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About the Book

Pardon my Frenchie

These enemies have a few new tricks to learn about falling in love. . .

For Ashanti Wright, juggling her successful doggie daycare, Barkingham Palace, with taking care of her teen twin sisters is a lot! But life gets even more chaotic when the antics of her adorable French bulldog and poodle bestie go viral on social media. And things are about to get worse.

Thad Sims is not a dog person. He’s barely a person’s person. But after his grandmother is transferred to a living facility that doesn’t accept pets, the former army officer agrees to care for her annoying standard poodle. His first move is taking Puddin’ out of daycare.

Now Ashanti’s beloved Duchess is bereft of her companion, social media is outraged, and Ashanti’s business is hanging in the balance. Her only option is to somehow make nice with the surly, sexy Thad . . .




Dedicated to the memory of Chermaine Roybiskie, the best mama a girl could ever ask for. Your work here was done.

Well done, good and faithful servant. —Matthew 25:21
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Crouching near the start line, Ashanti Wright peered up at the white board on the judges’ table, examining the rankings for today’s event.

She stooped low and whispered into her French bulldog’s pointed ear.

“Listen to me, baby. This title is ours for the taking. Just run your race and don’t let these other doggies distract you.”

She glanced over at the Pekingese who posed the biggest threat to Duchess winning Best in Show. The other pup had been quick through the obstacle course, but Ashanti’s Frenchie was quicker. More agile. And cuter. Plus, she rocked a hot pink faux pearl tiara while zipping through the weave poles. Could the Pekingese do that?

Nope. Don’t think so.

A shadow fell upon Ashanti a second before she heard, “Uh-oh. I know that competitive look. You’re trying to win customers, not scare them off.”

Her younger sister Kara stood above her, licking a popsicle shaped like a dog bone.

“No reason Duchess can’t win too,” Ashanti countered. “And why are you eating a popsicle made for dogs?”

“The vendor said the ingredients are all natural. It’s not bad.” Kara shrugged as she bit off one end.

“Get back to the booth. You’re supposed to be taking orders for our dog treats, remember?”

“Is the French bulldog ready?” the head judge asked.

“You were born ready,” Ashanti murmured softly as she gave Duchess a final head scratch. She stood and, in a louder voice, said, “Yes, she is.”

This wasn’t exactly Westminster. It wasn’t even an official AKC event. But Ashanti still wanted to win. When it came to Duchess, she had a fierce competitive streak.

The final event was a handler-free run through the seven-apparatus obstacle course. Duchess wasn’t a show dog, but a course similar to this one was part of the regular exercise regimen Ashanti offered at Barkingham Palace, the doggy daycare she’d opened three years ago. A solid performance by Duchess was bound to draw interest from the dog lovers attending today’s Geaux for Fi-Deaux Jamboree.

That was the real reason she was here. Business. Her homemade dog treats had sold out within a half hour, which was why she had Kara now taking orders to ship and helping to drum up new clients for the daycare. Having Duchess take home the Best in Show ribbon would be gravy.

“On your mark,” the judge said. “And go!”

She gave Duchess’s butt a firm pat, and the dog took off, racing through the crawl tunnel and catapulting over the jump bars. Her baby was killing it. Ashanti couldn’t hide her ridiculously proud grin even if she tried.

She didn’t try.

But her smile faded when she felt a low vibration thump in her chest.

“Oh no,” Ashanti murmured.

The bass was coming from a vehicle that was still several blocks away.

“Not that,” she whispered, her attention swinging from Duchess to the car. “Anything but that.”

But it was that. Her stomach dropped at the unmistakable intro to Juvenile’s “Back That Azz Up.”

“Nooo,” Ashanti cried. But it was too late.

Duchess stopped just before reaching the hoop jump and started wiggling her pudgy tail. Her hind legs pumped up and down in time with the music.

Ashanti closed her eyes, expelling a defeated moan.

The laughter that broke out among the onlookers was so loud it drew an even bigger crowd, including Kara, who’d jogged back to the obstacle course. Her younger sister put her hands on her knees and popped her back, mimicking Duchess.

Ashanti cut her eyes at her.

Kara raised both hands. “Don’t blame me!”

“Oh, I am absolutely blaming you.” Kara and their other sister, her identical twin, Kendra, were the ones who’d trained Duchess to drop it like it’s hot to the late-nineties anthem that continued to be a source of pride for New Orleans.

The crowd laughed and cheered even louder when Duchess resumed the obstacle course once the car passed, as if nothing had happened.

Duchess’s dance break had cost her the blue ribbon, but a line of festival-goers followed them back to the booth. It wasn’t the kind of advertising Ashanti had intended, but now she wondered if she should rethink her marketing strategy.

She and Kara handed out the remaining bite-size samples of Duchess Delights’ sweet potato and carob twists—her most popular flavor—while a parade of people took selfies with her ridiculously photogenic Frenchie.

