
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      
    
  



 

 

 

Breaking up is hard to do, but three weeks before Christmas it’s even more painful. Jessica Raymond isn't in love with her ex-girlfriend anymore; she just hates to emotionally limp through the holidays. When a cute gray kitten shows up on her doorstep, Jessica panics. She doesn’t have time for a pet. Finding sexy Veterinarian Dr. Taylor Mitchell intriguing isn’t part of the plan either, but both manage to turn her world upside down.

 

Taylor Mitchell isn’t going to let a beautiful woman with a bad attitude bring her down. It’s the holidays and she’s determined to show some much-needed Christmas spirit and help a lonely cat find a good home. 

 

A few kitten-induced mishaps bring them closer and sharing the same space suddenly isn’t so bad. Chatting is actually pretty nice. Did this sweet kitten show up to help them find each other? Or is the holiday spirit to blame for their special connection?



 


What Reviewers Say About Kris Bryant’s Work

 

 

 


Falling


 


“This is a story you don’t want to
pass on. A fabulous read that you will have a hard time putting down. Maybe
don’t read it as you board your plane though. This is an easy 5 stars!”—The
Romantic Reader Blog


 


“Bryant delivers a story that is
equal parts touching, compassionate, and uplifting.”—The Lesbian Review


 


 


Listen


 


“[A] sweet romance with a touch of
angst and lots of music.”—C-Spot Reviews


 


“If you suffer from anxiety, know
someone who suffers from anxiety, or want an insight to how it may impact on
someone’s daily life, I urge you to pick this book up. In fact, I urge all
readers who enjoy a good lesbian romance to grab a copy.”—Love Bytes Reviews


 


“If you’re looking for a little
bit of fluffy(ish), light romance in your life, give this one a listen. The
characters’ passion for music (and each other) is heartwarming, and I was
rooting for them the entire book.”—Kissing Backwards


 


“Ms. Bryant describes this
soundscape with some exquisite metaphors, it’s true what they say that music is
everywhere. The whole book is beautifully written and makes the reader’s heart
to go out with people suffering from anxiety or any sort of mental health
issue.”—Lez Review Books 


 


“This book floored me. I’ve read
it three times since the book appeared on my kindle… I just love it so much.
I’m actually sitting here wondering how I’m going to convey my sheer awe factor
but I will try my best. Kris Bryant won Les Rêveur book of the year 2018 and
seriously this is a contender for 2019.”—Les
Rêveur


 


“This is a contemporary romance
that starts out as a slow-burn, but once the two main characters finally
connect, it quickly becomes a very steamy novel.”—Rainbow Reflections


 


“I was absolutely captivated by
this book from start to finish. The two leads were adorable and I really
connected with them and rooted for them....This is one of the best books I’ve
read recently—I cannot praise it enough!”—Melina Bickard, Librarian, Waterloo
Library (UK)


 


“The main character’s anxiety
issues were well written and the romance is sweet and leaves you with a warm
feeling at the end. Highly recommended reading.”—Kat Adams, Bookseller (QBD
Books, Australia)


 


 


Forget Me Not


 


“Told in the first person, from
Grace’s point of view, we are privy to Grace’s inner musings and her
vulnerabilities....Bryant crafts clever wording to infuse Grace with a
sharp-witted personality, which clearly covers her insecurities....This story
is filled with loving familial interactions, caring friends, romantic
interludes and tantalizing sex scenes. The dialogue, both among the characters
and within Grace’s head, is refreshing, original, and sometimes comical. Forget
Me Not is a fresh perspective on a romantic theme, and an entertaining read.”—Lambda
Literary Review


 


“[I]t just hits the right note all
the way....[A] very good read if you are looking for a sweet romance.”—Lez
Review Books 


 


 


Shameless


 


“[Kris Bryant] has a way of giving
insight into the other main protagonist by using a few clever techniques and
involving the secondary characters to add back-stories and extra pieces of
important information. The pace of the book was excellent, it was never rushed
but I was never bored or waiting for a chapter to finish…this epilogue made my
heart swell to the point I almost lunged off the sofa to do a happy dance.”— Les
Rêveur


 


 


Whirlwind Romance


 


“Ms. Bryant’s descriptions were
written with such passion and colorful detail that you could feel the tension
and the excitement along with the characters…”—Inked Rainbow Reviews


 


 


Taste


 


“Taste is a
student/teacher romance set in a culinary school. If the premise makes you
wonder whether this book will make you want to eat something tasty, the answer
is: yes.”—The Lesbian Review


 


 


Jolt—Lambda Literary Award Finalist


 


“[Jolt] is a magnificent
love story. Two women hurt by their previous lovers and each in their own way
trying to make sense out of life and times. When they meet at a gay and lesbian
friendly summer camp, they both feel as if lightening has struck. This is so
beautifully involving, I have already reread it twice. Amazing!”—Rainbow
Book Reviews


 


 


 


Touch


 


“The sexual chemistry in this book
is off the hook. Kris Bryant writes my favorite sex scenes in lesbian romantic
fiction.”—Les Rêveur 


 


 


Breakthrough—Golden Crown Literary Award Winner


 


“Looking for a fun and funny light
read with hella cute animal antics, and a smoking hot butch ranger? Look no further....
In this well written, first-person narrative, Kris Bryant’s characters are well
developed, and their push/pull romance hits all the right beats, making it a
delightful read just in time for beach reading.”—Writing While Distracted


 


“[A]n exceptional book that has a
few twists and turns that catch you out and make you wish the book would never
end. I was captivated from the beginning and can’t wait to see how Bryant will
top this.”—Les Rêveur


 


“It’s hilariously funny, romantic
and oh so sexy....But it is the romance between Kennedy and Brynn that stole my
heart. The passion and emotion in the love scenes surpassed anything Kris
Bryant has written before. I loved it.”—Kitty Kat’s Book Review Blog


 


“Kris Bryant has written several
enjoyable contemporary romances, and Breakthrough is no
exception. It’s interesting and clearly well-researched, giving us information
about Alaska and issues like poaching and conservation in a way that’s engaging
and never comes across as an info dump. She also delivers her best character
work to date, going deeper with Kennedy and Brynn than we’ve seen in previous
stories. If you’re a fan of Kris Bryant, you won’t want to miss this book, and
if you’re a fan of romance in general, you’ll want to pick it up, too.”—Lambda
Literary


 


 


Against All Odds


 


“This story tugged at my
heartstrings and it hit all the right notes for me because these wonderful
authors allowed me to peep into the hearts and minds of the characters. The
vivid descriptions of Peyton, Tory and the perpetrator’s personalities allowed
me to have a deeper understanding of what makes them tick and I was able to
form a clear picture of them in my mind.”—The Lesbian Review


 


“Against All Odds is equal
parts thriller and romance, the balance between action and love, fast and slow
pace makes this novel a very entertaining read.”— Lez Review Books 
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At the last minute, I decided I
wanted to write a Christmas novella. I pitched the idea to Sandy and she said,
“Great, you have ten days to get it to me.” This was an easy story to write
because it’s based on a true story. Bold Strokes Books is so supportive of my
writing endeavors. I love working with Sandy, Rad, Ashley, and the team that
puts everything together to make our books happen and get into the hands of our
readers.


 


Fur babies are family members,
plain and simple. They love us unconditionally and need us as much as we need
them. I love Molly with all of my heart, but I also miss all of my kitties.
Raven was my first and taught me so much about cats and their complete weirdness.
Sissy Cat was the sweetest cat who wasn’t afraid of anything, and I loved them
so much. Both were street strays (so is Molly). Buzz came into my life during
the end of his, but he was sweet and demanded attention when he wanted it. Even
though I’m probably more of a dog person, I love kitties as well. I understand
them. We have more in common. 


 


Thank you, readers, for giving
your animals a wonderful home and everything they need to survive in this
world. It’s not easy, but it’s enriching. There are so many animals who never
find their forever homes, and even if you can’t provide one for them, please
consider donating time, money, supplies to your local animal shelter. You can
still show your love for them even if you can’t make a full-time commitment.


 


I hope you enjoy this story about
a little kitty who finds her forever home. 


Dedication

 

 

 


To KB Draper


For encouraging me to write Raven’s story


Chapter
One

 

 

 


“Well,
hello there, sweet kitty. What are you doing out there?”


I tapped
on the window from inside Cool Beans coffee shop to
get the fuzzy gray cat’s attention. It hunched its back and rubbed up against
the glass from the outside,
as if it could actually feel my touch. 


“Sweet
baby. It’s too cold for you out there. Where’s your mama?”


Fingers
snapped in my face. My attention went from the cute, interactive kitty outside
to the bitch sitting across from me. 


“Earth to
Jess. Have you heard a word I said?” Stephanie asked.


I brushed
the cookie crumbs into a small pile in front of me with
my pinky before I answered her. Breaking up was horrible, and even though I knew it was coming, we had
to make it official. I needed closure, and Stephanie needed to feel better and explain why she
was sleeping with my co-worker. “Yes.” I stared at her keeping all my emotions tamped down and out of sight. I wouldn’t give her
the satisfaction of knowing I was still angry, and even though my heart wasn’t
broken, it was cracked. Steph wasn’t the one, but she was the one right now, and Christmas was only three weeks away. I didn’t want to be alone during the
holidays. The breakup hurt. 


“Yes?
That’s all you have to say to me? Look, I know I was
a jerk and should have broken things off before…” She paused as if it pained her to continue. “Before I
started up with Melissa, but you were always working and never around.”


Melissa
and I worked the same hours. I smiled at Stephanie, the
fake kind. “You aren’t telling me anything I don’t already know.” I handed her
a canvas bag that contained all her personal items from my house. A toothbrush,
a hairbrush, hair pomade, a pair of sweatpants, two T-shirts, deodorant, and a
few trinkets she’d given me that I didn’t want anymore. “Here’s your stuff.”


“So, you
don’t want to talk about it?”


I was
trying hard to keep the peace and not throw a tantrum in public. Even though
the blood in my veins threatened to burn me from the inside, I wanted to keep my cool. I was twenty-nine years old with another
failed relationship under my belt. Finding someone whom I deemed normal and was
loyal seemed impossible. Steph wasn’t the first one to cheat on me. 


“What
exactly do you want me to say? It’s my fault? I
forgive you? Let’s be friends? Because none of those are true. It’s not my
fault, I don’t forgive you, and I never want to see you again.” I hated that
she got under my skin so quickly. 


“That’s
going to be hard since I’m dating your team lead.” 


I wanted to throw my tea in her face and storm out, but I still
wanted to drink it. It would’ve been a complete waste of the perfect blend of
apples, cinnamon, and cloves. She wasn’t worth it. 


“We’ll
see for how long.” I winked because I knew that Melissa was a bigger douchebag than Stephanie. I gave them six weeks
tops.


That
delivery did the trick because she stood up, grabbed the bag of the last
remnants of her life in mine, and stomped off. Through the window, I watched
her disappear in the crowd of Christmas shoppers. A
gray paw showed up in my line of vision as I wondered what to do with
Stephanie’s presents and who I could regift them to. The cat was still there. I
continued running my finger along the window and smiled as it followed my
finger. What was such a beautiful cat doing out in
this cold? I didn’t see a collar on it and was immediately concerned for its
safety. 


“Get out
of here.” A dude walking by shooed the cat away with a bag. I banged on the
glass when the cat ran off.


“Asshole.”
I followed up with a festive middle finger when he
looked back. He returned the greeting and continued on his way. I slowly sat
down when I saw I had the attention of the entire coffee shop due to my
outburst. I pretended to be engrossed in my phone to avoid eye contact and sipped my tea until I was too uncomfortable to stay.
I slipped on my coat, grabbed my purse, and walked out with my head held high.
It would be a while before
I came back to Cool Beans. The last two breakups happened here. It was starting
to become a trend for me.


“Kitty.
Where are you, kitty?” 


I looked
around but couldn’t find it anywhere. It was time to go home. Even though it
was below freezing and the wind ribboned inside my coat sleeves, chilling me to
the bone, I welcomed the cold. I was processing a lot
of anger. Finding your girlfriend in bed with someone you work with was so
clichéd, and I hated that
it happened to me. And then some jerk of a guy hit a cat with his bag. I
already knew my night was going to be shit, but his abusiveness was the icing on the cake. It was a good thing I didn’t recognize
him. Asshat. My phone buzzed in my back pocket.


“Well,
how did it go?” my best
friend asked.


Mo knew I hated to have another breakup on my record, but she’d warned me that Stephanie wasn’t the woman for me. As a matter of fact,
she called it a month into the relationship. 


“About
how one would expect. Awful, but no tears.”


“I know
you hate breaking up, but it was for the best. I never liked her.”


“I didn’t
really like her much either, but she was good in
bed,” I said. Stephanie was the kind of girl who had all the confidence and
lived life to the fullest. She was attractive, somewhat cocky, and always knew
the right words to say. 


“Yeah,
and you stayed with her for all the wrong reasons. How did she end up with Melissa again?”


“The
company end-of-the-summer party. I wonder if they hooked up then?” I didn’t
want to think about it, but Mo had pegged her as a cheat from day one. They were wary of one
another, but I figured it was because best friends and
lovers always clashed. 


“I wonder
how long it had been going on. I mean, it makes no sense to be your girlfriend
and then repeatedly fuck someone else. Did she give you an explanation?”


Right
then, a blast of cold air swept through the alley between my neighbor’s house and mine. I hissed my discomfort. “Shit,
it’s cold out here.” 


“Why
didn’t you drive? It’s winter and you just walked three blocks in horrible
weather. It’s going to be freezing this close to Christmas. Get home, get warm,
and call me back. I have to tuck the munchkin in.
Give me twenty minutes.”


When I
met Mo seven years ago, I thought for sure she hated me. Her shitty attitude
was because of a bad haircut earlier that day, not because I existed. I was at
a college graduation party,
and she spilled her entire pint of beer on me. A
six-foot dyke with a bad buzz cut and a permanent
snarl wasn’t somebody I wanted to mess with. I tried to scurry away, but she
made sure I was okay, handed me a fresh drink and a fistful of paper towels, and put a smile on my face before
she moved on.


“Okay. Kiss the baby and the wife for me.” I hung up and quickly
walked up the steps to my bungalow, greeted at the door by the cat who’d just been in the window at the coffee shop. “Oh, my gosh. Where did
you come from?”


The cat
rubbed on my leg while I reached down to pet it. “You’re adorable. Where’s your home?” I felt its neck and confirmed it wasn’t wearing
a collar. I opened the door
and debated if I should let it in. Before I could decide, it darted past me and pranced
to the rug in front of the fireplace. “Okay, hold up. I don’t know if this is
such a good idea.” It yawned at me, walked in a few circles, and curled up on
the rug. “Shit. Okay.” 


I took a
picture of it and sent it to Mo. 


What
do I do now? 


I hung my coat and put my purse on the hall table without
taking my eyes off the cat. 


You
got a cat?


I rolled
my eyes and texted back. 


No, it
showed up at my house. Get this. It was at the coffee shop during my breakup. 


It
followed you home? How cute.


No, it
WAS HERE when I got home. It didn’t make sense.


Oooh,
psychic kitty? Collar?


Nope.


Congrats
on your new baby! I’m sure you’ll make a splendid
mom. She followed that up with laughing so hard they were crying emojis. 


What
do I do? Seriously. I’ve never had a pet. 


It’s
cold and hungry. Get a fire started, find some tuna, and figure out a litter
box.


WHAT?!?!


Find a
box. Open one of your sandbags. Pour sand in the box.
Add shredded paper and some baking soda until you can get a real litter box
with real litter. 


I didn’t
want a cat. My life was simple. I didn’t like restrictions. Plus, this cat
obviously belonged to somebody in the neighborhood.
It wasn’t too skinny. The fur wasn’t matted or tangled. 


Do you
want a cat?


Nope.
Okay. BRB. Putting the kid down.


Mo
disappeared. I was on my own. I checked the weather. It was thirty degrees with
a wind chill in the teens. Tomorrow was going to be
warmer. Above freezing. The cat could stay here overnight, and tomorrow I could take it to
the vet and see if it was chipped. I walked over to it and stared.


“Are you
hungry? I think I have something in the kitchen you might eat.” I was skittish
about picking it up, but it didn’t fight me. It hung
limply in my arms, either
too tired to fight or too weak to care. The purring started the minute I opened
a can of tuna. It danced around until I put the saucer on the floor. I found a
shallow bowl for water and set it beside the saucer.
Next up, litter box. I sifted through the recycling until I found a cardboard
lid that looked like it would work. I knifed a sandbag that I used for weight in my car for snowy days and poured
some sand in it. I probably had too much, but too
much was better than not enough. 


I’m back.
What’d I miss? Mo texted.


I called
her because I was at a complete loss. 


“Okay, so
I made a litter box and fed the cat. Or kitten. I have no idea what sex it is
or how old it could be. Guide me. Tell me something.”


“Why do
you think I’m the expert?”


“You have
a baby. This can’t be that different.”


She
laughed so hard she choked. “Okay, a baby and a cat are two different things.
Let’s take this step by step. First, let’s find out if you have a boy or a girl. Lift it up and check between its legs to find
out.”


“Yeah. That’s easier said than done. At
least it ate something. Loved the tuna.”


“What did
you do about the litter box?”


“I did
exactly what you said, but I’m afraid it looks more like a kid’s sandbox instead of a cat bathroom.” I studied the sweet ball of fluff next to me on
the floor. It didn’t move at all. “Do cats like to be covered when they
sleep? Should I get a blanket?” 


“I’m
going to hang up and FaceTime you. I have to see this cat close up.” Mo hung up, and within seconds, her face
popped up on my screen. “Show me.”


“All the
girls tell me that.”


We both
laughed at my lie. 


“Show me
this precious baby.”


I flipped
the view so she could see the gray ball of fluff. The
phone woke it up. We watched as it stretched, then
jumped on the sofa to be next to me. I softly petted it, and it started purring. 


