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Once upon a time, an unruly puppy was looking for a place to call home . . .


Connor Wyeth has a plan for everything. But when he adopts Maximus, an unruly Irish wolfhound mix, he gets more than he bargained for. The only person Max ever listens to is the volunteer who used to walk him at the shelter – a perpetually upbeat woman whose day job is planning princess parties for little kids. Connor can’t believe she’ll be able to tame such a beast as Max, but he’s desperate enough to try anything.


Deenie Mitchell isn’t looking forward to spending more time with uptight, rules-orientated Connor – no matter how attractive he is. But when her sister announces her engagement, Deenie realizes he’s the perfect person to impress her type-A family. When she learns he needs a plus-one for his law firm’s work events, an unlikely alliance is formed. But then playing the perfect couple unexpectedly begins to feel all too . . . real.


Opposites may attract, but can this rule-maker and rule-breaker find a way to each other’s hearts?









By Lizzie Shane


The Twelve Dogs of Christmas


Once Upon a Puppy











For Kali, who survived backpacking across Europe with me when we were both obnoxious teens. And Leigh, who shared some of my best adventures in Asia. And for the gentleman we met in Vietnam, who gave us the excellent advice about seizing the day.


Because you can’t put more life in the bank.












Chapter One
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In retrospect, a 140-pound Irish wolfhound mix might not have been his best impulse purchase, Connor Wyeth acknowledged when he stepped out of his home office and saw the wreckage of his six-thousand-dollar couch.


Not that he made many impulse purchases. Or any, for that matter.


Connor was a planner. Even Maximus—the canine culprit responsible for dragging the massive couch halfway across the living room and shredding the cushions until the entire room was littered in white fuzz—had been part of a plan.


Just not a particularly well-thought-out one.


Max’s booming bark echoed off the high ceilings as the big dope galumphed gleefully between the front door and the living room crime scene. Spotting Connor, he slid to a stop on the polished hardwood floors and raced back to the entry. Maximus barked again through the glass that flanked the dark polished-wood door at whoever was on the other side, before looking over his shaggy shoulder at Connor, with his jaws gaping and his tongue hanging out the side of his mouth in that patented come-on-you’re-missing-all-the-fun canine grin.


And Connor realized again how completely out of his depth he was as a dog owner.


Since he’d ostensibly gotten Maximus as a guard dog and early warning system to deter his friends from just waltzing into his house whenever they pleased, the trainer had told him he should praise Max when he barked at intruders. Connor was also supposed to scold Max when he did things like dismember the furniture, but scolding him now wouldn’t do any good—not that it ever seemed to do any good—so Connor resigned himself to the loss of his couch and went to open the door.


He hooked a finger around Max’s collar to remind him of the we-do-not-put-our-paws-on-guests’-shoulders-and-lick-their-faces rule and pulled the door open.


“No solicitors,” Connor growled at one of his three oldest friends, standing on his doorstep with his arms bowing around a bulging bag and a collection of lawn signs. They were sideways, but the block print on them was clearly legible: BENJAMIN WEST FOR MAYOR. THE RIGHT CHOICE FOR PINE HOLLOW.


The signs made a good prop, but they both knew Ben wasn’t here about the upcoming election. Not today.


Connor glowered—and Ben shoved past him, undeterred. “I brought lunch.”


“And lawn signs.”


Connor closed the door before releasing the hound. Max immediately lunged toward Ben, eagerly snuffling at the bag in his arms. It started to slip toward his eager jaws, and Connor swiftly rescued the food so Ben could kick off his shoes and prop the lawn signs against the window.


“I’m not putting those up,” Connor warned. “I haven’t decided who I’m voting for yet.”


Ben ignored the blatant lie, reclaiming the lunch bag and starting toward the kitchen. “Tandy Watts put a banner on her porch. You can see it from space.”


Normally Connor would give Ben a hard time—what else were friends for?—but there was a note of anxiety in his friend’s voice that had him reassuring him instead. “No one is voting for Tandy Watts. She’s only running because she wants to overturn the zoning decision you guys made against her last year, and the entire town knows it. You have experience on the council, and you’re Delia’s pick. Relax.”


“I don’t know why I wanted to run for mayor,” Ben grumbled as he reached the kitchen and drew up short, staring past the island toward the fuzz explosion in the living room. “Redecorating?”


Connor put his body between Ben and the view, wishing, not for the first time since he’d bought the sprawling, open-concept house, that it was a little less sprawling and open concept. “Max was playing on the couch while I worked. I haven’t had a chance to clean it up.”


The dog chose that moment to race past, running the length of the house to leap onto the couch, sending it sliding across the polished hardwood floors, careening toward the—very breakable—glass coffee table. Luckily, the coffee table slid as well, rather than tipping and shattering—and Maximus gleefully flipped a pillow into the air.


“Max!” He tried to mimic the tone the trainer had used—the one that seemed to make all the dogs in the class sit up a little straighter. Maximus perked up, whipping toward the sound of Connor’s voice. He sprang to his feet on the couch, his ears pricked forward, his jaws gaping in that dopey canine grin.


“Off!” Connor demanded.


The dog looked at him, cocking his head in confusion.


“Off!” Connor repeated, moving to drag Maximus off the couch—easier said than done when the dog in question weighed almost as much as an adult human and was eagerly licking every inch of Connor’s face he could reach.