She was encouraged by the enthusiasm emanating from the crowd as she answered questions about the daycare. The minute the line slowed down, Ashanti turned to Kara.

“Where’s Kendra? She was supposed to be here an hour ago.”

“Sorry, but our twin telepathy is kinda like the ice cream machine at McDonald’s these days.” Kara pressed her thumbs to both temples. “I think it’s indefinitely incapacitated.”

“Text her,” Ashanti said before turning to a woman with two middle school–aged children and a collie in dire need of a brush. “Hello there,” she said. She stooped to dog level and ran her fingers through the collie’s mane, trying her best not to grimace at the tangles she found. “And who is this cutie?”

“This is Sadie. Where’s Puddin’?” the girl with blond pigtails asked.

“My kids love Duchess and Puddin’,” the mother said. “They made me play that Instagram Reel you posted last night ten times.”

Ashanti laughed, even though she hadn’t looked at their Instagram since last week. Between her one-woman treat-baking side hustle and supervising Barkingham Palace’s staff, she couldn’t afford to fall victim to the time suck that was social media. However, as a businesswoman, she understood the value of it. And she was grateful for the antics of Duchess and her standard poodle friend, Puddin’, that were suddenly sweeping the Internet. Kara was more than happy to post silly videos and promotion specials across their online platforms.

“Puddin’ is back at Barkingham Palace,” Ashanti said. “Have you ever thought of sending Sadie to daycare?”

“Oh no. My husband works from home, so there’s always someone there with her.”

“Doggy daycare is more than just dog sitting. It’s a way for Sadie to socialize with other pets in a fun, safe environment.” She held up a placard with a QR code. “Scan the code. It will take you to our website where you can learn about all that we offer.”

“Are there any more Duchess Delights?”

“I’m sorry, but we’re sold out. And we just gave away the last of the samples. You can find them at our daycare, and also at Lana’s Treasures in the French Quarter. And remember, your pet gets a free Duchess Delights treat every day when you book a seven-night or longer stay.”

Ashanti leaned toward Kara and whispered through her smile, “Am I trying too hard?”

“Like a freshman without a date for homecoming,” her sister whispered back.

Duchess and Sadie were still in the butt-sniffing stage of their getting-to-know-you meet and greet when, without warning, the collie snapped at Duchess. That ended Ashanti’s quest to reel her in as a client. If a dog couldn’t get along with her dog, they were not the right fit for Barkingham Palace.

Ashanti scooped Duchess into her arms.

“Bad girl, Sadie.” The mother smiled at Ashanti, as if her demon dog hadn’t just attempted to commit a felony against her Frenchie. “She does that every now and then.”

“You may want to talk to her vet about it,” Ashanti said. “I’m sorry, but it looks as if the fest is winding down. We need to start packing up our booth.”

As she and Kara started to break down the booth, Ashanti considered calling Kendra to help, but they would probably be done by the time her sister made it here from their house in the St. Roch neighborhood.

“We have to change the labels on the treats,” Kara announced as she rolled up the retractable banner. “I’m no longer happy with them.”

“What are you talking about? People loved the labels.”

“But I didn’t get the ‘wow’ reaction I was hoping for. I want customers to be so overwhelmed by the sheer cuteness of the packaging that they fall to their knees in awe.”

Ashanti rolled her eyes for what had to have been the hundredth time today. It was a common occurrence when dealing with her sister’s drama.

“Take Duchess to potty while I finish up here,” she told Kara. “I want to be back at the daycare in time to help Leslie with the evening feedings.”

Twenty minutes later, after dropping Kara off at a friend’s, Ashanti headed for Barkingham Palace. She tried to estimate how many of the people they talked to today could become potential customers. She wasn’t desperate for business, but every night one of the doggy suites went empty, it was another night that she wasn’t maximizing her profits.

The expansion plans she had in mind would require every cent she could make. She glanced at Duchess in the rearview mirror, sitting up high in her car seat.

“It’ll be worth it in the end, won’t it, baby?”

Ashanti pulled into her parking spot at the daycare. She didn’t bother with Duchess’s leash, carrying her up the steps and into the daycare.

“How’d it go at Geaux for Fi-Deaux?” asked her receptionist, Deja Fontenot.

“Duchess didn’t win Best in Show, but I sold out of the treats I made, and I wouldn’t be surprised if we get some new customers,” Ashanti said as she made a beeline to the smaller, inside play area. Duchess squirmed in anticipation. “Okay, okay. We’re almost there.”

The moment Duchess saw Puddin’, she dove out of Ashanti’s arms like Tom Daley off a ten-meter platform. She and the poodle danced around, behaving like long-lost friends who hadn’t seen each other in ages. They had been together just a few hours ago.

“These two are ridiculous,” said Leslie, Deja’s cousin and Ashanti’s second-in-command.

