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CHAPTER ONE

	 

	 

	“Quite frankly, Ms. Hawthorne, we’re ready to move forward on this with or without your approval.” 

	The amount of red that Ariel Hawthorne saw as those words rolled contemptuously out in the haughty voice of Opulent Ice’s owner was fitting for today’s winter board meeting—too bad that warm, fuzzy thoughts were not the first things that rose in her mind as the man across from her delivered the message. 

	Ariel felt the eyes of a dozen people on her—Opulent Ice’s CEO, the board members, even the secretary tasked with keeping the meeting minutes stared. The entire room plunged into awkward silence as those gathered watched, waiting to see what her reaction to Jim’s patronizing tone would be.

	She purposefully kept her voice even, focusing on the Opulent boardroom instead of Jim’s face. Elegant modern décor. Long, mirror-polished marble conference table. Vintage local art gracing the walls. The wall of windows at the far end of the room that gave a breathtaking afternoon view of downtown Miami. She got the impression that Jim Chambers wanted her to snap back, but she wouldn’t give him the satisfaction. She would be as Zen as the waves lapping at the sandy curves of the South Beach shore. 

	“Well, Mr. Chambers, as much as I admire your boldness, I have to ask why OI is making such a strategically unwise move. Our brand has always been associated with luxury, and the test kitchen is state-of-the-art to make sure that customers can get ‘a five-star plate without the wait.’ But if we’re lowering those standards …” 

	He laughed. It wasn’t a pleasant sound. 

	“We are giving the customers what they want—value. In case you haven’t noticed, consumers are increasingly savvy about where their dollars are going in the grocery space.”

	Ariel snatched up the report that was on the long, marble meeting table in front of her. She waved it as she stood. “Value at the sacrifice of quality. Why are we importing our seafood instead of sourcing it locally? It travels how far, and then has to go through packaging, and transport, and then to the consumer? There are hundreds of fisheries in Florida. Ones we already have vendor relationships with. You’re just going to stop doing business with them?”

	Beside her on the conference table, Ariel’s phone vibrated softly. Then, a moment later, it buzzed again two more times. Her stress heightened slightly—three messages? It could be Katie texting with some emergency. But there was no way she could check her texts in the middle of a board meeting—not without giving Jim more fuel for his vendetta against her. 

	Unprofessional, she could almost hear him say.

	Jim steepled his fingers under his chin, his eyes glittering with malice that was at odds with his sudden, wide smile. She had never liked that smile. Not when she’d first met him twenty years ago when he was a snarky kid, and not when he’d taken over Opulent when his father had passed a few years back. “Ariel. When you came to Opulent, we were excited about your experience. I mean, the amount of press that you got while cooking in France—in just a few short years—was remarkable. And you’ve done fantastic work with the product development team—”

	“Leading.” 

	“Excuse me?” Jim’s smile wavered as he swung his gaze over to the CEO, who had interrupted. 

	Riley Weston’s voice was strong, confident, and serious. Everything that Ari had come to know about him over the past years of working with the man. His salt-and-pepper crew cut, his ramrod straight posture, his perfectly tailored suits—Riley was the picture of polish. He commanded attention and, to Jim’s very apparent annoyance, respect in any room. 

	“Not just with the PD team, Jim. Ariel has led it for the past eighteen of those twenty years. You might remember that she joined when you were, oh, probably in middle school, I think?”

	The barb didn’t go unnoticed, but Jim only nodded shortly. The room was still holding its collective breath. 

	“I’m glad you brought that up, Riley. If you’ll all turn to page six, let’s discuss what the numbers have been for Ariel’s tenure here. Especially the past two.”

	The sound of a dozen-plus paper reports flipping in the hush set Ariel’s teeth on edge. Riley cut his eyes over to her, and a momentary expression of sympathy flickered over his patrician features. 

