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      Some people would kill for coffee…

      Olivia Rickard would kill to keep everything just the way it is. She’s got a gorgeous boyfriend who loves her, a supportive sister to lean on, and a dog walking business that’s briskly barking away. But just as she’s getting comfortable her sister suddenly wants to buy an entire brownstone with her and her boyfriend looks like he’s going to pop the question at every opportunity. Changing the status quo has always been disastrous for Olivia and now everything is changing at once…

      What Olivia needs is a distraction and she’s found one in stumbling upon Yvette Dunn dead in her coffee foodtruck—drowned in a vat of fresh coffee. Olivia starts out as an unlucky bystander to the crime, but she’s forced to dig in deeper when it looks like her sister could be involved in Yvette’s death.

      Olivia is running out of time in regards to the mystery, the mortgage, and the marriage. She’s going to have to solve all three problems—and quick—or face a future most foul.
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      The sun was barely peeking over the horizon when I walked up to the truck. Jump Start Coffee. It was a cute name. Cute painting on the food truck. Everything was just so perfect for the woman inside.

      Lexingburg is straight out of Mayberry. I grew up here, and sometimes even I can’t believe how idyllic the streets are. Everyone knows everyone. It’s the type of town where we make time out of our morning schedule to speak to people as we walk or drive to work. There was a time when I wanted nothing more than to run away from it all, but eventually the town grows on you. We all lend a helping hand to those in need. It’s like living in a television show. We even have town square fairs with cotton candy machines and kissing booths.

      She starred in a few of those kissing booths. It curled my stomach to think of her sitting there with her bleached-blonde hair and cherry-red lips.

      Those lips that did nothing but spew lies. That woman did nothing but think about her bottom line. She didn’t care who she hurt.

      Enough was enough. I couldn’t let her poison anything else. This was my town, and it was time that she played by my rules. She was finally going to listen to me.

      I walked behind the truck, ripped open the back door, and climbed in. Yvette glared at me as she pulled the basket of steaming grounds from the large vat. “What are you doing here? I’m not open yet!”

      “I’m not here for coffee.”

      A taunting smile curved over her poisonous lips. “Don’t tell me that you came here to talk.”

      I could feel my jaws clench as I narrowed my eyes. “I just came here to ask you to stop. Enough is enough.”

      “Enough is enough,” she mocked. “I haven’t done anything wrong, and I have no reason to back off.”

      I wanted to talk to her. I wanted her to see what she was doing to me, what she was doing to this town.

      Yvette didn’t grow up here. She didn’t care about the people. She had no friends.

      She was alone.

      “I’m warning you,” I whispered.

      Straightening, she glared at me. “I’m not going to stop, so you might as well just give it up.”

      “Give it up?” I hissed. “Do you have any idea what you’re doing?”

      She smiled coldly at me. “I know exactly what I’m doing, and you’d better stay away from me!”

      I don’t know what happened. One minute I was standing by the door, and the next, I had her hair in my hands and plunged her face into the boiling liquid. It was like something out of a dream. I didn’t hear her screams, though in hindsight, she must have. I don’t remember a struggle. It was so simple, so elegant, just holding her in place, letting her get a really good idea of how foul her coffee was.

      When she slumped over, I eased her to the floor. A mess. I’d made a mess. Grabbing the mop in the corner, I cleaned up. Coffee beans were spilled all over the counter. When did that happen? I didn’t even remember being on that side of the truck. I didn’t even remember drowning her.

      No fingerprints. No mess.

      When I finished, I grabbed a couple of scones from the tray and carefully stepped over the body. It was only then that I saw the sun glinting on the object that had fallen in the struggle. Bending down to pick it up, I inspected it with a slow smile.

      No one was anyone near the food truck when I walked away.

      It wasn’t until later that I felt the pain. The coffee had splattered and burned me. Funny how overpowering the adrenaline from taking a life could be. I felt unstoppable. Nothing would keep me from protecting what was mine.
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      Rose Palmer crept around the corner, holding the frying pan in her hand. The room was pitch black, and nervous sweat dripped down her back as her nightgown clung to her body. She could still hear the fumbling sounds of the thief as he pawed through her drawers. Was he looking for the documents? How did he know that she had them?

      More importantly, what would he do when he discovered that she didn’t need them anymore?

      The dogs barked sharply, and Olivia Rickard jumped. She was immediately pulled out of her dark world of mystery and back into the sunny park.

      “Are you listening to me?” Andrew asked casually.

      Cringing inwardly, Olivia tried to discreetly pull her ear bud out of her ear. Her boyfriend had the day off and wanted to spend it with her, even if that meant joining her on her dog walks, and while she loved him and enjoyed spending time with him, this was her alone time. Her time to listen to music and snag another chapter from her audiobook.

      After years of searching for the necklace, Rose was another step closer to finding it. That necklace was her only link to her grandmother!

      Rose Palmer was the main character in Olivia’s favorite mystery series, The Palmer Files. The young and spunky private investigator was everything Olivia believed in. Rose traveled whenever the mood struck, she didn’t have to follow anyone’s rules, and she was brilliant. In the last book, Rose took down a murderer and an abusive boyfriend. Now, in The Necklace of Deceit, Rose searched desperately for her grandmother’s missing emerald necklace, but it led her closer and closer to a dangerous secret society. Olivia had started the book two weeks ago, but every time she tried to listen to it, another interruption came along.

      “Olivia!”

      “I’m listening,” she said grumpily as she looked up. She was listening, but it was a conversation that she really didn’t want to have.

      Goodwin barked and pulled against the leash, and, as usual, the other dogs followed. She was supposed to be a professional dog walker, owner of Happy Tails Dog Walking, but it was her own mangy mutt that constantly led the pack into trouble. How embarrassing was that?

      She couldn’t even control her own dog. Snapping her fingers, she tried to get his attention.

      Her boyfriend continued talking as if Goodwin wasn’t acting like a maniac. “So is it okay if we make the reservations for L’Amore at eight, or do you still need to stop by the Garners’ and give their dog his medicine?”

      L’Amore was easily the fanciest—and priciest—restaurant in town. It was on the tip of her tongue to grab the excuse he’d given her, but Andrew would only push the dinner reservations back. Besides, the Garner family had returned from vacation yesterday, and she couldn’t lie to Andrew.

      “Why do you want to have a fancy dinner on a Thursday night? We both have early mornings tomorrow. Are we celebrating something?”

      Her words were a little harsher than she’d anticipated, and he looked wounded. His eyes widened and his mouth opened slightly, but he hesitated before speaking. “We haven’t had much alone time, and I wanted to do something nice for you.”