“At what point does their obsession with each other go from being cute to problematic?” Ashanti asked, observing the dogs as they wrestled with each other over Duchess’s Peppa Pig plush. The moment one dog won the tug-of-war, it would immediately offer the plush to the loser.

Leslie shrugged. “It’s still pretty cute to me.”

Ashanti matched her shrug. “Let’s get the rest of the dogs fed, and then Duchess and I are going home.”

“I’ve already handled tonight’s feeding,” Leslie said. “And I brushed them all down.”

“Even Lulu and Sparkle?” The Sanchezes’ Pomeranians were notorious biters when it came to grooming.

“Done,” Leslie said. “Mark will be here for the overnight shift in another twenty minutes, so you and Duchess can head out now if you want.”

Barkingham Palace was the only boarding house in the city that offered staffed care onsite, twenty-four seven. They usually took turns doing overnights, but because of all the baking she had been doing lately, Ashanti had not worked one in more than a month.

“Okay, then,” she said, excited at the prospect of an extra hour of free time she hadn’t anticipated. Maybe she could catch up on an episode of Bridgerton. “Let’s go, Duchess.”

Her dog stopped in the middle of jostling with Puddin’. She looked from Ashanti to Leslie, then darted behind the play gym.

“Uh-oh. Looks like someone doesn’t want to leave her boyfriend.”

Ashanti sighed. “Not today, Duchess.”

“Leave her,” Leslie said. “She’s fine. Mark won’t mind her being here tonight.”

She crossed her arms over her chest. “I must say, I feel some kind of way about my dog choosing a boy over her mama.”

“Face it. Puddin’ can do more for her than you can.”

Ashanti narrowed her eyes as she pointed at the dogs. “You two better behave.”

They both barked, then simultaneously converged on Peppa Pig.
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“Okay, Monday, I’m gonna need you to stop acting like a Monday.”

Ashanti dropped to her knees and peered underneath her bedroom dresser, searching for her purple-and-white polka-dot ponytail holder. She spotted a hoop earring she hadn’t seen in ages, a lone sock, and the plastic chew toy Duchess had rejected like a scorned girlfriend rejects excuses on Valentine’s Day. But no ponytail holder.

She did not have time for this today.

The oven timer chimed with the distinctive tune that she had begun hearing in her sleep. She pushed up from the floor and darted down the short hallway, through the combined living room and dining room area, and into the kitchen. Even a minute longer in the oven would render the dog biscuits unsellable, and with the number of orders she had on her hands this week, there was zero margin for error. Geaux for Fi-Deaux had been extremely good for business.

Ashanti yanked open the oven door and retrieved two cookie sheets from inside, then searched in vain for somewhere to put them. It wasn’t until she’d launched this unintended side hustle that she finally understood why her mother used to complain about the kitchen’s lack of counter space. She was one big order away from this setup being unsustainable.

Who was she kidding? Her current situation had become unsustainable the morning she woke up with a silicone baking mat stuck to her face.

As she carried the cookie sheets to the dining room table, she spotted Kara bounding down the stairs with a sheaf of papers. The tips of her jet-black bob were aqua today to match her aqua Nikes.

“I can’t come up with a label design that screams ‘wow,’” Kara said. “And you need to invest in the next generation Cricut machine if you want me to take you seriously as an entrepreneur.”

“I told you, I cannot afford to spend eight hundred dollars on a printer,” Ashanti said.

“The newest model is a thousand now, and it is an investment.”

“Talk to me after I pay the rent on the daycare.” Ashanti looked to the stairs. “Where’s Kendra?” It felt as if she’d asked that question a thousand times this month. “And what time did she get home last night?”

“Umm. . .I’m not sure,” Kara hedged.

Ashanti gave her a don’t play with me stare.

“It is not fair of you to demand I rat out my twin,” Kara said. “That goes against every sibling code there is. You’ve been a big sister long enough to know this. Frankly, I’m disappointed in you, Shanti.”

Ashanti rolled her eyes. “Get to school.”

She started up the stairs, nodding at her parents’ wedding picture on the way. The practice had become as automatic as breathing. On most days it was to reassure them that she had things under control, but on days like today, the nod was her way of accepting the encouragement she knew Lincoln and Felicity Wright were sending her from the great beyond. She needed that encouragement more and more lately when it came to dealing with Kendra.

Before she reached the landing of the second floor of their compact two-story house in New Orleans’s solidly gentrified St. Roch neighborhood, Kendra walked out of the bathroom wearing a plain black T-shirt and faded jeans.

“Hey, Ken, everything okay?”

“Fine.”

The single word was as cold as a Mongolian winter.

“School starts in”—Ashanti looked down at her Apple Watch—“less than fifteen minutes.”

“This is my third year there. I think I know by now what time school starts,” Kendra said.

Ashanti sucked in a breath and counted to five. The therapist had told her a long time ago that addressing hostility with hostility would only lead to more hostility.

“It’s been a rough morning, Ken. I don’t need the attitude.”

