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Dedicated to my grandparents.

You hold a very special place in my heart. 

I hope that one day I have the same, wonderful bond with my own grandbabies.











  
  
Chapter One




The glass doors whooshed open, and Valerie Ricci stepped through, exchanging warm sunshine for a chilled office building. The drop in temperature was an immediate reminder of what lay ahead—a boardroom filled with icy stares and jaded network executives. 

She took a breath. My presentation will knock their socks off. I am a rockstar. All my dreams will come true.

That was the mantra Valerie had been repeating to herself all morning, trying to manifest good vibes. It’d been working . . . until she stepped inside HomeTV’s corporate headquarters. The familiar stark-white lobby reignited her nerves, and she suddenly regretted the massive iced coffee she’d guzzled. Her stomach turned. Caffeine and butterflies quarreled in her belly as she remembered the last time she’d been here.

Almost a year ago, Valerie had crossed this same threshold, to be met with devastating news. Her television show—the series she’d put her heart and soul into—had been cancelled. Ratings had slipped, and the network was convinced there was no chance of rebounding. Their decision was the knockout punch she’d been tirelessly fighting.

Especially since the low ratings weren’t her fault. Not exactly.

But today, Valerie wasn’t about to let anyone see her sweat. As she entered the building, her stride didn’t hitch.

Shoulders back. Chin up. You got this.

The crisp lines of her shiny black power suit swathed her skin in armor. Her red leather pumps shouted confidence. Her fingers grazed her briefcase, which carried months of preparation. Valerie was ready for battle.

“Valerie!” The receptionist stood and waved from behind the wide u-shaped desk.

“Good Morning, Donna.” Valerie strode through the lobby, avoiding stares from curious strangers seated on stiff leather couches. She returned Donna’s smile. “I hope you still like Toffee Nut Lattes.” She held up the warm drink. “A little birdie told me you’d be working today.”

Donna gasped and tugged at the hem of her bright pink blouse. “You are such a gem.” Scooting out from behind the desk, she opened her arms and pulled Valerie into a hug. “I’m so glad you’re back. The office isn’t the same without you.”

Valerie embraced Donna with one arm, careful not to spill the latte she balanced in her other hand. “I’m glad to be back.” Her response was quieter than she’d intended, though it summed up more than just her visit to HomeTV. It had been a long, hard year for many reasons. 

Pulling back from the hug, Valerie offered the warm drink. Donna accepted and immediately sipped. After a delighted sigh and a flutter of lashes, she said, “Nina told me you’re pitching to Tom, so I booked the westside boardroom for you. I also ordered in those fancy little cupcakes he likes. The ones with the buttercream swirl.” She winked. “Easier to keep his attention with a little sugar.”

“You’re the best.” The tension in Valerie’s chest waned. She adjusted the briefcase strap that hung on her shoulder. “I’ll take every advantage I can get.”

“You’ll do fantastic. I know it.” Donna patted Valerie on the arm like the mama bear she was. “Besides, how could they say no to you?” At the blind confidence on her face, Valerie’s stomach tightened into a knot. Unfortunately, she knew all too well how the network could deny her.

“Hopefully, I’ll have good news for you when I come back through the lobby.” Running a hand over her blazer’s lapel, Valerie tested her armor. Crisp, sleek, and ready to shield her nerves.

“Nina’s already in the boardroom. Said to send you up when you arrived.” Donna set the latte on the desk and waved over a security guard; a young man Valerie didn’t know. “Mick, can you please escort Ms. Star to the westside boardroom?”

Valerie wanted to correct Donna. Instead, she bit her tongue, letting the mistake slide. Star was Valerie’s married name, which everyone knew her by. But her marriage was long gone. The star had died, or more accurately exploded, twirling down to the earth in a spray of hot ash. At least Donna led with the correct abbreviation—Ms.  

“Sure can,” the guard replied, walking over. 

Donna handed Valerie a visitor’s badge. “Here you go.”

“Thank you.” Valerie clipped the badge to her blazer, masking the pinch it gave her heart. She had a hard time swallowing the idea of being a guest when she’d been part of this office for years. Ignoring her pride, Valerie smiled at Donna. “Enjoy the latte.”