“All that
fuzziness. You’re going to have to take it to a vet to figure out the sex. I
can’t help you there. Oh, and you’ll have to pick out a name.” Mo’s excitement only fueled my dread. What if this kitten wasn’t chipped? Would I
have to put flyers all over the neighborhood? Would I have to get a real litter
box and cat bed?


“I can
only pray this baby just lost its way and tomorrow I can deliver it to its
rightful owner.”


Mo snorted. “Good luck with that.”


“What do
you mean?” 


Mo
continued bombing me with questions that only bumped up my blood pressure.
“Does it have fleas? Have you thought
about the flea pill or a flea collar? You have to take it in first thing so they can check it out.”


“No. I haven’t thought about a flea
treatment, but it’s too cold for them. Yes, I’m taking it in first thing tomorrow. Let’s
focus on my freaking out right now.”


Mo
ignored me. “Show me the litter box. Let’s see how it looks.”


I rubbed
my hand over my face, knowing full well she’d judge me on my lack of ability to follow
step-by-step instructions. I pointed the phone in the corner where the litter
box was tucked under the small table in the hallway. 


“That is
the worst place for a
litter box. Try putting it in the bathroom with you.
And Jesus, did you pour the whole bag in it? Smooth it down or something. Poor
kitty’s going to think
that’s a sand dune to play in,” Mo said. 


“Look,
I’m not the cat whisperer or even a liker of cats. You have to know this about me, but I couldn’t leave it outside either.
It’s colder out there than my own heart.”


“Oh,
oops. I forgot about you and…” She paused for what I thought was effect, but
she stumbled and stuttered enough to tell me what was really going on.


“You seriously forgot her name? We just talked about her
thirty minutes ago. Stephanie. Her name is Stephanie.” I heard a smack and
visualized Mo hitting her forehead with her palm. 


“Sorry
about that. See? She’s forgettable. Don’t fret.”


“Seriously,
let’s focus on the real problem at hand. What am I going to do?
I don’t know anything about cats.”


“The vet
will see if it’s chipped. Get there first thing and then go from there. Maybe
they have a place you take it, like a foster family. Or leave it there at the vet, or even take it to animal
control, where they’ll give it like forty-eight
hours to live,” Mo said.


My mouth
dropped open. “Shut up. I can’t believe you just said that to me.”


“It’s
true. It’s a sad, sad world we live in. How’s this guilt trip working?”


“My bags
are packed. I’ll call you after the vet.”


Chapter
Two

 

 

 


I held
the kitty close to my chest under my coat as we made our way inside Hillside Veterinarian Clinic, the closest vet to my place. I
busted into a waiting room full of giant dogs. People with cats were huddled in
a corner on the other side, far away from the threatening canines. Chaos was an
understatement. I turned around to wait in the car
and ran into a woman racing inside. Her messenger bag whacked my waist after
our initial crash. My “umphf” was audible. 


“I’m so
sorry. Are you okay?” she asked. Her slouchy hat was askew. The wind had
tangled her long blond hair around her neck. She had
a box of doughnuts in one
hand and her coffee in the other. She dropped nothing.


I frowned
and looked inside my coat. Kitty looked up and blinked at me. It was okay. My
anger took over. “Really? Maybe you should slow down. You could have hurt…” I paused because I didn’t know the kitty’s name
or sex. “Us. You could have hurt us.”


She
apologized again and skirted around me to hand the box of doughnuts to the receptionist. A
Great Dane nudged her when she turned back around.


“Zeus.
How are you, big boy? Are you ready for your shots
today?” She turned to the owner and apologized for being late. Continuing her
trek around the room, she said good morning to most of the dogs and disappeared behind a door. 


My dismay didn’t affect her at all, which
pissed me off even more. I was used to attention from pretty women, but she’d dismissed me as though I
wasn’t even there. I
checked in and explained my situation to a receptionist who didn’t care. She
handed me a clipboard while nodding at my story. I
grabbed it from her and sat on the cat side of the room, where we belonged. Twenty minutes later, we
were finally ushered into a room.


“So, what
brings you both here today?” A friendly tech took the kitty from my arms and
put it on the table. “You have the prettiest eyes,”
she said. I knew she meant the cat, because my eyes were boring brown with a hint of green.
Nothing as spectacular as the kitty’s silver eyes. 


“I found—the kitty showed up at my door last night, and I didn’t see a collar, and I don’t know the sex because I’ve never had a cat and there’s too
much fur to check.” I swirled my hand in a circle near the kitty’s nether
regions. 


“Yeah,
furry is tough. Let’s find out.” 


The tech
did a three-second tail-lift check. “Congratulations.
It’s a girl.”


“Yay, but
she’s not mine. I just needed to know so I could properly gender her.” Did I
just use gender as a verb?


“Let me
get a chip reader and see if she’s chipped.” 


The tech
disappeared. I leaned down to kitty. “Well, hello there, sweet girl.”


The door opened, and the tech returned with a tool that resembled a barcode
scanner or a Star Trek phaser gun. Hot on her heels was the woman I’d run into when I first arrived. She looked different. Gone was
the hat. She no longer looked frazzled. As a matter of
fact, she looked very professional, put together, and sexy as hell. She had the
sweetest smile. For the kitty. 


“I’m Dr.
Taylor Mitchell. I’m sorry about earlier. Let’s check to see if she’s chipped.”
The smile disappeared when our eyes met. I had no idea
why she was giving me attitude. I didn’t run into her. She ran into me. 


“I’m
Jessica,” I said. I leaned over and watched her scan the kitty’s neck. 


“No
chip.” 


She
handed the gun to the tech,
who promptly left the room. Taylor picked up the clipboard and reviewed my paperwork. It was hard not to openly stare
at her. She was genuinely pretty. Girl next door with cheerleader looks. Blond
hair, blue eyes, full red lips, and eyelashes that were the longest I’d ever
seen. 


“You
named her Catmas Evergreen?”


I
blushed. It was stupid, but I was tired and didn’t give it a thought when I
filled out the name portion. “Well, no. I mean I wrote that down because it was
the only festive, non-gendered name I could come up with. You know, Catmas
because of Christmas and Evergreen because I love
Christmas trees.” I stopped because I sounded ridiculous. “I really didn’t think about it. I
just figured I’d bring her in and she would be chipped and I’d be on my merry
way.”


“Hmm.”
She did a quick check on Catmas’s tummy, her throat,
her ears and mouth. “She seems to be in pretty good shape. Slightly dehydrated
and a tad thin for my liking. Chances are she’s from your neighborhood. I’d
recommend posting flyers around and see if anybody responds.”


“Wait. I
have to keep her?”


She quickly masked her look of disbelief. “You can surrender her to us.” 


My
hackles went up at the judgment in her voice. “Hey, I thought I was doing a
good thing by taking her in last night, feeding her, keeping her warm. I never
signed up for a pet. I don’t know the first thing
about having a cat.” 


“You can
leave her here with me.” Taylor picked up Catmas and stared at her tiny face.
“Look at you. So pretty and fluffy. I’m going to find you a good home and feed
you some yummy food. Would you like that? You would,
wouldn’t you?”


Under any
other circumstance, I would have turned on the charm. Dr. Taylor Mitchell was
smart and had the cutest dimples when she smiled. The white jacket and the
stethoscope around her neck played to my doctor fantasies. What I didn’t like was the way she was shooting daggers at me for not
wanting to keep Catmas. 


I gritted
my teeth and gave her a really big, fake smile. “No. I’ll take her home and put flyers out, per your suggestion.”


“Let me
do a blood test and make sure she’s healthy and
doesn’t have any issues. I mean, if you’re okay with that.”


I nodded.
I would agree to everything she suggested now because I didn’t want to come
across as a jerk who didn’t like animals. She took Catmas into the back and disappeared for fifteen minutes. I pulled out my phone and texted Mo.


It’s a
girl!
Followed with a baby emoji and a cat face.


I
thought so.


No
chip so she’s coming home with me. I’m going to put flyers out in the
neighborhood and see if we have any takers. 


Congratulations
on your new baby.


I scowled
at the phone. That shit’s not funny. 


At
least you aren’t allergic. Something that fluffy would
set me into a sneezing frenzy. Don’t forget to pick up everything. Maybe take
her to one of those super pet stores where you can bring your cat and shop with them.


Taylor
quietly slipped into the room again, Catmas comfortably tucked in the crook of
her arm. She was staring at a piece of paper. 


“So
Catmas…” She paused as if
saying the name was distasteful. 


“Catmas
Evergreen. That’ll sound
great when I’m angry or get home for the day. Catmas Evergreen, come here! Or,
Catmas Evergreen, get down from there!”


She
finally smiled. “Very interesting name. Read young adult dystopian much?”


At least
she got the humor of the name and where it came from. “I lead a very exciting
life glued to either my Kindle or the television.”


“You
should get out more,” Taylor said. 


I watched
as she absently stroked Catmas’s belly. 


“All of
her blood work looks great.
I’m sure she belongs to someone. You just need to find out. Do you have NextDoor for your neighborhood
where you can post pictures? Somebody has to be missing her. I mean, look at
this face and these silver eyes. She’s adorable.”


I could
tell that Catmas was enjoying the attention. Honestly, I couldn’t blame her.
“So how old do you think she is? Is she going to get
any bigger?”


Taylor
looked inside Catmas’s mouth again and felt her teeth. “I’m guessing she’s
about nine months to a year. Still young, but almost full grown. She’s just
petite.”


“So, I
should feed her adult food?”


“I think that’s fine. We have a pretty good selection here, or you
can swing by Petco and pick up something more to your liking.”


“Doc,
I’ve never had a pet in my life.”


Her mouth
dropped open at my confession. “Never? Not even goldfish or a hamster?”


“I had
Sea Monkeys when I was eight, but I don’t think that
counts. My parents weren’t animal people. I’m basically starting from scratch.”
I shrugged, but I knew she was still judging me. I don’t know why it bothered
me so much, but it did. Like the last twenty-four hours
weren’t hard enough on me.


“Okay,
I’d recommend one of the gold bags out there. Start with a small bag just in
case you find her owners so you aren’t spending a lot of money. If you don’t
find her owners and you decide to keep her, you might want to think about scheduling shots in the future.” She rubbed
Catmas’s head and wished me a good rest of the weekend. 


I stared
at the door for a few seconds before the tech returned.


“Did you
need something else?”


“I guess
the doc is done with us,” I
said.


The tech waved a piece of paper in front of me. “I have your
bill here. If you want to follow me, we can get you all taken care of.” 


That was
my cue. I scooped up Catmas and followed the perky young tech to the check- out desk. She handed me the
small bag of recommended food and my bill.


“Wait.
Wait. Today’s visit was one hundred seventeen dollars and fifteen cents? I was
in there less than thirty
minutes.”


The
receptionist looked at the charges on the computer. “Thirty for an office
visit, fifty-nine for bloodwork, twenty-two seventy
for the food. Oh, and tax.”


“Unbelievable.”
I stopped myself from ranting because everybody was looking at me. I could even
feel Catmas staring at me from inside my coat. I handed the receptionist my
debit card and waited forever under the scrutiny of
yet another group of strangers who witnessed another outburst. Over the same
cat. 


I heard
“have a nice day” on my way out. I didn’t care how cute Dr. Taylor Mitchell
was, I wasn’t coming back here even if Catmas stayed with me. I’d find another vet. I spent another seventy dollars at Petco
and raced home because I didn’t know when Catmas had to go to the bathroom. I
set up the litter box in the bathroom, per Mo’s suggestion, and carried Catmas
over to it to make sure she knew where to go. She’d used the sandbox last night
and early this morning, but I could tell it confused her. I didn’t blame her. She seemed to like her new litter box and made good use of
it. I gave her privacy and texted Mo.


No chip.
I spent too much money. Please start a Gofundme page.



While I
waited for Mo to get back to me, I filled Catmas’s new bowls with food and
water. They were matching red with pictures of fish inside. 


Cheaper
than a baby. Quit complaining.


I
know. Maybe we should start a page for you, too.


What are we calling your new girl?


I
groaned. I was going to have to come up with a better name.


Okay,
don’t laugh, but I panicked.


Oh,
geez. Hit me. 


Catmas
Evergreen.


My phone
rang ten seconds later.


“Shut the
fuck up.”


I
laughed. “Yeah, you know how awful I am in stressful
situations. I’m up for another name. Come over and meet her, and we can come up with one
together, auntie.”


“I’m
going to have to take Allegra. Give me an hour.”


“Bring
lunch. I’m broke.”


 


* * *


 


“You’re
actually embarrassing yourself.”


Mo was on
the floor snuggling with Catmas, cooing at her, petting her, kissing her tiny
face. “Hello, sweet baby girl. Did you find a new home? Are you happy here?”
Catmas purred and rubbed her head on Mo’s jaw and cheek. “And we definitely
need to come up with a better name.”


I nudged
Mo with my foot. “We can call her Kitty. That’s what we’ve been calling her.”


Mo turned
and faced Catmas again. “No, not this sweet baby. She needs a princess name
like Sheba or Cleopatra.”


“Those
are dumb names.”


Mo rolled on her back and looked up at me. “Really? You’re going to
tell me that?” 


I handed
her a plate with half a sandwich and chips. “I’m sure between the two of us, we
can find a better name.”


Two hours
later, a rom com under our belt and Catmas sprawled between us on the couch, we were at a loss. None of the names fit her.
Fluffikins, Buttercup, Abby, Sissy, Libby, Angel. They were boring. I had to
admit, Catmas was adorable the more I got to know her. 


“Well, I
need to get back. Angie’s going to yoga, and I have baby duty.” Mo picked
up Catmas and kissed her little nose. 


“I’m
going to get the tree out and see how Catmas does. If she tries to climb it,
I’ll take it back down.”


“Christmas
is three weeks away. Get moving. And I’m sure she’ll be fine with it. Did you go through all your grandma’s ornaments yet?”


When my
grandmother went into assisted living, she gave me all her decorations. Most of
them were things my brother and I had made her, but she had some valuable
collector stuff. “I have things that I know I want on the tree, but some stuff I haven’t even
unboxed.”


Mo
slipped on her shoes and zipped up her coat. “Don’t forget. Dawn’s party is
Friday night. Lots of people there. Lots of opportunity.”


“It’s
been less than twenty-four hours, and you’re already trying to set me up.” I gave her my cheek when she leaned
in for a kiss and a hug.


“It’ll be
a week. That’s plenty of time for you to get over what’s her name.”


“Let’s
hope she isn’t there,” I said. 


“For her
own sake,” Mo said.


Chapter
Three

 

 

 


“No. No,
no, no, no, no.”


I looked
down at coffee splattered all over the front of me, then up at the face of the
person who’d just ruined my
favorite coat. “Are you kidding me right now?”


Dr.
Taylor Mitchell gasped and put her hand over her mouth. Then she laughed. “I’m
so sorry. What are the chances? Here, let me clean this up for you.”


“Do you
ever slow down—look up from
your phone or whatever else keeps you from paying
attention?” I was pissed. I grabbed the napkins from her hand and brushed at
the stain, but it was futile. Light-gray wool would soak up any liquid. Too bad she took her coffee black.


“I will
reimburse you for the dry cleaning. I really am
sorry. I was reading an email and wasn’t paying attention.” 


I hated
that she looked good. And how come she was everywhere now? She took up a lot of
real estate in my mind, which I tried hard to erase, but I kept seeing that smile she had for Catmas, thinking it would be nice to be the
recipient of something so pure and sweet. The smell of coffee wafted up to
bring me back to reality. Shit. My favorite coat was now stained. I would have
forgiven her, but the crooked smile she was trying to
hide stopped me. 


“Don’t
worry about it.” I walked right past her and out of Cool Beans. That place was
my kryptonite. I was never going back. It was Tuesday morning and I was going
to be late for work. Again. Catmas was starting to explore the house, and I needed
to shut all the doors to limit her space. It’d taken me forever to find her this
morning. I called and
called, and right before I
gave up, a ball of fluff uncurled from on top of the mantel and stretched out,
knocking over a photo of me and Stephanie that I’d forgotten. Catmas looked down at the shattered glass,
then back at me. 


“Stay
there. Don’t jump down. I don’t want you to get hurt.” I raced over to her, my
hands out ready to catch her if she leapt. Instead she sat and reached her
paws out to me. Fuck, I was already in love with this cat. I gently picked her
up and put her over my shoulder. Her loud purring
filled my heart with happiness. I picked up the frame
to see how much damage was done. Catmas looked over my shoulder and hissed. “I completely agree with you, baby girl. She was
awful.” I was rewarded with a gentle head butt and a few rubs against my ear. I
put her on the couch while I swept up the shards of glass. That made me half an
hour late.


Right
now, I didn’t have time to
go home and change, so I
stomped out to my car so frazzled I even forgot my coffee. No way I was going back for it.
Fuck my day already. 


“I don’t
know what you like in your coffee, so I left it black. I’m really sorry,
Jessica.”


I turned
to find Taylor, breathless from her quick jog to my
car, holding a large coffee. I didn’t want to
take it. I wanted to sulk. I didn’t know why she got under my skin. Probably
bad timing. The stress of breaking up and then being responsible for a cat when
I knew nothing about animals all within twenty-four
hours had shot my anxiety
through the roof. “Thanks.” It was more of a mumble, but I took it from her
outstretched hand and crawled into my car. 


“I see
you made the flyers. Still haven’t found the cute kitty’s family?”


I had a stack of flyers in the passenger side of my car with
a photo of Catmas and details about her. I hadn’t put up a single one. “Catmas.
Catmas Evergreen. And no. Look, I have to go. I’m late.” I knew Catmas wouldn’t be her name, but I had
this need to poke at Taylor. She annoyed me just by standing there looking cute and perfect. And she bought me a
coffee. Of course, she was probably the perfect girlfriend with the perfect
life, and that tiny Porsche
parked near the front of Cool Beans was probably hers.


“Send me
the bill for your coat. You know where to find me,” she said.


I was
backing out of the parking spot before she was done talking. It was rude, but I
had to get to the office. It was a hot mess of a morning and not even nine
o’clock. I knew I already had one problem on my desk. Plus, I’d missed a call from my mother. She refused to text. I
called her. 


