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			Dedication

			
		
    It may seem strange to dedicate a book to a cat, but this is a special one. Seventeen years ago, we adopted a stray. She looked like a Himalayan/Siamese mixture with a bit of rag doll in her and a fluffy white tail that looked like a plume. She had beautiful blue eyes and was the prettiest alley cat to ever eat out of a trash container. My husband hadn’t wanted her. I negotiated and told him he could smoke cigars in the house and name her if I got to keep her. So he named her Ash because her fur was the color of a cigar’s ash. Over the past seventeen years, she has been my writing buddy. She sat next to me, on top of me, or next to the keyboard where the hot air blew. She hid behind my monitor. She gnawed on the corner of my laptop. I used to joke that working with Ash near me was like typing on an old-school typewriter. Except instead of pushing the carriage back to return, I’d slide her off the keyboard. Her favorite positions were in the circle of my arms if I was typing on the table or with one paw on my wrist while I was typing at my desk. Together we wrote over twenty-five novels and short stories. She’s an old lady. For a cat, she’s had a long life, but her kidneys are failing. I thought I would lose her before this book was due, but she’s not ready to go. Not yet. However, I named Dawn’s cat in the book after her because when it is her time to go over the Rainbow Bridge, a part of me will be comforted that she will live with Rory and Dawn forever. So I dedicate this book to my writing buddy, Ash.


– Jamie 2017











Update: Ash has since gone over the rainbow bridge, taking a piece of my heart with her.  But she can now eat all the Ruffles potato chips she wants and dip her paw to sip tea to her heart’s content.


– Jamie 2021
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Chapter 1
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Dawn

Rory Parker was a billionaire douche bag who looked like a movie star. I knew this because we had gone to the same high school. I Google stalked him when he started sending me emails earlier this year. We traded quips and banter for several months like it was some bizarre foreplay. Then the real reason he contacted me came up. Rory hadn’t wanted to “reconnect,” he wanted to buy me out of my lease. I wanted him to go to hell. When it was apparent neither one of us was going to budge, the emails mysteriously stopped being friendly. I felt partly triumphant that I stood my ground, and a little disappointed that he only was interested in me because of my store. However, I should have known he wasn’t giving up and was just refocusing his attack.

A combination of old money and real estate mogul, Rory was planning a redevelopment project for the shops by the Haven docks. He was throwing money around that had everyone scrambling to sell out. I wanted to punch him in his perfect white teeth—when I wasn’t fantasizing about what I’d like to do with him. With his pretty rich-boy looks and body by CrossFit, Rory was eye candy. He was also the enemy, and I had to keep that in mind.

In high school, he had been a senior when I was a freshman—not to mention his crowd wouldn’t let him be caught dead going out with me. Still, we managed to flirt every chance we got. Once he left for college, it was out of sight, out of mind for both of us. I felt like an idiot for getting all oogly-woogly when he emailed me out of the blue. I was such a sap. Maybe I was even a little desperate. That’s why it stung so much when he followed up my “Want to get dinner sometime?” with “Funny, you should ask . . .” I told him I wasn’t interested in having him buy me out of my lease, and then stopped responding to his emails. Rory still sent them, though.

When the emails no longer worked for him, he sent my landlord, Larry Briggs, with a generous offer. I ripped up the paperwork and set it on fire inside the copper bowl by my cash register. It had been worth the citation for the fire hazard. I’ll pay that fine next month, as well as another one when the next bullshit charge they try to lay on me comes around. The town’s officials were collecting offenses, hoping to evict me, but they were going to have to work a lot harder on that one. I paid my rent on time and I was a model tenant—if a little eccentric.

I hoped that would be the end of it. I couldn’t care less if I was delaying hometown boy’s pet project. I still had five years left on my ten-year lease. He and this town could kiss my ass until then. When it was time to find another place for my bookstore, it probably wouldn’t be here. No one would rent to me. I was the quartz in their otherwise shining jeweled crown of the conservative New England town of Haven, on the Connecticut shoreline. Eight months out of the year the only customers I had were locals I brought in through workshops and my lecture series. But during the summer, I made a great deal of money selling unique books about feminism, sex, and various other forms of enlightenment.