He finally ended up scooping the dog up in his arms and depositing him on the floor with a last firm “Off.”


While Max licked him happily.


“Have you considered actually training him?” Ben asked, having set their lunch in the kitchen and wandered over to watch the show.


“I am training him,” Connor snapped—his voice sharp enough that Max paused in mid-lick, his ears twitching.


“Uh-huh.” Ben folded his arms. “You know you might have to attend the training classes you paid for in order for them to take effect. Though I’m sure Ally’s happy to have your money either way.”


Ben’s girlfriend, Ally, ran the shelter in town, which offered training classes with a special discount for anyone who’d adopted their dogs from Furry Friends. The same classes Connor had had the best intention of attending every Monday. Before work had gotten busy, like it always did.


“I forgot to put them on my calendar.”


Ben snorted. “You never forget anything.”


“Fine.” It was so annoying when his friends knew him too well. “I got busy.”


“You’re always busy. But I’ve recently discovered that being busy doesn’t have to preclude you from having a life. It’s a fascinating revelation. You should consider it.”


“Having a revelation?” he drawled sarcastically.


“Getting a life.”


“My life is fine,” he growled—looking at Maximus instead of Ben, since neither of them would be able to let the falsehood stand if Connor met his eyes.


His life wasn’t fine. Especially not today. But he didn’t want to talk about it.


Not with Levi, who’d dropped by this morning claiming to be “in the area.” Not with his mother, who’d called him three times already today with made-up things she absolutely needed his input on. Not with Mac, who was sure to appear as soon as the Cup hit the afternoon lull.


And certainly not with Ben.


Ben was in that obnoxious smugly-in-love phase where he fixated on all the wonderful parts of being with someone and developed strategic amnesia when it came to the ripping-the-rug-out-from-under-you shit that happened when it all fell apart.


When you came home expecting to find a fiancée and found a Post-it note instead.


Maximus snapped at a piece of fuzz floating in the air, and Connor focused on the dog and the welcome distraction from his thoughts. “This is your fault,” he growled at Ben, straightening to head back toward the kitchen and the promise of lunch. “You’re the one who kept insisting I needed a dog.”


“You did need a dog.”


It was galling to admit, but Ben was right. Connor had isolated himself too much—starting exactly one year ago today—locking himself in his own head and dedicating himself to his work with what might have been a slightly unhealthy obsession.


Maximus had been the antidote to that.


Connor couldn’t lose himself in work until one in the morning every day if he had a dog to feed and walk—though walking Max was usually an exercise in being dragged around the neighborhood. The wolfhound mutt had never been trained as a puppy, and now he was a full-grown wrecking ball of love.


Connor wouldn’t trade him for anything.


Ben unpacked the to-go containers from the Cup—and Connor tried not to wonder if he’d been the primary topic of conversation while Mac was packing up the order. The restaurant was a well-known gossip hub in Pine Hollow. It was probably too much to hope that the entire town didn’t know what day it was. February first.


It would have been nice if Connor could have avoided the anniversary of his public humiliation without comment, but that wasn’t how life in a small town worked.


He knew they supported him, but the pity felt like acid on his skin.


“You really should come to the training classes,” Ben commented as he slid Connor’s usual across the island toward him, and they both dug in. “Even Partridge is making progress, and he’s not exactly a fast learner.”


Ben and the niece he was raising had adopted the drooly bulldog around the same time Connor had adopted Maximus.


“Partridge has Astrid.” Connor pointed out the unfair comparison. “Who would spend every waking second working on his training with him if she could.”


“True. And I fully support her obsession. At least if she’s working with Partridge she’s not dropping not-so-subtle hints about me proposing to Ally.”


Connor jerked at the words, startled. “Already?”


They’d been dating less than two months. Talking about marriage now was insane. But then he’d dated Monica for three years and been engaged for another two before she’d decided, thirteen days before the wedding, that she couldn’t spend her life with him after all.


Maybe going fast was the way to do it. Commit before you had time to second-guess.


Ben swore softly under his breath, studying Connor’s face. “Sorry. I shouldn’t be talking about that today. I wasn’t thinking.”


And there it was. Today. The Anniversary. Ben wasn’t usually that direct. Over the last year they’d steered well clear of She Who Must Not Be Named.


Connor took a firm left turn away from the subject. “You putting up lawn signs all over town, or are you expecting me to put all three of those in my front yard?”


Ben eyed him for a moment before accepting the shift in topic. “You do have a big front yard.”


“Yeah, but three seems a little excessive, don’t you think? I’m not sure I support you that much. There are limits to three decades of friendship.”


“One sign for each decade. That seems fair.” An alarm went off on Ben’s phone and he silenced it, rising from the barstools at the island. “I’ve gotta get back to work. Will I actually see you tonight at Furry Friends?”


“Yeah, of course. I haven’t been skipping the classes on purpose.” Not entirely. “Things are just really busy.”


Ben headed toward the front door, and Connor fell into step at his side while Maximus’s snores echoed in the living room.


“How’s the partner stuff going?” Ben asked, bending to grab his shoes.


“Too early to tell.”


“Good luck.” Ben hesitated after putting on his shoes—and Connor resisted the urge to physically shove him out the door before he could start talking about the Anniversary.


