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            Dedication


         
         
            To my Oldest, who isn’t that old—

            and let’s not forget I had her when I was twelve,

            so I’m not that old either—

            for tirelessly walking me around San Francisco

            every time I needed to see something for this book.

            I’m so proud of you.

            XOXO forever.
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            Chapter 1


         
         
            #TheTroubleWithMistletoe

         

         The sun had barely come up and Willa Davis was already elbow deep in puppies and poo—a typical day for her. As owner of the
            South Bark Mutt Shop, she spent much of her time scrubbing, cajoling, primping, hoisting—and more cajoling. She wasn’t above
            bribing either.
         

         
         Which meant she kept pet treats in her pockets, making her irresistible to any and all four-legged creatures within scent
            range. A shame though that a treat hadn’t yet been invented to make her irresistible to two-legged male creatures as well. Now that would’ve been handy.
         

         
         But then again, she’d put herself on a Man-Time-Out so she didn’t need such a thing.

         
         “Wuff!”

         
         This from one of the pups she was bathing. The little guy wobbled in close and licked her chin.

         
         “That’s not going to butter me up,” she said, but it totally did and unable to resist that face she returned the kiss on the
            top of his cute little nose.
         

         
         One of Willa’s regular grooming clients had brought in her eight-week-old heathens—er, golden retriever puppies.

         
         Six of them.

         
         It was over an hour before the shop would open at nine a.m. but her client had called in a panic because the pups had rolled
            in horse poo. God knew where they’d found horse poo in the Cow Hollow district of San Francisco—maybe a policeman’s horse
            had left an undignified pile in the street—but they were a mess.
         

         
         And now so was Willa.

         
         Two puppies, even three, were manageable, but handling six by herself bordered on insanity. “Okay, listen up,” she said to
            the squirming, happily panting puppies in the large tub in her grooming room. “Everyone sit.”
         

         
         One and Two sat. Three climbed up on top of the both of them and shook his tubby little body, drenching Willa in the process.

         
         Meanwhile, Four, Five, and Six made a break for it, paws pumping, ears flopping over their eyes, tails wagging wildly as they
            scrabbled, climbing over each other like circus tumblers to get out of the tub.
         

         
         “Rory?” Willa called out. “Could use another set of hands back here.” Or three . . .

         
         No answer. Either her twenty-three-year-old employee had her headphones cranked up to make-me-deaf-please or she was on Instagram
            and didn’t want to lose her place. “Rory!”

         
         The girl finally poked her head around the corner, phone in hand, screen lit.

         
         Yep. Instagram.

         
         “Holy crap,” Rory said, eyes wide. “Literally.”

         
         Willa looked down at herself. Yep, her apron and clothes were splattered with suds and water and a few other questionable
            stains that might or might not be related to the horse poo. She’d lay money down on the fact that her layered strawberry blonde
            hair had rioted, resembling an explosion in a down-pillow factory. Good thing she’d forgone makeup at the early emergency
            call so at least she didn’t have mascara running down her face. “Help.”
         

         
         Rory cheerfully dug right in, not shying from getting wet or dirty. Dividing and conquering, they got all the pups out of
            the tub, dried, and back in their baby pen in twenty minutes. One through Five fell into the instant slumber that only babies
            and the very drunk could achieve, but Six remained stubbornly awake, climbing over his siblings determined to get back into
            Willa’s arms.
         

         
         Laughing, she scooped the little guy up. His legs bicycled in the air, tail wagging faster than the speed of light, taking
            his entire hind end with it.
         

         
         “Not sleepy, huh?” Willa asked.

         
         He strained toward her, clearly wanting to lick her face.

         
         “Oh no you don’t. I know where that tongue’s been.” Tucking him under her arm, she carted him out front to the retail portion
            of her shop, setting him into another baby pen with some puppy toys, one that was visible to street traffic. “Now sit there
            and look pretty and bring in some customers, would you?”
         

         
         Panting with happiness, the puppy pounced on a toy and got busy playing as Willa went through her opening routine, flipping
            on the lights throughout the retail area. The shop came to life, mostly thanks to the insane amount of holiday decorations
            she’d put up the week before, including the seven-foot tree in the front corner—lit to within an inch of its life.
         

         
         “It’s only the first of December and it looks like Christmas threw up in here,” Rory said from the doorway.

         
         Willa looked around at her dream-come-true shop, the one finally operating in the black. Well, most of the time. “But in a
            classy way, right?”
         

         
         Rory eyed the one hundred miles of strung lights and more boughs of holly than even the North Pole should have. “Um . . .
            right.”
         

         
         Willa ignored the doubtful sarcasm. One, Rory hadn’t grown up in a stable home. And two, neither had she. For the both of
            them Christmas had always been a luxury that, like three squares and a roof, had been out of their reach more than not. They’d
            each dealt with that differently. Rory didn’t need the pomp and circumstance of the holidays.
         

         
         Willa did, desperately. So yeah, she was twenty-seven years old and still went overboard for the holidays.

         
         “Ohmigod,” Rory said, staring at their newest cash register display. “Is that a rack of penis headbands?”

         
         “No!” Willa laughed. “It’s reindeer-antler headbands for dogs.”

         
         Rory stared at her.

         
         Willa grimaced. “Okay, so maybe I went a little crazy—”

         
         “A little?”
         

         
         “Ha-ha,” Willa said, picking up a reindeer-antler headband. It didn’t look like a penis to her, but then again it’d been a
            while since she’d seen one up close and personal. “These are going to sell like hotcakes, mark my words.”
         

         
         “Ohmigod—don’t put it on!” Rory said in sheer horror as Willa did just that.

         
         “It’s called marketing.” Willa rolled her eyes upward to take in the antlers jutting up above her head. “Shit.”

         
         Rory grinned and pointed to the swear jar that Willa had set up to keep them all in line. Mostly her, actually. They used
            the gained cash for their muffins and coffee fix.
         

         
         Willa slapped a dollar into it. “I guess the antlers do look a little like penises,” she admitted. “Or is it peni? What’s
            the plural of penis?”
         

         
         “Pene?” Rory asked and they both cracked up.

         
         Willa got a hold of herself. “Clearly I’m in need of Tina’s caffeine, bad.”
         

