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      Veronica Serafini jumps at the chance to add another canine to her dog walking business, especially when the dog’s master is willing to pay her an obscene amount of money to be at his beck and call.  But when she learns her new client has been accused of murdering his wife she’s not so sure she wants the job.

      Jackson Garvey Wells has secrets.  Secrets that spell motive even though he didn’t kill his wife.  But to clear his name Jack needs to find the person responsible.  And with his sexy dog walker in the way he finds it hard to concentrate.

      Veronica believes in Jack’s innocence and is determined to help prove it, even if it means lying to keep him from spending the rest of his life behind bars.  But something isn’t adding up about the night his wife was killed and she soon realizes Jack has been lying to her.  What is it he’s hiding and why can’t he trust her with the information?

      Jack can trust no one.  Especially Veronica, whose brother is a cop.  Anything he tells her could work its way back to the prosecutor.  He can’t afford to take that kind of chance, even if it means he could lose her forever.
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      For Barbara Esper.  Thirty-five years of friendship will never be forgotten.  You were always there to lend a helping hand not only to me but to anyone in need.  You will be missed by friends and family alike.

      A special thank you to Joan Walker for suggesting the dog walker as an occupation.  Although my heroine Veronica Serafini was introduced in book 2 of my Mulberry Lake series, she now has her own story and romance.

      And thank you to all my readers for your support.  Without you there would be no reason to write.
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      Veronica Serafini answered the door and was surprised to see her brother-in-law standing on her front porch.  It was only a little after six A.M.  Too early for company although she had been up for an hour, had eaten breakfast and was already showered and dressed.  Since today was Saturday, she didn’t have to go to work but getting up early had become a habit for her, even on weekends.  Her family thought she was nuts for not sleeping in on her days off, but she argued she would rather keep moving.  She detested lazy people.  She hated a lot of things, but laziness was first on her list.

      Her Chihuahua barked uncontrollably even though Priscilla knew Ethan.  “Prissy, no bark.”  Veronica bent over and scooped the tiny gray dog into her arms.  No reason to wake the neighbors.  Lazy or not.

      “Ethan, what are you doing here?  Is something wrong with Poppy?”  Her sister was six months pregnant but wasn’t handling the August heat wave very well.  Her ankles were constantly swollen and last week her doctor had put her on bedrest until further notice.  They’d told her it was edema, which was basically excess fluid in the body.  But Veronica couldn’t help wondering if it could possibly be something more serious than that.

      “No, your sister is fine.”

      Relief washed over her.  “I’ve been stopping by every other day, but I’m sure you already know that.”  She mostly visited Poppy while Ethan was busy working.

      “Yes, I do.  Thanks.  And thank you for the meals you brought as well.  Especially the stir fry the other day.  It was amazing.”

      Veronica waved a hand.  “It was nothing.”  And she meant it.  She loved preparing new recipes but making meals for just her wasn’t fun.  However, cooking for others was thoroughly enjoyable.

      Ethan nodded.  “Do you think I could come in?”

      “Sorry.  I forgot my manners.”  It wasn’t often her brother-in-law dropped by.  She held the door open wide for him to enter and set Prissy on the floor.  “Do you want coffee or anything?”

      “No, thanks.  Why don’t you sit down for a minute?”  He gestured toward her living room.

      “Uh, oh.  This sounds serious.  Are you sure my sister is okay?  She’s not having twins or triplets or anything like that, is she?  Because she looks like she’s about to explode.”

      He grinned, flashing his dimples.  “Please don’t say anything like that in front of Penelope.  With her hormones out of whack she’s on the verge of tears nearly every day.  And if she heard you say she looks like she’s about to explode, on top of being forced to stay in bed most of the day, well it just might push her over the edge.”

      He was right.  Like Veronica, Poppy was not used to sitting still.  This staying-in-bed thing was driving her nuts.  So why was he here?  Was it to rescind their offer to her to be godmother to the baby?  They wouldn’t do that, would they?  Besides, what reason would they have?  Nobody was going to spoil that kid more than she would.

      Her brother-in-law followed her into the small living room.  Ethan Wolff was a big man with lots of muscle so Veronica took a seat in the green leather pub chair, leaving the gray tweed sofa for him.

      “Okay, I’m getting a little anxious.”  She folded her hands in her lap.  “What’s up?”

      “Sorry.  I didn’t mean to scare you.  I need a favor,” Ethan said once seated.

      Uh, oh.  Veronica scrunched her nose.  “What kind of favor?”

      “I have a friend.”  For a moment that was all he said and she waited for him to spit it out.  “He has a dog.  A lab mix, I think.  I’m not sure.  I only saw the dog once.”  He shrugged, dragged a hand through his mahogany waves.  “Anyway, the dog needs walked every day.  Actually, a few times a day.”