“You’re the one who came up here to bother me,” her sister said, edging past her.

“I came to check on you. Excuse me for being concerned, especially after finding your room empty at eleven last night,” Ashanti shouted as she followed her down the stairs.

So much for their hostility-free environment.

She stopped at the base of the stairs, where Kendra sat on the bench in their narrow foyer, pulling on a pair of tennis shoes that were as worn and dirty as Kara’s were new and spotless.

“I know you girls are sixteen and deserve some space,” Ashanti said. “But missing curfew on a school night is unacceptable.”

Kara walked up to them with her hands held high. “I just want to point out that I was home before curfew.”

“Oh, just get on your knees and lick her fucking boots,” Kendra said.

“Hey!” Ashanti yelled. “That’s the last time I hear that kind of language in this house, you hear me?”

Kendra stood and pulled the strap of her backpack over her shoulder. “Whatever,” she mumbled.

“Hey,” Ashanti said again. She grabbed her by the arm. “I don’t know what’s going on with you, and I am trying to be as patient as possible, but don’t speak to me that way.”

“Sorry,” Kendra mumbled. In a louder voice, she said, “I’m going to be late for school.”

Ashanti reluctantly let go of her arm. She looked to Kara, who hunched her shoulders as she followed her twin sister out the door.

Ashanti sucked in a breath and whispered the first line of the Serenity Prayer.

She couldn’t spend her morning agonizing over whatever was eating at Kendra, not with her mile-long to-do list. But she and her sister would be having a heart-to-heart soon. This couldn’t go on.

She went to her bedroom—formerly her parents’ room—and changed out of the worn LSU Veterinary Medicine T-shirt she’d slept in last night and into a lilac Barkingham Palace polo shirt. After slipping on a pair of jeans and stuffing her feet into her favorite pair of Skechers, she gathered her microbraids at the nape of her neck and secured them with her black hair tie.

She checked to make sure the oven was off, then gave the kitchen one last look. She had to get another space. If she had known three years ago when she’d found the building that currently housed Barkingham Palace that she would get into the dog treat–making business, she would have opted for a place with enough room to build an industrial kitchen. Duchess Delights had taken over their entire home.

She had her eye on two possible buildings for her new venture. The one she really wanted was in the city’s Lower Garden District and so far beyond her price range that the James Webb telescope wouldn’t be able to see it. She had settled on the two-story double-gallery house five blocks away from the daycare’s current location. The place needed some work, so she was waiting for the asking price to go down before she made an offer.

Now that she was sure she wanted to take Duchess Delights to the next level, she would have to make a move soon.

“You are sure, right?” Ashanti whispered.

What was she talking about? Of course she was sure. The best way to capitalize on this newfound success and maximize profitability would be to invest back into her business.

As she made her way to the car, her phone buzzed. Ashanti pulled it from her pocket and glanced at the screen. It was a text from Kara.


Duchess and Puddin’ are snuggled up again on the doggy cam. Those two need to get a room.



Ashanti grinned as she texted back. Tell me about it. I couldn’t get my own dog to come home last night. She didn’t want to be away from her boyfriend.

She slipped in behind the wheel. Put your phone away and pay attention in class.

Kara responded with a thumbs-up emoji.

Ashanti took the longer way to work, traveling through the half-dozen blocks of the Faubourg Marigny and into the Bywater neighborhood, all so she could check in on the house that had gone up for sale six weeks ago. It was so big that it would allow her to double the size of the daycare and create a storefront for Duchess Delights.

She stopped at the corner of Clouet and Royal Streets and stared longingly at the yellow creole cottage with gray gingerbread trim. To her disappointment, a sign proclaiming NEW LOWER PRICE had not been added to the FOR SALE sign overnight.

“That’s okay, my beauty,” Ashanti said. “I’ll have you soon enough. You will look stunning in purple.”

Less than five minutes later, she pulled into the narrow driveway between Barkingham Palace and the house belonging to the daycare’s neighbor, Mrs. Short. The retiree, who owned more cats than Ashanti could keep count of, sat on the top step leading to her house, drinking coffee and smoking a cigarette.

“Morning, Mrs. Short,” Ashanti called with a wave. Unlike others in the neighborhood, Mrs. Short had never given her permission to address her by her first name.

“One of those dogs took a shit in front of my house,” the woman called back.

Ashanti said the second line of the Serenity Prayer.

“I doubt it was one of the dogs at Barkingham Palace. Our dogs are only allowed to roam around the backyard, not on the street. And the staff cleans up after each dog. Always.”

Mrs. Short huffed and went back to her cigarette.

Maybe Ashanti shouldn’t wait for the price to drop on her new place in the Bywater after all. Her future neighbors had to be more amiable.

As she approached the daycare’s front door, she was reminded to get in touch with the artist she’d commissioned to replicate the mural of the iconic wrought-iron gates that surrounded London’s Buckingham Palace. She would need the same feature at her new place. Lately, it had become a sought-after background for the Instagram selfies of tourists.

