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      The town of Rapture is Valentine’s Day crazy. It’s beyond anything Olivia Parker has ever seen or imagined. She’s out of money, has no job, and no place to live. At twenty-five, she’s way too old to move back home with her eleven siblings. Desperate, she takes the first job she’s offered, and lands in the middle of romance central. If it isn’t bad enough to be surrounded by Valentine’s paraphernalia, her landlord threatens to steal her heart and she’s vowed to stay single.

      Max Reed is living a nearly perfect life. He’s got a wonderful family, and a great job as head of the local RCMP detachment. There’s only one thing missing; the woman of his dreams. Olivia Parker might just fit the bill nicely. Too bad she’s the Scrooge of romance.

      With life and Valentine’s events pushing them together, it’s going to take everything Olivia has to protect herself from Max’s determined efforts to win her heart.
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      Liv glanced at her dashboard clock. It was pushing five in the afternoon. Unless her timing and mapping skills were off, she should be nearly at her destination. A broad grin stretched across her face. She could hardly wait to arrive!

      A new town, a new start.

      Life was on the upswing again and she was excited to meet it head on. This was going to be the best year of her life.

      There it was. The highway sign. Rapture, 1 km. One kilometer to her destination. She rounded a gentle sloping curve and skidded her car to a halt on the highway approach. Belatedly, she glanced up at her rearview mirror. Thank heavens nobody was behind her; she could have caused an accident.

      She stared at the “Welcome to Rapture” sign in disbelief. Fashioned from wrought iron, it towered twenty feet high, dwarfing the highway, her car, and everything in its vicinity. Even the massive spruce trees. That wasn’t the worst of it. It was decorated in, ugh, of all things, red hearts and white swirls. It looked like Cupid had vomited up a sign. Gross. She should have expected this, after all she was moving to Rapture. Who named a town Rapture? Crazy people, that’s who.

      She hadn’t even hit town yet, and she was already regretting accepting her new position of veterinary assistant without visiting town first. Still, what choice did she have? It wasn’t like she had the money to travel around searching out every prospective town or village where she was offered a job. Not that there were many. After six months of unemployment, she’d had exactly one, yes, that’s right, one, interview and she’d snatched up the position almost before the kindly grey-haired veterinarian offered it to her on a video call.

      She hadn’t even taken the time to research Rapture on the internet. If she had, the job would have been a no-go, even if it meant living on the street.

      She snorted at her own hyperbole. Right, as if she’d have to live on the street. She’d move back home with her parents and all eleven of her siblings. At twenty-five, she was the oldest. Six girls, six boys. It was enough to make your head hurt. She’d left home at eighteen and returned only for seasonal visits and birthdays. Outside of holidays, she’d never spent a night there after gaining her freedom. She sure as heck wasn’t going to move back into the hotel like house she’d once called home. She could have sold her car, but it was the first big-ticket item she’d ever purchased herself. Luckily, she’d scrimped and saved, and didn’t have a loan for it. She’d managed to survive on her severance pay and dwindling savings, until now. She’d even gotten through Christmas, though the gifts she’d given were small, hand crafted items, created from supplies in her craft material stash, because money was running short.

      A horn tooted behind her, jarring her from her reminiscences. She waved and lifted her foot from the brake and rolled forward into a pretty picnic area beyond the sign. The car passed by and when its tail lights faded from view, she turned her attention to the picnic area. Towering pines and spruce shaded the red shale pathways. In the distance, mountains towered over the trees. Snow capped, red and white picnic tables were circled with matching benches. Small fire-pits rested a safe distance from the tables and clear of the trees. Down a well-shoveled path, she noticed a small, tightly shuttered confectionary which was probably only open during the summer. The path wandered past the building to an unknown destination. This would be a great place for a family picnic. Of course, her family would fill the entire place. The air was fresh and brisk, it smelled of pine and fresh snow with just a hint of campfire. Gosh, she loved those scents, maybe this place wouldn’t be all bad.

      Slipping her eight month old Ford Explorer SUV into park, she hopped out and stretched her back. The icy wind cut through her thin sweater, stealing every degree of warmth her car had generated. Darn, in the car’s heat, she’d almost forgotten it was the end of January. Well, except for the snow-covered ditches and icy patches on the highways.