      She winced.  “My schedule is pretty full, Ethan, but I can try to squeeze in one more client depending on when this friend of yours needs help.  Give me the phone number and I’ll call to set something up.”

      “It’s a little more complicated than that.  This friend . . . he uh . . . he needs your complete discretion.”

      She toyed with her ponytail.  What was so private about walking a dog?  “Why?”

      “Like I said, it’s complicated, but I promised him you could be trusted not to mention him to anyone.  Not even to your sister.”

      Veronica was taken aback.  “But . . .”

      “I don’t like keeping secrets from Penelope but I don’t have a choice in the matter.  I gave him my word.”  His dark eyes turned serious.  “So, can I trust you?”

      She leaned forward in her seat, suddenly curious about all the secrecy.  “Yes, of course.  But just tell me one thing.  Is this friend someone famous?”  He had to be.  Why else would the guy want his identity kept secret?  Veronica smiled inwardly.  The job was starting to sound more interesting by the minute.

      “You could say that.”  He bit at his lip as if he were thinking about how to explain.  “Let’s just say it’s extremely important that no one knows where he’s staying for the time being.  He’s dealing with some personal issues and doesn’t want to go out in public.”

      A rush of adrenaline filled her veins.  She’d never walked a dog for anyone famous before or even anyone slightly famous.  She wondered if the guy was a movie star or a singer perhaps, but decided if Ethan had a friend like that he certainly would have mentioned it before now.  Wouldn’t he have?  And why would this friend be in Mulberry, New York of all places?  Okay, maybe the guy was an athlete and people bothered him for autographs everywhere he went.  Her curiosity was piqued.  She loved the athletic type.  All muscle and more muscle.  Clasping her hands together, she grinned and asked, “So, where does this famous guy live?”

      “He’s actually staying in my old apartment at the resort.”

      “Oh, good.  That’ll be convenient.”  She already walked dogs for a few clients at Snow n’ Boat.  Having one more wouldn’t be that big of a deal.  Plus there was a fenced off area where she could let the dogs run free before returning them to their owners.  It gave her a chance to catch up on emails and texts while the animals played.

      “Also, my friend needs someone to maybe do some errands.  Like shopping for groceries, making a few meals and some light housekeeping.  And since you’re such a great cook . . .”

      Veronica held up a hand and frowned.  “I don’t know about all that, Ethan.  Like I said, my schedule is pretty full.”  She was a dog walker, not a maid.  Besides, with all her clientele she barely had time for herself to do things like taking a run, or doing her nails.  Not to mention the TV shows she wanted to catch up on.

      But still Ethan persisted.  “He realizes discretion doesn’t come cheap and he’s willing to pay you a hundred dollars a day.”

      “Deal.”  She didn’t even have to think about it.  She could use the money for the kitchen remodel she’d been dreaming about.  When she’d bought her little ranch home three years ago, she’d planned on updating the sixties-style kitchen right away but at the time she’d had no idea how expensive it was going to be.  The countertops alone would bankrupt her.  Since she hadn’t wanted to wipe out her savings in case an emergency arose, she’d decided to wait a little while longer.  But every time she saw that chipped Formica countertop and the buckling linoleum floor she nearly went crazy.

      “Great,” Ethan said, pushing to his feet.  “I knew I could count on you.”  He headed for the door then turned back to her.  “I told him you could probably stop over this morning.”

      She’d planned on going for a run, was all dressed and ready to go in fact, but she held back a sigh and smiled instead.  “Sure.”  There goes my weekend plan of having some much needed me-time.
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      Jackson Wells moved the rest of the boxes into the two-bedroom apartment all before any of the residents in the building woke that morning.  Which was just the way he had planned it.  He didn’t want anyone nosing in his business.  The less they knew about their new neighbor the better.

      He would have left town if he could.  But staying in Mulberry was a condition of his bail bond.  When Ethan Wolff suggested Jackson move into his old apartment—and that it was furnished to boot—he had jumped at the offer.  He could hide out here for a while as long as someone could walk Hogan during the daylight hours.  He could handle the nighttime walks himself.  That is, as long as it was dark and he wore a disguise.

      He cast a look at his part-Lab/part-whatever, who was sniffing and checking out every corner of the place.  Then the dog limped to the door and began to whine.

      “I know you need to go out, boy.  But you got to hang on.  Someone will be here soon to walk you.”

      He felt sorry for his rescue dog.  It wasn’t Hogan’s fault they’d had to leave their nice home with the electric fence that had allowed him to go out as often as he wanted.  Not his fault they had to move in the wee hours of the morning so no one would see them, leaving practically all their belongings behind.  Not his fault Jackson couldn’t walk him in the daylight hours for fear of being recognized and harassed.  Or worse.  And certainly not his fault Lexi had been murdered a few months ago.