      “This is because of the conversation we had a couple of months ago, isn’t it?” She searched his face. Olivia didn’t usually date men for longer than six months. When she’d managed to push through their six-month anniversary, Andrew had asked her to move in with him. In a moment of panic, she’d told him that she didn’t feel right moving in with a man before marriage. Even though they spent several nights a week together, it was important that she had her own space.

      Just in case.

      “I told you that I respected your position, and I do,” he said softly. “Olivia, this has nothing to do with that. I just want to take you to a nice dinner. One that doesn’t involve frozen pizza and cheap beer. A romantic evening.”

      “I like frozen pizza and cheap beer,” she said, then smiled and leaned up to kiss him. She was about to agree, but she was still terrified of what a fancy dinner for no reason might mean.

      The proposal of a lifetime.

      “Yoo-hoo! Olivia!”

      The voice came from behind her, but Olivia didn’t have to turn around to see who it was. The high-pitched whine could only come from Lady Celeste Rhoda, the local psychic.

      A pained expression crossed Andrew’s face, and it was all Olivia could do not to laugh as she turned around.

      “Lady Celeste, how can I help you?” she asked pleasantly, smiling at the woman hurrying to join them. Celeste claimed Romanian roots, but as far as Olivia knew, the woman had no ties to aristocracy. Olivia always wanted to ask if Lady was her first name rather than a title.

      The woman had wrinkles that belonged to a grandmother, but the thick and lustrous shiny hair of a teenager. She looked exactly the same as she had the first time Olivia had met her, over two decades ago. She dressed in bright, vivid dresses and always covered her head with a color-coordinated scarf.

      When she stopped, she wobbled slightly as though she weren’t used to chasing after people. Spreading her arms dramatically in welcome, she bent down to coo at the dogs. “Good morning, Goodwin. How are you feeling today? I can see that you’re very excited. This leash is holding you back, isn’t it? You want to run free with your companions!”

      Celeste was an unusual woman, but she didn’t usually talk to the dogs. Or for the dogs. Olivia exchanged a puzzled look with Andrew. “It’s illegal to walk the dogs without a leash,” she pointed out.

      “I know that, but Goodwin doesn’t understand! That’s what I wanted to talk with you about. I’d like to dedicate a segment of my day for the pets of Lexingburg. Would you please spread the word?”

      It was all Olivia could do not to laugh. “I’m sorry, Lady Celeste. I’m not sure that I understand. You want to talk to the pets?”

      “I want to communicate the pets’ wishes to the owners. Just imagine how much happier everyone will be when their thoughts and desires are communicated properly. I can see that there’s tension between you and Goodwin. Perhaps you should stop by!”

      Then, like a sign from above, Olivia’s phone vibrated.

      “I’ll keep that in mind, and I’ll be sure to spread the word. Please excuse us. This could be important,” Olivia said as she pulled out her phone. The dogs pulled impatiently at their leashes before she snapped her fingers. They grumbled but stopped and waited for her. Looking down at her text messages, she groaned.

      It was not the distraction she’d wanted.

      “Is that Janelle?” Andrew asked, giving her a quizzical look. Celeste was already fluttering her arms down Main Street, an unlikely butterfly, as she headed to her small shop. “Have you started the paperwork yet to buy the brownstone?”

      Fancy dinners. Buying office space. And to think that she’d had such high hopes for today. The weather was warm, and the sun was shining. The mystery in her book was deepening, but she had a boyfriend threatening to propose and a sister wanting to commit to office space. Why couldn’t they just be happy? Life was good just the way things were!

      “No, we haven’t started yet. Janelle was supposed to meet with Franklin about the sale,” Olivia muttered. Franklin Kennedy owned quite a bit of real estate around town, including several of the food trucks. Janelle had been renting from him for the past two years while she got her bakery, Happy Endings, up and running, and a couple of weeks ago, Franklin had let her know that he was going to sell. He’d offered Janelle first dibs on the sale before he’d go public with the offer.

      Andrew leaned over and kissed her on the top of her head. “Everything is working out for you, baby. You’ve been talking about office space for your dog-walking business forever, and now Janelle is offering to help you. It’s perfect. A bakery downstairs, and you can expand your business upstairs.”

      “Yup,” Olivia said uneasily. “Everything is working out.”

      It was perfect. Andrew was right. For the past few months, she’d juggled with the idea of looking for office space. The word-of-mouth operation that she was running was fine, but she couldn’t advertise without an office. Her sister wanted to buy, but Janelle couldn’t afford the down payment on the perfect brownstone on Main Street on her own.

      Olivia had received a small settlement last year from insurance and hadn’t invested it yet.

      Together, they could make it work.

      Except, for some reason, the idea didn’t seem so perfect anymore. Olivia was paying her bills. She had a solid client base. Why mess with a good thing? But when Janelle had asked, Olivia just froze.

      Her sister assumed it was from excitement and took her silence to mean yes.

      And then Andrew started acting weird. Whispering about their future when he thought she was asleep. Trying to be more romantic. Last week, he’d bought her a dozen roses for no reason. The week before that, he interrupted her nightly outside reading ritual to cuddle with her on the hammock and whisper the sweetest things in her ear. It would have been adorable if she hadn’t been trying to listen to Rose Palmer’s exciting investigation.

      Olivia could put two and two together. Andrew wasn’t the kind of man to plan romantic interludes, not to mention, for weeks now, the whole town kept constantly asking when they would get married. She thought that Andrew would just shrug it off, but apparently not.

      It wasn’t that she didn’t want to marry Andrew. She just wasn’t sure that she wanted to marry him now, and she certainly didn’t want to marry him because he was feeling pressure.

      They were such a good couple. Olivia had never felt this way about anyone before. She’d never felt safe and secure in a relationship, and even after a year of dating Andrew, when she looked over at his handsome face and boyish smile, he still made her heart skip a beat.

      She was happy, but he wanted more, and that was so clear now. The desire to move in together. The fancy dinner reservations. The push to solidify her dog-walking business. He was planning a life with her, and on one hand, that meant everything to her. She wanted to spend her life with Andrew.

      But on the other hand, everything was so perfect now. Why change it? Why complicate it? Why risk it? If they took this step, and they weren’t ready for it, it could spell d-i-s-a-s-t-e-r.

      “Whoa! Goodwin,” she snapped as the dogs pulled her a couple more feet forward. Jax, the yellow Labrador, was so well behaved, and even Lily, the dachshund, was good as long as there was something for her to dig in or chew on. But her giant, brown, shaggy thing was a troublemaker.

      “Andrew, about tonight,” she started as she looked behind her, but the sight froze her blood. He was bending to one knee with a mischievous smile on his face.

      Here?

      Now?