	It’s okay, she wanted to say. I’ve battled tougher than Jim Chambers. As Jim began to call out profit margins and supply costs, Ariel almost smiled, remembering her first year in Paris, when a mercurial sous chef had thrown a frying pan full of escargots at her. She’d stepped into his position three months later and then head chef three months after that. She wasn’t scared of little ol’ Legacy Jim.

	Sales had been slipping, sure, but the mismanaging heir apparent was looking for a scapegoat, not a solution. It was completely and utterly unfair that she was apparently the one he was trying to lead to the slaughter. 

	She stood her ground. 

	“This isn’t what your father would have wanted,” she said resolutely. “And it isn’t what I signed up for. There must be a compromise.” 

	Jim’s face began to mottle and then flush fully. Ariel held her breath, waiting for the outburst that would finally show the board—on full display—what the spoiled new owner of Opulent Ice was really like. But he didn’t rise to her bait, either. Instead, he cut her line completely. 

	Taking a deep, slow breath and letting it out, Jim reached up, straightened his tie, and rolled back from the conference table slightly. 

	“You’re right,” he said. The whole room seemed to release their breath. “This isn’t what you signed up for. So, I think it’s time we reevaluate that. As far as I am concerned, Opulent needs a Vice President of Product Development who is onboard with the on-trend momentum of the new ownership.”

	Ariel almost laughed out loud—was he really talking about himself in such glowing corporate-speak?

	“What does that even mean?” she scoffed. 

	Jim’s sharklike smile reappeared. “Effective immediately, Ms. Hawthorne, you’re fired.” 

	 


CHAPTER TWO

	 

	 

	Reeling from what had transpired in the boardroom, Ariel fumbled with her phone as she power-walked down the hall to her office. She couldn’t get to her emails or texts. 

	Her tight French twist suddenly felt too tight, her contact lenses dry and scratchy, and her head ached. She wanted to rip out all of her hair pins and let her long, dark hair down, trade her contacts for her big, clunky, black-framed glasses, and have a long, hot bath and a good cry. 

	Two hours. 

	That was all she had to pack her things and be out of the corner suite that had been her work home for two decades. And now, her phone was acting up. For the tenth time, she stabbed at the messages icon, only to have her screen flicker and throw her right back to the home screen. 

	No, no, no!

	As she reached the door to her office, she swiped her access card and waited for the green light. The card scanner beeped twice and then remained red. Frowning, Ariel swiped her card again, only to have the scanner repeat the curious glitch. 

	Then realization dawned on her. It wasn’t a glitch—Jim had already had her security access revoked. After ten minutes of pacing in the hallway and trying, still unsuccessfully, to load her text messages, Ariel called down to security to have someone come up to let her into her office. 

	Bruno from security came up within minutes, with a sheepish look on his face that was at odds with his burly stature. It wasn’t often that the six-four former Marine looked anything but stoic and wall-like. The puppy dog eyes were a bit incongruous. And the empty cardboard box in his hand both confirmed her suspicions about Jim and spiked her anger higher. 

	“Ma’am,” Bruno said to Ariel as he swiped her in, stepping in after her. She marched ahead of him, simmering. She thought that, with the way she felt right now, she might be able to take on the company bouncer—even though the top of her head barely came up to his chin. 

	But it wasn’t Bruno’s fault that the boss was a jerk.

	“I’m fine here,” she clipped out as she snatched the box that Bruno held out and stalked to her desk. 

	“I have orders to stay here with you until you’re finished.” Bruno checked his watch, and Ariel had to check herself. It wasn’t as though she could argue with the block wall of a man standing in her doorway. Even if he did look like he was an unwilling participant in this little corporate coup. 

	Grumbling to herself, Ariel slammed the box onto her desk and dialed her daughter, putting the call on speaker. 

	Katie answered on the second ring, sounding dejected. “Hi, Mom.”

	“Katiebug, you okay? I can’t get my messages, so I might have missed some of yours. You home yet?”

	“Yep, I’m home. And I’m fine. Just a bad day.”