      Hogan had loved Lexi.  It was she who had insisted they adopt him even though he had a bum hind leg from being abused as a pup.  Thinking about what that poor dog had gone through made Jackson sick inside.  Some people didn’t deserve to own pets.  Lexi was the one who had promised to walk him in the mornings.  And she had.  That is, until she tired of it—the way she did with most things.  Then he’d taken over.

      There was a soft knock on the door and Jackson went to answer it.  Glancing at the mirror hanging on the wall beside the door, he almost didn’t recognize himself.  Gone was his thick, brown hair.  In its place was a head full of stubble—his doing.  The clear lens glasses with the black frames made him look older, and perhaps more sophisticated, not to mention nerdy.  Plus the short beard on his jaw helped to disguise him as well.  At least he thought so.  Hogan lifted a paw to the door, started scratching and whining.  He loved visitors, even strangers, in spite of what he’d been through as a puppy.

      “Okay, boy.  Here goes.”  Spying through the peephole, he expected to see someone ordinary.  Weren’t dog walkers lonely women who had animals for companions because they didn’t know how to engage with people?  But the dark-haired beauty was anything but ordinary.  In fact, she looked a lot like his dead wife.  Not so much in the face, but with the long dark hair and athletic build she definitely resembled Lexi.   He slowly opened the door.

      Because she was dressed in fitted bike shorts and a blue crop top that looked like a bra and matched the color of her eyes, he was able to see all her curves and plenty of skin.  A lot of skin.  She was pretty, and not just pretty but knockout pretty.  She stared at him long and hard then broke into a smile, showing off two rows of straight white teeth.  For a minute he worried she might have recognized him.  But that smile said otherwise.  If she knew who he was he doubted she would be smiling.

      He swallowed thickly, pushed the glasses that kept sliding down his nose into place.  “Are you . . .”

      “I’m Veronica Serafini.  Ethan’s sister-in-law.  Friends call me Ronnie.”

      Ethan’s sister-in-law?  Ethan hadn’t said anything about sending a relative.  Maybe she wasn’t the dog walker.  Maybe she worked at the resort and was here for another reason altogether.  He waited, now raising his brows.

      “He said you could use my services.”  She waggled her own brows, bent forward and pet Hogan on the head, scratched behind his black furry ears while showing off her impressive cleavage.  “Hi, there,” she cooed.  “What’s your name?”  She’d asked the question as if the dog could speak and would answer.

      “We call him . . . I call him Hogan.”  When was he going to stop saying things like we?  He was a widower now.  There was no we.  Not anymore.

      “I like it!” she said, straightening and meeting Jackson’s gaze from beneath her long bangs.  “It suits him.”  The rest of her ebony hair had been pulled back into a ponytail.  She flashed him another smile, batted her long dark lashes.  “Names say a lot about a person.  Dogs too.”  She laughed softly.  “Like mine.  Veronica means true image.”  She held her arms out away from her sides, drawing his attention to her breasts once more.  “What you see is what you get.”  Another laugh.

      Was she flirting with him?  He would bet money on it.

      She wasn’t wearing makeup, or if she was he certainly couldn’t tell.  He put her age at about thirty but he wasn’t sure.  She was in great shape with defined calf muscles in her long shapely legs.  Runner’s legs, he decided.  He used to run but hadn’t gone out the past two weeks, not after someone had deliberately tried to mow him over with their car.

      “Would you like to come inside?” he asked.  He didn’t want the neighbors to see him in the doorway.  Didn’t want his apartment door to be egged or spray painted with graffiti or threatening words.

      MURDERER, someone had sprayed on the front door to his house and the hood of his car.  It had taken hours to clean the eggs from his windows and the windshield.  After that someone had torched his garage.  It had freaked Hogan out.  Him too.  What was next?

      After three months his wife’s death was still the talk of the town.  People were angry and bitter.  They wanted Jackson punished.  To protect himself, and his dog, he’d decided to move.

      “Ethan didn’t mention he was sending his sister-in-law.  He just said a woman.  I expected someone . . . a bit older.”

      “Sorry to disappoint you.”  She licked at her lips and flashed him another bright smile.

      Did Veronica Serafini know who he was?  Probably not.  Ethan had promised not to say a word.  He’d also said the dog walker could be trusted to keep her mouth shut if she did happen to recognize him, which he doubted she would.  Even he was having a hard time doing that since last night’s transformation.  If only Lexi could see him now.  She’d always wanted him to grow a beard.

      Lexi Kraus had been well loved and admired by the public.  First as Miss New York and then as Miss USA a few years ago.  The people of Mulberry, New York felt honored to be from the same town.  Honored to have known her.  Him, not so much.  He was still the only suspect in her death and since his arrest he’d heard the authorities were not pursuing anyone else who may have had a motive.  They had set their sights on him and were not going to back down.  It’s always the husband as the rumor went.