      She was at work, with three smelly, furry, four-legged creatures pulling her in the opposite direction. For God’s sake, he wasn’t going to propose here, was he? Whirling around before he could ask that life-altering question, she started to run. Barking in glee, the dogs jumped into action.

      “Olivia, hold up!” Andrew called out. “I think I have a broken shoelace. Hang on!”

      A broken shoelace? Slowing down, she closed her eyes as embarrassment and relief washed over her. Guilt followed immediately. Was she the worst girlfriend in the world?

      Pointing lamely at the Jump Start food truck across the parking lot, she grinned weakly. “Sorry. I saw that Yvette hasn’t moved the truck yet, and I just really need coffee. I’ll go ahead and get our order.” Shaking her head at her own idiocy, she jogged the rest of the way to the truck. It wasn’t in her nature to run, but the situation begged for a quick escape.

      She was actually surprised to see the truck in the parking spot. Normally, at this time of day, Yvette was across town, and Olivia would have to wait until after she’d dropped the dogs off at their various homes before main-lining her caffeine addiction. The sight of the large painted cappuccino on the side of the truck warmed her to her very toes.

      The service window was closed, so she raised her voice to make sure she was heard. “Yvette! I’m so glad I caught you! You have no idea how much I need my coffee. But no scone,” she added as an afterthought. She’d heard Janelle ranting for the past few days that Yvette was selling Janelle’s baked goods past their sale date. Olivia had thought that Yvette’s goods tasted a little off, but then, she normally sampled Janelle’s goodies straight from the oven. Nothing was ever as good as that.

      “Andrew is with me, so he’ll take his—large coffee, cream and sugar.” She dropped her voice. “Actually, just make his coffee black. A little bitterness might do him some good,” she muttered as she glanced behind her. Andrew was jogging toward her with his phone up to his ear.

      Goodwin whined and pulled at the leash. Olivia frowned and spoke to the window again. “If you can’t tell, that’s Goodwin, but he’s being a devil dog, so no whipped cream for him today.” She glared at Goodwin sternly. “See? That’s what happens when you pull. No whipped cream for you.”

      A few seconds of silence passed. She and Yvette weren’t friends, but it wasn’t like the food truck owner to ignore her. The woman enjoyed her money. “Yvette?” She reached up and knocked on the covered window. The aluminum rattled, but there was no additional noise coming from the truck.

      Andrew caught up with her and sighed. “Olivia, I’ve got to go, sweetheart. Work just called. Apparently, they’re having some problems with the computers in the surgical wing of the hospital—but I know I can still make it for dinner tonight.”

      Ignoring him, she handed off the leashes. “Something’s wrong.”

      “I’m going to make it up to you,” he protested.

      Olivia shook her head. “Not that. Something’s wrong with Yvette!”

      “What are you talking about? Olivia, I have to go now. Take the dogs.”

      He tried to hand her the leashes, but she walked past him to the back of the truck. “She should have started her rounds hours ago,” Olivia pointed out. “If she took the day off, she’d put a sign up. Yvette doesn’t just abandon the truck.”

      “Maybe she’s running late. You can get coffee after you drop the dogs off. Olivia, what are you doing?”

      “I’m telling you that something is wrong. I just want to check inside.” Having reached the back, she jiggled the handle on the door. Goodwin barked anxiously, and the door opened.

      The switches on the coffee burners were all showing red, and the warmer for the baked goods was on. Even the small cooler in the corner was humming. The whole place smelled delicious—like coffee, of course. The food truck was ready for business, but Yvette wouldn’t be serving any coffee today.

      Instead, she was soaking wet—as if she’d dumped a carafe of coffee over herself—and motionless on the floor. She was dressed in a pair of jeans and a low-cut halter-top. Her long blonde hair was spread out over the floor. Yvette was in her late twenties, and it stunned Olivia to see a woman her own age lying dead on the floor. For a moment, she couldn’t even breathe.

      “Olivia? What are you doing?” Andrew’s question jarred Olivia out of her frozen state.

      Swallowing hard, Olivia turned to see Andrew, dark against the open door. “Call 911,” she said hoarsely. “I think Yvette is dead.”

      “Dead? Olivia, get out of there.” Before she could protest, Andrew’s hand circled her, and he lifted her easily from the truck. His phone was already out, and he handed the leashes to her. With one arm wrapped protectively around her waist, he called Sheriff Nicholas Limperos.

      Goodwin yanked hard against the leash and pulled away from Olivia. “No! Goodwin, get back here!” she yelled.

      “Olivia, don’t go in there,” Andrew ordered, but the dog had bounded into the truck and was sniffing in the corner.

      “I can’t just let him run wild in the truck,” Olivia protested. She pushed the other two leashes into his free hand that he was holding out to restrain her, and climbed in. Leaning down to snag the leash, she couldn’t help but notice the coffee beans that had rolled under the counter.

      Yvette was meticulous about cleaning the food truck. Almost insanely meticulous. It didn’t make sense that she hadn’t swept under the counter. Immediately, Olivia’s mind flashed back to a Palmer Files mystery book. Rose’s obsessive-compulsive neighbor had allegedly committed suicide, but Rose had proven it was murder because the neighbor would never have left a mess behind.

      Pulling hard, the dog yanked the leash through Olivia’s hands—somehow she managed to keep hold of the end of the leash—bounded to the far side of Yvette’s body, and lay down. “I can’t reach him without stepping over Yvette, and I don’t want to disturb the crime scene,” Olivia called helplessly to Andrew, still outside the open door.

      Rose Palmer would never make a mistake like this. She was an amazing investigator. Just last week, Olivia had followed the fictional private investigator as she took down a crime boss. A crime boss! Rose wouldn’t dare let an undisciplined dog ruin a crime scene.

      Andrew hung up and peered in. “Crime scene? You don’t know that a crime was committed here. Yvette could have passed away for a number of reasons. We don’t exactly know her private business.”

      Andrew wasn’t wrong, but there were some things that didn’t make sense. Yvette was soaked in coffee, but she wasn’t holding a coffee pot in her hand to indicate that she’d spilled coffee on herself when she fell. In fact, the place was spotless, with the exception of the coffee beans spilled on the counter and floor, but the container of beans was tucked neatly away on the counter. No dust. No spider webs. Nothing to indicate that Yvette didn’t take excellent care of the truck.

      Olivia also knew that Yvette carried a change of clothes in the front of the truck. The woman hated the thought of wearing just one outfit all day, and she wouldn’t dare be caught with a stain. Why hadn’t she changed?

