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            About the Author


         


         Contemporary romance author Lizzie Shane was born in Alaska and still calls the frozen north home, though she can frequently be found indulging her travel addiction. Thankfully, her laptop travels with her and she has written her way through all fifty states and over fifty countries.


         Lizzie has been honored to win the Golden Heart Award and HOLT Medallion, and has been named a finalist three times for Romance Writers of America’s prestigious RITA Award®, but her main claim to fame is that she lost on Jeopardy!


         For more about Lizzie and her books, please visit www.lizzieshane.com.










   

      

         

            Praise for Lizzie Shane:


         


‘The endearing characters will capture readers’ hearts from the first page . . . It’s hard not to fall in love with this spirited tale’


Publishers Weekly


‘Once Upon a Puppy is a must read for all fans of rom-coms and contemporary romance . . . I enjoyed this sweet heartfelt rivalry more than I can put into words’


Urban Book Reviews


‘An irresistible blend of heart, humour, nostalgic moments, misunderstandings, family, friendship, tension, chemistry, attraction, spirited shenanigans, Christmas cheer, and a whole lot of puppy love’


What’s Better Than Books?


‘A dog lovers dream come true, mixed in with Christmas And the most adorable romance’


Breakfast at Shelby’s


‘A magical read . . . If you read one holiday romance this year make it this one, I don’t think you’ll regret it!’


Novel Gossip


‘Could not put it down . . . Beautifully written’


Harlequin Junkie


‘Shane’s heart-warming plot, perfect mix of small-town charm and buoyant wit, perfectly imperfect human characters, and adorable canines truly capture the thrill of love and the magic of the dogs-and-people connection’


Booklist
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            About the Book


         


[image: ]


Sometimes a second chance at first love requires a little push . . .


The last person Elinor Rodriguez wants to spend time with is her first love, Levi Jackson. The quietly intense lawman broke Elinor’s heart once before, and she’s determined to never risk trusting him again. Unfortunately, her mischievous rescue dog seems to have other plans. Somehow Dory always manages to escape Elinor at the worst possible moment. And in the small town of Pine Hollow, Levi is the man to call when a dog is disrupting traffic.


As the kid who barely graduated – and still struggles to hide his dyslexia – Levi always believed that Elinor was way out of his league. Even though he ended their engagement all those years ago, Elinor continues to take Levi’s breath away whenever he sees her. Now, with a little help from a four-legged friend, Levi and Elinor may just get the second chance they deserve.


      


   




   

      

         

            For everyone who believes sometimes love needs a second chance


         


      


   




   

      

         

            Chapter One


            

               The chief’s on-again-off-again relationship with a certain librarian has been stuck in the “off” position for years now, but several eyewitnesses reported seeing him playing with her dog in the square last Friday. Could these two lovebirds finally be patching things up?


               —Pine Hollow Newsletter,


Monday, September 27


            


         


         The dog was a menace.


         Some days Levi was convinced she’d been put on this earth for the sole purpose of messing with his peace of mind—and her owner wasn’t any better.


         Levi mentally cursed the pair of them as he chased the furry troublemaker through the Pine Hollow town square on a sunny Friday afternoon. Again. He’d spent entirely too much time running after that fluffy white tail over the last nine months.


         The mottled white-and-brown Australian shepherd ran a zigzag pattern through the hay bales set up for the fall festival before leaping up onto the gazebo platform and looking back at him with eager eyes.


         Tactical mistake, Levi thought, keeping the critique silent. He refused to become the guy talking to a dog as if she understood him.


         Moving quickly to the base of the gazebo, he cut off her exit. He’d learned his lesson since the first call about a loose dog back in January—the little demon was fast, and he’d never catch her if he just followed her.


         It was all about maneuvering. And usually about keeping treats in his Explorer, but he’d run out two weeks ago and hadn’t remembered to pick up more of the liver-flavored ones she liked.


         “Come on,” Levi coaxed, creeping slowly closer with the leash—something else he’d started keeping in his glove box—hidden behind his back so she wouldn’t spot it.


         The little Aussie crouched, watching him eagerly with her mismatched eyes, her tail sweeping back and forth.


         “Good girl,” he murmured, one hand out to the side to cut off her last avenue of escape. Just a few more inches.


         “Hi, Levi!” a cheerful voice called across the square.


         Levi didn’t react. He didn’t take his eyes off the canine menace for a second.


         So he had a clear view when she whirled, bounding up onto the railing he’d been certain was higher than she could jump without a running start. He lunged, but she was already scampering along the top of the railing like a high-wire act. When a post blocked her route, she launched herself over the hedges and took off across the open green of the square at breakneck speed.


         Levi swore under his breath and jogged down the gazebo steps to give chase, but that chipper voice came again.


         “That Elinor’s dog you’re playing with?” called Linda Hilson, the nosiest gossip in Pine Hollow. “You two back together?”


         The blare of a car horn jerked his attention toward the street, where Elinor’s menace of a dog was trying to herd cars again. Because of course she was.


         “No,” Levi bit out to answer both questions as he sprinted toward the street before the dog got herself killed. He was not back together with Elinor, and he was not playing with her pain-in-the-ass dog.


         Since Pine Hollow was too small for its own animal control department, calls about everything from bears knocking over trash cans to dogs on the loose went through Levi’s office—and even though Levi had two part-time deputies working for him, he always seemed to be the one to hear about it when Elinor’s nuisance of a dog got out.


         It would be one thing if this were the first time. Or the second. Or even the tenth. But complaints about the dog running amok through town had become almost a weekly occurrence ever since Elinor adopted her last Christmas. The calls had paused during the summer when Elinor was on hiatus from her job as the school librarian and could keep track of her own damn dog, but they’d picked up like clockwork again when the school year started last month.


         The calendar hadn’t even tripped over into October yet, the town just starting to gear up for the annual fall festival, and Levi could not take another month of this. Elinor needed to find a way to keep the forty-pound fluffball contained.