      People used to come from neighboring towns as far away as one hundred miles to visit Lexi’s skin care salon— le eminent—to pick up a face cream or body lotion, sometimes just to catch a glimpse of her beauty or to shake her hand.  He supposed that way they could say they’d met America’s sweetheart.

      And Lexi had loved the attention.  She would smile and pose for selfies with her customers, beg them to stop in again.  Even though it was all an act.  She was all fake smiles for her fans.  The way she used to be with him before he got to know the real Lexi Kraus.  She didn’t care about the success of the shop, although it had flourished regardless.  She merely opened it for something to do.  Thought sharing her beauty secrets would keep her name alive.  She’d come home each evening and whine and complain about the ugly women she’d met.  Why on earth do they think skin care is going to do anything to help them?  They were doomed at birth.  That was the real Lexi Kraus.

      “So,” Veronica said with a long pause, “should we maybe talk a bit about . . . your needs?”

      “Uh, yeah.”  Now what?  Should he invite her to sit?  No, he didn’t want her getting too comfortable.  She wasn’t the right person for the job.  He would have to tell Ethan thanks but no thanks.

      “Okay, go ahead.  I’m ready,” she chirped.

      “Look, uh,” he started then shrugged away his thoughts.  “I’d offer you a drink but I don’t have anything except water,” he apologized.

      Tapping the black canvas bag hanging from her shoulder, she said, “That’s okay.  I have water.  I always come prepared.”  Something moved inside the bag and let out a little whimper.  Veronica dug inside and came out with a tiny gray dog with pointy ears that couldn’t weigh more than four or five pounds.  It was wearing a little pink t-shirt with the word Killer printed in black letters across the back.  “This is Priscilla.  I call her Prissy for short.  Can I set her down so she can get to know Hogan?”

      “I guess so.”  He was careful not to move for fear of stepping on the thing.  “She’s awfully small.”  But he’d no sooner said the words when the little maggot squatted and peed on the hardwood.

      “Whoops, sorry,” she breathed as she fiddled with her ponytail.

      Jackson scowled at the mess.  He hoped his new dog walker didn’t think he was going to clean it up.  “Uh, Pissy just pissed on the floor.”

      “It’s Prissy, and I said I was sorry.  She gets nervous around strangers.  Especially when she senses they don’t like her.”

      “Uh, huh.”  Hogan had never had an accident inside the house.  But he didn’t bother bringing it up.

      “Do you have a paper towel?”

      “I don’t think so.  No.”

      Apparently Pissy didn’t like that he’d tattled on her because she ran right up to his ankle and bit him.  Hard.  Then she started barking.  Yap, yap, yap.  Yappity-yap-yap.  “What the fuck!”

      “Oh, yeah, she also bites when she’s nervous.  Not all the time.  It’s like I said, just when she senses someone doesn’t like her.”

      “Thanks for the warning,” he said, trying to ignore the throbbing needlelike pain.  He liked dogs.  All dogs, mostly.  But that thing wasn’t a dog.  It was a menace.  Maybe he should shove it back in the canvas bag and send it and its mistress packing.

      Yes, that’s exactly what he should do.  “I think perhaps it would be best if I found someone else to walk my dog.  I really don’t need this type of distraction every day.”  And he didn’t need to be distracted by pretty females either.  He had enough problems.  And this one looked like a handful.  She reminded him of Lexi—confident, relaxed, sassy—and he’d certainly had enough of that type.

      Veronica’s expression crumbled and her pretty mouth fell open.  “Look, I don’t know who you are or why you think so highly of yourself—I mean I don’t care if you’re famous or not—you don’t need to act like my dog is the only one that piddles indoors.  I explained she only does it when—”

      “I know.  I know.  When she’s nervous or she thinks someone doesn’t like her.”  Did she think he wasn’t listening?  He got paid to listen.  He was an attorney, and a good one at that.  The glasses slid down his nose once again and he pushed them into place, wondering if there was any superglue in the junk drawer then decided it wouldn’t be very smart to glue the things to his face no matter how badly they were irritating him at the moment.

      Veronica scooped up her dog and held it close to her chest—to her cleavage rather.  Jackson found it difficult to tear his eyes away from the dog, and her breasts.  Mostly her breasts.  Veronica’s breasts, not the dog’s.

      “Okay, so good luck finding someone else.”  She turned on the heels of her sneakers and placed her hand on the doorknob.

      He didn’t try to stop her as he checked out her curvy ass before snapping out of it.  She wasn’t what he needed at the moment.  He had to concentrate on clearing his name and he couldn’t do that with her coming and going throughout the day.  Best to find an older woman.  Not an ancient woman, but maybe one in her fifties or sixties, with a gray bun and sturdy shoes.  Someone who looked like Mrs. Doubtfire, perhaps.

