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    Dedicated to dog lovers everywhere. May the tails in your lives wag joyfully. 
 
    Woof! Woof!  
 
    (Translated, that means Merry Christmas!) 
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    Portions of the proceeds from the sale of this book will be donated to my local animal shelter. 
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 Chapter 1 
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    Clara 
 
      
 
      
 
    A woman with a pointy face and wearing a paisley scarf gave Clara a long, appraising look as she pressed through the bustling flow of people on the sidewalk. A man in a puffer coat did a double take while she waited on the corner for the walk signal. A little girl tugged on her mom's sleeve and then pointed. When Clara met her eyes, the little girl giggled. Clara winked.  
 
    The bells on the door to the Grind Coffee Shop jingled as she entered. Clara rubbed her hands together to warm up. 
 
    Her best friend, Penny, nodded apologetically at a guy with eyeglasses chatting with her over the screen of his laptop and excused herself. Penny's mouth fell open when she saw her friend's outfit as she wound through the last minute holiday shoppers loading up on caffeine. "Clara Covington, what are you wearing?" 
 
    "Do you mean Bubbles Sugarplum?" 
 
    Penny inclined her head.  
 
    "That's my elf name. Let's see. Yours is Flirty McSprinkles. Who was that you were talking to?" Clara eyed the guy in glasses meaningfully. 
 
    Penny waved her hand dismissively. "He just got his law degree and is lonely. Too young. Not interested. Not my type." At their last coffee date, Penny had made it clear she was focusing on her career and not men. Clara felt the same, but her career really wasn't really taking off just yet. 
 
    "How do you know he's lonely?" Clara nudged her shoulder against Penny's. 
 
    "He's working on Christmas Eve." 
 
    "So am I. Well, volunteering, but still." Clara smoothed her hand along one of her long, brown braids. 
 
    "Does that explain the elf costume?" 
 
    "I have to be at Angel Ears at one." Clara smiled because working with the dogs at the shelter was one of the few things that made her feel the holly, jolly joy of the season. 
 
    The pair waited in the long line, chatting and singing along to the Christmas carols, trying to remember the words. Clara no longer let her laughter and grin make her feel bad despite the fact that so many people were harried and scowling. Not everyone celebrated Christmas and some people were lonely, sad, or grieving—pain she knew all too well, but she liked to think the people she'd lost would want her to be happy, at least she hoped so. 
 
    "Oh, I love this one," Penny said, turning her ear toward the speaker in the loud coffee shop. "Have you heard L Ryder's version of All I want for Christmas is You yet? It's a definite instant classic." 
 
    Clara listened. "He has a really good voice." He crooned, the words a masterpiece in his mouth. In her imagination, she envisioned a handsome man seated at a piano while she leaned beside it, both of them singing along with their guests. A fire blazed in the hearth and the house smelled of delicious food. She was such a romantic even though there wasn't anyone special in her life. 
 
    "Yeah, well, it seems like he's lost the lyrics," Penny said. 
 
    Clara's brow rippled into furrows. "What do you mean?" 
 
    "He's a great musician, but have you heard about him lately? The typical good boy went bad story." She clicked on her phone and scrolled to a few social media stories about him trashing a hotel room, walking out on a concert, and the allegations that he tried to block the broadcast of his Christmas hit. 
 
    "That's too bad. I wonder what made him so upset." Especially at this time of year, she found herself wanting to help people, especially when they were struggling. 
 
    "Clara, you always see the best in people and want to fix things. He's a rock star. I'm sure the Christmas song was just his manager trying to get him back in the good graces of his fans and the rest is a publicity stunt." She shrugged as the line moved forward. 
 
    Penny's words hit a tender spot. They both knew why she wanted to help people, especially before it was too late. "Still, it seems like something would be going on in his life to make him throw away all of those opportunities." 
 
    As Penny scrolled through her feed, Clara had a flash of inspiration. She gripped her friend's arm, startling her. 
 
    "Take it easy, Bubbles." 
 
    "I've got it. I'll use social media to find homes for the dogs. Twelve puppies arrived at the shelter this morning. I guess another shelter didn't have room, lack of funds and staff." 
 
    Penny tapped her chin. "And you've made it your personal mission to find them homes. That definitely explains the elf costume. But if I have to bail you out of jail for trying to sneak through people's chimneys to deliver…" 
 
    Clara laughed. "I'll post pictures and videos; I'll try to have everyone I know share the post. Surely, someone wants a dog for Christmas." 
 
    A man in line in front of them hollered for the couple ahead of him to hurry up. The teen girl, wearing a hat with a pom-pom glared at him and then ordered. "I would like a peppermint stick latte with almond milk, a splash of vanilla, whipped cream, and chocolate shavings on top." 
 
    The man tossed up his hands and stormed out. 
 
    "Sounds like he's going to get coal in his stocking," Clara muttered. 
 
    They placed their orders and waited off to the side. 
 
    "I can't believe I didn’t tell you. Emma is staying with me. She arrived last night." Penny wrung her hands. 
 
    "Well, now you can bake together," Clara said, trying to look on the sunny side. 
 
    "I just can't believe what happened. I feel so bad. Also, she needs a job." Penny went on to fill Clara in on the latest from the breakup saga. 
 
    "She'd love the shelter, but they're only taking volunteers right now. I don't think she'd like the dentist office." Clara recalled when they were teens and Emma had to get braces. It was a nightmare. Then again, she wasn't a fan either, but working there meant a steady paycheck. "Probably not the nursing home either." The subject hit close to home for all three friends who grew up together: Penny, her sister, and Clara. "I wonder if they're hiring here." When Clara got her cocoa, she asked the barista.  
 
    He shook his head. "Sorry, not at the moment." 
 
    "I can see if they have any open positions at the gym, but I think I got the last spot they needed to fill." 
 
    "Thanks. She'll appreciate it. Right now she's probably polishing off a carton of ice cream, watching Hallmark movies, and balling her eyes out." 
 
    "It's been months and—" 
 
    "And he was a toad." 
 
    Clara pictured Emma's ex with a green, scaly face and wrinkled her nose. "We should try to cheer her up." 
 
    "She needs to get out, but will you come over tomorrow?" Penny asked. 
 
    Clara nodded and pulled out her phone and sent a quick text to the manager of the gym where she worked part-time. She wished her a Merry Christmas and asked if they were still hiring. With New Year's and everyone motivated with fitness resolutions, they were sure to need some extra help. 
 
    Her phone beeped with a long message from one of her good friends, Isabella, about her upcoming New Year's party—the details included the who, the what, the where, and a bit more about her love life—one her mother was always interfering with. She'd respond later. 
 
    "Penny read over her shoulder. "Where do you find time to have three jobs, volunteer, and a side hustle?" 
 
    Clara started to tell her about how her knitting business was going when she spotted an empty table. They both hurried over to it, but a tall figure shoved his way past Clara and sat down on the wooden chair. 
 
    "Excuse me," Penny said. One hand flew to her hip. 
 
    Wearing a glower, a familiar face looked up at them. "Clara, I'm surprised to see you here today of all days." 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
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    Logan 
 
      
 
      
 
    L Ryder pulled his knit hat lower on his head. He came into the Grind for a much-needed coffee and to warm up after roaming around the city all day. A flood of texts from his manager demanded his attention. Apparently, she wasn't pleased with his latest antics. She didn't understand. The exes, fans, groupies, and wild nights: all of that was part of the rock star lifestyle. Although, it wasn't necessarily what he was thinking about when he started playing piano at seven, guitar at ten, and joined his first band at thirteen. But what he really wasn't expecting was the untethered, hollow feeling that threatened to thrust him into the void. 
 
    Being back in New York City at this time of year certainly didn't help. Staying in the apartment was unbearable but so was this time of year. He couldn't wait to get back on the road. 
 
    He pressed send on his last response when two women, one dressed as an elf, hovered over the table next to him where a guy with sharp features and a smug smile sat. 
 
    Ryder shifted away, but the coffee shop was small so the tables and people were packed close like a can of sardines. 
 
    The one dressed as an elf blinked a few times. "Cole, what are you doing here? I thought you were in Chicago." 
 
    Cole shrugged. "Visiting family. Can't a guy go to his favorite coffee shop?" His voice was oily, slick. For better or worse, as a musician, the sound of people's voices was something Ryder noticed. 
 
    The way Cole said the word family made the woman dressed as an elf flinch. "The fact that it was—" She stumbled over her words. "It was my favorite coffee shop first…" She swallowed hard. 
 
    "Clara, let's find another table." Her friend prodded her away. 
 
    Clara was cute with brown hair, a heart-shaped face, and pouty lips, but the sadness and alarm tugging at her eyes made something inside Ryder's chest tighten. 
 
    Cole leaned back in the chair. "No, why don't you join me. We can catch up. How are things?" His tone suggested menace as if he'd like to hear how difficult this day was for Clara, despite her costume.  
 
    Ryder knew the difficulties of the holidays all too well. It was as if this dude wanted to poke at a wound and the tightness in Ryder's chest turned rock hard.  
 
    Clara shook her head as a tall woman joined Cole at the table. She wore bright pink lipstick and her perfume overpowered the rich scent of coffee in the air. She glanced at Ryder and smiled. He turned away. He didn't come in here to witness a soap opera. He had enough problems of his own, particularly the song he couldn't seem to avoid. Throwing his phone across the room didn't seem like a terrible idea. Or hopping on a plane and escaping this mess inside. 
 
    "Cole, are these your friends?" the woman asked, batting her eyelashes at him. 
 
    "This is Clara. I've told you about her." 
 
    The woman looked at Clara as if she was a monster who'd kick a puppy. However, everything about Clara was petite; if he was in a better mood or wanted anything to do with Christmas, he'd think she was adorable and ask for her number, but he was feeling grouchy and mean. 
 
    Out of the corner of his eye, Clara straightened to stand a little taller, not easy at barely over five feet. "No, we're not friends. Not at all. Come on, Penny." She stomped away toward a vacant table on the other side of Ryder. Great, he was literally stuck in the middle. 
 
    Penny sat across from her. "He's such a jerk." 
 
    "I know. Why was I ever mixed up with him? Wait. Don't answer. He was my brother's best friend, and I had a crush on him forever. Look where that got me."  
 
    Ryder was thankful she was silent after that comment. He did not need to be listening to this drama, but he didn't want to get in line until he was done doing text battle with his manager. Thanks to his grandmother, he couldn't help practicing good manners—most of the time. If she could, she'd scold him for ordering while texting. 
 
    "We should warn Pinky Festive Fingers about how nasty Cole is." Penny's tone was snarky when she spoke again. 
 
    "Who's that?" Clara asked. She warmed her delicate hands around a cup of cocoa filled to the top with marshmallows. Her red nails contrasted with the white mug. It didn't look like she'd taken a sip. 
 
    On his other side, the woman stroked Cole's arm and they had a vapid conversation about some club they'd been to.  
 
    Penny and Clara shook their table and chairs, stifling laughter—likely at Cole's expense. Then Penny went on to tell Clara about her baking plans for the rest of the day and made her best friend promise to go to her apartment tomorrow to help her eat what was sure to be a delicious spread of sweets. 
 
    Ryder's stomach growled. 
 
    "The Jones sisters always eat dessert first." 
 
    "That, I cannot say no to." Clara checked her watch. "I should probably leave soon though." 
 
    "But you haven't touched your cocoa." 
 
    "It's too hot. I'll get it to go." Clara's voice was sweet, but not fake. Cheerful, but underscored with a kind of sadness he recognized. He found himself wanting to listen to her talk. Curious about why she was dressed in the ridiculous elf costume and whether she preferred chocolate chip cookies or gingerbread suddenly consumed him. Then his phone's beeping knocked him back to reality.  
 
    "It'll keep me warm on my walk to the shelter."  
 
    They hugged goodbye and Clara made Penny promise to share her puppy posts with everyone she knew. They lingered, as friends do, continuing to chat about dogs for another moment.  
 
    Cole started talking loudly and rudely, directly veiled insults at the two women.  
 
    Sandwiched between the two tables, Ryder had enough. He had his own problems. With a glower, Ryder pushed the chair out roughly and stomped off to the bathroom. 
 
    He waited in the hallway outside the bathroom door, reading flyers tacked to the wall for Christmas events until the restroom was available.  
 
    After washing his hands, he regretted glancing in the mirror. Shadows under his eyes revealed fatigue and a kind of emptiness that startled him but he knew nothing about the holiday would fill him up. He didn't look like the British heartthrob that usually had people begging for photos and autographs. He hadn't shaved in days and the hat and scarf provided a bit of a disguise. For once he didn't want to be recognized. Then again, he hardly recognized himself. He splashed water on his face and couldn't quite take the deep breath he so desperately needed. 
 
    From the other side of the door, he heard Cole's oily voice. "You're just so jolly with your elf costume; you don't even care anymore, do you?"  
 
    "Of course I do. I feel terrible." He heard Clara's voice through the door. 
 
    Ryder turned off the faucet. 
 
    "You should." 
 
    "But Cole, you don't understand. He wouldn't want us to suffer too. He'd want us to move on." Her tone was a mixture of certainty and pleading. 
 
    "Just like that. So easily forgotten," Cole said. 
 
    Ryder heard Clara squeak. 
 
    "Get your hands off me," she said. 
 
    Ryder threw the door open. 
 
