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      Prom, Pups, and deadly murders...

      In the wake of her relationship’s break, Olivia is beginning to fear that she might grow old with only Goodwin and a pack of dogs by her side. But even the unconditional love of puppies can’t shield Olivia from the single most important event in Lexingburg's social calendar: Prom. The roses, romance, and ridiculously priced restaurants seem to be rubbing salt in Olivia’s romantic wounds–reminding her at every turn that Andrew is leaving her.

      While trying to shut the door on the mess of her relationship, Olivia accidentally opens the door to a murder investigation. Olivia’s friend, and the owner of a boutique dog food brand has been killed at her warehouse—bludgeoned with a side of beef. Olivia tries to run off her emotions but only stumbles upon the main murder suspect acting suspicious. She sees this as a sign. If she can’t solve her romantic problems she can solve the murder of her good friend.

      Now, Olivia finds herself in an ever more tangled web of lies, secrets, and jealousy both recent and decades old. Who knew that dog food could cause as much drama as a high school dance? But the further Olivia wades into the crime the more she realizes that Prom isn’t just the main event of the season—it’s motivation for murder…
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      She whistled as she worked.

      Everything she’d worked so hard for was finally coming together. There had been a time when it had seemed like maybe it wasn’t going to be worth it. She’d lost countless hours to stress and anxiety. The strain on her marriage had reached the breaking point, and in those first few months after her divorce, she couldn’t help but resent the decisions she’d made. What was the point of success if there was no one there to share it with her? What was the point, if she’d lost herself in the process?

      But this was her dream, and she couldn’t blame it for the other problems in her life. So she’d picked herself back up and kept going. She worked harder. She worked longer. She promoted shamelessly, and the business grew. What had once been a tiny idea in the back her head was now a warehouse full of inventory that could barely keep up with the demand. Stores across five states were now carrying her brand, and things were only going to get bigger.

      A celebrity endorsement.

      A year ago, the thought would never have crossed her mind, but this was big. The big league. This was her dream, all grown up—ready to take on the world. She’d be able to expand. Five states could turn into the whole Coast—the whole country!

      It would be a moment to celebrate with an expensive bottle of champagne and good friends.

      As she thought about her friends, her mood immediately darkened. Over the years, she hadn’t just lost her husband. She’d lost friends she’d thought might last a lifetime.

      One thoughtless moment had cost her someone she’d treasured dearly.

      She’d apologized until her throat was raw, but her pleas fell on deaf ears. There was no making up for what she’d done. Even as the years passed, chance encounters only grew chillier and chillier.

      Some people could never just forgive and forget.

      Pushing the thought away, she started to whistle again. This was her time to shine, and she couldn’t let the past drag her down. As she leaned down to retrieve the papers printing from the machine under the desk, she barely had time to register the shadow that fell over her.

      Pain exploded in her head, and she fell from her swivel chair. Slumping to the floor, she noted the sound of the chair spinning . . . spinning . . . spinning . . .

      Darkness.
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      Warm weather meant great weekends for Lexingburg. The shops were busy, full of residents shedding their winter coats and eager for the newest flavors of smoothies and iced coffee. Stores were running spring sales, employees were moving inventory to the sidewalks, and everyone was laughing and having a good time.

      Olivia Rickard used to adore this time of the year. The people of Lexingburg were always a quirky bunch, but they made the town come alive. As a dog walker, she got to see more of the town in the warmer months than in the winter season, and now that she was stationed right above her sister’s bakery on Main Street, she was more immersed in society than she had ever been.

      “Puppy!”

      Smiling in spite of the heaviness in her heart, Olivia stopped and let a small girl reach her hand out to the giant Rottweiler eyeing her ice-cream cone. “Snowball,” Olivia warned in a low voice. “Don’t even think about it.”

      The giant beast was in his iconic tiara. He tested his boundaries, leaning against the easy-walk harness and stretching out his tongue. The little girl laughed, and Olivia snapped her fingers. Snowball sat down and rolled his eyes as the girl skipped away.

      “Sorry, pal. Maybe you can charm a frozen treat from Janelle.” Olivia knew how the dog felt as he stared at the ice cream moving away. It was strange how, once someone was gone, everything reminded her of him.

      Last summer, Andrew had surprised Olivia with what he’d called an ice-cream tour. They’d strolled around the town and tasted as many different flavors as possible, until her tongue was numb and her brain frozen. Then he’d taken her home and effectively warmed her up.