         He made it to the street bracketing the square in time to see the menace in question veer down the alleyway beside Magda’s bakery.


         “Thank you,” Levi growled, jogging across the street to block the dog in. The alley dead-ended where the back of the bakery met the back of the historic Pine Hollow Inn—not to be confused with the Inn at Pine Hollow or the Inn of Pine Hollow.


         Levi stepped into the alley, scanning the shadows for signs of her. He’d definitely seen that tail disappear back here. She had to be here somewhere. Even Dory the Menace couldn’t leap three-story buildings in a single bound. But all he saw were the trash bins tucked against the side of the building—and a swath of graffiti that hadn’t been there yesterday on the inn wall.


         Levi swore under his breath, momentarily distracted from the pursuit in progress by the new development in his other ongoing headache. There’d been a string of small thefts and minor vandalism around town over the summer. He’d been hoping the new school year would distract the likely underage perpetrators, but the paint splashed across the brick of the historic building told a different story.


         Pine Hollow was a quiet town. He’d only had to arrest three people all year—and two of those had been DUIs. His job was mostly about listening to what the town needed and finding solutions before situations could worsen. That was what Elton, the previous police chief, had always taught him, and Levi tried to live by it. The benefit—and the curse—of a small town was that everyone was in everyone else’s business. So if he kept his ears open, he could usually catch wind of things before they got too bad. Usually.


         Which was what was so frustrating about the times when he couldn’t. And about incidents like the vandalism—where no one seemed to have any idea who was doing it. This town was his responsibility, and he had the sleepless nights to prove it.


         One of the trash cans rattled, pulling Levi’s gaze away from the spray paint and back to the culprit at hand. He rounded the can, squaring off against Elinor’s dog. She looked up at him, her ears pricked forward, tongue flopping out the side of her mouth as she panted happily.


         “You pleased with yourself?” he grumbled.


         She wriggled into a crouch, bouncing up to sit, then back down on her belly, watching him as he approached. He kept his hands loose in front of him like a soccer goalie, ready to lunge if she tried to dart past him. There was no way out of the back of the alley. Just the cans, a brick wall, and the back door to Magda’s place. As long as Magda didn’t open it to investigate the rattling trash cans, he was home free.


         “It’s okay…nice and easy…” He stretched out one hand—and the dog bounced sideways with a bark.


         Farther down the alley.


         “You wanna go that way, we’ll go that way. That’s a dead end,” he said—and then reminded himself that he did not talk to Elinor’s crazy dog.


         She danced in three quick circles, spiraling out of reach.


         “Just come quietly. There’s no way out…”


         She cocked her head—giving him a look that he could almost swear meant she took those words as a challenge. Then she bolted for the closed door. He straightened, not bothering to immediately give chase—where could she go? It wasn’t like dogs could open doors.


         She bounced up on her hind legs, her front paws pushing down on the handle.


         No way.


         The latch released, and the door cracked open.


         “No, no, no!” Levi lunged—but Elinor’s diabolical pet had already wedged her nose into the opening, working it wide enough to dart inside.


         He resisted the urge to roar in frustration and flung open the door, charging into the employees-only area of Magda’s bakery—through the dry storage room, chasing the wisp of fluffy white tail into the kitchen and the storefront beyond.


         “Levi, what the hell?” Magda yelped as he burst into the front of the shop in pursuit of the fiendish Aussie.


         “Sorry.” He dodged around the counter.


         “Why did you set a dog loose in my bakery?” Magda blocked his path, thunder gathering in her eyes. “Did Mac put you up to this? He’d better not be calling the health inspector.”


         “Is that Elinor Rodriguez’s dog?” asked Gayle Danvers, one hand holding the front door open.


         “Don’t let her out!” Levi shouted, but it was too late. The menace had escaped past Mrs. Danvers back into the square.


         He called out another apology to everyone in the shop, slowing down respectfully as he moved past Mrs. Danvers, before breaking into a sprint as he saw the streak of brown-on-white fur vanishing back into the props for the Harvest Festival that dotted the square.


         Townspeople watched him race past with amused expressions. He must have chased down Elinor’s dog dozens of times by now, but in the past she’d tended to frequent less-populated areas. He’d found her in Elinor’s neighborhood or near the school more times than he could count—probably trying to track down her owner. Twice she’d been hanging around the Furry Friends shelter, where she’d lived for a few weeks before Elinor adopted her. And once he’d even found her cavorting around the old mill, a wreck of a building outside town that wasn’t safe for anyone, man or dog, though tourists loved to take pictures in front of the crumbling stones. But this was only her second visit to the square.


         And hopefully her last.


         If Elinor didn’t find some way to lock her up, he was going to do it himself. He had an empty jail cell. He’d like to see her open that door.


         Levi saw a flash of white, only a few feet away, weaving between the hay bales, and desperation drove him into a dive. He landed on his stomach on the hay bale, his arms stretched out in front of him—with no dog to show for it, only the feel of fur brushing past his fingertips.


         “What are you doing?”


         Levi looked up, silently waving goodbye to the last shreds of his dignity as he met two pairs of curious eleven-year-old eyes. Astrid Williams and Kimber Kwan. School must be out. Which meant he’d been chasing Elinor’s menace of a dog for at least thirty minutes. It had been too early when the first call came in about a loose dog to just call Elinor and tell her to get control of her own damn pooch.


         “Astrid. Kimber.” Levi came to his feet, dusting stray bits of hay off the front of his uniform. “Just catching a loose dog,” he said, mentally calculating the likelihood that this wasn’t going to get back to his friends and become a source of ribbing at poker nights for the next month.


         Considering Ben was Astrid’s uncle and legal guardian, he didn’t like his odds.


         Astrid cocked her head at him, frowning as if he’d said something inexplicable. “You mean Dory? Why don’t you just call her?”