      Andrew was still urging Olivia to get out of the truck, but her eyes roamed over the scene as quickly as possible. There was a hole torn in the plastic covering of the scone tray, and two scones were missing. Her heart raced. Janelle was careful when she wrapped her baked goods, and even if Yvette was selling out-of-date treats, she wouldn’t have ripped the plastic like that.

      Someone knocked over a canister of beans and then put it away without cleaning everything up. Someone ripped open the scones and stole two before leaving. Someone poured coffee on Yvette and then put the pot away.

      Her eyes strayed to the small, round coffee vat in the corner. It was covered, but there were coffee stains running down the side.

      Taking a deep breath, Olivia took a few more steps closer to the body and stared at Yvette’s face. There were burn marks on her skin, and her hair was soaking wet.

      Immediately, she knew what had happened, and her heart sank. “Oh, Yvette.” Swallowing hard, she snapped her fingers. “Goodwin. You come here right now!”

      As if he understood her distress, her dog lifted his head and loped back over to her. Grabbing his leash firmly, she hopped out of the truck just as Nick’s sheriff car pulled up. As she glanced up, she saw the security camera mounted to the corner of the truck, and she shivered.

      “Olivia. Andrew,” Nick greeted. “What’s going on?”

      “Sheriff. It looks like Yvette passed away in the truck,” Andrew said calmly.

      “She was murdered,” Olivia blurted out. “Someone drowned her in her own vat of coffee.”

      As the two men stared at her, she glanced uneasily around her. There was a killer in their small town, and they’d murdered Yvette just hours before Olivia got there. What if they were still around, watching her?

      “Olivia, I think you’ve been reading too many mystery books,” Andrew said, laughing nervously. “This is Lexingburg. Murders don’t happen in Lexingburg.”

      “Tell Yvette that.”
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      The sheriff spent about fifteen minutes asking Andrew questions before letting him go. Andrew leaned over and kissed Olivia on the cheek. “I’ve got to get to work. Are you sure that you’re going to be okay?”

      “Go to work,” she said as she pushed him slightly. “I’m fine.”

      He searched her face with a grim expression. “Olivia, promise me that you’re going to give your statement to Nick and let him do his job. Don’t interfere.”

      “Me? Interfere? Why on earth would I do that?”

      “Because I know you. You spent all of five seconds in the truck, and you told Nick that it was murder.”

      “It is murder, but Nick is the sheriff, and I will let him do his job,” she promised.

      Reaching out, he squeezed her hand. “I shouldn’t be at work for long, so I’ll call you if I can’t make it. Eight o’clock.”

      If there was any excuse to miss out on dinner, it would be discovering Yvette dead, but Olivia couldn’t do that to Andrew. He just looked so eager. “I’ll try to walk my evening dogs early. I’ll talk to you later. Have a good day.” Although she smiled, she knew her tone was begrudging at best.

      There was disappointment in his eyes, but it was overshadowed by worry. Olivia couldn’t help but feel awful. Here was the most wonderful man worrying about her, and she was dodging a romantic evening because she was afraid he was going to propose.

      “I’m a terrible person,” she muttered as she watched him walk away.

      Nick raised an eyebrow. “What was that?”

      Turning to the aging sheriff, she shook her head. “Nothing. You have some questions for me?”

      “Andrew said that Goodwin jumped into the truck. Do you know if he disturbed anything?” He affectionately scratched the dog’s ears and knelt to receive kisses from the other dogs. Nick and his wife Mary had their own dog, a sweet Labradoodle named Tucker. Olivia occasionally walked the dog, although Mary thought Nick was walking Tucker during his lunch breaks. She was pushing her husband to exercise more. Apparently his last doctor’s appointment hadn’t gone well.

      “Not that I know of. He jumped into the truck, stepped over Yvette, and settled on the floor. He didn’t even try to get into the treats or steal the coffee. The beans were already spilled on the counter, and I didn’t see him lick anything. The place was clean. Yvette’s a neat freak. More than a neat freak. She wouldn’t wear stained clothes, and she wouldn’t leave coffee beans on the counter and floor.”

      “Coffee beans, huh,” Nick grunted as he stood and started making notes. “It looks to me like you saw quite a bit.”

      Clearing her throat, she fidgeted and looked everywhere but at him. “I just wanted to make sure that my dog didn’t compromise your crime scene. That’s all.”

      “Right,” he said wryly. “Olivia, I know that you love your mysteries, but this is real life.”

      “Sheriff,” she said with a wide grin, even shrugging for good measure, “I just came here to get my coffee, and I got worried when Yvette didn’t answer. I’m just guilty of being a good neighbor.”

      “You’re always trying to be a good neighbor,” Nick complained. “You’re also a little nosey.”

      Outraged, she gasped. “I am not!”

      “Two months ago, you threw a surprise party for Lydia even though she explicitly stated that she didn’t want a celebration,” he said calmly.

      “Her husband left her. She needed something to cheer her up,” Olivia pointed out. “And she had a good time.”

      “She screamed so loud that we all thought she was going to have a heart attack Back in November, you broke into Norman’s house to confront a robber, even though there was no robber.”

      “It wasn’t breaking in! I had a key. I was dog sitting, and his dog was trying to tell me that something was wrong. In my panic, I just forgot about the alarm code,” she said stubbornly. “And something was wrong!”

      “The fish died.”

      “And that upset the dog. Look, I know what you’re thinking, but I promised Andrew that I wouldn’t get involved, so I’m just telling you what I saw. The fact that I’m an observant person is a good thing!”

      Three more squad cars pulled up, and Nick sighed and closed his notebook. “We’re going to process the scene now. I’ll let you know if I have any more questions, and I would appreciate it if you didn’t call it a crime scene or talk to anyone else about it.”

      “Okay, but I just wanted to let you know that Yvette would never have opened the tray of scones that way, so maybe you’ll find fingerprints on the plastic. And the coffee bean canister may have overturned in the struggle, so you might find fingerprints on that as well.” She spoke so rapidly that her words ran together. She didn’t want to give Nick a chance to accuse her of being nosey again before she got through all of her observations. “And if someone spilled the beans, the killer may have tried to sweep it up, so check the broom handle and the mop!”

      Nick gave her a pointed look. “Olivia, I know how to do my job.”

      Slowly backing up, Olivia gave him a sheepish smile. “No, of course you do. I’m just going to drop off the dogs and grab some breakfast at Happy Endings. Call me if you need me.”

      The sheriff had already turned his back, and Olivia tried to push the sight of Yvette’s body out of her mind. Of course Nick could do his job. The man was pushing fifty, and he was an excellent sheriff.

      Of course, he was an excellent sheriff for Lexingburg. The biggest problem here was when someone like herself accidentally set off an alarm. People didn’t get murdered here, and Nick wasn’t equipped for this kind of problem.