The tinkling bells over the door alerted me someone was coming into the bookstore. I glanced up as a woman walked in with her two children. She took one a look at me and my purple hair and tattoos, grabbed their hands, and rushed out of the store.

Namaste, bitch.

I wasn’t your usual bookstore owner, and I certainly didn’t belong among these stores—at least that’s what some of the town politicians thought. They replaced the potter who had the shop next to me with one that sold Limoges, Waterford crystal goblets, and Hummel figurines. The old fisherman who had the store on the other side of me took Rory’s generous buyout offer as well. Packing up his handmade birdhouses and fishing lures, Old Man Mack left an empty store space that smelled vaguely of Skoal tobacco and codfish. They replaced the business with a small art gallery, with painters I’ve never heard of, from places far away from Haven.

The First Selectmen of the town—Rory’s father—said they wanted to make over my store into a chic bookstore cafe that sold things that would be more universally appealing. I offered to put a few USA Today best sellers in the front window as a compromise, but that wasn’t good enough. 

My best friend, Jeannine, worked in the selectmen’s office and overheard a conversation between my landlord and the selectmen. After she filled me in on their nefarious plans, I quickly installed cameras and put up signs that said: If You Enter This Store, You Agree to Be Videotaped. I had to assure my regulars that it was for security reasons and not because anyone wanted to spy on their purchases. It lost me some customers, though.

But it saved my ass when the guy they sent in to buy a deck of tarot cards accused me of trying to sell him drugs. I showed the police the video transaction and exonerated myself, much to my landlord’s chagrin.

Fuck you, Larry.

The guy got the worst end of the deal, but he had a pretty good lawyer. I let him sweat a little bit before I dropped my defamation lawsuit. It would have gone to small claims court and I would have represented myself, but the guy was “judgment proof,” as my dear old dad, the esteemed Judge Nolan, used to say. Or in other words, the guy didn’t have a lobster pot to piss in. The fuckers in charge paid off a dock rat who hung around the wharf to do their dirty work for them by trying to make it seem like I was doing something illegal. I would have loved to sue the McMansions out of the brains behind that little scheme, but they were untouchable.

Story of my life.

Still, it would have been fun to see my father recuse himself from the case. Not that I would have gotten a fair trial anyway in this town. One of his judge friends would have passed judgment on me in his absence. Disobedient daughter? Gavel down. Guilty.

Glancing out the window, it looked like it was a beautiful day. Thankfully, it had stopped raining. I had been considering building an ark. April showers indeed. I was looking forward to the summer kicking into high gear. Not only would it help me get some savings back into my account after my jerkwad ex-boyfriend drained it to finance his band’s tour, but maybe I could also get enough scraped together for a condo or an apartment. At the very least, I wanted to be able to afford to hire a salesclerk so I could go for a bike ride and enjoy the nice weather.

I hadn’t had a day off in two years. I couldn’t even have lunch yet, because two tourists were wandering around my bookstore. They seemed to be boaters looking for a paperback to read on the beach or out on Long Island Sound. I could hear them giggling in salicious delight at a few of the erotic romance novels I had in the back. I carried local, self-published authors, so chances were these were new series for them.

As I eavesdropped on their whispered conversation as they read the juicy bits to each other, a man wearing black socks with sandals stormed into the shop. The tinkling bells over the door to my store filled the air with music, which took some of the menace out of his entrance. He slammed a package onto the counter. “I demand to speak to the manager.”

“You’re speaking to her.” I grinned as he took in my tongue ring and purple hair.

“You?”

Rolling my eyes at the camera above his head recording this transaction, I asked, “How may I help you?” Unfortunately, I didn’t have any uptight-asshole remedies.

“I want a refund.”

“May I see your receipt?”

My politeness seemed to throw him and he searched the bag. “I don’t have it.”