      Overall, the two-day trip hadn’t been overly onerous. Rapture, Alberta was a good thirteen hours from Regina, Saskatchewan, and winter roads had tripled the time required to travel the distance. She was done. Baked. Exhausted. Plus, she was starved. The first order of business would be food and then locating her new apartment.

      “Good evening.”

      The deep masculine voice came out of nowhere and Liv whirled round to face the speaker.

      “Um. Hi.” She squinted into the fading sunset at the tall man ambling her way.

      “Everything all right?” he asked kindly.

      “Yes. I’m fine.” She yanked open her car door and stepped behind it, ready to leap inside and shut him out. “Just leaving. Thanks.” Why had she added thanks? What she did was no business of his. His ready smile and attractive grin made her nervous.

      He took three steps forward and stopped, mittened hands raised slightly, something rope-like hanging from his left hand. “Sorry if I frightened you. We don’t get many people stopping here this time of year, especially on New Year’s Day. I was passing by and thought I’d make sure you were okay.” He shifted left, bringing his face into the dimming daylight. His smile was soft and easy. An orange and red striped toque fashioned to hang low, down to his shoulder, ended with an enormous pompom and concealed his hair. The hat matched his mittens and scarf. He looked almost fashionable. He wore a bulky black jacket with a logo she couldn’t quite make out on the sleeve.

      “Thanks. I’m fine.” She glanced around. There were no other vehicles in sight. Why was he here wandering around at the edge of town by the highway?

      “I’m out for a walk,” he offered, as if reading her mind. “My dog ran away.” He waggled the leash he aloft and slowly lowered his hands.

      “Oh.” True or not, the words didn’t offer much reassurance. It was time to get out of here. “Thanks for stopping. I’ll be going now. Dinner calls.” Great. Why had she gone and told him her plans? She must be more tired than she realized.

      “Check out Penny’s on Seventh Avenue. She makes the best chicken stew and chili on the planet. You won’t be disappointed. And, if you see Rex, he’s a scrawny, underfed, Rottweiler, please leave a message for me with Penny. Enjoy your dinner.”

      “Have a nice day. If I see your dog, I’ll let you know.” Shut up Liv. Just because the man was good looking with dark, enticing eyes, it didn’t mean you had to have a conversation with him. Hunger and exhaustion were dragging her down, stealing her common sense. She needed to eat, find her apartment and get some much-needed sleep or she’d be useless on her first day of work. She slid back into her SUV, slammed the door, and backed out of the picnic area. She would have preferred to start later, but the position started tomorrow and she’d agreed to be there, despite having to travel on New Year’s Eve and end her journey on New Year’s Day.

      She’d always believed that you started a new year the way you wanted to continue it. What better way than preparing to make a great impression at a new job? New year, new town, new life. She was ready for this.

      She buckled up and pulled out of the picnic area, leaving the stranger, and her past, behind. If not for him, she’d have taken a moment to Google places to eat. Instead, she drove up and down the picturesque streets in search of someplace, anyplace, where she could get a bite to eat. She counted six restaurants, each and every one of them shuttered tightly on the first day of the year. She turned another corner and kept driving, her gaze darting left and right in search of an open place to eat.

      She had barely enough money for tonight’s dinner and groceries. She’d received a couple Visa gift cards for Christmas from her family instead of traditional gifts; that money would help her through. Luckily, her new employer was funding her first month’s rent and damage deposit as part of her job acceptance package. It was a very generous perk she hadn’t expected but was extremely grateful for. It prevented her from having to ask her parents for a loan. She was twenty-five, way too old to be asking her parents for money.

      The next block was residential, pretty houses with shoveled sidewalks and yards adorned with snowmen eased by as she crept down the street. With nobody behind her, she took her time, enjoying the picturesque sights. Everything was well-maintained and pretty, despite the piles of snow laying everywhere.

      Rapture was laid out with three short streets, four or five blocks of businesses surrounded by residential areas. Main Street housed both businesses and a couple apartment buildings. She’d noticed a light industrial area, but hadn’t ventured there. She turned right onto Main Street, noting the red brick building that housed the hardware store, and the chain link fence around the lumberyard. Franny’s Foods, with it’s vacant parking lot, seemed to be the local grocery store.