         “I tried that,” he explained, keeping his voice calm and his frustration to himself. “She thinks we’re playing chase.”


         Astrid nodded sagely. “She does that,” she said. “Aunt Elinor said the trick is to offer her a treat. Or a game she likes even better.” The girl turned to where Dory was peeking out from behind a hay bale. “Dory want the ball?” she asked in a high-pitched voice, cupping her hand like she was holding an invisible ball.


         The dog instantly raced out of hiding, rushing to sit angelically at Astrid’s feet, her focus fixed diligently on the nonexistent ball in Astrid’s grip.


         “You’ve gotta be kidding me,” Levi muttered—but he wasted no time clipping the leash to Dory’s collar while the dog was still fixated on the pretend ball. Astrid offered the “ball” to Dory, and the dog licked her empty hand—as Levi tried not to take it too hard that he’d just been outsmarted by an eleven-year-old in under two minutes. Ego was overrated anyway. At least he finally had the freaking dog under control.


         Now all he had to do was return her to his ex-fiancée and convince the woman who had been angry at him for three years to do him a favor and padlock her dog inside when she was going to be at work.


         No problem.


      


   




   

      

         

            Chapter Two


            

               No one knows for sure why the chief and the librarian mysteriously called off their engagement three years ago, but many a Pine Hollow resident is hopeful that this could be a sign that our favorite couple will be headed back to the altar soon.


               —Pine Hollow Newsletter,


Monday, September 27


            


         


         The downside of living in the same small town as her ex-fiancé was that it was virtually impossible to avoid bumping into him. Particularly when that ex was the chief of police and couldn’t resist butting his nose into other people’s business. Especially hers.


         Elinor groaned as she pulled onto her street and saw the all-too-familiar black Explorer in her driveway, the Pine Hollow Police seal on the driver’s door glinting in the sunlight.


         It had been such a good day.


         Or, more accurately, it had been an absolute crap day during which she’d been hanging on to her good mood by her fingernails.


         She’d woken up with the beginnings of a sinus headache. Then Jeremiah Svec, who seemed to pride himself on being the class clown, had chosen this morning during the before-school hot breakfast program to dump his juice all over her shoes. She was pretty sure it had been intentional, but she pretended to believe it was an accident, even as she squelched her way through the morning classes.


         Because Murphy’s Law was alive and well, a bear had been spotted not far from the school. So in an excess of caution, recess had been moved to the gymnasium—and the kids obviously hadn’t gotten their wiggles out as well as they did outside, because the entire day was an exercise in enforcing the library rules against running and shouting when what she really wanted to be doing was fostering a love of the written word.


         She loved her job, but even on a good day it was exhausting—and today she was a little ashamed of how relieved she felt that she wasn’t on duty for the after-school program and could just go home.


         Except, of course, her baby sister had called as soon as she pulled her phone out of her desk and turned the ringer back on—as if Charlotte had a hidden camera on Elinor, letting her know the exact second she could make demands.


         She should have let it go to voice mail. She should have known by the fact that it was a call and not a text that Charlotte was asking for a favor. But she’d picked up anyway. And immediately succumbed to the “best of all possible sisters” wheedling.


         So instead of going home, she’d found herself at Magda’s bakery picking up cupcakes—literally the only thing Charlotte had been tasked with picking up for the party tonight.


         The traffic around the square had been a mess, thanks to all the weekend tourists coming up to Vermont for the fall foliage and gawking at the picturesque small-townness—one of the hazards of living in adorable Pine Hollow. Elinor had to park so far away from Magda’s she might as well have walked from the school, but she’d pushed away her irritation and squelched her way in her still-moist shoes to the cute little bakery to collect the goodies.


         It was Anne Day—a holiday that only existed in her family—and she was determined to be happy. She just needed five minutes curled up with her sweet dog and a good book to reset her mood.


         But Murphy’s Law ruled her life, so, of course, Levi was sitting in her driveway.


         If a man was going to declare that he didn’t want to marry you after the world’s longest engagement, he ought to at least have the decency to leave town. But no. Not Levi. He’d just moved into a cabin by the old Keller place and loomed over her life.


         Though he wasn’t in the habit of dropping by for no reason.


         Elinor pulled alongside him, and the reason he was there flung herself against the Explorer’s passenger window, barking her joy that Elinor was home.


         Dory.


         Who was supposed to be secured inside the house while Elinor was at work—but who always seemed to find new ways of escaping.


         Elinor shut off her car and took a moment to tug the hair tie out of her hair, the thick, dark brown length falling around her shoulders for only a moment before she raked her hands back through it, yanking it back into her standard ponytail—a habit that Levi used to tease her about, saying she did it when she wanted to compose herself, his gray eyes glinting at her in that knowing way.


         “This is a good day,” she said to herself, smashing the memory and focusing on Anne as she reached for the cupcakes and climbed out of the car.


         She automatically glanced toward the house as she heard Levi’s door creak open, looking for evidence of Dory’s latest jailbreak, but there were no open doors or windows on the front side. She must have made it out the back this time.


         Levi rounded his front bumper, unhurried, letting his irritation roll out in front of him in an intangible wave. He held the leash in one hand, and Dory bounced toward Elinor, eager and ridiculously proud of herself.


         Elinor quickly set the bakery box on her hood so the cupcakes wouldn’t go flying when Dory reached her.


         She wasn’t a bad dog—in fact, Elinor would argue to the death that she was the best of dogs—but Dory kept finding new ways of getting out, no matter what Elinor did to try to contain her. The only locks that seemed to stop her were padlocks—so Elinor had tried padlocking Dory in her puppy crate. It had worked until she’d come home the following week to find the padlock still attached to the crate door, which had been removed at the hinges and lay discarded on the kitchen floor.


         She was pretty sure Dory had snuck out a second-story window that day. One of the neighbors had reported seeing her on the roof.


         She just kept getting loose.