         
         “I’ll go,” Rory said. “I caught sight of her coming through the courtyard at the crack of dawn wearing six-inch wedge sneakers,
            her hair teased to the North Pole, making her look, like, eight feet tall.”
         

         
         Tina used to be Tim and everyone in the five-story, offbeat historical Pacific Pier Building had enjoyed Tim—but they loved Tina. Tina rocked.
         

         
         “What’s your order?” Rory asked.

         
         Tina’s coffees came in themes and Willa knew just what she needed for the day ahead. “One of her It’s Way Too Early for Life’s
            Nonsense.” She pulled some more cash from her pocket and this time a handful of puppy treats came out too, bouncing all over
            the floor.
         

         
         “And to think, you can’t get a date,” Rory said dryly.

         
         “Not can’t get a date,” Willa corrected. “Don’t want a date. I pick the wrong men, something I’m not alone in . . .”
         

         
         Rory blew out a sigh at the truth of that statement and then went brows up when Willa’s stomach growled like a roll of thunder.

         
         “Okay, so grab me a muffin as well.” Tina made the best muffins on the planet. “Make it two. Or better yet, three. No, wait.”
            Her jeans had been hard to button that morning. “Crap, three muffins would be my entire day’s calories. One,” she said firmly.
            “One muffin for me and make it a blueberry so it counts as a serving of fruit.”
         

         
         “Got it,” Rory said. “A coffee, a blueberry muffin, and a straitjacket on the side.”

         
         “Ha-ha. Now get out of here before I change my order again.”

         
         South Bark had two doors, one that opened to the street, the other to the building’s courtyard with its beautiful cobblestones
            and the historical old fountain that Willa could never resist tossing a coin into and wishing for true love as she passed.
         

         
         Rory headed out the courtyard door.

         
         “Hey,” Willa said. “If there’s any change, throw a coin into the fountain for me?”

         
         “So you’re on a self-imposed man embargo but you still want to wish on true love?”

         
         “Yes, please.”

         
         Rory shook her head. “It’s your dime.” She didn’t believe in wishes or wasting even a quarter, but she obediently headed out.

         
         When she was gone, Willa’s smile faded. Each of her three part-time employees was young and they all had one thing in common.

         
         Life had churned them up and spit them out at a young age, leaving them out there in the big, bad world all alone.

         
         Since Willa had been one of those lost girls herself, she collected them. She gave them jobs and advice that they only listened
            to about half the time.
         

         
         But she figured fifty percent was better than zero percent.

         
         Her most recent hire was nineteen-year-old Lyndie, who was still a little feral but they were working on that. Then there
            was Cara, who’d come a long way. Rory had been with Willa the longest. The girl put up a strong front but she still struggled.
            Proof positive was the fading markings of a bruise on her jaw where her ex-boyfriend had knocked her into a doorjamb.
         

         
         Just the thought had Willa clenching her fists. Sometimes at night she dreamed about what she’d like to do to the guy. High
            on the list was cutting off his twig and berries with a dull knife but she had an aversion to jail.
         

         
         Rory deserved better. Tough as nails on the outside, she was a tender marshmallow on the inside, and she’d do anything for
            Willa. It was sweet, but also a huge responsibility because Rory looked to Willa for her normal.
         

         
         A daunting prospect on the best of days.

         
         She checked on Six and found the puppy finally fast asleep sprawled on his back, feet spread wide to show the world his most
            prized possessions.
         

         
         Just like a man for you.

         
         Next she checked on his siblings. Also asleep. Feeling like the mother of sextuplets, she tiptoed back out to the front and
            opened her laptop, planning to inventory the new boxes of supplies she’d received late the night before.
         

         
         She’d just gotten knee-deep in four different twenty-five-pound sacks of bird feed—she still couldn’t believe how many people
            in San Francisco had birds—when someone knocked on the front glass door.
         

         
         Damn. It was only a quarter after eight but it went against the grain to turn away a paying customer. Straightening, she swiped
            her hands on her apron and looked up.
         

         
         A guy stood on the other side of the glass, mouth grim, expression dialed to Tall, Dark, and Attitude-ridden. He was something
            too, all gorgeous and broody and—hold up. There was something familiar about him, enough that her feet propelled her forward
            out of pure curiosity. When it hit her halfway to the door, she froze, her heart just about skidding to a stop.
         

         
         “Keane Winters,” she murmured, lip curling like she’d just eaten a black licorice. She hated black licorice. But she was looking
            at the only man on the planet who could make her feel all puckered up as well as good about her decision to give up men.
         

         
         In fact, if she’d only given them up sooner, say back on the day of the Sadie Hawkins dance in her freshman year of high school
            when he’d stood her up, she’d have saved herself a lot of heartache in the years since.
         

         
         On the other side of the door, Keane shoved his mirrored sunglasses to the top of his head, revealing dark chocolate eyes
            that she knew could melt when he was amused or feeling flirtatious, or turn to ice when he was so inclined.
         

         
         They were ice now.

         
         Catching her gaze, he lifted a cat carrier. A bright pink bedazzled carrier.

         
         He had a cat.

         
         Her entire being wanted to soften at this knowledge because that meant on some level at least he had to be a good guy, right?

         
         Luckily her brain clicked on, remembering everything, every little detail of that long ago night. Like how she’d had to borrow
            a dress for the dance from a girl in her class who’d gleefully lorded it over her, how she’d had to beg her foster mother
            to let her go, how she’d stolen a Top Ramen from the locked pantry and eaten it dry in the bathroom so she wouldn’t have to
            buy both her dinner and his, as was custom for the “backward” dance.
         

         
         “We’re closed,” she said through the still locked glass door.

         
         Not a word escaped his lips. He simply raised the cat carrier another inch, like he was God’s gift.

         
         And he had been. At least in high school.

         
         Wishing she’d gotten some caffeine before dealing with this, she blew out a breath and stepped closer, annoyed at her eyes
            because they refused to leave his as she unlocked and then opened the door. Just another customer, she told herself. One that
            had ruined her life like it was nothing without so much as an apology . . . “Morning,” she said, determined to be polite.
         

         
         Not a single flicker of recognition crossed his face and she found something even more annoying than this man being on her
            doorstep.
         

