
  
    [image: A Perfect Christmas Kiss]
  



    
        
          A Perfect Christmas Kiss

        

        
        
          Kringle, Texas, Volume 6

        

        
        
          Lori Wilde and Pam Andrews Hanson

        

        
          Published by L&P, 2023.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      A PERFECT CHRISTMAS KISS

    

    
      First edition. November 24, 2023.

      Copyright © 2023 Lori Wilde and Pam Andrews Hanson.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8223366966

    

    
    
      Written by Lori Wilde and Pam Andrews Hanson.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Lori Wilde

	    

      
	    
          
	      Christmas Card Cowboys

          
        
          
	          Christmas Cookie Cowboy (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          Reindeer Wrangler (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          Holiday Horseman (Coming Soon)

          
        
          
	          Jingle Bell Buckaroo (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Cowboy Confidential

          
        
          
	          Cowboy Cop

          
        
          
	          Cowboy Protector

          
        
          
	          Cowboy Bounty Hunter

          
        
          
	          Cowboy Bodyguard

          
        
          
	          Cowboy Outlaw

          
        
          
	          Cowboy Confidential Five Book Collection

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Cowboy Country

          
        
          
	          Montana Blaze

          
        
          
	          Arizona Heat

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Cowboy Rendezvous

          
        
          
	          Tomaz

          
        
          
	          Jake

          
        
          
	          Cody

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Heartthrob Hospital

          
        
          
	          The Thunderbolt

          
        
          
	          The Jinx

          
        
          
	          The Hotshot

          
        
          
	          Heartthrob Hospital Three Book Collection

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Kringle, Texas

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Christmas Gift

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Christmas Collection

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Christmas Wish

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Christmas Collection

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Christmas Surprise

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Christmas Joy

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Christmas Reunion

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Christmas Kiss

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Christmas Dance

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Christmas Romance

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Christmas Night (Coming Soon)

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      One Scorching Summer

          
        
          
	          
          
        
          
	          Mr. Temptation

          
        
          
	          Mr. Intoxicating

          
        
          
	          Mr. Undeniable

          
        
          
	          Mr. Scandalous

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Road Trip Rendezvous

          
        
          
	          The Joan Wilder Effect

          
        
          
	          The Las Vegas Effect

          
        
          
	          The Thomas Crown Effect

          
        
          
	          The Mummy Effect

          
        
          
	          Road Trip Rendezvous 4 Book Collection

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Texas Rascals

          
        
          
	          Keegan

          
        
          
	          Texas Rascals Three Book Collection

          
        
          
	          Matt

          
        
          
	          Texas Rascals Three Book Collection

          
        
          
	          Nick

          
        
          
	          Kurt

          
        
          
	          Tucker

          
        
          
	          Kael

          
        
          
	          Truman

          
        
          
	          Brodie

          
        
          
	          Dan

          
        
          
	          Rex

          
        
          
	          Clay

          
        
          
	          Jonah

          
        
          
	          Texas Rascals Three Book Collection. Volume Four: Rex, Clay, Jonah

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Texas Rowdy

          
        
          
	          Houston

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Cowboys of Calamity, Texas

          
        
          
	          Noah

          
        
          
	          Ben

          
        
          
	          Will

          
        
          
	          The Cowboys of Calamity, Texas Three Book Collection

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Lori Wilde’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    



  	
	    
	      Also by Pam Andrews Hanson

	    

      
	    
          
	      Cowboy Country

          
        
          
	          Arizona Heat

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Kringle, Texas

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Christmas Kiss

          
        
          
	          A Perfect Christmas Romance

          
        
      

      
    
    


  
    
      A PERFECT CHRISTMAS KISS

      
        KRINGLE, TEXAS

        BOOK 6

      

    

    
      
        LORI WILDE

        PAM ANDREWS HANSON

      

      
        
Edited by KIMBERLY STRIPLING


      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 1


          

        

      

    

    
      “Yes, that’s it. We’re almost there. Steady, sweetheart.” The hypnotic male voice rolled like a Christmas melody out into the cramped room.

      Mindy Ryder shook her head, desperate to break the magnetic spell. For a moment she imagined Dr. Eric Kincaid crooning to her instead of her mischievous corgi, Peaches.

      No wonder his waiting room was always packed. Dr. Eric charmed his patients and their owners with his soothing tones. Two years ago, he moved to Kringle, Texas, after he’d become a vet and joined Dr. Chloe Connor’s growing veterinarian practice.