      What could it hurt if she helped?

      “No,” she told herself sternly. “It’s not your job. You’re a dog walker, and you’ve got a lot on your plate.”

      Like a sister who wanted her to buy real estate and a boyfriend who wanted to put a ring on her finger.

      After dropping off Jax and Lily, it was just Olivia and Goodwin when they headed to Happy Endings. The brownstone that her sister rented was in a perfect location. Right in the middle of the row of businesses on Main Street, it sat between Shelfie, a bookstore, and Delilah’s Silks, a women’s boutique. It faced one of the three major crosswalks, and attracted both local and tourist clientele.

      Releasing Goodwin in the small fenced-in yard out back, Olivia snuck in through the back door and snagged a scone from the cooling rack before searching for her sister. The bakery always smelled like fresh-baked cookies. When Janelle first started baking, the kitchen would be a disaster, but by the time those doors were unlocked, the place was pristine. The front of the bakery was decorated in pale creams, blues, and purples. Most of the customers chose seats on the large patio out front, but during bad weather, the small dining space inside was crowded. Janelle was an excellent baker, and her business did well.

      The only problem was the building itself. It dated back to the fifties, and it had been several decades since the place had seen some repairs. While the shops on either side were updated, Janelle dealt with issues on a monthly basis, and the landlord always made the cheapest repairs possible. The roof needed fixing, but Franklin only managed patches when it started leaking. The screens no longer fit in the window frames, so Janelle couldn’t open the windows, and even though Franklin said he’d fixed it, Janelle was fairly certain there was still mold growing behind the sinks in the bathrooms.

      Her sister was anxious to take possession of the building so she could make the repairs herself.

      As Olivia expected, Janelle was in the office, sitting at the desk and staring at the computer screen. Olivia polished off the scone and leaned against the doorway. No one could ever mistake her and Janelle as anything but sisters. Janelle was taller and curvier, but they shared the same olive-toned skin and long, shapely legs. They’d both inherited their father’s brown eyes and their mother’s dark, thick hair. Where Olivia wore her hair long and usually pulled back in a ponytail, Janelle had cut hers in a short and stylish fashion.

      There was a time when the two girls had been glued at the hip. Although there was a three-year age difference between them, they had grown up as best friends. Janelle was everything Olivia wanted to be. She was talented, smart, chipper, and gorgeous. Her makeup was always impeccable, and Janelle made even jeans and a chef’s coat seem fashionable.

      After high school, things had changed. Olivia had realized that she wasn’t Janelle. Not even close. Janelle was perfect. She’d married her first boyfriend, and had a wonderful marriage and a successful business. She had a great relationship with both of their parents, and she was even close with their mom’s boyfriend.

      Olivia, on the other hand, butted heads with her mother and barely saw their father. Until Andrew came along, she changed boyfriends every few months, and she had better relationships with the dogs than the people in town. She was happy in yoga pants and t-shirts, and a good day for her was when she didn’t poke herself in the eye with the mascara wand.

      When she realized that she’d never be like her sister, something changed.

      She and Janelle still had lunch and talked, but something was different between them, and they both knew it.

      Neither one of them wanted to admit it.

      It was almost ironic that the perfect sister was the one who needed help, but Janelle thought she was doing Olivia a solid. She thought she was coming to Olivia’s rescue by offering her this great office space, and maybe that was what was bothering Olivia. Janelle couldn’t admit that she needed help from her imperfect little sister.

      “I had two dozen scones in the cooling rack. A lovely round number. When I display them in fifteen minutes, will I still have two dozen?” Janelle asked without looking up.

      Olivia smiled. “One of them looked a little burnt, and I know how you feel about your scones. Nothing less than perfection will do.”

      “We don’t burn anything in this bakery,” Janelle grumbled as she looked up, a dusting of flour in her hair and a sour look on her face. “I’m not having a great morning, Olivia. Yvette was supposed to come by and pick up baked goods an hour ago, but I haven’t seen her, and she isn’t answering her phone. She’s supposed to come by every morning to grab fresh goods. I won’t have her selling stale products. My name is on the boxes!”

      Olivia cringed. “Janelle . . .”

      “And this deal with the brownstone is making me anxious.”

      Cocking her head, Olivia studied her sister. Was this the break that she’d been looking for? “Are you having second thoughts?” she asked. “Because it’s okay if you want to spend more time thinking about this. This is a big decision.”

      “Second thoughts?” Janelle asked, obviously startled. “Of course I’m not having second thoughts. This is everything that I want. I’ve been renting for years, but I need to buy. I need to put down roots. I need my customers to know that Happy Endings is here to stay—and you need a home for your business. Franklin has made it clear that it’s now or never, so I can’t let this opportunity slip through my fingers—but every time I turn around, there’s more hoops to jump through. I still need your tax information from last year so I can take that to the bank. Think you can get the paperwork to me by tomorrow? I’m trying to get to the bank by Monday. The pipes are still creaking, and Franklin won’t look into it. I need to finalize the sale and get them fixed before they break and flood the place.”

      I need? Didn’t she mean we need?

      Olivia’s heart started to pound in her chest, and she cleared her throat. Tomorrow was too soon. Olivia wasn’t ready. “Janelle, Yvette is dead.”

      There was a moment of silence before Janelle pushed her chair back and stared at Olivia. “What?” she asked softly.

      “Andrew and I were out walking the dogs when I spotted her food truck. She was murdered sometime this morning.”

      “Murdered!” Janelle’s eyes widened. “What happened?”

      Olivia hesitated. She wasn’t sure how much she should discuss about the case when Nick hadn’t even processed the scene, but this was her sister. “I think someone drowned her in her coffee vat.”

      “That’s not possible,” Janelle said, shaking her head. “No one in this town is capable of that.”

      “She was on the floor and soaked in coffee.”

      “Soaking in coffee?” Her sister laughed. “Olivia, she probably just spilled coffee on herself. Maybe she had some medical issue that we didn’t know about. You’ve been reading too many mystery books!”

      Olivia rolled her eyes in annoyance. “You read those awful romance books! I don’t bring that up whenever you try to get involved with my love life!”

      Janelle ignored her. “It wasn’t like she’d let people get to know her. Yvette is—was a loner. You’d think someone who served caffeine for a living would have more pep in her step. She was always alone and a little surly.”

      “She dated Jacob for over a year. She was going to marry him,” Olivia protested. She wasn’t sure why she was coming to Yvette’s defense. The truth was, Yvette always did have an attitude.

      “She literally left him at the altar. Maybe if she’d married him and put down some roots, she would have been happier.”