         
         The fact that she’d been so forgettable he didn’t even remember her.

         
         “I’m closed until nine.” She said this in her most pleasant voice although a little bit of eff-you might’ve been implied.
         

         
         “I’ve got to be at work by nine,” he said. “I want to board a cat for the day.”

         
         Keane had always been big and intimidating. It was what had made him such an effective jock. He’d ruled on the football field,
            the basketball court, and the baseball diamond. The perfect trifecta, the all-around package.
         

         
         Every girl in the entire school—and also a good amount of the teachers—had spent an indecent amount of time eyeballing that
            package.
         

         
         But just as Willa had given up men, she’d even longer ago given up thinking about that time, inarguably the worst years of
            her life. While Keane had been off breaking records and winning hearts, she’d been drowning under the pressures of school
            and work, not to mention basic survival.
         

         
         She got that it wasn’t his fault her memories of that time were horrific. Nor was it his fault that just looking at him brought
            them all back to her. But emotions weren’t logical. “I’m sorry,” she said, “but I’m all full up today.”
         

         
         “I’ll pay double.”

         
         He had a voice like fine whiskey. Not that she ever drank fine whiskey. Even the cheap stuff was a treat. And maybe it was
            just her imagination, but she was having a hard time getting past the fact that he was both the same and yet had changed.
            He was still tall, of course, and built sexy as hell, damn him. Broad shoulders, lean hips, biceps straining his shirt as
            he held up the cat carrier.
         

         
         He wore faded ripped jeans on his long legs and scuffed work boots. His only concession to the San Francisco winter was a
            long-sleeved T-shirt that enhanced all those ripped muscles and invited her to BITE ME in big block letters across his chest.
         

         
         She wasn’t going to lie to herself, she kind of wanted to. Hard.
         

         
         He stood there exuding raw, sexual power and energy—not that she was noticing. Nor was she taking in his expression that said
            maybe he’d already had a bad day.
         

         
         He could join her damn club.

         
         And at that thought, she mentally smacked herself in the forehead. No! There would be no club joining. She’d set boundaries for herself. She was Switzerland. Neutral. No importing or exporting of anything including
            sexy smoldering glances, hot body parts, nothing.
         

         
         Period.

         
         Especially not with Keane Winters, thank you very much. And anyway, she didn’t board animals for the general public. Yes, sometimes
            she boarded as special favors for clients, a service she called “fur-babysitting” because her capacity here was too small
            for official boarding. If and when she agreed to “babysit” overnight as a favor, it meant taking her boarders home with her,
            so she was extremely selective.
         

         
         And handsome men who’d once been terribly mean boys who ditched painfully shy girls after she’d summoned up every ounce of
            her courage to ask him out to a dance did not fit her criteria. “I don’t board—” she started, only to be interrupted by an unholy howl from inside the pink cat carrier.
         

         
         It was automatic for her to reach for it, and Keane readily released it with what looked to be comical relief.

         
         Turning her back on him, Willa carried the carrier to the counter, incredibly aware that Keane followed her through her shop,
            moving with an unusually easy grace for such a big guy.
         

         
         The cat was continuously howling now so she quickly unzipped the carrier, expecting the animal inside to be dying giving the
            level of unhappiness it’d displayed.
         

         
         The earsplitting caterwauling immediately stopped and a huge Siamese cat blinked vivid blue eyes owlishly up at her. It had
            a pale, creamy coat with a darker facial mask that matched its black ears, legs, and paws.
         

         
         “Well aren’t you beautiful,” Willa said softly and slipped her hands into the box.

         
         The cat immediately allowed herself to be lifted, pressing her face into Willa’s throat for a cuddle.

         
         “Aw,” Willa said gently. “It’s alright now, I’ve got you. You just hated that carrier, didn’t you?”

         
         “What the ever-loving hell,” Keane said, hands on hips now as he glared at the cat. “Are you kidding me?”

         
         “What?”

         
         He scowled. “My great-aunt’s sick and needs help. She dropped the cat off with me last night.”

         
         Well, damn. That was a pretty nice thing he’d done, taking the cat in for his sick aunt.

         
         “The minute Sally left,” Keane went on, “this thing went gonzo.”

         
         Willa looked down at the cat, who gazed back at her, quiet, serene, positively angelic. “What did she do?”

         
         Keane snorted. “What didn’t she do would be the better question. She hid under my bed and tore up my mattress. Then she helped herself to everything
            on my counters, knocking stuff to the floor, destroying my laptop and tablet and phone all in one fell swoop. And then she . . .”
            He trailed off and appeared to chomp on his back teeth.
         

         
         “What?”

         
         “Took a dump in my favorite running shoes.”

         
         Willa did her best not to laugh out loud and say “good girl.” It took her a minute. “Maybe she’s just upset to be away from
            home, and missing your aunt. Cats are creatures of habit. They don’t like change.” She spoke to Keane without taking her gaze
            off the cat, not wanting to look into the dark, mesmerizing eyes that didn’t recognize her because if she did, she might be
            tempted to pick one of the tiaras displayed on her counter and hit him over the head with it.
         

         
         “What’s her name?” she asked.

         
         “Petunia, but I’m going with Pita. Short for pain in the ass.”

         
         Willa stroked along the cat’s back and Petunia pressed into her hand for more. A low and rumbly purr filled the room and Petunia’s
            eyes slitted with pleasure.
         

         
         Keane let out a breath as Willa continued to pet her. “Unbelievable,” he said. “You’re wearing catnip as perfume, right?”

         
         Willa raised an eyebrow. “Is that the only reason you think she’d like me?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Okay then. Willa opened her mouth to end this little game and tell him that she wasn’t doing this, but then she looked into
            Petunia’s deep-as-the-ocean blue eyes and felt her heart stir. Crap. “Fine,” she heard herself say. “If you can provide proof of rabies and FVRCP vaccinations, I’ll take her for today only.”
         

         
         “Thank you,” he said with such genuine feeling, she glanced up at him.

         
         A mistake.

         
         His dark eyes had warmed to the color of melted dark chocolate. “One question.”

         
         “What?” she asked warily.

         
         “Do you always wear X-rated headbands?”