The same artist who had painted the outside mural had painted the reception area to look like one of Buckingham Palace’s staterooms, with faux columns on the walls and filigree in place of crown molding. A portrait of her favorite California-based royals hung on the wall above the chew toy display.

“Morning,” Ashanti muttered as she approached the reception desk.

“Morning to you too,” Deja said. She tipped her head out from behind the monitor. “You don’t seem your usual chipper self. What’s going on?”

“Monday is showing its ass.”

“Yeah, well, brace yourself because you’re about to see a bit more of Monday’s ass.”

“Not yet.” Ashanti covered her ears with her palms. “Let me at least love on the dogs before giving me any bad news.”

Deja wiggled her fingers toward the door that led to the rest of the daycare. “You get ten minutes. Then you can address this letter from the councilman’s office. It looks as if our neighbor reported us.”

“For what?” Ashanti snatched the letter Deja gestured to from the reception desk.

“She says the incessant barking has given her cats anxiety and she wants you to pay for their medication.”

“She can kiss my—” Ashanti stopped herself before she could curse again. “What is it with this woman? I know a lot of the people here were against allowing businesses to open in residential areas—the same has happened on my street in St. Roch—but we go out of our way to be courteous neighbors.”

“I think it’s more the type of business you opened that Mrs. Short is against,” Deja pointed out. “In case you hadn’t noticed, she’s a fan of cats.”

“Whatever,” Ashanti said. “I think she just likes being petty and vindictive.” She tossed the letter back onto the desk. “Maybe I should report her for all the cigarette butts that mysteriously find their way onto our side of the fence. I picked up three in the exercise pen yesterday.”

“Go for it,” Deja encouraged.

Or, maybe this was a sign that she should finally go for that property in the Bywater. If anything qualified as the last straw, being reported to the city council because there was barking coming from a daycare center for dogs should be it.

“I need to hug my Duchess,” Ashanti said.

She made her way to her favorite area of the daycare. The smaller of the two playrooms’ aesthetic was a nod to her Frenchie’s white-and-black piebald coat, with splashes of purple to add a royal flare. Portraits of Duchess hung on the walls in gilded frames. Was it a bit over the top? Absolutely. But when it came to her baby there was no top.

Seconds after she entered the room, Ashanti was bombarded by a cadre of feisty canines with Napoleon complexes. This is what she missed the most. Having to devote so much time to baking, she didn’t get to play with the dogs nearly as much as she wanted to.

“Hey, Lulu and Sparkle,” she greeted the Pomeranians, giving each dog one of the dime-sized treats from her pocket. “And how is my favorite Chihuahua,” she called to Bingo, who had been coming to the daycare since the first week it opened. She followed the treats with quick head rubs for each dog, then went in search of Duchess.

“Where’s my dog?” Ashanti asked Leslie, who was running the Parkers’ Cavalier King Charles through the agility maze. Leslie gestured to cushioned mats in the corner.

Ashanti walked over and found Duchess hugged up next to Puddin’. The two lay in a yin-yang pattern, with Duchess’s head nestled against Puddin’s chest, and her squat legs arcing around the puffy topknot atop the poodle’s head.

“Kara was right. You two really do need a room.”

At the sound of her voice, Duchess’s stubby tail started wagging like a windshield wiper gone haywire, but she still didn’t move away from Puddin’.

“If you don’t get over here,” Ashanti said. She reached down and lifted Duchess into her arms. “Don’t forget who keeps you in tiaras and rawhide,” she said, nuzzling the dog’s flat nose with her own.

Static crackled through the intercom system a second before Deja’s uneasy voice came through the line. “Umm, Ashanti, can you come up to reception?”

Ashanti shut her eyes. If it was Mrs. Short lobbing another complaint about dog shit she was going to lose it.

“Lord, grant me the wisdom to know the difference,” she said, setting Duchess on the mat. She quickly made her way through the maze of rooms and back up to reception. Her steps faltered when she slid open the pocket doors.

That was not Mrs. Short.
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Ashanti took in the man waiting just to the right of the reception desk. He stood with arms crossed over a very nice, incredibly solid-looking chest. Sunglasses—seriously, dude, wearing sunglasses inside?—covered what appeared to be a very nice, incredibly chiseled, light brown face. He could cut steel with that jawline.

Several tattoos peeked out from the cuffs of his short-sleeved T-shirt, which strained around sinewy biceps. His sculpted muscles looked as if they had been carved out of the granite she wanted for her kitchen countertops.

He was average height, yet he took up too much space, standing there with his legs braced apart and an irritated look on his face. Guess she wasn’t the only one having a sucky Monday.

“Can I help you?” she asked.

“This guy says he’s here to pick up Puddin’,” Deja offered.

Ashanti’s forehead furrowed with instant skepticism.