I stifled a sigh. “When did you buy it?”

“I wouldn’t shop here.”

Yeah, he wasn’t my demographic. I couldn’t see him buying a Reiki soundtrack or a fertility statue. He slid the bag toward me and I pulled out a well-loved copy of The Woman’s Journey. Some pages had been highlighted, and others were dog-eared. I looked in the front and it had been signed by the author, Joan Miller. The dedication read, “To Delores: You are worthy of love, respect and happiness.” I had done a book signing event for Joan in January. She always drew a big crowd. Her fans were always grateful for the opportunity to meet her.

“Fill this out, please, and I’ll process your return.” I passed him a sheet I made up for just these occasions. He would have to give me his name, address, and phone number.

“Do I have to do this?”

“Without your receipt, I need this in order to give you a refund. Otherwise, I’ll have to give you store credit.”

He blanched and filled out the paperwork.

When he handed it back to me, I looked it up online to make sure it was a real address. Nodding, I opened up the register and handed him a ten-dollar bill.

“The price is fifteen,” he pointed out.

“Restocking fee,” I deadpanned.

He glared at me, but pocketed the money and strode out. I slid the book inside a padded mailing envelope along with a few bookmarks and a poster for our next lecture series: “Taking Charge of Your Own Orgasm.” I addressed the package to Delores and included a note that she should probably hide this better from—I looked at the return slip—Walter. Weighing the package, I printed out the postage and left it in the bin for the mailman to pick up later.

I rang up the tourists’ books and gave them walking directions to the Village Wharf restaurant. They had the best fish stew in the state. Served up with their homemade bread, I could eat it for lunch every day.

The bells tinkled as they left and I went in the back to nuke my tea. That asshat Rory hustled the tea seller off as well. She had gone to Loonsbury, which was a hippy-er town than Haven. But it was in the center of the state and I would miss the shoreline too much if I moved out there. I munched on a granola bar while I waited for my tea. All the talk of the Village Wharf had my stomach grumbling. Maybe I’d put up the Be Right Back sign and get some stew and a loaf of bread to go. Sighing, I took another granola bar instead. Until the summer crowd picked up, I really couldn’t afford to eat out.

The bells announced another customer and I walked out of the back still chewing and dusting crumbs off my boobs. I froze midstep when I recognized Rory Parker from his social media photos that I shamelessly stalked through. Instead of being in a suit and tie like he was on his business website, he was dressed in a polo shirt and khaki shorts. All he needed was a sweater tied around his neck and a tennis racket and he would look the same as he did in high school.

“Dawn Nolan?” he asked.

Really? It had been ten years give or take since we’d last seen each other. It shouldn’t have been a big mystery. Aside from the purple hair, I hadn’t changed that much. “Hello, Rory,” I said.

His smile should be illegal. He was the exact opposite of my type, yet here I was forcing myself not to smile back. We circled each other like fighters after the bell clanged.

“Nice store.” He nodded without taking his eyes off mine.

I refused to let him get me hot and bothered, but the challenge in his gaze was a turn-on. “Are you looking to get in touch with your feminine side?”

“Sure, what do you recommend?”

I hated being condescended to, but I was more than up for the challenge of embarrassing the hell out of him. I brushed by him and got a cheap thrill rubbing against his hard body. So he worked out. Big deal.

Trailing my fingers over the spines of the books, I found the one I wanted: How to Orgasm Like a Woman. I handed it to him and watched as he tried not to choke at the title.

“They say a man can achieve multiple orgasms, like a woman. But I’m not sure I buy that. Men don’t have the right”—I paused and looked him up and down—“equipment for it.”

Rory opened his mouth. Shut it. And repeated that a few times.

Score one for me.

I was behind the counter with my tea before he fully recovered. “You can’t possibly be making rent selling this crap.”

I bristled at the crap comment, but tried to soothe myself. It’s not like I hadn’t heard it before. “I’m sure you’ve checked my finances and my on-time rent payments. That’s fifteen ninety-five, but if you sign up for our newsletter, you get ten percent off your purchase today.”