         
         Her hands flew to her head. She’d completely forgotten she was wearing the penis headband. “Are you referring to my reindeer
            antlers?”
         

         
         “Reindeer antlers,” he repeated.

         
         “That’s right.”

         
         “Whatever you say.” He was smiling now, and of course the rat-fink bastard had a sexy-as-hell smile. And unbelievably her
            good parts stood up and took notice. Clearly her body hadn’t gotten the memo on the no-man thing. Especially not this man.
         

         
         “My name’s Keane by the way,” he said. “Keane Winters.”

         
         He paused, clearly expecting her to tell him her name in return, but she had a dilemma now. If she told him who she was and
            he suddenly recognized her, he’d also remember exactly how pathetic she’d once been. And if he didn’t recognize her then that meant she was even more forgettable than she’d thought and she’d have to throw the penis headband
            at him after all.
         

         
         “And you are . . . ?” he asked, rich voice filled with amusement at her pause.

         
         Well, hell. Now or never, she supposed. “Willa Davis,” she said and held her breath.

         
         There was no change in his expression whatsoever. Forgettable then, and she ground her back teeth for a minute.

         
         “I appreciate you doing this for me, Willa,” he said.

         
         She had to consciously unclench her teeth to speak. “I’m not doing it for you. I’m doing it for Petunia,” she said, wanting
            to be crystal clear. “And you’ll need to be back here to pick her up before closing.”
         

         
         “Deal.”

         
         “I’ve got a few questions for you,” she said. “Like an emergency contact, your driver’s license info, and”—God help her, she
            was going to hell if she asked this but she couldn’t help herself, she wanted to jog his memory—“where you went to high school.”
         

         
         He arched a brow. “High school?”

         
         “Yes, you never know what’s going to be important.”

         
         He looked amused. “As long as I don’t have to wear a headband of dicks, you can have whatever info you need.”

         
         Five extremely long minutes later he’d filled out the required form and provided the information needed after a quick call
            to his aunt—all apparently without getting his memory jogged. Then, with one last amused look at her reindeer antlers a.k.a.
            penis headband, he walked out the door.
         

         
         Willa was still watching him go when Rory came to stand next to her, casually sipping her coffee as she handed over Willa’s.

         
         “Are we looking at his ass?” Rory wanted to know.

         
         Yes, and to Willa’s eternal annoyance, it was the best ass she’d ever seen. How unfair was that? The least he could’ve done
            was get some pudge. “Absolutely not.”
         

         
         “Well we’re missing out, because wow.”
         

         
         Willa looked at her. “He’s too old for you.”

         
         “He’s thirty. What,” she said at Willa’s raised brow. “You’ve got the copy of his driver’s license right here on the counter.
            I did the math, that’s not a crime. And anyway, you’re right, he’s old. Really old.”
         

         
         “You do realize I’m only a few years behind him.”

         
         “You’re old too,” Rory said and nudged her shoulder to Willa’s.

         
         The equivalent of a big, fat, mushy hug.

         
         “And for the record,” the girl went on, “I was noticing his ass for you.”
         

         
         “Ha,” Willa said. “The devil himself couldn’t drag my old, dead corpse out on a date with him, even if he is hot as balls.
            I gave up men, remember? That’s who I am right now, a woman who doesn’t need a man.”
         

         
         “Who you are is a stubborn, obstinate woman who has a lot of love to give but is currently imitating a chicken. But hey, if
            you wanna let your past bad judgment calls rule your world and live like a nun, carry on just as you are.”
         

         
         “Gee,” Willa said dryly. “Thanks.”

         
         “You’re welcome. But I reserve the right to question your IQ. I hear you lose IQ points when you get old.” She smiled sweetly.
            “Maybe you should start taking that Centrum Silver or something. Want me to run out and get some?”
         

         
         Willa threw the penis headband at her, but Rory, being a youngster and all, successfully ducked in time.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2


         
         
            #OpenMouthInsertFoot

         

         Two mornings later, Willa’s alarm went off at zero dark thirty and she lay there for a minute drifting, dreaming . . . thinking.
            When Keane had returned for Petunia the other night, she’d been with a client so she hadn’t had to deal with him.
         

         
         But she’d made sure to look her fill.

         
         And that bothered her. How could she like looking at him so much? Maybe it was because he was so inherently male and virile
            he could’ve walked right off the cover of Alpha Male magazine, if such a thing had existed.
         

         
         The thing was, she wasn’t supposed to care what he looked like, or how sexy his low-timbered voice was, or that he was taking
            care of his aunt’s cat in spite of not liking said cat.
         

         
         Because hello, ditched for the dance . . .

         
         “Gah,” she said to her bedroom and rolled over, sticking her head beneath her pillow.

         
         She was too busy for a guy. Any guy. She had work and work was enough. She loved having the security of a bank account, when
            once upon a time she’d had nothing of her own and only herself to rely on.
         

         
         She was proud of how far she’d come. Proud to be able to help kids who were in the same situation she’d once been in.

         
         When her alarm went off, she jerked awake and groaned some more but rolled out of bed, blinking blearily at the clock.

         
         Four in the morning.

         
         She hated four in the morning as a general rule but today was an early day. She needed to hit the flower market and get some
            shopping done for an event she had going that night and also for her upcoming in-store Santa Extravaganza pet photo shoot,
            an annual event where customers would be able to get their pet’s photo taken with Santa. It was a big moneymaker for her,
            and half of the profits went to the San Francisco animal shelters.
         

         
         She dragged a grumpy Rory with her, where they bought supplies for the night’s event, the photo booth, and additional foliage to boot.
         

         
         “What’s all that for?” Rory asked.

         
         “More Christmas flavor.”

         
         Rory shook her head. “You’ve got a serious problem.”

         
         “Tell me something I don’t know.”

         
         They got back to the shop by six thirty a.m. and went to work. Sitting cross-legged on the counter of her shop with a sketch
            pad, Willa mapped out the evening’s event, a wedding she’d been hired for as a wedding consultant, designer, and officiator.
         

         
         For two giant poodles.