      Although Hogan could be a handful especially if he happened to see a rabbit or cat on his walks.  Cats were the worst.  The hair on his back would stand straight up and he would run after the damn things, but only to get a better look.  He’d never tried to hurt another animal.  But that was beside the point.  A weakling could be yanked off her feet—the dog was that strong.

      Veronica certainly looked capable.  Hogan followed her to the door and whined once again.  The door opened and Veronica was about to walk out into the hallway.  Jackson’s pulse raced and he realized he didn’t want her to go.  Apparently, Hogan didn’t want her to leave either if his whines were any indication.  Or maybe he just needed to go out.

      “Okay, stop.  I’m sorry.  It’s just that I need calm and orderly.  I have a lot on my plate at the moment and I need to concentrate.  So if you want the job I expect you to respect that.”

      Veronica shut the door and turned to face him.  She was no longer smiling.  In fact, she looked appalled.  And Pissy looked like one of those bobble head things.  She was shaking so hard he was afraid her head might fall off.

      “It’s okay, baby,” Veronica said in a soothing voice.  She placed a kiss on her dog’s head that had him feeling a little jealous.  “The mean man didn’t mean to swear at you.”

      The mean man?  Jackson didn’t bother to confirm or deny.  “Can you start today?  Like right now?  Hogan has been prancing for over an hour.”  Without waiting for her response, he walked into the kitchen and retrieved the dog’s leash, brought it back and hooked it onto his collar.

      She shot him a haughty look.  “Just so you know I don’t normally work on weekends.”

      “But Ethan said you would be willing to make an exception.”

      “Well, I . . . I guess I can.  For the right price.  One hundred dollars per day through the week, but two hundred on weekends.”

      She had balls.  “Are you trying to shake me down?”

      She shrugged her bare shoulders.  “That’s my offer.  Take it or leave it.”

      Right now he didn’t have a choice.  He would look for someone else at the beginning of the week because Hogan was ready to make a mess and it wasn’t going to be a tablespoon-size mess like Pissy’s.

      “Fine,” he said with a look of his own.  He wanted to let her know he was on to her.  “I’m working on a list of items I need from the grocery.  I’ll have it ready when you bring Hogan back from his walk.  And then when you get back from the store maybe you can put together a few meals.  Nothing fancy, but nothing high in carbs either.  I try to eat mostly protein and vegetables.”

      Without a word Veronica kissed her dog once more, placed it gently into her bag and reached for Hogan’s leash.

      Jackson glanced at the small yellow puddle on the floor.  “Aren’t you going to clean up the mess before you leave?”

      “Bite me.”  And then she was off.
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      “What a creep!” Veronica said once she was out of hearing range.  “Do this, do that.  I expect calm and orderly.”  She strolled down the hall and rolled her eyes as she mocked him some more.  “Nothing fancy, but nothing high in carbs either.  Blah, blah, blah.”

      And here she’d been excited about having a new client, especially when she’d found out how much he was willing to pay her.  Well that and the fact that he was possibly famous.  When he’d opened the door, she’d nearly melted he was that good looking.  Nerdy, yes, but still pretty hot.

      She let out a noisy sigh.  How could she possibly find him attractive with that attitude of his?  But the fact remained that was exactly what she thought.  He was cute, nerdy cute.  Maybe it was those ridiculous looking glasses that kept sliding down his nose.  Still, he was rude and arrogant, she reminded herself.

      “How do you stand it, Hogan?”  The dog’s ears perked up and he let out a little whine but kept moving.  She noticed he walked with a limp.  Poor thing.  She wondered what had happened to his hind leg.  Had he been in a fight?  Hit by a car?  Or maybe his mean master had stepped on his paw for not obeying him.  She shook her head.

      Punching the button to call the elevator she then rode down to the ground floor and walked out into the bright sunshine.  Her skin immediately grew clammy.  It was already eighty-two degrees and was expected to climb to ninety.

      “Who the hell does he think he is anyway?” she said, continuing her rant.  And then it hit her.  She had no idea who he was.  He hadn’t offered his name and she hadn’t thought to ask.  She hadn’t recognized him as anyone famous though he did remind her a little of Cold Play’s Chris Martin but without the British accent.  A hot guy for sure.  At least she’d thought so, until he started barking orders and acting like an asshole.

      Okay, so he wasn’t a singer or an actor or she would have recognized him for sure since she read every issue of People cover to cover.  A sports figure maybe?  An author?  A politician?  What did she care?  He was paying her good money to keep things calm and orderly.  She could do that.  She could bite her tongue and play nice.  It wouldn’t kill her.  Besides, she needed the money.  She could almost picture the shiny white cabinets, quartz countertops, stainless appliances and the blue subway tiles in her new kitchen.