Rubbing his hand down his perfect face, he pinched the bridge of his nose. “Look, you seem to be a savvy businesswoman.”

“Don’t say it like it’s an oxymoron,” I said in my coldest voice.

Rory grimaced in frustration. I found it cute. “Don’t put words in my mouth.”

I’d actually like to put my tongue in his mouth, and that surprised me. He smelled like the ocean, and I couldn’t help but wonder if he’d be wild like the sea in a storm during sex. I licked my lips. I’d like to try him out. I tended to dominate the crap out of Ivy League boys like this and it was always fun. Once. He had been a stuffed shirt in all of his emails. I had reacted by being more outrageous than I normally was. I’d send him pictures of me giving him the finger in front of serious cleavage, or sticking my tongue out at him, making sure my tongue ring showed.

I had issues.

“I’m offering you three times your yearly income, as well as buying you out of your lease.” He slapped a check for $120,000 on the counter.

I blinked at it. I could almost buy my own house for that. Of course, nowhere near the ocean. Swallowing hard, I had to clench my fists to avoid taking the check. I could buy a new car and drive anywhere in the United States. Get far away from here and all the emotional baggage I still carried with me. I could find another store. Start all over again where no one knew me as Judge Nolan’s delinquent daughter. It was tempting.

“Take it,” Rory said in a voice as smooth as chocolate syrup.

Take it, the voices in my head encouraged.

I cleared my throat. “You can have the store in five years, once my lease is up.”

He ground his teeth in frustration. “You can’t want to stay here. Your store doesn’t fit in.”

What he really meant was you don’t fit in. Unluckily for him, that wasn’t the first time I heard that.

“Sorry, I like my store and so do my clients. You should have done a preliminary poll instead of just assuming you could bulldoze anyone in your path.”

Rory smiled again, and again I had to stop myself from smiling back. I didn’t want to smile at him. He was a jerk, albeit a charming one. “Maybe you don’t quite understand.”

Oh here we go. Next up was either a veiled or not-so-veiled threat, or he’d attempt to mansplain why I wanted to give up my store to make it easy for him.

“This ought to be good.” I crossed my arms over my chest.

Distracted, he looked down at my cleavage. So he liked those cheesecake photos I had sent him. Well, all right. Score one for the girls. I wore a deep V-neck because I hated things around my neck, and if I was showing more boobage than usual, I would take whatever advantage I could. I just wish I didn’t feel the burn of his gaze down to my toes. Pretty Boy was making my nipples hard, and for the life of me, I didn’t understand why. Was it the hint of five o’clock shadow on his jaw? Or maybe it was the barely banked lust in his hazel eyes. He was so wrong for me, and I think that’s why I was so into him. Or maybe fourteen-year-old me still had a crush on him. I was mad at him too, and my anger tended to leak out into sex. I licked my lips, thinking about throwing him down on the couch and riding him until he behaved like a good boy.

He cleared his throat, and for a moment I wondered if I said that last part aloud. “I’m offering to buy you out of the remaining five years on your lease.”

“Yup, got that from the emails.”

“That you refused to take seriously. Instead, you counteroffered with trying to buy me a conscience.”

“Because I wasn’t interested in selling out.”

“The hundred and twenty is free and clear. Good as cash.”

I swallowed. “Still not interested.” In the money. The more I said no, the angrier he got, and if I wasn’t mistaken, he looked like the type to enjoy some angry sex too.

“Why? Is it not enough? I’ll double it.” He crumpled the check in his fist. “A quarter of a million dollars, if you clear out by this weekend.”

That took me by surprise. My heart thudded in my chest. If I worked twenty more years, I’d never see that much money. I could get a house, pay off my credit cards, and open a new store. I started to tell him he had a deal—

Then Millie Carter came in and the jingling bells broke the spell.