         
         At seven on the dot, her friends Pru, Elle, and Haley showed up with breakfast, as they did several times a week since they
            all lived or worked in the building. Currently they were decimating a basket of Tina’s muffins before scattering for their
            various jobs for the day. Haley wasn’t yet in her lab coat for her optometrist internship upstairs, and had cute bright red
            spectacles perched on her nose. Pru wore her captain’s attire for her job of captaining a tour boat off Pier 39. Elle was
            the building’s office manager and looked the part in a cobalt blue suit dress with black and white gravity-defying open-toe
            pumps.
         

         
         Willa looked her part too. Jeans and a camisole top despite the fact that it was winter. She kept her shop warm for the animals
            and her arms bare for when she was bathing and grooming.
         

         
         The current discussion was men, and their pros and cons. Pru had a man. She was engaged to Finn, the guy who ran the Irish
            pub across the courtyard, and a really good guy along with being one of Willa’s closest friends. So needless to say, Pru sat
            firmly on the pro side. “Look,” she said in her defense of love. “Say you really need some orgasm RX, you know? If you’re
            in love with someone, he’ll go down on you and expect nothing back because he knows you’d do the same for him. Love is patient,
            love is kind.” She smiled. “Love means oral sex without the pressure to reciprocate.”
         

         
         “Love is keeping batteries in your vibrator,” Elle told her and the rest of them laughed, nodding. They all had a long list
            on the con side for men. Well, except for Haley, who dated women—when she was so inclined to date at all.
         

         
         Although Willa had to admit, she did like the idea of orgasm RX . . .

         
         “Yes, but what about spiders?” Pru ask. “A man will get the spiders.”

         
         There was a silence as the rest of them contemplated this unexpected benefit to having a man.

         
         “I learned to capture and safely relocate,” Haley finally said. “For Leeza.”

         
         Haley’s last girlfriend had been a serious tree hugger. And a serial cheater, as it turned out.

         
         “I just use the long hose on my vacuum cleaner,” Elle said, looking smug. “No awkward morning-after conversation required.”

         
         “This is about Willa today so don’t get me started on you,” Pru told her. “You and Archer cause electric fires to break out
            when you so much as pass by each other. Remind me to circle back to that.”
         

         
         Elle shrugged it off. “You’ve heard of opposites attract?” she asked. “Well me and Archer, we’re a classic case of opposites
            distract. As in we don’t like each other.”
         

         
         They all laughed but choked it off when Elle gave them each a glacial look in turn.

         
         Okay, so everyone knew she had a secret thing for Archer—except Elle herself apparently.

         
         Well, and Archer . . .

         
         Willa was just grateful to not be the center of attention anymore, although she wished they’d go back to the fascinating morning-after
            discussion because she hadn’t had a lot of awkward morning afters. She tended to complicate her bad choices in men by sticking
            too long instead of running off. Maybe that was where she’d always gone wrong. Maybe next time she was stupid enough to give
            another guy a shot, it would be a strictly one-time thing. And then she’d run like hell.
         

         
         “Tell me the truth,” Pru said. “When it comes to me waxing poetic about mine and Finn’s relationship, on a scale of one to
            that friend who just had a baby and wants to show you pics for hours, how annoying am I?”
         

         
         Willa met Elle’s and Haley’s amused gazes and they each murmured a variation of “not that bad.”

         
         Pru sighed. “Shit. I’m totally that new mom with baby pics.”

         
         “Hey, knowing it is half the battle,” Elle offered and being a master conversation manipulator, looked at Willa. “Tell us
            more about this guy with the cat.”
         

         
         “I can tell you he’s hot,” Rory said as she walked by carrying a case of hamster food. “Like major hot. And also Willa remembers him from high school. He stood her up for some dance, but he doesn’t remember it or her.”
         

         
         “Well how rude,” Haley said, instantly at Willa’s back, which Willa appreciated.

         
         “I don’t think he was being rude,” Rory said. “Willa had been bathing puppies and looked like a complete train wreck, honestly,
            all covered in soap suds and puppy drool and maybe some poop too. Even you guys wouldn’t have recognized her.”
         

         
         “I looked how I always look,” Willa said in her own defense. “And that part about high school was confidential.”

         
         “Oops, sorry,” Rory said, not looking sorry at all. “I’ll be in the back, grooming Thor.”

         
         Thor was Pru’s dog, who had a penchant for rolling in stuff he shouldn’t, the more disgusting the better. Pru blew Rory a
            grateful kiss and turned to Willa. “So back to hot-as-balls guy. More info please.”
         

         
         Willa sighed. “What is there to say? We went to school together and he never noticed me back then either so I should’ve known.”

         
         “How well did you know him?” Elle asked, eyes sharp. She was the logical one of the group, able to navigate through any and
            all bullshit with ease.
         

         
         “Obviously not well,” Willa said, hunching over her sketch pad.

         
         “Hmm,” Elle said.

         
         “I don’t have time to decipher that hmm,” Willa warned her.

         
         “You remember when Archer and Spence threatened to castrate your ex?”

         
         Spence and Archer were the last members of their tight gang of friends. Spence was an IT genius. Archer an ex-cop. The two
            of them together had some serious skills. And yes, they’d stepped in when Willa had needed them to. “That was different,”
            she said. Ethan had been an asshole, no doubt. “Keane’s never going to be an ex, asshole or otherwise, because we’re never
            going to be a thing. Now if we’re done dissecting my life, I’ve got a lot to do before tonight’s wedding.”
         

         
         She’d stayed up late working on the tuxes her client wanted the poodles to wear. Yes, tuxes. Just because she was in on the
            joke that South Bark Mutt Stop made more money on tiaras and weddings and gimmicks than actual grooming or supplies didn’t
            mean she couldn’t take the wishes of her clients seriously.
         

         
         And hey, who knew, maybe if she ever got pets of her own other than the fosters she sometimes took in, and if she had more
            money than she knew what to do with, she might want a wedding for her dogs too. Although she sincerely doubted it. In her
            world, love had always been fleeting and temporary—sort of the opposite of what all the pomp and circumstance of a wedding
            conveyed.
         

         
         Still, game to believe in lasting love as a possibility, at least for others, Willa dropped the giant poodle faux tux front
            over her own head and looked in the mirror. “What do we think?”
         