         And Levi always seemed to be the one to find her. Always with that same disapproving frown on his face when he brought her back.


         Not that his frown was noticeable to the naked eye. Levi was a master of the blank stare. But Elinor had known him since they were seven. She’d always been able to read him.


         He was a below-the-surface kind of guy. She’d been intrigued by that when they were kids. Fascinated by his stillness. Dying of curiosity to know what he was thinking because he said so little. Her personal jigsaw puzzle.


         When she was thirteen, she’d filled journals with dissertations on every flicker of his eyelashes.


         He’d been gangly then, tall for his age and so thin it looked like a stiff breeze would blow him right over, but he’d always had that stillness. That quiet intensity. And he’d always had her. No one had ever caught her attention quite as completely as Levi Jackson.


         He’d filled out while she was away at college, his shoulders finally catching up to his height. When she’d come back, he’d been sexy in a way that had actually been a little intimidating. Other girls had stared at him then, gawking at his muscles, fawning over his eerily pale gray eyes and how good he looked in his uniform. But he’d still been her Levi, and they’d fallen easily back into being friends. And then, later, back into being more than friends.


         She’d felt sort of smug then. Possessive and proud of the fact that she’d wanted him before he grew into his hunkiness.


         Now the sexiness was just salt in the wound. He’d never have trouble finding someone to replace her, especially if he gave a new girl that slow, deliberate look he used to give Elinor.


         The look that wasn’t even a distant cousin of the one he was giving her at the moment.


         Levi, who now met her eyes with absolutely no expression, was currently pissed.


         “I know. I’m sorry,” Elinor said to cut off the lecture she could see in his eyes, kneeling to greet Dory as the little Aussie tried to wiggle in every direction simultaneously to express her joy at their reunion. “I don’t know how she keeps getting out.”


         Those pale, almost-silver eyes she’d once thought were the most beautiful color in the world stayed hard. “I’m not going to spend another school year chasing your dog, Elinor. You have to find some way to contain her.”


         “It’s not like I’m not trying.”


         “Try harder. I have better ways to spend my time than wrangling your dog.”


         “Oooh, did Mrs. Glenn double-park again? You’d better get on top of that, or we’ll have a crime wave.”


         The sarcasm popped out, instantly chased by regret. She knew his job was important. She knew he cared about the town and did everything he could to make Pine Hollow a great place to live—but it was hard to focus on that when she was still so angry with him.


         She could go weeks or even months without noticing it and then wham. It would all come rushing back. The anger was always waiting beneath the surface. Dormant but ready to erupt at a moment’s notice. He’d been her person, the love of her life—until he’d casually ripped out her heart and walked away without even an explanation. A little anger was warranted.


         She reached for the leash, and Levi shifted, holding it away from her.


         “I’m not kidding, Elinor. Don’t make me take her away from you.”


         “You wouldn’t.”


         He sighed. “No, I wouldn’t,” he admitted. “But I am going to have to fine you if we get any more complaints. She ran through Magda’s bakery today. If she’d caused any damage—”


         “Then I’m sure Magda would take it up with me.” She was a little surprised she hadn’t heard about Dory’s exploits when she’d picked up the cupcakes—but the bakery had been packed, mostly with out-of-towners. Fall color was starting, after all. Magda had caught her eye and handed over the cupcakes Charlotte had preordered without missing a beat in the conversation she’d been having with the tourist at the front of the line.


         “Just keep her inside,” Levi said in that deep, rusty growl of his.


         “I will.”


         It wasn’t like she hadn’t tried. She’d adopted the canine equivalent of Ethan Hunt in Mission: Impossible. Or freaking MacGyver.


         Elinor reached for the leather leash, and Levi relinquished it after a beat, stepping back. His gaze flicked past her as he surveyed the scene, missing nothing—and landed on the oversized Magda’s box she’d set on the hood of her car. Far too many cupcakes for one person.


         “They’re for Anne,” Elinor heard herself explaining, even though she didn’t owe him a damn explanation.


         A new alertness lit in his eyes, a question sharpening his gaze, and Elinor realized her mistake. He loved her sisters. He worried about her sisters. Always so protective of Anne and Charlotte. It was part of what made it so hard to completely hate him. It would be so much easier if she could just hate him properly.


         “Five years cancer-free,” Elinor said, and the sharp edge of worry in his eyes instantly eased into relief. “We’re having a little celebration. Just family,” she amended quickly, before she found herself inviting him. They’d been together through Anne’s entire illness, including the terrifying recurrence after nearly two years cancer-free, but that didn’t give him the right to come celebrate this milestone with them. He’d given that up when he’d dumped her in the middle of wedding planning.


         He glanced back toward his Explorer. “I should go.”


         “Yep.”


         Now that Levi was no longer holding her leash, Dory seemed to have decided she desperately needed his attention. She gave a short, conversational bark, her mismatched eyes focused intently on Levi and her feet braced in a sort of half crouch, ready for any game. He rewarded her with a glower.


         “Did you know she can open doors?” he grumbled—as if Elinor had taught her to do it to spite him.


         “Yeah, I know. She was the resident escape artist at the shelter when I got her, always letting all the other dogs out to play with her.”


         “Ally has a doggie day care now,” Levi reminded her.


         “I know.” She also knew she couldn’t afford to pay to have someone watch Dory every day, not on a school librarian’s salary, when she was already strapped to pay the mortgage on the house she’d bought back when she thought she and Levi were going to live happily ever after there.


         Charlotte had lived with her for a couple of years, which had helped out with bills even if they’d driven each other crazy, but Charlotte had moved to one of the NetZero Village condos out by the ski resort last year, and since then money had been tight. Elinor might need to look into another roommate.


         “I’ll figure something out,” she insisted, reminding Levi with the hard look in her eyes that her problems were not his to solve anymore. No matter how much he liked to play Savior of the Universe.


         He gave a short, jerking nod. “Right,” he muttered, finally moving back to his SUV.


