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Lauren Crenshaw snuck a peek at her boyfriend, Detective Mitch Denman. His large tanned hands expertly steered the car down the country road towards Zeke’s Ridge, a small town in Northern California. Big pine trees lined each side of the highway and in the distance, mountain peaks beckoned.

Lauren still couldn’t believe that she of all people had won a prize – let alone a romantic two-night getaway at a brand-new bed and breakfast.

She was more at home making lattes and baking cupcakes in the café she ran with Annie, her Norwegian Forest Cat, a large, fluffy silver-gray tabby, and her cousin Zoe, now twenty-six and a real livewire. 

Zoe had also entered the competition – in fact, she’d entered for both of them. But she’d been nothing but happy when Lauren had received the phone call that she had won second prize, two nights in the Queen suite at Flower Ridge Bed and Breakfast. 

“Not long now.” Mitch spoke, sending her a reassuring glance. 

Lauren’s heart fluttered. They’d been dating for a year now, and things had become serious. But so far this was their first romantic overnight getaway. 

Lauren ran the café four and a half days per week, and Mitch sometimes worked overtime. However, he’d managed to have Monday off, and since the café was closed on that day, it seemed the perfect time to get away from the small town of Gold Leaf Valley, which was only around twenty minutes from their destination. It was a break for both of them, even if it was close to home. 

“I wonder what the B&B will be like,” Lauren mused. 

“It looked good in the brochure you showed me,” Mitch replied. 

Zoe had waved the competition leaflets at her one day, and they’d both admired the dreamy photos of queen beds and light, airy furnishings. 

“I think we’re about to find out.” Lauren’s pulse quickened as a wooden sign stating Flower Ridge Bed and Breakfast came into sight. 

Mitch turned onto the gravel driveway. They wound past more pine trees, large green bushes, and the occasional clump of cheery yellow buttercups bathing in the late July sun.  

“It looks like this place might date from the Gold Rush era, too,” Lauren commented as Mitch pulled up near the porch of the big old Victorian. Neatly painted in cream with pale blue contrast, the imposing house had pretty gingerbread trim and a small turret on the top story.

Her own modest cottage she’d inherited from her grandmother reflected that time in history, as did a lot of the houses in Gold Leaf Valley. 

“Maybe someone struck it rich out here,” Mitch said. 

“Welcome, welcome!” A tall, big-boned woman in her mid-sixties wearing a crisp, olive dress hurried down the three white, wooden steps to greet them as they got out of the car. 

“Hi! I’m Lauren Crenshaw.”

“One of my competition winners.” The woman beamed at her. “And this is ...?” She took Mitch’s hand and coyly looked at his tall, muscular frame. 

“Mitch Denman.” Mitch stuck out his hand.

“My boyfriend.” Lauren wished her cheeks weren’t flaming right now.

“How lovely! I’m Edna Lofty, proprietor of the Flower Ridge Bed and Breakfast. I have the Queen suite all ready for you. Come in out of this heat.” 

“Hello, folks.” A tall, trim man around Edna’s age trotted down the porch stairs. “I’m Harry, Edna’s husband. It’s a pleasure to have you here.”

Lauren liked him immediately. His gray hair was neatly combed back from his forehead and he wore beige Bermuda shorts and a short-sleeved olive shirt, as if he and his wife had color-coordinated. 

Edna ushered them inside the house. The foyer was directly to the right and was decorated in shades of cream, the darkest color a very pale gold. An antique style sofa with big plump cushions beckoned guests to sit down and relax. Gold velvet drapes hung at the windows. A wooden mantel decorated with two silver candlesticks caught Lauren’s gaze. A large chandelier hung from the center of the ceiling, completing the ornate, Victorian era look. 

“The first prize winner will be in the King suite,” Edna informed them. “Your suites are opposite each other upstairs – isn’t that cozy?”

Lauren nodded, not sure what to say.

“Not too cozy, I hope,” Mitch murmured in her ear.

“Now, I have our guest register for you to fill in.” Edna walked behind the long mahogany counter on one side of the room and presented a brown leather book with a flourish. “You will be our very first guest to sign their name in here.”

“This hasn’t been a B&B for long?” Mitch guessed. 

“That’s right,” Harry replied with a smile.

“I’ve wanted to run a bed and breakfast for years, haven’t I, Harry?” Edna said. “And finally, we did it! Took our retirement savings – I was a substitute teacher and Harry was a mailman – sold our house in Sacramento, and here we are! I was inspired to call it Flower Ridge after Zeke’s Ridge.” She beamed proudly.