         
         “Very cute,” Pru said. “Now jump up and down and do whatever it is dogs do to make sure it holds up.”

         
         Willa jumped up and down like she was a dog in a show, holding her hands out in front of her, wrists bent as she hopped around
            to get the full effect of the tux. The girls were all still laughing when someone knocked on her front door.
         

         
         Once again it was ten minutes before nine and in mid–dance step Willa stilled, experiencing a rush of déjà vu. The look on
            everyone’s faces confirmed what she needed to know. Still, she slowly turned to the door hoping she was wrong.
         

         
         Nope.

         
         Not wrong.

         
         Keane Winters stood at the door, watching her.

         
         “Perfect,” she said, her dignity in tatters. “How much do you think he saw?”

         
         “Everything,” Elle said.

         
         “You should get the door,” Pru said. “He looks every bit as hot as Rory said, but he also looks like he’s in a rush.”

         
         “I’m not opening the door,” Willa hissed, yanking off the tux front. “Not until you guys go. Go out the back and hurry!”

         
         No one hurried. In fact, no one so much as budged.

         
         Keane knocked for a second time and when Willa turned to face him again, he went brows up, the picture of gorgeous impatience.

         
         “Well, honestly,” Pru said. “Do men learn that look at birth or what?”

         
         “Yes,” Elle said thoughtfully. “They do. Willa, honey, don’t you dare rush over there. You take your sweet-ass time and make
            sure to swipe that panic off your face and smile while you’re at it. Won’t do you any good to let him know he’s getting to
            you.”
         

         
         “See,” Willa said to Haley and Pru. “At least one of you isn’t influenced by dark, knowing eyes and a darker smile and a pair
            of ohmigod-sexy guy jeans.”
         

         
         “Okay, I didn’t say that,” Elle said. “But I’m not so much influenced as curious as hell. Get the door, Wills. Let’s see what
            he’s made of.”
         

         
         “He just saw me dancing like a poodle,” she said.

         
         “Exactly, and you didn’t scare him off. He’s got to be made of stern stuff.”

         
         Willa sighed and headed to the door.

         
         Again Keane held the pink bedazzled cat carrier, which should have made him look ridiculous. Instead it somehow upped his
            testosterone levels. His sharp eyes were on her but they turned warm in a way that melted her right through her center as
            she moved toward him. She stopped with the glass door between them, hands on hips, hoping she looked irritated even if that
            wasn’t quite what she was feeling.
         

         
         His gaze lowered from her face to run over her body, which gave her another unwelcome rush of heat. Dammit. Now she was irritated
            and aroused—not a good combo.
         

         
         His mouth quirked at the saying on her apron that read Dear Santa, I Can Explain.

         
         Drawing a deep breath, she opened the door. “You’ve got Petunia again. I hope that means your great-aunt Sally isn’t still
            sick.”
         

         
         He looked surprised that she’d remembered his aunt’s name, or that she’d care. “I don’t know,” he said a little gruffly. “She
            left me a message saying that I was in charge for the rest of the week but for two days now Pita’s been happily destroying
            my jobsite. I’m throwing myself on your mercy here. Can you help?”
         

         
         Wow. He must be really desperate since he was actually asking and not assuming. But since Petunia was a sweetheart, she knew
            she’d do it.
         

         
         “I’ll even tell you where I went to high school,” he said, adding a smile that was shockingly charming.

         
         Wow. He hadn’t lost his touch when it came to turning it on. “Not necessary,” she said, painfully aware of their audience.

         
         Keane’s attention was suddenly directed upward, just above her head. She followed his line of sight and found a sprig of mistletoe
            hanging from the overhead display of small, portable doggy pools. Mistletoe? What the hell? She glanced behind her and what do you know, suddenly Rory and Cara were a flurry of movement racing around looking very,
            very busy. “When did the mistletoe go up?” she asked them. “And why?”
         

         
         “FOMO,” Cara said from behind the counter.

         
         “Fear of missing out,” Rory translated. “She was hoping a hot guy would come in and the mistletoe would give her an excuse.”

         
         Willa narrowed her eyes and her two soon-to-be-dead employees scattered again.

         
         “Interesting,” Keane said, looking amused.

         
         “I’m not kissing you.”

         
         His mouth curved. “If you take Pita for the day, I’ll kiss you.”
         

         
         “Not necessary,” she said, gratified no one could see her heart doing the two-step in her ears. “I’ll take Petunia for the
            day. No kiss required or wanted.”
         

         
         Liar, liar . . .

         
         Keane stepped inside. And because she didn’t step back far enough, they very nearly touched. His hair was a little damp, she
            couldn’t help but notice, like maybe he’d just showered. He smelled of sexy guy soap, a.k.a. amazing. He wore faded jeans
            with a rip along one thigh and another long-sleeved T-shirt with SF Builders on the pec, so her guess that he was in construction seemed correct.
         

         
         He also was covered in cat hair.

         
         From right behind him one of her regulars came in. Janie Sharp was in her thirties, had five kids under the age of ten, worked
            as a schoolteacher and was continuously late, harried, exhausted, and desperate.
         

         
         Today, her three youngest were running around her in circles at full speed, screaming as they chased each other while Janie
            held a fishbowl high, trying to avoid spilling as she was continuously jostled. “I know,” she yelled to Willa. “I’m early.
            But I’ll have to kill myself if you don’t help me out this morning.”
         

         
         This was a common refrain from Janie. “As long as you don’t leave your kids,” Willa said. Also a common refrain. At the odd
            sound from Keane, she glanced over at him. “She’s only kidding about killing herself,” she said. “But I’m not kidding about
            her kids.”
         

         
         Janie nodded. “They’re devil spawn.”

         
         “Names?” Keane asked.

         
         Janie blinked at him as if just seeing him for the first time. Her eyes glazed over a little bit and she might’ve drooled.
            “Dustin, Tanner, and Lizzie,” she said faintly.
         

         
         Keane snapped his fingers and the kids stopped running in circles around Janie. They stopped making noise. They stopped breathing.

         
         Keane pointed at the first one. “Dustin or Tanner?”

         
         “Tanner,” the little boy said and shoved his thumb in his mouth.

         
         Keane looked at the other two and they both started talking at once. He held up a finger and pointed at the little girl.

