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          CHAPTER 1

        

      

    

    
      Daisy stood up on the split rail fence, her favorite pair of sneakers struggling not to slip on the old wood. She braced herself with her elbows and looked out over the vast piece of land behind her house.

      They wanted to build a shopping mall. A freaking shopping mall. The ugliest of all structures, as far as she was concerned. Acres and acres of land would be ruined so that soccer moms and teenage girls could spend away their futures for crop tops and overpriced bras.

      She couldn’t imagine someone wanting to bulldoze the rolling hills and beautiful trees that dotted the landscape of her beloved hometown. Who needed more overpriced clothing stores and gross fast food places? She tried to imagine what the property would look like five years from now. It made her stomach ache.

      She’d grown up in Thornhill, an outlying suburb of Atlanta. But with the city growing further and further outward each year, developers had set their sights on her beloved little hometown for a giant shopping mall that would attract tourists and turn Thornhill into some kind of retail Mecca.

      “You’re torturing yourself,” her best friend, Megan, said from behind her.

      “Do you remember when Ralphie Lang would bring his four-wheeler out here and ride through those mud puddles left behind after the summer rains?”

      Megan giggled. “And we would purposely stand too close and get splattered with orange water?”

      Daisy smiled at the memory. High school had ended almost ten years ago now, but it was still fresh in her mind. She had all of the same friends. She went to all the same places. Nothing much had changed in Thornhill, after all. And she didn’t want it to. She hated change.

      It wasn’t like she wanted to run a farm or plant a huge garden. That had been her grandfather’s domain. As much as he’d tried to teach her how to work the land they owned, she never really got the hang of it other than understanding how to drive the tractor without running it into the barn. Now, she hired a local kid to keep the grass cut on their three acres and make sure her grandmother’s prized roses were in tip top shape.

      But she wanted it to stay the same, all of it. Her memories were as much a part of the land as the trees that grew on it.  She could still see her Papa out behind the house, the summer sunset illuminating him from behind, as he tended to his vegetable garden and cursed the rabbits that kept getting into it no matter what he did.

      “You know, a mall may not be that bad. We have to drive a long way to go shopping anywhere nice.”

      Daisy jumped off the fence and put her hands on her hips as she glared at her friend. “You’re kidding me, right?”

      “Well… no….”

      “Meg! You know how much this means to me! To our town! Everything will change if they build this mall. All of this land will be gone,” she said, sweeping her hand behind her. “Our memories will be gone.”

      Megan stepped forward and touched Daisy’s shoulder. “No. Our memories will always be there. But things can’t stay the same forever. You know that. No one can take your memories away from you. Plus, your grandparents always wanted you to leave this tiny town and do great things.”

      Daisy hated change more than most people. She still lived in the house she grew up in, drove the same car she had in high school and worked at the same drug store where she got her first job. A good therapist could easily see why she was so stuck in her ways. It wasn’t a mystery to those who knew her.

      When her mother died, Daisy had only been nine years old. Addiction was an awful thing. Even at her young age, they’d already moved thirteen times by the time she hit fourth grade. Her father had never been part of the picture, so her grandparents had stepped in to raise her, moving her to Thornhill with them.

      She’d finally gotten stability with her grandparents, and she had held onto it tightly since. Even after her grandparents had passed away, Daisy hadn’t move out of their house. She didn’t leave her tiny town like most of her friends had. She hunkered down, trying desperately not to lose that comforting feeling that her grandparents had brought into her life.

      And now a shopping mall was coming, right outside the back fence of her property. A big, ugly, concrete monster with ugly asphalt parking lots, Black Friday sales and outsiders who would eventually come to Thornhill for “retail therapy”. Yuck.

      “You’re not still trying to fight this, are you?” Megan asked.

      “Of course I am. We have another meeting tonight.” Daisy had joined a small environmental group to try to block development of the land. They were currently looking into every option, such as whether any of the hundreds of acres were Native American burial grounds or had protected vegetation. So far, no such luck, but she was hoping Lydia Maynard, the leader of the group, would have more news at tonight’s meeting.

