was all in.

Forty-five minutes later, Dan stood alongside other anxious passengers, waiting for their luggage to arrive. Lights flashed and an alarm sounded right before the carousel lurched into motion. He helped the sweet, old lady with her bags again, wishing her a nice Thanksgiving before she toddled out of his life. Others grabbed their belongings before hastily rushing off, too. His duffle was one of the last to circle around.

With all his gear collected, he went to leave. Yet his gaze shifted to where Big Red stood by the magic black flaps leading to the baggage handling area. The metal carousel rumbled and rattled noisily. Then it stopped, leaving only hollow silence. Red threw her hands up and stormed off. 

Ouch, that’s gotta hurt. Losing luggage during the busiest travel week of the year definitely sucks.

Dan shook his head, feeling sorry for the unfortunate woman.

***

[image: ]


SPRINTING IN HIGH HEELS, Beth rushed up to the last rental car counter after trying all the rest in Boston’s airport. She held up one finger, indicating to the person behind the brightly colored counter that she needed a moment to catch her breath. “I need...a car. Any car. I don’t care what make or model. I missed my flight, so I missed my ride,” she finally got out.

“Sorry,” the man said, wincing slightly. “Our lot is bare. We might—and I mean might—get something in tomorrow. But I seriously doubt it.”

“What?” she cried. “You don’t have anything?”

“Nothing. I just leased the last vehicle to that man.” He pointed. “And he’s got it for a good long time. Weeks even. Lucky for him, I had just what he wanted – a tricked out SUV.”

Beth’s gaze homed in on the man, strolling nonchalantly out the door to the shuttle bus. Soldier Boy. “Of course, it’s you,” she muttered under her breath.

The man behind the counter screwed up his face. “Huh?”

She dropped her head in surrender. “Obviously, the universe has it out for me. No matter.” Composing herself, she plastered on her best, fake smile, causing the man behind the counter to step back. “I need to get to Dickens. Do you understand me? Not want. Need. Any advice on how to do that?”

The man’s entire demeanor changed to one of interest. “Oh, you mean that Christmassy place I’ve seen on TV?” He practically gushed. “My sister has been dying to go there. She works as a ride provider,” he shared, cocking one dark brow.

“Ride provider? What...like...she could drive me there? Won’t that cost a fortune?”

“Depends.” He shrugged. “How bad do you want to get to Dickens?”

A few hours later, Beth’s “ride” pulled up in front of her home. She released an audible sigh of relief upon seeing her niece, sitting on the front steps.

“Thanks, Shanna,” she quickly said as she paid the exorbitant fee for her transport.

“Shoot, no worries, Mayor Beth. It’s been real nice chatting with you all this way. I love that you’re looking out for your family. Sorry, but I’m stoked about spending the night in this little holiday town of yours. Thanks for helping me get a room. This fare will allow me to buy some Christmas presents. I have a kid of my own. A son. James. He’s six. And totally into the whole Santa thing.”

Beth smiled a genuine, heartfelt smile for the young woman who’d literally saved her from losing her ever-loving mind in the airport. “Don’t forget to visit me at Town Hall tomorrow before you go. I’ll give you a tour. There’s a portrait of the big man himself—Santa—in my office. You should take a picture for your son. I can also give you an address for James to write to him.” Her smile tipped. “Actually...it’s volunteers who answer all the letters, but shh... They pride themselves on making children happy.”

“You rock, Mayor Beth. Good luck with your niece. Remember, don’t be too hard on her for running. She’s hurting. And good luck with all the big holiday stuff coming up. I’ll keep an eye out for stories about you online.”

Beth stepped from the vehicle and removed her carry-on bag and briefcase from the trunk. Shanna drove away, and she turned to face the toughest challenge of her life. Being a guiding force, a role model, a loving aunt, to her sister’s only child. Her heels clicked the cobblestones of the walkway as she approached the wayward teen huddled in the dark with a backpack.

“I didn’t think...you were ever...coming back.” Jenna’s teeth chattered between words. The scruffy brown and white head of her beloved Jack Russell Terrier—the dog she’d grown up with—popped out of her coat, making happy, growly noises upon seeing Beth.

“I see Milo joined you on this adventure.” She rubbed the dog’s face, and he licked her fingers. Her concerned gaze immediately returned to her niece. “Oh, sweetie, I’m so glad you’re okay. Everyone’s been worried sick.”

“You and Milo are the only ones who love me,” the distraught teen cried. “I could never go anywhere without him.”

Stepping up onto the front porch of the centuries old colonial house converted into two separate condo units, Beth dug through her purse to find keys. She opened the door and stood to one side, welcoming Jenna and her dog into her home with a gentle smile of encouragement. “Have either of you eaten?”

“Only some chips and water in the bus terminal. That’s all I had enough for after buying the ticket.”

“Come on. I haven’t had much either. I think there’s some pizza petrified in my freezer. Milo will have to settle for cheese and crackers until I can shop.”

“Thanks, Aunt Beth.” Jenna shivered again. “I knew you’d understand.”

After a tense phone call to her worried parents, and a meal that resembled something from her law school days, Beth made up the sofa bed in the den. Jenna and her dog curled up together as some small semblance of peace settled over the chaotic day.

“It’s chilly,” Jenna said, snuggling deeper under the comforter.

Beth pulled a handmade, crocheted afghan from the chair—a gift from one of her constituents—and positioned it over them. “Well, I’ve been away for a few days, so the heat was lowered. Plus, these old houses hold the cold. It’ll warm up soon.”

Her niece released a long, shaky breath. “I’m sorry, Aunt Beth. Are you mad at me?”

“Not mad, sweetie,” she answered honestly. “Concerned is an understatement.” She pointed to her head. “If I get any grey hairs now, you’re to blame.”

“All good,” Jenna said with a light laugh.

“Grandma and Pop Pop were worried sick about you, too. They still are. And, of course, they love you. Don’t be silly. We all do. You know that.”

“Yeah, so, they love me. Maybe too much. To the point I’m going to scream if I have to stay with them one more day.”

“Tell me...what happened that made you run away?”

Jenna smoothed her fingers through her sleepy dog’s fur, not even looking at Beth when she spoke. “We had another blowout. This time over me wanting a job.”

“I would think a job is a good thing. I worked in the market when I was just fifteen. A whole year younger than you.”

“That’s what I said, but they got mad when they found out Tommy Holt works there.”

“Who is Tommy Holt? Wait, what? There’s a boy in this story that I don’t know about? Not fair,” she said, feigning injury.

Jenna smiled a bit. Then she shrugged. “Pop Pop doesn’t like him because he’s older than me and has a motorcycle.”

Beth took a steadying breath. “Is Tommy a good guy?”

“He’s always nice to me. Not like we’re dating or anything,” she added, sounding disappointed. “That’s not the point. I want a job so I can pay for drivers ed. It’s super-expensive. Then maybe, if I keep working, I can buy a used car. I don’t think Grandma and Pop Pop will ever let me drive their car after...” Her words fell away, and her lips trembled. “I get it. Their kid died. I’m sad, too. But I’m still here.”
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