         
         “I’m an angel,” she said breathlessly. “My daddy says so.”

         
         “Did you know that angels look out for the people they care about?” Keane asked her. “They’re in charge.”

         
         The little girl got a sly look on her face. “So I getta be in charge of Tan and Dust?”

         
         “You look out for them.” He turned his gaze on the two boys. “And in turn, you look out for her. Nothing should happen to her on your watch,
            ever. You get me?”
         

         
         The two boys bobbed their heads up and down.

         
         Janie stared down at her three quiet, respectful kids in utter shock. “It’s a Christmas miracle come early,” she whispered
            in awe and met Keane’s gaze. “Do you babysit?”
         

         
         Keane just smiled and for a moment, it stunned the entire room. He had a hell of a smile. One that brought to mind hot, long,
            deep, drugging kisses.
         

         
         And more.

         
         So much more . . . “No,” Willa said and took Janie’s fishbowl. “You’re not giving your kids to a perfect stranger.”
         

         
         “You got the perfect part right,” Janie murmured and shook it off. “Okay, so we’re going to Napa for an overnight. Can I leave
            you Fric and Frac?”
         

         
         “Yes, and you know I’ll take very good care of them,” Willa promised and gave Janie a hug. “Get some rest.”

         
         When Janie was gone, Keane went brows up. “Fish? You board fish?”

         
         “Babysit,” she corrected, eyes narrowed. “Are you judging me?”

         
         He shook his head. “I just brought you the cat from hell. I’m in no position to judge.”

         
         She gave a rough laugh and his gaze locked on her mouth, which gave her another quick zap of awareness.

         
         “Thanks,” he said. “For taking Pita today. It means a lot.”

         
         From behind the counter came a low “aw” and then a “shh!” that had her sending her friends a “shut it” look.

         
         Keane swiveled to look too but as soon as he did, Elle, Pru, and Haley suddenly had their heads bowed over their phones.

         
         Rory came through carrying another case of feed and took in Willa and Keane’s close proximity. “Nice,” she said. “I’m happy
            to see you came to your senses and gave up the no-men decree.”
         

         
         Willa narrowed her eyes.

         
         “Oh, right,” Rory said, slapping her own forehead. “Keep that to yourself, Rory. Almost forgot.”

         
         Keane slid Willa an amused look. “No-men decree?”

         
         “Never you mind.” She set the fishbowl on the counter and reached for Petunia. “You know the deal, right?”

         
         “You mean where I pay double for being an ass and you pretend not to like me?” He flashed a lethal smile. “Yeah, same terms.”

         
         “I meant be here before closing.” She sighed. “And I’m not going to bill you double.”

         
         His smile turned into a grin. “See? You do like me.”
         

         
         And then he was gone.

         
         Willa turned to her friends and employees, all of whom were watching him go.

         
         “That’s a really great ass,” Pru said.

         
         “I agree,” Haley said. “And I don’t even like men.”

         
         Willa shrugged. “I didn’t notice. I don’t like him.”

         
         Everyone burst out laughing.

         
         “We’d correct you,” Elle said, still smiling, “but you’re too stubborn and obstinate to see reason on the best of days and
            I don’t think this is one of those . . .”
         

         
         Yeah, yeah . . . She narrowed her eyes because they were still laughing, clearly believing she was totally fooling herself
            about not liking Keane.
         

         
         And the worst part was, she knew it too.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3


         
         
            #BahHumbug

         

         Keane Winters was used to crazy-busy and crazy-long days. Today in particular though, thanks to subcontractors not doing what
            they’d been contracted to do and the weather going to hell in the way of a crazy thunderstorm that intermittently knocked
            out electricity. And let’s not forget the time-and-money-consuming detour to replace his phone and laptop thanks to his aunt’s
            cat. At least she looked like a cat but Keane was pretty sure she was really the antichrist.
         

         
         His phone buzzed and he dropped his tool belt to pull it from his pocket. One of his guys had sent him a link from the San Francisco Chronicle.

         
         
            Keane Winters, one of this year’s San Francisco’s People to Watch, is a self-made real estate developer on the rise . . .

         

         He supposed the self-made part was true. Currently in the middle of flipping three properties in the North Bay area, he’d
            been putting in so many hours that his core team was starting to lag. They all needed a break, but that wasn’t happening anytime
            soon.
         

         
         
            Winters specializes in buying up dilapidated projects in prime areas and turning them into heart-stopping, must-have properties.
               He doesn’t find any use for sentimentality, ruthlessly selling each of them off as he completes them.
            

         

         Also true. Financially, it didn’t pay to hold on to the projects. There’d been a time not that long ago when he’d had to sell each off immediately upon completion or end up bankrupt. And yeah, maybe he’d lucked into that first deal, but there’d
            been no luck involved since. He was a risk taker and he knew how to make it pay off. As a result, he’d gotten good at burying
            sentimentality, not just with the properties he developed, but in his personal life too.
         

         
         And as far as that personal life went, he’d been walking by South Bark after getting his coffee every morning for months and
            it’d never once occurred to him to check out the shop. He hadn’t had a dog since Blue, who he’d lost the year before he’d
            left home, and he sure as hell wasn’t in a hurry to feel devastated from loss like that again anytime soon.
         

         
         Or ever.

         
         But then his great-aunt Sally had dropped off Pita and he’d met the sexy owner of South Bark. Keane had no idea why Willa
            seemed irritated by the mere sight of him, but he felt anything but irritated by the sight of her. He thought maybe it was her eyes, the brightest green eyes he’d ever seen, not to mention
            her temperament, which appeared to match her strawberry blonde hair—way more strawberry than blonde.
         

         
         He walked through the top floor of his favorite of his three current projects, Vallejo Street. The other two—North Beach and
            Mission Street—were purely strategic business decisions and would go right on the market the minute he finished them.
         

         
         Buy low, renovate smart, sell high. That’d been his MO, always.

         
         But the Vallejo Street house . . . He’d picked up the 1940 Victorian for way too much money five years ago on the one and
            only whim he could remember ever having. But he’d taken one look at the neglected old house and had seen potential in the
            three-story, five thousand square feet, regardless of the fact that it’d been practically falling off its axis.
         