    Cole clamped her arm. She tried to shift away, but he only held it more firmly, more aggressively. "You know nothing—" 
 
    "Excuse me, is there a problem here?" Ryder asked. He couldn't just stand by or walk away. 
 
    Clara's wide eyes landed on him. He didn't allow himself to linger in those brown pools. 
 
    Cole turned to face off with Ryder. Dark circles lined the space under his eyes as well, but he was thinner than the broad-shouldered musician was. It was if the cold winter weather already beat Cole up. 
 
    "I do have a problem actually. It's when arrogant guys like you, with your fancy accent, interrupt a conversation I was having." 
 
    "Looked like more than conversation, mate." Ryder flexed his fists. "It's worth noting a conversation is a consensual event between two people. In fact, I think the definition doesn't involve you holding someone forcibly—" 
 
    "I know what a conversation is and I wasn't—" Cole let go of Clara's sleeve. 
 
    Penny appeared in the doorway next and Clara slipped past the two guys and toward her friend. "What is going on?" Penny asked. 
 
    They continued to bicker. Ryder wasn't looking for a fight, but he wasn't going to make an effort to avoid one either. 
 
    "When a woman asks you to leave her alone, you listen," Ryder said. 
 
    "You don't know Clara. She's—" 
 
    Ryder didn't let him finish but pushed Cole roughly against the wall. 
 
    Clara stepped forward. "There's no need to fight about this. It's Christmas Eve." 
 
    Ryder's gaze flashed to Clara. "If you're Santa's elf, then I'm the Grinch." 
 
    "Sure seems like it," Penny muttered. 
 
    At the distraction, Cole wrested himself from under Ryder's grip and scurried off, definitely the wimpier of the two. 
 
    Ryder brushed his hands. 
 
    Penny's mouth dropped open.  
 
    He didn't wait for what he knew was coming. In his wake, he heard, "Did you see who that was?" 
 
    "The Grinch?" Clara asked. "A vigilante who stepped in when Cole was getting a little too heated about the past? An overgrown ogre?" 
 
    He sensed they followed him toward the counter of the coffee shop. He just wanted to be left alone. Why no one understood that he didn't know. Then again, he supposed he shouldn't be out in public, but the coffee at the apartment came with too many memories. 
 
    "I told you he turned into a loose cannon and not a hot rocker. Well, he is handsome." As the line shifted forward, he couldn't help but see Penny wave her hand in front of her face as if she might swoon. Then she bounced on her toes. She leaned in, but wasn't quiet enough not to be heard. Great. Now everyone would know his identity. "Clara, L Ryder just flew in and saved the day." 
 
    Clara rolled her eyes. "That wasn't him." 
 
    "I have all his albums and watched all his specials. I follow him online. I'd know him if I saw him. And it seems like he's looking for a fight."  
 
    He silently urged the line to move faster. He just needed some caffeine and the café would be closing soon.  
 
    Their voices fell to a whisper and he tried to ignore them. 
 
    Someone tapped his shoulder. "Excuse me, can I buy your coffee to thank you?" Clara asked. She opened her wallet. Only three bills—ones—were in the billfold.  
 
    He looked at both of the friends in turn. Penny smiled like a fangirl. Clara nodded encouragingly and the bell on her hat jingled. Her eyes were like milk chocolate.  
 
    "Bah humbug," he said and started to turn back to the barista. 
 
    Clara lifted a finger. "Technically, that's a line spoken by Ebenezer Scrooge in Charles Dickens's Christmas Carol. I thought you said you were the Grinch."  
 
    He fought a smirk. "All the same." 
 
    "Prickly." Clara grabbed a to-go cup for her cocoa. 
 
    Ryder ordered a coffee and scone then stepped aside to wait, busying himself with his phone. 
 
    Penny continued to gaze at him with girlish adoration. He'd leave now, but half the city was closing early for the day and he'd already used the facilities and considered it rude not to patronize the establishment. His grandmother raised him up to be a proper English gentleman even though he felt anything but gentle.  
 
    "Can I get a photo with you? Or your signature. You can just sign my sleeve. That would be fine. Do you know I love British accents?" Penny rambled. 
 
    Clara didn't even look in his direction. 
 
    He let out an irritable breath. "I didn't know that. But do you know you can't hear me in a photo?" 
 
    "No, but we can hear you—" She pointed vaguely toward the speaker where his song played again. 
 
    He growled and brushed past her toward the coffee station when the barista passed him his order.  
 
    Penny followed him and then her phone beeped in her hand. "Oh no. Emma is having a crisis. We're out of baking soda. I'd better go before the market closes." 
 
    "Baking over boys. That was always yours and Emma's saying. At least until Everett came along." 
 
    Penny laughed. "I forgot about that. Or baking over men, in this instance." She smiled at Ryder, laughed, and hurried off. "See you tomorrow!" 
 
    The woman dressed as an elf stepped gingerly past the rock star, grabbed a cover for her cup, and left the coffee shop just as the radio went silent and the lights dimmed. 
 
    He followed a few moments later. Outside, the sky was gray and the sun hid behind the tall Manhattan skyline. Ryder crossed to the next block. The weather report said they might get a white Christmas. He figured it was time to return to the lonely apartment. He reached into his pocket to check for his keys, but they weren't there.  
 
    He turned back to the coffee shop and braced against the wind gusting down the street, picking up loose leaves and swirling them around. 
 
    This was the exact wrong moment to have lost his keys, especially since it was the only set. He fretted as he hurried and thought where he might have left them. As he retraced his steps mentally, he heard a low jingle and bumped into someone. 
 
    He wasn't quick enough to dodge the brown cocoa that rose up like a fountain and sprayed his front. The coffee and scone flew from his hand and landed in a slushy puddle by the curb. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
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    Clara 
 
      
 
      
 
    Clara looked up, meeting cold blue eyes. 
 
    "You again." It was the Grinch from the coffee shop—the one who'd be cute if he weren't so rude and miserable. 
 
    As a stream of people passed, Clara and Ryder blocked the sidewalk. She searched her bag for a napkin, anything to wipe the stain from the front of his shirt and jacket. "Are you okay?" she asked because she couldn't help it. She wasn't rude. 
 
    He didn't answer, but his expression matched the slate gray sky. 
 
    She huffed. "By the way, I didn't ask for your help back there." She dabbed at his shirt with a pair of socks she had for equipment at the gym. "They're clean, I swear." 
 
    "I'm not asking for your help now," he grumbled, backing away. 
 
    "I'm sorry. You're not burned are you?" 
 
    He shook his head, staring at the mess she made. 
 
    "Let's go back to the coffee shop. I'll get a towel and we can—" 
 
    "I don't need help." 
 
    She held up my hands in surrender. "Sheesh. Well, in that case, I'll go alone. I left my phone there." This statement reminded her that so often it felt like she was going it alone. Nevertheless, with a jingle of the bell on her hat, she lifted her chin and marched back the way she'd come. 
 
    The windows to the Grind were dark and only the red light of the espresso machine glowed inside. She checked her bag and pockets again for the phone and sighed when they were still empty. She couldn't afford not to have her phone when she'd finally come up with a strategy to find the dogs homes. "Merry Christmas Eve," she grumbled.  
 
    She turned to leave again when Ryder appeared. Perhaps he wasn't such a grouch after all and came to apologize. 
 
    "Closed." 
 
    "Obviously." His eyes scanned the windows and door. 
 
    "Listen, I'm on my way to—" 
 
    "I left my keys inside." He gripped the top of his head. 
 
    At least she still had those; she patted her pocket to be sure. "Would you rather lose your keys or your phone?" 
 
    His eyes narrowed. "I don't feel like playing games." 
 
    "It isn't a game. I left my phone inside. At least I think so. You left your keys. Whose shoes would you rather be in?" She wasn't sure she could answer. 
 
    He seemed to consider. "Are you sure you left your phone?" He peered through the window. 
 
    "No, but likely. Actually, would you mind calling it?" She prayed it wasn't buried in a snowbank somewhere. 
 
    He took out his phone in a sleek case and jutted his chin, ready for her number. She smirked because Penny would freak out if she knew Clara was giving L Ryder her phone number. Technically, he didn't ask but still. 
 
    The faint sound of his holiday hit song chimed from inside. The screen lit up on the counter by the coffee station.  
 
    Clara stepped back from the window and read the sign on the door. "Closed until the day after Christmas. Great." 
 
    "We could break in." His eyes flashed. 
 
    "For some reason, I don't think you're joking." She recalled the string of misdeeds Penny showed her online. 
 
    "I never joke." 
 
    "You should try it." And because she had the sudden urge to un-Grinch-ify him, she asked, "What do you call an elf that sings?" 
 
    His face was unyielding like stone, chiseled from a Greek or Italian statue with a strong jawline, full lips, a perfect nose, and a broad brow over a pair of startling eyes. She gave her head a little shake because those were details she didn't want to notice. She had to stay focused on work, the puppies, and her future. Clara let out an unsteady breath. "An elf that sings is a wrapper. Get it?" She chuckled. 
 
    He didn't even smile. "Is that what you are? Why you're dressed like that." 
 
    The corner of her mouth lifted. "No, I'm helping Santa find homes for twelve puppies. Come on. You can help me." 
 
    He started to protest. 
 
    "You don't have your keys. I don't have my phone. You're covered in cocoa, and I can't get a refill because the Grind is closed. It's Christmas Eve. Let me do something nice for you." 
 
    "And that would be…?" 
 
    "You have to come with me to find out." She didn't mean it to, but her voice sounded like a dare, a challenge. 
 
    "Are we going to the north pole?" 
 
    She grinned. "I thought you said you didn't joke around." She tapped him on the arm and then as though touching something hot, pulled it away. 
 
    He grunted a laugh. 
 
    "There it is. That's the Christmas spirit."     
 
    Her nose was cold and pink by the time they reached Angel Ears Animal Shelter. Almost everyone who worked there begged the holiday off. Simon covered the morning shift, but he'd already celebrated Hanukah so he didn't mind. Clara couldn’t imagine leaving the dogs alone today so she volunteered even though it was typically a paid position. 
 
    She tuned the radio—the dogs loved Christmas carols. Sure enough, L Ryder's song came on. 
 
    "Seriously, again?" he asked with his gaze lifted toward the ceiling.  
 
    "It’s a good song." 
 
    "I'd be happy if I never heard it again." He shifted irritably or uncomfortably, Clara wasn't sure.  
 
    Then as she turned on the lights in the back, the music went silent. He must really not like that song. She gathered some toys and got ready to let out the dogs to play. "Release the hounds," she called with a flourish as she unlatched their enclosures. 
 
    While three of them circled and sniffed each other, Clara selected a sweatshirt printed with the Angel Ears logo from the shelf printed. She held it up in front of Ryder. "Before I forget. My Christmas gift to you. Sorry about your shirt and jacket."  
 
    He turned the hoodie around and gaped at the neon green fabric then wrinkled his nose. 
 
    "It's perfect. It's Grinchy." Clara cracked a smile. "Or elfy. Depending on your mood." 
 
    "What's this for?" 
 
    "Well, since you can't get into your house or hotel or whatever, I figured you'd want to clean up." She gestured to the brown stain across his front. 
 
    "I think I'll take my chances with the chocolate." He passed the sweatshirt back to Clara. 
 
    Her mouth fell open. "You can't reject a Christmas gift." 
 
    He huffed. 
 
    She wondered what she could do to crack his frosty exterior. No one should be that grouchy on Christmas. She gave Lavender, one of the dogs, a good pat while Frank, a brownish orange mutt, sat patiently in front of Ryder. Maybe the dogs could access his mushy middle. 
 
    "Thanks but it's not exactly—" Ryder yawned and stretched his arms over his head, revealing a sliver of abs that was anything but soft. "My style," he finished. 
 
    Her cheeks flushed and she turned to Frank. "He wants you to scratch behind his ears." She showed him how. "If you do, you'll have a new best friend." 
 
    "I don't—" The dog nudged his head under Ryder's large hand and as he did, their fingers brushed. 
 
    A surge of heat rushed through her hand. As she returned to her tasks, trying to focus, her skin actually felt warm, like she'd been sitting in front of a fire. Being near the musician ignited something in her she hadn't felt in a long, long time. She got a cold cup of water from the bubbler and took a steadying breath. 
 
    After the moment of bonding between man and dog, Clara said, "L Ryder, come with me." 
 
    He didn't move. "L Ryder?" he asked. 
 
    The color drained from her cheeks. "I thought that was your name. I'm sorry—" 
 
    "That's my stage name. Most people just call me Ryder." His eyes searched hers and lingered for long enough for the color to return to her cheeks and then some.  
 
    No one ever gave her such an intense look before. She detected warmth hidden under his exterior and felt it all over hers.  
 
    His lips quirked. "You don't know my name do you?" He seemed equally astonished and pleased by this. 
 
    "Uh, do you mean what the L stands for?" She shook her head. She had no idea: lyrical, loathsome, lonely? 
 
    Surprise rippled across his features but quickly disappeared into the stony mask he wore. "You can just call me Ryder." He spoke the name with disdain. 
 
    "Is that what you want to be called?" she asked, stepping closer, drawn to him, and wanting to help forge peace from whatever battled waged within him. 
 
    He didn't answer. Frank wiggled between them for ear scratch number two. 
 