      Petro Canada and Esso gas stations stood in opposition, kitty-corner to each other, on the corner of Sixth and Main. There was a bakery and a garage. Town Hall sat adjacent to an enormous public square that housed a giant gazebo, its size almost as outlandish as the sign that greeted her at the edge of the highway. A woman on a ladder was busy hanging lights around the gazebo’s eaves while two men in work clothing wound lights around each of its pillars. One of them laughed loudly as she went by, the sound chasing away some of the tension lingering at the base of Liv’s back. She was looking forward to settling into her new home.

      Up ahead, to the right, she spotted a white sign hanging from the eaves of a white sided building. A single word, Penny’s, in bright Christmas red, was the only color on the sign. As she pulled forward, the sky darkened further and the gazebo lights flashed on, distracting her from driving. She pushed the brakes, and eased into a diagonal parking stall in front of Penny’s. She glanced behind her at the gazebo, now decked out in twinkling red, white and pink holiday lights. Several jumbo hearts lit the square.

      Valentine’s decorations? Already? On New Year’s Day? She shrugged. What did she expect in a town with a name like Rapture? Yeah, she really should have researched this place. Too late now. She was here and was going to make the best of her new home and new life. A fresh start, even though there had been nothing wrong with her old life, until she’d lost her job.

      Her stomach growled, reminding her that breakfast was hours ago. Penny’s it was, unless she wanted to circle back to Tim’s. As much as she adored Tim Horton’s, she wanted to try that chili the stranger mentioned. Chili had always been one of her favorite comfort foods, and she could use a little home-like comfort right now.

      The second she stepped out of her car, the wind slammed into her face, bringing tears to her eyes and the enticingly unmistakable scent of chili to her nose. She followed her nose through the doors into Penny’s. She paused inside, enjoying the warmth and looking around. The place was packed. She looked back through the door. The street was virtually empty. Only hers and two other cars were in sight. The crowd must have walked here. Must be a side effect of living in a tiny town. If she were lucky, she’d be able to walk to work.

      “Come in, sweetie. There’s an empty seat in the back, by the kitchen.” A pretty woman about Liv’s age, with a waist length blonde ponytail, gestured toward the back with the coffee pot in her right hand. She had a stack of dirty dishes in her right. “I’ll be there as soon as I top up Max and Gunner. You know how old guys get when their coffee is late.” She poured coffee into a grey-haired man’s sturdy white mug, as his companion groused lightly about being labelled old. Teasing the men must be a regular thing.

      Liv hurried toward the table, trying to avoid the curious looks of the restaurant’s patrons. The table was pre-set with four coffee mugs emblazoned with the Penny’s logo, and spoons. She settled into the corner booth, her back to the wall, and looked around. Penny’s looked like a place out of time. Red and white checkered floor. Pristine white walls decorated with red framed, black and white photographs of movie stars from the 30s to the 90s. Marilyn Monroe hung alongside Faye Dunaway and Robert Duval. An autographed picture of Arnold Schwarzenegger as Conan hung beside an autographed picture of former Prime Minister Lester B. Pearson. It was an eclectic celebrity wall of fame.

      To Liv’s left, behind an old-fashioned lunch counter, above the pastry shelves, a row of framed images marked the passage of time. The oldest showed a couple in their early twenties, the next image was the same couple a few years later. The pictures showed the duo as they aged. Eventually, a teenage girl entered the pictures. In the final picture, the old man disappeared leaving the girl and the lady alone.

      “That’s me and my Grams, Penny,” the waitress said as she approached the table. “I took over for her when she retired. Penny’s is my legacy. It’s the only place I ever wanted to be.” She smiled happily. “I’m Penny too. What can I get you?”

      Liv blinked. “Penny two, or Penny too?” she asked.

      “That’s funny. Penny three actually. Mom’s Penny as well. I guess I meant Penny too.” They laughed together at the confusing conversation.

      “Welcome to Penny’s. Special tonight is chili with a fresh baked roll and apple pie for dessert.”

      “I’ll just peek at the menu, but I’d kill for a cup of that coffee.” She flipped over the mug and set it right side up on the table.