      In reality, Daisy wasn’t much of an environmentalist. She just wanted her little town to stay the same. She wanted the same people, the same businesses, the same feeling she got every time she walked around the town square. It was her sanity at stake, and she was going to do whatever she had to do to keep that monstrosity from ruining her home.

      “I think it’s a losing battle, but I support you. You know that.” Megan herself had never left Thornhill, although she talked about it almost daily. She wanted to get out, but Daisy knew some part of her didn’t want to leave her best friend behind.

      “Thanks… I guess,” she said with a chuckle.

      “You know what I think…”

      “Yes, you’ve never been one to hold your thoughts inside of that pretty little head of yours,” Daisy said as she walked past her friend, rubbing her fingers on the top of her mane of curly hair as she moved.

      “It’s just that I think your time would be much better spent trying to find someone… to…”

      “To what? Love? Yeah, that ship has sailed. In fact, it sailed, got hit by a major typhoon and sunk to the bottom of the black, scary ocean.”

      “The ocean isn’t black.”

      “Well, you know I’m not a big fan of the ocean, so in my mind, it’s pretty black.”

      “I never understood that. I love the ocean. The breeze, the sand between my toes…”

      “And wedged in other places it shouldn’t be…” Daisy said, finishing her sentence.

      Megan turned and looked at her. “I just wish you’d focus your attention on making a life for yourself, Daisy. I love you like a sister, and I want to see you break free of this little town and do all the big things we’ve been talking about since we were kids.”

      Daisy smiled. “What if I don’t want to break free of this town? What if this is where I want to be?”

      “You can’t fool me, and you know it. You’re afraid.”

      “Oh yeah? Of what?”

      “I don’t know exactly, but I know I’m right. You’ve got to take some chances in life. You can’t just stay here and turn into one of those old maids like that woman who used to live by the old saw mill. Remember her? She had a huge wart on her nose like a cartoon character.”

      Daisy laughed. “I remember her! We called her Old Lady Wainwright. She had all those cats, and one of them was missing a leg. But she made great pound cake. She brought it to church picnics.”

      Megan rolled her eyes. “Pound cake won’t keep you warm at night.”

      “If you eat enough of it, you’ll go into a carb-induced coma, so it won’t matter anyway.”
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        * * *

      

      Tristan Spencer wasn’t a man with a lot of patience, and he was losing what little he had very quickly. As he sat in his sprawling Atlanta office, overlooking a lush park area, he rubbed his forehead harshly, trying in vain to prevent a headache from taking up residence in his skull.

      “So, you’re telling me that an environmental group is trying to block the development deal in Thornhill? And that this little po-dunk town with these environmental quacks could stop the mall from being built? Seriously?”

      Curt, one of his many employees, sat across from him, file folder in his lap and bad news emanating from his lips.

      “Look, boss, we’re doing everything we can, but these people aren’t quitting. We’re getting a lot of bad press, and you don’t want to seem uncaring about the local environment…”

      Tristan slammed his hand on the hard mahogany desk. “I don’t care about the local environment. That’s not my job, Curt. My job as CEO of this company is to develop projects, and the mall project is top on our list right now. Whatever you and the team have to do to get this thing moved forward, do it. Schmooze local politicians. Hand candy out to kids. Have a freaking parade through town. Whatever. Just do it.”

      Curt stared at Tristan for a moment. “Sir, if I may say so, you seem…”

      “I seem what?”

      “A little more… agitated… this morning.”

      Tristan glared at him before sighing. “Well, if you must know, I’m a bit aggravated at the moment.”

      “Anything I can help with?”

      “Know any nannies?”

      Curt paused for a moment. “You mean like grandmas?”

      Tristan rolled his eyes. “No, you moron. Nannies that take care of kids.”

      “Oh. Sorry. I don’t have kids, so…”

      “Right. Whatever. Just get out of here and get the team moving, okay?”

      Curt stood and left the room without saying another word. In reality, Tristan hated being so harsh to his team, but today was just a bad day.