“This way, ma’am,” Mick addressed her, and Valerie cringed. She considered telling the guard to call her by her first name. She’d turned forty this year, but that didn’t warrant a title she saved for her grandmother. On the way to the seventh floor, Valerie talked lightly about the sunny Los Angeles weather, saving her energy and persuasive skills for the boardroom.

When the elevator dinged and opened, Mick gestured toward the hall. “After you, ma’am.”

Valerie stepped out confidently into bright sunshine and a maze of glass. The seventh floor had always reminded her of a fishbowl; every wall was floor to ceiling glass. The architect intended to create an open, collaborative environment, but his execution was poor. The inner workings of every meeting were visible and distracting. Not exactly a functional design for workplace productivity. At least, in her opinion. 

Seeing a few former colleagues in a meeting clear on the other side of the building, Valerie politely waved. Then she glanced ahead, spotting her glimmer of sunshine through the transparent walls—Nina Banks.

In the corner conference room, Nina stood, staring out at the hustle and bustle of the city. She wore her version of a power suit—shapeless khakis and a black polo—and Valerie grinned at her friend’s blatant disregard of fashion. Nina cared more for comfort than wow factor, at least with clothes. She claimed her creativity was needed on set to produce stunning content, and Valerie couldn’t argue with her. Nina was a stellar producer. She’d seen that firsthand during the five seasons of LA Renovations—the reality television show Nina had produced and Valerie had starred in.

Mick opened the conference room door, and Valerie stepped through.

“Good morning.” Valerie greeted her friend with a singsong, expecting the same excitement in return. But when Nina turned around, Valerie knew something was off. She stilled. “Are you okay?”

The edges of Nina’s eyes crinkled. Her dark, curly hair somehow looked less springy. Was she worried? Mad? Sick?

Nina blew out a long breath. “Tom isn’t coming for our presentation.”

“What?” Valerie’s stomach dropped.

Tom Schmitt was the Executive Vice President of Programming for HomeTV. He was the final decision-maker on all new projects. Today, there would be others attending from programming, marketing, and scheduling, but Tom would have final approval. They needed Tom to see their presentation and pitch.

“Should we reschedule?” Valerie asked, confused.

Nina shook her head. “He stopped me in the hall when I was heading here.” Pursing her lips, Nina paused for an eternity. “He wants to go in a different direction.”

Valerie blinked, her stomach turning. “But he hasn’t seen our presentation.” Valerie and Nina had been working on an idea for a new reality television show for months. Their concept would feature historical buildings across the country, focusing on architecture and design. It was unlike any other program currently on HomeTV. Tom knew the basics of their concept, but they hadn’t gone through the details. “We have research and statistics. Vision boards. An outline for a pilot. He doesn’t want to see any of that?”

Nina shook her head, looking disappointed. “Said the network can’t take a chance on an unproven concept. Not right now. Maybe next year.”

“They can’t take a chance?” Valerie’s voice slid into a high pitch. Didn’t the network want something fresh? A show that dove into the history of architecture and design? Wasn’t that the cornerstone of HomeTV? Stunned, she pulled a chair from the conference table and set her briefcase on it. “Is it me? Am I the reason he’s not interested?”

Tom’s dismissal wasn’t related to Nina. She still had a job at HomeTV. After the network cancelled LA Renovations, they moved Nina into a producer role for one of the celebrity real estate programs. It was Valerie they’d cast aside, stating that future opportunities would arise. So far, there’d been none, so Valerie was making one for herself. 

“No, that’s not it.” Nina's brown eyes softened. She knew how devastated Valerie was when the show got canceled, but Valerie didn't want pity. She wanted an opportunity to get her hard-earned career back. And to do that, she needed Tom’s approval. 

Heat bloomed in her chest.

“I know they already offered Ryker another show.” Her back straightened when she referred to Ryker Star—her ex-husband and the man she’d co-hosted LA Renovations with.

Nina winced. “I just found out. I swear I was going to tell you after our meeting.” Stepping forward, she rested her hand on the back of one of the leather chairs at the table. “I didn’t want to mess with your head before our presentation. I knew you wouldn’t want that either.”