      It made Mindy’s day whenever she came to his office, and not just because her dog adored him.

      The guy was easy on the eyes.

      He was also thorough, running a hand along Peaches’ spine, checking for any additional issues.

      Mindy ventured into small talk, inquiring about his weekend plans and commenting on the weather. Each attempt was met with polite, brief responses that gently steered the conversation back to Peaches.

      “I noticed the new café opened just off the square,” she said, hoping to find common ground before she jumped into the real reason she was here. “Have you been there yet?”

      “Haven’t had the time.” His full attention was on Peaches. “Now, about her diet…”

      A twinge of disappointment tugged at Mindy. His friendly demeanor was unquestionable, but there was a carefulness to it, a cautious barrier that kept their interactions strictly professional.

      She’d watched him with other clients and noticed the pattern. His smiles were warm but guarded, his conversations pleasant yet detached. It was as if experience had drawn a line in the sand, making him wary of stepping too close to anyone.

      But maybe she was just projecting.

      While he worked, low Christmas music played through the speakers. Mindy cocked her head and listened closely, identifying the song “Last Christmas” by Wham! Mindy tapped her toes and bobbed her head in time to the infectious tune.

      Eric darted a glance her way. She felt a fluttery thrill in her chest. His smile was polite, perhaps a tad distant, but it lifted her spirits. “Christmas music fan?”

      “Uh-huh. It’s my favorite time of year.” Feeling sheepish for having been caught jamming out, Mindy stopped swaying and jerked her gaze away from his.

      On the windows overlooking the parking lot, someone had placed holiday window clings. Snowmen with pipes and blue scarves. Santa’s elves toiling in their workshop. Gingerbread people with bright smiles and lollipops.

      That was Kringle. Filled with relentless holiday cheer.

      Which was why she adored living here.

      Eric turned his attention back to Peaches. Mindy purposefully pressed her faux fur-lined boots against the tiled floor so she wouldn’t be tempted to bebop to the next song that came over the sound system, “It’s Beginning to Look a Lot Like Christmas.”

      “I don’t know, Mindy…” Eric shook his head.

      The sound of her first name tripping off his lips sent a happy shiver up Mindy’s spine, and she suppressed a grin. Usually he called her Ms. Ryder. Careful. She didn’t want to give herself away too soon.

      Dr. Delicious shook his head and gave her a puzzled stare. “Peaches seems healthy to me.”

      “She was sneezing and wheezing.” A sensible dollop of shame heated her insides. She shouldn’t be using her dog as a ploy to see Dr. Kincaid.

      Although Peaches had been sneezing and wheezing, but only after she’d run through a neighboring pasture filled with ragweed. Now that she was here, Mindy was losing her nerve. This was a dumb idea. Why had she come?

      Um, she was desperate.

      Oh yeah, that.

      “Sorry I wasted your time.” She ducked her head and her cheeks flamed.

      “I’m always glad to see Peaches. She’s the only corgi on my patient list and that makes her pretty special.”

      His demeanor was as calm and collected as always. He rubbed the corgi’s thick white neck ruff. Peaches basked in his attention, forgetting the exam indignities. He sets limits with people, but not with animals.

      “She loves seeing you.” And so do I.

      “Don’t worry,” the good doctor said, “I won’t charge you extra for this visit. It’s covered by your comprehensive wellness package.”

      Mindy hadn’t been worried, but how nice of him not to charge her.

      From beneath the examination room lights, he shot her another glance. He wore a sky-blue lab coat that matched his lovely winter-colored eyes, and his sandy-blond hair was sexily tousled. He put his hands in his pocket, so self-contained. His interactions were warm, his care for animals unmistakable, yet there was a line he never crossed. Which made her mission harder than ever to broach.

      “You’re still giving Peaches the allergy medication I prescribed?” he asked.

      “Yes, with her breakfast every morning.”

      “Hmm, maybe we should change the medication since she’s having breakthrough symptoms. I’ll call something into your pharmacy.”

      “Thanks.”

      He clipped the leash to Peaches’ collar and set Mindy’s thirty-pound pooch on the spotless white-tiled floor.

      The appointment was over.

      However, her real purpose for being here had nothing to do with dog allergies. Fact was, she needed a man. Also, that man had to be a doctor, and she needed him sooner rather than later.

      But how to say that?