      Pushing the memory away, she continued her walk. Normally, she had her own dogs Goodwin and Fender with her, not to mention several other dogs added to the mix, but Snowball was all out of sorts today—his family was on vacation—and even when he was in a good mood, he was harder to control when other dogs were around. Plus, he and Goodwin got into far too much trouble when they were together. Just yesterday, she had discovered that her giant, shaggy, brown dog and the Rottweiler had managed to climb on top of the counter to reach the cookies she kept on top of the refrigerator. Unfortunately, they’d knocked two wine bottles and her coin jar to the floor on their way to the cookies. Thankfully there had been no cuts on their feet.

      Poor Fender, her senior basset hound, desperately needed a break, so Olivia was keeping Snowball in her office for the day and leaving her dogs at home.

      “Olivia! There you are! I’ve been looking everywhere for you. I figured that you’d be at the dog park. Where’s Goodwin?” Jackie, Olivia’s best friend, came bounding up to her. The redhead was normally a firecracker, but ever since Olivia and Andrew had broken up, Jackie had been extra bubbly.

      It was weird.

      “Goodwin is at home,” Olivia said slowly, staring at her friend. “Have you been drinking Janelle’s new triple-shot latte? Didn’t I tell you to stay away from that?”

      “But I love butterscotch!”

      “Okay, well, you didn’t have to chase me down. You could have called me.”

      Jackie frowned. “I did. You didn’t pick up.”

      Opening her small messenger bag, Olivia searched for her phone and grimaced when she didn’t find it. There were four different types of snack bars. Really? Four? That’s what comes of working above a bakery! Two water bottles. A collapsible water bowl for the dogs. A bag of dog treats. A make-up bag filled with make-up that she never wore, and her earbuds—but no phone. She must have been really distracted to leave it back at the office. She’d been glued to her phone for weeks now, just in case Andrew might call.

      Pathetic.

      “You’re here now. What do you want?” Her voice was harsher than she’d anticipated, and she swallowed hard. “Sorry. What’s with all the roses? Every flower shop that I’ve passed has red roses and chocolates out. Valentine’s Day was months ago.”

      “Wow. You are out of it.” Jackie’s eyes widened. “Olivia, it’s prom season.”

      Groaning, Olivia closed her eyes. Prom season was ridiculous in Lexingburg. The high school might be small, but the whole town would get involved. Couples dressed up and enjoyed romantic dinners, movies, shows, and concerts, and there was a huge dance, right in the middle of the square for the adults who wanted to reminisce about their own prom. Even the sports grill banked on the evening.

      Romance would be in the air for the next two weeks. It would be impossible to escape.

      Jackie continued, relentless. “That’s why I was looking for you. I’m trying to get the romance display back up, but Preston, with all of those wonderful muscles, is on vacation, and I need some help.”

      “Romance display?” Olivia eyed her warily. “Are we going to have another Fifty Shades debacle?” When Jackie had first introduced erotic romance to her store, the whole town had gone nuts. Funnily enough, when the dust settled, it had been those same haughty women sneaking back to buy the very books they’d claimed to despise.

      “It’s mostly young adult romance for prom, but I’m going to have some clean adult romances. Nothing too scandalous. Janelle would have my head if I created a riot just when things are going well for her bakery. Speaking of Janelle, she also tried calling you.”

      Who else had tried to call Olivia? “All right. I was getting ready to head back, anyway.” With a gasp, she stopped short as a huge banner rolled down outside a window front. All Dresses 40% Off!

      Dresses.

      She cringed, seeing a mannequin dressed in shimmery peach. Peach had been one of the colors she’d chosen for her wedding. “Let’s go.” She grabbed Jackie’s arm and dragged her friend down the sidewalk. “Faster. Faster!”

      “Olivia, are you okay?” Jackie picked up the pace, but Olivia kept accelerating until they were practically jogging, Snowball joyfully bounding along ahead of them. “You’re not usually into activities that exert energy.”

      “I’m single now,” Olivia snapped. “I have to stay in shape. What are you doing today? I was thinking of heading to End Game tonight and getting that appetizer sampler. Mozzarella sticks. Nachos. Potato skins.” Not used to this kind of fast pace, she was starting to get out of breath and gasped the last words.

      Her friend snorted as, having gotten past the shops with their romantic displays, they slowed down, even though Snowball stretched the leash tight, wanting more of the excitement of going fast. “I don’t think you really understand what staying in shape entails. Besides, I have a date with Brett tonight.”

      Hearing the name of Andrew’s womanizing best friend jarred Olivia. “Brett? You’re going on another date with him? Jackie, it was amusing the first few times you went out with him, but Andrew and I aren’t getting married anymore. There’s no point in you guys hanging out.”

      Jackie cleared her throat and tugged at her red ponytail. Her eyes darted around nervously, and she began to hum under her breath.

      Olivia stopped, dragging Jackie and Snowball to a halt as well, and stared at her friend suspiciously, ignoring the huge, eager dog turning in circles at the end of the leash. “Oh, my God, you like him! Jackie, have you lost your mind? Brett is great, but he loves women. All women. Sometimes more than one at a time.”