Millie flinched at seeing such a large man looming over me. Cringing against the wall, her big brown eyes filled with tears. Millie had been abused by her father, her brothers, her boyfriends, and her husband. When her husband died in a storm off Montauk, she realized she didn’t have to be anyone’s punching bag anymore. She had been a loyal customer ever since. I really saw a difference in her confidence as she bloomed into her potential. And she did it because of this store. Still, she had triggers. And whatever energy she was sensing between Rory and me had sent her to that dark place.

Not on my watch.

Reaching up, I grabbed the back of Rory’s head and kissed him on the mouth. I needed to take back some control here. He froze. I slipped my tongue into his mouth, rapping him on the teeth with the stud in my tongue until he opened up. Slitting my eyes, I saw Millie slump in relief and take a shuddering breath. I stood up on my tiptoes to deepen the kiss. Rory was frozen in shock, but I kind of liked that. Dragging my tongue over his, I smiled when Millie recovered and puttered to the back of the store. She darted a glance at us over her shoulder, to make sure I wasn’t in danger.

It’s okay, Millie. He wasn’t threatening me. I got this. I’m in control.

I was about to release Rory when he tangled his fingers in my hair, deepening the kiss. My eyes flew open in shock and then fluttered closed in bliss. Wow. Rory Parker could kiss once he had his wits back. Slanting his lips over mine, his hot mouth was frantic while our tongues dueled. Three months of flirting emails and sexual innuendos burst into real life as we made out over the counter in my bookstore.

My fingers bunched in his shirt as pleasure shot down to my toes. Pretty Boy tasted like mint and smelled even better close up. Too bad the counter was in the way; I was horny enough to grind on him right here and now. Ever since Jack took my money and went on the road with the band, it had put a dent in my sex life, and I was feeling my long abstinence now.

The bells jingled again and I sprang away from him, looking down. Suddenly I was too shy to meet his eyes. He wasn’t supposed to have turned the tables on me.

The couple who had just come in had their noses in their guidebook, so they hadn’t witnessed me frenching one of my customers.

“Well?” Rory said, his breathing audible.

I forced myself to look into his scorching hazel eyes. I felt like purring. “I’ll think about it.”

Tossing a twenty onto the counter, he scooped up the book. “Keep the change. I’ll be back later for your final answer.”

He had an incredible ass. I savored the taste of him in my mouth and found that I was looking forward to seeing the billionaire douche bag again.
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Chapter 2
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Rory

I was standing in front of my family’s sailboat, blinking at the Pastel Princess—my sister’s stupid idea of a name. How did I get here without remembering the walk? What the hell had just happened? I had been about to close the deal and Judge Nolan’s crazy daughter kissed me. I didn’t like punk chicks. That tongue ring, though. I shivered in the summer heat. I had to snap out of it. This wasn’t me. Maybe it was my eighteen-year-old self-indulging in an old fantasy. She had been hot stuff in high school, a troublemaker. Frowning, I tried to remember the big scandal she had been involved with, but I couldn’t put a finger on it.

Sure, it had been fun emailing her back and forth, wondering what outrageous thing she’d do next. And yes, I saved that shot she sent of her luscious rack, and maybe I had an odd fantasy or two about her tongue ring—which was even better in person and in my mouth. Rubbing my hand over my face, I needed to shake this off. I had business to finish. I didn’t have time to screw around with a sexy mistake.

“Rory, what are you doing here?” My mother came up from belowdecks carrying a pitcher of what I hoped was margaritas.

I climbed on board and brushed an air kiss next to her cheek. Crap. It was lemonade. “I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d drop by.” Easing into one of the deck chairs, I put my feet up on the bench. “Maybe do some fishing.” That didn’t seem like a bad idea. It would pass the time while my bankers shuffled the funds to make sure my quarter-million bribe didn’t bounce. I texted instructions to them, all the while wondering what the hell I had been thinking.

My dick had been doing the thinking. I couldn’t let Dawn win, not with her challenging me with her eyes, her body, and that fucking tongue ring. The money would take care of itself. As long as she closed up her shop and shook that sweet ass of hers out of Haven, it would be worth the cost.