Thankfully, Ben left without any more concerned looks, and Connor shut the door behind him, wondering if he could somehow head off Mac’s inevitable visit. Mac was the most likely to come right out and ask him how he was feeling.


His friends and family were all checking on him, but he was fine. Or at least on his way toward it.


He had a Plan now.


The Plan was the reason he had Max. It was the reason he was going to make partner. And it was going to get him back on track for the life he should already be living. Perfect job. Perfect house. Perfect family.


He had the house. The job was all but guaranteed after the last twelve months of obsessively putting in more hours than any of the other associates at his law firm. And the family would follow, just as soon as he had a little more time to dedicate to finding the One. A woman who appreciated everything he had to offer—stability, loyalty, dependability. A woman who wouldn’t just say she wanted those things and then run off to India two weeks before they were supposed to exchange vows. A woman who would stay.


Connor hadn’t meant to avoid relationships for so long. He’d had a steady stream of steady girlfriends since he started dating. His high school girlfriend—whom he’d broken up with amicably to go to Yale. His college girlfriend—who had broken up with him amicably when they got into law schools across the country from one another. His law school girlfriend—with whom he had amicably parted ways when she wanted to stay in DC to clerk for an appeals court judge and he wanted to move back to Vermont to focus on corporate law and have a family.


And then Monica.


It was hard to describe his fiancée dumping him via Post-it two weeks prior to their wedding as anything resembling amicable.


So, yes, maybe he had been a little bitter, a little angry. Maybe he had thrown himself into work a little too hard and cursed the entire female half of the species with a little more enthusiasm than they probably deserved. Maybe he had avoided women except for the occasional Tinder hookup when he was down in New York for business—always casual, no expectations. But that was all behind him. He was starting fresh this year. Thanks to the Plan.


Impatient to get back to work, but knowing the mess would distract him until he took care of it, Connor went to clean up the fluff minefield that had once been his living room. He’d just shoved the couch back into position when Maximus snorted awake. He trotted over to “help,” putting his front paws on the couch, his jaws hanging open in a happy canine smile.


“You pleased with yourself?” He took the dog’s giant head between his hands, ruffling his ears. The dog groaned, leaning into Connor’s hands, his soulful black eyes gazing adoringly into Connor’s as Connor said the same thing he’d said at least five hundred times in the five weeks since he’d become a dog owner. “You aren’t allowed on the furniture.”


Or the counter. Or the roof of my car.


But how did he teach Max that when he couldn’t physically wrestle him down?


“We’re going back to obedience class tonight,” he informed Max. “Even if everyone is going to be giving me pity looks.”


Nudging Maximus’s bulk out of the way, he brushed the fuzz off the couch. On closer inspection it looked like the couch had mostly survived whatever game Maximus had been playing. Only one of the throw pillows had exploded and rained its innards across his hardwood floors.


Considering that pillow had been one of Monica’s additions, maybe Max had done him a favor.


His cell phone rang as Connor ruffled Max on the head. “Good dog. Never do that again.”


He caught Max’s collar, guiding him into the office and shutting the door so he could keep an eye on him as he worked. He started every day that way, but Connor had a tendency to get so engrossed in what he was concentrating on that when Max scratched at the door to be let out, he would automatically open the door for him without realizing he’d done it until he heard a crash in the kitchen. Or the living room. Or the bathroom.


Seeing his mentor’s name on the caller ID, Connor quickly tapped to connect the call through his Bluetooth before it could go to voice mail. “Davis, how are you?”


The partner who had taken Connor under his wing at Sterling, Tavish & Karlson cleared his throat roughly, an affectation Connor had come to associate with bad news. He braced a hand on his desk—and Max looked up from his dog bed, concern in his liquid black eyes.


“Connor. I just had a chance to look at that Johnson contract, and I wanted to tell you how pleased the whole firm is with your work.”


Connor frowned. Davis Aquino never called him just to give him an attaboy. No one had time for that. “You aren’t calling to tell me ‘good job.’ ”


The throat clearing came again, followed by a heavy sigh. “Look, Connor. You’re our workhorse. Everyone knows how much you do for this firm, and I know you’d been hoping to make partner this year . . .”


Shit. Shit shit shit. “But?”


“We don’t want to lose you. You’re an incredibly valuable associate, but at the moment the senior partners are leaning in another direction.”


“Is this a joke?” His unfiltered reaction burst out of his mouth—because this was Davis and not one of the other partners. “Who do they think does more for the firm than I do?”


“No one works as hard as you, but for some of the partners that’s actually one of their concerns, that you’ll burn yourself out. That you don’t have work-life balance or any kind of a stress-release valve, and you’ll be running on empty by the time you’re thirty-five.”


“I don’t need a release valve,” Connor said, trying to keep the sharpness out of his voice. “I’m good.”


“Good,” Davis replied. “That’s good. But there are other concerns.”


Connor forced himself to breathe. He’d carefully picked this firm. A place he knew he could rise. He’d been the perfect employee for years and there were concerns? “Such as?”


“Being a partner isn’t just about being a workhorse. It’s about representing us. Being a leader within the firm and the community. There’s a social aspect, and with you working mostly from home—”


“We agreed that made the most sense. Less time wasted on an unnecessary commute when I can easily work remotely.” The firm was based in Burlington, though so many of their clients also did business in New York that Connor was licensed in both states. He so rarely met clients in the office that Davis had encouraged him to work from home.