    Clara turned away from Ryder as a smile bloomed on her lips. She wasn't flirting, just trying to make his day better. "In that case, you can call me Bubbles Sugarplum." 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "That's my elf name," she said in a singsong voice. 
 
    "What's your real name?" 
 
    She shrugged. "Most people just call me Bubbles." she echoed his words. "Jealous? Hmm." She tapped her chin. "What would your elf name be? Grouchy McCrabbypants." She turned just in time to see his jaw drop. 
 
    "Come on, Grouchy. I told you, I have something to show you." 
 
    They crossed the room toward the back and she doled out treats to all the dogs on the way, naming each one, giving them a scratch under the chin, behind the ears, or by the rump. Without realizing it, she started humming All I Want for Christmas. 
 
    "Please don't sing that." His voice was smooth, deep, and deliciously accented.  
 
    She wanted to hear him talk, sing, but she shook off the desire. "I wasn't singing." 
 
    "Humming whatever. Seriously, I don't want to hear it, sing it, or even remember that it exists." 
 
    "You really don't like Christmas, do you? Maybe this will bring you some cheer." She opened the door to the puppy room, outfitted with soft pillows, squeaky toys, and warmer than the rest of the rooms in the shelter. "Well, they'll bring someone cheer if we find them homes by tonight. Another twelve are scheduled to come in the day after Christmas, meaning these guys need to find their forever homes fast." 
 
    "Why are they here?" 
 
    "They're orphans." 
 
    Except for the playful yips of the twelve dogs, silence pressed against the walls of the room. Even though Ryder was at least over twelve inches taller than she was, he seemed to shrink. 
 
    She cleared her throat unsure if she'd said something wrong. "Each year we get an influx of puppies right before Christmas and then right after. People think dogs make the perfect Christmas gift then often find it's too much trouble and responsibility weeks later."  
 
    Clara folded her legs beneath her on the floor and a Labrador mix rocketed toward her and into her lap. "This is a Comet." She let him lick her cheek and laughed. "These guys came from another shelter that's already full." 
 
    Ryder remained by the door. 
 
    "Grouchy McCrabbypants meet, Dolly, Nick, Claus, Rudolph, Merry, Mittens, Snowy, Cookie, Doggle, Puff, you already met Comet—" she said as the dog with huge puppy paws pushed her onto her back. She giggled. 
 
    Ryder took a few steps forward, but that might have been because the other dogs swarmed him. "That was only eleven; I thought you said there were twelve." 
 
    Realizing one went missing, Clara scrambled onto all fours and looked behind the dog beds. "Dotty, where are you?" she called softly. "Do you mind helping me look for a little white dog with brown spots? She's part Bichon Frise. You know, the kind with short white fur. They look like teddy bears." 
 
    At their level, the dogs grouped around Clara, eager to play and unaware she was starting to panic. She couldn't have lost the smallest and most timid of the puppies already.  
 
    When she looked up, the small, white dog pawed at Ryder's boot. When he didn't respond, the little fur ball nipped at his laces. 
 
    "Oh, you found Dotty."  
 
    The puppy continued to try to get his attention.  
 
    "I've never seen her act like this. Usually, she hangs back. Go ahead, she's small, but you can hold her."  
 
    His hands were so big he could practically fit her in one. Ryder exhaled but still didn't move. 
 
    Clara scooped Dotty up, holding her close to her heart. Maybe he really was a Grinch. Who could not fall head over heels with such an adorable little fluff? 
 
    Doggle, part Pomeranian, jumped at his legs.  
 
    "I think he likes you too." 
 
    Ryder still didn't move. He was more like a statue than just in looks alone. 
 
    "Don't you like dogs?" She put Dotty in his hands while she tended to two who started fighting over a toy. She gave the puppies treats and let them go into the play area with some of the other dogs she knew were friendly with pups. 
 
    Just then, Comet streaked out, knocked past her, and tackled the Christmas tree. It tipped over slowly and then landed with a thud. 
 
    Seeming to come out of his stupor, Ryder moved to help Clara stand it back up. A shiny piece of garland hung off the artificial branch. "Is that why you don't decorate it?" He eyed Comet who looked both pleased and embarrassed. 
 
    "No, we're understaffed, underfunded. We hang ornaments with each donation to recognize the "angel." So far, no one brought any. Times are tight, I guess. Last year I made paper snowflakes too, but this year I was too busy." 
 
    "Do you have another job?" 
 
    Clara had three and started to tell him about them, but noticed Dotty was no longer in his arms. 
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    Ryder couldn't help but notice Clara stood under a bunch of mistletoe wrapped in red ribbon. Comet walked over and licked her hand. "It's okay, boy. I know it was an accident. He just gets too excited." She patted his head. 
 
    "Mistletoe puppy kisses." Logan tried to laugh, but it was a rusty, unfamiliar sound. 
 
    She smiled, but then just as quickly it fell. "We have to find Dotty." 
 
    His eyebrows creased. "What?" he asked. For a moment, he was back at the hospital. He'd rushed there but it was too late. Dotty was gone. What was the matter with him? He had to get his head straight. He blinked a few times and the room came back into focus along with Clara's voice. 
 
    "The dog. The little dog. Last time she disappeared it took three of us three hours to find her." Clara scrambled, looking under tables, desks, behind shelves, and in the other enclosures. "Don’t just stand there, help me find Dotty." Her sweet voice turned commanding. She rustled Dolly's favorite bag of treats. She crawled around. She called her softly.  
 
    Ryder returned to the puppy room and the small white dog bounded toward him. The dog reminded him so much of regret and guilt, he almost couldn't stand it. Nonetheless, he picked her up. 
 
    Clara appeared and exhaled a sigh of relief. "You found her." 
 
    "Actually, I think she found me." Dotty nuzzled him. It was small, but he felt something inside of him cracking open, letting in a little light. A subtle lift of his lips met Clara's relieved smile. 
 
    She tilted her head. "Please don't let her out of your sight again. I have to let the others out." 
 
    In groups of four, Clara brought the other shelter dogs onto the terrace for fresh air and a potty break. The sun dipped lower, bathing the city, and her, in silver light. Her skin was smooth and he could tell the summer sun brought out freckles across her nose. Her brown eyes were big, her nose like a button, and her lips were soft. So soft. A kind of softness he willed himself not to entertain. The elf suit hid her smooth curves but they were there nonetheless. She was perfect and infuriating with that big heart and holly jolly attitude about Christmas because it made his own come to life and pound a little faster—something he wasn't sure he was ready for. 
 
    A few minutes later, Ryder found himself still holding Dotty as though stunned, cemented, glued to the spot. Was it the girl or the dog or both? He blinked a few times, coming back to his senses. 
 
    Clara's hands brushed his again when she took the puppy from his grasp. Ease and comfort came over him, like a warm blanket on a cold night.  
 
    "Feel like doing a good deed?" Before he could answer she said, "Grab the pooper scooper and have at it." She thumbed the door behind her that led to the terrace. "Angel Ears Animal Shelter and its residents will be ever so grateful." 
 
    He harrumphed but went anyway. The dog terrace wasn't ideal, but he needed some fresh air—well, relatively speaking.  
 
    When he went back inside, she refilled the water and food bowls. He tugged his damp clothing from his chest. 
 
    "Chilly?" 
 
    "I think my shirt is officially a Fudgicle." 
 
    "Like a fudge Popsicle?" 
 
    He nodded and removed his soiled jacket. 
 
    "Offer stands. I think the neon green sweatshirt would look great on you." Her eyes twinkled. 
 
    He grabbed it from her, smirked, turned around, and pulled his shirt over his head. A whoosh of cold air pebbled his skin and he couldn't ignore Clara peek at him and then glance away. 
 
    To maintain his energy and stamina for the stage, he worked out most days. His friends back home joked about his strong muscles, but when they played rugby, they wanted him on their team. 
 
    She turned the music back up. Santa Claus is Coming to Town played through the speakers. "I wish I had my phone." Then she jumped to her feet. "You have your phone. I have an idea!" she shouted. 
 
    A dog barked in response. 
 
    Dotty trotted over to Ryder and begged him to pick her up. Clara bent over and gave him the small dog. She licked his cheek before finding a comfortable position. 
 
    Clara beamed. "She likes a guy with whiskers." She wiggled her fingers in the scruff of his jawline and laughed.  
 
    Her fingers melted the tension there. Ryder found himself wanting her touch to linger, to hear her laugh more. He exhaled because he didn't have time for desire or attachments. He was leaving on a global tour and hearts were too fragile a thing to leave behind. He knew firsthand. It was easier not to get involved. 
 
    "I was going to record videos of the puppies playing and share them online, inviting people to visit the shelter to adopt. You know, last minute shopping." She bounced on her toes, hardly able to contain herself. Their eyes met for a fleeting moment before she turned her focus to the puppy in his arms and lowered onto flat feet. "Of course, I have to screen them, their homes, make sure it's the right fit…" 
 
    "How late is your shift?" 
 
    She shrugged. "As long as it takes." 
 
    "You really care about these dogs, huh?" He'd never met someone so committed to being good. No, that wasn't true, but lately, the people surrounding him had one thing on their mind: fame. 
 
    "How could you not care about them?" she asked, taking Comet's muzzle in her hands as he tried to lick her again. "So that was my original idea. But since I don't have my phone you can post for me." 
 
    He did a quick shake of his head. "Me? No way. I'd better get going anyway." He glanced at the clock as Dotty snoozed peacefully in his arms. He had the urge to flee, to get out of there. He'd already scooped the poop. That was probably enough of a good deed for the day. Although, he probably wouldn't mention it to his manager.  
 
    "But you're locked out and alone…"  
 
    That last word hollowed him out, reminded him of what this day forced him to remember in all its tinsel and evergreen filled glory. 
 
    Nonetheless, the truth of this hung in the air between them. He felt the density of it in his bones. Clara's chin lifted as if she chose to see the proverbial mug of hot cocoa as half full, but there was something lonely about her expression too. He wasn't the only one alone on this holiday. She had the dogs, but it didn't seem like she was rushing off to spend time with her family. 
 
    Her sweet, but demanding, voice came back to him. "You haven't checked your phone once since we've been together. You made no mention of a Christmas party or gathering." 
 
    "It's by choice." 
 
    She met his gaze and he was sure she saw the lie in his blue eyes. 
 
    "No one should be alone on Christmas Eve. Not people. Not dogs." 
 
    "What about you?" he asked. 
 
    "I have these guys." She gave the few by her side each a good pat. "Come on. We have to do a few more things and then we'll come back before Dotty even realizes she misses you." 
 
    "Dotty?" he asked, confused. 
 
    "The dog. The one who adores you. Who'd you think I meant?" 
 
    He hung his head because for a moment he was back in that cold hospital room where the file at the foot of the empty bed read Dotty Ryder. He missed her more than he could bear. 
 
    Clara returned the dogs to their enclosures. "Don't worry guys, I'll be back soon." After dimming the lights, she locked up. Snowflakes began to fall. They were so few he could count them before they melted into her brown hair and her outstretched palm. She gazed around in wonder. 
 
    She started to walk along the street, lit with window displays and lights, the lampposts festooned with holiday garlands, and that magic in the air his grandmother loved so much. 
 
    When he didn't follow, she called, "I'm going to bake cookies. Maybe something sweet would melt the lump of coal in your heart."  
 
    He didn't move, not even when she turned the corner. The snow dotted the shoulders and arms of the bright green sweatshirt. He had the odd thought that he was frozen there, caught between the past and the future. What was and what could be. It was this thought and the vision of Clara giving him the green sweatshirt that acted like a traffic light, giving him the reminder to go and shaking him from his stupor.  
 
    He followed the small footprints she'd left behind. When he caught sight of her elf hat bobbing ahead, he shouted, "You think you know what I need?" He wasn't even sure and that's what made him the angriest. Maybe in her infinite elf wisdom, she actually could help, but he wasn't sure if he was ready. 
 
    "Cookies? Sweetness?" If she said anything else, he couldn't hear her as a truck passed. 
 
    He strode toward her. "You have no idea. All I want for Christmas is to be left alone." But his tone lacked the usual grit and fight. 
 
    She wiped her eyes, lifted onto her toes, and raised her chin. "Fine. Be alone. But answer this. Why'd you come back to tell me that?" 
 
    He stewed as the snow continued to fall, harder now and forming a thin layer on the sidewalk between them. He crossed his arms in front of his chest because he wasn't sure or he didn't know if he had the inner strength to climb out of the hole of grief and loss.  
 
    At last, his lips quirked because she looked ridiculously adorable in her costume. "Because I like cookies and I'm hungry. I never got to drink my coffee and my scone went flying into the road. If I hadn't run into you and your loser boyfriend—" But it went back farther than that even though he didn't want to admit it. The grief went back months. 
 
    She held his gaze like a staring contest, like a dare to make the first move back toward the surface above the pit of loss and pain. "Ex-boyfriend, thank you very much." 
 
    "And I left my keys there and—" He interrupted himself and his voice lost its power as he gazed into her eyes. His hand drifted to her cheek where a single tear trailed toward her hairline. "Are you crying?" It could have been the cold, but his chest constricted at the sight of her sadness. 
 
    She jerked away. 
 
    His hand gripped his forehead. Panic swept through him. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to—" 
 
    "L Ryder. You, of all people, did not make me cry." Her voice was strong, true. 
 