      When he’d been working his way up the ladder of success, he had always assumed more money would lead to more happiness. Lately, he wondered if his vast amount of wealth was causing him to be more miserable than he’d be if he lived in a modest home and drove one of those compact cars he saw passing him on the freeway.

      Still, being a billionaire certainly had its perks, and one of those was good in-home childcare for his daughter, Elliana. At just eight years old, Elliana was his whole world. Her mother, who Tristan was divorced from at the time, died in a car accident when Elliana was just four years old, leaving Tristan a full-time single dad with a huge corporation to run.

      He loved his daughter; adored her, actually. But it was tough to find enough time to spend with her and run his business. He tried his best, or at least that’s what he told himself, but there were times that he saw fathers pushing their kids on swings at the local park and wondered what Elliana would remember about him when she was older.

      Would she come to hate him? Would she even really know him?

      He shook the thought from his head and looked down at the pile of papers on his desk. The work never ended. People thought billionaires had staff that did everything for them, but Tristan was a hands-on kind of person. He had employees, sure, but he micro-managed most everything, a character flaw he really didn’t like about himself.

      His sour mood today was the result of one person - Tatiana. Not a girlfriend, but the nanny that had been with Elliana for almost two years. She’d pulled a vanishing act on him yesterday, announcing by text that she had eloped with her boyfriend of six months and they were going to travel the world until they started their own family.

      Tatiana had always been a bit of an airhead, but when she snagged a wealthy entrepreneur - who she met from working for Tristan, no doubt - she was well on her way to the life she really wanted to live. Elliana was devastated, and there was little he could do to console her. She’d already lost so many people during her young life - her mother, Tatiana, both grandmothers.

      She only had her father, and he was well aware that he wasn’t enough. He put his head in his hands and sighed. Finding a nanny was going to be another chore he just didn’t have time for right now. Thankfully, one of his secretaries had agreed to pick Elliana up from school and bring her to his office.

      “Daddy!” Elliana squealed as she ran toward his desk. He painted on his fakest smile as he scooped her up into his arms and twirled her around. Truly, she was the one bright spot in his day most of the time.

      “Hey, sweet pea! How was school?”

      He put her down and walked back behind his desk. “Boring. We keep going over the same stuff.”

      “I think that’s called studying, sweetheart,” he said with a smile.

      “Well, I’m just glad I have two months off now!”

      Tristan froze in his seat. “What do you mean, Ellie?”

      “Summer break. It starts tomorrow! And I can’t wait to go to the beach! Can we pick up seashells?”

      She looked at him with all the enthusiasm of a kid in candy store, and Tristan felt stuck. Summer break? How could that be? He frantically pushed things aside on his desk and found the big calendar underneath. And there it was in big, bold, red marker - SUMMER BREAK.

      “Oh, wow, Ellie… I totally forgot about summer break… and with Tatiana gone…”

      “Daddy, you promised! We haven’t gone on a vacation together since… well, I don’t remember a time. We have to go, we just have to!” Her eyes were welling with tears. These weren’t the pleadings of a bratty child. They were the honest requests of a little girl who needed her father to step up and spend time with her.

      “Of course, El. We’re going to the beach. I’m just not sure which one yet. Why don’t you go to the conference room and do some coloring while I finish up my work? Then we can grab dinner at the Chinese place you love so much on the way home.”

      Elliana trotted off, her bright pink backpack slung over her shoulder, no doubt filled with markers and stickers, her favorite things.

      “Hey, Tristan. Elliana left her lunchbox in my car.” His secretary, Rita, had been with him for years. An older woman, she was always ready to lend a listening ear when he needed a motherly figure in his life.

      “Listen, you know we lost Tatiana this week, right?”

      “Yes. That was terrible what she did. Never did like her.”

      “I promised Elliana that we’d take a beach trip, so I think we’re going to this little town near Savannah… January something.”

      “January Cove? Oh yes, I’ve been there a few times myself. Nice and quiet.”

      “Yeah, so, anyway, I need a nanny to take care of Ellie.”

      Rita pursed her lips and cocked her head to the side, a sure sign she didn’t agree with his idea. “And why would you need a nanny if you’re taking a trip to spend time with your daughter?”