“That’s true, but there’s something to be said for being visible.”


“I’ll start working from the office.” He would have to find someone to look after Max. Maybe Ally knew someone.


“It’s not about being in the office more. It’s also our events. You know STK prides itself on our engagement in the community, our charitable work—and you’ve been skipping most of our charity events for the last year or so.”


Ever since he’d stopped being the golden boy. Stopped having the perfect woman on his arm and become the one everyone looked at with pity and asked how he was holding up. The events had gone from being chummy to excruciating. “I realize I haven’t been as active, but I’m turning over a new leaf.”


“Look, Connor, I love you. You’d be my pick every day of the week, but it isn’t my call, and Brent and Lila especially are looking for something else. I figured you deserved a heads-up. I don’t want you to feel blindsided. You’re still incredibly valuable to STK.”


Acid burned in his throat. “That’s it then? It’s a done deal?”


“Not yet,” Davis assured him. “They still haven’t made the final decision, but it would be an uphill battle for you, and maybe it’s not the worst thing in the world if you take a different path. We want to keep you happy. You can do very well as an associate. Not everyone needs to be partner.”


But that was The Plan.


It was all he’d been working toward for the last year. For his entire life, really, but it had only been an all-consuming obsession since Monica left—and apparently took his best chance of making partner with her.


If she’d stuck around, he’d still be going to the charity events, with his wife on his arm. She’d probably be pregnant with their first kid by now—concrete evidence of work-life balance. He’d be commiserating with coworkers about married life and impending fatherhood. He would have gotten to know more of the new associates, demonstrated his leadership abilities. His life would still be right where it was supposed to be instead of . . .


He looked around the office. All work and no play. Max rose from his dog bed and padded over, draping his massive head on Connor’s desk next to his hand. Connor absently stroked his shaggy head, smoothing his thumb between his ears.


“Connor?” Davis’s voice crackled through the earpiece.


“Yeah. Thanks for the warning. A lot to think about.”


“You’re really valued,” Davis said—and Connor could almost hear his management training courses in the words.


Make employees feel that their talents and contributions are valued and appreciated.


And he did feel that way. But he wanted more. He wanted a stake. He wanted partnership. The security of knowing that he wasn’t just an employee. That he owned his piece of the firm. He’d wanted that since he was nine freaking years old.


And he wasn’t giving up now.


He said goodbye to Davis after a few minutes discussing the work he was doing for another client—a conversation he barely remembered, his thoughts were so thoroughly consumed by the partnership bombshell.


He knew it had never been a lock. There were always more associates vying for partner than there were slots available—but he’d put in more hours than any of them. He’d earned this. And he wasn’t going to let it slip through his fingers because the rest of his life had gone a little off track last year.


Making partner had been part of The Plan. Get a dog. Make partner. Find the One. Get married. Have kids. Five simple steps. But maybe it was time to shake up the order. Maybe he needed to start dating again right away. Find a nice girl to bring with him to a few of the firm’s charity events to show the senior partners that he had balance, that he was a team player.


When he’d initially made The Plan, he’d intended to start dating right away—but then he’d gotten busy and his best intentions had fallen to the side. But now . . . now dating was a responsibility, and Connor Wyeth never shirked his responsibilities.


Max sat down, leaning his bulk against Connor’s chair, so Connor had to brace his feet to keep it from rolling sideways.


He pulled up the app store on his phone, scrolling through and downloading several dating apps. He had work to do.


Then he’d take Max to obedience class tonight and figure out how to keep the dog from destroying his house.


It felt good to have a plan.









Chapter Two


[image: image]


Deenie Mitchell was at her best when she improvised.


It was part of what made her so successful at hosting princess parties for children—she never got too glued to a plan, always ready to adapt on the fly.


So when she walked into the farmhouse forty-five minutes before the Furry Friends Monday training session was supposed to start to find Ally in a panic because the trainer from Burlington had come down with food poisoning and wasn’t going to make it, Deenie did exactly what she always did. She rolled with the punches.


“I have to cancel,” Ally groaned, still gripping her cell phone and staring at the ominous food-poisoning text.


“No, you don’t.” Deenie took Ally’s phone and flipped open the Magda’s Bakery pastry box she’d brought home after visiting her aunt, shoving a piece of flaky raspberry–cream cheese decadence into Ally’s hand instead. “Eat this. Magda’s pastries solve all problems.”


“I don’t see how,” Ally argued. “I have six paying customers arriving in less than an hour and no expert trainer to offer them. We promised them a certified professional every week.” She took a bite of the pastry and groaned—though it was unclear whether it was with bliss at Magda’s sinful skills or dread at having to cancel one of the classes in the pilot program designed to revitalize the Furry Friends Animal Shelter and turn it into a full-service pet mecca.


Deenie guided Ally to a stool, deliberately positioning her with her back to the windows that looked out across the gravel driveway to the barn that housed Furry Friends. Ally’s grandparents had lived in the farmhouse and run the shelter for decades, before retiring and turning it over to Ally. The shelter had been hanging on by a thread for years, dependent on town funding, but Ally had come up with a plan to make the Furry Friends self-sufficient, and Deenie had moved in less than a week ago to help out.


They were still trying to establish themselves as the local source for all things dog—so the timing on losing their trainer was less than ideal. But not catastrophic.