Puddin’ had been a round-the-clock boarder for the past five weeks, ever since her owner suffered a fall. Frances Sutherland had called Ashanti from the ambulance, asking her to go to her home in Tremé to retrieve her beloved poodle. Ashanti had made sure someone at the daycare texted her a daily photo ever since.

“How do you know Puddin’?” she asked, looking at the portrait of Harry and Meghan just above his shoulder instead of his appealing jawline. The Sussexes were safer.

“It’s my grandmother’s dog,” he said. “She sent me to pick it up.”

“Mrs. Frances is out of the hospital?” Ashanti asked, relief filling her chest. “That is so good to hear. I’m surprised she didn’t call to tell me she was home. She knows I would have brought Puddin’ to the house for her.”

“She’s not home,” he said. “Well, not at her house, at least. Look, can you just get the dog?”

His brusque manner caught her off guard.

Mrs. Frances had often mentioned she had a grandson in the Army. His muscular build supported the idea of him being a soldier, but that didn’t mean she would just hand the dog over to him without confirming his identity.

“Deja can check Puddin’s profile, but I’m pretty certain the only other person authorized to pick him up is Mrs. Frances’s neighbor, Tasha Jones. And Tasha is on a nursing assignment out of town.” She wanted him to know that she knew her clients. “You will need to provide proof that you have permission to pick up Puddin’ before we can release him to you, Mr. Sutherland.”

“It’s Sims,” he said.

“Sorry. Mr. Sims,” she corrected.

He continued to stand there with his arms crossed over his chest. Ashanti waited for him to say something else.

“Well?” Ashanti asked.

“You were serious.” It was a statement more than a question, but she answered it anyway.

“Of course I’m serious. We do not allow people to just come in off the street and leave with a client’s dog.”

He released an exasperated sigh. “It’s just a dog.”

Just a dog?

“Do you have any idea how much a purebred standard poodle goes for? Puddin’ is not just a dog. And if you were really related to Mrs. Frances, you would know that she does not consider Puddin’ to be ‘just a dog’ either. He’s her family.”

Mr. Sims removed his sunglasses and hooked them on the front collar of his T-shirt like an extra straight out of an eighties movie. Ashanti had not been prepared for his eyes. They were gorgeous. Chocolate brown and stunningly gorgeous.

He retrieved a cell phone from his back pocket, swiped across the screen, then turned the phone to face Ashanti. A moment later, Frances Sutherland’s kind face stared back at her.

“Mrs. Frances!” Ashanti said, unable to contain her glee at seeing one of her favorite people in the world. “How are you?”

“This hip has put me out of commission,” Mrs. Frances replied. “How is my Puddin’? Is he giving Thad a hard time? Those two don’t get along, but they’re about to become the best of friends.”

Ashanti glanced up at the woman’s grandson long enough to notice how his already chiseled jaw became even more rigid.

“So, Mr. Sims here really is your grandson?”

“I told you that,” he said.

“Yes, that’s my grandson, Thaddeus,” Mrs. Frances said at the same time. “His friends all call him Thad.” Then she added, “He’s single.”

Another sigh from Sunglasses—aka Thaddeus. This sigh was more irritated than exasperated. He turned the camera to face him. “Grams, can you just give her permission to release the dog to me?”

Surly. Single and surly.

As much as Ashanti wanted to say it, she abstained. “I can add Thaddeus as an authorized custodian if that’s what you would like, Mrs. Frances.”

“Please do. Thad will be picking Puddin’ up from now on. This new place they put me in doesn’t allow pets.”

“You had to leave your home?” Ashanti’s heart pulled. When she’d talked to her last week, Mrs. Frances was still in the rehabilitation facility but hoping to be released soon. “I’m so sorry. Maybe the new place would be willing to make an exception. I can vouch for Puddin’ if you’d like.”

Thaddeus turned the phone to his face again. “Grams, I need to go. You and your friend will have to pick up this conversation another time.”

“Bring Puddin’ to see me as soon as you leave Ashanti’s,” Mrs. Frances hollered before he disconnected the call.

He stuck the phone back into his pocket and said, “Can you get the dog now?”

“What’s going on with Mrs. Frances? Why isn’t she at her house? Did they extend her rehab? Is she in skilled nursing? How long before she gets to return home?”

Ashanti knew she’d gone overboard by the third question, but she couldn’t help it. Frances Sutherland was truly one of her favorite people. She was the one who’d first encouraged Ashanti to sell the baked treats that she initially only gave out as a weekly gift to her regulars. She was also one of those older Black Southern women who constantly shared unsolicited advice, but who did so in such a subtle and polite way that you didn’t mind.

“I’m just concerned,” Ashanti said. “I’ve known your grandmother for years.”

For a moment she thought he would ignore her barrage of questions, but then he said, “She had to move to an assisted living facility. She’s doing better after hip surgery, but she needs to be in a place where there are people who can take care of her if something like this happens again.”