“Was this house a B & B before?” Lauren asked, as she wrote down her name on the first crisp white page in the book.

“No,” Edna replied. “Apparently, this place has been handed down from one generation to the next, until the last heir sold it to us.”

“What happened to him?” Mitch asked. 

“He said the upkeep was too much for him and he was going into assisted living,” Edna replied. 

“It took a bit of work to get her spick and span again,” Harry added, “But now she’s a beauty.”

“Indeed she is.” Mitch glanced around the foyer.

Lauren handed the book back to Edna, who offered it to Mitch. “Your turn, Mr. Denman,” she said coyly. 

Mitch raised his eyebrow, but complied. 

“I don’t think it’s really necessary for both of them to fill in their details,” Harry protested mildly. 

“We must do things properly.” Edna tutted. 

“Let me show you your room,” Harry offered. “Do you need help with your bags?”

“No, we’re good.” Mitch smiled briefly, picking up both their weekend bags. 

“It’s a suite, Harry,” Edna corrected him. 

“Sorry, dear.”

“Well, now, I’ll show you the Queen suite.” Edna took the lead up the staircase, the mahogany polished to a gleaming shine. 

Lauren followed Edna, while Harry brought up the rear. 

Were all B&B owners as quirky as Edna seemed to be? 

“Here we are.” Edna unlocked a wooden door with a lavender plaque in the center and urged them inside.

“It’s beautiful.” Lauren’s eyes widened as she took in the large bed with an ivory and gold coverlet and plenty of plump pillows, just like in the leaflet. The walls were painted a matching ivory, and there was a small chandelier hanging from the ceiling. She looked down at the carpet – a beige-gold shade. A bowl of lavender pot-pourri scented the air, perched on a small bedside table next to a silver candlestick.  

“There’s another bedroom through here.” Edna opened a connecting door with a flourish. A large bed, made up the same way as the first one, dominated the small space. 

“The bathroom is over here.” Harry gestured to a discreet door near the second bedroom. 

Lauren couldn’t resist; she peeked inside. A gleaming claw-footed bathtub, walk-in shower, and a double vanity, along with a small wall mirror. 

“No expense spared,” Edna said with satisfaction.

“I can see that,” Lauren said softly. She didn’t think she’d stayed anywhere as nice as this before. 

“Well now, I guess we’ll leave you two love-birds alone.” Edna nodded. “Remember, there are two beds in your suite.”

“We’ll remember,” Mitch said dryly.

“Let us know if you need anything,” Harry told them. 

“We’ll be downstairs. At all times.” After a beat, Edna added, “Our bedroom is down there.”

Harry gave them a friendly smile as he and his wife left the room.

“Wow.” Mitch waited until the door shut behind the couple. 

“Mm-hm.” Lauren sank down on the bed. Plush and comfy.

“I thought it sounded too good to be true.”

“What?” Lauren frowned. “Me winning this weekend away?”

“Harry seems nice enough, but Edna ...” He shook his head. “I bet she’ll pop in a few times to see if we need anything.”

“Maybe she’s just enthusiastic,” Lauren offered. “We are her first guests. She probably doesn’t want anything to go wrong.”

“And I’m sure nothing will,” Mitch reassured her. He pulled out his phone from his pants’ pocket and showed it to her. “I’ve switched my phone off. How about you?”

With a guilty start, Lauren dug into her purse and retrieved her phone. “Good idea.” She’d left it turned on during the drive in case Zoe wanted to contact her. Her cousin was cat sitting Annie this weekend, or was Annie Zoe sitting?

Her phone buzzed just as her finger hovered on the off switch.

“Zoe,” Mitch guessed. 

“Hi, Lauren.” Zoe’s voice bubbled from the phone. “Are you there yet? What does the room look like?” She added, “Annie wanted me to call you.”

“Brrt!” Annie added from the other end. 

“I think we should use the video app,” Zoe said. A second later, Zoe and Annie appeared on the phone screen. 

“Hi.” Lauren smiled at the two of them. 

Zoe’s brunette pixie cut highlighted her cute features and sparkling brown eyes, while Annie peered through the screen, her green eyes wide with curiosity. Her silver-gray fur was thick and luxurious. 

“What does the room look like?” Zoe asked. “Hi, Mitch,” she added, giving him a little wave.

“Brrt,” Annie called.

“Hi, Annie. Hi, Zoe.” Mitch’s lips quirked up.

“The room is beautiful,” Lauren told them. “Look, here’s the bed.”