“Focus on the positive—one of those paying customers is Ben, who’s so sappily in love with you he probably won’t notice there’s no trainer,” Deenie pointed out. “Another is Elinor, who’ll be just as happy having Skinny Girl Margaritas with us in the storeroom. And a third is Connor—who can’t be bothered to actually bring Maximus to class.”


Not that Deenie minded Connor Wyeth’s recent absence at the classes. The man had rubbed her the wrong way since the second they met.


He was just so rigid. He radiated the uptight vibes of all the people who looked down on her for her pink hair and unconventional life, and activated all her defenses—and when it came to fight or flight, with Connor it definitely seemed to be fight. She hadn’t intended to goad him into adopting Maximus by arguing the wolfhound was too much dog for him, but she hadn’t been capable of letting him win a single verbal sparring match.


Ever since, she always seemed to find herself sniping at him when they were forced to be near each other—something that had happened unfortunately often since Ben and Ally had gotten together.


“It’s a sign.”


Deenie refocused on Ally, evicting Connor Wyeth from her thoughts. “It isn’t a sign. We’ve got this. We’ll just make this week a bonus week—a practice session. I can lead it.”


Ally’s eyes flared with hope. “Really?”


“Of course. That’s what I’m here for, right? Helping out with the shelter stuff? How hard can it be?”


Deenie had been following along with the class anyway, working with a little spaniel named Dolce so she’d be ready to be adopted as soon as her puppies were weaned and she was spayed. Though with the way Ally’s grandmother had been fawning over the dog lately, it would be a minor miracle if Rita Gilmore didn’t co-opt the sweet little dog for herself.


“I’m not certified or anything,” she went on, “but if we explain about the food poisoning and promise people a real make-up class later, I can’t imagine anyone will complain.”


“They’ll be thrilled. We all know you’re the dog whisperer. That’s even better than bringing in a different trainer.”


Deenie held up a hand. “Don’t get too excited. I’m just a warm body to fill in during emergency food-poisoning episodes.”


“We both know that isn’t true. I don’t know how I would do this without you.”


Discomfort swelled in the face of Ally’s gratitude. Deenie loved to help—it didn’t make sense not to step in and fix a problem when it was right there in front of her—but if she was actually necessary, that put a layer of pressure on her that she wasn’t sure she wanted.


How messed up was that? Who else in the world wanted to be valued and then wanted to run the second she was?


As usual, she covered her discomfort with a flashy smile. “You’d fail miserably, of course. I’m indispensable.”


It was a bald-faced lie—but Ally set down her pastry, looking at her as if it was the gospel truth. “I know. I never would have gotten that loan without you.”


“Don’t be ridiculous. Of course you would.”


Ally shook her head. “I still can’t believe you knew how to do all that small-business planning stuff.”


“Shh, you’ll ruin my image.” Deenie took Ally’s incredulity as the highest compliment. She’d carefully cultivated her persona as a feckless, glitter-coated fairy princess. It wouldn’t do to have people realize she could write a profit and loss statement in her sleep.


A lock of hair fell into her eyes, and she raked it back. She needed a haircut—and to touch up the streaks. The blond roots had grown out, and the pink highlights had faded from their usual neon glory to a pale pastel shade, significantly decreasing the gratifying shock value.


“I’m just really glad you’re here,” Ally said with that unnerving sincerity.


“I have to be. I’m broke.” The words were irreverent. Designed to make everyone think she was joking.


They were also true.


Deenie needed to replenish her funds after her last trip. She’d splurged on a few more experiences than had technically been in her budget when she was backpacking through New Zealand last fall. But how often did you get the chance to bungee jump into a gorge or walk in the footsteps of Hobbits? Sometimes you had to grab the opportunities life put in front of you—even if that meant coming home slightly closer to a zero balance than she usually preferred.


It didn’t help that she’d also gone a tiny bit overboard on Christmas presents for her brother’s kids, always trying to prove things to her family that couldn’t be proven.


So she’d needed a place where the rent was low—offset by the hours she’d be putting in at the shelter.


It was a good idea, spending a few months hanging out in Pine Hollow, visiting her aunt, helping Ally, playing with the dogs, sewing custom princess dresses for her Etsy shop—once the demand picked up after the post-Christmas lull—and hosting princess parties whenever she could book them. All to replenish her depleted finances.


She loved this plan. She’d come up with the plan herself.


So why had she felt like she was going to crawl out of her skin ever since she moved in? Why did everything feel wrong?


It had to be the fact that she didn’t know when she’d be leaving. She always had a vague destination in mind and date she could look forward to when she knew she’d be starting on her next adventure.


Her personal responsibility countdown.


Now the future stretched out in front of her in an uninterrupted sprawl of time. Everything was indefinite. And Deenie was discovering that even someone who rebelled against rules and schedules as much as she did really needed the structure of a known expiration date. An escape hatch.


It seemed to make the wanderlust worse—the ever-present itch beneath her skin grew that much more acute when she had no idea when she was going to indulge it.


Her sister would think she was insane. But then her sister had never understood that need to roam, to see the world. No one in her family had.


Well. No one except Bitty.


“Did you have a good visit with JoJo?”


“Oh, um . . . ”


She hadn't planned on lying to Ally about why she kept going out to the Summerland Estates retirement community. It had just sort of happened. Not that it was a complete lie. She was going to see JoJo—she’d fallen in love with the sweet little papillon before the dog was adopted by Mr. Burke.