         Dory whined, and Elinor dropped a hand to the top of her head, stroking her silky ears. “He isn’t our friend,” she told Dory after the Explorer door creaked shut.


         Levi started the engine, one wrist draped over the top of his steering wheel as he gave Elinor one last look, then put the SUV into gear and backed out of her driveway. She watched him go, staring after the back bumper of the man she’d been convinced was the love of her life when she was fifteen.


         Of course, she’d also thought Titanic was the most romantic movie in the world back then. Obviously, she’d been an idiot.


         She looked down at Dory, her sweet baby gazing up at her with abject adoration. “All right, Trouble. What are we going to do with you?”


      


   




   

      

         

            Chapter Three


            

               Some are skeptical that a reunion might be in the works—especially those who speculated about Kaye Berry’s involvement in the infamous breakup…


               —Pine Hollow Newsletter,


Monday, September 27


            


         


         Levi drove away from Elinor’s, glaring over the steering wheel. They couldn’t even have a conversation anymore. Her dark brown eyes were hard when she looked at him now, always with that same steady, slightly frowning stare as she bumped up her glasses.


         This wasn’t how things were supposed to go.


         Yes, he’d expected Elinor to be upset initially when they split up, but they’d been friends first and friends when they took a break while she was in college. And she’d always been the logical one in their relationship, the analytical one who thought everything to death. He’d been sure that as soon as she took a step back and realized this was for the best, they would go right back to being friends again.


         Except it hadn’t worked out that way.


         It had been three years, and she was still spitting venom at him. He’d tried being there for her. He’d tried giving her space. He’d tried every damn thing he could think of, and she still seemed to think he was Satan. When was she going to freaking forgive him? She had to see by now that he’d done what was best for the both of them.


         Levi barely saw the road, only realizing he’d returned to the Pine Hollow Rescue Squad station on autopilot when he pulled into the parking lot. He cursed under his breath, kicking himself for his lack of focus, and headed inside the building.


         The combined police, fire, and rescue station wasn’t fancy—there was a definite warehouse vibe. A large bay to hold the fire truck and ambulance took up half the building. The other half contained a handful of claustrophobic offices for the police staff, a bunk room for the volunteer firefighters to crash when they needed it, a kitchen that hadn’t been updated since the seventies, and a lounge area with a flat-screen TV and carpet so threadbare the concrete floor had started to peek out in places.


         Levi had an “official” office over at the old courthouse, in the same basement that had housed the Pine Hollow jail for more than a century, but since the jail was almost never occupied and the ancient basement had a tendency to flood whenever it rained more than an inch, he spent most of his time working out of the rescue squad building.


         This was where the dispatcher was, where his deputies shared an office, and where he could trade information with the other public servants working to keep Pine Hollow safe. It had been his predecessor’s idea to move most of the police department’s operations to the rescue squad station. Elton had been a firm believer in consolidating resources.


         Levi pushed through the front door, waving to the dispatcher, Kaye, who waved back without looking up from the anatomy textbook open on her desk. She’d recently started taking night classes to become an EMT and studied whenever there weren’t emergency calls coming in—which in Pine Hollow was more often than not.


         Her hand popped up when he passed, the elbow resting on her desk at a right angle as she held up three sheets torn off her message pad between her index and middle finger, still without looking up. “Messages.”


         Levi shuffled his bag and his keys, automatically pretending to have his hands full. “What are they?” he asked, as if he was too busy and important to take the scraps of paper from her hand. The habit of a lifetime. Better she think he was an ass than watch him frowning over the words. A thousand tiny coping mechanisms to keep from ever having to read anything in front of anyone.


         Kaye rolled her eyes, but she indulged him, like he’d known she would, quickly reading them off. “Another complaint about the dog—did you catch her?” He grunted something in the affirmative, and she continued. “Linda Hilson called to ask how long you and Elinor have been back together.” Kaye gave him a sympathetic look as his jaw locked. “I told her the department has no comment at this time.”


         Oh, he had a comment. It just wasn’t something fit to print.


         Linda had taken over the town newsletter when his friend Ben had become mayor and needed to hand off the job—which meant anything Levi said was highly likely to end up quoted in what was quickly becoming the town gossip column.


         There hadn’t been any official complaints filed against her yet, but he figured a libel lawsuit was only a matter of time.


         Kaye flipped to the third message. “And then your mom called to tell me to tell you to return her calls.” Kaye was younger than he was by several years, but she fixed him with the how-could-you-disappoint-me-this-way mom glare that all women with children seem to have perfected. “Call your mother.”


         “Yes, ma’am,” he promised, starting toward his office again without taking the messages she wagged at him. He knew his mother’s number, and the others would just go in the trash anyway. “Thank you,” he called over his shoulder, but Kaye’s attention was already back on the anatomy text.


         He headed down the hallway to his office, past the open door of the office his deputies shared. They were both so young that they made Levi feel geriatric at thirty-four. Aaron, the twenty-three-year-old ski bum, had been recruited to the search-and-rescue team because of his rock-climbing skills and had taken the part-time deputy job for extra cash.


         And then there was Hunter, who had the makings of an excellent deputy, but was only biding his time until he could get his parents on board with his plan to enlist in the military. He was already eighteen. Technically, he could have gone anytime. But he was convinced he could ease his folks into the idea—and he probably wasn’t wrong. The kid was persuasive. Levi figured he’d be gone in six months.


         Retention was a bitch.


         It wasn’t unusual for the deputies in a small town like Pine Hollow to keep moving on to better-paying jobs—law enforcement in bigger cities or a completely different career. There weren’t that many opportunities for advancement for a part-time deputy in a town that only had one full-time cop. And writing traffic tickets for tourists wasn’t most kids’ dream job.