      She would simply have a talk with her new client.  Let him know she had a few rules of her own.  Ones that he needed to respect.  “Got that, Mr. Whatever-your-name-is?”

      Hogan, leading the way, tugged on the leash and headed toward the area designed for pets—almost as if he could read the sign.  Dogs were so darn smart.  She was starting to think she liked them more than people.  At least more than men.  Speaking of men, she’d dated a few doozies lately.  One that was forty-two and still lived with his mother.  On occasion he would speak baby talk.  She’d almost gagged on her food at dinner hearing the sounds coming out of his mouth.  And what about the guy who said he forbid her to look at other men when she was out with him?  Forbid her?  No one forbid Veronica Serafini from doing anything.  And she didn’t even want to think about the guy who wanted to be a model.  He’d carried a mirror in his back pocket and kept checking himself out all night.  Jeez Louise.  Talk about being stuck on yourself . . .

      If only she could meet someone like her brother-in-law.  She had asked Ethan out once, but he’d only had eyes for her sister.  Poppy was the baby of the family but had lucked out finding a husband.  A love-at-first-sight kind of romance.  And even though it was now Veronica’s turn to find a guy and get married she wasn’t having the same type of luck.  In fact, she wasn’t having any luck at all.  And she was tired of all her relatives saying how shocking it was that her younger sister had gotten married first.

      It should have been you, Veronica.

      What’s the matter, dear?  Are you being too picky?

      Don’t you want to get married and have babies?

      You’re pretty too.  Don’t worry, your turn will come.

      Poor baby, a nice man will come along soon.  You’ll see.

      Sighing, she opened the gate to the pet area and turned Hogan loose.  She then sat on the wooden bench, plucked Prissy from her bag and set her on the ground.  “Go play with your new friend.”  The dog just stood there, shaking.  “Go.  Just because his master is a jerk doesn’t mean Hogan is.  He seems sweet.”  Prissy took a tentative step toward her new playmate then another until Hogan half trotted half limped back for her.  The big black dog nudged the Chihuahua with his snout, and kept nudging, tail wagging as well, until Prissy gave up and followed him around the yard.  It took all of thirty seconds for them to become pals.  If only it were that simple with humans.

      Take her new client for example.  She’d noticed the way he had checked her out and yet he pretended not to like her.  He didn’t even know her.  So what was the problem?  Normally, when she flirted or smiled at a guy, he would flirt back.  Even the married ones.  Didn’t matter if they were young or old.  It was just their instinct.

      So what was wrong with her new client?  Like she’d said, she’d seen him checking her out.  So, why couldn’t he at least be nice to her?  Because he was not going to score any points with that personality of his.  Not that she was interested in him.  But if she were to suggest they have sex, she’d bet he wouldn’t turn her down.  They were all the same.

      And why were there so many men out there who only wanted one thing from a girl—to get in her panties?  What happened to wanting to get to know one another first, be friends and have fun?  She lowered her head into her hands and moaned.  “Oh, God.  Now I sound like Poppy.”  Her sister had a blog and talked about how to get the man of your dreams.  She preached old fashioned values, telling women to wait three months before hopping into bed with someone.  Veronica used to laugh behind her back even though a lot of the advice seemed practical.  She’d even lied to Poppy once and told her she had slept with most of the guys she met on the very first date—just to get under her sister’s skin and make her a little crazy.  But once Veronica had admitted she was only being a brat she started taking her little sister’s advice, thinking it would help her find the man of her dreams; only to be disappointed.

      Was it too late for her?  Hopefully not.  She was just shy of thirty-three but that certainly wasn’t too old.  Women were getting married later and later these days and having children way into their late thirties and early forties now.  So what was the rush?

      She supposed it was all about saving face.  Her baby sister was married and expecting her first child in a few months.  Veronica was tired of everyone asking when she was going to do the same.  So if that’s all it was—jealousy—then she should stop worrying about it and just enjoy herself.  Right?  Be proud of being single.  Because she couldn’t think of anything worse than marrying the wrong guy just for the sake of getting married.  Fifty percent of all relationships ended in divorce.  She was going to have to choose carefully if she didn’t want to become a statistic.

      That settled, she stood and breathed in a gulp of humid summer air.  The lake was just over the bank with a beautiful new boardwalk.  Since there was no construction going on during the weekends you could actually hear the waves slap against the shoreline.  Shops—including two boutiques and an ice cream parlor—were being added and it was going to be fabulous.  A few years ago, it was rumored the resort might not make it.  But now that her brother-in-law was a partner, and her cousin Sydney was handling all the wedding events, the resort had become a huge success.

      Glancing at her watch she supposed she had wasted enough time.  Better get to it.  “Who wants to go for a walk?”  Both dogs came running her way, tails wagging, tongues lolling to the side.  In her next life, maybe she’d come back as a canine.  Their lives were much simpler to deal with.  In fact they didn’t have to do much but eat, sleep and be happy.