But she was also going to see Bitty.


She still hadn’t told Ally about her great-aunt, not ready to have one more person asking how Bitty was doing. One more person she had to lie to, pretending everything was okay.


So instead she pretended it wasn’t happening at all.


Nothing to see here, folks. Just Deenie Mitchell, master of illusion.


Guilt over the deception climbed up her throat, and Deenie didn’t meet Ally’s eyes, pretending to be absorbed in stealing a pinch of pastry. “Yeah, it was great. She’s such a sweetie.”


“You should have adopted her,” Ally said. “She was so perfect for you.”


“I can’t travel with a dog. And Mr. Burke is a great fit. He adores her.” Deenie pushed away from the counter. “I should get changed before the class.” It was a flimsy excuse to escape the conversation, but Ally didn’t seem to notice her evasion.


Deenie headed toward the stairs, detouring through the living room to pet the puppies.


The farmhouse wasn’t fancy—a big box of a house with a wraparound porch—but what it lacked in design frills, it made up for in space. The living room looked even bigger now that half of the furniture had been moved to the Estates with Ally’s grandparents.


A pen had been set up near the warmth of the fireplace for Dolce and her puppies. Most of them were asleep, but the adventurous one with a single black ear padded over for attention.


Ally’s Saint Bernard, Colby, sprawled on a massive dog bed nearby, watching through slitted eyes to make sure he wasn’t missing anything without exerting any unnecessary effort. After giving the puppy a final pat, Deenie moved to rub his silky head. “Hello, your laziness,” she greeted him.


The dogs were excellent therapy after a day at the Estates—simple, uncomplicated affection after the inevitable complication of managing Bitty’s care. Bitty’s doctor had wanted a word with her today, a somber discussion of progress and expectations, the words swimming uneasily through her thoughts.


Leaving Colby, Deenie took the stairs two at a time in bouncing leaps in the hope that bouncy on the outside would translate into bouncy on the inside and bounce her right out of her funk.


The narrow stairs emptied onto a central hallway, where a row of basic square bedrooms jutted off to either side. Ally had claimed the one with the best light as her photography studio—electing not to use her grandmother’s old art studio downstairs, since it didn’t have a door to prevent her canine subjects from escaping.


And since it was still half full of Rita’s clutter.


It had taken Hal and Rita Gilmore an entire month of yo-yoing back and forth between the farmhouse and their cozy new patio home at the Estates to move the things they wanted to keep with them. And Rita still popped by nearly every day because she’d thought of something else they’d forgotten.


Not that Deenie minded the regular visits. Rita’s compass was a little off center, and Deenie had always loved that about her. It was why Rita and Bitty had been such good friends. And why Deenie had started volunteering at the dog shelter in the first place.


She pushed open the door to her room.


Unlike the Gilmores, it had taken her approximately thirty minutes and exactly one trip in her vintage powder-blue VW Bug—which wasn’t exactly known for its storage capacity—to move all her worldly possessions into one of the farmhouse’s empty bedrooms.


The bulging hiking backpack that had been around the world with her leaned against the foot of the bed. It hung open, the clothes she hadn’t bothered to unpack a chaotic jumble of color erupting from the top.


In the far corner of the room, beneath one of the windows, she’d set up her bedazzled sewing machine. A hot-pink duffel bag sat on the floor beside the chair, overflowing with the satiny fabric and sparkling trim she used to make the princess dresses that were her primary source of income. Another oversized duffel partially blocked the closet—this one purple and containing all her princess party gear. Wigs and tiaras and glitter. So much glitter.


Everything she owned fit in that one corner.


She’d never been big on things. They only became anchors, weighing you down, tying you to places, making you feel like you couldn’t pick up and leave easily.


The bed had already been in the room when she arrived, along with the little desk she’d turned into a sewing table. She always made sure to sublet furnished places—which usually meant she was in one of the vacation rentals out at the ski resort, but it worked well for her. Her life was nimble.


Just not now.


That forever feeling crawled like spiders under her skin. She should probably unpack, but part of her was fighting the comfort of this place. She didn’t want to get too comfortable. She didn’t want to get stuck.


She needed an end date. It kept her from getting stagnant—and helped her appreciate the moment she was in. It was always easier to live life to the fullest when you didn’t take things for granted—and she never took anything for granted when she knew her time was short.


But right now she needed to stay. For Bitty. For Ally.


So she put that uneasy feeling in a box. Pushed it down beneath the glittery smile she’d perfected long ago.


The trick was to keep moving. To keep busy even if she was stuck here. And Deenie was an expert at that. Don’t slow down. Don’t get in a rut. Don’t let the doubt in.


She looked out the window, across the gravel driveway, past her little blue Bug and the old green pickup with the Furry Friends logo painted on the side, to the big barn that housed the shelter dogs.


Tonight she had a class to teach.


And with any luck, aggravating Connor Wyeth would stay away and it would just be playing with dogs with her friends.


She could do this.









Chapter Three
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The regular trainer wasn’t there.


Deenie Mitchell stood in the center of the room, circled by a perimeter of chairs, spaced out so the dogs weren’t distracted trying to socialize with one another when they were supposed to be learning. She was dressed in her usual a-rainbow-just-exploded-on-me style, with her pink hair matching her bright pink leggings and a tie-dye mini-dress completing the effect. But the look she shot Connor as soon as he stepped into the training room was more storm clouds than rainbows. That look seemed to say Connor was such a disappointment as a man that she didn’t know how he could stand himself.