      Olivia frowned. It wasn’t like Janelle to be so judgmental. “You don’t know that Yvette would have made a good wife for Jacob.”

      “Speaking of Jacob, we also need to sign the paperwork for Franklin,” Janelle said as she reached across her desk.

      Franklin was Jacob’s father, but it wasn’t the smoothest segue. Watching Janelle reach for the papers made Olivia panic just a little, and she quickly tried to distract her sister.

      “Well, Jacob seems very happy with Samantha, and I’m sure they’ll be getting married anytime now,” she babbled. “Do you and Patrick have plans tonight?”

      “No,” Janelle said with a frown before her eyes brightened. “But you do. What are you wearing tonight?”

      Happy that they weren’t talking about the building anymore, Olivia relaxed. “What am I wearing tonight? Why?”

      “Andrew is taking you to a fancy dinner. What are you wearing? I’ll be happy to loan you a dress.”

      Wait, what? Olivia narrowed her eyes. “How do you know about the dinner? Andrew just told me about it an hour ago.” Her suspicions were confirmed when Janelle’s eyes widened and she started tapping her fingers on the desk. Her sister was a horrible liar, and Olivia recognized the signs. Andrew had told Janelle about the dinner.

      “We were just talking last night, and he mentioned it,” Janelle said uneasily.

      Crossing her arms, Olivia cocked her head. “Except that Andrew was with me last night, so if he spoke to you, it was over the phone. Why would Andrew call you?”

      The tapping got louder. “He didn’t call me. I called him. I mean, I called you. I had a question for you, but Andrew picked up the phone and answered the question, so I didn’t need to talk to you.”

      There were so many holes in that story that Olivia couldn’t even figure out which to point out first, but she felt bad for Janelle and let it go. It didn’t really matter. It just confirmed what she already knew. “I’ve got some clients to take care of tonight.”

      “I’ll walk them. You deserve a nice night with Andrew.”

      “You hate dogs.”

      “I don’t hate dogs.”

      “You hate walking the dogs.”

      “I don’t hate walking the dogs. Go have dinner with Andrew. He already made the reservations. Stop by the house and pick a dress before you go home today. Actually, don’t do that. You’ll pick something inappropriate. Take the green halter dress and pair it with the silver teardrop earrings. You’ll look amazing.”

      Olivia had opened her mouth to argue with Janelle when there was a knock at the door. She turned and was surprised to find the sheriff standing in the doorway. “Nick! Finished processing the scene already? What did you find?”

      He sighed. “Olivia, I asked you not to talk about it with anyone.”

      “It’s just Janelle, and I didn’t go in detail!” she protested.

      Nick looked resigned as he shook his head. “My deputies are still looking everything over.”

      “Did you look at the surveillance camera?”

      “I did,” he said quietly. “That’s why I’m here.”

      Not understanding, Olivia shook her head. “You need to talk with me about the camera? I promise that I didn’t touch or fiddle with it.”

      “No. I’m here to talk to your sister.”

      “Janelle?” Olivia turned her head and saw that her sister had gone pale. “Janelle, what’s going on? Why does Nick want to talk to you about Yvette’s surveillance camera?”

      “I saw Yvette this morning,” she said weakly, and stood up. “But I didn’t kill her.”

      Nick’s face remained impassive as he nodded his head. “I just need you to come to the station and answer a couple of questions.”

      Shocked, Olivia stared at her sister. Why hadn’t she said something when they were talking about Yvette? “Okay, well, I’m coming with you.”

      “No, it’s fine,” Janelle said, but her voice shook just a little, and as she took a step, she looked like she might fall over at any minute.

      “It’s not fine,” Olivia snapped. “I don’t know what’s going on, but you’re not going alone.”

      “Olivia, you can come to the station, but I can’t let you in the interrogation room,” Nick said softly. “Policy.”

      “Interrogation room?” Janelle repeated. “A couple of questions just turned into an interrogation. Do I need a lawyer?”

      “That’s up to you,” Nick said, even more quietly.

      Janelle reached out and squeezed Olivia’s hand.

      “It’s okay,” Olivia whispered. “You didn’t kill Yvette. We’re just going to go, and you’ll answer his questions, and it’ll be all over. If it gets intense, we’ll have Patrick get a lawyer. There’s nothing to worry about.”

      “Right.” Janelle nodded her head. “Nothing to worry about.”

      Privately, Olivia didn’t agree. Unless they could prove that Janelle wasn’t the last person to see Yvette alive, her sister was going to be in big trouble.
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      In the chaos of accompanying Janelle to the sheriff’s station, Olivia had left her phone at Happy Endings. The interrogation had taken much longer than anticipated, and, not trusting Janelle to actually walk the dogs, Olivia did her final round early so she could have time to prepare for her dinner date. Of course, that didn’t stop Lily, the dachshund, from breaking free and chasing after a squirrel or Goodwin from tearing down the shower curtain while she was trying to shower and get ready. It wasn’t until she was on her way to Janelle’s to get the dress that she realized she was already fifteen minutes late to dinner.

      So she showed up at L’Amore dressed in yoga pants and a tank top that said If I’m running, please call the cops. Someone is chasing me. She could tell that the hostess, a young, buxom blonde in a ridiculously low-cut black dress, was about to turn her away, when Olivia saw Andrew and rushed past her with a hurried apology.

      The blonde was showing way too much cleavage to judge Olivia’s outfit, anyway.

      Andrew, on the other hand, looked better than good. Dressed in a gorgeous dark suit with a light blue shirt and the striped tie that she’d given him last month for his birthday, he absently swept his hand through his dark, shaggy hair, wearing the most patient expression while he popped something in his mouth.

      Twenty-five minutes late. She was twenty-five minutes late, she hadn’t been able to call him, and he was still patiently waiting for her while looking like the cover of GQ.

      He was perfect. It was almost unfair how perfect he was.

      When he raised his eyes, shock registered on his face, and she struggled for words. “I’m sorry. Andrew, I’m so sorry.”

      “I was starting to think that you stood me up,” he said slowly as he stood and kissed her cheek. “I was hoping to see you in a sexy dress, but it’s just like you to surprise me.”

      His calm was almost annoying. He should have been outraged! It was almost like he didn’t care. “I would never stand you up on purpose! I left my phone at Happy Endings when Nick picked Janelle up to question her, and then the dogs were running rampant, and I was on my way to Janelle’s to change because she said I could borrow a dress, probably to avoid a situation where I showed up wearing something highly inappropriate like what I have on, but I realized how late I was, and I am so sorry.” She took a deep breath and waited to see how he would react.

      He blinked and frowned. “I’m just glad that you’re here,” he said slowly, giving an obviously all-purpose response. She knew she’d spoken quickly . . . but then comprehension dawned on his face. “Wait—did you just say that Nick questioned Janelle?”