    "Then who did?" 
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    Ryder raced after Clara on the sidewalk. "I'm sorry if it was something I said or—" His eyes flashed dangerously. "Don't tell me it was the loser boyfriend? You can't let a guy like him—" 
 
    "Ex," she corrected him again. "And no. Not everything revolves around you and losers like him. At least you had that part right." She pulled out her keys, unlocked the main door to her building, and stomped up the stairs to the fourth floor. 
 
    She took off her wet shoes in the hall and left the door open an inch when she heard Ryder's heavy footsteps following.  
 
    Without her phone, she kind of needed him. Warmth flooded her that had nothing to do with the clanking radiator or his cell phone. Was it his broad shoulders, strong arms, and jeans that hung just so? The glimpse of the rippling muscles in his back when he changed out of his stained shirt and into the green hoodie? She shook herself out of the fleeting fantasy. It couldn't be his voice or the softness she glimpsed under his pain. She didn't have time to think about mysterious and miserable rock stars. She had to find homes for the puppies.  
 
    What she needed was his phone and potentially his social media following, unless she wanted to schlep across town and knock on Penny's door. There wasn't time. 
 
    She made a mental note to remember to grab a check and pay for the hoodie when she went back to the shelter. She hoped all the ingredients for the cookie recipe were in the kitchen. She couldn't call her brother to pick up some baking soda like Emma did to Penny. Tears pierced her eyes again, just as they had minutes ago. She missed him terribly. She sniffed and squared her shoulders. 
 
    After washing her hands, she pulled open the cupboard and dug around for the cookie recipe ingredients. She popped a few chocolate chips in her mouth. A hesitant knock, followed by the creaking of the door, and a low, accented voice said, "Your flat is super tiny." 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, she saw that Ryder watched her. With contempt? Curiosity? Something else? She couldn't be sure. He closed the door behind him. 
 
    "It's a studio," she answered without turning. She'd had enough of his hot and cold attitude, but mostly the hot. He was right, the flat was small, but so was she. With him there, it felt extra tiny. She couldn't let herself fall for him with his perfect face and alluring voice. His petulant attitude was not attractive. However, she wanted to warm him up to the Christmas spirit. That and the puppies was her mission. 
 
    He spread his arms. "I can practically touch one wall and the other." 
 
    "That feature happens to be very useful. Can you please grab me the bowl on top of that shelf?" she asked, pointing to a ceramic bowl that belonged to her mother. She studied the recipe and began to measure. "You can wash your hands and help." 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, she saw his gaze floated from her to the twinkle lights bordering the ceiling, her brother's favorite painting, and everything else she never bothered to put away because she didn't often have company. 
 
    "The sink is in the bathroom. Don't mind the mugs. I have to wash them." 
 
    She looked into the cupboard for a flour sifter, and when she turned, they bumped into each other. They both halted as though not sure what to do or where to go next. Options were limited. 
 
    Warmth stamped itself where they touched. Clara was keenly aware of her right knee, her hip, elbow, the side of her hand, and the quick pace of her heart. 
 
    "Close quarters." His voice was suddenly low, rough. 
 
    She swallowed. "Yeah. It's just me here usually so…" 
 
    He backed slowly away and took off his hat to reveal perfectly tousled brown hair. Perhaps one of the perks of being a rock star was perpetually styled hair. She tried not to laugh to herself. She wore the same braids since the night before and didn't even want to know what the rest of her hair looked like under the elf hat. 
 
    She returned to the counter with the flour sifter. "This recipe is from my friend Penny—she was kind of swooning over you at the Grind." 
 
    "Yeah. I'm used to that." 
 
    "Are you?" She leveled him with her gaze. He may be attractive, but her apartment was too small for a big ego. "Well, for your information, I'm not swooning." She brushed some flour from her hands. 
 
    His eyes sparkled with amusement. "No, definitely not swooning. In fact, you look rather pale." He lifted his hand to brush some flour from her cheek.  
 
    She grew instantly warm all over and fought against leaning into his touch. When she found her voice she said, "Penny and her sister Emma used to say 'baking over boys'. They always wanted to have a bakery together. Maybe they will now." To distract herself, Clara skimmed over Emma's recent breakup as she prepared the recipe and then put the cookies in the oven. 
 
    "Do you live by that rule too?" he asked. 
 
    "Absolutely." However, the words for the recipe blurred because she felt rather flustered. 
 
    "Then no boys? Boyfriends? Boy elves?"  
 
    She told herself she did not detect hope in his voice and huffed. "Definitely not." 
 
    "You sound rather convicted. I imagine if the right elf came along…you might change your mind." He put the dirty measuring utensils in the bowl and started wiping the counter. 
 
    "I'm not in the market for elves or men or any of that. I have to find the puppies homes, pay off debt, save…" She trailed off. He didn't need to hear her woes. "Unless you have a solution to the dog problem, we can keep elf relations out of it." At the sound of her words, she forced herself not to smile. He got under her skin, that was for sure, but she knew he could actually help her solve the puppy problem given his fame on social media. 
 
    Ryder gave a noncommittal grunt and spun slowly around. "Considering that you're an elf, it makes sense you'd live in a small space. But explain the yarn. You have lots of yarn." 
 
    It was true. Colorful balls and projects covered nearly every surface, well, everywhere the five hundred square feet allowed. 
 
    She burst with excitement because aside from the dogs, her side hustle was her dream job and that she couldn't help but smile about. She picked up a stack of scarves, hats, and sweaters in various sizes. 
 
    "You made those?" he asked, seemingly impressed. "My grandmother used to knit." At the word grandmother, his voice cracked. He coughed a few times. 
 
    She passed him a glass of water, leaving a thumbprint of flour on the side. "I have a shop online. Also, these." She also passed him an assortment of small knit stockings, like the kind she and her brother would leave hanging from the hearth for Santa to fill. 
 
    "Little tiny stockings." He reached for one. 
 
    She snatched it away. "They're just little. There's no such thing as little tiny." 
 
    "Sure there is. Like teeny tiny." He started singing a song about a teeny tiny something or other.  
 
    She snorted. She'd had plenty of people mock her work—they'd ask who'd dressed their dogs in knitwear and why since they have fur. However, her customers were loyal and thought her creations were great. It made them and the people who saw dogs wearing hats and scarves smile. 
 
    "If you must know, the Well Knit Woof is my online shop. It's my side hustle. My big dream and it will be successful. Maybe not rock star heights, but enough to support me, some dogs, and a place bigger than this little, tiny studio." 
 
    He picked up one of the hats. "Wait. These are for dogs?" A sudden smile replaced the permanent scowl on his lips. 
 
    She couldn't help smile back. It might have been the way it turned his eyes from cold to warm, the way it lit him up, but she saw him differently—the hidden version of L Ryder where, once upon a time, he was happy and playful. 
 
    "So tell me, Bubbles. Tell me why you're baking cookies because last I checked dogs don't eat cookies." 
 
    She sensed him teasing her and her lips fell into a frown. "Do you have something better to do?" When he didn't answer she said, "Tell me this. Why is L Ryder, the famous musician, alone in New York City on Christmas Eve?" 
 
    "Why are you dressed like an elf?" he countered. 
 
    "Why do you act like a grouch?" Her eyes narrowed. 
 
    "Why are you alone?" 
 
    She flinched. "Why do you ask so many questions? Is it because you don't want to answer any?" 
 
    His lips parted and then closed as though he was choosing his next words carefully. "What gives you that idea?"  
 
    "Why is L Ryder without his entourage? Why are you all over social media? A wholesome rocker turned into a brooding bad boy? Did they not pay you enough?" 
 
    "Why are you so sappy, perky, bubbly?" His arms crossed in front of his chest as though he was trying to repel these qualities. 
 
    She followed suit with the gesture. "Why'd you stick up for me at the coffee shop?" 
 
    "Why—?" He stopped himself, suddenly frozen again. He swallowed back whatever he was going to ask. 
 
    "Why don't we both just agree not to answer?" 
 
    "Okay. Fine. Except for one thing. What's your real name?" 
 
    Her lips pinched together as irritation rose like a wave inside, threating to turn into anger. "What makes you think it isn't Bubbles?" 
 
    "No one would name child kid that." 
 
    "No one would name their kid Scrooge yet here we are." She swept her hands between them. 
 
    "My name is Logan, not Scrooge." 
 
    "Ha! Now I know and I didn't even have to ask." At that, she bopped him on the nose with the spatula, getting cookie dough on his face because it was better than punching him, which she kind of felt like doing. 
 
    She laughed as his eyes crossed, trying to look at what she'd done. 
 
    Then his gaze landed on hers, burning with intensity. Without looking away from her, he wiped the dough, studied it, and then popped it in his mouth. "Delicious." 
 
    Her breath caught in her chest as his lips worked, as his gaze smoldered, pouring over her, into her. Another moment passed between them until she found her voice. "You're hungry, you said so yourself. There's leftover pizza in the fridge." 
 
    He turned a fraction, locating the appliance. "The little, tiny fridge." 
 
    She wouldn't give him the pleasure of her laughter. Instead, she took the tray of cookies out of the oven, put the next one in, and set the timer. When she straightened, a sudden spritz of whipped cream landed on her nose and in her hair. She yelped. "Hey! Not fair." She leaped toward him, trying to wrestle the can away. His skin was warm against hers. He was tickling her and she couldn't help but giggle. Then she fell silent and swallowed hard when she realized their arms and legs tangled. Her pulse picked up and then galloped as he wiped the cream from her nose and took a lick. "Like I said, delicious." 
 
    His phone beeped breaking the spell of the moment. 
 
    Her pulse slowed as he answered the text and she cleaned up. "So, no entourage—?" 
 
    "No family—?" 
 
    She didn't answer, desperate to get back on track. It was Christmas Eve and a flirtatious rock star was not going to thwart her mission. "Have you ever had a dog?" 
 
    He harrumphed as he continued to text.  
 
    When she turned off the water and passed him the bowl to dry, he put away his phone and sighed. "My grandmother had a dog. Her name was Daisy. She was a Bichon Frise, like Dotty. But no spots. My grandmother would always dress her up in jeweled collars and—" He cleared his throat. 
 
    Clara paused, collecting her thoughts. She used to walk a dog named Daisy and then not too long ago that same dog was surrendered to the shelter. Her chest tightened, yet she managed to say, "I bet she was special." 
 
    "She sure was." 
 
    "Do you miss her?" 
 
    He didn't answer. But his downcast expression said it all. 
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    Logan didn't answer Clara's question because the truth hurt too much. With his celebrity and travel lifestyle, it was unrealistic to keep the dog after his grandmother's passing, but with his wealth, he could have provided for her care and likely a few other dogs too. The shame of this ate him up. He'd had someone on his team leave Dotty at the shelter. His chest knotted at the thought of what was sure to be a sad little face as the dog's life changed forever. So many dogs ended up homeless because people couldn't cover the logistics for their care, but that was even more reason why he should help Clara. 
 
    He slid past her from the kitchen space and into the living area. He jiggled the bell on her hat as she started to unbraid her hair. It was brown and silky smooth. The urge to run his fingers through it was overwhelming. He couldn't tear his eyes from her but fought against the desire welling inside because it just couldn't be. He was going on tour soon. He'd be gone for months. Why was he suddenly disappointed, wondering why they didn't select the date after the New Year instead of after Christmas? Because he'd insisted. Because he wanted to get out of the city as soon as possible. 
 
    Her hands laced through her long strands. Everything about her was small except her personality, her heart. He found himself drawn to her, how adorable and beautiful and... "Hey, you're elf-sized. Little, tiny." He meant for it to be a compliment. 
 
    She lifted her chin and gazed up at him. "And you're abominable snowman sized." 
 
    "Are you saying I'm like a yeti?" He tried not to chuckle. 
 
    "A yeti who hasn't eaten anything for days, in the dead of winter, with no sign of the sun, or warmth or—" 
 
    He stepped closer. "Maybe you should feed me. Those cookies sure are looking good." 
 
    "They're a dollar each." 
 
    His eyebrows lifted. "You never answered, why are you baking cookies?" He settled on her spinning desk chair sans desk probably because there wasn't room for one. There was hardly room for him, at least not in the apartment. 
 
    "I thought we agreed we were done with questions." 
 
    "But I still don't know your real name." He leaned over, pulled a magazine out from under a stack of books, and read the address. "Clara Covington? Is that you? Clara, Clara, Clara," he repeated as if he was tasting the letters on his tongue or writing a song. 
 
    "That's me. Clara the human. Not Bubbles the elf." 
 
    "Knitter, dog lover, what else should I know about you?" He suddenly wanted to know everything. 
 
    "Cookie baker. To answer your question I baked cookies because it's Christmas Eve and that's what people do. Bake cookies, eat them, share them, and leave some for Santa." 
 
    He flashed a look of incredulity. 
 
    She rolled her eyes. 
 
    He imagined she still left one out for the old man in the red suit just in case.  
 
    "It's for a fundraiser at the shelter. I'm going to share on social media that we're looking for homes for the dogs. Anyone can come down and meet the puppies. I'll have refreshments and cookies for sale. Those'll be to help the shelter. They need every penny they can get for supplies, medicine, and that sort of thing. I could donate twenty dollars or spend it on baking supplies and make fifty." 
 
    "How enterprising of you." He contemplated this. "Do you plan to do it all by yourself?" 
 
    "It's not like some big name musician offered to donate time and money to little, tiny causes like ours." 
 