      “Coffee it is.” She paused and grinned at Liv. “You have the most incredible eyes. They’re green with sparkling brown specks. They’re beautiful. I’d kill for eyes like that. Mine are just plain old blue. Are you wearing contacts?” She blushed furiously. “Forget I said that.”

      “It’s okay. They’re real. I inherited them from my dad.”

      “Well, you got darned lucky. Every girl and her dog has blue eyes.”

      She was wrong. Her eyes were pale blue with tints of grey and were stunning. Olivia was just about to say so when a bell dinged and a masculine voice shouted, “Order up.”

      “They’re playing my song,” Penny laughed. “Back in a flash to take your order. Menu’s beside the napkins.” She tipped her head toward the end of the table and ambled off toward the kitchen.

      “I see you’ve met Penny,” the stranger from earlier tossed his jacket on the bench and slid into the seat opposite her.

      “Excuse me?” The man had his nerve just sitting down like that.

      “Penny? The waitress? The restaurant’s namesake?” He looked at her like she was too thick to figure out the connection.

      “Yeah. I got that. What are you doing in my booth?”

      “Joining you?” His tone was light and teasing. She was half tempted to smile.

      “And if I don’t want you to join me? If I want to eat alone?” She crossed her arms over her chest and leaned back to glare at him. What a jerk.

      “Don’t be silly. Nobody wants to eat alone. And, even if I did, this place is packed. There isn’t an empty seat, except with Max and Gunner, but James and Alphonso will join them any second for their nightly game of poker.” He shrugged. “So, you’re stuck with me.”

      She slid toward the edge of the booth, appalled by his boldness. “Maybe I’m not hungry after all.”

      “Don’t go,” Penny admonished gently as she returned. She turned to glare at the intruder. “Maximillian James Reed, mind your manners and take that hat off at the table. You might have known to wait until I introduced you to the newest member of Rapture rather than just honing in on her space and freaking her out. But no,” she set the coffee pot down and waggled a finger in his face, “you have to jump right in where you aren’t wanted.”

      “Come on, Henny Penny.” He blinked repeatedly, like a fawning starlet. “I’m starving.”

      “Oh, for Pete’s sake. Don’t call me Henny Penny. You could have sat with Max.”

      Liv’s gaze pivoted back and forth between the duo. Clearly, they had some kind of long-term relationship with each other.

      “With Max? With my Grampa? Heck no. I’d be rooked into playing poker and be here all night. I’ll pass on that. I have to work in the morning.”

      “I swear, if you weren’t my cousin, I’d kick you out of here.” Penny turned toward Liv. “Pardon my ill-mannered cousin. Would you mind greatly if he joined you? I promise he won’t be a pain in the butt. If he is, I’ll ghost him.”

      “You’ll what?” The man asked.

      “You heard me, Max. If you step one millimeter out of line, I’ll kick your ass into next week. I’ll bury your body in the woods and I’ll tell your mom you were rude to a lady.” She turned back toward Liv. “His mom and my mom are sisters.”

      “Um. Maybe I’ll just get my food to go. If that’s okay.” Their banter was amusing, but a little strange.

      “It certainly is not. I won’t let my new best friend be scared out of my restaurant,” Penny exclaimed. “Beat it cuz.”

      Guilt flooded through Liv. How was she supposed to make a new life if she alienated one of Rapture’s 2500 residents on her first day? She looked at Max who snatched his hat off and grinned beseechingly at her, his short black hair standing straight up, freed from its confinement. Liv frowned at him, then reconsidered her refusal. What the heck? This was a public place, what could it hurt to let him sit with her.

      “I suppose it’s okay. If you vouch for him. After all, you are my first friend in Rapture.” She thrust her hand toward Penny. “Nice to meet you. I’m Olivia, Liv, Parker.”

      “Penny Gagnon at your service. Olivia is such a pretty name.”

      “Liv,” Max exclaimed. “Is there a story behind that name? I always like to know where names come from. You probably guessed; I’m named for my Grampa.” He jabbed his thumb toward the men Penny had been serving when Liv arrived.

      Penny cuffed him lightly across the head. “You said you’d behave. Idiot. Don’t make me throw you out.”