“Ooh, just like the leaflet, Annie,” Zoe told the feline. 

“Brrp.”

Lauren moved slowly around the room with the phone, showing the duo the furnishings. When she finished the tour, she noticed Mitch relaxing in the gold brocade wing chair near the bed. 

“So what are you two going to be doing tonight?” Lauren asked as she halted near Mitch’s chair. 

“Chris is coming over and we’re going to order pizza.” Zoe grinned. “And Annie will have chicken in gravy.”

“Brrt!” Annie sounded pleased about her dinner menu. 

“What are you two going to be doing?” Zoe waggled her eyebrows, making her look like a mischievous elf.

“Zoe!” Lauren hoped Mitch hadn’t heard her cousin’s question. 

“Having a relaxing weekend.” Mitch spoke. 

“Then we’ll leave you to it,” Zoe promised. “Won’t we, Annie?”

“Brrt!” 

Lauren waved goodbye to them, waiting until Zoe ended the call before she turned off the phone. She’d never been away overnight from Annie before. She knew Zoe would take good care of her, but ...

“I’m sure Annie will be fine.” Mitch stood and wrapped his arms around her. 

“Thanks.” She snuggled into his broad, muscular chest. Everything felt so right when she was in his arms. 

“Knock, knock.” Edna opened the door. “I thought you two might like some fresh towels.”

Startled, Lauren stepped out of Mitch’s embrace. “I thought there were towels already in the bathroom,” she said, flustered. 

“You can never have too many.” Edna beamed over the mound of fluffy white towels she held against her chest, her eyes sharp. 

“Thanks.” Mitch took them from her. 

“Anything else you need?” Edna glanced around the room, her gaze lingering on the untouched bed. “More pillows? More pot-pourri? More—”

“I’m sure they have everything they need.” Harry appeared in the doorway. “Sorry to bother you folks.”

“It’s fine,” Lauren replied, not sure what else to say.

Mitch nodded at the older man. 

“Come on, Edna.” Harry took his wife’s arm. 

“Let me know if you need anything. Anything at all,” she told them as her husband escorted her from the room. “Oh, and what time you’d like breakfast. I’ve had breakfast menus printed, and they’re downstairs. I’ll just run down and get them and be back in a jiffy!”

“You can do that later,” Harry told her gently as he shut the door behind them.

“Phew.” Mitch sank down on the bed. “What did I tell you?”

“Mmm.” Lauren hated to think he was right. Would Edna interrupt them again? She glanced at the door. 

Mitch must have read her thoughts because he strode over to it and shot the bolt home. 

“There,” he said in satisfaction. “If Edna has any more towels for us, she’ll have to wait until we let her in. If we let her in.”

Locked in a room with Mitch. A shiver of anticipation danced down her spine. She hadn’t decided yet whether they should use two beds or one this weekend. Mitch had told her when she’d invited him for the weekend that the decision was up to her and they wouldn’t do anything she wasn’t comfortable with. Which made her fall for him even harder. 

She touched the gold L necklace he’d given her in January, the metal smooth against her fingertips. She’d barely taken it off since.

“I wonder how long they’ve been married?” Lauren pondered. 

“Edna and Harry?”

She nodded.

“Maybe too long for Harry.”

“Mitch!”

“But that wouldn’t happen to us,” he told her decisively.

“It wouldn’t?” Her heart gave a little trip.

“I can’t see you being nosy and bossing me around.”

“I hope that doesn’t mean you would be nosy and bossing me around – and Annie,” she added. Just to doublecheck that he knew that she and Annie were a package deal. 

“I wouldn’t.” He chuckled. “I don’t think Annie would let me, anyway. Zoe and Chris on the other hand ...”

Lauren grabbed a pillow and threw it at him. He tossed it back gently. She threw it again. This could get interesting—

Rap. Rap. Rap.

Mitch groaned. 

“Should we?” Lauren whispered.

“No.” He shook his head.

“Yoo hoo,” Edna called through the closed door. “I’ve got your breakfast menus here, just like I promised. If you let me in, I can explain each dish.”

Rap. Rap. Rap.

“I can come back later if you two are ... busy.” The last word sounded disapproving. “Shouldn’t you be out for a walk on such a beautiful afternoon? It’s not quite as warm outside now. We have a large garden for our guests to enjoy. Why don’t I show it to you?”

It was too much. Lauren clapped a hand over her mouth to stifle her giggle. 

“I think she deserves a medal for persistence.” Mitch chuckled reluctantly before striding over
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