      This single vet was the only bachelor she knew who qualified. His receptionist, Della Rodriguez, was friendly and chatty. She’d leaked enough tidbits about her boss to make Mindy sure he was unattached and eligible. How that was, Mindy had no idea. The man’s smile was as bright as Christmas morning and his pearly white teeth made his entire face sparkle with good humor.

      He was the perfect candidate to play the role of pretend boyfriend this holiday season. She just had to convince Dr. Eric of that.

      Normally, she didn’t fib, especially to her father, but this time Dad had irritated her so much she’d just blurted out the lie without even thinking. A white lie for self-preservation wasn’t the worst sin in the world, right?

      But she couldn’t help feeling guilty and she should have come clean right away but… Dad was bound and determined to see her happily married like her older brother and sister. Wayne Ryder still held old-fashioned values about family. Values that Mindy didn’t always share.

      It was wonderful that her older siblings had doting families, but true love was a special gift and not everyone got that lucky.

      Besides, she was happy being single. More than happy. She got to do whatever she wanted. Whenever she wanted. She was free as a bird.

      And she liked it that way.

      Yes, okay, sometimes she was lonely, but it wasn’t anything a nice vacation or a girls’ night out with her friends couldn’t cure.

      Lately, Dad had been pushier than usual. He was sure that Mindy’s biological clock was a ticking time bomb, even though she was only twenty-eight. Bothersome! She loved him to pieces, but he was at loose ends since her mother, Abby, died the previous summer in a drowning accident, and he got involved in Mindy’s love life because he didn’t have one of his own.

      When he’d insisted on introducing her to a friend’s son, that’s when she’d fibbed and told him she was seeing someone. Of course, he’d gotten excited and pressed for details. She’d just taken Peaches to see Dr. Eric for vaccinations on the day Dad had phoned, so she had seen a doctor—an animal doctor.

      Telling her father that she was seeing a doctor had slipped out because she wanted to stop his badgering. And as long as her widowed, workaholic father stayed in Pittsburgh, she could keep him at bay with her spur-of-the-moment deception.

      And then the unexpected happened.

      Dad retired early and sold his accounting business, saying life was too short not to live it to the fullest. Then, this very morning, he phoned to say he was coming to Kringle for a visit on his way to spend Thanksgiving with Mindy’s brother and his family in Santa Fe.

      And he wanted to meet her doctor boyfriend this very weekend.

      Oh gosh, yes, she could have just told Dad she’d broken up with the fake boyfriend, but then he would spend the entire visit playing matchmaker.

      Mindy exhaled, her mind racing back to the conversation with her father. His voice echoed in her head, his enthusiasm for finding her a husband overwhelming. She knew he meant well, but the thought of another failed relationship stung.

      “Desperate times,” she mumbled under her breath.

      “Excuse me?” Eric lifted his handsome head.

      “Nothing, nothing.” She hesitated, her gaze darting around the room before settling on Peaches.

      A pang of remorse mixed with desperation washed over her. She was using her beloved corgi as a reason to see Eric. But was it only about her father? Or was it a mask for the loneliness she sometimes felt amidst Kringle’s relentless holiday cheer?

      “Is there anything else?” Dr. Kincaid asked.

      Why had she said it? That she was seeing a doctor?

      Mindy knew the answer deep down. It was an escape, a small fib to fend off her father’s well-intentioned meddling, to assure him she could find a suitable mate, even though it wasn’t true. Her independence was her sanctuary. Her life in Kringle, though sometimes lonely, was hers and hers alone. Protecting that was of utmost importance.

      She cleared her throat and studied the vet. The man had the planet's longest, thickest eyelashes. Did he know women paid good money to achieve such lash length and volume?

      Heart skipping, Mindy watched Eric clip the leash onto Peaches’ collar. She needed to ask him, and she needed to do it now, but the sticky words caught in her throat.

      He extended the leash toward her. “Mindy? Anything else?”

      “Oh, it’s silly,” she said, taking the leash. “Just a personal issue.”

      “I’m afraid I’m not licensed to treat humans.” He gave a good-natured chuckle.

      “Um… I didn’t mean… I… er… you know.”

      “It’s not a health problem?” He arched his eyebrows, his curiosity encouraging.

      “No, not at all. It’s my father…”

      “I see,” he said, but the baffled expression on his face belied his words.

      “Dad is coming to visit from Pittsburgh. We lost my mother eighteen months, and now he’s sold his business. I’m afraid I’m his new project.”