“Good
morning. What’s up?” I asked.


“I had to
hear it from Mo.”


My heart
pounded faster for no other reason than my mother was scolding me. I had no idea what she was talking about.


“Whatever
she said, it’s a lie.” It was probably the truth, but that was my automatic
response. “Unless you’re talking about my breakup with Stephanie. That’s true.”


“You
broke up with Stephanie?”


Well,
that wasn’t the news Mo had
shared. My mom liked Stephanie because she always
brought her flowers whenever we visited. Never mind that she cheated on me for
months. “Yeah. It just wasn’t working out.”


“Jessica
Lynn. When are you going to settle down? I really don’t like meeting all these nice girls and then seeing you dump them. I have to go through the
breakup, too.” My mom sounded genuinely upset. 


“Mother, I caught her cheating on me. With Melissa from
work.” I dropped that bomb and waited for my mother to lose it.


“Are you serious? Melissa on your team? With the short black hair
and beautiful brown eyes?” 


“She’s a
wolf. Trust me. Work is almost unbearable, but I just smile and grit my teeth.
I know they won’t last. Mo and I even have a bet on their longevity,” I said.


“They’re
both lucky I don’t run into them.” She growled.


Mama Bear
to the rescue, I thought. As much shit as my mother gave me for failed
relationships, she really did have my back. 


“Okay,
I’m almost to work. What did I forget to tell you?”


“That you
have a baby. I saw Mo this morning at the gas station, and she told me all about your
gray kitten. Where did you find her?”


I pulled
into the already full lot in front of the office and then drove
around the block until I found street parking. “She found me. I saw her at the coffee shop, and then she was at my house later that night. It was so
weird. Anyway, I took her to the vet Saturday to see if she was chipped. That
was an experience.”


“That was
a big sigh,” she said. 


I heard
her voice flip from phone to Bluetooth speaker. “Where are you headed this early in the morning?”


“I’m
dropping off fruitcake to the church. Want me to stop by and take you to
lunch?” 


I felt
guilty for being late to work and then turning around and leaving a few hours later, but lunch with my mom was always fun. “Yes.
Can we meet at noon? I’ll tell you all about this sweetheart kitty that I
haven’t fully committed to, but chances are, she might be your new
granddaughter.”


“You mean
my only granddaughter?”


“Hey, you
have a son, too. Push that kind of talk on him. I’ll see you at noon.”


 


* * *


 


My mom
knew how to make an entrance. I knew she was there before they called me, based on the happiness of the
voices around me. Brandon peeked over my cubicle wall.



“You need
to adopt me. I love your mom,” he said right as she rounded the corner. 


“Mom.
Quit spoiling my team. Only I deserve your chocolate chip cookies.” I took the plate of cookies from her hands
and gave her a quick hug.


“You
share. I raised you better than that.”


“Hello,
Mrs. Raymond. How are you?” Melissa slithered over to my cubicle with a smile
pasted on that made my skin crawl. It took every ounce of my being not to
throat punch her. 


“Margaret,
right?” my mom asked. 


I
coughed. My mom was fucking with her.


“Um, no.
Melissa. It’s good to see you again.”


My mom
completely ignored her and turned to me instead. “Are you ready? We can take my
car since it’s warm.”


I slipped
on my coat and followed her out. “That was pretty cool back there, Mom.”


She
squeezed my arm. “If she wasn’t a coworker, I’d have said something. I just hate that she hurt you.”


I thought
about it and decided my ego was broken, but not my heart. I wasn’t as emotionally invested in Stephanie
as I should have been, given that we dated for six
months. It still stung though, especially since I had to work with Melissa. “I
know now that she wasn’t for me. It doesn’t hurt as much as you might think.”


We
ordered two bowls of broccoli-cheese soup and sat down at a small table inside
Panera. I pulled up a
picture on my phone and slid it over to her. “Here’s the kitty I’m fostering.”


My mom
grabbed the phone and ooohed and ahhhed over the picture of Catmas. “What’s her
name?”


“Funny
story there. I took her to the vet on Saturday and didn’t
know her name, so I just
wrote down the first thing that came to mind.”


“Which
was?” My mom looked at me expectantly.


“Catmas
Evergreen.”


“Honey,
what the hell kind of name is that?”


“It’s a
play off a character from The Hunger Games. The heroine is Katniss
Everdeen. It’s too long to explain.”


“Are you
really going to keep her? Is she healthy? When can I meet her?”


I held up
my hands at my mother’s barrage of questions. I gave her a brief history but
elaborated when I reached
the vet part. “Oh, so I take her to the vet, and I literally run into the doctor as she’s coming in and
I’m going out. She wasn’t looking where she was going
and crashed into me. Here’s the funny part. I ran into the same doctor this
morning at Cool Beans. Guess how?”


Mom held
her hands up and shrugged. 


“Yep, she
ran into me again because she was reading an email and not paying attention.
She spilled her coffee all over me. Look.” I held up
the front of my coat, which
showed off a Rorschach splatter pattern. I’d spent a solid ten minutes on it with a Tide stick and club
soda at my desk. 


My mom
smiled at me. “You like her.”


I gasped
and leaned back in my chair. “Not at all. She’s
insensitive and barely apologized.” That wasn’t true, but I wanted my mom on my side. 


“Is she
attractive?”


“Well,
yeah, I guess. I mean if you like mean blonds who talk down to you.” I was
irritated that my mom was messing with me. I pushed my soup
aside, my appetite gone.


“Oh, stop
pouting. I’m just teasing. Let’s talk about Christmas. Have you done any
shopping yet?” 


“I bought
TJ’s gift and picked up a few things for the church.” We drew names this
Christmas, since it was just the four of us, and decided to spend the money we would have spent on gag
gifts to help the church buy gifts for the less fortunate families.


“Do you
want to give me ideas on what you might need or want?” 


My mother
drew my name this year. I wasn’t the easiest person
to shop for. Mom didn’t
have the same tastes as I did, so she wasn’t allowed to buy me clothes or home
furnishings. 


“Let me
think about it.”


“Sweetie,
Christmas is coming up. I’m kind of pressed for time.” She pushed her soup bowl
away from her and leaned back in the booth. “Maybe
something for your kitty?”


“Mom, I
don’t know that I’m keeping her. I’m going to post those flyers after work
tonight. Hopefully she can go to her rightful home.”


“Well, I
still want to meet her.”


I rolled
my eyes and huffed. “Fine. Come over tonight. I
should be home by six. Then I can give you the gifts for the church.” Thank God
for Amazon. I ordered everything online, and since nothing could be wrapped, I had a pile going in
one of the corners of my house. I tried putting the
gifts under the tree, but that just made Catmas go crazy, so I moved them into the dining room. The
tree wasn’t a problem. Even the ornaments dangling there
weren’t enticing enough. But something about an obstacle course
of presents under the tree made Catmas turn into
ninja cat. I wasn’t done decorating it or the inside of the house, but I
planned to finish this weekend. Decorations really did improve my mood.


“Want me
to bring dinner?” 


My mother
was forever trying to feed me. Everyone was too thin
to her liking. She even thrust food on Mo, who’s
built like a bouncer. Mo loves my mom. They have a nice relationship outside of
me, which sometimes makes
me jealous, but Mo was estranged from her own parents, so the connection with
mine was immediate. My mother has a big heart, and growing up she helped a lot
of my friends out with solid advice and delicious food.


“I think
after this heavy meal, I want something light. I can fix a salad if you and Dad want to swing by,” I said.


“I can
bring the baby a toy or catnip.” The giddiness in my
mom’s voice was unmistakable. 


“I’m not
keeping her. Oh, maybe you can help me hang up flyers in the neighborhood. Dad
can stay back with Catmas, and we can staple and tape them
to poles and even some of the businesses on the
square.” A little ache pricked in my heart. She was a cute cat, but I really
wasn’t ready for the responsibility of a pet. I couldn’t even keep a
relationship alive. 


Chapter
Four

 

 

 


Catmas
was belly up on my mom’s lap, staring at us while my
mom petted her into a comatose state. Her eyes closed every so often, her purr
was loud, and she softly kneaded the air from time to time.


“We
aren’t hanging flyers, are we?” I asked.


“Oh,
honey, it’s too cold. Maybe you can get your father
to?”


“The
hockey game’s on.” My dad sat in the recliner glued to the
Rangers’ game. He tore his eyes away from the television set long enough to
remind me that I’d fed him
salad and this was his reward. “Who eats salad during the holidays?”


“You’ll
thank me the next time you go to the doctor and she tells you your cholesterol’s down.” My dad waved me off and
went back to watching the game. “I guess I’ll put them out tomorrow night.” I
stopped pushing and finally gave up and sat beside my mom. 


“I love
her silver eyes. She’s such a beautiful cat, sweetie. Maybe you’ll think about
keeping her?”


“You can
always have her.” That idea gave me hope when Mom didn’t reject it immediately.
“I mean, Pirate isn’t going
to be around forever. Not that I want anything to
happen to him, but you know.” Pirate was my mom’s rottweiler, a known killer of squirrels, rabbits, opossums, and even a skunk. He had
slowed down over the years but was still feisty at ten.


“That dog
wouldn’t hurt a baby, but you know he doesn’t like
other animals. He gets jealous when I pet them. He’s going to be so upset when
he smells the kitty on me.”


Even my
mom couldn’t bring herself to say Catmas. Operation Change Name was in effect. 


“Okay, so
we’ve determined Catmas is a horrible name. How about
something festive like Noel, or Bell, or Carol, or even Cookie? What say you, little fur ball?
Do you like the name Cookie?” On cue, Catmas sneezed and shook her head. We
both laughed. 


“I’m
taking that as a no,” my mom said.


“Agreed.
Or maybe it should be something obvious like Fluff, or not obvious like Becky.” I
leaned over Catmas. “Hold my beer, Becky.”


My mom
playfully pushed me away. “You’re not naming this sweet thing Becky. That’s not
a cat name.”


“She
seems to like Catmas,” I said. She sneezed again. “Or
not.” 


“Go
finish the tree. I’ll keep the baby company.” 


I sighed
but obliged and dug through the last box of Grandma’s decorations. “Are these legal?” I held up a box of
one thousand tinsel icicles.


“Why
wouldn’t they be legal?”


“I don’t know. I read somewhere that they’re either flammable or not good for the environment. But they sure
look pretty.” I draped a few over the high branches just to see if I liked them and stood back to admire my
work.


“I
remember them so well. They’d
get caught in the vacuum. It was the only time I
heard Grandma curse.”


“I won’t
put too many of them up. Catmas hasn’t climbed the tree yet, and I really don’t want to add
a lot of bright, shiny things to tempt her.” I told my mom about the presents
under the tree and how Catmas could go from chill cat to freaked-out wildling in the span of five presents.


“I wonder
where she came from. And why she picked you. You
know, cats pick their owners. They’re excellent judges of character.” 


Catmas
stretched and leapt off the
couch. She soundlessly jumped on the top of the recliner. My father was so
engrossed in the game he didn’t realize he was petting
a curled-up Catmas on his
lap thirty seconds later. My mom and I waited and watched his reaction, but
were disappointed that he was so oblivious.


“Let’s
finish decorating the tree,” Mom said. She dug through the box and found
several yarn snowflakes my brother and I made in
grade school.


“Keep
them high so that you-know-who doesn’t get ahold of them,” I said.


“Then the
tree will look lopsided.”
My mom frowned. Their tree was a three-footer they carried down to the basement every January,
fully decorated, and put a large trash bag over. I
didn’t go anywhere near it. Spiders lurked in basements. I wouldn’t even allow
my mind to think of all the bugs that resided in that tree by now. They
wouldn’t consider a bigger tree until they had grandkids. We were at a standoff.


I put my
arm over my mom’s shoulders. “I think it looks great. The snowflakes add a nice
touch. I think Grandma will like it, too.” It was nice to see our family
ornaments up. Some of them were cheesy, and some were ridiculous, but they all
had meaning. It would be hard to give the ornaments to my mom when they upgraded
their tree, but for now, I intended to enjoy our history.


“Roger,
we should go. Let Jess get some sleep. She has a big day tomorrow.” My mother
stood and waited for my father to untangle himself
from Catmas and get his coat on.


“I do?” 


“You have
that big meeting with the soap people. I heard Melissa talk about it earlier to
that nice man who works next to you. You were busy getting your coat.”


“I don’t
know anything about that. I’ll have to check my
emails.” Sudsley Soap was coming in for a pitch, but it wasn’t for another two
weeks. 


“Don’t
kill her. I don’t want to have to visit you in jail.”


“I’m too
pretty for jail.” I hugged both my parents and waited patiently for them to say
good-bye to Catmas. After they took turns holding her again, I
finally kicked them out. I pulled out my laptop and looked through my emails. Nothing about a meeting. I looked
at the group calendar, and sure enough, we had an
appointment with Sudsley at eleven tomorrow. I picked
up my phone and texted Brandon.


Hey,
what’s going on with Sudsley? Are they coming tomorrow?


Yeah.
I thought you knew. 


My blood
boiled. No. Can you please forward me the
emails? Apparently Melissa forgot to include me. 


On it.
Give me two seconds.


Eight
emails showed up in my inbox. Son of a bitch. She purposely left me off the
email thread. I also noticed I wasn’t given any responsibilities. Was I getting
fired? No. I couldn’t imagine climbing the ladder as
fast as I did to have the
ladder kicked out from underneath me by somebody who was notorious for being an
asshole. 


I’m
sorry, J. I didn’t even see that your name wasn’t on the thread.


No
worries. I should get caught up by morning. Thanks,
B.


I was
seething. So much of the project had changed. I logged into the project file and took notes on
the changes. Melissa was Team Lead, but I was presenting with her. I had half a notebook full
of notes before I took a break at ten thirty. I stood and stretched, trying to revive the circulation in my body and grabbed a Diet Coke from the refrigerator. 


“Catmas.
What are we going to do about Melissa?” 


She
meowed her answer and some
additional information. I nodded like I understood her. “Good fucking plan. Let’s get to it.” She trotted over and plopped down
next to me as if we were planning a heist or the demise of my wannabe boss.
After an hour, I was struggling to stay awake. It felt so good to close my eyes
for just a moment. I reached for my phone to set the
alarm but fell asleep before I even turned it on.


 


* * *


 


Something soft was tapping my lips. Fish breath and a loud meow got me to crack open my eyes. Gray
fur impaired my vision.


“Catmas,
what are you doing? Let me sleep.”


The
garbled yet loud meow that came from her tiny body bolted me
straight up. “Are you okay? Is something wrong?” I rubbed my eyes and looked at
the clock. Shit. It was seven. I wanted to get to work early so I could prep
and review my notes. I jumped up, patted Catmas on her fuzzy head, and raced to the shower. She followed me and sat on the
counter while I got ready. Shit. I forgot to feed her. This was why I couldn’t be responsible for
another living thing. I was irresponsible with important things like feeding it.


“Oh, my gosh! I’m so sorry.” I scooped her up, carried her to the kitchen, and gave her a little bit more
food out of guilt. “Thank you, sweetheart, for waking
me up.” I was out the door at seven forty, dressed for success. I wasn’t
entirely comfortable with the meeting, but at least I was prepared. No surprises today. Most of the
team got in about eight thirty or nine. Flex time was
an appreciated perk. I dumped my stuff at my desk and grabbed a cup of coffee
from the community pot. Too bad I’d banned myself from Cool Beans. I could have
gone for an espresso or a latte. 


“Hey,
Jess. You good?” Brandon popped into the kitchen to grab
a cup, too. 


“Thank
you so much for the heads up,” I said. 


“I can’t
believe you weren’t copied. That was unprofessional of Melissa.”


“I’m just
glad I could count on you. Come on. Let’s review a few things before the rest
of the crowd gets here. Meet me in the conference
room?”


By nine
thirty, most of the team was there warming up and reviewing the changes and direction we were
going with Sudsley. I wasn’t completely on board, but that’s probably why
Melissa didn’t include me. She wanted this to be about
her success, not mine. When she breezed into the room, her gaze met mine, and for a split second, she
looked nervous. I smiled sweetly as I walked over to her. My voice was low and
I had to grit my teeth to keep my anger in check. I wanted to wipe the smugness off her face. “Nice try.”


According
to the schedule, Melissa would take the lead, and I was to present market research on her pitch. It
wasn’t what we’d agreed on
in our initial meeting with the customer, but Melissa was positive the new
direction was the way to go. I had my numbers to
present, but I also had the original idea that was a tad old-fashioned.
Everyone had to face facts. Soap wasn’t exciting. It wasn’t sexy. It was a
necessity. Sudsley was a family business, not a new superhero taking the liquid detergent world by storm. I was embarrassed for
Melissa and the team, but no way was I going down without a fight. My backup
plan was just that. In case seventy-five-year-old
Mr. Holls wasn’t hip to super strong men in capes and scantily clad women with powerful swords, I had a few mock-ups from a brainstorming session
earlier in the month in my portfolio. I didn’t want my entire team to look bad,
even though I wanted her to
fail. It wasn’t nice, but neither was she. 


“Okay, so
we all know our role and what to do when Mr. Holls
gets here?” 


“No, not
really. Would you care to enlighten me?”


The
conference room grew quiet. By now, everyone knew what Melissa had done.


“You have
the numbers there in front of you. You just have to read them and make them sound good,” she said. 


“I don’t
know anything about these numbers. I don’t know where they came from. I don’t know the sources. Hell,
I didn’t even know about this meeting.”


“It’s
been on the calendar for days.” She rolled her eyes at me as if I was inconveniencing her.


I stood.
She took a step back. “I know you purposely left me off the emails.” I held my
hand up at her when she tried to interrupt. “Even if you lie and say it was an
oversight, my name is not mentioned on the thread at all. It was deliberate.” I stared at her faithful sidekick, Jeff, who immediately looked
away. He was in on it. Jerk. “We’re going to get through this, but I’m not
reciting bullshit numbers I know nothing about. Give them to Jeff. It looks
like he knows what’s going on.”


“Are you
refusing to do your job?”