      Tristan sighed. “Because work never stops, and this deal in Thornhill is dicey, to say the least. Look, I wouldn’t take this trip at all if Elliana hadn’t put a massive guilt trip on me.”

      “Tristan, she needs you. She wants to spend uninterrupted time with her father. You’ll never get this time back, trust me. I remember when David was a little boy and…”

      He held up his hand. “Rita, before you take one of your long walks down memory lane, can you just please get me the name of a temp agency who can send a qualified nanny to meet us in January Cove?”

      Rita rolled her eyes, the only one of his employees who could ever get away with that. She was more like a nagging grandmother to him than one of his staff members, and often times she was the only one who could get through to him. But not today. Not this time.

      “Fine. I’ll do some research and make sure you have a highly experienced nanny ready to go. Just send me your travel details, and I’ll get to work.”

      Tristan smiled slightly. “Thanks. I knew I could count on you.”

      Rita winked. “Always.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          CHAPTER 2

        

      

    

    
      Daisy’s mind swirled with all of the information that Lydia Maynard had shared at the meeting. It seemed that blocking the mall was becoming more and more of a lost cause as the days passed.

      “Are you sure there aren’t some burial grounds that will be disturbed if they build this mall?” Daisy asked as she followed Lydia to the folding table that held after meeting snacks and coffee.

      “Nothing that our attorneys have found. Short of a miracle, it looks like this mall is going to get built. The Aster family is willing to sell them the land, and the city is willing to issue the permits.”

      Daisy sighed. If anyone could block something like this from happening, it was Lydia. She was about ten years older than Daisy, and her family had been pillars of the community for generations. If Lydia was throwing in the towel, things must have been bad.

      “Okay, maybe we’re coming at this from the wrong angle,” Daisy said, holding her index finger in the air.

      “What do you mean?” Lydia took a long sip of the now room temperature coffee.

      “Maybe there’s nothing we can do legally, but what if we implore the company buying the land? What if we beg? What if we explain how much this town means to us?”

      Lydia laughed. “Seriously? Do you honestly think the billionaire - yes, an actual billionaire - that owns the company cares what we think? Come on, Daisy.”

      Daisy put her hand on her hip. “Well, I’m glad I don’t give up as easily as you do. What if I give him a call? Just to put out some feelers? He’s a human being. Surely he has a heart and can understand how much this means to our town.”

      “That’s fine, but I think it’s a waste of time.” Lydia reached for her briefcase and pulled out a piece of paper. “This is the name of the man who owns the company.”

      Daisy stared down at the paper and smiled. “I’m going to fix this. I just know I can reason with this guy. I have a good feeling about it.”

      Lydia rolled her eyes. “Ever the optimist, Daisy Davenport.”
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        * * *

      

      As she sat at her heavy oak breakfast table, Daisy rolled the edge of the paper down between her fingers. She’d been procrastinating for days now. What was she going to say to this guy?

      The meeting had gotten her so pumped up that she could barely think straight when she told Lydia she was going to make that call. Now she was regretting her life decisions.

      After all, she wasn’t exactly a negotiator. The most negotiating she’d ever done was at the yearly Thornhill flea market, and even then she never got a great deal. She didn’t like confrontation, and she hated debating, so what in the world made her think she could talk this guy out of making millions of dollars from putting a mall in her small town?

      She stared down at the paper again. Tristan Spencer. He even sounded rich. And probably snobby and cut-throat. And scary. Ugh.

      “Just do it, Daisy,” she whispered to herself. Good thing she lived alone or someone might think she was losing her mind. She picked up her cell phone for the tenth time that morning, but this time she finally dialed the number.

      “Tristan Spencer’s office. How can I help you?” a pleasant woman said from the other end of the line. Daisy took in a deep breath.

      “Um, yes, hi. I’m looking for Tristan Spencer, please.”

      “I’m sorry, but he’s out of town at the moment.”

