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Chapter One

Curled up under a floral comforter, Sarah Rowland rubbed her chin as she finished reading the last pages of The Duchess and the Peasant. She rose up in bed as the characters warded off the evil Duke. The book was a gift from her neighbor and Sarah had been fixated on the story since the first page. She should be going to sleep, but she couldn't rest until she found out what happened to Duchess Penelope and her lover Alfonso.

Sarah's heart rate slowed down as she read about the malicious Duke being arrested, and Penelope and Alfonso marrying. A smile pursed Sarah's lips as she closed the book. She loved a feel-good story and romance novels did that for her. 

Books about couples overcoming the odds or a heroine finding her prince made her heart tingle.

It's a shame her life couldn't be like it was in the books.

***
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THE NEXT MORNING, SARAH showered then dressed in her blue scrubs. Pulling her brown hair into a ponytail, she put on her glasses. Many people grumbled about their jobs, but not Sarah, she loved hers. As a veterinary assistant, she loved taking care of the animals. 

From an early age, she loved animals. Whenever a stray dog or cat came around the house, Sarah would feed them and during the night sneak them in. It broke her heart when her parents told Sarah they couldn’t keep the animals. But whenever they dropped the strays off at the humane society, the workers saw how attached Sarah was to the animals and promised they’d find the cuddly creatures a good home. Weeks later, the office would call with news that the dog or cat had been adopted.

Sarah’s tabby cat Lenny rubbed against her legs.

“Hey boy, are you hungry?”

The cat purred as he rolled on the hardwood floor.

“Let’s get you some breakfast.”

Sarah walked down stairs with Lenny trotting beside her. Reaching the bottom, Sarah peeped into the living room to find her sister Ashley sprawled on the couch. Ashley was dressed in the same leggings, skirt, and sweater from last night.

Sarah just left Ashley the way she was, then headed into the kitchen. She refilled Lenny’s water bowl, then opened a can of tuna for him. Once the feline was fed, Sarah poured herself a bowl of cereal.

As she ate her shredded wheat, she peeked into the living room. Ashley had now shifted from her back to her side. Sarah loved her sister, but she couldn’t understand why Ashley refused to grow up. It probably started back when they were kids. 

Being the oldest sister Sarah was the responsible one. She was eight years-old when Ashley was born and Sarah watched as her parents dotted on the new baby. Sarah’s parents loved her as much as Ashley, although at times it seemed like Ashley was the favorite child.

During her teen years Sarah studied hard in school and worked a part-time job to earn money for college. Ashley on the other hand didn’t put in much effort. She didn’t care about studying and often relied on Sarah to help her write term papers. When the paper received an A, Ashley took all the credit saying she studied hard. Whenever Ashley earned a high grade for her schoolwork, the family made a big deal out of it, whereas Sarah’s achievements went unnoticed.

Sarah’s parents always said they were proud of her, yet she never felt like it was true.

Yet, one thing that had changed was their babying of Ashley. When she graduated high-school, their parents said that Ashley was to either go to college or get a job. Ashley tried community college, but without anyone to help her, she flunked out. As for the job, Ashley didn’t put in any effort.

Sarah on the other hand excelled at college and graduated at the top of her class. Three months after graduating, Sarah was hired by a veterinary clinic. In the seven years she’s worked there, Sarah made enough money to pay off her loans and also buy a townhouse in the city.

“Uh,” Ashley murmured from the sofa. “What time is it?”

“It’s eight o’clock.” Sarah replied. She poured coffee into her travel mug, then poured a second cup for Ashley.

Ashley came staggering into the kitchen and plopped down into a chair.

“Had a rough night?”

Ashley nodded, then winced at her pounding headache.

Sarah knew the cause of her sister’s behavior. Every night Ashley went out with her friends to party. Sarah had many big sister talks with Ashley. She advised Ashley to stop her partying and concentrate on bettering her life. But Sarah’s words fell on deaf ears.

“This will help you.” Sarah handed Ashley the coffee.

Ashley took a sip, then laid her head on the table.

“Oh, and don’t forget about this.” Sarah pushed the folded classified ad towards Ashley.

“What’s this?” Ashley looked at the red circles lining the paper.

“A list of jobs.”

“Do I have to?” Ashley whined.

“Remember, our deal?”

Ashley covered her eyes with her forearm.

“I agreed to let you live with me as long as you pulled your weight around here.” She moved the paper closer to Ashley. “These jobs seem right for you. Either call or visit them today. Okay?”

Ashley mumbled as Sarah walked out the door.

Stepping out into the cool autumn air, Sarah took a deep breath and mentally chanted a positive mantra. She then walked next door to her neighbor Cynthia Fitzgerald’s house. She rang the doorbell and waited on the stoop.

“Come in, Sarah,” a female voice replied.

Sarah entered  and was greeted by a brown and white Corgi. She knelt to rub the hyper pup’s head.

“Someone’s in a cheery mood this morning.”