Valerie took a breath and nodded. Nina was a straight shooter and wouldn’t lie to her.

“I just . . .” Valerie started, pushing down the irritating hurt. “I can’t believe Ryker is going to headline his own show, like nothing happened. And Tom can’t even show up for our presentation? That’s such a double standard. How is it that Ryker can—”

Nina cut her off. “Tom wants you to host a different show. A pilot the network has already approved.”

Valerie stuttered, losing her train of thought. She hadn’t expected that piece of information. “What?”

“That’s why he’s not listening to our pitch. Not today anyhow.” Nina dropped her hand from the chair. She glanced toward a laptop and spread of papers on the other end of the long table. “He wants you to host the pilot I’m producing.”

Valerie tilted her head, knocked off balance. One red heel stepped back, steadying her. “The one you start next week?” 

“Yes.” Nina nodded, hope coloring her face. “The surprise home makeover show for the sweepstakes winner.”

Valerie knew of the project. The network had sponsored a contest in which a lucky winner would receive an all-expenses-paid home makeover. Thousands of people from across the country had submitted videos, telling HomeTV why they needed a home renovation. The marketing department saw the entries as an opportunity to feature the stories, people, and resulting home renovation in a new reality show. It was a brilliant concept. Valerie wasn’t supposed to know the details, but Nina could be loose lipped after a sangria or two.

“Isn’t Sierra Bishop hosting?” Valerie asked, referring to the actress turned house-flipper who had a reputation of being extremely demanding on set. Nina hadn’t been particularly excited to work with her, but the network wanted the social media attention Sierra would bring.

“She was, but she had to back out.” Nina used finger-quotes around the last two words.

“Back out? Didn’t she have a contract?”

Nina put a hand next to her mouth and whispered, “Rehab.”

“Oh.” Valerie straightened. “Well, I hope she’s okay.”

“I hope so too," Nina replied. "But we can't wait sixty to ninety days to find out.”

Valerie raised her brow, remembering how personal issues could interfere with professional goals. She knew what that was like. Except Sierra hadn’t fallen apart in front of the camera. Not like Valerie’s marriage. “So, production is going to continue without her?”

“Yep. Tom thinks it’s too risky to wait. Who knows if Sierra will be okay to do the show, even after she completes rehab? Besides, everything is set for next week. Well, except for a host.” Nina stared at Valerie, expectantly. “What do you say? Want to do this with me? I know it’s not exactly what you wanted to hear today, but I honestly think this show could be a big hit. And if the network likes the pilot, they’ll order more episodes, using other entries from the sweepstakes. You could have another successful series under your belt.”

Valerie swallowed, unsure how to feel. She’d been so excited about the concept she and Nina had been working on, but she also knew how Tom was. When he made up his mind, that was it. There was no convincing him otherwise. It was his way or no way at all.

This could be her foot in the door. An opportunity to get back on camera and prove she could headline a show—without her ex-husband. 

Valerie pursed her lips. Then she gave Nina a lopsided grin. “All right. Where are we going? I need to know what to pack.”

Nina’s face brightened. “Fabulous!” She clapped her hands together in delight. “We’re headed to this adorable town in northern Minnesota, and the family chosen for the pilot is beyond perfect. They are small-town America at its finest. Sweet as apple pie. The house is this gorgeous Victorian farmhouse. Great bones, but in need of major updates.” Nina walked toward the opposite side of the table, toward the laptop and spread of folders. “I’ve got pictures. You’ve got to see this.”

“A Victorian farmhouse?” Valerie followed, suddenly envisioning carved spindle staircases and flower-patterned wallpaper. She hadn’t worked on any Victorian-style homes in LA, but her design skills had been put to test on just about everything else—from boxy modern homes to beach bungalows. And she loved a new challenge.

“The house is next to a lake, and the family has horses.” Nina reached the end of the table and opened a folder, exposing photos. “Lots of great opportunities for stunning shots.”

Valerie joined Nina and looked over pictures that showed the inside and outside of the home. It looked to be remodeled in the seventies, clear from the avocado appliances occupying the kitchen. “This will make for some great before and after reveals.”