	Ariel began packing up her laptop, side-eyeing Bruno. “Yeah, kiddo, me too.”

	Bruno gave her a watery, sympathetic smile. 

	Her phone buzzed again, and she could see that message notifications were starting to flood in. But when she clicked on any of them, they simply vanished, not linking to the actual message. She sighed. “I’m going to have to let you go. I’ll be home soon, okay? You want to use the delivery app to get pizza?”

	Katie’s voice brightened. “You’re coming home now? Awesome! Can we watch that new DVD concert? It came in the mail today.”

	“Of course, sweetie. And, hey, throw some brownies in with that pizza order, will you?”

	Katie happily agreed, and Ariel hung up smiling softly, despite the emotional cloud hanging over her. Her daughter never failed to be a bright spot in her day—and even on bad days when neither of them was sunny, they had each other to lean on. 

	As she packed the important things from her desk, Ariel restarted her phone. To her delight, the message icon dinged happily and counted up to several message notifications and then actually let her into her messages. There was one from a few hours ago from Dylan, asking how her day was going. She felt guilty that she hadn’t seen it before the board meeting, so she fired off a quick text to him. 

	Awful day. Guess who is now unemployed? Please tell me you have something planned for the birthday of your stressed-out girlfriend that will take us far, far away from Miami. I’m thinking somewhere with the last snow of winter, and a storybook downtown, and no frozen food or legal briefs for an entire two weeks.

	Ariel pictured Dylan in his office, or maybe in the courtroom, his handsome face and dreamy blue eyes, the way he would captivate a courtroom. Sigh. She really hoped that he had planned something for her birthday because—she realized guiltily—she hadn’t much thought about the event. 

	Ariel vaguely recalled brushing off her sister’s invite to come back to Maine. “If you’re taking time off for your birthday,” Charlene had said, but Ariel had assumed she’d be working through it. Now, the last thing she wanted was to think about work. 

	The second message was from Katie, telling Ariel that she was catching a ride home with one of her friends from school. It was followed by a string of emoji texts and then a message telling Ariel that Katie was, indeed, home, and not “ax murdered on the mean streets of Miami.” Ariel laughed at the teen dramatics and dismissed the message. 

	The last in the string of texts was unexpected. The number wasn’t stored in her phone, but Ariel recognized the Maine area code—back home, as she always thought of it, even though she had been in Florida all these years. She read the text.

	Ms. Hawthorne, this is Richard Holcomb from Holcomb and Associates. I know we haven’t spoken in a few years, but I would like to speak with you in regard to your family’s old estate in Endless Harbor. Please give me a call at your convenience. This is my direct line. 

	Ah, Holcomb. Round spectacles, tweed suit, and the same nervous disposition he’d had in all the years that he had been the Hawthorne family attorney. It really had been years since she’d seen or spoken with him. Ariel dismissed this, as well, not willing to deal with anything related to the rickety old Victorian that she’d grown up in. She wanted idyllic snowscapes and gingerbread of the fresh-baked variety, not the kind that was crumbling and falling off of the fascia of a sagging old front porch.

	Besides, what would Richard Holcomb have to talk to her about, as far as Leeside was concerned? The old house—and its cutesy nickname—belonged to her sister, Charlie. He must have called Ariel by mistake.

	Satisfied that she had everything that was vital, and informing Bruno that she would be sending a moving company for her furniture and other items, Ariel exited the building with as much grace as she could, having to walk out to her car accompanied by the tank-like security guard. At least Bruno had offered to carry her cardboard box. 

	Unexpectedly, once they reached her sedan and Bruno had loaded her belongings into the trunk, he gave her a tight bear hug and said, “Sorry, Ms. H. This ain’t right.” Then he turned and strode away quickly—but not before she saw the misty shine in his eyes.

	“Thank you, Bruno!” she called after him, and he waved a meaty hand in the air but kept walking. 