      After walking Hogan and Prissy—well to be fair she’d had to carry her Chihuahua most of the way, she was that spoiled—she headed back to Mr. What’s-his-name’s apartment and knocked on the door.

      At the same time that her new client opened his door, the door across the hall opened as well, and a gray-haired woman peered out of the opening.  “No one lives there,” she yelled.

      The next thing Veronica knew she was being yanked into her client’s apartment and forced into the corner.  Her bag dropped from her shoulder and plunged to the floor.  Prissy let out a small yelp although she knew her dog wasn’t hurt because there was a thick blanket in the bag that would have cushioned her fall.  The man with no name pressed his weight against her so she couldn’t move.

      What the hell was going on?  Shoving hard at his solid chest, she fought to find her breath.  “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Shhh,” he whispered, placing a finger to his lips.  He gave her some space and huddled against the door.

      She opened her mouth to speak but was hushed again.  Glaring at him, she connected with his gaze.  He was close enough she could see tiny crow’s feet at the edges of those intense hazel eyes.  Close enough she could smell his clean soapy scent and minty breath.  He had about two to three days of beard stubble on his chiseled chin.  His mouth and jaw were tense as he studied her face.  He looked mean, aggravated, hateful, so she had no idea why she suddenly wanted to kiss him.

      She let her mouth fall open and her eyes drift shut, but hearing his voice she quickly snapped out of it.

      “What are you doing?”  He looked annoyed with her.

      “Nothing.”  She smoothed a hand over her ponytail and tried to avoid his gaze.

      “Were you trying to kiss me?”

      Appalled by her behavior, she tried to cover with a forced laugh.  “You are delusional.”

      “I don’t think so.  Sorry to disappoint you but I’m really not interested in whatever you’re offering.”

      “What is your problem?” she asked, trying to put the blame on him.  Another finger to his lips to silence her and she rolled her eyes.  “I’m leaving.”  However, before she could move someone rapped on the door and they both jerked with surprise.  Without planning it she threw herself into his arms and let him hold her for a second or two but then realized she was being ridiculous.  It was probably the neighbor.  The gray-haired woman from across the hall.  No reason to be frightened.  But as she tried to untangle herself he quickly shook his head back and forth and pulled her even closer.

      Another rap.  “Hello?  Anybody in there?”

      Prissy climbed out of the canvas bag and spun in a circle—the short hair on her back standing straight up—and Veronica knew she was about to bark.  “Prissy, no bark,” she whispered but the dog ignored her and began a series of yapping.

      “Yap, yap, yappity-yap-yap.”

      Mr. What’s-his-name looked like he wanted to kill her poor little dog but that was not going to happen.  She scooped Prissy up and shot him a look.  “You’re being ridiculous.”  Again, she pushed at his chest, turned and tried to open the door, but he was blocking it.  “Can you move?”

      “Don’t open the door,” he said in a low, pleading voice.

      “It’s just the neighbor.”

      “Don’t.  Open.  The.  Door.”  Still in a low voice, but this time he was actually threatening her.

      Veronica lifted her foot and kneed him in the groin.  When he leaned forward to wince in pain, she managed to pry the door open a crack.

      “Hello,” the woman said.  “I live across the hall.”  She appeared to be in her late fifties and was semi-attractive or she could be if she were wearing make-up and had bothered to comb her hair.  But it was still early.  Only seven-thirty.  Maybe she had just gotten up.  It was Saturday, after all.  Not everyone was a morning person like Veronica.

      “Hi.  I’m Veronica Serafini.  Can I help you?”

      “I just wanted to introduce myself to my new neighbors.  I’m Stephanie Howell.”  She looked past Veronica’s shoulder.  “Is your husband home?”

      “I . . . I don’t have a husband.”  Veronica felt a hand on her arm—her employer’s arm—tugging until she pulled it free.

      “Oh, I thought I saw a man at the door and I just assumed . . .”  She frowned.  “But I guess you young people don’t see anything wrong with living together these days.”

      Veronica’s eyes grew wide.  Pretty judgmental, wasn’t she?

      “In my day you wouldn’t dare do something . . . like that.”

      “Actually, I don’t live here.  I’m a dog walker.  My client lives here.”  Another tug on her arm and she looked over and glared at the man responsible.  He jerked his head back and forth, sliced a finger across his neck.  She turned her head and focused on the neighbor once again.  “Look, my client isn’t home right now but I’ll tell him you stopped by.”

      “But I thought I saw a man—”

      “Nope.  Just me.  And my dog.”  She lifted Prissy so the woman could see her.  Hogan stuck his snout through the door and started sniffing.  “And my client’s dog.”