A few
gasps in the room perforated the silence that ensued. 


“Are you
threatening me? Because I’m pretty sure Jocelyn is going to be upset that I was
conveniently left off this entire project. But I would be more than happy to go with you to her office to discuss this further.”
I knew my cheeks and my ears were flaming red. Even though Melissa had been
with the company longer, our boss preferred my work over hers. Melissa was
good, but I was better.


The receptionist informing the
team that Mr. Holls and his associates were here interrupted us. We all jumped into action. I slid the numbers to Jeff and
smiled. I was going to sit back and watch this whole disaster unfold. It wasn’t
that Melissa’s idea was bad; it was just the wrong client to try something
new with. The man wore a suit with a cut popular in the seventies. His collar
wasn’t quite butterfly, but his chunky tie with brown diagonal stripes was a
dead giveaway. He was going to shut down the minute she presented the superhero angle. I didn’t intend to abandon the team since I was a part of it, but I would
wait a bit before I jumped
in.


“Mr.
Holls, please come in,” Melissa said. She waited for everyone to get settled
before she started the meeting.


Jeff
offered coffee and water,
which Mr. Holls and his people refused. I could already tell he wasn’t in a
good mood and probably didn’t want to be there. His body language screamed
closed-minded, but Melissa saw none of this. I
cracked open my portfolio and waited to strike.


Chapter
Five

 

 

 


“Hello,
sweet baby.”


Catmas greeted me at the door. She meowed and did a little twisty dance for
me. Was she hungry? I picked her up and threw her over my shoulder, petting her
and loving the tiny motor purring in my ear.


“Well,
look. You have food and water. Maybe you just missed me?” 


I got a
head bump for that. I hugged her and put her on the chair while I took off my
still- stained coat and
hung it up. I would have to take care of that and give Taylor the bill.


“Today was a great day, Catmas. Remember Melissa? The girl I work
with who cheated with my girlfriend? Well, ex-girlfriend? She tanked a very
important client today. It was true karma for keeping me out of the loop. Can
you believe that?” 


I swore
Catmas snarled and stuck her nose up in the air at
Melissa’s name. I picked her up again and headed to the living room to sprawl
on the couch. It had been
an exhausting day. Not only did I save the customer, but once Jocelyn heard
what happened, she made me Team Lead on the project,
much to Melissa’s chagrin and my delight. I even smiled in our very somber
meeting. 


“How was
your day, baby girl?” Catmas responded by plopping on her side and pawing at my
pants. “I really need to get those flyers up. What if some little kid somewhere is crying for you?
You’re entirely too adorable for your own good.” I leaned down and kissed her
little belly. She put her paws in my hair and tried to eat it. I sat back up.
“Nope. Not a good idea.”


How’d
it go? Tell me everything.


I’d
texted Mo last night when I found out what happened.
I also told her I’d call
her when it was done. That was hours ago.


It
went better than expected. I’m Team Lead now because Melissa tanked the
meeting. 


A slew of
gifs followed that made me laugh out loud. And just
so you know, Friday night we’re picking you up and taking you to Dawn’s party. Be ready. Look awesome.
Oh, you should wear that wool skirt I like with the tall boots and your new
coat. 


I have
a cute sweater I can wear with it. The coat is out of commission.


What
happened?


Doc Klutz
happened. I keep running into her. Literally. She spilled a full cup of coffee
all over my coat. 


Catmas pushed my hands up so she could curl into my lap. “Well,
okay, missy. Have a seat.”


Catmas. I deleted the name and replaced it with
Kitty because Mo gave me such a hard time about her temporary name. 


Kitty
is bossy. She doesn’t like it when I text.


Give
her some love. I’ll see you Friday. We’ll get there early so we can spend some
time with my floofy niece. Don’t forget the gift exchange.


I rolled
my eyes. She’s not staying. I just need to get out there and hang some flyers,
but not tonight. I’m exhausted. And thanks for the
reminder. I’ll hit Amazon and find the perfect gift for the perfect stranger.


Right,
right. She’s not staying, my ass. Oh, I know, maybe this spring you’ll get
around to hanging flyers.


Jerk. I followed it by a wink just in
case she thought I was serious. See you Friday.


 


* * *


 


“Aren’t
you just the most precious kitty in all of the world?” Mo completely ignored me
and grabbed Catmas who lay
on the recliner waiting to be picked up. “Oh, my God. She hugs. I’m in love.”


“No, no, you’re
not.” Angie, Mo’s wife, shook her head and gave me a hug. “Good to see you,
sweetie. Nice cat. Nope, we don’t want her.”


“I know.
Tomorrow it’s supposed to be sunny and above freezing. I’m planning to go around the
neighborhood and hang flyers,” I said.


It was adorable to watch Catmas and Mo play together. In the
span of ten minutes, they cuddled, chased one another, played fetch, and
cuddled again. 


“Your
tree looks great, but a little top-heavy. Did you run out of tinsel?”


“No. I just wasn’t sure if the kitten would try to eat it or play with it if I covered the
tree. I found a box of it in my grandmother’s Christmas ornaments. It does look
pretty though. Maybe I should put a few more strands on.” I stood back and
nodded. Angie was right. With the family coming over
Christmas Eve for dinner, I needed to make everything perfect. Grandma would
really love the effort. “What time are we leaving?” 


“I need
at least ten more minutes with the kitty,” Mo said. 


“Don’t
get dirty or cat hairy,” Angie said. 


“In all fairness, she is wearing a white shirt, and the kitty’s dark gray. I can’t control
that,” I said. I handed Angie the box of tinsel. “Want to help me while that
love fest continues?”


We had
the tree done in ten minutes. “What do you think?” I asked Mo. 


She sat up from where she was sprawled on the couch playing
with the fishing rod and Catmas. “It looks nice. Complete now. Where are the
presents, specifically mine?” She playfully looked around.


“Kitty
has a problem with gifts. She likes to ninja-slice the wrapping paper, and if anything’s stacked, she’s going to climb
it.”


“But she
doesn’t want to try to climb the tree?”


“She
seems uninterested.”


“That’s
amazing, because if I was a cat, I totally would,” Mo said.


“Don’t
you dare give her any ideas. Come on. Let’s get out
of here while I’m still in the mood.” I grabbed my boring black peacoat and
followed Mo and Angie. From the door, I looked back at Catmas. “Be a good girl. I’ll be home in a
few hours.”


 


* * *


 


“I’m
going to need a drink,” I said.


“I’m on it. Gin and tonic?” Mo asked.


I was
nodding before she even got the words out. She slipped away to get Angie and me
drinks. 


“I’m
dreading this gift exchange. I barely know half the people here. The other half
I’ve never seen in my life.”


“Everyone
looks so young. When did we get old?” Angie asked.


I smiled
at a few girls I recognized from past parties, but nobody grabbed my attention.
Tonight was going to be a bust. “Are these girls even old enough to drink
wine?” I’d brought a bottle
of Francis Ford Coppola’s Director’s Cut Merlot. It
wasn’t my favorite, but it was a great conversation starter. I’d thrown a bow
and one of those cute and completely ridiculous sweaters on the bottle to make
it festive. Mo and Angie had brought a box of pastries from the new bakery
that had opened this week.
Mo said she had to stand in line forever just to get them. 


“Here you
go, loves.” Mo returned with our drinks. 


“Here’s
to a good party.” Angie raised her glass to clink with ours.


“Meh,” I
said and clinked anyway.


“Quit being such a dud.” Mo frowned at me.


“I’m
sorry. It was just an overwhelming week for me.”


“Yes, but
it ended well. You’re now Team Lead, Melissa got smacked down, and you have a
new baby.”


I rolled
my eyes. “Kitty will have a new home by next weekend.”


“Mmm-hmm.
Sure.” Mo always called me on my bullshit. “And how many flyers have you put
out?”


“It was a
busy week. I’ll make that my mission this weekend.” My voice was firm even if I
wasn’t convinced.


“Ten
o’clock,” Mo said. 


I knew
the code. We all did. I looked to see who’d walked in. I gasped. What the
hell was Taylor doing here? “No.”


“What do
you mean, no? She’s
gorgeous, and just look at
those lips.”


“She is
beautiful. And she came alone,” Angie said. 


“No.”


“Why the
hell not?” Mo asked.


“That’s
Catmas’s vet.”


Mo threw
her head back and laughed. “Are you shitting me right now? The one who’s bumped into you a zillion
times?”


“You mean
the one who ruined my favorite coat? Yeah, her. Not interested. She’s rude and
judgmental, and I just don’t like her.” She did look
nice tonight. The tight black sweater paired with her skinny jeans showed off
her form. She slipped right into conversation with the bartender and one of the
young women Angie and I were just talking about.


“You
should go say hi.”


I turned
slowly to face Mo. “Are you kidding me? With a drink
in her hand, there’s a one-hundred-percent chance she’ll spill it on me. It’s our
destiny.”


“Well,
get in there and get it over with then. That way we can enjoy the rest of the
night instead of listening to you complain and scowl
that she’s here,” she said. 


I snorted
and turned my back to the bar. “I can’t believe she’s here.”


Mo
swirled her finger at my face. “Oh, I think somebody’s got a tiny crush on
Doc.”


I pushed
her hand away from my face and scowled harder. “No.
She just annoys me.”


“Why?
Because she’s so pretty, smart, successful, and such a crowd-pleaser?
Look at the girls flock to her. That’s impressive. As a matter of fact, I’m
going to introduce myself.”


“Don’t
you dare.” I grabbed her sleeve and held her to me.


“Come on.
Let’s be friendly and say hello. Ang?” She reached behind her and led Angie to
where Taylor stood. 


I felt
ridiculous standing there alone so I casually walked over to the table where
the gifts were and picked a few of them up to guess
what they were. I shook the first package. Definitely gloves. The second
package was probably a scarf or a hat. I rattled a few more presents just for
the fun of it. My bottle of wine wasn’t the only bottle. Three others surrounded mine, but mine was
decorated the most festively. 


“That’s
kind of cheating.”


I turned
to find Taylor beside me, holding her glass of wine, her hip resting against
the table. She looked cool and calm and so damn pretty. 


“Oh, hey.
How are you?” I tried to play it off like her
nearness didn’t affect me, but it did. 


“I’m
doing well. How’s the kitty? Did you ever find her home?”


I shook
my head. “Not yet, but I will put flyers out tomorrow.” 


She moved
closer, so close that I could smell the
wine she swirled in her glass. I could feel her body
heat and see the moisture on her lips after she licked them.


“You should just admit that you’re now a proud fur mama. It’s
okay. You’re doing the
right thing. She’s an adorable cat and will give you so much joy. You don’t
even know.”


“I’m not
keeping her.” My voice was harsher than I intended. 


She held
her hands up in surrender. “Okay, okay. I’m not pushing you. If you need to
find her a good home sooner than later, just drop her off at the office.”


“I see
you found Jessica.” Mo appeared out of nowhere,
charming as ever. I took a step back and let them talk.


“Yes. We
certainly have history. How do you know Dawn?” Taylor asked. I watched as she
became completely engaged with Mo and Angie. 


“Oh, I’ve
known her since college. We
both majored in engineering. How about you?” Mo said.


“I moved
here about six months ago. Dawn and Wendy brought their little chihuahua to me
when she hurt her tail.”


Mo
pointed at Taylor. “I remember that. Their neighbor’s kid ran over her tail
with a Big Wheel or something.”


“Yes.
Poor baby. She was such a mess.”


“I don’t
know how you do it—help
animals that are hurt. When our kid cries, my knees get weak and I can’t
breathe right. Kudos to you for being able to heal the animals. That takes
guts.” Mo clinked her beer against Taylor’s glass. 


“Well, I have hard days, but then I see
the cute little faces, like Jess’s cat, and I know it’s all worthwhile.
Unfortunately, I can’t save them all, but the ones I do, I hold them close to
my heart. And Jess’s cat is gorgeous and playful and
so sweet.”


“Catmas.
Her name is Catmas.” I hated that nobody used her name. “And she’s not my cat.”


“That’s a
horrible name, and you know
it,” Mo said and shot me
the look. “We’ve been working on a new name for her, but you’re right. She’s gorgeous. Jess isn’t ready to accept that she’s a
fur mom.”


I scowled
when they laughed at me. “I just don’t have the time.”


“Now that
what’s-her-name is out of the picture, you have so much free time. Plus, it’s
winter, and I know how much
you hate getting out when it’s cold,” Mo said. 


“Bad
breakup?” Taylor asked. Her lips pursed and turned down when she looked at me.


I didn’t
need her pity. “Nothing worth talking about.”


“Work and
personal life collided,” Mo said. She bumped her fists together and made an explosion gesture with accompanying blow-up noises. 


I wanted
to slink away from this complete display of my failed personal life. Angie came
to my rescue.


“All
right, all right. Let’s leave Jess alone. It’s been a tough week for her. Can I
get you another drink?” She reached out for my empty
glass.


“Yes,
please. And hurry back. I don’t know if I can handle myself against these two.”
I was afraid to be left alone with them. I loved Mo, but sometimes she pushed
too hard. 


“We’ll be
gentle,” Taylor said. She touched my forearm.


I moved
my arm away. She wasn’t my friend. Mo’s elbow in my ribs made me grunt. It was
her subtle way of telling me to behave. I gritted my teeth and tried harder to
be sociable. “Where are you from, Taylor?”


“Denver.
I moved here because my uncle ran Hillside and was
retiring. I stepped in and haven’t regretted it at all. I love my clients, both the human and the animal
kind.”


“What’s
the weirdest animal story? I mean, the coolest animal you’ve treated,” Mo
asked. She was genuinely into Taylor’s story. I was,
too, but I didn’t want to seem interested. I didn’t want to like this woman. I
didn’t want Mo to like her either. I wanted to talk about Taylor behind her
back with Mo, but I couldn’t find anything wrong with her. She was charming, pretty, smart, and she saved animals. If it hadn’t been
for my two previous bad encounters, I would have been
all over her. But she was rude and had no regard for personal space.


“I interned at a sanctuary one summer and treated a family
of meerkats, so I learned a
lot about them. They’re very sweet and inquisitive animals, but should never be kept as pets. It was a great learning
experience.”


I hated
that I was smiling. I hated that I was intrigued by her. I took a step back. Mo
grabbed my elbow to steady me. 


“You
okay? We need to get you something to eat. The gin’s going straight to your head.”


I waved
her off. “I’m fine. I’m not even hungry.”


Angie
gave my hip a squeeze. “I’m going to fix you a plate. Mo, find a place to sit
down.”


The heat in my cheeks was a combination of
embarrassment and alcohol. “I’m fine. Really. I just lost my footing.”


“Let’s
sit on the loveseat over here.” Mo had her arm over my shoulders and guided me
to the corner of the living room. I looked back to find that Taylor hadn’t
followed us. She moved on to the next group of girls. 


“Of
course,” I said. 


“What?”


Oops.
That wasn’t my inside voice. “Nothing. I’m fine. Just a little fuzzy, but I
don’t think it’s because of alcohol. I wonder if I’m getting sick?”


Mo
touched my forehead and cheeks. “You do seem a little
warm. Do you want me to ask Dawn if she has any medicine?”


“No,
thanks. I’m not quite sure what’s going on, so I don’t want to take anything I don’t need.”


Angie
returned with a plate of food that I picked at enough
to make them happy. 


“Listen,
go enjoy the party. I’ll hang out here for a bit. At least until I feel better.
Go say hi to your friends. I’m fine.” I took another bite just to appease her. 


“We’ll be
back.” Mo grabbed Angie’s hand and disappeared into the
other room. 


I sat
there feeling sorry for myself until I remembered I could Lyft home. I pulled out my phone
and looked for the app.


“Are you
feeling okay?”


I looked
up to find Taylor in front of me extending a bottle of water. I took it
gratefully. “Thank you. I think I’m catching a cold.
It’s been a really long, strenuous week.” The weight of everything hit me. I
leaned back and closed my eyes.


“That’s
the worst—the day you catch
a cold. And then the three days that follow.” Her voice was sympathetic, with a touch of humor.


“Ugh.
Seriously. The worst. I usually catch one really bad cold a year.”


“I can
hook you up to an IV,” she said.


“Really?”



She
winked at me. “No. But you probably need to stay hydrated, so drink that water and maybe
take some Tylenol before bed tonight.”


“Yes,
Doc.”


Our
almost-truce was disrupted
by Dawn announcing it was time for the gift exchange. I felt strong enough to
stand, so I followed the
crowd into the other room. We all drew numbers and
got to pick any gift from the table. It wasn’t a white-elephant gift exchange, just something fun. I found myself
enjoying the camaraderie in the room.


“Babe, we
have to go.” Mo leaned over to whisper the news to me so we didn’t alert the festive room. “Melody’s
running a fever. The babysitter just texted.”


“Okay,
let me grab my purse and coat.”


Mo patted
my arm. “No, you stay and draw a gift for us. I have my eye on that rectangular
box or the tall cylinder gift, but not the wine. Pick wisely. Oh, and Taylor offered to drive you home. Don’t say no.
Don’t Lyft. I trust her, and I know where she works. I
don’t know Bob the axe murderer who drives part-time for Lyft.”


“Taylor?
You asked her?” 


“Settle
down. She’s nice. Give her a chance.”


I
frowned. I knew I was being completely bitchy even
after Taylor was nice to check on me and bring me water to drink. “Okay, we’ll
see. Go home. Text me how she’s doing.”


They both
kissed my cheek and left. I found Dawn and told her I’d draw for them. I was number eight.
They were number eleven. 


“Number
seven.”


Taylor
wooted and held her hands up in victory, then circled the table and stopped in front of the wines. I
watched her playfully shake them and smile when the crowd laughed. I smiled
when she picked mine. 


“Number
eight.”


I held up
my hand like I was in school, then rolled my eyes at the chuckles in the room.


 “Yes,
Jessica?” Dawn said in her best teacher voice. 