      “I hear you. I know what that’s like. My widowed mother always has some scheme up her sleeve concerning my personal life.” Sympathy tinged his smile.

      “Dad’s a fanatic for minding my business,” she said. “My older brother and sister are both married, and each has two kids apiece, but four aren’t enough grandchildren for him. He won’t give up until he—and I quote—‘sees me settled,’ as if being single isn’t a viable lifestyle option. He’s got traditional ideas about what makes for a successful life.”

      “My mother’s the same way. I was engaged once, and Mom was crushed when it didn’t work out, but I just felt relieved to have dodged a big mistake. It seems Mom’s hobby is matchmaking, and I’m her pet project.” He sighed.

      “Then you understand! My father wants to mastermind a courtship sweepstake with more grandkids for him as the grand prize.”

      “Yeah, folks from our parents’ generation have a weird fixation on marriage. I suppose things were different in their day when women didn’t have many options beyond getting married and raising families.”

      “I do suppose it’s hard when the social paradigm shifts when you’re in your sixties and everything changes. They can’t help but think their way is the best, although nothing is the same. It’s human nature, I suppose, to be nostalgic about the world you were raised in.”

      “My mother adored my ex-fiancée. Cassandra loved horses more than people, including me. I think Cassandra believed having a vet for a husband would come in handy with her stable of Arabians.”

      “You gotta admit, that would save on the vet bills.” Mindy let out a laugh, then cringed. It sounded too loud in the tiny room.

      Ack! Don’t overdo it.

      Eric leaned against the metal-topped examination table and focused on the chart of dog breeds on the wall behind her.

      Was he regretting oversharing with a pet-parent?

      He cleared his throat and met her eyes again, giving her a rueful smile. Now she was much more interested in his problem than hers, but Dad would be getting off the plane in three days, expecting to meet her boyfriend.

      “I’m afraid I did a terrible thing,” she said, twisting the leash around her fingers as Peaches positioned herself between Mindy’s legs.

      “I find that hard to believe.” Again, the thousand-watt smile. Did he have any idea how devastating it was?

      “It happened the day Peaches came in for her heartworm shot…”

      “I remember. Two weeks ago, right?”

      “You have an excellent memory.”

      “Sometimes…” He raked his gaze over her, and a tingle shot up her spine.

      “Anyway, that’s the day Dad called to fix me up with one of his friend’s sons. The guy lives in Fort Worth and he was eager to drive to Kringle to meet me, sight unseen.”

      “Yikes.”

      “Yeah, I told Dad I was seeing a doctor, which technically wasn’t a lie, since I was seeing you to give Peaches her shots.”

      Eric looked amused.

      “I shouldn’t have lied. I planned to tell him it didn’t work out with me and the fantasy doctor in a few months. Then Dad called yesterday to say he retired and sold his business. He’s coming to Kringle, and he wants to meet ‘my guy.’” She spouted the whole soliloquy on one long breath.

      Cringing, she hoped Dr. Eric didn’t think she was an awful person for fibbing to her dad and making an unnecessary appointment for Peaches.

      “Ahh.”

      Again with the “ahh.” Was he sympathetic or eager to ditch her? “Well, I’ve wasted enough of your time. Thanks for listening.”

      “You’re not the first,” he said.

      “Huh?”

      “Others have made a frivolous pet appointment just to see me.”

      She opened her mouth to deny it, but his eyes were too all-knowing, too penetrating, and she couldn’t catch her breath.

      “No wonder,” he said, “when my mom, my aunt, even my receptionist have been recruiting dates for me since Cassandra and I ended our engagement last year about this time. One of Mom’s prospects even borrowed a cockatoo so she could check me out.”

      “Holy cow, no kidding?” The confession made her feel better about her own subterfuge. She was embarrassed, but glad she wasn’t the only one to book an unneeded appointment. At least Peaches was a regular patient, and she was Mindy’s pet, not a borrowed stand-in.

      Okay, she was scrambling for justification. Guilty as charged.

      “I understand the impulse to say you’re dating someone to get your well-meaning family and friends off your back.” His compassionate smile unraveled her.

      “I’m really sorry I bothered you. I feel like a dope.” Mindy was already halfway out the door, chiding herself for the ridiculous scheme, when his playful voice stopped her cold.

      “Maybe he will leave sooner rather than later if he gets to meet your doctor boyfriend.”