      “Oh. Well, it’s very important that I speak with him…”

      “Are you the nanny, by chance? The temp agency assured me someone would be at the beach house this afternoon. Tristan will be very upset if you aren’t there on time.”

      Daisy froze in place. The nanny? Beach house? She’d taken one semester of theatre in high school, but was now really the time to use that not fully developed skill?

      “Yes. I am the nanny. I just need the address to the beach house.”

      The woman paused for a moment, and then Daisy heard papers rattling in the background. “I sure hope you’re not too far from January Cove, young lady. Being late is one of Tristan’s pet peeves. He may fire you right there on the spot if you’re not there by three o’clock sharp.”

      “Of course. I will have plenty of time to spare,” Daisy said, furiously opening her laptop to Google where January Cove was. Please God, let it still be in the state of Georgia, she thought. It was about three hours away, but if she left soon, she could make it in time.

      The woman rattled off the address and hung up. Daisy sat there for a moment, trying to catch her breath. What was she doing? So she was going to drive to a city she didn’t know a thing about to confront a man who didn’t know her from Adam’s house cat. This wasn’t going to end well.
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        * * *

      

      As Tristan drove into January Cove, he glanced back at his daughter who was sleeping soundly in the back seat. The drive from Atlanta had been about four hours, and Elliana had chattered away for most of that time.

      She talked about school and dance classes and how she missed Tatiana. Tristan listened intently, but his mind was also bouncing around, trying to keep up with business deals. Without a nanny to pick up the slack, he had no idea how he would make it through the summer. Hopefully Rita had someone lined up to meet them in January Cove.

      This was one of those quaint little beach towns that people loved, but for him it was just another place to work. Although he loved the beach, he rarely put his feet in the sand. Normally, he just worked on his laptop on the balcony overlooking whatever body of water was in front of him.

      This time it was a place that the locals apparently called “Billionaire Beach”. A small stretch of land on the edge of January Cove, the area boasted some of the most expensive homes in all of coastal Georgia. “Nothing but the best” was Tristan’s motto. He wasn’t about to make his daughter spend the summer in some tiny cottage near the water.

      Although he didn’t want to raise a daughter with a silver spoon in her mouth, he also wanted his constant working to mean something. He wanted a stable future for her, and making as much money as possible was the way to do that.

      He pulled up to the guard gate and held up his ID. “Tristan Spencer. We’re staying in the Lafayette House.”

      The guard smiled and nodded. “Yes, sir. We’ve been expecting you.” The gate opened as the guard handed Tristan a set of keys. “It’s the light blue one at the end of the street. Enjoy your stay, sir.”

      “Oh, one more thing,” Tristan said. “A temporary nanny will be joining us later today. I don’t know her name, honestly, but when she arrives can you point her in the right direction?”

      “Of course, sir.”

      “Thanks.”

      As he drove down the short road, Tristan could smell the sea air already. He had to admit that something about the ocean calmed him a bit, but it wasn’t enough to keep him from fuming about the continual interference of environmentalists on his projects lately.

      The one in Thornhill was, pun intended, a thorn in his side. The little town was perfect for the mall development, but some days he wondered if it was all worth it. Many people in the town didn’t want the sprawling commercial development to be built, but it was the perfect location and price.

      “Are we here?” Elliana asked, bleary eyed from her long nap.

      “Yes, we are, sweetie.” Tristan pulled into the stone paved driveway and parked his luxury SUV.

      “Can we go to the beach now?” she asked, excitedly.

      “Maybe a little later. I have some calls to catch up on, and we need to unpack.”

      “Daddy…”

      He turned around in his seat. “Just a few calls, El. Then I’m all yours for the rest of the evening, okay?”

      The disappointed look on her face was one he was becoming all too familiar with, but he had to push the guilt away and do what was best for his business. After all, a successful business would give his daughter the best future. At least that’s what he told himself.
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        * * *

      

      Daisy drove through the quaint little beach town. It was a nice place, but she tried to avert her eyes from the vast ocean on the right side of the road. Something about the ocean scared her, most likely because she’d only visited once as a kid. She remembered vividly how the tide sucked her out too far, and she flailed in the water until her grandfather rescued her. She had no desire to even dip her toes back in the salty water any time soon.