“Yeah,
yeah, yeah. I know, I know.” I reached for a medium-size bag that had the cutest decorations on it. Somebody had taken the time to draw a snowman,
Santa getting stuck in a chimney, and all eight reindeer dancing and singing.
Very cute. I held on to it.
The plan was to open gifts at the same time, so I waited. When Dawn called number eleven I reached for the cylinder gift that was still on
the table for Mo and Angie. I wasn’t going to open it, though. I wanted them to
have the joy of opening their own. By the time we got around to opening all twenty-eight, the entire room
was laughing and celebrating their gifts. 


I was
careful opening mine. The artwork was so cute I felt guilty tearing the tissue
paper. Inside was a pair of adorable fluffy red-and-white
socks that read “If you can read this” on one sock and “bring me a glass of
wine” on the other one. My
present also included an electronic wine-bottle opener and a set of stemless wineglasses. Suddenly
my wine seemed like it wasn’t enough, and I felt guilty. 


“You look
a little out of it. Do you want me to take you home? According to Mo, you live very close to me.” Taylor was hovering. 


I sighed.
I really needed to be home. I was tired and my throat was on fire. “Thank you.
I’d like that, but only if you’re ready to go.”


She
nodded. “This is a lot for me to take in.”


I cocked
my head at her. “That surprises me. You seem so
outgoing and at ease in a crowd.”


Taylor
laughed. “I can play for a little bit, but by the end of the week, I’m
exhausted. And I still have half a day of work tomorrow. Come on. Let’s say
good-bye and get you in
bed.”


I lifted my eyebrow at her, and she
blushed adorably.


“I mean
alone. In your bed alone.”


I lifted
my other eyebrow at her. 


She shook
her head at me. “Come on. Let’s go, Tiger.”


Chapter
Six

 

 

 


The drive
home was a blur because I was tired and the cold was kicking in full force, but
I remember Taylor taking my keys and issuing me inside. 


“Hello,
my sweet baby!” 


Catmas,
the traitor, pranced around her, twirling and meowing until Taylor picked her up. I could hear the
deep purr from where I stood. I took my coat off and threw it onto the chair. Then I plopped down on the couch
and stretched out. This cold was going to be a doozy.


“She’s
just precious. And a week on good food has fattened her up nicely.” Taylor couldn’t have looked happier holding my cat.
Well, my temporary cat. I scowled at how loving they were with one another.
Catmas, even though not my cat, should have been loyal to me, the person who
took her in and fed her and gave her a warm bed.
Instead she was sprawled
out on Taylor’s lap offering up her belly.


“Before
you get too comfortable, why don’t you put your pajamas on. I’ll feed Catmas
and make sure she’s got fresh food and water and make you some hot tea.”


I
grumbled at her. I hated that she was so perfect, and
helpful, and so damn pretty. I knew zero about her other than she was a
veterinarian and had moved
here six months ago. “I don’t even know how old you are.”


She
cocked her head and looked at me like I was delirious. Shit, that was my outside voice again. “I’m thirty-one, and I think you have a fever.
Do you have meds?” She stopped me from going into the kitchen. “Just tell me
where, and I’ll get them. Go change.” 


I sighed
and shuffled into my bedroom, where I found flannel lounge pants and
a T-shirt. I changed in what I thought was record time, but by the time I got
back to the living room, Taylor already had a steaming cup of tea and cold meds
on the coffee table for me. She was on the floor playing with Catmas. It was
sickeningly cute.


“I found
peppermint tea. It’ll help settle your stomach and warm you up. I didn’t mean
to snoop, but I found the cold meds when I was looking for a cup for the tea.”


I flopped down on the couch and
muttered thank you. She was nice, and I was being an asshole.
“Thanks. You can go now.”


She stood
up, seemingly unaffected by my rudeness. “That’s my cue, kitty.” I watched as
Taylor put on her coat. She was very graceful, something I couldn’t believe I’d notice after our history of
her running into me at every turn. She was my height,
curvy, and confident. Her blond hair was straight, and she tucked both sides behind her ears so she could see
Catmas as she leaned down for one more pet.


“Thanks
for the ride home. Come here, Catmas.” I held my hand down to the floor and rubbed my fingers back and forth. Usually
she ran to me, but not this time. Taylor picked her up, nuzzled her for a few
seconds longer, then handed her to me. 


“Take
care of your mama. She’s
not feeling well.” 


“I’m not
her mama.”


“Here’s my number if you need anything.” Ignoring me, Taylor
slipped a business card onto
the coffee table with all her contact information. “My personal cell number is
written on the back. Take care of yourself, Jess.” 


I stared
at the door long after Taylor left. Why was
I so angry at her? For the last month, I’d been on high alert emotionally. I’d found out my girlfriend had cheated on me with my evil
coworker. I’d suffered
through the obligatory public breakup, and I was now responsible for another
life form, at least in the interim. “Catmas, looks like you’re with me another weekend.” I
was too weak and shaky to think about getting out in the neighborhood to post
the flyers. The tea Taylor made was perfect—warm enough to sip, and sweet, just the way I liked it. I took the pills and stretched out on the couch. Catmas
curled around my head, purring the entire time. I fell asleep to her gently
kneading my hair.


 


* * *


 


Saturday
was a blur. I got up long enough to feed Catmas and change into fresh pajamas.
I skipped the shower, medicated myself, and went back
to sleep, in my bed this time. I messaged my mother and Mo that I wasn’t
feeling well and would talk to them later. Both wanted to visit, but I wasn’t
in the mood. I ate a piece of toast, drank more tea, and turned on the television. I knew I wouldn’t last through any shows, but it made me feel closer to the
land of the living. Catmas entertained herself with catnip mice that Mo had brought over last night
before we left for Dawn’s party. 


I knew I
had to buy gifts for Mo and her family, and finish
decorating my place, but I just wasn’t feeling it. I was running low on tissues
and hope. Sunday was going to be a bust, too. And it was supposed to start
snowing again. I couldn’t miss work because I’d just taken over as Team Lead, so I had to get better. Calling
in sick after nailing a job would look suspicious.
I’d rather go into work and hack up a lung than be viewed as taking advantage
of my new role. 


Are
you awake?
I could tell Mo was bored. Angie and Melody were probably asleep and Mo wanted
answers.


Yes. She wasn’t
going to get elaborate answers from me. I was too tired.


How’d
it go last night?


Shit. I
forgot to check to see how Melody was doing. Fine. How’s the baby? She okay? I
have your present here somewhere.


We
took her to her pediatrician today. It was just a
reaction to a round of shots.


You’re
such a pro. We both knew she was the more anxious parent and panicked over every new noise Melody made.


Did
Taylor give you a ride home? Did she stay over? Wait, is that why you don’t
want anyone over? She’s there now?


I sent
her the eye-roll emoji. She
dropped me off and left. No biggie.


Oh, my
God. You were rude to her, weren’t you? I don’t know why she gets under your
skin so much. She seems like a doll. She’s nice, smart, successful, pretty.
Yeah. I get why you don’t like her.


I
inserted two eye-roll
emojis. Honestly, I don’t know why either. I was just thinking that. It’s
probably because I have a lot going on right now and our timing sucked.


Well,
she couldn’t keep her eyes off of you last night. Even Angie saw.


I perked
up. Really? Or are you just saying that so I’ll behave?


You
know I don’t lie to you about girls. 


#truth. Mo gave me too much of her mind
with every girl I dated. Not that I had a chance or even wanted one with
Taylor, but she was the first one Mo had approved of. 


Do you
want me to open your present? I was changing the subject. 


Hell,
no. Where’s the fun in that? And which one did you pick for us?


The
cylinder one. I was almost certain it was a bottle of whisky or bourbon. The good
ones always came in fun containers. 


What
was in the one you picked? 


Oh, it
was adorable. Hang on. I leaned up enough to pull the bag closer to me and snapped a photo of the cute
drawings, then of the wine essentials inside. 


You
scored.


I feel
bad that my gift wasn’t enough. There was a lot of
good stuff on that table.


I’m
sorry we had to leave early. But I’m happy you got a ride with TayTay and not
Bob the axe murderer.


And we
were back on Taylor. Maybe SHE’S an axe murderer. 


Stop
talking. Take your meds. Let me know if you need
anything.


Ugh.
Good night.


Catmas
jumped onto the bed and
curled up on my stomach. I was restless, but I didn’t move. I decided to sink
to a new low and Google Dr. Taylor Mitchell. She went to Colorado State
University, which had one of the top five vet
schools in the country. Impressive. She interned
almost every summer with a traveling practice that
specialized in larger farm animals, including horses and cattle. There were photos, both
professional and playful, and I was curious if any of
the women in the photographs with her were
girlfriends or wives. They were all very attractive. On paper, she was perfect.
Why was she single? Wait, was she single? Just because she was alone at the
party didn’t mean she didn’t have a wife or girlfriend. I tossed my phone onto
the bed next to me, and the
sound startled Catmas. I stroked her fur to calm her down and watched as she
stretched, yawned, and closed her eyes again. 


I woke up
in the middle of the night and turned up the heat. I couldn’t shake my chill. I
took more cold medicine and forced myself to drink a
whole glass of water. I was thankful I had another day to rest. Catmas jumped
off the bed to grab a midnight snack and take care of business. I turned off
the lights and crawled back into bed. 


Not only
did the bright light outside wake me up, but the
incessant knocking on my front door stopped me from slipping back into
oblivion. I put the pillow over my head, but nothing helped. I threw it across
the room and crawled out of bed.


“All
right, all right. Settle down. I’m coming, I’m
coming.” The only way it was going to be okay was if Mo was on the other side
with hot oatmeal, steaming coffee, and a giant apology for waking me up at this
ungodly hour. I opened the door and winced at the bright sun reflecting off the fresh snow that had fallen overnight.


“Close
the door. We don’t want Catmas to escape.” Taylor breezed in carrying two bags
of food and supplies. 


“What are
you doing here?”


She
slipped off her coat and untwirled her scarf. “Quit snarling at me all the time. It snowed, and I knew you didn’t have much in the way of food, so I’m here to kind of rescue
you.”


Catmas
raced over to her. Taylor reached down and tossed Catmas over her shoulder. “I
brought chicken-noodle
soup, fresh bread, cookies, and hot coffee that I
promise not to spill on you, near you, or around you.”


Great.
That charming dimple curved in her cheek so adorably. I patted down my sweaty
bed head and straightened my T-shirt. “I’m in desperate need of a shower. Can
you wait five minutes?”


She nodded. “That gives me time to set up. Do I have your
permission to go through your cabinets to find bowls and utensils?”


“Kind of
late since you’ve already plowed through my kitchen. Go ahead. Make yourself at home.” I stomped off to the bathroom but
was very aware that she was in my house, going
through my things. I prayed nothing revealing was left out. The shower lasted
five minutes, just enough time for me to tame the hair and
wash the sweat away. I felt better being clean and in fresh clothes.


“You look better than you did yesterday. Healthier, I mean.” She
smiled at me and pointed at the dining-room table. “Have a seat. I’ll bring you lunch.”


I
obliged, not because she ordered me to, but because I was weak and needed
nourishment. My stomach rumbled once the smell of
warm comfort food hit my nostrils. I tore off a piece of bread and shoved it into my mouth. I was hungry. “Thank
you.” At least those were the words I was going for. Garbled sounds came out.


“I think
you said thank you so you’re welcome.” 


How could
somebody look that good all the time? Taylor was wearing a red sweater and
black jeans. Her blond hair was pulled back in a ponytail, giving her a
youthful appearance. Her lipstick matched the color of her sweater perfectly, and my eyes kept bouncing between the two.


I nodded.
“I did. Sorry. I haven’t eaten a lot this weekend. This is just what I needed.”



She
picked up Catmas and nuzzled her head. “And you, Princess Flufferkins, I didn’t
forget about you.” Taylor pulled out what looked like a juice box and poked a hole in it. She found a saucer and
poured enough of the liquid to cover the circle where the cup sits. 


“What’s that?”


“It’s
called Catsip. It’s a nutritional blend of good stuff that cats like. I promise
I’m not poisoning her.”


Catmas danced around Taylor’s leg, carefully reaching a paw up to
her. Taylor looked at me before putting the saucer down on the floor. “She’s
going to love this.”


We
watched as Catmas planted a paw on either side of the saucer and face-dove it. The little noises she made, both growly and pleasure grunts, were adorable, and we both quietly giggled.
Taylor gave her a big berth and sat down at the table with me. She was entirely
too close to me and I was too self-conscious. I knew I looked one step above
death. My nose was raw from blowing it with toilet
paper after I ran out of
tissue yesterday. My hair was limp and wet, and my sweatpants and sweatshirt were entirely too big. I
had no makeup on, and my
eyes were watery from coughing all night. This was my hell—me at my
worst sitting next to an available woman. Wait, was she?


“Are you
dating somebody?” Where my filter was with her was beyond me. “I mean, if you
have a girlfriend, she has to be mad that you’re spending a lot of time with
me.” That sounded lame. I watched as Taylor held up a
finger, napkin to her mouth, and swallowed her bite.


“I’ve
only been here six months and have spent most of my spare time getting the business straightened up
so I can hire another vet and two more technicians. Kevin and I can’t run it all the time. We need a break. I think Hillside is almost
to the point where we can afford it. This spring I’ll concentrate on myself.
I’m in no rush.”


I took
another sip of soup. This was interesting news, and I wasn’t sure how to process it.


“What
about you? You just got out of a relationship,
right?”


I rolled
my eyes. “It wasn’t much of a relationship. She cheated on me with somebody I
work with. So work has been fun too.” 


“Ouch.
That’s got to be tough. No wonder you’re struggling.”


“What do
you mean struggling?” I sat up taller, ready to argue if she said
anything disparaging. 


“I mean
the recent breakup, work, cold, new pet. It’s overwhelming,” she said.


“Look,
you don’t know anything about me. Ever since day one you’ve been judging me.
Guess what? Not every lesbian in the world wants a
cat. Not every relationship works out. Not everyone you meet is going to fall
at your feet and do everything you want them to.”


She
slowly backed the chair away from the table and stood. “Okay. I see I’ve overstepped. I apologize for that. I’m going to go. I hope you feel
better.” 


Catmas
meowed and looked at me as if to say make it right, don’t let her leave. I
watched her step into her snow boots and put on her black coat. Fuck my
non-filter. My shoulders sank. I couldn’t have been a
bigger asshole. I stood and started to talk. 


She held
up her hand to stop me. “I think you’ve said enough.
Bye, Jess.”


And just
like that, she was gone. I watched Catmas trot to the door and look at it as if
she was either waiting for Taylor to return or she
wanted out to chase her since I wasn’t doing the job. I groaned and dropped my
head into my hands. I was a
horrible person. Why was I such a bitch to her? I ate a few more bites because
I needed the energy, but wrapped the rest of the food
and put it up before I crawled back into bed with the Puffs Plus tissue box
Taylor was so kind to bring over. Catmas ignored me and disappeared into the
kitchen. Everyone was disappointed in me, including
myself. 


I looked
at my buzzing phone and groaned, but answered it
anyway.


“How are
you feeling?” My mom’s voice was syrupy sweet, very empathetic, but I wasn’t in
the mood. I had to answer because, if I didn’t, she’d send an ambulance for me. 


“Hi, Mom. I need to sleep. I’m getting
better, but I’m tired.”


“Do you
need me to bring you anything?”


“No,
thanks. One of my friends brought me soup and tissues. I’m good. Can I call you
later?” I stuttered over the word friend because I wasn’t treating Taylor like
one. I was too embarrassed to even tell my mom what happened. I knew my mother
would like her. She was everything my mother wanted for me and more. I
sulked and crawled under the covers to hide before I poisoned everything in my
life.


Chapter
Seven

 

 

 


I felt a
flutter of activity on my bed. When I heard the screams, I bolted out of bed. Catmas was tearing around the house, knocking
things over, meowing like she was dying. My heart sank at the noise while
beating twice as fast as normal. 


“What’s
wrong? What’s happening?” I tried to catch her when she ran into the bathroom,
but she darted into her litter box. She was quiet for
about ten seconds, but then
she shot between my legs and galloped down the hallway. What in the hell was
happening? I raced for my phone and called Taylor, ignoring the time.


“Hello?”


I was
surprised she even answered. I’d texted her a few
times earlier in the week when I felt better, throwing in a photo of Catmas and
an apology she never acknowledged.


“Taylor,
something’s wrong with Catmas. She’s racing around the house, screeching like
I’ve never heard before.” I heard rustling around
before she answered. 


“Okay. Did you feed her anything different? Or does she have
anything wrapped around her leg or her neck like yarn or rope?”


“Rope? I
don’t play rodeo with her. There’s no rope in my house.”


“That’s
not the point. Cats are notorious for getting into
things they shouldn’t, hence the phrase curiosity killed the cat.” 


We both
stopped talking as Catmas howled when she darted past me.


“Did you
hear that?”


“Don’t
panic. Can you scoop her up and throw her into a carrier?
I can meet you at the office in ten minutes.”


“I don’t
have a carrier.”


“Put her
in a box then, with a cover, and make sure she can breathe. Ten minutes.” She
disconnected the call.


I threw
on flannel pants, a sweatshirt, heavy boots, and tried to find her. “Catmas. Here, kitty, kitty. Where are you?” My
laundry basket had a lid so I emptied it and threw a towel in. The last place
I’d seen Catmas was the kitchen. I crawled around until I found her cowering in
the small space between the refrigerator and the
pantry. 


“Come
here, baby. Let’s go see Doc. She’s going to make you better.” Catmas hissed.
This wasn’t going to be easy. I pulled a piece of turkey out to entice her. She
sniffed it hesitantly and slowly left the sanctity of her safe space. I tossed the turkey into the basket, and she followed it. Once she was in, I clamped down the
lid and raced to the garage. The sounds coming out of that little kitty were
horrific. I sped. 


From
initial phone call to parking lot took twelve minutes. Taylor was already there, standing at the door waiting for us.


“Wow.
She’s not happy.” She ushered us into an examination room. “Put on a coat. I’m
going to need help.”


“What?” I
wanted to sit out in the waiting room until she fixed Catmas.


“We’re
the only ones here, and I
need more than two hands. You’ll have to hold her steady while I check her
out.” 