      Olivia opened her mouth to explain the horrible afternoon, and then she saw the champagne bucket next to the table. Her eyes went to the half-eaten stuffed mushrooms on the table, and her thoughts raced. Andrew rarely drank champagne. Did he think it would pair well with the mushrooms? Did he want a celebratory drink if she said yes to his proposal?

      When she said yes. Because of course she would say yes. Andrew Patterson was the perfect man, and for some unknown reason, he loved her. He was patient with her. He was handsome. He was smart and stable, and Lord, could that man kiss. Any woman would be lucky to marry him.

      She’d shown up twenty-five minutes late to the proposal. She was dressed in workout gear at a five-star French restaurant. She had ruined everything. Surely he wouldn’t propose now, would he?

      As her eyes swept the room, she realized that everyone was staring. Amidst the white tablecloths and long-stemmed candles, the classy dresses and tailored suits, she stood out like a sore thumb. Tugging nervously on her ponytail, she met their disapproving glares with a haughty expression. She didn’t owe them an explanation!

      “Olivia? You’re staring at the champagne bottle. Did you want me to pour you a glass?” he asked softly.

      Blinking, she raised her eyes and smiled weakly. “No! I wasn’t staring at the champagne. I was staring at . . .” Her voice trailed off when she saw the couple in the corner. “Jacob.”

      “Jacob?” Andrew turned his head, and Olivia grabbed his hand in alarm.

      “No! Don’t look,” she hissed.

      “If I wasn’t so comfortable in this relationship, I might be concerned that you’re staring at another man,” he teased. “Jacob and Yvette used to be engaged, right? She broke off the engagement.”

      Olivia shook her head and spoke in a hushed tone. “Sometimes I forget that you didn’t grow up here. Jacob and Samantha were high school sweethearts. They were together all through college, and when they broke up, the whole town was stunned. You should have heard the gossip. It was even more shocking when Jacob and Yvette started dating. We all thought she was just a rebound, but they were together for a whole year. He actually proposed, and it wasn’t because Yvette was pregnant. She didn’t just break off the engagement. She never showed up to the wedding. Yvette abandoned him at the altar. It was, like, the biggest scandal of the year. Of the decade!”

      “Ouch.” Andrew grimaced. “Poor guy.”

      “Yeah. It was rough, but he and Samantha got back together, and there doesn’t seem to be any bad blood. Jacob actually looks sad that Yvette is gone.”

      “That surprises you?” Andrew asked softly. “He asked her to marry him. He loved her, and he thought that he’d spend the rest of his life with her, and now she’s dead. Which brings me back to what Nick was doing with Janelle today.”

      Sitting across from Jacob, Samantha turned her head and glared at Olivia. In high school, they had never been close. Samantha was blonde and leggy, with perfect features and a ridiculously thick fringe of lashes framing her beautiful green eyes. She had been the popular cheerleader, and Olivia had been the equivalent of a band geek. Except that their high school was too small to have a marching band.

      Samantha had never been one to keep her displeasure to herself, and she continued to shoot Olivia dirty looks. Ashamed of being caught staring, Olivia averted her gaze and shook her head.

      “Janelle was on the security footage. According to the camera, she was the last person to see Yvette alive—which is ridiculous. The killer could have snuck in from the front of the truck on the other side and left the same way—but it doesn’t look good. They were arguing outside. Heatedly. Their fight continued in the truck, and Janelle was the only one who came out. Yvette was never seen on the camera again. Janelle said that they were arguing about the baked goods. Yvette’s been selling leftover scones and muffins, and it upset Janelle. She swears that they came to an agreement, and she left.”

      Andrew looked puzzled. “You don’t believe her?”

      Her defenses immediately rose. “Excuse me? Of course I believe her! Janelle may be passionate about her business and slightly overprotective of her scones, but she is not a killer!”

      Andrew chuckled. “No, she’s not. But you look worried.” He pushed the appetizer plate over to her, and Olivia popped a mushroom in her mouth. It was so good that she almost moaned before she remembered where they were. Expensive restaurant. Perfect proposal atmosphere. She had to remember to keep Andrew distracted.

      “Janelle was in the truck. She touched things. Her fingerprints are going to be all over that crime scene, and even if Nick does believe her, he has to follow the evidence. Right now, the evidence probably points to Janelle. What are we going to do?”

      Taking her hand, Andrew gestured to the waiter with his free hand. “We’re going to get the check, go home, and figure out a way to relax.” He repeated the request to the waiter, who gave Olivia a dirty look before nodding.

      “I don’t think he likes my outfit,” she said with a tentative smile.

      Andrew leaned back and shook his head. His eyes roamed over her, and she felt a blush creep up from her neck to her cheeks. “Probably not, but I certainly do. I love the way those pants cling to your hips.”

      He was trying to make her feel better, and it only made her feel guiltier. “I ruined your dinner,” she said softly. “I’m sorry.”

      “You didn’t ruin anything. After seeing Yvette this morning, I should have postponed the dinner. Even if Janelle wasn’t all tangled up in this, seeing Yvette must have upset you.”

      It hadn’t upset her as much as it should have, and she had only her books to blame for that.

      He paid the check while their waiter wrapped up the unopened bottle of champagne for them to take home. Settling his hand on her waist, Andrew gently guided her out.

      Every time he touched her, she still felt a little thrill. A year of dating, and she still got the butterflies whenever she was around him. You weren’t supposed to marry the man who gave you butterflies. You married the man once the butterflies were gone, and you felt safe and secure.

      “No point in letting a perfectly good bottle go to waste,” he said, his grin mischievous. Olivia watched in disbelief as he popped the cork right there on the sidewalk. “Want to go for a walk and help me drink this?”

      Unable to help herself, she laughed and reached for the bottle. “Walk around drinking a bottle of champagne? We’ll be the talk of the town tomorrow morning.”

      “That never stopped you before.”

      “And it’s not stopping me now.” Taking a swig from the bottle, she sniffed—the bubbles tickled her nose—and nestled under his arm. “Can we walk to Happy Endings? I left my phone there.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      “What do we do about Janelle?”

      “Olivia, you promised.”

      “What? What!” She pulled back and stared at him. “It’s my sister. I can’t let her go to jail.”

      “She’s innocent, Olivia. She’s not going to jail. This isn’t like one of your mystery books. Nick is not going to put an innocent woman behind bars.”

      “I’m not saying this is like a book. I’m simply pointing out that someone I love is in trouble. I want to help, Andrew. I would think that you’d want to help, too.”