         Levi had started out that way, taking a job as a deputy right out of high school, learning on the job, slowly racking up more responsibility. He’d worked for Elton for more than a dozen years before his mentor had retired and Levi had been appointed as chief of police. But Levi wasn’t planning to retire anytime soon, and he couldn’t blame the younger guys for wanting something more.


         He heard voices from the end of the hall—the fire captain and EMT who were the co-heads of the rescue squad shooting the shit in the lounge—but Levi turned into his office before he reached that doorway.


         It wasn’t large—old desk, old file cabinet, a couple of old chairs, and the fancy ergonomic one the rest of the squad had all chipped in to get him for Christmas last year.


         And it wasn’t empty.


         Marjorie Stanhope lounged in the chair behind his desk like she owned the place, reading a book. The silver-haired firecracker looked up when he walked in, instantly closing the paperback. “Levi.” She smiled.


         “You have your own office,” he reminded her.


         He headed toward the rickety filing cabinet, opening the top drawer and setting his service weapon in the lockbox there. With Ben’s help he’d convinced the town to go digital a few years ago, so now—thank God—there were no more paper files cluttering up the office. He’d always avoided the paperwork side of things, but now at least when he had to file reports he could make his notes with the dictation software on his phone while he was out patrolling the town, rather than being trapped behind a desk spending far too long trying to make sense of the damn forms.


         “I’m lying in wait,” Marjorie said, rocking back in his chair and making herself right at home. “It works so much better in here.”


         He arched a brow, resting an elbow on the top of the filing cabinet. “Am I supposed to know why you’re lying in wait for me?”


         He didn’t remember a meeting on the schedule.


         Marjorie had joined the Pine Hollow public service team two years ago, at Levi’s request. They’d never had the budget for a full-time social worker—and they still didn’t—but Marjorie had recently retired from her therapy practice and was looking for a way to give back. She’d been an old friend of Elton’s and had sort of become the town grandma—only now she did so in a quasi-official capacity, something Levi had thought of after Elinor had made him listen to a podcast about grandmas on public benches in Zimbabwe helping stave off mental health problems.


         Marjorie had taken to the role immediately, and Levi was pretty sure there’d been a decline in mental health crisis calls, though he didn’t have the data to back that up. Elinor would have crunched the numbers. She probably would have drawn up a paper on the subject for peer review, but Levi had never been good at that stuff. The academic crap.


         He’d barely graduated from high school, but Marjorie had all the master’s degrees and fancy letters behind her name that he lacked, and she looked like a professor now as she steepled her hands on his desk. “Have a seat.”


         He lifted a brow. “You do realize this is my office.”


         “Yes. It’s very impressive,” she said, utterly unimpressed by his authority. “Sit.”


         Levi sank onto one of the two chairs facing his desk, his long limbs feeling too large for the utilitarian chair. He’d never worried about having fancy chairs—he didn’t get many visitors—but the damn thing was like sitting on a rock. He shifted awkwardly, trying to get comfortable, and Marjorie leaned forward, bracing her elbows on his desk.


         “Do you remember when you hired me?” Marjorie asked, in what he was pretty sure was a rhetorical question. “How you told me the plan was to listen to the town and intervene before problems could become problems?”


         At her pause, he realized she actually wanted him to answer and jerked out a nod. “Absolutely. What’s the problem?”


         “You are.”


         Levi stifled his reaction, limiting it to a slow blink. “I am,” he repeated, trusting her to explain.


         “Or rather, I don’t want you to become one.”


         He didn’t say anything, letting her see the question in his eyes—and she drew a breath to fill the silence he’d left, releasing it on a sigh.


         “What happened to Britt Wells was not your fault.”


         He didn’t flinch. But he also couldn’t hold her gaze. His jaw locked as he glanced back toward the filing cabinet. It had to be older than he was, but it still worked. Just needed a little WD-40 every now and then to keep going. There must be a lesson there.


         “Levi.” Marjorie’s voice was gentle, but firm.


         No, I don’t want to talk about it, he silently argued, staring at that filing cabinet, noting the pattern of rust starting to creep along the side. Don’t say that name again.


         “Obviously I can’t be your therapist,” Marjorie continued—and this time he wasn’t sure he hid his flinch.


         He could hear his father’s voice in his head. Don’t show weakness. Jackson men are strong. It almost drowned out Marjorie’s next words.


         “And I thought you might object to seeing anyone here in town, so I reached out to an old colleague based in Stowe. He’s very good.” She paused, studying him, but her next words were firm. “I’d like you to go see him.”


         “I’m fine.”


         “You promised never to bullshit me,” Marjorie reminded him gently. “And I’m doing the same.”


         It wasn’t bullshit. He was fine. He’d made a bad call with Britt Wells—a catastrophically bad call—but he was dealing with it. He was being more vigilant, listening to all the audiobooks he could find on strategies to intervene with opioid addicts. It wouldn’t happen again.


         “Levi. When was the last time you slept? A full night’s sleep? July? August, maybe?”


         Levi blinked. His eyes felt gritty, but he didn’t think anyone had suspected that he hadn’t been sleeping. He never showed weakness. He kept it together for the town.


         “I’m not saying you have a problem,” Marjorie went on when he didn’t speak. “I’m asking you to talk to someone before this becomes one.”


         She extended something toward him. A business card. He stared at it like it might bite him.


         Jackson men don’t need therapy. His father’s voice again.


         She wagged the card. “Don’t make me call Elton.”


         His old boss. His mentor. The reason he wasn’t in jail right now. A much better guidepost for what he should do than the voice of toxic masculinity that lived rent-free in his head. Elton was a big believer in talking things out. He’d taught Levi that the best thing he could do to keep Pine Hollow’s residents safe was to listen to them, to know them, to know who needed help.


         To not miss the warning signs, like he had with Britt Wells…


         Elton was a small man with a big smile, and Levi would never be able to fully fill his shoes, to be what Elton had been to Pine Hollow now that he’d retired to Florida. But Elton would want him to talk it out.