      She spun around, baffled. Eric leaned casually against the counter, a teasing smile dancing on his lips. Was this the same stoic, all-business vet she’d seen during every other visit?

      “There is that. Except I don’t have a doctor boyfriend.”

      His chuckle was a warm, inviting sound that coaxed her nerves to unwind. “You gotta ask for what you want.”

      His eyes twinkled with an unexpected mischief. He seemed… different.

      Peaches plopped down on her hindquarters and settled in.

      “So, are you gonna ask me?” Eric’s grin widened.

      “Huh?” To compound her general embarrassment, her voice squeaked.

      “The question you came to ask.”

      She waved her free hand. “Oh, it doesn’t matter.”

      “Clearly it does.”

      Her nerve failed her. She didn’t want to get rejected. The man was gorgeous and by his own admission he had a pack of women on his heels.

      “I’ve taken up too much of your time already and this is my busy season, too. I need to get back to work. Thank you for seeing Peaches.” She clicked her tongue and headed for the door, but Peaches wouldn’t budge.

      Great. Terrific. Now she was standing here red-faced and breathless. Would he think she was terrible if she nudged the stubborn dog with her toe? Peaches was acting infatuated with the man, sniffing at Dr. Kincaid’s thick-soled running shoe.

      “What are you? One of Santa’s elves?” he asked. “Rushing to get toys ready for Christmas?”

      “Close,” she said, relaxing a little because he was so friendly despite her dumb idea of asking him to pose as her boyfriend. “I’m a professional organizer. I’m booked solid from Thanksgiving to Christmas Eve.”

      “Really? Hmm, what exactly does a professional organizer do?” he asked.

      “Unclutter closets, rearrange rumpled rooms, fight disorder at its root level. I have parties to plan, trees to decorate, gifts to buy, whatever busy people don’t have time to do themselves. Hopefully, my father will be satisfied with seeing me this weekend and not linger in Kringle before my schedule is in shambles. But that’s not your problem. I brought this on myself.”

      “And yet you were secretly hoping I would—”

      “It was a dumb idea. Very dumb.” Vigorously, she shook her head.

      “So you won’t ask me?”

      “Really?”

      “Give it a shot.”

      “Okay, here goes. Will you be my pretend boyfriend while my dad is in town?”

      “What’s in it for me?” His grin turned mischievous and there was an unexpected lightheartedness to him.

      Her mind jumped immediately to sex and a hot tingle zinged through her body. “Um, um…”

      “That came out wrong, didn’t it?” His laugh wobbled. “What I meant was, we need volunteers for our charity gala that raises money for the Kringle Kritters Animal Rescue.”

      “Quid pro quo? You’ll pretend to be my boyfriend if I pitch in with the charity?”

      “You’re much more than just a pretty face and bubbly personality.”

      He thought she was pretty and bubbly? Mindy’s giddy heart galloped. “When is the event?”

      “The second Saturday in December.”

      “What time?”

      “Seven to ten p.m.”

      Crinkling her nose, Mindy pulled out her phone to check her schedule. She had errands that afternoon, but she could still make the event. “You’re on.”

      “Deal?”

      “Deal!”

      “Should we shake on it?” He extended his hand.

      Oh yes, please.

      When her palm touched his, every nerve ending in her arm sent urgent messages to her brain. This one, this one, this one.

      That was nonsense, wasn’t it? He just wanted someone to help him with a gala.

      But a handshake sealed the deal. In that moment, something shifted. It was as if Eric, with that one mischievous grin, had stepped just a smidge outside the professional walls he’d always kept so firmly in place.

      “So, when is your dad getting into town?”

      “Friday. I’m picking him up at the airport. He hates flying, so he’ll be tired, and we’ll be guaranteed a short night. The date shouldn't exceed three hours.”

      “How about I show up at your house at seven on Friday evening?”

      “Would you? Really?” She was so grateful she wanted to hug him. “Do you need my address?”

      “I have it.” He tapped Peaches’ chart.

      “Oh yes, right, of course you do.”

      “See you on Friday.”

      “Thank you.”

      “You better wait to see how this goes before you thank me.” He turned his stunning grin on her.

      Mindy was so breathless she couldn’t think. She herded Peaches to the lobby, unable to believe her good fortune.

      Imagine that! The buttoned-up Dr. Eric Kincaid was as kind to people as he was to animals.
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