      He grabbed her elbow and forced her to stop walking. “Olivia, we’re not going to fight about this. Of course I don’t want anything bad to happen to Janelle, but I also don’t want anything bad to happen to you.”

      She glared at him stubbornly. “I don’t want anything bad to happen to me, either,” she grumbled. “But I also don’t plan on letting anything bad happen to me. We can figure out a way to exonerate Janelle without getting involved ourselves. There has to be a way!”

      “No.” Andrew narrowed his eyes and set his jaw. “If it comes to it, we’ll hire a lawyer. That’s what normal people do in this kind of situation. I know that you want to help, but you’re not qualified.”

      “Because I’m just a dog walker?” she snapped. “Just because I’m not some hot-shot computer whiz with a master’s degree doesn’t mean that I’m not smart. I have a college degree in business!” Now was not the time to point out that she’d waffled between a few degrees and only settled on business so she could graduate on time.

      “Because you’re not a detective. Stop trying to pick a fight with me.”

      Under his steady gaze, her shoulders slumped. She was trying to pick a fight with him, but it felt better than doing nothing. He wasn’t wrong, but Janelle was her sister. Even though they didn’t always get along, she loved Janelle, and she couldn’t just stand by and let her go to jail. “You’re right,” she admitted finally. “I’m sorry.”

      “Promise me that you’re not going to get involved.”

      “I already promised you that.”

      Andrew half-smiled and reached out to tuck a strand of Olivia’s hair behind her ear. “I know, but I feel like maybe you’ve forgotten, now that Janelle is in trouble.”

      “I haven’t. That’s why I came to you with this problem. I could have just kept it to myself and acted on my own.” Olivia knew that she was pushing the envelope, but she didn’t want Andrew to think that he’d completely won. She wasn’t about to make that promise again.

      Especially if she wasn’t able to keep it.

      Rose Palmer never had this problem, but she also had a new lover in every book. Olivia was not jealous of that particular detail.

      Taking another swig of the champagne, she tried to relax. It was that simple, right? Janelle was innocent. Everything would be fine.

      Andrew wrapped an arm around her waist and gently pulled her down the street toward the bakery as they passed the bottle back and forth like a couple of teenagers. Janelle’s manager had locked up a few hours ago, but Olivia had a key to the back door. After all, Olivia was soon about to own fifty percent of the building. Why shouldn’t she have a key?

      Just another thing for her to worry about.

      “See if there are any muffins left over,” Olivia said as she headed to the office. “We’ll snag some since we skipped dinner.”

      “And have Janelle come after me?” he muttered. “No, thank you.”

      “Wimp,” Olivia teased as she handed him the champagne bottle. Turning on the lamp, she swiped the phone from the desk and paused, her hand hovering over the paperwork from the bank. She should just sign it and be done with it, but the devil on her shoulder was always louder than the angel.

      “She should be more concerned about her innocence than the sale, anyway,” Olivia muttered as she snagged the papers and shoved them in her purse. If Janelle thought that she’d misplaced them, she’d have to get more copies from the bank, and that would give Olivia just a little more time to think. “I’m the worst.”

      Andrew loosened his tie as he leaned against the doorjamb with a box in his hands and a guilty look on his face. “Are you sure she won’t get mad?”

      “Oh, she’ll be furious—but we could always smash in a window and blame it on a robber,” Olivia said as she cracked the top open and peered inside. “Are those the lemon ones? They’re my favorite.”

      Andrew closed the cover with a decisive gesture, nearly trapping Olivia’s fingers, tucked the box in one arm, put a firm hand on her back, and guided her toward the door. “We are not breaking a window, and I know the lemon ones are your favorite. Hopefully they’ll keep you busy so you don’t steal my apple pie muffins.”

      Olivia gasped. “There were apple pie muffins left over? Those are my favorites, too!”

      “If you’re nice to me tonight, maybe I’ll let you have one!”

      “Let me have one?” Olivia said in mock indignation as she relocked the bakery. “It was my idea to steal them.”

      “True, but I actually did the stealing. I’m taking all the risk here!” He handed her the champagne bottle and held a lemon muffin before her face. Sinking her teeth in, she giggled when crumbs fell down her chin.

      Andrew pulled the muffin away and polished off the rest in two bites. He moaned in mock ecstasy. “Forget L’Amore. This is the perfect evening.”

      “Champagne and baked goods? I could not agree more!”

      He walked her back to her house. She rented, and it was almost more than she could afford, but she loved the small two-bedroom house. The neighborhood backed up to a small running trail and creek, and each house had its own charming personality. The brick house with its black roof and shutters wasn’t what caught her attention, but the bright blue front door had been its selling point. She kept the small front yard simple and manicured, but she let the back yard grow wild.

      Climbing up the brick steps, he stopped her before she could unlock the door. “This night did not turn out the way that I wanted,” he whispered as he leaned in and kissed her. It curled her all the way to her toes, and she sighed. “But it was still perfect.”

      “It doesn’t have to be over,” she whispered. “You could come in.”

      Andrew grinned as he kissed her. “So tempting, but it’s a beautiful night, and we still have half a bottle of champagne to drink. Why don’t you grab Goodwin, and we’ll enjoy tonight for a little longer?”

      “And then?” she asked, eyebrow raised.

      “And then we’ll enjoy the rest of our evening inside,” he said with a laugh.

      “Now that sounds like an excellent plan.” For a moment, she forgot all about Janelle and Yvette. He was right. It was a beautiful night. The stars were twinkling bright in the skies above, and there was a warm breeze. Kissing him one last time, she headed inside and leashed her monstrous mutt. “I haven’t forgotten about the shower curtain,” she said, eyeing him.

      He jumped up and kissed her.

      “Fine,” she grumbled. “I still love you.”

      Leaving the muffins on the counter, she leashed Goodwin and rejoined Andrew. Goodwin kept his head to the ground and sniffed everything excitedly. She’d adopted him two years ago at a particularly low point in her life. Her previous boyfriend had left her, and her family simply couldn’t understand why yet another relationship hadn’t worked out. In retaliation, Olivia had decided to get herself a companion that wouldn’t judge her. She’d felt a connection with Goodwin the moment she’d met him, even though she’d had no idea about his background. The pet adoption agency had said that someone had brought him in from the streets. It was clear that he’d been loved before, but the owner had never been found. He’d always been a joyful dog, and for Olivia, he came into her life at the perfect time. She’d been between boyfriends and had sworn off men forever.

      Until Goodwin found Andrew Patterson. The mangy mutt had broken free of his leash one day and ran straight to the gorgeous stranger walking down the street, even though he knew she’d sworn off men. She’d told him so, often enough.

      One thing she could say about Andrew, he didn’t give up until he
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