	In her car alone, Ariel felt her own eyes finally fill too. She cried all the way home, so upset that she barely noticed the traffic that would normally be the source of her evening stress. When she pulled into the driveway of her sprawling Mediterranean Revival, she made sure to tidy her makeup so that it wasn’t quite so apparent that she had been crying. She would be strong so that, when she broke the news to Katie, her daughter wouldn’t feel like everything was out of control. 

	“Katie, I’m home!” Ariel called as she unlocked the door and pushed inside, balancing the cardboard box. The smell of pizza wafted into the foyer, coming from the kitchen. Ariel rounded the corner into the open kitchen and family room to find Katie seated at the big, marble kitchen island. 

	Katie didn’t wait until Ariel set down the box of stuff from her office—she launched at her mother, and Ariel caught her in an awkward side-hug with one arm, almost losing the contents of the box as the girl burst into tears. Words ran out in a near-unintelligible stream. 

	“I had a terrible day at school. Brittney and her minions are just getting worse. I’m never going back, and please don’t make me. Mom, please.”

	Surprised, Ariel scooted over to the island, dragging Katie with her, half-patting her back as she slid the cardboard box onto the island. In the box, Ariel’s phone dinged with a new message alert. Ariel picked it up as she scooped Katie into a full hug, making soothing shushing noises. She let her daughter cry into her shoulder, waiting it out. 

	Over Katie’s shoulder, Ariel opened the screen for her messages. Maybe it would be Dylan, with some uplifting birthday getaway planned that would help both Ariel and Katie get over this awful day. 

	But it wasn’t. 

	Ariel gaped at the phone screen. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

	The text was from Dylan, but it wasn’t anywhere near about mistletoe and ski slopes. It simply said: 

	This just isn’t working out. It seems like we’re going in different directions, and I need to focus on myself. Please respect my decision to end our relationship.

	 


CHAPTER THREE

	 

	 

	Ariel felt as though her entire life was falling apart piece by piece. She had been robbed of having any input in Dylan’s decision to break things off. And she certainly felt that she should have a say in the end of a three-year relationship. She was going to talk to Dylan, whether he liked it or not. 

	But first, she had a good old-fashioned pity party. And Katie joined in. They spent all of Friday night watching sappy romcoms and teen dramas, polishing off a supreme pizza and an order of brownies, and making fresh, hot, buttery popcorn to share until they were both stuffed and drowsy. They talked about all of the day’s disasters, and Ariel had to rein herself in from interrupting their mother-daughter evening to make a few angry phone calls to parents she’d talked with before—obviously to no effect. And, needless to say, she had to stop herself from texting or calling Dylan. She left him on “read,” letting him sweat about her response. 

	“I can’t believe him,” Katie said as they sat on the couch, Ariel having just finished braiding Katie’s long, brown hair. Their second romcom was rolling into the credits. Katie’s tone held all the vitriol appropriate to a fifteen-year-old commiserating with a heartbroken friend. “He will never find anyone as awesome as you, Mom. He’ll be lonely and come running right back.”

	Ariel laughed, patting Katie on the arm. As ferocious as her daughter sounded, Ariel was glad that Katie hadn’t yet had her own heart broken. It was not a rite of passage that Ariel was looking forward to for her one and only. “Thanks, honey. That’s sweet. But you know what, I have everything I need right here with you—and whether or not Dylan comes to his senses, that’s up to him.” 

	She sounded much more even and confident than she felt. Inside, she was a mess of unanswered questions and swirling emotion. But she had told Katie the truth. As upset as she was about Dylan’s text, when it came down to it, Ariel had raised Katie from infancy on her own, ever since the divorce, and she had learned to be tough and make it when there was just the two of them. 

	But that didn’t mean Dylan’s rejection didn’t hurt. 

	Ariel reached out and patted Katie’s knee. “Enough about me. Tell me what I can do to help at school. Is this an I-need-to-vent-but-stay-out-of-it-Mom moment, or is it jump-in-here-with-the-might-of-Mom time?”