That must have been a hard pill to swallow for such an independent woman.

“Is it the facility on Orleans Avenue or the one on Esplanade?” Ashanti asked.

He cocked his head to the side and stared at her, his expression the very definition of annoyance. “You’re her dog sitter. Why do you need to know all of this?”

“Because I consider Mrs. Frances a friend,” Ashanti said. She was beyond offended by his tone and by being relegated to the role of a simple dog sitter. She owned this business, and she did a hell of a lot more here than just dog sit.

“What is your problem?” she couldn’t help but ask.

“My problem?” he asked as he reached into the pocket opposite where he’d put his phone and retrieved a wallet. “Let’s see. Maybe it’s that we’re standing here playing twenty questions instead of you getting that dog so I can get on with the rest of my day.” He slid out a credit card and handed it to Deja. “You can put the balance on this.”

In the span of five seconds there were at least five inappropriate responses that nearly shot out of Ashanti’s mouth. But he was a client. Well, client-adjacent. The first rule of being a good business owner was that you did not curse out your clients. No matter how much they deserved it.

Her eyes still trained on him, she sucked in a calming breath before she said, “Deja, please ask Leslie to bring

Puddin’ up to reception. He should have three containers of food in the refrigerator. Have her bring those too.”

Thaddeus’s bored look only agitated her more as they waited for the dog.

He must be adopted. Or maybe it was one of those situations where Mrs. Frances had taken him in as a kid and he’d started calling her his grandmother. There had to be some other explanation, because there was no way this cranky-ass man and that sweet, kind woman had the same blood running through their veins.

“Thanks,” he said, taking the credit card and receipt Deja handed him. He looked at the printout then looked at Ashanti. “Are you serious?”

Before she could respond, the pocket doors slid open and Leslie came in with Puddin’. The poodle growled at Thaddeus before running to Ashanti’s side.

Smart dog.

She dropped to one knee and rubbed his fluffy ears.

“It’s okay, sweetie. I know you don’t want to go with this”—she looked up at Thaddeus— “man. But it’ll be okay.” She stood. “He’s had his morning meal. He eats again at six.” She handed Thaddeus the containers with the homemade food that Leslie had brought up from the back, then walked over to the display rack and pulled a small bag of the hypoallergenic kibble from the shelf. “I’m not sure if Mrs. Frances has any of Puddin’s food at home. He has strict dietary restrictions. Mix a half cup of the food in those containers with a half cup of the food in this bag.”

Shaking his head again as he reached for the dog food, Thaddeus muttered, “It’s a dog. He’ll be happy with whatever I give him.”

Ashanti pulled the bag away before he could grab it. “Why don’t you just leave him here?” she suggested. “We’ve been taking care of Puddin’ for the past two years. He knows and loves the entire staff.”

“Lady, come on. I need to get going.”

Lady?

She nearly broke the first rule of being a good business owner.

Holding back another barrage of swear words she rarely used, she finally handed him the food, then fluffed Puddin’s topknot. “I’ll see you tomorrow, sweetie.”

“No, you won’t,” Thaddeus said as he wrapped Puddin’s turquoise-and-black zebra-striped leash around his hand. “I’m not wasting money sending this dog to daycare.”

“What?” Ashanti all but gasped. He could not be serious. “Where will he go during the day?”

“He will be at the house like a normal dog.”

“Puddin’ is not a normal dog! Wait, no. I mean, of course, he’s a normal dog, but he needs social interaction. I told you, Mrs. Frances has been sending him here for two years.”

“Have a nice day,” he said, turning for the door.

“But our annual dog pageant is this weekend,” Ashanti called. “Puddin’ always takes part.”

“Not this year,” he said without bothering to look back.

She stared in dismay as he and Puddin’ exited the lobby.

“What an ass,” Ashanti said the minute the door closed behind him.

“With a very nice ass,” Leslie added.

She wasn’t lying.
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Thad had reached the second-to-last step before he realized his grandmother’s cantankerous poodle hadn’t followed him off the daycare’s front porch. He turned and gently, but firmly, tugged on the leash.

“I don’t have time for this shit today, dog. Come on.”

Puddin’ plopped down and refused to move. The sun glinted off the absurd rhinestone collar wrapped around his pencil-thin neck.

For a hot minute, Thad considered bringing him back inside and washing his hands of this spoiled, stubborn pain in his ass. At least the one with the braids—he figured she was the owner—would be happy about that. But after seeing the charge to his credit card for the dog’s five-week stay, he refused to pay that dog sitter a single extra cent. Who in the hell charged that kind of money to watch a dog?

Maybe if she got rid of some of that fake, gold-plated royal family crap she wouldn’t have to charge her clients the equivalent of a monthly mortgage.

“Move.” Thad tugged again.

Puddin’ stretched his front legs out in front of him and went from sitting to lying flat on his stomach.