“Right?” Nina’s excitement spilled through her voice, infecting Valerie as well.

“What’s the family’s story?” Valerie asked. The house clearly needed fixing up, but there had to be more to the narrative for the network to pick this house out of thousands of entries.

“This family is adorable.” Nina shuffled through a few of the photos, pulling out one of a teenage girl and an older woman. Maybe her grandma? They smiled brightly at the camera, arms wrapped around each other’s shoulders, looking like the epitome of love. Valerie smiled, the sweetness catching her off guard. 

“This is Issy and her grandma, Joyce,” Nina said. “They are huge fans of HomeTV, and each wrote an essay explaining the need for a home makeover for Issy’s dad, but they have different ideas about why.” She chuckled. 

Valerie scrunched her brow. “What are their reasons?”

“Issy’s essay was about how much she loves her dad and how close they are. Said he raised her as a single parent and she couldn’t imagine a better dad. She’ll be off to college next year and wants to make sure he’s taken care of, because he’s always taken care of her.” Nina set her hand on her chest. “Doesn’t that just melt your heart?”

Valerie nodded, wishing every father and daughter could be so close. Valerie had always wondered what that would’ve been like. She’d barely known her father until she was an adult and he’d finally grown up enough to attempt a relationship. “And what are the grandma’s reasons?”

“Joyce thinks it’s about time her son remodels his house so he can land a wife.”

Valerie choked on a laugh. “Really?”

“Yes, but she said it in much sweeter words,” Nina replied. “Actually, Joyce sounds like a hoot. She also offered her crafting and quilting skills and said she’d feed the entire crew with home-cooked meals and fresh baked pies.”

“That’s hard to argue with.” Joyce sounded like a small-town Martha Stewart.

“But honestly, I can’t imagine why Issy’s dad would have any trouble finding a wife.” Nina shifted the photos around and plucked one from the back of the pile. “Seriously, look at this guy. He’d give Brad Pitt a run for his money.”

When Valerie saw the photo, she sucked in a breath, nearly inhaling her entire tongue. Issy’s dad was gorgeous in a rugged way—broad shouldered with blue eyes that could bore through steel. But that wasn’t what nearly knocked her off her feet. “Is that—?” A hand flew to her heart.

“Val, are you okay?”

“Is that Evan Weston?” Valerie set both hands on the table, steadying herself. Her power suit suddenly felt like a straitjacket.

Nina’s expression shifted from worry to confusion. “Uh, yes. That’s his name. How’d you know that?”

Valerie pressed her lips together, letting the photo sift through her brain. Evan Weston. Her college sweetheart. A man she hadn’t spoken to in almost twenty years. The one who had obliterated her heart.

She squeezed her eyes shut. If she agreed to host this pilot—the project that would get her back on camera and possibly put her career back on track—she’d also be signing up to remodel her ex’s house.

Instead of explaining her rush of thoughts, Valerie opened her eyes and simply said, “We dated. Back in college.”

“Are you serious?” Nina’s mouth gaped. “What are the odds of that?”

“Pretty slim, I’d imagine.” Valerie didn’t think she’d ever see Evan again. That had been clear when they broke up.

“Was it a bad breakup?” Nina asked, and Valerie shifted, wondering if her face had projected everything she’d just felt. She stood and took a step back from the table, distancing herself from Evan’s photo. Did any breakup end well?

“We were young,” she replied. “It was a long time ago.”

“Will that be a problem?” Nina’s eyes narrowed, and Valerie felt picked apart by her friend’s sharp gaze.

“No. Not at all.” Valerie forced a smile, brushing away the ancient feelings that had jumped up and surprised her. “We’re both grown adults. We dated forever ago. Actually, it would be nice to see him again.” She lied through her teeth in the last sentence, but they had dated twenty years ago. She was a different person now. Certainly, he was too. This didn’t have to be a big deal.

“Okay, good.” Nina sighed in relief, moving on to the topic of staffing. Valerie absentmindedly nodded as Nina named off the cinematographer, camera operators, production assistant, and construction crew that would work on the pilot. It was a great team. Valerie had worked with most of them previously and told herself everything would be fine. But when her gaze landed on Evan’s photo again, her heart raced nervously, contradicting all positive thoughts.