	Katie rolled her eyes but snuggled under Ariel’s outstretched arm. “You’ve talked to school before. It isn’t getting better. Can’t I homeschool? I know you work, but I’m fifteen. I can go online, and you can check it when you get home.” 

	Ariel winced, looking back over the couch at the cardboard box that sat on the kitchen island. “About work …”

	Katie looked up at her. “What?”

	“I got fired today,” Ariel blurted before she could mull over in her mind the dozens of pros and cons of telling Katie now. But just like they always had been, she and Katie were a team. And Ariel didn’t want to keep anything from her daughter. 

	Katie sat up, her dark eyes widening. “What? Work and Dylan? That sucks!”

	Ariel nodded, her throat feeling thick. She started to rush into an explanation of how everything would be okay, how they had savings and she would get another job, and she would make sure that Katie was taken care of, but before she could deliver the platitudes, Katie held up a hand. 

	“Mom. You don’t have to reassure me. I know we’ll be all right. We always are. You always take care of things.”

	Ariel’s throat burned and tightened even further. “Thanks, honey,” she whispered. 

	Then, as if trying to lighten the suddenly heavy mood, Katie said, “Do you want a high school drama next, or a road trip movie?”

	“You choose,” Ariel said, picking up her phone and swiping to see that Dylan had sent another text. “Though I would guess that you aren’t in the mood for any more high school drama.”

	The message on Ariel’s phone shored up her resolve to completely ignore him for the remainder of the evening. 

	No reply? How childish.

	She put her phone on silent and set it aside, his words burned into her retinas. She was childish? He was trying to break up over text! 

	Katie flopped back down onto the couch next to Ariel, and Ariel refocused on her daughter, snuggling her in close again. As the movie started, Ariel looked at Katie’s profile. There was something troubled in her eyes. Ariel hugged her tighter. 

	Tomorrow, she would see what she could do to help Katie. And then she would confront Dylan. 

	 

	***

	 

	In the fresh light of Saturday morning, Ariel sent off an email requesting to schedule a meeting with the principal of Crown Palms Academy and then showered and dressed. Katie came into the kitchen just as Ariel was making coffee, waving a text invite from her Art Club to a new gallery show that was going on later that day. With a hug and a promise to call if she wouldn’t be home for dinner, Katie grabbed a muffin from the basket that Ariel had set on the counter and bounced off to get ready. 

	After Katie left, Ariel opened her laptop and dedicated the morning to surfing online for a few job openings and sending several emails to contacts putting out feelers. Then she spent a couple hours tidying up the house and decluttering—including dumping everything that had come from her office into the trash. She’d decided that she didn’t want any of the bad juju that came along with the stapler or fancy company paperweight. And she didn’t feel as though she was ready to face the little click-clackity metal ball desk doohickey that was supposed to bring her calm and Zen.

	Everything done for the moment, and her afternoon unexpectedly clear, Ariel decided that a little retail therapy was in order—and when she studied herself in the hallway mirror, she added a salon trip and mani/pedi to her plans. A killer dress and a little pampering would bring her mood up. And it certainly wouldn’t hurt to look her best when she dropped in on Dylan tonight. A cup of coffee and blueberry muffin along for the ride, Ariel grabbed her purse.

	“On a mission,” Ariel whispered as she let the front door close softly behind her. 

	Hours later, glow-up completed, Ariel drove toward Dylan’s just as the Miami sun was setting over the tops of the palm trees, sinking low between the high-walled estates that dotted many of the residential areas in Coral Gables. It wasn’t long before Ariel arrived at Dylan’s place. The drive hadn’t been overly long, but Ariel had been nervous the whole way. Her initial plan to drop in on Dylan unannounced had seemed bold and assertive at first, a way to declare that she wouldn’t accept just a cookie-cutter text as the end of their three-year relationship. 