I hated
that I was focused on Taylor’s creamy smooth skin and how perfect she looked at three in the morning. I
reluctantly grabbed a coat off one of the hooks and slipped
into it while she opened the lid and looked at Catmas,
whose stomach gurgled.


“It’s
definitely digestive. I’m going to pull her out and need you to hold her. One
hand on the scruff of her neck and the other on her back.”


I started
feeling weak. “Doc, this is a lot for me to take.”


Those
blue eyes stared back at me. “This is a lot more for her. We’re all she has. Just give me a
chance to examine her.”


“I’m not
trying to get out of it. Just keep in mind that I’m not familiar with cats or
how to hold them, but I’m going to do everything you
tell me to.” 


She gave
me a weak smile. “I’m sorry. It’s stressful for everyone. Ready?” At my nod,
she reached down and pulled Catmas out. “Hi, sweetheart. I hear you’re having a
rough night. We’re going to find out what’s wrong
with you.”


I swear
Catmas relaxed in her grip. Taylor reached for her stethoscope and listened to
Catmas’s stomach.


“She
definitely ate something she shouldn’t have,” Taylor said.


“It could
have been anything. I don’t know what cats get into and what they like to eat
that they shouldn’t.” I was starting to shake. I was over my cold, but I was so
far behind on sleep. 


Taylor
put her hand on mine. “You’ll be fine. Hold her a few more seconds. Watch her nails. She hasn’t used them on me, but
she might be close to fighting us.” 


Taylor’s
touch gave me a rush and I nodded, trying to focus on the problem, not the
warmth spreading throughout my body because of her nearness. She lifted Catmas’s tail. “Okay. I found the problem.” 


“What?”


“Take a
look.”


I cringed
but looked anyway. Tinsel. “Shut up. I told my mom it was banned for a reason.
Now I know. What do we do?”


“It’s
going to have to come out. You’re going to have to hold her tightly. I have to check to see how embedded it is. Hopefully it’s
loose enough so we can take care of this right now.”


I didn’t
have words to describe the sounds this tiny cat was
making. My eyes had to have been huge, but I held Catmas as tight as I could without crushing her tiny body. 


“You’re
doing great, Jess.” Her
eyes briefly held mine before she focused her attention back on Catmas. “Hold
her. She’s not going to like this. Put the palm of your hand on her rib cage, but whatever you do, don’t let her go.”


A few meows, a futile struggle, and the tinsel was out. I was
sweating for multiple reasons. Catmas was in pain, Taylor was so close to me,
and it was just a giant stressful situation. Taylor picked up Catmas and petted her calmly until she fell
limp against her. 


“Here
comes the second half of this fun event.”


“What do
you mean? Is there more? I don’t know if I can do that again.”


“No, but
she needs a bath, and she’s
not going to like that either.” Taylor stroked under Catmas’s chin and along
her neck. “She’ll feel better after it. And I’m sure
I don’t have to tell you to get rid of the tinsel in the house.”


“Like
immediately once I get home. I’m going to pull it off, vacuum the place just in
case I have any stragglers, and get rid of anything stringy. Lesson learned.” I would have to keep Catmas sequestered in my
room until I was done with the house.


“Let’s go
to the groomer side of the clinic. There’s a sink back there. We’re both going
to wear gloves because her
claws will come out for sure.”


I
followed Taylor into another room containing shallow sinks with
retractable nozzles that looked like they belonged in a restaurant, not in a
vet’s office.


“I’ll get
the water temperature right. I’ll hold her, and you’ll have to actually give her the bath. We only
have to get the back half of her. She’s too fuzzy to
try to let her clean herself.”


Cue the
sweating again. I was already nervous, and we hadn’t even started. “Okay. I can do this. I can do this.”


Taylor
switched places with me and gently placed Catmas in the sink. Surprisingly, she didn’t struggle at
all. It was as if she knew we were trying to help.


“Wow. I
can’t believe this. She’s doing great.”


Taylor
smiled at me the same way she did
with Catmas when she first met her. I melted and
couldn’t help but smile back.


“Most
cats will groom themselves,
so you don’t have to worry
about this with her. I
mean, if you keep her,” Taylor said.


She
circled behind me, her breasts bumping my back. I tingled at the soft brush. 


“Sorry
about that. Here, let me take over. You can hold her
if you want, just to keep her calm.”


“Sure,
sure. I understand.” 


We were
quiet, working together to finish as soon as possible. Taylor shut the water
off, wrapped Catmas in a towel, and handed her to me. “Okay, all better now.”


“I love
that she’s purring now. After the horrific sounds she
made, I thought for sure she was dying.” I hugged her bundled body closer and
kissed her forehead. I looked at Taylor. “First of all, thank you for taking my
call and helping me with her. And I’m really sorry I’m
such a downer and treated you unfairly. I have no excuse, really, other than
I’m a jerk.”


Taylor
touched my forearm, and I
didn’t move away. “You were right. I don’t know what’s going on in your life. I
accept your apology, though, because deep down I know you aren’t that kind of
person.” 


I
shrugged. “That’s no excuse. I’d like to be your friend. I know you’re new to
the area, and I owe you a lot. You took care of me when I was sick
and have been nothing but kind to me and Catmas, whose name nobody likes.”


Taylor
laughed. “It’s not great. I mean it is, but that’s only because it’s Christmas.
In June people are going to think it’s strange.” She
towel-dried Catmas as
gently as she could. 


“I think
my cat loves you.” Catmas was gazing at Taylor so adoringly. 


“Your
cat, huh?’


I sighed.
“Right now she is. But seriously, what if she belongs to someone? What if I
fall in love with her, and she gets ripped away from me? And maybe it’s not some
sweet eight-year- old child who will love her and brush
her every day, but a family with five rough kids who’ll
tie a string to her tail because they’re just mean?”


She
looked at me and smiled again. “Wow. No wonder you’re in advertising.
Your imagination is brilliant.” 


We had a
sweet moment where our walls were down and we were just two women coddling a
swaddled cat at four in the morning. At a vet’s office. Normal stuff. 


“We
should probably get going. Thank you again for saving
her.”


“That’s
why I gave you my number.” 


I waited
until Taylor locked up the office before I got into my car. She walked over and
leaned in to pet Catmas,
who was perched on my lap.


“I hope
you feel better, pretty girl.” Taylor rubbed her chin
and looked at me. “Get some sleep, okay? I’ll call you later to see how she’s doing.”


I would
have nodded and smiled, but there was something different in the way she looked
at me. My stomach looped and twisted inside and dropped to my knees. My heart picked up
speed, and suddenly I was
nervous and worried about how near she was. How did I look? I was tired of
looking horrible around her. I quickly smoothed down my hair. 


“Okay. I’ll talk to you later.” She
turned and slipped into her car. Catmas leaned up and
put her paws on the window. We were both watching her. “She really is pretty.
And nice.” Catmas started purring and wouldn’t stop staring at Taylor. I lifted
her paw and waved at Taylor as she backed out. She playfully waved back. “Okay. I’ll quit being a nerd. Let’s go home.” 


Even
though Catmas’s fur was slightly damp, I kept her on my lap. By the time we got
home, we were exhausted, but I had a mess to take
care of. I put Catmas in
bed and did a quick cleanup before I joined her. The last thing I remember was
Catmas curling against me, her rumbling purr soothing me to sleep.


Chapter
Eight

 

 

 


Taylor
called after her shift and asked how Catmas was doing. She offered to bring over a late lunch, and I found myself excited to see her. She picked up
Chinese, which gave me a good thirty minutes to get cleaned up and look
presentable. 


“I feel
like you’re forever feeding me.”


“It’s an
excuse to see this little girl.” She put the food on
the coffee table and reached for Catmas. It was so cute to see them together.
Taylor flipped Catmas onto her back and rubbed her tummy. She looked up, saw my
Christmas tree, and stopped. “Um. Is that tinsel still hanging from your tree?”


“I shut the door while we napped. Operation Tinsel Takedown
is in effect right after lunch. I’ll make sure Catmas doesn’t leave our side.”
There was very little chance of that with food around. Catmas loved something about Chinese food.
Probably the soy sauce,
which was my favorite part. 


“With
gorgeous long hair like yours, you’re going to have to make sure she doesn’t
eat your hair, because the
same thing happens,” Taylor said. She handed me fried rice topped with orange
chicken.


I tried
to ignore the fact that she’d called my hair gorgeous. I did blow it out so it wasn’t
completely out of control. For the first time since before my wicked cold, I
was wearing makeup. I looked good. The house was a wreck, but at least I felt
good about myself. “I’ll
try to vacuum often. I don’t know that I can survive another episode like the
tinsel one.”


“Oh,
having a cat is so rewarding. They definitely keep you on your toes. This won’t
be the end of the good times.”


I held up
my chopsticks and snapped them together for attention.
“I know you think I’m going to keep her, but I really can’t have her.”


“We’re
friends now, right?” she asked.


I nodded.


She
smiled. “You’ve been well for a week now, right? I mean, you haven’t put any of
the flyers out. It’s almost Christmas, and some eight-year-old kid is sad because they’re missing their kitty.”


“Or five
rambunctious asshole kids
want to put her in a box and wrap her up and see how long she lasts wrapped up
under a tree. That’s probably why she hates boxes under the tree,” I said. 


She
folded her arms and stared at me. 


I sighed
and gave in. “Okay, fine. I have a cat.”


Taylor
raised her arms up, motioning a touchdown. “Yes! I knew it. Best thing I’ve
heard, ever, really.” 


“Okay,
okay. Settle down.” I looked down at Catmas, who was sitting directly between us. She looked up and did
a silent meow. It was adorable. I’d known she was destined to be mine since the very beginning, but I’d fought it. I really thought
she belonged to somebody. I didn’t want to get attached and then have her taken
away. 


“You
should take her back to the
office to get her chipped. We can figure out the vaccines
as we go.” She gave Catmas a tiny bit of chicken and stroked her ear. “You have
a new mommy now. Isn’t that exciting?” Taylor looked over at me. “And we really
need to change her name. I mean, unless you’re really attached to Catmas.”


I waved
her off. “No. I just gave it to her as a filler. Such a pretty kitty like her for sure
belonged to somebody else. The only thing she responds to is the little
scratchy noises I make to get her attention.”


“Do you
want a fluffy kitty name or a normal name or just something
different?” Taylor wiped off her mouth and pushed her plate away. My eyes were
naturally drawn to her lips. Even though her lipsticks were pretty, I preferred
her natural color. It had been nice to see her last night, casual and straight from her bed. She was beautiful at three in the morning. “Jess?”


I was
lost thinking about her. “Um, what?”


She
laughed. “You must still be tired. What about a name?”


“Well,
let’s find something she likes.” Taylor picked her up and placed her on her
lap. Catmas leaned up and put her paws on Taylor’s
chest and rubbed her head all over Taylor’s chin. “Let’s see. What do you like? We know you like tinsel. And your eyes are
silver like tinsel. What about Tinsel?”


Catmas
meowed for a long time. Taylor and I looked at one another
in surprise. 


“Tinsel.
Come here, girl,” I said. Catmas turned in Taylor’s lap to look at me.


Taylor
put her down on the floor,
and we waited. I repeated her name and rubbed my fingers together to make a
sound that I knew she liked. Catmas, no, Tinsel
trotted over and rubbed against my hand. 


“Such an
oddly fitting name for her.” I picked her up and looked into her silver eyes
and fuzzy face. “Tinsel. Do you like that?” She reached her paw up and touched
my mouth. I looked at Taylor. “Well, okay. I guess
she has a new name. Tinsel.” I put her back onto the floor and stared at her. “But right now you are
banished from the living room.”


Taylor
stood. “That’s right. Operation Tinsel Takedown is in effect. Let’s grab a bag
and get rid of every single piece of the shiny stuff.” 


“Good
idea. Catmas. No, I mean Tinsel, you stay here.” I pointed at her. She yawned
and followed us anyway. She was entirely too curious for her own good. She
pounced on the bags we were filling, and when she realized she could climb the tree, I peeled her off it and banished her to the bedroom. She
squawked for a bit but then settled down. I stood on the other side of my
bedroom door with my ear pressed against it, not knowing if her quieting down
was really her getting into other mischievous things
like destroying my panty drawer, or if she was curled up sweetly on the bed
sleeping because she didn’t get a full twenty hours of sleep yesterday. I felt Taylor’s warm
breath on the back of my neck.


“What’s
going on in there?”


I stifled a shiver and slowly turned. “Shh.” I put my finger up to
my lips. “Nothing.” She was so close to me. I watched her eyes travel over my
face. Her gaze lingered on my lips. I swallowed hard. 


She put
her ear against the door, too. “Nope. She’s up to something.”


“I know,
right?” One step. I could reach her in one step. I could slide over and press
my lips against hers in just one little step. I smiled. Just last week I’d dreaded communicating with
her. Now I was thinking of kissing her.


“Come on.
Let’s finish so we can rescue her.” The way she
whispered was so cute. 


I nodded
and we tiptoed away. I turned on Christmas music as we pulled every single
strand of tinsel from the tree. 


“You
know, most of the time people are adding things to the Christmas tree, not taking them off, at least until after Christmas. These are
really cute decorations. Do you have nieces and nephews who made these?” She held up one of the snowflakes
that TJ and I made for Grandma. 


“No. My brother and I made those when we were young. These are my grandmother’s. I inherited them when she went
into assisted living.”


“I don’t
know if I should say sorry or what to say.”


I
shrugged. “She moved there about three months ago. We’re having Christmas here
at the house, and I was
hoping to do a nice job on the tree incorporating her
decorations and mine. I saw the tinsel in the box of her decorations and even
told my mom that I thought they were banned from humanity for this very thing.
I mean, not specifically cats, but just kids.”


“You were
probably a super-sweet kid.”


I
snorted. “I was in constant competition with my brother. I was a jerk of a kid.
Not much better as an adult.”


“Oh, stop
it. Look at all the good you’ve done just in the short time I’ve known you.”


“Look at
all the bad I’ve done in the short time you’ve known
me,” I said.


She
worked her way over to me, pulling tinsel off that I’d missed the first time around. “You can look at it like
that, or look at it knowing that I’ve seen you at your absolute worst and I’m
still here.” Standing in front of me, hands on her
hips, she seemed to challenge me. 


My heart
drummed against my chest. I was horrible at reading women and making the first
move. 


“You
really are perfect. You forgave me too easily. I was horrible.”


She
nodded. “But you had your reasons. I sometimes forget
that people have problems. My life is so simple right now that it takes a lot
to faze me.”


I took a
half a step closer. “You can never tell my mother about how awful I was. She’s instantly going to fall in
love with you and replace me with you.”


“All of
this is true. Parents love me. It’s a true gift.”


The
dimple appeared and I sighed. Why I was at such odds with this woman was
ridiculous. When she reached out and touched my hand, I didn’t pull away.


“Look,
it’s so close to Christmas, I was thinking—” Taylor’s emergency phone went off. “I’d better take
this. It’s the answering service, and I’m on call this weekend.” She turned and added space
between us. 


I sighed
and followed her back into the living room. I wasn’t sure if I could recycle
the tinsel but decided to put it in the trash so our problem didn’t become
somebody else’s. 


“I really
hate to do this, but I’m going to have to leave.” She looked genuinely upset. “And we were having such fun.”


I helped
her slip into her coat. Her hair smelled like coconut when she pulled it from
beneath the back of her coat.


“Hang on.
Let me grab Tinsel. She’ll be mad if you leave without saying good-bye.” I opened the door,
and Tinsel pranced straight
to Taylor. 


“Good-bye, sweet baby.” She put her on
the chair and touched my hand. “I’ll call you later. And, Tinsel, be good and
quit eating things other than your food.”


I leaned
against the door when she left. I didn’t know what
was happening, but I liked the way she made me feel and how she’d dropped everything to help
Tinsel. She was a good doctor and an even better person. Why I’d held such a
grudge escaped me. Dr. Taylor Mitchell was damn near close to perfect.


 


* * *


 


Tinsel and I walked in with ten minutes to spare. 


“Cutting
it close, huh?” Taylor met us at the door. 


“Sorry.
Work ran over, and then I
needed to love on Tinsy for a bit.” She only heard the
name Tinsel when she was being mischievous. 


On cue, a
tiny paw slipped out beneath my coat and reached for
Taylor. We both laughed. I opened my coat.


“Are we
talking about you, sweet baby?” 


Taylor
played with her paw until Tinsel popped her head out of my coat. “You might
need a carrier at some point. They have soft ones if
you don’t like the clunky plastic ones. And she seems to be pretty docile, but we don’t want
to take the chance that she’ll get out.” 


I put
Tinsel on the counter,
where the receptionist oohed and awed over her. She pranced up and down as if
she were in a show. “Come here, little one. Let’s get you chipped.”
I reached for her, but she jumped on the desk, out of my reach. I wasn’t
worried. Nobody was in the place except me, Taylor, and the receptionist.
Tinsel strolled to the doorway that led back into the
offices.


“I’ll go
this way, you go that way,” Taylor said. She motioned for me to take the other
side of the reception area,
and we’d meet in the middle where Tinsel was sitting. 


“At least
she’s not scared of us or this place,” I said. We walked right over to her.
Taylor scooped her up and swung her over her shoulder. 


“You
can’t keep running away.”


Tinsel
meowed and reached her paws in the air, trying to climb Taylor’s shoulders and head. I gently pulled her off and held her.


“She’s
trying to get to the mistletoe.” The receptionist pointed to the fake mistletoe
right above our heads. We looked up and then at one another. “You know what
that means.”


In a
matter of seconds, I turned into an awkward
teenager and couldn’t look her in the eye. I brought Tinsel up to my face and
kissed her instead.


Taylor
smiled and leaned over to kiss my cheek. It was the briefest kiss, but the warmth of her lips on my skin
packed a punch.


“My night
here is done. I’ll lock up. Go take care of that
precious kitty.” The receptionist slipped on her coat and waved on her way out.



“Lead the
way,” I said. I shrugged like the kiss meant nothing, when in reality I was so excited I squeezed Tinsel to the
point she grunted. I released my grip and smoothed
down her fur.