      He held up his hands in supplication. “I shall behave. Scout’s honor.”

      “Dude,” Penny groaned. “They kicked you out of Scouts for lying.”

      Liv laughed.

      “I’ve outgrown my criminal ways.” He slid out of the booth and dropped to his knees at his cousin’s feet; hands pressed together in a prayer position. “Please, please, great goddess of the kitchen, may I have a bowl of chili?”

      “Get up, butt head.”

      “I’ll have the chili as well. Plus, a large glass of milk,” Liv requested.

      “Oh, didn’t you know, water works better to kill the spice of chili?” Max said.

      “For some. For me, milk does the trick. And didn’t you say you weren’t going to be a pest?” Liv responded. She grinned to let him know she was teasing.

      “You go girl.” Penny held up a hand for a high five. “Don’t cut him any slack.”

      “Funny. Ever so funny,” Max said dryly, rising gracefully and sitting. “Women.”

      “Can’t live without them, can’t shoot them,” Liv declared, making Penny laugh.

      “Girl, you and I are going to be best friends. Back in a flash.” She strolled away again.

      Liv watched her go. “She doesn’t hurry much, does she?”

      “Not a bit. Rapture’s like that. Life’s slow and easy. You’re not used to it, being a big city girl from Regina.”

      “What?” She definitely hadn’t mentioned where she came from. They’d barely shared a dozen words. How in heck did he know she was from Regina?

      “Sorry. My bad.” Color crept up his face. “Let me introduce myself properly. I am Maximillian, Max, Reed. Corporal and officer in charge of the Rapture RCMP detachment.”

      “And you know my name how?”

      “Public safety. If you recall, you digitally signed a waiver agreeing to a criminal background check after your initial interview with Dr. Hardisty, but before your final one. I performed that check.”

      Relief flooded through her. At least he wasn’t a stalker or crazy person. She rather liked his sense of humor and the way he interacted with his cousin. It didn’t hurt that he was cute either. Handsome in a rough and tumble, disorganized way. Even his mussed-up hair was adorable. He’d probably be drool-worthy in uniform.

      “Have you got your Valentine’s Day decorations bought yet?”

      His question shot out of the blue. “No. It’s barely January.”

      “But your apartment faces Main Street. You’ll have to decorate your balcony. You’ll be the only one who doesn’t.”

      “You know where I’m going to live? Is nothing private here?”

      “I own the apartment building where Dr. Hardisty rented your apartment.”

      Liv resisted the urge to roll her eyes at the invasion of privacy. Living in a small town was going to take some adaptation. “I’ve got the address. I’m supposed to call my landlord when I get to town. That’d be you, no doubt.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He tipped an imaginary hat. “I can walk you over right after dinner, if you’d like.”

      “Walk?” She squinted. “You do realize it’s well below freezing out there. Like minus fifteen? Right?” Just because she was used to frigid temperatures, didn’t mean she wanted to take a stroll.

      “Balmy for a local. Rapture is small, people walk everywhere.”

      “Right,” she said, resignation dripping from her voice.

      “Relax, it’s only half a block.”

      “My car is full. Driving might be better. I’m ready to move in.”
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      “Thanks for the ride home,” Max declared, climbing out of Liv’s pristine SUV. He’d instructed her to park in her designated stall in back of his building.

      Parking here, behind the building he owned, never failed to make him smile. He’d first moved into the attractive brownstone when he was twenty. He’d lived there off and on, since. First as a tenant, and then once he’d finished his police training, as owner. He liked its clean, classic lines and well-maintained yard. Half of his spare time was spent here, keeping on top of his maintenance chores and lately, it seemed like the rest was spent searching for his run-away dog.

      “I’ll help you carry in your stuff,” he offered.

      “Do we need to check things out first? I’m sure I have to do a move-in report or something of the sort?”

      “Right-oh.” He’d forgotten the move-in report. After sharing supper, it felt like they were friends already. “Then I’ll help you carry in your bags.” She didn’t have much, a few suitcases and boxes, not even a full load for her mid-sized vehicle. Moving in wouldn’t take her long at all. Especially if he did the heavy lifting.