For a moment, she panicked. If this was her reaction to his picture, what would happen when she saw him in person? And how would Evan react to her?

Yanking her gaze from the photo, Valerie pushed aside her spinning thoughts. She focused on Nina—on what really mattered.

Valerie was not about to let this opportunity pass her by. Another man wouldn’t derail her career and ambitions. She’d do this job no matter who she had to work with. An ex from forever ago wouldn’t stand in her way. Besides, she’d filmed an entire season with her ex-husband while their marriage was in shambles. If she could fake her way through that, she could certainly navigate a week or two with Evan.

Easy peasy. Standing taller, Valerie decided this would be a piece of cake.








  
  
Chapter Two




“Sit . . . stay . . . lay down . . .  easy?” Evan Weston tried every command he could think of, coaxing the six-month-old yellow lab to stay put. So far, nothing had worked. He should’ve grabbed a kennel from the farm store before leaving. Instead, he’d locked up and rushed out, excited to get home and surprise his daughter with the pup she’d been begging for.

Evan glanced over at his furry passenger. “Good thing it’s a short drive home. Having three legs sure doesn’t slow you down.”

Skippy had been bouncing around Evan’s truck cab for the past ten minutes. He now occupied the passenger seat and Evan grasped Skippy’s collar, holding the overzealous pup in place while keeping one hand on the wheel.

“You ready to see your new home?” Evan asked. Skippy barked and stared out the windshield like he wanted to be the hood ornament. His tongue hung out the side of his mouth and Evan grinned. “She’s going to be so excited.”

Issy, Evan’s seventeen-year-old daughter, was an animal lover, just like him. Ever since she could walk, she’d brought home creatures to care for. Wounded birds, stray cats, turtles with broken shells. So it didn’t surprise Evan when she started volunteering at the local animal rescue, Hooves and Hearts. Issy had been volunteering since she was eleven—and the rescue was also where she’d met the three-legged furball now wiggling around in his truck.

“You know Issy has been begging to adopt you for an entire month?” Evan scratched the pup’s neck. “Ever since she laid eyes on you.”

Skippy whacked his tail against the seat and Evan shook his head, mostly at himself, for giving in and adopting the pup. It was June, the summer before Issy’s senior year of high school. In a year, he’d be moving her off to college and she wouldn’t be taking the dog with her. By agreeing to adopt Skippy, Evan was signing on for a solid fifteen years of dog ownership, and it wasn’t like he needed another animal. He had five cats and nineteen horses to care for. But he didn’t have a dog, and maybe that was what he was missing. A loyal companion, especially when his only child was on the verge of growing up and moving away.

“I think you’re really going to like it here.” Evan turned onto the long gravel drive toward the white, two-story farmhouse he and Issy called home. But when he looked ahead, it surprised him to see two vehicles parked in front of the garage—Issy’s silver Corolla and his parents’ truck.

It was just past six o’clock. It wasn’t odd to have his parents stop by unannounced, especially since they lived next door—on the opposite side of the horse barn and pastures. But his dad and brother Jesse were feeding the horses tonight. Plus, Evan’s mom should be playing bridge with her friends, slinging cards and sipping her second cup of decaf by now.

Maybe they stopped by to drop off goodies? Evan’s mom and aunt were always cooking or baking, and he often benefitted from their time in the kitchen.

“Let’s see what they’re up to. Huh, Skip?” Evan asked, hoping for apple pie or berry cobbler.  

Skippy wiggled his rear as Evan parked behind Issy’s car. Getting out and walking around the front of the truck, Evan opened the passenger door, careful not to let Skippy launch out. Evan snapped a leash on the pup's collar and lowered him to the ground, getting a few licks in return. Then the pup sniffed and circled as Evan grabbed the warm pizza box from the backseat. He’d stopped at Jake’s Restaurant on his way home, grabbing a sausage, olive, and onion pizza—his and Issy’s favorite.

“Welcome home, Skip.” Evan walked toward the front porch, balancing the pizza box in one hand as Skippy zigzagged, tugging at the leash as he sniffed and romped. As eager as he was, his level of excitement went up a hundred notches when the front door swung open and Issy appeared.