    "Are you saying I'm not generous? Altruistic?" He leaned forward. 
 
    "That remains to be seen. I don’t really know what kind of person Logan Ryder is, but I certainly didn't expect to have him in my house on Christmas Eve." 
 
    "You mean your little, tiny apartment." He spun in the chair. 
 
    "I won't argue with that." She looked around as though wishing for more space. A desk and regular furniture. Maybe even a workspace.  
 
    His mind filled with a vision of an apartment of their own. She'd have a yarn studio and he'd have a music studio. He certainly could afford an apartment, even an entire building.  
 
    Clara's voice pulled him from the fantasy. "If I don't start making more money, like the dogs, I'm going to have to look for someone to adopt me." She fussed with a few dog sweaters, straightening them out, then stashed them and some of the stockings and other items in her bag as though she was embarrassed for admitting it aloud. 
 
    They were both quiet a moment as the sugary, chocolate scent of baking cookies filled the silence. 
 
    She breathed deep. "Smells delicious. Smells like Christmas." 
 
    "Reminds me of my grandmother." Logan rested his elbows on his knees and hung his head. He exposed a rash of sadness in place of the grouchy, irritable, angry front he showed the world. 
 
    "Dotty?" she asked softly. 
 
    "How'd you know?" His grandmother's pouf of white hair matched the dog's. His jaw trembled. 
 
    "Elf intuition. She's a really cute puppy." 
 
    "She is," he agreed. 
 
    "She needs a good home." 
 
    "She doesn't want a guy like me, someone who forgets his keys in a coffee shop. Who hates Christmas carols, who—?" 
 
    "Hmm. But if you hadn't done that you wouldn't have met her—" 
 
    "No, I suppose not." He wasn't sure if they were talking about the puppy or…her. 
 
    Still seated, she stepped closer. His legs framed hers. They were mere inches apart. He smelled the sugar and chocolate, vanilla, and something that was uniquely her. He breathed it in. Their eyes met. He tilted his head.  
 
    The question that neither one of them would ask pulsed between them. 
 
    He planted his hands on her hips to pull her even closer. His lips brushed hers and every ounce of heartache exploded, dissolving into fragments too small for him to feel. Her mouth was just as hungry as his was. She filled the ache within him as the kiss deepened. Yet, his appetite for her increased. He wanted more. More of her soft warmth against him. More of her laughter. More of her lips.  
 
    Her hands gripped his jaw as if in answer to his desire. They kissed more. His heart thundered as they continued and his hand traveled along her back.  
 
    The cookie timer dinged. 
 
    They pulled apart. Clara pointed to the spinning chair. She seemed wobbly, punch drunk. Her cheeks were pink and her lips swollen. She giggled as though to diffuse the tension of the moment and pointed to the chair where he still sat. "Sometimes I don't even bother standing up. I just roll from place to place, but I have to be careful not to get tangled up in the yarn." 
 
    Whatever hardness remained inside of him softened when he pictured her rolling along the patch of the hardwood floor. Then it softened, even more, when he envisioned her rolling into his arms. 
 
    As the batches cooled, she put them into baggies. "Here, you can tie ribbons on the baggies." 
 
    "I don't do ribbon." 
 
    "Maybe Logan doesn't, but what about Grouchy McCrabbyPants? He's an elf." 
 
    He grunted. "Why ribbon instead of yarn?" 
 
    "It's more festive. But whether you're Logan or Grouchy. You do ribbon today. You owe it to Daisy." 
 
    While they bagged and curled, getting the cookies ready, she devised a plan of attack, outlining the details for when they returned to the shelter. "Maybe Simon can come back if we get a flurry of people stopping in." She trailed off. He couldn't help but feel she was leaving something out. 
 
    "You look sad," he observed, meaning to sound inviting if she wanted to talk about it. 
 
    "I was thinking." 
 
    "About…? Oh, wait. No questions. Let me guess. You were thinking about how I haven't eaten dinner." 
 
    "No, but I bet you're thinking about that." 
 
    "Cookies might be a suitable diet for an elf, but one slice of leftover pizza won't cut it for me—" Logan patted his taut belly. 
 
    She smiled and her cheeks turned rosy. It was the kind of smile he'd like to see every morning when he woke up and dream about every night.  
 
    His eyes lit up. "Hey, I've never seen that before." 
 
    "What?" She glanced down at the counter and then looked around the room. 
 
    "You smiled." 
 
    "I smile approximately every ninety-seconds." 
 
    He wagged his finger. "Not like that. That was a different one." 
 
    "Have you been paying attention?" 
 
    His eyebrows waggled. "Maybe." 
 
    She leaned back against the counter. "If you really want to know, I was thinking about my brother. We were twins and did everything together, but Christmas was always extra special. The anticipation… Trying, but failing, to fall asleep. Listening for every creak in the house and thinking about Santa. Then the next morning, the quiet, the stillness—" 
 
    "Christmas was always so magical." At least when his grandmother was still around. 
 
    "We'd bound out of bed and race to the tree. We got a puppy one year. He loved dogs." 
 
    They both retreated to their own thoughts for a moment. 
 
    Since they'd decided questions were off limits, Logan simply said, "And he's gone." 
 
    She nodded. 
 
    His fingers found hers and he gave her hand a squeeze. He meant to bring her comfort, but couldn't deny the other sensations: the warmth, the longing, and the way they lingered together. He wanted to give her a hug, to hold her and absorb whatever made her so upset. But wasn't sure he could risk that kind of intimacy. Instead, he cleared his throat. "Hey, before we head back to the shelter, how about we grab a bite. My treat." He glanced down at his sweatshirt. "In exchange for this amazing gift." 
 
    "Does that mean you're coming with me? And I don't have to steal your phone?" 
 
    His eyebrows lifted. "Were you going to use it to broadcast about the puppies? It's password protected, you know." 
 
    "I think I can crack the code." 
 
    He mock scoffed. Maybe she already had. "Yeah, I guess I'm coming with you." 
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    Snowflakes danced around the streetlights, forming little clouds before falling to the pavement. Clara and Logan left a small set of footprints and a bigger pair as they each carried a bag full of baked goods toward one of the few open restaurants without a line in her neighborhood. 
 
    The maître d studied Logan for a moment and assessed Clara with a shrewd scan. "Reservation?" 
 
    Logan shook his head. 
 
    "We're rather busy tonight." 
 
    "You wouldn't say no to one of Santa's own," Logan joked, gesturing to Clara, still in costume. 
 
    Just then, two willowy women dressed in black rushed up to Logan, practically pawing at him. One of them wore red lipstick. She stifled a squeal. "We had no idea you were in the city." 
 
    "Quincy said you were spending the holiday on your yacht…" The second, with a British accent, trilled. She towered over Clara in red high heels. 
 
    "Sold it," he muttered. 
 
    "What a shame. We hoped you'd invite us to someplace warm." She batted her eyelashes. 
 
    "Remember Ibiza?" the other asked. 
 
    "Oh, how could I forget?" Red Lips said. 
 
    They rambled and reminisced about a party on the Mediterranean island with Logan's old band before he struck out on his solo career. 
 
    "It's nice seeing you again. We have a table waiting," he said politely but firmly. 
 
    "You have my number, right? Text me later," Red Heels purred. 
 
    "We could meet up and have fun." The girl with the red lips winked. 
 
    "Remember, you said we could sing back up on your next album." Red Heels glanced at Clara, seemingly noticing her for the first time. She squinted for a moment, possibly wondering why L Ryder was out with a woman dressed as an elf, and then followed her friend out the door. 
 
    Clara made a face at their backs and rolled her eyes. 
 
    Logan chuckled. 
 
    The maître d sniffed, grabbed two menus, and paraded through the dining room, bringing them to a table for two right in the middle. 
 
    Clara's hat jingled as she adjusted her chair. "I was thinking pizza, um, not fancy." Her funds were tight and she couldn't afford a meal there if she wanted to make rent. 
 
    Logan shrugged. "Come on, live a little. Plus you had pizza in the fridge, meaning you must have eaten it recently." 
 
    A plate with a precious coin of something yellow and topped with a green sprig passed in a server's hand. Clara glanced at the prices on the menu. One dinner item alone could feed at least three dogs for a week. "Logan—" 
 
    The server approached with a courteous bow. "Sir, miss, may I bring you beverages?" 
 
    "Water. We'll just have water," Clara blurted. 
 
    The server left, looking as perplexed as Logan. "This place has some of the best wine or you could get—" 
 
    "It's too expensive." 
 
    "I told you, my treat." 
 
    "I can't justify a seventy-five dollar entrée when I have twelve dogs who might need to eat tomorrow and the next day and who knows how long after that if I don't find them forever homes." She left out the part about her own bank account. 
 
    Logan tilted his head, looking intently at Clara as she spoke. "You know, you're adorable." 
 
    "Is that because I'm short? If so, save it. I've heard it all before and it's not endearing." Then she remembered what she was wearing. "Or because I'm dressed like an elf?" 
 
    "Because you're different than everyone else I know. Because you have a big heart. Because you're passionate about something that matters deeply to you. I knew someone like that once and she was my idol." Sadness flickered across his features, but joy too. 
 
    "Well, I try. Someone has to." 
 
    The snap snap of a camera came from nearby. 
 
    Logan dipped his head behind his hand. "Someone has to do it for the dogs," he mumbled. 
 
    "I suppose that's better than doing it for the fame." Still irritated by the encounter with the women, friends, fans, or whatever they were, Clara realized how harsh this sounded as soon as it came out of her mouth. 
 
    The muscles in Logan's jaw worked. "For your information, I'm not a musician because I want to be famous." 
 
    Just then, a woman appeared at his side. "Do you mind signing this for my daughter?" She held out a napkin. 
 
    He startled. Apparently, he wasn't used to being recognized and rippled with discomfort. "I'm sorry, we're eating dinner—" 
 
    The server brought their waters. 
 
    The woman's lips puckered. "It doesn't look like it. Plus, it's Christmas." 
 
    Clara saw how wanting to satisfy his fans, but have a private life tore him in two—even if he was bickering with his dining companion. "Ma'am. You're right, it is Christmas and as such, Ryder would enjoy his dinner uninterrupted, but I'm sure he'd make an exception if you said the magic word." 
 
    A crease formed between her eyebrows. "The magic word?" 
 
    Clara nodded. 
 
    Logan's lips quirked. 
 
    The woman stumbled over words like open sesame and abracadabra.  
 
    Clara interrupted. "Please. Surely, you know that one." 
 
    The woman collected herself and then asked politely. 
 
    "Be sure to tell your daughter to check out his feed later. It's going to be epic," Clara said. 
 
    Logan signed the napkin and the woman strode away. 
 
    He rested his elbows on the table and leaned in. "Thank you. I never know how to deal with it. I've had people interrupt me in the bathroom, you know, while I'm…stopping on the street, practically causing accidents in traffic. It's wild, dangerous, crazy. And all I do is sing and play guitar, piano sometimes." He exhaled as though exhausted. 
 
    "Well, if isn't for the fame, why do you do it?" 
 
    Before he could answer, several teens rushed up to the table, squawking all at once about how they were huge fans. 
 
    Like a deer in headlights, Logan met Clara's eyes and then streaked from the restaurant. She shuffled after him, grabbing the bags of baked goods. 
 
    Outside, he pounded down the sidewalk, but Clara caught up to him, panting. "Where are you going?" 
 
    "I can't take it. I just want to be alone." He didn't stop walking. 
 
    Clara stood as snow flurried around her, dancing and dropping, painting the city white, like a canvas. Like the night gave them both an opportunity to begin fresh. 
 
    "Logan," she called, catching up to him again. "What are you running from?" 
 
    "Just leave me alone."  
 
    He moved to cross the street, but passing traffic barred the way. 
 
    Unsure what else to say, Clara blurted. "No."  
 
    "No?" 
 
    "No questions. Just no. I'm not leaving you alone." 
 
    "Then you're just like the rest of them." He pulled his hat lower against the squall. 
 
    "No. I'm not. You said so yourself." She realized she was holding her breath and let it out, forming a little cloud. 
 
    She followed him across the street and stepped in front of him. They stood beneath the neon glow of a sign for an Indian food restaurant.  
 
    "I only have three dollars and even elves can't eat only cookies for dinner. You owe me a meal. I'm not leaving you alone until I'm fed and when I get hungry, I get mean." She narrowed her eyes and glowered. Clara detected the hint of a teasing smile on Logan's lips. 
 
    He thumbed the Indian restaurant. "Fine. Let's go in." Despite his gruff tone, he held open the door for her. 
 
    The warm scent of spices enveloped them as they sat down in the low-lit room. They ordered water, but the waiter brought them each a mango lassi. Clara didn't even need to look at the menu. She knew what she was going to order. Logan seemed to study his. 
 
    "Have you ever eaten Indian food before?" she asked ready with some recommendations. 
 
    He didn’t answer but eyed the door. His posture was rigid as though he battled with himself. 
 
    "Logan, you can keep running, but whatever it is you're trying to escape will eventually catch up." 
 
    "Do you know this from experience?" 
 
    "I thought I could forgive you for deserting Daisy because of your lifestyle, but maybe you're a coward. Perhaps you run when things get difficult."  
 
    The accusation landed hard and Logan's expression passed through shock at her words to sadness at their accuracy. He winced and tried to cover it up with a slick brushing through of his hair with his hand. "You have no idea." 
 