         He took the card, giving a tight nod.


         “Thank you,” Marjorie murmured, then rocked back in his chair, the tension that had seemed to fill the office defusing with her movement and her quick, flashing smile. “So what’s this I hear about you getting back together with Elinor Rodriguez?”


      


   




   

      

         

            Chapter Four


            

               …and some report not all members of our dear librarian’s family are as enthusiastic about a possible reunion…


               —Pine Hollow Newsletter,


Monday, September 27


            


         


         “Your mom really had a thing for Jane Austen, huh?”


         Elinor watched as Anne’s girlfriend, Bailey, trailed her fingertips lightly along the spines of the gilt-embossed hardbacks in their place of honor on her mother’s bookshelf.


         “It was her passion. One might even say an obsession,” Charlotte drawled from her position sprawled on the floor.


         Elinor lobbed a cocktail napkin at her sister’s head—since that was all she could reach from her dad’s oversized armchair without disturbing Dory, who was sleeping in her lap. “She was a big reader,” Elinor explained to Bailey. “And Jane Austen was the pinnacle, as far as she was concerned.”


         The party had wound down. Anne had invited a few friends to join them for the celebration, but it was just the four of them now—Elinor, Anne, Charlotte, and Bailey—lingering in the living room long after everyone else had departed. Their father had headed up to bed, smiling fondly at his girls and cautioning them not to stay up too late, like they were still kids.


         The cupcake box sat open on the floor, empty now, though Charlotte kept snatching stray bits of icing off the sides of the box.


         Elinor knew she should go home—it was just a short walk down the street from her dad’s house to hers—but Dory had fallen asleep cuddled in her lap after conning every single person at the party into throwing her ball for her, and Elinor didn’t have the heart to wake her up to walk her home.


         Tomorrow would come early, and she needed to get started on figuring out a new containment system for the dog…but it had been so long since she’d just hung out with her sisters, and she found herself sinking deeper into her dad’s old chair.


         “She always wanted to go to England,” Anne added as Bailey bent to inspect the old-fashioned portrait of their mother nestled among her favorite things. “Walk in Austen’s footsteps.”


         “At least she didn’t name you after Charlotte Lucas,” Charlotte grumbled from the floor. “I mean Charlotte Lucas.” She lay on her back, staring up at the ceiling with a plastic champagne flute resting on her stomach.


         Bailey glanced over at Charlotte with an anxious frown. “Is it awful that I don’t know what that means?” Bailey and Anne had only been dating a couple of months, and she still seemed nervous whenever she was around their family, worried about making a good impression.


         Charlotte waved a hand, like the pope granting clemency. “Pride and Prejudice. Charlotte Lucas is like the worst character.”


         “Hey. I like Charlotte Lucas,” Elinor protested.


         “She marries Mr. Collins. Mr. Collins.”


         “She’s very pragmatic,” Elinor argued. “Something you could consider emulating.”


         “I should have been Elinor,” Charlotte insisted, pouring the last of the prosecco into her plastic champagne flute. “You can be Charlotte.”


         Elinor bristled. “Are you implying I’m a Charlotte Lucas?”


         “Elinor Dashwood is pragmatic, too,” Anne interjected, trying to head off the conflict, but Charlotte was already smirking at Elinor.


         “Not so funny when you’re the one marrying Mr. Collins, is it?”


         “I always thought of you as more of a Marianne,” Anne tried again.


         “Or a Lydia,” Elinor muttered.


         Charlotte sat up with a snap. “Excuse me?”


         “I’m lost,” Bailey confessed, retreating to the couch to sink down beside Anne.


         “Elinor and Marianne Dashwood are sisters from Sense and Sensibility,” Anne explained. “And Charlotte Lucas marries one of the most obnoxious Jane Austen characters ever written because she doesn’t think she’ll have any better options. Don’t worry. None of us expect you to remember any of this. Just because everyone in this family is obsessed with Austen doesn’t mean you’re expected to be.”


         “I’m not obsessed,” Charlotte argued—as if she wasn’t the one who dropped the most Austen references into everyday conversation.


         “Anne is from Persuasion,” Elinor said, “which is my personal favorite.”


         “At least I’m dating a Darcy,” Charlotte declared smugly.


         Elinor didn’t quite manage to restrain her skeptical snort—not that she tried that hard.


         She’d been relieved when Charlotte’s dickhead boyfriend had decided not to grace them with his presence tonight. Warren had all the sensitivity of a sledgehammer. The last time he’d met Anne, he’d asked her if she was “the cancer one or the library one.” Which was bad enough, but he had met her three times already. Anne’s face had flushed bright red—her pale complexion was inherited from their mother, along with the ovarian cancer gene—and she’d stammered until Elinor had stepped in and reminded Warren—again—that she was the librarian and Anne worked at the Bluebell Inn.


         Dealing with Warren was the last thing Anne needed on the night when they celebrated her fifth year of being cancer-free.


         But Charlotte’s death glare when Elinor impugned Warren’s Darcyness was epic. “At least I date at all. Your girly bits have been gathering dust for three years.”


         “I date,” Elinor protested, her face flushing.


         “There’s a new physical therapist out at the Estates. I could set you up with him,” Charlotte offered. “You should be honored. I’m giving you first dibs at fresh meat, before I even try to pimp him out to Mags and Kendall.”


         Magda, Kendall, and Charlotte had been best friends since kindergarten, so taking priority over them was a big deal, but Elinor frowned. “I’m not sure if that’s an honor or a sign of how pathetic you think I am.”


         “Not pathetic. Just…needy.” At Elinor’s glower, she explained sweetly. “Like you need a man.”


         “A woman needs a man like a fish needs a bicycle,” Anne quoted, raising her own plastic champagne flute in a mock toast.


         Charlotte rolled her eyes. “I’m not saying you need a man because you’re incomplete without one. I’m saying you need a man because you’re still hung up on Big Bad Levi.”