“Skippy?!” Issy screeched and flew out of the house, her long blonde hair trailing behind her. 

As soon as she appeared, Skippy turned into a furry cyclone. He spun, barked, and lurched forward, hitting the end of the leash with a force that surprised Evan. The pup couldn’t have weighed over fifty pounds. He was equivalent to a bag of horse feed, which Evan threw around all day long at his feed store. He shouldn’t have had any trouble controlling Skippy, but Evan had underestimated the power of puppy love.

Knocked off balance by the eager pup, Evan stumbled forward, and the pizza box wobbled in his grip. He quickly released the leash, not wanting grass to become an extra topping, and saved dinner with both hands. When he looked up, Issy and Skippy were rolling on the lawn together in a fit of giggles and dog-kisses. His daughter’s laughter instantly brought a smile to his face.

She slung an arm around Skippy’s neck and beamed at Evan. “Does this mean he’s ours?” 

Evan nodded, taking in the beautiful sight. “He’s all ours.”

There was more laughter and licking. Issy took Skippy’s head in her hands and looked him directly in the eyes. “I told you he’d give in, didn’t I?”

Evan laughed. “Give in?”

Issy turned her sweet smile back on Evan. “I mean, I told Skippy you’d change your mind and let him join our family.”

Evan smirked, knowing his daughter had him wrapped around her little finger. But she was such a good girl. Why shouldn’t he give her everything she asked for? Besides, Skippy might keep her from picking a college on the other side of the country. Although she was almost grown, Evan still wanted her to stay close by.

“I thought more about it,” Evan said. “And it’s about time this family has a dog again.” It’d been a year since they’d lost their wonderful golden retriever, Abby, and the house had been quiet without her warm presence.

Issy shot up from the grass and went straight to Evan. She gave him a big hug and a kiss on the cheek. “Thanks, Daddy,” she whispered.

His heart melted. “You’re welcome. Now, let’s get him inside so we can eat some pizza. I’m starving and I’ve still got to run over to the fairgrounds to get a few things prepped for Maple Bay Days next month.”

Issy smirked and hooked her hands behind her back, and Evan suddenly noticed her outfit. She was awfully dressed up for a weeknight, wearing pink shorts and a white, flowy tank top. Her long wheat-blonde hair looked to be straightened, and she was wearing makeup.

Evan squinted. “You know the rules about dating.”

He’d set rules years ago, long before Issy had her first date. Evan was to meet and interrogate any boy that dared to take his daughter out. Luckily, in a small town, he knew most of the kids. Still, it was his duty to put the fear of God into any boy that thought he deserved Issy’s attention.

“I’m not going on a date, Dad.” Issy tilted her head, her hair swishing over her shoulder. “But I have a surprise for you.” Her face lit up, her hands still behind her back.

“Isabel Joyce Weston, what are you up to?” Just then there was a crash and proceeding yelp that came from inside the house.

Issy spun and stared at the still-open front door. “Uh, oh. Where’d Skippy go?”

Evan was more concerned about who had just yelped from inside his house. “Who was that?” It hadn’t sounded like either of his parents.

“Come with me.” Issy took hold of his arm, leading him onto the porch and into the house. As soon as Evan crossed the threshold, he froze. There were at least ten strangers gathered in his living room. Most were trying to catch a romping, licking Skippy, who had somehow wrapped his leash around a floor lamp and was now dragging it aimlessly.

“What’s going on?” Evan asked, though no one heard him. Everyone was jumping about, trying not to get whacked by the lamp or licked by the dog. Someone yelled, “Keep rolling!” Another person shrieked, “Someone grab him!” Two of the strangers balanced big, black cameras on their shoulders. They aimed one camera at Skippy. The other at Evan. The only person he recognized was his mom, Joyce.

“Geez Louise!” Joyce shouted, her hands in the air. “Son of a biscuit! Everyone, hold on to your shorts!”

Skippy raced past the couch and the dragging lamp clotheslined a guy in overalls. It hit him straight in the back of his knees and sent him toppling like dominos. As he fell to the floor, bodies launched at Skippy, and a woman caught the leash. She was crouched down at Skippy’s eye-level, which meant she instantly got a face full of sloppy kisses.