    "I think I do, actually." 
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    Tension built between Logan and Clara as the moments passed and the wait staff took their order. 
 
    "Can you be brave? Please?" This time her words were gentle, encouraging. 
 
    Logan scrubbed his hand down his face. "My grandmother loved curry. When she was growing up in London, she lived over a little curry shop and would tell me how she'd eat lunch there nearly every day." 
 
    "She had a dog named Daisy." 
 
    Logan nodded, encouraged. "That was her favorite kind of flower." He went on to tell Clara about his beloved grandmother until their food came—how she was proper and frugal, funny and kind, and mostly how much she loved Christmas. 
 
    It was a symphony of flavors, spices, and heat in bowls they shared and bread they passed. When they were done, Clara leaned back, her belly full and a smile on her face. 
 
    Then an all too familiar Christmas jingle played over the speakers. 
 
    "Seriously? Here?" Logan asked as though he expected only to hear traditional music in the establishment. 
 
    He threw down his napkin and tossed several bills on the table. Outside, he took a deep breath of the cold air and leaned against the brick building, gazing at the snow falling quietly. 
 
    Clara found him but he resisted meeting her eyes. "Come on. It's not that bad." She started singing All I want… 
 
    "I'm done with this. With the song. This holiday. With all the merriment. It's—" 
 
    "It's the most wonderful time of the year," she said, unrelenting. 
 
    "It isn't," he countered, practically yelling. "Not when you've lost everyone you loved." 
 
    She caught his eyes. He imagined them to look wide, wild, and desperate. Hers pinched with sadness. She extended her arm as though trying to coax a scared animal. 
 
    "Logan, I do know. The Grind coffee shop, where we met earlier, that was my brother's favorite." She stepped closer. "Cole was my brother's best friend. He blamed me for Freddie's death and he might be right." Her shoulders bunched up by her ears. "It was Christmas Eve. We always spent it together after our mom died in an accident. We never knew our father. It was our senior year. I was preoccupied with school—NYU. Freddie never went to college, but he'd visit me all the time and spend hours at the Grind while I was at class. I wanted to go home, really, but the logistics, the excitement of the city…Cole and I were together then—we started dating when I was a freshman at the university—and he went back home to visit his family, but Freddie was alone." Clara paused, sniffing back her tears. Her voice strained as though she rarely spoke of the tragedy.  
 
    The wind blew the snow around them and she shivered. Logan drew her into the alcove of the building. 
 
    "I spoke to Freddie on Christmas Eve and then I didn't hear from him after that. There was a storm so I thought maybe the phone lines were down." She shrugged. "That night Cole called. He found Freddie and the pills. My brother couldn't handle being alone. He was depressed and stopped taking his medication then took too much. If I'd gone back, if I'd—"  
 
    A sob cut itself loose from Clara and Logan pulled her close, anchoring her in the wind, a promise not to let her blow away in the storm of her emotions. He felt her heart beating in her chest and hoped she found comfort in the steady rhythm of his until the tears stopped. When she pulled away, the neon green hoodie was damp. 
 
    "I know now that it wasn't my fault. Freddie was depressed. But Cole blamed me. It turned into shame and a really awful relationship. I had to get help. From then on, I vowed not to let loneliness be the enemy. Not to be afraid of it like my brother was, but I also know how hard being alone can be..." 
 
    "You're brave," Logan said. He wanted his words to warm her and if not, his arms as they held her close.  
 
    "Trust me; I do know a thing or two about loss." 
 
    "Earlier you said no one should be alone on Christmas." His eyes found hers and he didn't waver. 
 
    "I guess I don't want anyone to feel lonely. Not my brother, not dogs…I want to help people. Including you." 
 
    "You have, Clara, you have." He kissed her forehead and closed his eyes, breathing her in. 
 
    Just then, a homeless man staggered toward them, waving a bottle covered in a paper bag and rambling about the snow. 
 
    Logan pulled Clara closer, but she stepped away and gave him a package of the cookies. "Merry Christmas," she said. 
 
    The man blinked a few times, clutched the package to his chest, and said, "Merry Christmas," repeating it until he was out of earshot. 
 
    Clara returned to the alcove and resumed her position in front of Logan and he wrapped her tight again. "You're cold." 
 
    "I should head back to the shelter." 
 
    "Yeah, we should." 
 
    He caught the smile that bloomed on her face at those words. Then she took his hand and he let her lead the way through the snowy and glowy streets of the city. 
 
    Back at Angel Ears, Clara got the puppies ready, tying bows around their necks. "I'd like to sell some of my knit items along with the baked goods—all proceeds will benefit the shelter." 
 
    Dotty immediately recognized Logan and pawed at him until he sat with her on the floor. She snuggled into his lap. 
 
    While Clara explained how the adoption process worked, the tree smashed to the floor. Comet got to his feet with his tail between his legs. Clara sighed. 
 
    "Tell me, why trash the place, Comet? Maybe you and Logan should discuss respecting other people's property." 
 
    Logan bristled. 
 
    "Penny mentioned you trashed a hotel room." 
 
    He got to his feet and anger came off him in waves. "I'd just found out my grandmother died. My manager wouldn't let me take some time off. They kept pushing me. I wasn't there when it happened… Everyone leaves me. She wasn't even old. She didn't even tell me about her heart condition. I walked out of that concert because I couldn't keep it together. I was going mad. I can't sing or hear that song about Christmas because she loved carols—that one in particular. She always said Christmas was the most wonderful time of the year. When the record label offered me the deal to sing it, I thought she'd love it. She never got to hear it." Logan stepped back, catching his breath. "You asked why I play music and sing. Because of her, my grandmother. She enjoyed it, she believed in me, stood by me. She was my biggest fan." 
 
    "It wasn't your fault," Clara whispered.  
 
    He looked from her in her elf suit to Dotty in his arms and softened, as all the fire burned out of him, not leaving him cold, but not flaming mad either. It was as if everything that had built up finally came out. Some part of him knew Clara would understand.  
 
    He stroked Dotty's fur, sat in a chair, and sighed. 
 
    The clock on the wall ticked closer to six—when Clara said she was going to post about the puppies—but also as though counting down the seconds between him running away again or apologizing. 
 
    Clara cleared her throat. "Logan, I'm sorry that happened to you, but mostly that you've had to deal with it alone." 
 
    "Most of my old friends just kind of fell away, replaced by music and fans." 
 
    "When I was at the worst of it with Cole, when he made it out to be my fault my brother felt alone in the world, I started to feel alone, isolated, until I reached out for help." 
 
    Logan reflected on his encounter with Cole, recognizing the guy's anger at the loss of his best friend, something he couldn't control, couldn't have prevented. Logan was looking for a fight because he couldn't fight for his grandmother. He was on the road. Away. He missed those last moments. But now the anger, the fight was gone, extinguished. 
 
    He sat and thought for a few long minutes. Then he brightened and got to his feet. "Reaching out for help? That's just what we're going to do." 
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    Logan paced in front of Clara. "We could bring people to the puppies as you'd planned. Or we could bring the puppies to the people." 
 
    Clara paused, not sure if that was allowed, but she was willing to do anything to find the dogs forever homes. She went into the office and called a few of the Angel Ears employees to ask permission and who she hoped might be willing to spend a few hours in the snow, trying to match families to the dogs. 
 
    He quickly outlined their plan and got on his phone, making calls and sending texts to people in the music industry who could help on short notice. 
 
    She found an old wagon and some blankets in a storage closet. They loaded ten of the puppies into the wagon, with Comet on a leash and wearing one of her biggest sweaters. She bundled the others up. When they were ready, she watched Logan carefully settle in Dotty, who didn’t want to leave his side. Something inside of her didn't want to either, but that was foolish. He was a famous rock star, set to go on tour. She was a struggling New Yorker with three jobs and a side hustle. He wore stylish clothing. She was in an elf suit. He probably had a girlfriend or three. She was still trying to get out from under the confines of her ex. Just as the snow would melt in the coming days, she let the fantasy dissolve. Yet, in his arms and with his lips brushing hers, it all set her alight, like a star atop the tallest tree, like the decorations lining the streets, like her heart on fire. 
 
    As they passed a church, she paused in front of the nativity. Logan stopped by her side. 
 
    "Do you think they're up there, watching us?" 
 
    Clara knew he meant his grandmother and her brother. She nodded.  
 
    "My grandmother loved the Nativity. She had a miniature one she treasured and set up on the mantle." 
 
    "Where is it now?" 
 
    Logan shrugged. "Packed away." 
 
    "Maybe you should find it and set it up." 
 
    "Yeah. I bet she'd like that." 
 
    "My brother always used to know when it was going to snow. He said he could smell it." She inhaled then, imagining him beside her and trying to describe it.  
 
    "'It's like winter, like mountains, like ice." 
 
    Clara welcomed Logan's arm when he wrapped it around her. She sighed as she leaned into him. However, the dogs were getting restless. She struggled to pull the wagon along the unshoveled sidewalk. Logan gripped the handle and they towed the wagon together. With his other hand, he pulled up his social media feed and started recording a live video, alerting all of his followers that he had twelve wishes to grant this Christmas. "Twelve puppies are wishing for a new family to love and take care of them." Then he gave instructions of where to meet. 
 
    When they got to Central Park, a small stage was set up under a tent. Several men dressed in black scurried around connecting cables and wires. 
 
    "Wow," Clara said. "What Logan Ryder wants Logan Ryder gets." 
 
    His eyebrows arched and he smirked. "I think my manager was the one making the Christmas wish, hoping I'd get my act together and do something right for once." 
 
    "I take it he didn't approve of the bad boy image you'd started to cultivate." 
 
    "Not even slightly. Although, maybe it was all for a reason." 
 
    "My brother used to say how everything happened for a reason."  
 
    They stepped closer together, toe to toe, under the tent as the puppies sat quietly in the wagon, probably wondering where they were and why and what was happening. 
 
    "Do you believe that?" Logan asked. His breath was minty and whispered over her skin. 
 
    "In fate?" 
 
    He inclined his head as she lifted off her heels. 
 
    She swallowed and his eyes flicked to hers then to her lips. She wanted them on hers, she wanted all of him, especially his heart,—the treasure she discovered behind the Grinchy, Scroogey, Yeti-y walls he'd built.  
 
    Just then, Comet wiggled between them and plopped down on their feet. 
 
    Logan cleared his throat. "Right. The dogs. We'd better get to work." He spoke to several of the people connecting the microphones to the PA. 
 
    Christmas carols filtered through the speakers. Clara snuggled the dogs while she waited for everything to be ready. A crowd gathered by the foot of the stage. 
 
    Logan strode toward her with a microphone in hand. "Ready, Bubbles?" 
 
    She smiled. 
 
    Logan introduced Clara as an animal angel for Angel Ears Shelter and proudly flaunted his bright green sweatshirt. She explained about the shelter, the dogs, and how adoption was a commitment and a responsibility not to be entered on a whim. When she was done, she looked into the crowd. A sea of faces stared back at her, too many to count. They clapped and the lights of their phones glowed. 
 
    She and Logan then introduced each of the dogs, their personalities, and temperament. Comet pranced across the stage as though made for the applause. 
 
    Just before they queued everyone interested in adoption to fill out the paperwork, Logan announced, "For every puppy adopted, I'll also match funds for the care of a dog that doesn't go home with a new family tonight." 
 
    The crowd went wild. Several members of the press and online news outlets ate up the generous, philanthropic version of Logan and lobbed questions at him. Someone with a recorder asked, "Last week you were nearly arrested. What caused the change of heart?" 
 
    Logan's gaze landed on Clara. 
 
    If her cheeks weren't already pink from the cold, she'd have blushed. "There are homeless dogs all over the city and the country who aren’t going to be as lucky as these twelve. The shelters are full. If you want to adopt and don't get a dog tonight, there will be more the day after Christmas." Then she gave instructions for how to go through the screening process. "Thank you all for coming out tonight. It means a lot." 
 
    Logan leaned in and said, "Oh, and our puppy elf, I mean Clara, makes little, tiny knitwear to keep your pup warm. She has an online shop called the Well Knit Woof if you'd like to leave a gift under the tree for your pooch." 
 
    "I can't promise delivery tomorrow," she protested. 
 
    Logan smiled. "You're already dressed up like an elf and Grouchy McCrabbypants doesn't have anywhere else to be. I suppose we could keep the team together. After all, no one should be alone on Christmas." 
 
    Just then, someone shouted angrily from the crowd. Several people parted and Cole rushed to the front of the stage. "Yeah, no one should be alone, Clara, but Freddie was because you're a selfish—" 
 
    Clara's breath caught in her throat as she crouched down to deal with him without the attention of the public and potentially the entire world since numerous people recorded the event on their phones and broadcasted it on their social media accounts. 
 
    Cole's breath reeked of alcohol. "It's your fault—" 
 
    Clara knew it wasn't her fault, but guilt still pricked her insides like icicles, but if Logan could melt, so could she. "Maybe it's your own guilt that's devouring you. Perhaps you should take the spotlight off me and have a look at yourself, Cole." 
 
    Rage colored his face purple and he tried to scramble onto the stage. A uniformed officer stepped in and Cole shrunk back, his eyes flitting from Logan to Clara, to the cop. 
 