Though he might have been projecting.


Connor hated failure, and he hated being late—and tonight he was ten minutes late because he had completely failed in his efforts to wrestle Maximus into the car. Loading Max was always a battle, but today it had been Waterloo, and Connor had been Napoleon.


Then when they’d finally arrived at Furry Friends, Max had dragged him into the building and barreled into the storeroom, where the classes were held, with enough force to completely disrupt the class in progress.


When Max burst in, Deenie broke off midsentence, making a sharp “Eh!” sound. That tone somehow managed to say, “Stop right there, young man,” and “What do you think you’re doing?” and “I know you know better than that,” all rolled into one syllable.


Max immediately stopped lunging, his ears pricked forward—and Connor resisted the urge to growl at how easy she made it look.


Deenie held up a finger. “Maximus, sit.”


The dog’s butt dropped immediately to the ground in the most perfect sit Connor had ever seen him execute—and a wicked flash of jealousy streaked through him as Deenie praised him and gave him a treat.


She raised her eyes from the wolfhound’s and met his, judgment vivid in the blue depths. “Connor. How unexpected.”


Okay, he might have missed one or two classes, but was that really called for? He narrowed his eyes, but she went on.


“Why don’t you two take a seat?” She waved him toward the lone empty chair, midway between Elinor Rodriguez and her Australian shepherd and Kaitlyn Murray with her little French bulldog, who was so perfectly behaved he didn’t know why she was even here.


“Come on, Max.” Connor shortened up his leash, but it still took all his strength to muscle Max over to the open chair—Deenie’s frowning gaze following him the entire way.


If Connor had known the pink-haired porcupine was going to be leading the class, he might have reconsidered coming tonight. But honesty forced him to instantly retract that thought. Max needed the classes too much. And Deenie Mitchell, for all her faults, was amazing with the dog. It was only Connor she appeared to despise.


They’d met at Christmas when he was adopting Max, and he couldn’t recall a single conversation between them that hadn’t started and ended with verbal jabs. But for everyone else—and all the dogs—she was all sunshine and glitter.


He maneuvered Max into a semblance of a sit at his side—pointedly not looking at the other dogs around the room who were sitting statue-still beside their owners like poster pups for good behavior.


Ben caught his eye and gave him a sympathetic grimace. He sat beside his niece, Astrid, who was carefully monitoring the behavior of the drooly bulldog at her side.


Deenie raised her hands to reclaim the focus of the room. “As I was saying, consistency is everything. Which is more a challenge for us than for them. Nine times out of ten, when a dog is developing a bad behavior, it’s in reaction to something we’re doing or not doing.”


Her gaze slid right over Connor without stopping, but he felt like the words were poison darts aimed right at him.


“We’ll practice the techniques we’ve learned in a moment, but right now let’s take this opportunity to talk about what’s been working and not working for us and see if we can find some solutions. What kind of obstacles have you been facing as you’ve practiced the methods we’ve been given over the last three classes?”


Ben urged Astrid to raise her hand, and Deenie smiled encouragingly at the girl, listening patiently as Astrid explained Partridge’s obsession with drooling in Ben’s shoes. Then it was Elinor’s frustration with her dog’s ability to open doors. The German shepherd’s constant barking. The black Lab who wouldn’t stop pulling on walks. And Kaitlyn’s little Romeo’s refusal to shake with his right paw, no matter how many times she tried to get him to be ambidextrous.


Deenie nodded through each concern, calmly explaining that they were all totally normal and offering tips and tricks to try to correct the behavior.


Then her gaze landed on him.


“Connor? Any issues you’ve been having as you work with Max?”


He’d planned to tell the trainer everything and beg for help—but that was before he knew the trainer had been replaced by Deenie for the day. Connor kept his expression placid, meeting her eyes with steel in his. “Nope. Everything’s been great.”


The effect was somewhat ruined by Max’s choice of that moment to lunge sideways in an attempt to greet little Romeo.


“Great,” Deenie repeated, skepticism saturating the word. “You’ve had no troubles whatsoever?”


Max lunged again, nearly yanking Connor sideways off his chair—but he kept his gaze locked on Deenie’s. “Not a one.”


Irritation flashed across her face, before she abruptly turned away, facing the opposite side of the circle. “Great. Why don’t we practice some of what we’ve learned? Did everyone bring their training treats?”


He didn’t know why he had to antagonize her. Though the most immature part of him chimed in with a snide she started it.


He hadn’t even known who Deenie Mitchell was two months ago. Their paths had never had reason to cross. Even in a small town like Pine Hollow, he didn’t know absolutely everyone—and Deenie had only started visiting regularly a few years ago. Ben had hired her to throw a princess party for Astrid a couple summers back, but Connor hadn’t met her until he ran into her at the shelter when he decided to adopt Max. The day when she’d antagonized him from the first word out of her mouth, telling him he wasn’t man enough to handle the dog.


It was like she’d decided to hate him on sight.


He couldn’t understand it. Elinor had once joked that he was a unicorn—attractive, solvent, loyal, never married, no kids, but wanting to settle down and make babies. She’d been trying to cheer him up after Monica left at the time, assuring him there were lots of women who would claw their way over a pile of Monicas to get to him, but she’d seemed sincere. He was a freaking catch.