         
         Since then, he’d had to get into other projects fast and hard to recoup the lost seed money, and had worked on Vallejo Street
            only as time allowed.
         

         
         Which was why it had taken so long to get it finished, or very nearly finished anyway. For the past year, the bottom floor
            had been serving as his office. He’d been living there as well. All that would have to change when he got it on the market,
            something he needed to do, as selling it would give him the capital for new projects.
         

         
         He walked to one of the floor-to-ceiling windows and looked out. The day’s light was almost gone. The city was coming to life
            with lights, backdropped by a view of the Golden Gate Bridge and the bay beyond that.
         

         
         “Dude.” This from Mason, his right-hand guy, who stood in the doorway. “We need to get the guys in here this week to help
            work on the loft since you and your little height phobia can’t—Are you listening to me?”
         

         
         “Sure,” Keane said to the window. He could see the Pacific Pier Building and pictured Willa in her shop wearing one of her
            smartass aprons, running her world with matching smartass charm.
         

         
         Someone snorted. Sass. His admin had come in too, and no one cut through bullshit faster than Sass.

         
         “He’s not listening to me,” Mason complained.

         
         “Not a single word,” Sass agreed.

         
         Keane’s phone beeped his alarm. “Gotta go,” he said. “I’ve got ten minutes to pick up Pita before South Bark closes.”

         
         “I could go get her for you,” Sass offered. “What?” she asked when Mason’s mouth fell open. “I offer to do nice stuff all
            the time.”
         

         
         “You offer to do nice stuff never,” Mason said.
         

         
         “All the time.”

         
         “Yeah? Name one,” Mason challenged.
         

         
         “Well, I wanted to smack you upside the back of your head all day,” she said. “And I resisted. See? I think that was exceptionally
            nice.”
         

         
         Keane left while they were still arguing. It would take him less than five minutes to walk to South Bark but Pita wouldn’t
            appreciate the chilly walk back, so he drove. Parking was the usual joke, so that by the time he got a spot twenty minutes
            had gone by.
         

         
         He walked through the courtyard, taking a moment to admire the gorgeous architecture of the old place, the corbeled brick
            and exposed iron trusses, the large picture windows, the cobblestone beneath his feet, and the huge fountain centerpiece where
            idiots the city over came to toss a coin and wish for love.
         

         
         All of it had been decorated for the holidays with garlands of evergreen entwined with twinkling white lights in every doorway
            and window frame, not to mention a huge-ass Christmas tree near the street entrance.
         

         
         But that wasn’t what stopped him. No, that honor went to the wedding prep going on. Or at least he assumed it was a wedding
            by the sheer volume of white flowers and lights, the ivory pillar candles set up in clusters paired with clove-dotted oranges
            and sprigs of holly running along the edge of half of a very crooked archway—
         

         
         He stopped short as it fell over.

         
         “Crap!”

         
         The woman who yelled this had strawberry blonde hair, emphasis on strawberry.

         
         Willa squatted low over the fallen pieces of the archway trying to . . . God knew what.

         
         “Shit. Shit, shit, shit,” she was muttering while shaking the hell out of the screw gun in her hand. “Why are you doing this
            to me?”
         

         
         “It’s not the screw gun,” he said, coming up behind her. “It’s operator error.”

         
         She jerked in response and, still squatting, lost her balance and fell to her butt. Craning her neck, she glared up at him.
            “What are you doing creeping up on me like that?”
         

         
         He reached a hand down to her and pulled her to her feet. And then grinned because she was wearing another smartass apron
            that read OCD . . . Obsessive Christmas Disorder.

         
         With a low laugh for the utter truth of that statement, he took the screw gun from her.

         
         “It’s broken,” she said.

         
         He inspected it and shook his head. “No, you’re just out of nails.” He crouched, reaching for more from the box near her feet
            to reload the screw gun.
         

         
         Since she was still just staring at him, he turned his attention to what she’d been doing. “You realize that this archway
            is only going to be three feet high, right?”
         

         
         “That’s perfect.”

         
         “In what universe is that perfect?” he asked.

         
         “In the dog universe. It’s a dog wedding.”

         
         That had him freezing for a beat before he felt a smile split his face.

         
         She blinked. “Huh.”

         
         “What?” Did he have chocolate on his teeth from the candy bar he’d inhaled on the way over here, the only food he’d managed
            in the past four hours?
         

         
         “You smiled,” she said, almost an accusation.

         
         “You’ve seen me smile.”

         
         “Not really, not since—” She cut herself off and took the gun from him. “Never mind. And thanks.”

         
         “There’s really going to be a dog wedding? Here, in the courtyard?” he asked.

         
         “In less than an hour unless I screw it all up. I’m the wedding planner.” She paused as if waiting for something, some reaction
            from him, but he managed to keep his expression even.
         

         
         “You’re not going to laugh?” she asked. “Because you look like the kind of guy who would laugh at the idea of two dogs getting
            married.”
         

         
         “Listen,” he said completely honestly. “I’m the guy who needed a fur-sitter because he was terrorized by a ten-pound cat,
            so I’m not throwing stones here. Speaking of which, where is the little holy terror?”
         

         
         “She’s in my shop safe and sound with plenty of food and water, napping in the warmest spot in the place—between Macaroni
            and Luna.”
         

         
         He must have looked blank because she said, “The two other pets I’m babysitting today. Well technically Cara, one of my employees,
            is doing the babysitting at the moment.”
         

         
         “I hope you aren’t attached to those other pets,” he said. “Because Pita will tear them up one side and down the other.”

         
         Willa merely laughed and pulled her phone from one of her apron pockets, a few dog treats cascading out as well, hitting the
            cobblestone beneath their feet.
         

         
         With an exclamation, she squatted down to scoop them up at the same time that Keane did, cracking the bottom of his chin on
            top of her head.
         

         
         This time they both fell to their butts.

         
         “Ow!” she said, holding her head. “And I’m so sorry, are you okay?”
         

         
         He blinked past the stars in his vision. “Lived through worse,” he assured her, and reached out to gently rub the top of her
            head. Her hair was soft and silky and smelled amazing. “You?”
         

         
         “Oh, my noggin’s hard as stone, just
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