    Logan flipped on the mic again. "I think someone is going to be on Santa's naughty list this year. If you're not going to support the animal shelter or be nice to Clara, you're going to find coal in your stocking, Cole." 
 
    The crowd laughed and Cole disappeared into the throng of people. 
 
    Someone shouted, "We've been nice. What about a song?" 
 
    The crowd chanted, "All I want for Christmas." 
 
    Clara met Logan's eyes. They shined, but not with sadness. He gave a little nod. 
 
    "I'll sing, but not alone. Christmas is about being together. About caroling, cocoa, cookies..." He interrupted himself and told them about the bake sale. 
 
    A member of the press called, "Logan, do you officially support the Angel Ears Animal Shelter?" 
 
    He beamed. "I do and all proceeds from the download and sale of All I want for Christmas is You will hereby be donated to the shelter." He muttered to Clara. "My manager is going to hate me for this." 
 
    "But the dogs will love you." 
 
    At that, he broke into Jingle Bells and everyone joined in.
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    After a lively round of Christmas carols, excluding All I Want for Christmas is You, dozens of people asking for autographs and photos with Logan, and a lengthily process of connecting with potential adoptive families and individuals, Logan and Clara walked back to Animal Ears, towing the wagon, with just two puppies remaining: Dotty and Doggle.  
 
    They recapped the evening: the success and spots of mayhem. They didn't see Cole again and Logan felt protective—if Cole bothered her, he'd have him to answer to. However, the Christmas fantasy was fleeting because he'd soon be leaving and that made him slow his pace. He didn't want the night to end; he didn't want to…leave.  
 
    Thirty families applied for the puppies and with the help of the other volunteers from the shelter, they made matches giving ten of the puppies forever homes and loads of interest in some of the other dogs. 
 
    "We're going to contact the other prospective new dog moms and dads next week with the next batch of puppies and some of the other dogs that are already at the shelter," Clara said. 
 
    Logan tried to imagine a life where he could adopt a dog. His phone beeped a bunch of times and he silenced it. His manager was upset and elated. He wasn't sure which he preferred.  
 
    The snow continued to fall, but gently now and the city was sleepy, a rarity in New York. Likely, everyone tucked in for the night, maybe dreaming of sugar plum fairies. 
 
    Clara gazed at the stars twinkling above. "There was something magical about tonight. Thank you for being brave. For not running from your fans or your past." 
 
    His fingers found hers and they warmed instantly. A tingling feeling ran through his veins, like an arrow shooting toward his heart. They walked a distance farther and turned down a street.  
 
    "I'm not a New Yorker, but I don't think this is the right way," Logan said. 
 
    Clara squeezed his hand. "We're going to do something a little weird. Maybe even creepy." 
 
    "You? Bubbles the elf, creepy? On Christmas Eve?" he asked with disbelief. He wondered what she was up to now. 
 
    She paused in front of a brownstone home. A tree lit up with white lights, filled one window. She stood on the stoop and leaned over to peek in the other one. 
 
    A woman stood at the sink, cleaning dishes. At the table, a man wrapped presents. Resting contentedly on a yellow cushion embroidered with the name Daisy was a white Bichon Frise dog. 
 
    Logan's mouth dropped open. "You knew all along." 
 
    "When you said Daisy…I'm sorry about your grandmother. She adopted Daisy from Angel Ears years ago. Everyone adored her. She was generous and made annual donations, sometimes brought us tea..." 
 
    A sigh escaped Logan's throat as he turned away from the picture perfect scene in the kitchen. "When I got my first record deal, I'd just turned eighteen. Granny Dotty moved to the states because she said she didn't want me to lose my manners. Mostly, I think she wanted to look after me. Didn't want me to get into trouble. She got Daisy to keep her company when I started going out on tour, gone for long stretches of time. I let her down." Leaving on tour in the coming days, he felt like he was letting her down all over again, including Clara and Dotty the dog. 
 
    She checked on the two remaining puppies, snug under the blankets in the wagon. She sighed. "I think she's looking down, pleased with how this Christmas Eve turned out."  
 
    "You spilled cocoa on my sweatshirt, tricked me into going along with your harebrained plan, got me to donate who knows how much money to the shelter, and made me..." He stepped onto the sidewalk and slid on the slippery ground, knocking into Clara and they both careened into a snowbank. 
 
    She landed on top of him and they gazed into each other's eyes. "Admit it, it was a pretty good plan that I didn't even realize I had." Her elf hat jingled as she winked. 
 
    Once again, their eyes met and they melted together, mouths crashing, hearts racing, desperate for the other. Logan's mind drifted between the softness of her lips and the intensity of her desire. His hands found her hair and tangled in the soft strands. She pulled him close as though eager for more. He'd happily give her more; he'd give her anything, if only he had more to offer. He wanted to give her a thousand kisses, the sun and moon and all the snow in the world. But all he could give her was a goodbye the day after next.  
 
    As if they both sensed this, they pull apart. She shuffled onto the sidewalk, straightening her coat and hat. 
 
    He brushed off the snow. 
 
    "We shouldn't let this happen. Not when there's work to be done, not when you're leaving, not when our lives are so different," her voice was a whisper as if she didn't want to hear the truth. 
 
    Logan struggled to find an exception, to devise a plan, an alternative. All he came up with was another kiss even though he knew better. Warmth radiated from her. Her eyes flutter closed, his lips brushed hers. It was everything he needed and wanted. His fingers trailed along her collarbone, her jaw, and cupped the back of her head. She knotted her fingers in his hair as though she wasn't going to let go. The kiss went on longer, but not long enough because his phone vibrated then again. 
 
    He grumbled and they continued their walk back to the shelter. Logan helped her get the dogs settled in. 
 
    She hopped up and down. "I didn't realize how cold I was after being outside for hours." She warmed up some water. "Can I interest you in some cocoa?" 
 
    Logan eyed his stained shirt and jacket. He didn't want to say goodbye. Creating distance would be easier. "Nah, I'd better get going, pack, and whatnot before the tour bus leaves." He couldn't go to the apartment, but he knew he shouldn't stay. It would only make things harder. 
 
    She nodded. "Right. Well, okay." 
 
    "Can I call you a cab? You probably shouldn't walk home this late." 
 
    The clock ticked across the room. 
 
    She shrugged. "It's a nice night. I might stay here a bit longer. Company's good." She patted Doggle. 
 
    "It sure was." Logan let out his breath. 
 
    "It is," she corrected, letting the words trail as though she didn't want to let go either. 
 
    He gave Dotty a little pat and then turned to Clara. He tucked a piece of hair behind her ear and then stepped closer. 
 
    She bit her lip and then gently placed a hand on his chest. "It was really nice meeting you. I've never known an actual famous person. You're not quite what I expected." 
 
    "What did you expect?" 
 
    "The worst." 
 
    He chuckled. 
 
    "Thanks for everything with the dogs." She blinked a few times and then forced a smile.  
 
    He knew it was fake because he'd kept track of all of them: there was the one when she was feeling silly, delighted, flirtatious…This one wasn't really a smile. 
 
    "Of course. You certainly worked some magic tonight, Clara." He couldn't deny she enchanted him, perhaps something more. 
 
    "You helped and you have my number. I suppose your manager will be in touch about the donations." 
 
    Logan's lips parted then he swallowed back whatever the words that jumped to his tongue: let's not end this, let's figure it out, I don't want to say goodbye. 
 
    "Merry Christmas, Grouchy McCrabbypants." 
 
    "Merry Charismas, Bubbles Sugarplum." 
 
    With that, Logan swept from the building, leaving Clara with a gust of cold night air. The night chilled him in a way he couldn't have expected when she stepped into his life at the Grind Coffee shop earlier that day. She'd uncovered the warmth within him, but he was left feeling cold and if he was honest, lonely. 
 
    He walked down the street, thinking, contemplating, letting the snow settle around him, each flake like a possibility he brushed off. When he found himself circling the block again and then again, he imagined her cleaning up the shelter, filling out forms, and closing the office for the night.  
 
    He couldn't stop thinking about her. He held onto the hope that she couldn't stop thinking about him either.  
 
    The way they infuriated each other. The way she giggled when he sprayed her with whipped cream and tickled her. The way they each confessed their troubles. She helped him be brave and generous and all the things he didn't expect. However, mostly he didn't expect the feeling that filled his heart. 
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    While cleaning up the shelter, filling out the forms, and closing the office for the night Clara kept thinking about how Penny wouldn't believe the story. She supposed now they could fangirl together. Maybe she could get tickets to his concert the next time he visited New York, Chicago, or Houston. Perhaps she could just follow him around the country, around the world. She laughed at how ludicrous it was.  
 
    Clara clicked the office computer on to see where he'd be next. Nashville. She'd never been there. She couldn't afford a ticket or leave work anyway. It was a foolish hope. A Christmas wish. 
 
    She knew a long distance relationship with a rock star would never work. She opened her email because if she was honest, being with the dogs was much better than being in her little, tiny studio alone. Dotty sat in her lap and Doggle by her feet. 
 
    At least a hundred emails flooded her inbox: orders for the Well Knit Woof. Her mouth fell open. She heard a jingle, but it didn't come from her hat. 
 
    "Hello," a squeaky voice called. 
 
    Her brow furrowed. "I'm sorry. We're closed," she called. 
 
    "I'm here to adopt a puppy." 
 
    She got to her feet.  
 
    Logan filled the doorway. 
 
    "Why are you talking like that?" 
 
    "That's my elf voice." He smirked. 
 
    Clara burst into laughter. "What are you doing here?" 
 
    "I thought we agreed no questions." 
 
    "Seems like a reasonable one." 
 
    He crossed the room in a few short strides as though he couldn't wait to be near her again. "Well, I already told you. I want to adopt a puppy." 
 
    "What about your tour?" A flare of crazy hope shot through Clara's chest. She could never expect him to trade his career for a girl or a dog he'd just met. 
 
    "I can't stop thinking about—" 
 
    A little yap sounded from the chair. 
 
    Clara picked up the little white dog. "Dotty. She missed you." 
 
    "Did she? I missed her." 
 
    Their eyes met. His twinkled and she couldn't look away. 
 
    "It's been less than thirty minutes." Her breath came out at a whisper. 
 
    "I walked around the block about fifteen times until I thought of a solution." 
 
    "To what problem?" She tilted her head. The dogs did too. 
 
    "There are two puppies left. Dotty and Doggle. She's small, and he's big. I really ought to only have one dog, but I thought of someone else who loves animals and would give Doggle a great forever home." 
 
    "Logan, I see what you're getting at. You've been in my little, tiny apartment. That's no place for a dog and on tour, how will you look after her?" 
 
    "Well, I've grown rather fond of Dotty and wouldn't want to leave her alone, especially not on holidays or Sundays, Mondays…" He listed the rest of the days of the week. 
 
    "It's really sweet of you to offer to take her, but the shelter has rules. You have to be able to provide care and—"  
 
    He stepped closer. "I know of an elf who rather likes dogs and who might not mind looking after them." 
 
    "An elf? Seriously, you know an elf?" Her hand flew to her hip in disbelief. 
 
    He cocked his head and amusement blossomed on his face. 
 
    "I'm not actually an elf. Listen, that's an interesting idea, but I work three jobs. My apartment—you know. I have tons of debt and just received more orders for the Well Knit Woof than I'll be able to fill in the coming days. I—" 
 
    He brought his two first fingers to her lips. "Listen. I was thinking you could come along and be the official dog handler." 
 
    Clara's mouth fell open. "I'd have to think about it. I don't think I can afford—" 
 
    "You'd be compensated. You wouldn't have to be part of the entourage. You'd have your own: Dotty and Doggle." 
 
    She laughed. 
 
    "You did a good job convincing me that Christmas isn't all that bad even when we miss the people we love and the last thirty minutes were excruciating. I don't want to miss you for another second." 
 
    Clara's pulse thundered, drowning out her protests and thoughts, and rushing toward what he meant. 
 
    "You made so many people happy tonight, me included. I'm so used to hearing my own voice it was refreshing listening to everyone singing together. You found countless dogs homes." 
 
    "I suppose I did get my Christmas miracle. All the puppies found their families." 
 
    "Does that mean I can adopt Dotty? Doggle will be yours, and we—?" He suddenly looked shy. 
 
    "What?" 
 
    "I suppose I got one too." 
 
    "What's that?" 
 
    "You." Logan leaned closer. 
 
    Clara beamed with disbelief. "I'm your Christmas miracle?" 
 
    He started singing and it only took her a moment to pick up the lyrics to All I want for Christmas is You. Logan looked up and pointed with one finger. "Underneath the mistletoe…" Then his lips landed on hers and they both had everything they wanted. 
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    Read an excerpt from Only a Kiss with a Billionaire book 1 in the Only Us series, featuring Emma (Penny’s sister) and bad boy model and gym owner Will. 
 
    Staging a fake relationship is the plan. Falling in love isn't. Will only a kiss turn into more? 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
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    Emma 
 
      
 
      
 
    For Emma Jones, it was not the most wonderful time of the year. 
 
    Not when she was alone. 
 
    Not when she was living on her sister's couch. 
 
    Not when she had to start her new job on Christmas Day. 
 
    Not when she had a broken heart. 
 
    And definitely not when she was out of ice cream. She let out a long sigh, making a cloud with her breath as she poked through the freezer with its bags of frozen vegetables, boxed pizza, and unidentified bricks of food, hoping for some vanilla fudge ripple, chunky monkey, or cookie dough. Her sister was a baker, surely she had cookie dough ice cream. 
 