“Skippy!” Evan exclaimed as he hastily placed the pizza box on the ground and lurched toward the pup. With a firm grip on Skippy’s collar, he removed the eager dog from the woman, who was shielding her face and holding onto the leash for dear life.

“I got him.” Evan tugged the pup close. “You can let go.”

Issy knelt next to Evan, putting an arm around Skippy, redirecting the pup’s overzealous energy. He licked the side of Issy’s face.

“I’m so sorry, Valerie,” Issy said. “Are you okay? Is everyone okay?”

It looked as though a tornado had touched down in the living room. The lamp was in two pieces—the base on the floor, the shade on a recliner. The rug was folded up like an accordion, the guy in overalls strewn across it. Someone was helping him up. Everyone else was frozen in various stages of disbelief.

But Evan couldn’t look anywhere but at the woman who was still holding the leash.

“Val?” he asked, dumbfounded.

Her wide-eyed gaze connected with his. The silence that followed grabbed him, stilling his heart.

“Hi,” she breathed, dropping the leash and pushing her long, dark hair from her face.

“What—” Evan uttered, wondering if this was a practical joke. Valerie Ricci was in his house? His ex? A woman he hadn’t seen or spoken to since college? “What’s going on?”

Val wiped a string of slobber from her cheek. Her furrowed brow smoothed, and she reached out her hand. Evan numbly took it, thinking she needed help up from the floor. Instead, Val awkwardly shook his hand and smiled politely, like she was greeting a stranger.

“Nice to meet you, Evan,” she said from the floor.

His chest twisted. Didn’t she recognize him? Trying to shake away the shock, Evan tightened his grip and pulled her to her feet. “What are you doing here?” Maybe she didn’t remember him, but he’d never mistake Val. No matter how hard he’d fought to forget her, her memory had never fully faded.

Val straightened and cleared her throat. Instead of answering his question, she brushed down the front of her pressed white shirt. Her olive skin glowed against the crisp fabric. When she looked back at him, her green eyes pierced his soul exactly as he remembered . . . which really freaked him out.

“That might be the most exciting entrance we’ve ever captured on film,” Val addressed the group, giving a dry laugh that scratched him like sandpaper. “Are we still rolling?” She looked over her shoulder. A cameraman nodded. The woman behind him raised a clipboard and gave a thumbs-up. This caused Val to turn back to Evan and flash a bright smile. “Surprise! Your daughter and mother entered you in a HomeTV contest and you won an all-expense-paid home makeover! Congratulations!”

Her enthusiasm smacked Evan like a wet towel. “Excuse me?” His gaze shifted to Issy and then to his mom. “This is for a TV show?” Hadn’t Val’s show been cancelled? After she freaked out on her husband at that fancy restaurant?

Val opened and closed her mouth like a fish, but Evan’s mom interjected.

“Isn’t that wonderful, Evan?” his mom asked, her hands up. Excitement beamed across her face. “Issy and I entered the contest and now you can remodel your house and all these lovely people are going to help.” Joyce waved a hand around the room. Everyone was now standing and staring. At him.

“Remodel my house?” Evan noticed his mom had a fresh perm in her short silver hair. “How long have you two known about this?” He pointed back and forth from Issy to his mom. They were extremely close, practically the same person born a half-century apart. And when they got a scheme in their heads, there was no stopping them. Evan had tried many times.

“Maybe a month.” Issy grinned. She was scratching Skippy’s head, keeping him distracted. “Isn’t it great?!”

Great? Evan had other adjectives he would use. Unexpected. Unwanted. Uncomfortable and unnecessary.

“I—” he started, not sure what to say. His living room was full of people and conflicting emotions. Joy was plastered on the faces of Issy and his mom. Val was sporting a weird, fake smile that made him wonder if a robot had replaced her since he’s last seen her. The rest of the group looked to be on pins and needles, waiting for him to speak.

How could he get out of this situation?

“We don’t need a remodel,” he said.