      She pulled up to a large guard gate, and her heart started thumping harder. How was she going to get past security?

      “Can I help you, ma’am?”

      “Oh, um, yes. I’m here to see Tristan Spencer. I’m…”

      “The nanny? Yes, he told me you’d be arriving today. He’s staying in the blue house at the end of this road. It will have a sign that says Lafayette House.”

      Daisy’s hands trembled as she gripped the steering wheel. “Great. Thanks.” She slowly drove through the open passageway as the gate opened for her.

      She never did things like this. The most trouble she’d given her grandparents as a teenager was sneaking out to tip cows with her friends, and now she felt really bad for those cows. That was as rambunctious as she had gotten.

      But here she was, in a totally different city, about to confront a man who had more money than everyone in her county combined. What was she thinking pulling a stunt like this?

      She pulled her small car into the driveway next to the largest SUV she’d ever seen. As she stepped out and looked up at the black monstrosity, she wondered how much it cost to fill up his gas tank. Probably more than she made in a week at her job at the drug store.

      Sea gulls squawked overhead, and she could hear the ocean waves behind the house. The place was like a palace in the sand, with huge windows and baby blue siding. Set up on stilts like a circus performer, it towered over even the nicest homes on the street.

      She stepped out of her car, grabbing her backpack. She’d only brought a few days worth of clothing, figuring she’d talk to Tristan and then stay at a local motel before driving back the next day.

      The stairs were steep, so she was careful to watch her step as she made her way up to the front door. What was she going to say? “Oh, hi, I’m from Thornhill. I work at the drug store selling foot pads and fungal cream. Would you please take my advice on not building that multi-million dollar mall in my hometown?”

      Even as her finger lingered over the doorbell, she doubted herself. This was a bad idea. What had she been thinking? She turned to go back down the stairs, hoping to make a beeline out of there, when he opened the door unexpectedly.

      “Hello?” he said, his voice deeper than she imagined for some reason. It had a hint of Southern in it, which was surprising to her.

      “Oh. Hi. I think maybe I’ve made a mistake…” she stammered, unsure of what to do or say.

      “No, you’ve come to the right place. You’re the nanny, right?” There was a slight smile on his face, once she finally looked up at him. Dear God, he was gorgeous. He looked like he’d been chiseled out of stone by some crew of artistic angels. Aware that her mouth was hanging open and that drool was threatening to free fall off her lips, she closed it and swallowed hard. “Are you alright?”

      “What? Oh yes. Sorry.”

      “You’re the nanny, right?” he repeated.

      She should have said no. She knew she should have said no. All the people in the world shouted in her head and said NO. But did she say no? Nope.

      “I am. That’s right.”

      He smiled, cocking his head to the side. “And your name is…”

      “Oh. Sorry. Right. You’d want to know my name. I mean that makes total sense.”

      He stared at her, his smile fading. “Listen, I thought the agency was sending me an experienced nanny, and I have to say that you seem either a bit nervous or possibly high on drugs.”

      Daisy’s eyes opened wide. “Drugs? Oh my gosh! No, of course not! I mean, I’ve only had maybe five glasses of wine in my entire life. I would never take drugs. Really.”

      “So you’re just not experienced then?”

      She paused for a moment, unsure of how to get out of the mess she’d already gotten herself in. “Actually, it’s just that I’ve had a long drive, and I think my blood sugar might be a bit low.”

      A look of concern spread across his face. “I’m sorry. Please come in. My daughter is out picking up seashells, so I need to go check on her. There are some bananas on the breakfast bar if you’d like a snack to help your blood sugar.”

      She followed him inside and took a deep breath. If she didn’t get her act together, her chances of getting close to him and changing his mind about the mall project were gone.

      Her anxiety didn’t stop her from noticing the amazing decor inside the home. Although it was a beach house, it didn’t look like one. Ornate gold mirrors, white marble floors and the most luxurious furniture she’d ever seen overwhelmed her senses as she walked through the large foyer and into the living room.
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