	But as the freeway had stretched out in front of her, Miami proper giving way to the slightly less congested Gables, her confidence had begun to flag. Could she really just march up to his door and demand to know what had gone wrong? There had been no further messages from him after his second message, and she had refrained from sending her own replies asking if he was somehow joking (cruel, and unlike him, but a distant possibility), or if he had been taken hostage and was sending the message to signal her to alert the authorities (okay, so she’d seen it on social media—or maybe on a TV show—but Dylan was a high-powered, high-profile attorney, and didn’t high-profile attorneys get kidnapped sometimes?). 

	Ariel slowed and turned her blinker on to ease into Dylan’s neighborhood. Parking her Audi in the circular driveway, Ariel popped open her door and wiggled out, which was a feat in her red bodycon dress. Her hair was freshly blown out, and the dark tresses fell to her mid-back. Her heels clacked on the cobblestones as she carried a bottle of wine and a bouquet of red roses to the imposing front door. 

	There were lights on in the house, but she couldn’t hear anything. And she knew that Dylan’s housekeeper wasn’t in on Saturdays, so they would be able to talk this out without anyone eavesdropping. 

	She didn’t ring the doorbell, instead punching the access code she knew by heart into the number pad on the front door handle. Unlike her key card at the office, the access code worked, and she quietly slipped inside, gently nudging the door closed again with her hip as she cradled the wine and flowers. 

	Now inside, Ariel could hear Dylan’s deep baritone coming from the kitchen area—or was it the dining room? She couldn’t hear what he was saying, but she did hear him laugh. She followed the happy sound, her spirits buoyed, down the hall toward the kitchen. 

	When she emerged from the hallway, though, her spirits plummeted. Her mouth dropped open. And the bottle of wine slipped from her hand, crashing on the expensive slate tile. 

	“What is going on here?” 

	Dylan, who had been seated at the small dining set that occupied the eat-in portion of his vast kitchen, jumped up at the sound of her voice and the breaking glass. The young blonde seated across from him—who couldn’t, in Ariel’s estimation, be over the age of twenty-two—did not get up. The remains of a dinner were still on their plates. The fine china plates were a set that Ariel had bought for Mr. Ratface, Esquire, for Christmas just last year. 

	“Ari, what are you doing here?” Dylan’s confused expression made Ariel laugh out loud, and his confusion quickly morphed into annoyance, judging by how his blue eyes clouded and narrowed and how his high forehead wrinkled. 

	“This?” Ariel waved the bouquet of roses at the blonde, who took a sip of her wine and calmly poured herself more as Ariel ranted. “This is why you broke up with me over text on my freaking birthday?” 

	The blonde uncrossed and crossed her legs, which seemed about a mile and a half longer than Ariel’s. She remained silent but looked over at Dylan expectantly. 

	“I … I—That isn’t any of your business. I’m not your business anymore. And how did you get in here, anyway?”

	“The door code that I’ve used for the last three years, you jerk!” Ariel stomped her heel and caught a crunch of glass from the broken wine bottle. The acid smell of spilled wine wafted up to her. That must be what was causing her eyes to well—yes, that. 

	Dylan’s posture stiffened, and he looked over at the blonde. “Mitzi, if you’ll excuse us …” Stepping away from the table, Dylan jogged over to Ariel and, grabbing her upper arm, spun her and marched her back down the hall. 

	“Let go of me,” she hissed, shaking her arm free when they were halfway up the corridor. “I can’t believe you! Mitzi? That’s what you name a teacup Pomeranian, not a human being! Let me guess, all of your dates are long walks in the park?”

	Dylan rolled his eyes at her, still herding her toward the foyer.

	“Three years of my life, wasted. And it was all ‘Ariel, you’re the one,’ and ‘I can’t believe how lucky I am to be with you.’ Are you kidding me right now?”

	Dylan didn’t say anything until they were back at the front door and then he hissed low, “Look, I’m sorry your feelings are hurt.” He paused then and reached up to rub the back of his neck. “You look great in that dress, wow.”
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