    "Emmaline Catherine Jones, what are you doing in the freezer at nine am?" Penny scolded from the doorway. 
 
    Emma startled at the sound of her sister's voice and in her haste to shut the freezer door, knocked herself in the head. She reopened the door and reached for something cold so she didn't get a bump. 
 
    "Oh no you don't." Penny rushed into the kitchen. She rented a small apartment in New York City she lovingly referred to as the kitchen closet, so it wasn't far to go. Her one requirement was the kitchen needed to have plenty of counter space, which she traded for space just about everywhere else. Emma was grateful to be able to stay on the couch after the company she briefly worked for filed for bankruptcy, but it was even more cramped than usual. Not to mention the Christmas tree and decorations. In the background, L Ryder's version All I Want for Christmas is You played for what seemed like the millionth time. 
 
    Emma cupped the side of her head. "I was getting ice. You saw that I'd closed—" 
 
    "I saw that you were going for another pint of ice cream." Penny's hand was on her hip and she narrowed her eyes at her younger sister. 
 
    Emma tucked her head and responded with a bashful look. "I just wanted to see if I needed to buy ice cream while I'm out." 
 
    "You've gone through two cartons. In two days. Why don't we bake cookies? Switch it up a little bit." Penny suggested. "Maybe get off the couch. Go for a run." 
 
    In the past, a long run helped Emma forget about her worries but lately, it only provided her more time to dwell on everything that had gone wrong. 
 
    "Then you're not concerned about my waistline?" She felt the hint of laughter on her lips, a rarity when so often lately she found herself with a frown. 
 
    "No. If anything you could stand to gain a few pounds." Penny reached for a mixing bowl, always ready to bake. 
 
    "I can't now. I have to head over to Apex." 
 
    Clara, their mutual friend, received an amazingly fast response when she asked if there were any openings at the gym where she worked part-time. Apparently, they were desperate. 
 
    "Then we'll bake when you get home. It's Christmas after all." Penny opened her arms for a hug. 
 
    "Definitely." Emma nuzzled into her sister's familiar embrace, desperate for relief from the empty ache in her heart. She wanted something, anything—ice cream, cookies, Christmas carols—to provide relief but it seemed like the more she reached out the more she was reminded of how very alone she now was. 
 
    "There's a deli with healthy options on the corner by the gym that should be open for lunch." 
 
    Emma stuck her tongue out at Penny. "Okay, Mom. I'll make sure I eat my veggies too." 
 
    Penny wrinkled her nose back. 
 
    "If I were Mom, I'd tell you to find yourself a rich man and that probably won't happen at the deli." 
 
    Penny was only a year and a half older but had a maternal softness that Emma appreciated—though not so much when they were younger. Whereas their actual mother was somewhere in the Caribbean with her latest wealthy suitor and could only be relied upon to encourage the girls to marry for money. 
 
    Emma bundled up in her coat, hat, and scarf—all knit by their beloved grandmother who'd passed away. She hated being cold. 
 
    The Christmas carols in the background changed to the Twelve Days of Christmas. Emma and Penny locked eyes and started singing. It was a tradition that whatever they were doing when it came on, they had to stop and sing the song in its entirety. They had it memorized and found it would be stuck in their heads so over the years they'd change up the words. Then it got out of hand and they'd email each other a sound bite of the song, leave some snippet of the song in a voicemail and the other sister vowed to sing from the first day to the last, five golden rings and all. 
 
    When they got to the final verse, Emma said, "Okay, I've gotta go or I'm going to be late." 
 
    Penny glanced at the time and then her eyes widened. "Wait. You have twenty minutes, and I have a great idea." 
 
    "Can you tell me later? It's my first day, I want to make a good impression." 
 
    "The gym is two blocks away. You'll be fine. Just listen. Plus it has to do with your new job." Penny waggled her eyebrows. 
 
    Emma raised hers, unsure what her sister had up her sleeve. 
 
    "Christmas is the most romantic time of the year. Couples out strolling in the snow, kissing under the mistletoe…" 
 
    "Um, yeah. That's a lovely scene and if you recall I had that with—" She didn't want to be reminded of Everett—the guy who broke her heart and her bank. 
 
    "Did you though?" Penny surveyed her sister. 
 
    Emma pulled her hat lower on her head. 
 
    "It's time to move on. You've been sleeping on my couch and eating my ice cream for—" 
 
    "For two days." 
 
    "But six months before that what were you doing?" 
 
    "It was seven months, a week, and two days." 
 
    "You're keeping track?" 
 
    "Penny, are you kicking me out?" 
 
    "No, I'm just giving you a kick in the pants. A jump-start…Listen, I want to set you up with twelve dates. It will be like the twelve dates of Christmas, like the song. On the first date of Christmas…" she started singing. 
 
    "My true love? Penny, he—" Emma's chin trembled at the thought of Everett. 
 
    "If he was your true love he wouldn't have—" 
 
    Emma's shoulders caved and her throat felt thick. 
 
    "I want to see you happy again or at least not miserable. You shouldn't be the one suffering. Just give it some thought. You might meet some hot, ripped gym guy. That could be date number one." 
 
    "But today is Christmas day. Aren't the twelve days leading up to…?" 
 
    Penny waved her hand dismissively. "Details, details. Did I mention Clara found a Christmas hottie of her own? While you were wallowing in despair—" 
 
    "Hey, take it easy. I fell asleep last night." 
 
    "Crying." 
 
    Emma straightened. "This is a difficult time to be alone." 
 
    "So don't be alone." 
 
    Emma didn't dare say she'd rather be with her ex because even though she couldn't stop replaying what had happened and wishing things were different, she wasn't sure if that was true anymore. There was a glimmer of light at the end of the tunnel but Emma was scared of where it would lead and what it might mean to get over Everett. They'd met in college. He was all she knew. Penny was right. She didn't want to be alone but maybe she didn't want to be with him either. Not really. 
 
    Penny's voice floated back to Emma. "Clara found herself kissing L Ryder, the singer, under the mistletoe. Can you believe it?" Penny gave her a quick recap of the previous night when their good friend, Clara Covington, roped the famous musician into volunteer work at a dog shelter, finding homes for twelve adorable puppies. 
 
    "Maybe that's what I need, a puppy," Emma said, brightening. 
 
    "Not a terrible idea, but they don't allow them here." Penny glanced around at the apartment. 
 
    "I'll find my own place soon." 
 
    "You don't have to. I like having you here. It reminds me of old times…" 
 
    Emma knew her sister was thinking of B.E., as in before Everett. They fell for each other hard and fast. She didn't mean for her friendships, cookie-baking dates with her sister, and pretty much everything else to fall away. She also didn't mean for her relationship to fall apart but she started to wonder about her stickiness. Did she lack the glue that kept people loyal? Loved?  
 
    "If you dated twelve guys, casually, no strings, for fun, you'd discover what qualities you value, the kind of person you're compatible with—" 
 
    Emma's thoughts remained on Everett. In the last months, he'd stuck in her mind like glue. "On paper, he was perfect." 
 
    "Exactly. On paper. In real life, he was a—" 
 
    Emma opened her mouth to defend him because she worried what it said about her for having been so gullible to fall for his deception. 
 
    Penny lifted a fierce eyebrow and shook her head. "No! I know what you're going to say. Everett Craven was a toad." 
 
    Emma pressed her lips together. "I don't disagree but I have the right to defend my ability to pick a guy and not be a total failure when it comes to men." She recounted a few of the previous guys she'd dated BE—there were only a few.  
 
    Penny tilted her head in disbelief.  
 
    "I guess I do have a terrible track record." 
 
    "Think of it this way, now you know exactly what you didn't want in a guy. Giving you the opportunity to figure out what you do want." 
 
    "I just thought Everett was the one." 
 
    Penny tickled Emma's nose with the end of her scarf. "I know you did, Sis. Cookies later?" 
 
    "Cookies always," Emma replied, grabbing a box tied with a ribbon to bring to her new coworkers. "I'd better go. See you tonight." 
 
    Emma and Penny weren't wealthy growing up but they were always generous in ways they could, including sharing cookies with anyone who'd eat them. They did an annual cookie bake-off to feed the homeless, donated cookies to school and church bake sales, and generally tried to brighten everyone's day with sugar, butter, and chocolate. They also had the tradition to bring them to work on the first day of a new job even though it was the last place she wanted to go on Christmas day. 
 
    When Emma stepped outside, she pulled her scarf tighter against the frigid air. The gray sky made her feel gloomier than she already did but as she waited for the crosswalk signal the twinkle lights glowed, illuminating New York City with that special Christmas magic she couldn’t deny. A smile hid under her scarf. 
 
    She crossed the street, passing a happy couple, hand in hand. Through the window of a coffee shop, another couple leaned close, but she turned away before their inevitable kiss. The unusual, lonesome feeling dimmed the light inside of her on the otherwise festive occasion. Her smile faded. 
 
    Emma pushed open the glass door of the gym, met with the strains of beat-heavy music. After wiping her feet and untying her scarf, Emma approached the reception desk. 
 
    A woman with a high, blond ponytail greeted her. "Welcome to Apex Gym. Merry Christmas." 
 
    "Hi, um, I'm the new girl, Emma Jones, here for the job." She wasn't sure she could summon that level of perky cheer at nine am on Christmas morning but she desperately needed a job and was willing to do whatever was necessary. Previously, she'd worked for Everett's firm but that and life as she knew it disappeared in a single day, leaving her with mountains of debt and despair. She'd found another job but the company folded after she'd only been there several months. 
 
    "I'm Melody. Nice to meet you. So glad you're here. Let me go find Joe, the manager." Melody jogged down a nearby hall. 
 
    Emma waited by the desk. She'd worn leggings and a sweatshirt. Because of the suddenness of the job, she wasn't sure if there was a uniform or—Melody reappeared and passed her a black tank that had a triangle in the center over the word Apex and the slogan Attain. Build. Crush. 
 
    Joe, the manager, trailed Melody as he scanned his tablet. He bobbed his shaved and shiny head in Emma's direction. "Glad you could start on such short notice. So many people have been calling in sick. Yeah right, they just had too many holiday jollies." He clicked his tongue disapprovingly and then consulted a list on the sleek device. "Another girl just left." He puffed his cheeks and let out a breath. "Let me have you fill this out." He passed Emma the tablet. "Have you ever worked as an assistant?" 
 
    Emma wasn't sure if this was a good sign or a bad omen because she'd been Everett's assistant, which meant she'd gotten him coffee, made copies, and essentially ran the company. "Actually, yes. My last job—" 
 
    Joe clapped his hand on her back. "Excellent. Looks like my Christmas wish came true. You'll do great. Just finish that up. It's a month-long position and then we'll find you something else within the company." He leaned over Emma's shoulder while she filled out her personal information, including address and phone number. "Just your last job for the previous work experience will do. Great. You're a lifesaver, Emma." 
 
    A mixture of confusion and appreciation flashed across her face because the number in the pay rate box was significantly higher than she expected to earn working at a gym. Joe grabbed the device from her hand and walked away. Over his shoulder, he said, "He'll be here soon."  
 
    Emma turned back to the desk and gazed up at an enormous photo print of a set of abs. Rock hard abs. 
 
    Melody sighed and fluttered her lashes as she gazed at the photo. "They belong to the owner." 
 
    "Huh?" 
 
    "The abs. I'm sure you've seen them around town, on billboards, model spreads in magazines, stores. He's everywhere. Has quite the reputation." Melody leaned in and dropped her voice. "Despite his health and wellness empire. He likes to have a good time. I've been hearing rumors about his partying, clubs, women... Then again, I wouldn't say no to a night with those abs…" Melody pointed to the print on the wall and went on to tell stories of the gym owner's lifestyle and rampant spending on everything from gold-plated gym equipment to placing a wager on a small island in the Caribbean during a card game. 
 
    Emma's thoughts darted to how she preferred the simple, quiet life. The one she'd wanted with Everett: travel, fine dining, theater, art museums.  
 
    Her chest tightened. She'd never told anyone the entire story because she was embarrassed. She'd hardly even let herself think it. Everett had frequent business meetings and often worked late. As his assistant, she kept track of receipts and expenses. She logged a huge bill into the accounting software; a bill she reasoned must have been a mistake on the company card. She'd Googled the payee and discovered it was for a club, one she'd never expect her fiancé to patronize, but certainly could imagine the owner of the gym visiting—if the rumors about his wild lifestyle were true. She already hated him on principle alone. However, Melody and Joe seemed nice enough even if she didn't agree with the values of the gym owner. Thankfully, she'd probably never have to meet him. 
 
    "Why don't you go change into your tank and we'll get you started," Melody said, apparently done gossiping. 
 
    "Who works out on Christmas, anyway?" Emma muttered. 
 
    At the same time, the doors behind Emma opened, sending in a gust of cold, winter air.  
 
    She turned around and laid eyes on a tall guy wearing a fitted wool coat. A shadow of stubble lined his jaw and his eyes were as blue as northern ice. 
 
    Her heart stuttered and her mouth fell open. If guys like him worked out on Christmas, she might enjoy her new job. 
 
      
 
    Keep reading  Only a Kiss with a Billionaire here to find out if Emma finds love in the most unlikely place. 
 
    ♥ 
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