Issy’s face dropped. His mom looked as though he’d just announced that her apple pie was average. Val’s brow jerked up, but her fake smile stayed.

“What do you mean, Dad?” Issy asked. She’d stopped petting Skippy, and he licked her hand. “You’re always saying we need to work on the house, but you never have the time to do it.”

“I’ll make time.” Evan shrugged, brushing off the comment. “After Maple Bay Days. I’ll have lots of time then.” He wouldn’t, but he also didn’t need to be on TV, or to accept help from a woman that had left him in the dust during the hardest time of his life.

“Evan,” Joyce scolded, breaking his train of thought. “All these nice people came all the way from California and you’re just going to send them home? And pass on a free home makeover? What in the dickens is wrong with you?”

“I don’t think it’s a good idea.” He scratched his head. “Won’t cameras follow us around during the makeover? Then all our business will be on TV for the world to see.” He raised a brow, challenging his mother.

“What kind of business are you talking about?” Joyce asked, looking confused. “It’s not like you have some skeleton in the closet the world is waiting to uncover.”

His skeleton was not in the closet. It was standing right in front of him, and he didn’t care to dive back into the tomb.

“Yeah, Dad,” Issy chimed in. “It’s not like we have any secrets. We live the world’s most normal life.”

Evan wasn’t sure how to take his daughter’s comment. There was nothing wrong with their life. It was perfect, just the way it was. They didn’t need cameras or a fancy renovation. Would these people fill his house with white furniture and glass chandeliers, like most of the ridiculous mansions Val had worked on?

“I’d like to keep it normal,” Evan replied. “Besides, I don’t need any weirdos watching you on TV and then finding you on social media and sending you creepy messages. I’ve watched that Catfish show. There are plenty of creeps out there.”

Issy wrinkled her nose. “Dad, that won’t happen.”

“It could,” he replied, sternly.

“Your personal information won’t be shared,” Val piped in. She was still standing directly in front of him as though he’d mustered her up from a memory. “We’ll only use your first names on the show. The network won’t tag any of you on social or mention your full names in the media. You can choose what you’d like to share on your own social. Of course, we will mention the name of the town, so—”

“See.” Evan gestured toward Val, but looked at Issy. “This town only has two thousand people in it. Some crazy person could find out who you are if they really wanted to.”

“Dad,” Issy breathed. This time she spoke his name in the low teenager tone of “you’re embarrassing me.”

“The show will be on HomeTV.” Joyce rested a hand on a hip. “It’s a good, wholesome channel watched mainly by ladies of a certain age. It’s not like Issy’s going on a dating show or something.”

“I just don’t—” Evan started, but Issy cut in.

“I’m almost eighteen, Dad. I’m not a little girl. I won’t get tricked into talking to any creeps. Besides, strange guys already slide into my DMs, even without me being on TV.”

Evan was sure his jaw had come unhinged.

“Don’t worry,” Issy added quickly. “I always block them.” Her eyebrows raised like this was obviously the case.

“Ohhhhh—” Joyce strung out the word, giving it multiple syllables. “That face-place is the devil.”

Issy shook her head, grinning at her grandma. “It’s not called face-place, Grandma. It’s Face—”

“I think we need a family meeting,” Evan interrupted, noting that the cameras were still pointed at them. A long stick arched over the group, nearly grazing the ceiling. A microphone hung from it. “Outside. By ourselves.” He glanced at Val. “Excuse us.”

“Sure.” Val nodded stiffly. “Take your time.”

Evan turned and walked out his front door, trying to forget the jolt Val had just given him. He wasn’t sure if his pulse was racing from shock, anger, or . . . something else. Why was Val here? Why did she think it was okay to walk back into his life? The least she could’ve done was reach out to ask for his approval before the cameras were rolling. Now the two most important women in his life were intent on participating in Val’s show, and it would take some mental gymnastics to change their minds. Though they might think differently if they knew how Val had crushed him.

Evan shook his head, grappling with unwelcome thoughts. Tonight, he’d intended to surprise his daughter with a pup and enjoy a greasy pizza. Instead, a ghost from his past and her camera crew had invaded his house and his life, turning it upside down.

And Evan liked his life right side up, thank you.
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