      “We’re just dating. It’s not like I’m planning to marry the man!” As soon as the words were out, Jackie’s eyes widened. “Oh, Olivia. I’m so sorry. That was callous.”

      Grumbling, Olivia let Snowball pull her on down the sidewalk. “I don’t want you to have to censor your words just because of me,” she muttered. “Yes, Andrew and I are over. No, it’s not easy, but it’s going to be okay, and knowing that my friends and family are walking around on eggshells does not make things easier on me.”

      “I know, honey, but we’re just concerned about you. We know how much you and Andrew loved each other—and I know that diamond ring is hanging around your neck.”

      Cringing, Olivia fingered the engagement ring through the fabric of her t-shirt. Her older sister Janelle had told her that since Andrew was the one who’d walked away, Olivia didn’t have to give the ring back, but Olivia knew she couldn’t keep it forever. Still, it was going to be harder than she’d first anticipated to part with the beautiful diamond.

      I found that ring when I was in high school, Andrew had said. I didn’t tell anyone because I knew that ring would lead me to the woman I’d want to spend the rest of my life with.

      “I don’t want to talk about that,” she muttered as they turned the corner. She stiffened when she saw Delilah Devereux arranging sequined mannequins outside her clothing boutique. Olivia and Delilah had a not-so-friendly feud going on over Andrew, and now that Olivia had lost Andrew, Delilah was the last person she wanted to see.

      “Bookstore,” she muttered as she pushed Jackie into the latter’s store. “Go—go—go.”

      “Olivia!” Jackie shrieked. “You cannot bring that monster of a dog into my store!” The door shut behind them, and Jackie glared at her. “If that beast eats any of my books, you’re buying them!”

      Glancing out the door, Olivia frowned. The sophisticated woman was pinning the dresses onto the mannequins—and not leaving anytime soon. “Relax. I’ll take Snowball into the office. The last thing I want right now is to talk to that devil of a woman.” She nodded in Delilah’s direction, then gave her friend a bright smile. “Besides, didn’t you say that you wanted me to help you move your book display? We can always harness Snowball to it and have him drag it out.”

      Jackie cocked her head and pursed her lips. “Actually, that’s not a bad idea. I don’t think Sarah is going to be much help.”

      Sneaking a glance at the teenager behind the desk, Olivia couldn’t help but smile. The girl was glued to her phone.

      Some of the seniors at the high school had entered a work program where they could use their jobs as credit before graduation. They worked for minimum wage, provided that their jobs didn’t interfere with the rest of their studies. Jackie had hired Sarah, and Olivia had hired Sarah’s best friend Tanya to help her out. Tanya was an excellent worker, but she was still a teenager, and Olivia felt older than dirt when she was around the kid.

      Checking the window again, she sighed in relief to see that Delilah had gone back inside. An elderly couple was slowly walking down the street, hand in hand. They stopped at one of the tables outside the gift shop, and the gentleman picked up a red, heart-shaped box of chocolates. A huge smile spread across his lady’s face, and she kissed him.

      Olivia felt a pang in her heart. Maybe if she hadn’t gone so crazy about the wedding planning, she and Andrew would still be walking hand in hand down the sidewalk.

      “Too late for that,” she muttered to herself. “All you can do now is move on.”

      “Are you talking to yourself?” Jackie grunted as she pulled at the display case. “Only crazy people do that.”

      “You talk to yourself all the time.” Opening the door, Olivia grabbed the other end and pulled. “Did it ever occur to you that this would be so much easier if you took the books off the shelves?”

      “What? You said you wanted to work out!”

      With some grunting and a bit of swearing, the two women got the case out of the shop and onto the sidewalk. Gasping for breath, Olivia stepped back and looked at Jackie’s handwork. The glittery pink sign was over the top, but it was cute—perfect for prom.

      “Thanks for the help,” Jackie said, wiping a hand across her brow. She eyed her dog-walking friend. “Are you going to offer anything special?”

      Olivia chuckled. “Like what? Doggie speed dating? No, I don’t think that I need to romanticize dog walking.” She took a deep breath and let it out again. “I should get back. Enjoy your date tonight, but—just be careful. I know Brett is hot, but Brett also knows that Brett is hot.”

      “Would you stop worrying so much? I am a grown woman, and I know exactly what I’m doing. I’ll call you when it’s over and see if you still want company.”

      “No.” Olivia held up her hand. “I appreciate the offer, but I don’t want you to rearrange your schedule for me. Besides, you never know. The date might run long. Like, all night long.”

      Jackie flushed with embarrassment, and Olivia laughed softly as she grabbed Snowball’s leash and headed to Happy Endings.