“Wish I could say the same about me.” Cynthia came out of the kitchen. She was still in her gown and robe, but her hair was combed. A huge cast enveloped her right ankle and she walked with a cane.

“How are you feeling, Cynthia?”

“I’ll feel better once I get this damn thing off.” She gestured towards the cast. “Pardon my language.”

“I’ve heard worse.” Sarah snickered.

“Not from me, of course.” Cynthia laughed. “Sarah, I just made some scones. Would you like one?”

“Sure.” She followed Cynthia into the kitchen. “Oh, before I forget.” She rummaged through her bag. “Here’s the book. Thanks for letting me read it.” 

“You’re welcome, my dear.” Cynthia exchanged the scone for the book. “How did you like the story?”

“I think it’s one of your best works.”

Nobody would ever guess that Cynthia Fitzgerald was a bestselling romance author due to her living in a modest townhouse. Yet, as Cynthia explained to Sarah, even though she had plenty of money she loved her little home. She had too many memories and couldn’t stand the thought of selling it.

Sarah met Cynthia a few weeks after moving next door. One day Muffin escaped from the backyard and Sarah happened to see the dog and captured him before he had a chance to run off. Since that day the two women forged a bond, Sarah considered Cynthia the aunt she never had.

Sarah stopped by at least every other day to check on Cynthia. The two would often have dinner together, then discuss books or the latest celebrity gossip.

“I appreciate you taking Muffin for the day.”

“It’s no problem.” Sarah took a bit of the scone.

“There’s no telling how long I’ll be at the doctor and I don’t want to leave him alone for too long.” Cynthia scratched behind Muffin’s ear. 

“He’s very popular at the daycare. All the dogs love him.” 

“What’s there not to love about this face?” Cynthia cuddled Muffin’s snout in her hand and talked to him in a baby voice. “You be a good boy for Sarah and mommy will see you later tonight.”

Sarah finished the last bite of her scone. “We better be going.” She hooked the leash to Muffin’s collar. “Bye Cynthia. Good luck with the doctor.” 

“I’m going to need a lot more than luck.”
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KYLE PIERCE STEPPED off the plane, then made his way through the crowd to baggage claim. He retrieved his suitcase from the carousel, then made his way outside to wait for the towncar. He swept strands of blonde hair away from his face as the wind picked up. After spending a week in cold and rainy London, he was happy to be back home with some sunshine.

But that wasn’t the only reason he was happy to be home.

The car pulled up to the curb and the driver got out to help Kyle with his bags. Kyle settled into the backseat as the driver started the ignition.

“Where to first, sir? Home? The office?”

“Actually, there’s one place we need to go to before the office.”

***
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SARAH PEEPED THROUGH the window, watching Muffin play with other dogs. He and a Husky were chasing each other across the yard. She smiled as she watched the canines, it was everyday moments like this that made her happy.

Walking into the reception area, she took a look at the vet appointments for the day. The sound of a ringing bell drew her attention to the front door. Her jaw dropped at seeing the handsome man entering the office. He was dressed neatly in a blue suit, but his hair seemed a bit disheveled.

He approached the desk. “My name is Kyle Pierce. I’m here to pick up my dog.”

The man was so close that Sarah could smell his aquatic cologne. Looking up at the stranger, she saw that he had a confused expression. Realizing she was staring, she apologized. “How may I help you?”

“I’m here to pick up my dog, My name’s Kyle Pierce.”

“Right, right.” Sarah looked at the papers. “Caesar’s your dog, right?”

“Yes.” Kyle smiled at the woman.

“I’ll go get him for you.” Sarah went into the other room, and spotted the Husky who was laying down while Muffin ran around him. “Sorry Muffin, you’ll have to say goodbye to your pal.”

Muffin whimpered as Sarah hooked Caesar’s leash. “It’s alright, Muffy.” She patted the Corgi on the head, promising to come back to check on him.

Sarah returned to the lobby with Caesar.

“Hey buddy.” Kyle knelt to greet Caesar, who showered his owner with a sloppy kiss. “I missed you fella.” Kyle looked up at Sarah. “I hope he wasn’t too much trouble.”

“None at all.” She rubbed the top of Caesar’s head. “The other dogs love him, especially Muffin.”

“Have you got you a new friend?” Kyle talked to Caesar, whose attention seemed more focused on a jar of dog treats on the counter. “I appreciate you taking care of him.” Kyle’s focus turned to Sarah. “I normally take him on trips, but this one was for business and overseas. It’d be too much for him.”

“I understand.” Sarah reached into the jar to retrieve a bone for Caesar. “Like I said, he was no trouble and we enjoyed having him.”

Kyle watched as Sarah ordered Caesar to sit, when the dog complied, she gave him his reward.

“You’re very good with dogs.”

“I love all animals, except for snakes and spiders.”

“I can’t stand them either.” Kyle didn’t know why he was so interested in Sarah. He normally wasn’t this very chatty with strangers unless it
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