      “Such a cute little thing,” Stephanie said, admiring Prissy and ignoring Hogan.  “I like little dogs.  Does he bite?”  She reached a tentative hand toward the Chihuahua.

      “She,” Veronica corrected, “and, yes, she bites.”

      Stephanie quickly withdrew her hand as if she’d been about to pet an alligator.

      “Well, I really need to get going now,” Veronica said.  “I’m on a tight schedule and the man I work for can be such a prick.  I’m sure you understand.  Bye now.”  She closed the door in the poor woman’s face and stared through the peephole, waiting until she saw Stephanie disappear behind her door across the hall.

      “All clear,” she told the man huddled in the corner.  “You can come out now.  The big bad woman is gone.  She can’t hurt you.”

      “A prick?” he said, pushing away from the wall.  “You have some nerve.  Maybe you forgot who is in charge here.”

      “Nope.  I didn’t forget.  But that’s beside the point because I’m not interested in working for a lunatic.  Just pay me for the hour I spent with Hogan and I’ll get out of your way.”  No amount of money was worth putting up with him, Veronica decided.  She didn’t care who he was.  Her kitchen makeover would just have to wait.

      “No,” he said, reaching for her arm but she moved out of range.  “You can’t do that.”

      “Yes, I can.  In fact, forget about paying me.  I don’t need the money that badly.”

      “We made a deal.  At least wait until I can find someone else.”

      “No can do.”  She backed away until she came in contact with the door.

      He took a menacing step forward.  “Then why did you accept the job?”

      “Because Ethan asked me to.  Plus I thought it would be fun working for a . . . a . . . celebrity or whatever you are.”  She waved a hand.  “But now that I’ve met you I wouldn’t care if you’re a tycoon billionaire.  You are obviously deranged and I don’t trust you.”

      His brow folded into a V-shape.  “Look, I’m not deranged.  Do you really think your brother-in-law would have vouched for me if I were?”

      Veronica decided that made sense but she kept her mouth shut.

      “Okay, maybe it seems that way because of my behavior.  But the truth is I can’t be around people right now.  I’m dealing with some personal stuff and I . . . I have a little anxiety.”

      Ethan had mentioned something of the sort.  Softening her opinion of him a tad, but only a tad, she asked, “Why?  Do you have some kind of phobia?”

      “Yes!  Exactly,” he said with a smile.  He didn’t look embarrassed by his admission.  Well, good for him.

      “What kind of phobia?  Like Agoraphobia, or Anthropophobia, or is it Social Anxiety?”  She’d studied phobias in college and had found them quite disturbing although interesting as well.  She’d had no idea there were so many weirdos out there.

      “Yes.”

      “Which?”

      “Actually, it’s all those things, I’m afraid.  I have a fear of going outdoors and meeting new people.  The thought just terrifies me.”  He scrubbed a hand over his jaw.

      And yet he hadn’t been afraid of meeting her.  That didn’t make sense but still something was definitely wrong with him.  “I apologize for thinking you were psychotic.”  Of course, he could still be psychotic.

      “You called me a prick.”

      “I know.  I’m sorry about that too. And for kneeing you in the . . .”  She glanced at his crotch, and without another word pushed away from the door.  She set a wiggling Prissy on the floor.  “Are you getting help with your issues?”

      “Not yet.”

      “You really should.”  She laid a hand on his forearm, gave it a little squeeze.  “You need to face your fears before they totally control you, you know.”

      “You’re probably right,” he said with a sigh.

      At the same time, Prissy circled his feet.  He tried to step around the dog but he stumbled forward and basically into her arms.

      Then his mouth was on hers.
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      Jackson knew it was one of the stupidest things he’d ever done but he couldn’t seem to help himself.  He was lost in the kiss, lost in Veronica Serafini.  He should stop, but neither his cock nor brain were listening at the moment.

      Was it the fact that he was horny?  He hadn’t had sex in months.  Even since before Lexi had died.  Or was it that Veronica reminded him of Lexi?

      No, that couldn’t be it.  He wasn’t still hung up on his dead wife.  Their marriage had been in distress for quite some time before her death but she had refused to talk about a divorce.  She’d said he was good for her and kept her grounded.  That she loved him.

      And why was he thinking about Lexi when he was kissing Veronica’s sassy mouth?

      Her tongue met his and swirled around, the sensation shooting lightning bolts straight to his cock.  A tiny moan escaped her lips, driving him absolutely wild with need.  Suddenly his hands were reaching for her breasts, kneading the firm globes.  That is until that damn dog of hers clamped its pointy teeth onto his ankle and refused to let go.

      “Fuck!” he swore, breaking away from the kiss and trying to shake the dog free.

      “Prissy!  No bite!” Veronica scolded and his attacker finally let go.  Shaking, the dog hid behind its owner’s legs.

      “You need to do something about that dog of yours,” Jackson
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