Thad dropped his head back and swore up at the sky. Eight months ago all he had to do was snap his fingers and a company of over one hundred soldiers would follow his orders to the letter. Now, he couldn’t get a bare-assed poodle with a sparkly collar to show him respect. He’d left behind a fifteen-year military career for this?

He jutted his chin toward the door. “She the one give you that stupid haircut? And you still want to hang around here?”

Puddin’ let out a doleful whine and wagged the pom-pom on the tip of his tail. It really was a stupid haircut.

“Look, we’re not doing this today,” Thad told him as he climbed back up the steps. He scooped the poodle into his arms and carried him to the Ford Maverick XLT he’d bought from a used-car dealer when he’d arrived in Louisiana a month ago. It took him two tries before he could get the door open while still cradling the dog.

He cursed again as he set Puddin’ on the passenger’s side. He should have thought to bring a towel or something for the seat. Now he’d have dog hair all over his new-to-him truck.

Did poodles even shed their fur? Maybe he could ask the dog sitter. She would know.

Thad shut the door and hauled it to the driver’s side when he realized he was fishing for an excuse to go back inside.

He’d kept his sunshades on longer than necessary so that the one with the braids, Ashanti, wouldn’t notice how he couldn’t stop staring at her. It was the freckles. A smattering of freckles on a woman’s nose and cheeks got him every damn time.

Nope. He was not stepping foot in Barkingham Palace—that name was as ridiculous as Puddin’s haircut—again.

The dog let out another whine. Thad started the engine and turned up the radio to drown him out.

He’d just put the truck in drive when the purple-and-white front door opened and the woman he’d just convinced himself he wasn’t making excuses to see came jogging down the steps.

“Wait!” she yelled while flagging him down.

Thad put the truck in park, turned down the radio, and lowered the window.

Before he could get a word in, she shoved a plastic chew toy shaped like an alligator inside the open window. “You forgot Ali. It’s Puddin’s favorite.”

As if to put an exclamation point on her statement, Puddin’ jumped up from the seat, climbed into Thad’s lap, and clutched the chew toy between his teeth. He waved it around like a maniac, thwacking Thad in the jaw.

“Dog, get off me.” Thad lifted him from his lap and set him back on the passenger side.

“I told you, it’s his favorite,” Ashanti said. She grabbed on to his door, making it so that he couldn’t raise the window without smashing her fingers. “Can you please just let me take care of Puddin’ until Mrs. Frances can find another caretaker?”

“My grandmother already told you, I’m the dog’s new caretaker.”

“But it’s obvious that you don’t want to be. And, to be honest, I’m not sure you wouldn’t do something to hurt him just so that you wouldn’t have to be bothered with him.”

Thad cut off the engine and turned to face her.

“You met me, what, fifteen minutes ago? The only thing you know about me is that I’m Frances Sutherland’s grandson. Yet, you’re gonna stand here and accuse me of being some kind of dog murderer?”

She looked contrite. Up close, Thad realized she had even more freckles than he’d first thought. Shit, she was cute.

“You’re right,” Ashanti said. “That was uncalled for. I apologize. But don’t pretend you actually want to care for Puddin’. I can tell that you don’t.”

He would rather watch Gilmore Girls on repeat for the next month than take care of this dog. And after having done that exact thing the summer his sister broke up with her high school boyfriend, it said a lot about just how much he dreaded becoming Puddin’s caretaker.

But his grandmother loved her poodle as much as she loved her grandchildren—possibly more. He would do as she’d asked.

“Let me give you a tip,” Thad said. “If you’re going to take care of other people’s pets, it’s best if you don’t get so attached. It doesn’t appear to be healthy.” He gestured to her hand. “Can you move that? I have somewhere I need to be, and I’ve already wasted too much time here.”

Her nose flared, but she didn’t say anything, just backed away from his truck.

Thad glanced in his rearview mirror as he drove away, cursing himself for being so harsh. He had to remember that he was part of civilian society now. He couldn’t talk to someone like Ashanti as if she were an infantry grunt. He guessed it was a good thing Puddin’ wouldn’t be going to her doggy daycare center anymore.

“It’s a good thing for both of us,” he muttered.

Thad used the truck’s touchscreen to put a call in to his best friend and—if things went according to plan—eventual business partner, Von Montgomery. Von picked up on the first ring.

“I won’t be able to meet you at the barbecue place,” Thad said. They had passed the point of requiring a greeting a long time ago. “My grandmother is demanding I bring her dog to see her ASAP.”

“Aw, damn, that’s too bad, man. The food here hits.”

“I knew you would say that,” Thad said. “Text me what’s good and I’ll order takeout.”

He disconnected the call as he pulled up to the corner of Clouet and St. Claude, where he was met with a sea of red taillights. He looked right and saw a dump truck with its bed tilted up and a dusting of what he could only assume had been a dirt haul remaining on
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