      She climbed out and stood on the sidewalk waiting for him. He leaned against the vehicle looking at her. She was pretty with a mass of strawberry blonde curls and sparkling green eyes with flecks of hazel. Despite the shadows of exhaustion under her eyes, she had an air of strength beneath her fragility. She looked like she needed a solid week of sleep.

      “Are you done staring?” she demanded, crossing her arms over her chest. “Because I’m freezing and dead-dog tired. How about we get this over with so I can get some sleep. I do have to work tomorrow…”

      She winced as if regretting her harsh words. He should have known she was tired; she had mentioned the poor road conditions while they ate.

      “Right. This way.” He sidestepped around her and hurried up the walk to the back door and unlocked it. “Your apartment is three-oh-six. Third floor. Follow me.” He ambled up stairs he’d normally take at a much faster pace. She didn’t look like she had the energy for anything more. Her suite was at the far end of the hallway.

      “No elevator?” she asked. “Maybe I will let you help me move in.” She chuckled.

      “Happy to help, and I did offer.” He unlocked the door, pushed it open and waved for her to go first.

      She stepped inside, slipped out of her winter boots and set them neatly on the tray to the right of the door. He followed suit, pleased that she was tidy. He’d had to expel more than one tenant who failed to show respect for his property. Normal wear and tear were one thing, blatant disregard was another. Muddy work boots in public corridors was a definite no-no.

      “I’ll give you a quick walk-through. Behind the door,” as he shut the suite’s door and opened a pair of white, bi-fold doors, “is your coat closet. Complete with hangers left by the previous tenant.” He wandered down the hallway to the right of the entry. “On your left, you have the main bathroom. On your right, the second bedroom. The master suite is this way.” He led her into an enormous bedroom. Moonlight streamed in through the patio doors. “You’ll love the deck in the summer. It runs the length of the suite and because the railings are metal, and the siding is actual brick, you can use the small barbecue that’s out there.”

      She looked out the window. “Oh, I love the view. I didn’t realize we were on a hill. I think you can see half of town, especially Main Street. It’s so pretty at night.”

      “Wait until tomorrow night. Once we have the official lighting. Practically everyone will have lights up. Rapture comes alive for Valentine’s Day. And of course, for Christmas. We’re a lover’s destination. Lots of proposals and marriages take place here.”

      “Really?”

      Her wince made him chuckle. “Not much for the holidays? Or is it romance you don’t care for?” Her attitude reminded him of his eldest sister who hated all things romance. But she was jaded. Juta was a single mother raising twin boys and had no idea who their father was. His adorable nephews had resulted from a time when she was estranged from her family and had gotten caught up on drugs. She was clean and sober now, working as a library aide and working on-line towards her library sciences degree. It thrilled him to know that he’d been part of her recovery and transformation. His nephews were great. They’d had a sleepover just last night. It had been a blast, even if it was more of an awake-over. They’d stayed up late playing board games and eating pizza and junk food.

      “This bed is beautiful.” Liv stroked the towering rails of the mahogany four poster bed. “I can’t believe you rent this place out. All the furnishings are immaculate.”

      “I inherited everything when a former tenant passed away. Not in the building,” he hastened to add when she looked slightly aghast. “In the hospital. Mrs. Embers was eighty-seven when she fell in the grocery store and broke her hip. She never came home.” Gosh he missed her spunk and zest for life.

      “And you just took her belongings?”

      “Actually, no. She had no family. She treated me like a son. I was shocked to inherit everything. This is a way to pay her back. Over the years, she had several people room with her. People who needed a helping hand. I decided to follow in her footsteps and help people out as well. I’ve used it more than once to house people who needed a hand up. Sometimes, they stayed a few days, once for six months. Rent free. Now, you are renting it, furnished, for the same price as my unfurnished suites.”

      “And why do I qualify for a deal? I’m not exactly destitute.”

      Something about her tone told him that she wasn’t as flush as she implied. “Rent on this suite is always the same as on others. No real reason, except it’s a kind of pay it forward thing. You’re here because there aren’t many vacancies in town. Dr. Hardisty didn’t think you’d want a bachelor pad. This place is, as you know, reasonable, and it was available. You’ll have to sign a lease. Either six months, or a year, depending on your needs.”