         Elinor glared. “That’s ridiculous. I’m not hung up on anyone. And I’ve dated plenty of guys since Levi and I broke up. Some for months.”


         “But you weren’t into any of them. Frankly, it was painful to watch. You have deeply prudish tendencies—”


         “I do not!”


         “So I bet you didn’t even sleep with any of them. You never got closure.”


         Okay, yes, she hadn’t slept with them, but seriously, what kind of argument was that? “So now I need to have sex with random men for closure?”


         “Not random,” Charlotte argued. “That’s the whole point. Someone good. Someone you actually like. You imprinted on Levi like a duckling, and now you can’t even see other men when they’re standing right in front of you.”


         “I like Levi,” Anne interjected gently.


         “No.” Charlotte stabbed a finger in Anne’s direction. “We are not Team Levi in this house. We are Team Closure and Moving On with Your Life.”


         “I have moved on,” Elinor snapped.


         “Then why did Magda text me that she saw Levi with your dog?”


         “She gets out!” The dog in question stirred at the volume of Elinor’s voice, so she lowered it, stroking a hand down Dory’s silky side to soothe her back to sleep. “Levi is the one people call when they see her running around, because the animal control number goes to him, but the only time I see him is when he brings her back.”


         “Fine. Whatever. But I’m not wasting fresh meat on you if you’re in denial. I’ll give the new guy to Mags.”


         “I think the new guy might have something to say about that.”


         Charlotte flapped a hand dismissively and downed her prosecco.


         Anne pressed her lips together to hide a smile—and Elinor felt herself smiling because Anne was smiling.


         Anne had been fine for years now, but Elinor still found herself watching for any sign of exhaustion, any hint of a symptom. She was sagging a little on the couch now, leaning against Bailey, but her smile was sleepily content as she tangled her fingers with Bailey’s.


         The two hadn’t been together long, but Elinor still felt something warm spreading through her chest every time they looked at one another. Anne was the best of them, and there was something special there. A softness. A care that made her feel like Anne was getting the kind of perfect love story she deserved.


         But she still looked tired enough to rouse Elinor’s mother hen instincts. “It’s getting late. We should probably all get some sleep.” She shifted in the chair, gently moving Dory so the dog came awake in her lap, her head jerking up.


         “All right, mom,” Charlotte grumbled. “It’s barely ten thirty.”


         “Some of us have a lot to do this weekend. I think I’m going to have to install security cameras just to figure out how Dory’s getting out so I can get Levi off my back.”


         “You should put a GPS tracker on her collar and track her from your phone,” Charlotte suggested, scraping the last fingerful of frosting off the lid of the cupcake box.


         Elinor’s eyebrows arched. “You know, that’s actually a really good idea.”


         “You don’t have to sound so surprised.” Charlotte glared over the lip of her plastic champagne flute. “I am smart. I did graduate magna cum laude from med school. Not that anyone in this town cares.”


         “Hey,” Anne soothed, always trying to make peace. “People care. We care. We’re proud of you.”


         “Very proud,” Elinor confirmed. She’d always felt like the town was watching her. That Rodriguez girl, she’s going places. They’d all thought she would cure cancer, put Pine Hollow on the map—but it was little Charlotte who’d become a doctor.


         And Charlotte who glared at her now, as if she was being sarcastic.


         “No one takes me seriously,” Charlotte griped—a familiar refrain Elinor wanted to be sympathetic to, but it had lost its impact after the seven-thousandth repetition. “Mr. Blake kept insisting today that he didn’t want me, he wanted a real doctor, a grown-up doctor. I tried to tell him that I am grown-up, and that old doctors went to med school in the dark ages before we even knew half the stuff we know now, so I’m better, but does any of that matter? Of course not. I am so sick of the Doogie Howser jokes.”


         “That’s what you get for being a genius,” Bailey teased—she and Anne the perfect matched set, both so kind, and always trying to put everyone else at ease.


         “I am a genius,” Charlotte groused.


         “And modest, too,” Elinor drawled, earning a glare.


         Elinor couldn’t decide whether Charlotte’s ego was impressive or horrifying. But then she often walked that line with Charlotte. Her baby sister was brilliant, there was no denying that, but she was also constantly aggrieved that she’d been short-changed by the universe.


         Which, admittedly, she definitely had.


         Elinor had been fifteen when their mother died. Charlotte had been nine, young enough she didn’t really remember a time before their mom got sick. Not like Elinor did. The sound of her mother’s voice reading Sense and Sensibility to her…the shrieks of laughter as they built a pillow fort in the living room. Charlotte didn’t have that.


         She’d always been hungry for attention, for praise, but after they lost their mom, it seemed like no amount was enough. When Anne was diagnosed at nineteen—while Charlotte was a senior in high school—everything had become about cancer again. It didn’t matter how impressive Charlotte was—valedictorian, National Merit Scholar—no one had the emotional bandwidth for her. Elinor tried to be sympathetic, she did, but they’d all lived through it. It had sucked for everyone, especially Anne.


         And then Katie…


         Elinor pushed that thought away. Refocusing on the happy. Tonight was a celebration.


         “It is getting late.” Anne pushed up off the couch. “We probably should be heading out.”


         Charlotte grumbled about Elinor sucking all the fun out of everything, but she also wrapped her arms around Anne and squeezed extra tight as they all gathered up their coats. The late September night had that perfect hint of fall in the air, just chilly enough to feel brisk and invigorating.




OEBPS/images/toallthedogs_mmmaxtext1p_7_online.jpg
Tﬁl(’
%Iw
Loved Bc{am

LIZZIE SHANE

Y

HEADLINE
EEEEEEE





OEBPS/images/atb.jpg
Dogs Toe
Loved 3&(#&





OEBPS/images/9781538735930_cover_epub.jpg
L
-
-
==}
]
=
-
-
-
-
=
L
]
-
-
.
A ]