So why was Deenie so determined to hate him?


She shot him another glare—and he realized he’d been ignoring her instructions. The others were all standing, their dogs seated attentively at their sides, ready to begin whatever it was Deenie had just told them to do.


Connor cursed under his breath and stood, trying to maneuver Max into the same position as the others. He didn’t need Deenie to like him. He just needed Max to learn to behave.


“Deenie?”


For the fifth time in the last half hour, Deenie realized she was staring at Connor, and she yanked her gaze away, focusing on the adorable little drool machine in front of her. And the equally adorable girl holding his leash. Astrid was so eager. So determined to train Partridge right and prove she was a good pet owner.


If only Connor had half of her dedication. Or a hundredth. Honestly, she’d settle for any hint that he was taking this seriously.


It really was a waste of such an attractive man that he had to be such a massive pain in the ass. Tall and muscular beneath his I-dress-up-even-though-I-work-from-home suits, with the most ridiculously sculpted cheekbones, gorgeous amber eyes, and rich golden-brown skin that somehow managed to be sun-kissed even in the middle of winter. Though she wasn’t watching him because he was good-looking. Absolutely not. It was like a train wreck. She couldn’t look away.


He obviously hadn’t worked with Maximus once. It was aggravating—that level of disregard. That irresponsibility. Her parents were constantly calling her lifestyle irresponsible—but she never, never took on a responsibility that she couldn’t follow through on. She never left anyone in the lurch.


Sometimes that meant turning down opportunities she might have liked. She would have loved to adopt little JoJo when they were doing the big push to get all the shelter animals placed into forever homes before Christmas. The sweet little papillon had wiggled her way right into Deenie’s heart—but Deenie knew herself. She knew that when her travel account was built back up and things with Aunt Bitty were to a certain point, she would need to get away.


Maybe Iceland this time. Or Fiji. The wanderlust never completely went away. She’d learned that right after college, when she’d decided to take a year off to get the travel bug out of her system before she started her grown-up life—and then hadn’t wanted to stop.


But she’d needed money. She’d looked for work in her chosen field, but Theater for the Very Young wasn’t exactly a growth industry, and she’d found herself hosting princess parties instead. She’d loved it—and the custom dressmaking had grown out of that—but she’d still had to work as a barista or an office temp to make ends meet. And when she’d been slogging through long hours at jobs that felt like they were slowly smothering her soul, she’d started fantasizing about a trip. She’d saved up two thousand dollars—and figured out how to stretch that shoestring into a seven-week adventure backpacking though south-east Asia.


Then back to the US for another meaningless job to shore up her travel fund. Lather, rinse, repeat.


So, no, she’d known she couldn’t adopt JoJo. No matter how much she might want the dog in her life. And she’d known not to commit to helping Ally at the shelter forever—just until they got the new features off the ground. Building the agility course. Arranging all the new services.


And then Deenie would go to Iceland or Fiji or Norway—wherever the discount travel options led her. And forget all about Connor Wyeth.


Though at the moment, she was finding her plan to ignore him more impossible by the second.


Ally had volunteered to work with Dolce tonight so Deenie could focus more fully on helping the others, but it was hard to help anyone when Maximus was physically dragging Connor around the room, setting all the other dogs off with his desire to play.


Connor finally put the end of Max’s leash beneath the leg of his chair, settling all six feet three inches of himself onto the chair to pin it in place. Max lay down on the floor—


And proceeded to commando crawl across the room, slowly dragging the chair, with Connor on it, toward the German shepherd, who hadn’t stopped barking since Max galumphed over to him. The sound echoed off the walls, making the room seem even more chaotic.


Deenie fixed Max with a firm look and a stern “Max. Stay.”


The wolfhound stopped moving, his ears pricked forward. And the timer on her phone went off.


Guilty relief poured through her with the knowledge that the training session was officially over.


Deenie quickly thanked everyone for coming and promised that the usual trainer would be back as soon as he was recovered.


When this whole mess won’t be my fault anymore.


“Remember to practice,” she called out over a smattering of polite applause from the pet owners—not, she noticed, including Connor. “It’s all about consistency and building good habits!”


The dog-and-owner pairs began filing out—the volume in the room dropping abruptly as soon as the barking German shepherd named Elvis left the building. Ally and Ben headed toward the front of the shelter with Astrid and Partridge and Dolce, exiting the large storage room they’d repurposed as a training studio.


Elinor hung back with Dory. The merle Australian shepherd had originally come to the shelter with the name Harry, as in Houdini, since she had escape artist tendencies. Elinor initially changed her name to the more feminine Dora, as in Explorer, but that hadn’t quite stuck, so she’d asked her students to vote and ended up with the hybrid Dory—which everyone agreed fit since the clever girl seemed to spend most of her time disappearing and wandering around town making friends.


“You’re really good at this,” Elinor told Deenie as Dory sniffed at a spot on the floor—and Deenie tried not to look at Connor, who was tangling himself in Max’s leash. “I think I learned as many good tips this week as I did from the Burlington guy the last three weeks combined.”


“I’m not certified,” Deenie reminded her. “I’m just used to dealing with large quantities of small children. You’d be amazed how similar the skill sets are.”
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