      “I was hoping to go month to month.”

      “Six months, or a year,” he repeated. He did have two tenants with monthly leases, but he’d known them all his life and their tenancy predated his ownership. Besides, he wanted her to stick around a while. Her smile brightened up the place.

      “What if I don’t survive my probation period at the vet office? Then what?”

      “I wouldn’t worry too much about that. Dr. Hardisty is easy going. And, if push comes to shove and you can’t cut it as an assistant, we’ll discuss the terms again. However,” he paused dramatically. “I think you’re going to rock the job and love living in Rapture. Everyone does.”

      “I hope you’re right. I have no plans or desire to return to Regina. Not that it isn’t a nice city. It is, and the people are great. It’s just that my family lives there.”

      Her laugh sounded as fake as her smile looked. “That, along with your name, Liv, begs a million questions, but I’ll let them go for now. It’s late and you probably want to get to bed.”

      “I don’t know what’s so fascinating about my name.”

      “You just don’t hear Olivia as a name very often.” He showed her the walk-through closet. Behind it was the master bathroom, complete with double sinks and a jacuzzi tub. The living area, kitchen and dining room boasted gleaming bleached oak hardwood floors while the hallway and bedrooms had lovely grey carpet. The bathrooms were glossy white ceramic tile. All the draperies were shades of grey and white with horizontal stripes. He’d done some renos when Mrs. Embers passed. Updated the suite a bit. He was proud of its cozy, yet modern, feel. The furnishings were older, but in excellent shape and sturdy. The kitchen table and chairs were mahogany, as were the coffee and end tables and the dressers in both bedrooms.

      “This is a great apartment,” she gushed. “I was expecting something simple, maybe with tattered furniture.” She held up a hand. “No offense. I’m thrilled.”

      “None taken. There’s only one set of sheets. You’ll have to provide your own if you need more. The sheets are fresh, I made the bed yesterday, you’re good to sleep on them right away. Let’s go haul in your stuff. Oh, and no pets. Except for me.”

      “Right. You said you were looking for your dog when I met you…” She frowned and stood staring at him, hands on her hips as if she wanted to say something, but wasn’t sure she should.

      “Yup. I have a dog. I own the place. I can do what I want. He’s not a bother. Well, except for when he runs off on me.” He chuckled. “He never barks.”

      “Isn’t that unusual? Didn’t you say he was a Rottweiler?”

      “He is a Rottie. I’ve had him for three months and never once heard him bark. I don’t know why, but it’s a good thing he doesn’t since we live in an apartment.”

      “You live in the building?”

      “Right over your head. In the penthouse suite. Well, one of two penthouses. So, keep the noise down,” he teased. “Seriously, the building is fairly well sound proofed, you don’t have to worry too much.” He yawned widely. As much as he enjoyed talking to Liv, he was exhausted; he’d been up since five for the early shift and it was pushing eight in the evening. Now that his belly was full, his body wanted a nap. Or, better yet, a full night’s sleep. “Sorry about that. Long day.”

      “Oh no! And here I am, keeping you awake. Why don’t you give me the keys and head home? I can handle the boxes by myself.”

      “I’ll help. I said I would.” He handed her the keys. “We’ll look after the lease and move-in report tomorrow. I’ll grab my dolly from storage and meet you outside.”

      Five trips later, all her boxes and suitcases were upstairs. He looked at the small stack of belongings. She didn’t have much. Had she brought everything or left stuff behind because this was a temporary home? He’d love to know, but he’d pushed the limits of propriety already today. First, he’d startled her at the picnic area, then he’d honed in on her dinner without asking. Pushing into her personal life seemed a step beyond.

      “There you go. You’re all set. I’ll just say goodnight.”

      “Thanks so much, Max. I really appreciate the help.”

      They yawned in unison.

      “I guess we both need to sleep,” she said. “Thanks again.”

      “You’re welcome.” He opened the door and wheeled the dolly out. “Lock up behind me. Rapture’s a small town, but we aren’t without crime. Good night, Liv.”

      He lugged the dolly and straps back to the basement storage room and did his nightly building check. He toured up and down all the hallways, looking for problems, before he headed upstairs
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