      Heading around to the back entrance of the three-story townhouse, Olivia unleashed Snowball at the bottom of the back private entrance. The dog did his business before dutifully heading up the back stairs to her doggy daycare space. When they’d first bought the three-story brownstone, Olivia had worried that her doggy daycare and walking business might turn off the bakery customers, but quite a few customers liked to sneak out back and watch the pups play, while they enjoyed their muffins and coffee.

      Once Snowball was settled, Olivia jogged down the front stairway that had been gated off when she’d opened the daycare, and inhaled all the delicious aromas from the bakery. Coffee, scones, cookies, muffins. They delighted her senses and made her stomach tumble.

      Janelle looked up as Olivia tried to slip into the back and steal something yummy. “Hey.” The sun shone through the large windows and spread over the cheery room. It was slow in the bakery, and Janelle was decorating the seating area with balloons and candles.

      Janelle and Olivia looked remarkably alike, with the same dark hair and olive skin. While Olivia usually pulled her long hair back in a ponytail, her older sister kept hers in a short and flippy style. Janelle was much more fashionable outside of work, but in the bakery, she wore her trusty white chef’s coat, which now, as usual, was coated in flour.

      “Whoa,” Olivia muttered. “Are you trying to replicate your prom night?”

      Her sister straightened at the top of the ladder and frowned. “What? You don’t like it?”

      “It looks . . .” cheesy. “Great! Janelle, you don’t serve full meals here. What kind of special are you running?”

      Janelle wiped some of the flour from her cheek. “We’re going to have a small table of sweets at the town square during the community dance, but some people are going to want to relax and sit down. I want the prom theme to spill into the store so couples can enjoy their cannoli with candlelight and romance.”

      “And lots and lots of balloons. Janelle, these are all going to deflate in a couple of days. Are you going to keep blowing up more between now and then?”

      Climbing down from the ladder, her sister smiled as she looked around. “If that’s what I have to do. I love prom season. The whole town is just all about romance and love. It’s beautiful.”

      Sure, unless a girl was newly single. Then it was revolting. “Have fun with that. Jackie said that you were looking for me?”

      “I am. I brought back the paperwork from the town meeting for business.” She fixed her sister with a pointed stare. “The one that you decided not to attend.”

      “It’s not like I didn’t attend it on purpose,” Olivia protested, although she didn’t point out that she didn’t lose any sleep over not going. Those meetings were always such a bore. “I had dogs to walk.”

      Janelle sighed. “I know, but owning a building is far different from renting one. Our property tax is high, and I think we should try to fill those two vacant apartments above your office by August so we can get the tax break.”

      “What?” Olivia groaned in frustration. “The apartments aren’t finished. All we did was install the plumbing. We need more walls and drywall and paint and carpet. We didn’t budget for that.”

      “I know, but we used more money than expected to renovate the space for you, and if we don’t start renting fast, we’re not going to pull a profit this year, and I don’t want those loans hanging over our head. Besides, the income that we’ll make from rent will more than make up for it. Is there anyone that you know who’s looking for a place to live? Preferably someone who is good with their hands and might want to chip in?” Jackie gave her a pleading look, and Olivia averted her gaze.

      “No,” she lied. “But I’ll keep an eye on it.” As she hurried up the stairs, she tried not to think about Andrew. They’d just signed a new lease together on the house, and now that they were no longer together, Andrew had moved out. It was hard enough dealing with his absence, but there was no way she was going to offer the space above her office to her ex-fiancé.

      The sight at the top of the stairs stopped her cold. Tanya was leaning against the desk with her arms around someone in a high school football uniform. It was obvious from the way that their lips were still locked that the teen hadn’t heard her boss come in.

      Was this going to be her life for the next couple of weeks? Romance and couples around every corner? Clearing her throat, Olivia raised her eyebrows as the young couple broke apart.

      “Olivia!” Tanya gasped. “I didn’t realize that you were coming back so early!”

      “Actually, I’m late. Do you always have your boyfriend over when I’m not here?”

      “No! Oh gosh, no! This is James. He was just picking me up so we can go out.” Tanya blushed as she tried to straighten her hair and clothes.

      Olivia frowned. “He’s taking you out in his football uniform?”

      “Yes. There’s a party for the football team at End Game tonight.”

      “Uh-huh. All right, well—go on, and have fun.” Olivia waved her hands and bit her bottom lip as the teen squealed in excitement and grabbed her grinning boyfriend’s hand. They raced from the office, and Olivia wrapped her arms around her body as she listened to the two of them thunder down the stairs. A cold and wet nose made its way under her shirt, and she reached down to scratch Goodwin’s nose. He whined and pressed his body against her.

      “I’m okay,” she whispered. “We’re going to be okay.”
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