“This
won’t take long at all. She might squawk, but I'll try to make it as painless
as possible,” Taylor said. She slipped back into doctor mode. “Okay, baby girl.
We’ll do this quick.” She already had the needle
ready and did it before I
even had a chance to prepare myself. The needle was incredibly large and made
my knees weak. Tinsy made a deep sound but didn’t try to get away. Taylor gave
her a little treat for being a trooper.


“When do
you leave for your parents’
house?” I knew Taylor was going home for Christmas
Eve and Christmas Day. The practice was open on the twenty-eighth, so she had to be back for that. 


“Thursday
night after we shut down. I have an eight o’clock flight out. I’ll be back early Sunday.” 


“Tinsel
has a gift for you.” 


Taylor
looked surprised and gazed
at Tinsel. “Did you bring it tonight?”


I slapped
my forehead with the palm of my hand. “She forgot. I reminded her, but you know
how kids are.”


Taylor
laughed at my eye roll. 


“Well, I have something for Tinsel and her mom. I can come by
Wednesday, if you don’t
already have plans.”


Mo and I
were going to hang out, but I could cancel with her. She’d be pissed if I didn’t jump at an opportunity
for time with Taylor. A day didn’t pass without Mo
asking me if I’d talked to Taylor or texted with her. 


“If
you’re busy, we can just get together sometime next week,” she said.


I touched
her hand. “No. I really
want to see you. Come over Wednesday, and I’ll make dinner. We can have a pre-Christmas celebration.”


Dimples.
It was hard not to smile when she did.


“Sounds
great. I’ll bring the wine.”


Chapter
Nine

 

 

 


“I’ve
never seen your house this clean or festive before,” Mo said. She grabbed
Tinsel as soon as she closed the front door. “Come
here, you.” Tinsel meowed and pawed at her buzzed hair. 


“Well,
since I’m having the family over Thursday, I wanted the place to look perfect.” 


“I almost
believe that. And maybe it has a little something to do with a certain sexy
doctor who’s coming over tomorrow night.” Mo held her
forefinger and thumb close together with just enough space indicating a tiny
amount.


“Maybe
just a little.”


“I need
you to tell me all about your kiss.”


I waved
her off. “It was totally innocent. She kissed my cheek. It was no big deal.” I pretended that it didn’t mean anything, but that little kiss had
put our relationship on a whole new level for me.


Mo
plopped down on the couch and let Tinsel climb all over
her. “I think she’s great,
and she’s seen you at your worst and still wants to hang around you.”


“It’s a
good thing Tinsy’s on your
lap, or I’d throw this
pillow at you.”


“Tinsy.
The name really works. It’s fun and flirty like she is.” Mo suddenly sat up and held Tinsel in her arms, facing her. “You know what I just thought? This little
baby came into your life to introduce Taylor to you. If you really think about
it, this little fuzzball is responsible for your relationship with her.”


“First of
all, we don’t have a relationship.”


“You’re
friends, right?”


“True,
but that’s not what you meant.” I sat and thought about it. “Well, we would
have eventually met Taylor at Dawn’s party, right?”


“Probably.
But would you have talked to her?”


“You
would have spotted her for me and made it your
mission to get us together.”


“And you
would have been moping about Stacy—”


“Stephanie.”


“Whatever.
She who-must-never-be-remembered-for-anything,” Mo said. 


“I can’t
imagine I would have been charming. I mean, I would have been growly over the breakup, and I probably would have still caught the cold. I would
have been a hot mess. At least Taylor knew me before I got sick.” 


Mo
laughed. “Yeah. You were bitchy at the party.
Maybe the same things would have happened, but Tinsy made
you keep in touch.”


I scooped
up Tinsel and flopped her onto her back. “Did you make it all happen, girl? Are you the reason Taylor
is in my life?”


Tinsy pawed the air in front of my face
and purred. 


“I think
I’m right. And so does Tinsy. She deserves a really
nice Christmas gift. Speaking of which, what did you get the doc?”


“I can’t
tell you, because Tinsy and
I got you the same thing.” I laughed at my own joke. “But we got you other
things, too.”


Mo put
her hand on her chest in mock surprise. “What? I’m
not special enough?”


“The most
special.” I blew her a kiss. 


She
curled her fingers into the shape of a heart and mimicked it beating.


“You’re
such a charmer. Your wife is one lucky girl. Christmas is going to be fun with
a baby around.” Mo, Angie, and baby Melody were
coming over on Christmas Eve, along with my parents, brother, and grandmother. I was cooking the
turkey and everyone else was bringing a side dish. I was off until next Monday
so I wasn’t stressed. Yet.


“I miss
being around your parents. You mom is so sweet to us.
And I like how much pressure she puts on you to settle down and have babies.”


I rolled
my eyes and fell back onto
the couch. “I have the worst luck on Earth when it comes to finding a woman. I
fall for all the wrong reasons.”


“I think
this might be the real thing with Doc,” Mo said. 


I
shrugged like it wasn’t a big deal, but I was starting to think there was hope.
“She is quite the whole package. Smart, fun, attractive, and with such a calmness about her.
Then I have to question what she sees in me, if she
sees anything at all.”


Mo
scoffed. “Listen, you’re
the whole package, too. You’re just as smart, just as beautiful, and fun when
you aren’t sick or breaking up with somebody. I think you’re a catch, but you
just fall for the wrong people. I told you Sophie—”


“Stephanie.”


“Stephanie
was no good. I’m sure she was great in bed, but now that you’re almost thirty,
maybe you should start thinking long-term. Find somebody who fulfills
everything in your life, not just your sex life.”


“Ugh. I
can’t believe you said that to me.” I covered my face with my hands. “But
you’re right. I need to
grow up. Maybe you should screen all my dates.”


“Well, we
have a home run here in Taylor, so let’s just see how this plays out.”


“It can
only go up from here, right?” I asked. 


“True
that.” 


 


* * *


 


I spent
the day prepping the turkey, trying hard to not think about Taylor coming over.
I was supposed to cook for Taylor but decided on delivery instead. The Italian restaurant three streets over had killer
pasta and a sauce that was to die for. I ordered chicken on the side, a salad,
and a healthy amount of breadsticks.


“Are you
ready for Doc? Do you miss her?” Tinsel danced at my feet as if she understood what I was saying. In reality, she was waiting for
me to drop a piece of chicken or cheese. “I miss her, too. But don’t say
anything.” 


Taylor
and I texted some during the day, but I knew she was busy saving animals, and I was busy trying to get my team in order. My texts were friendly, with zero possibility to read anything into them other
than friendship. I didn’t want to make that mistake. I’d already made too many
with her. 


Tinsel
raced for the door before Taylor even knocked. I opened it to a smiling Taylor.


“Merry
Christmas, both of you.” She gave me a quick hug and scooped up Tinsel. I
didn’t mind that she got more attention. It gave me a chance to look at Taylor, who was wearing dark jeans,
boots, and a sweater that showed off her curves. She
was dressed for a date, which made me smile even harder. 


“Hey,
you. Merry Christmas. Come in. Make yourself at home,” I said. Our eyes met
when I reached out to take her coat. She smiled sweetly and looked away. I made
her nervous. My confidence boosted, I kept going.
“You look incredible.”


“Thank
you.” Her voice was low and raspy. She cleared her throat and repeated herself.
“Thank you. I brought the bottle of wine I picked at the Christmas exchange. I
don’t know if it’s good or not.”


“Funny
story. That’s actually what I brought.”


“How
serendipitous. On so many levels.”


“What do
you mean?”


“You
picked my present and I picked yours.”


“You drew
all those cute designs on the tissue paper and the bag? Those were adorable.
You’re very talented.” I motioned for us to head to
the couch.


“If this
vet gig doesn’t work, I can always fall back on my art.”


“You can
draw for my team. We’re always looking for artists. But seriously, I think
you’re going to do just fine at your practice, Doc. I’m sure all your clients, human and animal, love you,” I said. Perhaps love was not
the best word considering I was a part of that mix.


“I really
love my job. Sometimes it’s hard to get there on time because I’m on-call most
days. The morning we ran into each other, I was at the animal hospital helping set a dog’s leg. I stopped and got doughnuts because I was already
late and wanted to apologize to everybody because it’s a lot of stress when we
run late or appointments take longer than scheduled.” 


“Now I
feel like a bigger ass than I was.” I groaned into my
hands. “I can’t apologize enough for how shitty I was that morning. And the
morning at the coffee shop. And the party. Gah. How
are you still my friend?”


She
touched my arm. “Stop worrying about it. You’re remembering it worse than it
was.”


“Okay,
okay. I’ll drop it. How about I open this wine, and we’ll decide if it’s good enough for dinner or if we
have to polish it off before we eat?”


“I’m in.”



I smiled
and excused myself to open the wine and pour two glasses. I handed one to her and sat down a little closer than I was before. 


“We need
to toast Tinsel. And Christmas and that kind of
stuff. But this little girl is really the reason we’re friends.”


Tinsel
fell out on Taylor’s lap and offered up her belly for rubs.


“My cat has no shame,” I said.


We both
sighed at her cuteness. “If only it was this easy.”


I
laughed. “Oh, really? It’s hard for you?”


She
smiled at me over the rim of her glass and shrugged. “New girl, new town, new
people. And I work. A lot. When Dawn invited me to
her holiday party, I was giddy with excitement. I was finally able to meet
other lesbians.”


“I always
feel like I’m the oldest one there. I used to be one of the young ones, and then just this year, Angie
and I were talking about how young the crowd was.”


“You’re young.”


“Flattery
will get you everywhere,” I said. I knew she was joking, but it still made me
feel good. “I’m almost thirty.”


“You look
great. I would’ve guessed you to be twenty-five tops.”
She clinked her almost-
empty glass against mine. 


“Why,
thank you, Doc. I already know you’re thirty-one, but you don’t look it at all.”


“I feel
like I’m much older.”


I touched
her knee. “First of all, you’re beautiful and very
successful. Look at what you’ve accomplished. So much
in so little time.” I thought back to the stories she’d told at Dawn’s party about the
bigger animals she treated and
the fun little furry ones at the sanctuary. I felt the warmth of her fingers on my hand but kept
talking out of nervousness. “Your family must be so proud of you.” I finally looked down when her fingers entwined with
mine. Yep. This was happening. She was interested in me, and not just in a friendship. Friends didn’t
hold hands. Not like this. 


“Your
family must be proud of you, too. Successful business advertising executive leading a hungry team of worker bees who owns
her own home and is fur mama to the most amazing cat on earth,” Taylor said.


Tinsel
looked sleepily up at us and yawned. Her head was resting on our arms and as
much as I didn’t want to disturb her or our moment, I
was starting to feel the wine. 


“We
should probably eat some dinner. I hope you like chicken parm.”


“Even
though I like what’s happening here, I’m kind of hungry.” 


She
reluctantly dropped my fingers and stood. My heart swelled in my chest. It was nice to be wanted, especially by a beautiful woman.
Mo was right. She ticked all of my boxes and made me feel like I was wonderful.
I was making it my mission to find out why she was single.


“Tell me
about your life back in Denver. What did you do for
fun? Did you have a girlfriend?”


Taylor
held her hand up to her mouth as she finished her bite. “Life was fun, but this
was a better opportunity. My uncle had an established business, and I had a bad breakup and
needed a fresh start.”


“Wow.
What happened? No, I’m sorry. You don’t have to
answer that.”


She waved
me off. “I was putting my career first. Now that I have a normal schedule and
we can hire another vet at the beginning of the year, I can focus on me.”


It was
easy to talk to Taylor. Even though we had that
moment on the couch, I wasn’t as nervous around her as I thought I’d be. Before we knew it, it was
almost eleven.


“I really
want to stay, but I have to get some sleep. Tomorrow will be a busy day. People
always bring their pets in before holidays.”


“I
understand. Long day at work and then you have to fly home. Oh, shit. We have a
present for you,” I said. Her gift was on the side table near the front door. I
handed her the poorly wrapped gift and waited for her to open it. “It’s nothing big, but I thought
you’d appreciate it. And forgive my horrible wrapping skills.” 


“It’s
perfect,” Taylor said. She ran her fingers over the tiny paw-print frame. Inside was a photo
of Tinsel on my bed. I had captured
everything perfect about her, from her sharp, silver eyes to her fluffy fur. It was gorgeous, and not only was I proud of my
photography skills, but of my cat. “She’s so beautiful. I’m glad you decided to let her stay.”


“Our
beginning was questionable,
but I think we have a good vibe now.”


Taylor
slipped on her coat and reached inside the pocket. “Here’s Tinsel’s gift.” It
was a catnip mouse wrapped in a piece of paper. “Don’t throw that paper away.
It’s her chip info that I neglected to give you.” She reached into her other
pocket. “And this is for you.”


I busted
out laughing. “This will definitely get used.” I held up a Cool Beans gift
card.


“Oh,
there’s more,” she said 


“More?” 


“Turn it
over.”


On the
back of the gift card was a free coat cleaning at Montgomery’s Dry Cleaners. I pulled her into a hug.


“Most
thoughtful Christmas gift ever.”


She felt
right. Her body next to mine, her arms around my waist. The hug lasted longer
than a normal one. At this
point, we were holding one another, and I didn’t mind one bit. When she
slowly pulled away, I knew I had to kiss her. Her lips were slightly parted, and those big blue eyes kept
staring at my lips. I leaned in slowly and pressed my mouth against hers. Her
lips were soft. I ran my tongue along her bottom lip, slowly tasting
her. Taylor had full lips,
and kissing her was better than I imagined. Every part of her was against me. I
hated that she was wearing her coat, but that was probably a good thing.
Otherwise, I’d pull her back onto the couch, and she wouldn’t get any sleep
before her big day.


Pinpricks of pain ran up my leg. “Ow. Ow. Ow.” I broke the kiss and looked
down. Tinsel was clawing her way up both of us. We stood there frozen until she
reached our waists. I lifted her up to my shoulder. “What are you doing, little
one? I thought you wanted us to get together.” Tinsel
meowed and licked my cheek. She reached for Taylor, who grabbed her and nuzzled her neck.


“Maybe
she wanted in on our little session. She’s so adorable. I don’t know how you
leave her every day to work.” 


“I know.
It’s tough. I’d make her an office cat, but I’m not that high up on the ladder
yet. Give me a few years. In the meantime, you are always welcome to take her
to work. She’d probably love that, but I would be worried that she would try to
escape.”


Taylor
kissed Tinsel’s forehead and gently put her down. “Thank you for a very nice
evening. Have a great Christmas with your family and I’ll talk to you when I
get back.” She put her hand on my cheek and kissed my lips again. It was a kiss
full of promise. I shivered at the message.


“Have a
safe trip. Text me if you get bored.” I closed the door after I made sure she
got into her car and drove away. Tinsel was safely tucked in my arms. I gave
her a quick squeeze. “Thank you, little one, for getting us together.”


Chapter
Ten

 

 

 


“How does
my cat, who has been with me only three weeks, have more gifts than I do?”


Tinsel
literally had presents from every single person who was at dinner. I had four.
She had twice that.


“Well,
honey, she’s cuter and nicer.” My mom laughed at her own joke. At least I
think she was joking. 


Even my
grandmother brought Tinsel a tiny toy that she’d crocheted. It was adorable and would immediately go in the
trash the second Grandma left. I didn’t need another trip to the vet at three in the morning. Too many strings. 


“Do you
like the tree, Grandma? I hung most of your ornaments. I had to take the tinsel
down because of an unfortunate incident.”


“It’s
beautiful, Jessie. I’m glad you appreciate a nice tree.” She shot my parents a mean look, and my dad
looked away.


My mom
held up her hands. “Hey.
I’ll put up a nice tree when these two start giving me grandkids. I’m going to
need more than Melody.” She wiggled her pointer finger back and forth between
me and TJ.


“Well, Jessie’s
off to a good start. You should ask her about the doc.”


My mom
turned to me, wide-eyed with excitement. I groaned.


“The hot
vet and you are dating? Why am I always finding out things from Mo and not
you?”


“Because
Mo likes to be a thorn in my side and beat me to all
the good news.” I scowled at her playfully, and she blew me a kiss. 


“Oh, and a toe-curling kiss was involved,” Mo said.


“Mo!”


“Okay,
okay. You tell the story. Just so you know, I really like the doc. I think
she’s wonderful and really good for Jess.”


I told my
mom everything that had happened
after what is now referred to as the Tinsel Incident. How Taylor took care of
me when I was sick, how much fun we had the other night, and even the
kiss we shared. I didn’t tell my mom that the kiss lasted about five minutes.
It was better to let her think it was as romantic and chaste as what she was
picturing. Both she and my
grandma sighed. “And then Tinsel climbed both of us when we hugged good night.”


“I love
this cat so much,” Mo said. Tinsel clung to her arm
as she twirled her gently around. 


“I don’t
think she likes that,” I said. 


Mo put
her down, and Tinsel climbed her jeans for more. 


“Or maybe
she does,” I said. 


“All kids
love twirling, even the four-legged kind,” Mo said and twirled Tinsel again.


My phone
buzzed and I smiled. It was Taylor. It was the first time she’d sent me a selfie. I thrust the
phone at Mo because I was excited.


“Let me
see,” my mom said. 


Mo handed
her my phone. 


“This is
the doc? This is Taylor? This is the one you
complained about how horribly judgmental and rude she was when we were at lunch
the other week?”


“I know,
I know. I was being ridiculous. She’s really pretty, isn’t she?” 


“I think
it’s great that Jess is dating again, but can we have Christmas dinner? I’m kind of hungry over here.” My dad wasn’t shy when it came to food, and
holiday meals were the best. 


“Give me
your phone real quick,” Mo said.


“No way.”
I knew better. 


“No. I was going to send Taylor a
selfie. Of us. That’s cool, right?” 


I nodded.


Mo picked
up Tinsel and took a picture of the three of us. It was adorable, and I couldn’t wait to see what
Taylor thought. I checked my phone periodically until she answered in the
middle of our gift exchange. 


Out of
respect for my family, I didn’t text her back, but I
did take a ton of photos of Tinsel attacking the wrapping paper and trying to
climb the tree. I’d send
those to Taylor later. Mo, Angie, and Melody left right after presents because
Melody was getting fussy. TJ drove Grandma home because
she got worn out easily. My mom would have camped out with me, but my dad had
other plans. He wanted to get home before the snow hit. I was okay with an
early Christmas Eve night. 


I wanted
to clean up the kitchen and all the wrapping paper, and maybe text Taylor, if she was available. I knew her family would open gifts
in the morning, but I wasn’t sure of her plans for
this evening.


Look
at what my perfect kitty
did. I sent her one of the pics of Tinsel hidden in the pile of
paper.


Awww.
She’s so adorable. I miss her.


How
was your night?


It was
fun. I always have a good time with my family.


Does
it make you want to go back to Denver? It was an unfair question, but I was curious
if being away was too hard for her. 


I like
right where I am in my life. I have a wonderful job,
new friends, and somebody who piques my interest.


Oh?
Really? Who might that be?


She sent
me the winking emoji. The surge of adrenaline made me stand. Tinsel looked at
me as if I’d lost my mind. 


“Tinsy,
Doc said I piqued her interest. That’s something, right?”


She
meowed and pawed my phone. She was definitely Team Taylor.


 


* * *


 


I watched
my phone incessantly for Taylor’s text messages and photos while she was out of
town. By Sunday I was ready to see her. I invited her over once she got settled and only if she felt up to it.


“If it’s
too much, we can have dinner this week,” I said.


“Trust
me. I need adult entertainment after being with my nieces and nephews for three
days.”


“Adult
entertainment?” 


“Oh, my
gosh. I meant conversations with adults. People my
own age. And I want to cuss and say bad things. So, can I come over?”


I
laughed. “Definitely. I have no restrictions here.”


“Okay. I’ll bring over a light dinner.
I don’t know about you, but I’m tired of eating.”


I was
tired of eating leftovers from Christmas dinner.
“That sounds fantastic, but
why don’t you let me get dinner, and you just come over.”


“Don’t be
silly. I’m out anyway. Just stay home, stay warm, and get a fire going in the
fireplace.”


“One step
ahead of you. I even have marshmallows.”


“I love
everything about this. See you in a bit.” 


I had nothing to do but stoke the fire and wait. I checked my
emails and messaged Mo, telling her not to bother me the rest of the night. When Tinsel
perked up and trotted to the door, I smiled. I knew
Taylor was there before she knocked. I swooped up Tinsel, and we both greeted her.


“You
didn’t even have to knock. Tinsy knew you were here. Come on in.” 


She
patted Tinsel on her head and gave my waist a quick squeeze. “I brought salad because I ate too many carbs. I hope that’s okay?”


I
literally would eat dirt if she put it on my plate. “It’s perfect. I already
know I need to hit the gym because of all of the extra stuff I ate this
holiday.” I put Tinsel on the floor and helped Taylor
out of her coat. 


“Hi.” She
turned and walked into my hug. 


“Hi.” I
didn’t want to let her go, but we were doing that thing that was longer than a
hug. “I missed you.” 


She
pulled back far enough to look at me.


I pulled
her back to me, but this time I kissed her. It was
soft and sweet and perfect.


“I missed
you, too. Both of you,” she said. 


Tinsel
was at her feet wanting attention. 


“You
know, for a stray, this cat is extremely demanding. She controlled Christmas.
And get this. She got more gifts than I did. How is
that even possible?”


Taylor
silenced me with another kiss. It was the kind that made me forget about
everything at that moment. Everything but her. Her tongue was warm against my
lips, barely licking the top before sucking my bottom lip into her mouth. My knees felt wobbly, and everything inside me fluttered. I felt hot and weak
and leaned against her for support.


“Wow.” I
pulled away from her, needing distance before I did something to ruin the
moment. I had one hand on the back of her neck and
the other wound in her hair. I didn’t remember my hands leaving her waist. 


Her
breath out was wobbly, and
she took a step back. “Wow is right.” We stared at one another. I was
completely confused at how combustible we were. I’d never had this kind of chemistry
with anyone before.


“Okay. Let’s take a step back. Maybe separate and eat?”


I nodded.
“Good idea. Okay, you stay over there, and I’ll get drinks. Are you good with water?”


“That’s
what you put fires out with.”


My body
swelled at the stare she
gave me. I spilled a little water and quickly wiped it up. That kiss had wrecked me. It had destroyed the structure of
everything I thought was normal for a relationship—sweet kisses, soft touches, and eventually work our way to the bedroom. What had just happened made me question my chaste, predictable
beginnings of the relationships of my past. 


Dinner
was tense and slightly uncomfortable. It was hard to look at her and not want
to touch her. Being apart seemed so wrong, even though we’d never been
together. My feelings really confused me. 


“You look
like how I feel,” she said. She put her fork down and leaned back in her chair.


I looked
up. “Yeah. How’s that?” 


“That
something incredible can happen here that neither of us
planned. I needed a friend,
and you’re much more than
that to me. At least I think so.”


I pushed
back in my chair and stood. No way was I going to blow this opportunity. She
stood, too. Tinsel jumped onto the table, but neither
of us shooed her down. Rather than sniff the salad
and try to eat the breadsticks, she watched us, looking
back and forth when we each spoke. We were all
waiting for something to happen.


“That
kiss back there? I can’t think of anything else.” I took a step closer to her.


“You mean the best kiss ever in the history of kisses?” Her voice
wavered throughout the joke. I knew it had affected her too. “Yeah.
I don’t even want to eat.” She took a step closer.


“Maybe we
should skip dinner until things settle down,” I said.


“Do you
think things will settle down?” She was leaning
against the table and slid
her hip along the edge until she was right in front of me. 


Instinctively,
I reached for her. “I kind of like this feeling. I’m nervous and scared, yet
excited and anxious.”


“You
sound like you’re getting ready to give a presentation.” Her laugh was
sweet. I stopped it by kissing her again. The same feelings exploded inside me, and I placed one hand on the
table to steady myself. Taylor pressed her whole body against mine. I felt
every soft curve and hummed all
over with excitement at her nearness. Taylor clutched
me and moaned. We’d hit
that stage where even though we couldn’t possibly get physically closer, we
wanted more. Her fingers
slid under my sweater, and
I shivered at her warmth on my skin. 


She
pulled back. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that.”


I reached
for her again. “I promise I didn’t mind at all.” We kissed as I walked her back
to my room, and I almost
tripped over Tinsel in the process. “Find a place, Tinsy. Not with us.” The
saddest meow came out of her, stopping us both. I pulled away from Taylor and
picked Tinsel up. “I love you. We both love you, but you have to stay out here
and give us privacy, okay? Your bed is in front of the fireplace, so you’ll be nice and warm.” Both of us kissed her on her nose, and I placed her gently on the floor. Much to our
surprise, she marched right over to her bed and curled up on it. I quietly shut
the door, and Taylor
reached for me the second it closed. 


“Are you
sure about this?” I asked.


She
nodded and leaned against me, resting her forehead on mine. “I want you, Jess.”


That was
all it took. We kissed, breaking apart only to shed our clothes. I ripped back
the covers, crawled in, and reached for her. When we finally touched for the first
time, I moaned. Even though it was freezing outside, I was on fire. I slid between her legs, resting my hips
against her warmth. Taylor writhed underneath me, pulling me closer. I slipped
my hand down between us and stroked her wetness.


“Please,
Jess.” 


I kissed her mouth, her cheek, her neck, and slid down her
body. Her hands were wrapped in my hair, guiding me to each breast and down
until I reached the junction of her thighs. I didn’t hesitate. I spread her
apart and gently ran my
tongue up and down, tasting
her. Her hips lifted against my mouth every time I flicked her clit, encouraging me to go faster. I
pressed my tongue flat against her, hard, loving her reaction to my mouth. I slipped my fingers
down to stroke the soft skin, my hand growing wet from her desire, but she stopped me right when I felt
her building to her orgasm. 


“Wait,
wait.” Her voice was breathless and raspy.


“I’m so
sorry.”


“No. I
just want this to last longer.”


I placed
a small kiss in the soft spot right above the top of her slit.
The small tuft of short blond hair made me smile.
Taylor was a true blond. “We have all night.”


She
pushed the hair back from my face. “I want every second of it.”


We kept
eye contact when I slid a finger inside of her. She gasped and bit her bottom
lip, but she didn’t turn away. I pulled out, and she frowned with clear disappointment. I entered her again. This time she moaned
and spread her legs farther apart. I leaned on one hand so I could watch her
respond. She was sexy and sensitive, and the way she moved with me took my breath away. 


“You’re
so beautiful, Doc.” I kissed my way back up her body because I wanted my lips
on hers. I wanted that explosive feeling again while I was touching her. My
fingers moved in and out of her while we kissed. Taylor raised her hips with
every thrust and moaned in my mouth every time I almost pulled out. When she
was close to peaking, when her body just couldn’t take any more, she dug her
fingernails in my back, broke the kiss, and cried out. 


It was
the best moment of my life. I didn’t know how to
process everything I was feeling. My emotions were all over the place. In
reality, Taylor and I didn’t know each other that well, but I felt like I’d
been waiting for her all my life. 


“Jess.
Jess.” 


Taylor
ran her fingertips over my face until they reached my
lips. I held them there and kissed them, beyond words. I leaned down and kissed her softly, slowly,
deeply. She pulled me to her and rolled so she was on top. Her long hair
surrounded us, making it feel like we were the only
ones in the world. It was perfect. Or so I thought until she started caressing
me. Taylor touched me like she’d known me for years, hitting all the soft and
sweet spots up and down my body. I came for her swiftly, loudly, and fell back
on the mattress. 


“You are
perfect,” I said as she melted in my embrace. We were both breathing heavily. I
hated that I was so sweaty, but Taylor didn’t seem to mind. She rested against
me, and we lay there in
silence. I had no words other than the ones I’d already said. She ran her
fingertips over my chest until I shivered. She pulled the blankets to cover us, and I fell asleep with her in
my arms and deep inside my heart.


 


* * *


 


I felt
warm paws on my forehead, then heard a very quiet meow and felt a small head bump. 


“Tinsy,
what are you doing in here?” I glanced at the clock. It was four in the morning, and I was still wrapped up in
Taylor. She was breathing evenly so I knew she was still asleep. Tinsy had a
full bowl of food, clean water, and a fresh litter
box. She was just being needy. Taylor mumbled something in her sleep and
pressed closer to me. Tinsel hopped over her head and gave her the same
treatment I’d received.
“What do you want?” I whispered at her. “Let her
sleep.”


“I’m
awake.” Taylor croaked. “Barely. But I’m present.” She playfully raised her hand and dropped it
with a thud.


“Did you
let Tinsy in?” I asked.


“No. I
haven’t left this bed since we got here.”


“Huh.
That’s weird. I didn’t open
the door either.” Light shone through the slit in the
door. Somehow Tinsel had opened the door and either wanted us to play with her or snuggle.
I rolled so I was flat on my back and looked at her. She stood on my chest and
meowed again. I scratched her ears until she purred. 


“That’s
quite the motor she has.” 


She
nudged my hand when I stopped. “Later, baby. Let’s love in the morning.” 


Tinsel
snuggled in the small place between Taylor and me. Her front paws on my shoulder and her whole back pressed
against Taylor. Both of my girls were asleep, and
both looked like they were smiling. 


Mo was
right. This tiny little cat had done everything possible to get us together and didn’t want to
miss a single step along the way. She deserved to be here with us. Catmas
Evergreen Tinsel Raymond had
come
to me with a purpose,
whether I knew it or not,
and she wasn’t leaving anytime soon. My heart was so full because of her and
now it was threatening to burst because Taylor was a big part of it, too. I fell asleep smiling at my good
fortune but also wondering how the actual hell Tinsel
opened the door.


Epilogue—six months later

 

 

 


“I’m
sorry I’m late. Had to bandage Czech’s paw. He stepped on some barbed wire. I
don’t know if you’ve ever seen a dog’s paw bleed, but it was profound.” Taylor
placed a swift kiss on my mouth before turning her
attention to the rest of the softball wives. I didn’t play, but I was there
supporting Mo and Angie, and I was babysitting Melody. 


“Come
here, squishy baby.” Taylor held her hands out to take Melody from me. 


“Worse
than Tinsy’s bleed?”


A month
ago, Tinsel had stepped on
a piece of glass in the living room that I assumed came from the time she
knocked the picture of Stephanie off the mantel and the glass shattered. I woke
up to bloody paw prints on the kitchen counter, the
windowsill, our sheets, and even the bathtub. What did this little nocturnal
demon do while we slept?


“The cut
was bigger, and so was the
dog.” 


“I would
have fainted.”


She
leaned down and kissed me softly. “You totally would have.”


I tugged a blond curl. “That’s why you’re the doc and I’m not.”


“Hey, get
a room!” Mo yelled from the batter’s deck. 


I covered
Melody’s ears. “Watch your mouth. Remember that there are children present.”


Taylor
sat next to me with Melody on her lap. They were so
cute playing patty-cake. We’d spent several nights watching her so Angie and Mo
could have dates. Last month, Taylor moved in with me and Tinsel because we decided Tinsel would be more comfortable at
my house. Who made those kinds of decisions based on
a pet? We did. It was only a matter of time before we found something bigger
together. 


Right
now, we were living each day to the fullest and spent as much time as we could
with one another. Work was thriving, but I made it a point to get home on time because I wanted to be with my two loves. Taylor was home
every night by six fifteen and had the weekends off. Hillside hired another vet so she was
able to free up time for our little family and still volunteer at area
shelters. It was her dream life, and it was mine,
too. 


“This
game is taking forever.” I groaned and looked at my watch. 


“I can
hear you whining from here,” Mo yelled from the dugout.


I took
Melody’s hand and waved at her mothers. I also stuck my tongue out at them
above her head so she couldn’t see me. Mo waved back
with a devilish smile. 


“I’m
having a good time. Be nice to them. Besides, I won’t get to see this pumpkin
for at least two weeks.” She placed kisses all over Melody, making her squeal
with delight.


Mo and
Angie were taking a family vacation down to Florida.
We wouldn’t see them until after the Fourth of July. 


“But I
want to go home and love on our baby.” 


She
brushed my hair back and tucked it behind my ear. “We’ll be home in an hour, and you can make out with Tinsy then.”


“Who are we kidding? That cat forgets about me the second she
sees you. I think she was trying to find you instead of me. I was her means to
get to you.”


Taylor
bumped my shoulder. “She loves you so much. You’ll always be her number-one mommy. I just happen to be
icing on the cake.”


“Mmm. I’m
in.” 


Another
shoulder bump. “Remember. Children
are present.”


I laughed
that she’d thrown my words back in my face. I reached for her hand and kissed her fingers.
“I love you, Doc.”


“I
thought I told you to get a room,” Mo hollered.


“Pay
attention to the game. Look at the scoreboard. You’re losing. Go out there and
do your job,” I shouted back.


Twenty
minutes later, Mo did just that. She hit a home run and cleared the bases. I
whooped and cheered as she jogged over home plate.


“Give me
my baby. Go home and see yours,” Mo said. 


After a
lengthy good-bye with them,
we finally were on our way home. I pulled into the driveway first and waited
for Taylor, my anxiety at
an all-time high. I leaned against the car, then decided to sit on the porch steps. I tried to look casual, like I was just hanging out
enjoying the summer day. 


“Hey,
you,” Taylor said. I couldn’t keep my eyes off of her when she parked and
walked up the sidewalk to me. She always took my breath away. The tan she got during our trip to the lake last weekend had given her
a healthy glow. Her shoulders were pink from today’s outing at the softball
park. She was the only one who could wear white there and not get dirty. Her
hair, longer than it was when we first met, was
pulled up because of the heat. She was beautiful and all mine.


“Only you
can wear white to a softball game and still come home clean and dust free.” I
stood and kissed her swiftly. 


I
followed her in and blocked the door so Tinsel couldn’t run out. 


“Come here, baby girl.” Taylor picked up Tinsel and flipped
her onto her back like she
was coddling a baby. “I missed you today. I saw a mama kitty give birth to five
babies this morning, and
one even looked like you.” She kissed Tinsel’s paw. “What’s on your collar,
baby girl?” She sat down and flipped Tinsel back up to take a better look. I
squatted down next to them on the floor to get a better look as well. 


“What is
it?” I played innocent, even though I was dying inside. My heart was palpitating, and my clenched hands were
sweating so much I had to wipe them on my shorts several times.


“I don’t
know. Wait a minute. Oh my, God. Jess!”


I watched
as she unhooked Tinsel’s red collar and slipped off
an emerald-cut engagement
ring. For a split second, I thought about backing down because she didn’t seem
excited, but I was too far invested to play dumb now. 


“Do you
like it?” Stupid question. I inwardly groaned.


“I love
it.” She pinched it between her forefinger and thumb
and held it up to the light.


I put my
hands on her knees until she looked at me.


“I’ve
had—” Tinsel meowed very
loudly. “I’m sorry. We’ve had the best time of our lives the last six months
with you. I’ve never had
this kind of connection with another woman before.
I’ve never loved this profoundly before. You are the best thing that has happened to me, to us. I know
people say this all the time, but I couldn’t imagine my life without you in it.
Will you marry us?” Tears started flowing. I wasn’t
sure who started crying first, but we were clutching one another and professing
our love for one another. I leaned back and wiped tears off her cheeks. “So, is
that a yes?”


She
nodded. “Definitely a yes.” 


I picked
up Tinsel and looked into her silver eyes. “She said
yes, baby girl. She said yes.”


We were
rewarded with head butts from Tinsel and the loudest, happiest purr she’d ever
made. It was strange how in that moment I realized that everything happened for
a reason. Tinsel came into my life to bring me
Taylor, and I came into hers to give both of them my heart.
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solving the case, will her dark secrets and the lies she’s buried jeopardize
her future with the quietly beautiful Sarah Peters? (978-1-63555-371-0)
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