I wanted her, though. And that was going to be a huge complication. An enjoyable one. I smirked at the thought of fucking her right there on her counter. To hell with whoever came in. I wondered if that would shock Dawn. That I didn’t give a damn who saw us. All I cared about was that promise of pleasure in her pretty green eyes.

“What book is that?”

Fuck. I had forgotten my mother was right there. I was holding that orgasm book from Tantric Books. I tossed it, cover down, onto the seat next to me. “You wouldn’t like it. It’s got a lot of violence in it.”

She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t know why you waste your time with that garbage.”

I shrugged, trying not to be annoyed at her opinion of my fake book-reading habits. I was really tired of all the expectations my family had of me. “It’s an escape.”

“What do you need to escape from?” She frowned delicately at me.

Lately, a lot. But I didn’t want to defend my life to my mother, so I breathed in the salty ocean air and tried not to imagine how Dawn’s tongue ring would feel sliding up and down my cock.

A quarter of a million dollars. I must have been out of my mind. Still, it would be worth it if it meant she’d clear out by the weekend. Switching from email, I flipped through the list of people who were waiting to get into a shop. Of course, they knew all the stores would undergo major renovation, which would start in the fall. But as the majority of their profits came during the summer and the holidays, I had a waiting list of individuals who were willing to pay four times the rent the current occupants had paid. Not to mention, the goods they were selling were more upscale than Dawn’s lacquered dragon boxes and incense.

Sniffing my shirt, I wondered if I was just imagining the jasmine and sandalwood fragrance, or was it in my nostrils from being in that store too long? It wasn’t unpleasant. It just smelled so out of place on my parents’ yacht. So out of place on me. Exotic, like Dawn. I could very easily remember how she looked in high school. Her pretty green eyes and heart-shaped face had turned a lot of heads. Unfortunately, the chip on her shoulder kept people at arm’s length. After all these years, the chip was bigger than ever.

“Your father’s walking down from his office. Would you mind going to meet him? I don’t like the element in the neighborhood.”

I rolled my eyes. Fiona Parker thought anyone who didn’t attend their yacht club was a bad element. “Dad’s fine. It’s broad daylight. I just walked down here from the shops and no one accosted me.”

“I worry about him.” She shook her head. “You don’t know what it’s been like, watching the town sink into urban decay.”

“This revitalization project is helping.” It wouldn’t take care of the opiate problem directly, but it was a start. Getting the head shops and the older stores out would give the dealers and their customers one less place to hang out. My thoughts drifted back to Dawn and her feisty tongue ring. Why on earth had she kissed me?

“Rory?”

My mother’s sharp voice startled me.

“Rory, look.”

She pointed to where my father was walking down the dock to the yacht club. A shabbily dressed man was beside him, asking him a question. Derek Parker stopped to listen; after all, he was the first selectman of the town. That man was still his constituent, even if it appeared he didn’t shop at Nordstrom.

“Help your father.”

Stopping my eyes from rolling again, I climbed out of the boat and headed toward them. I was expecting to hear a panhandler beg for money, but I was surprised that they were talking about the town budget.

“I think you’re wrong to take money from the after-school programs to fund the new downtown area,” the faux panhandler said.

“We won’t need to.” I broke into the conversation and thrust my hand out at the faux panhandler. “Rory Parker. I’m the real estate developer on the project.”

The panhandler looked at my hand as if it were a snake, but reluctantly shook it. “Christopher Jones. I’m on the school board.”

“Chris is an electrician,” my father said. “He’s won a lot of town contracts because of his hard work.”

Chris snorted. “And because I work cheap.”

“We may be able to use you in some of new remodeling,” I said.

“Tell me more about not cutting into the school’s budget.” Chris squinted up at me.

“I’ve got a team of investors who are willing to buy out the existing tenants from their leases in return for having flagship stores. They’re willing to pay very well for a place in our town. And we're willing to put some of those funds back into the community as well.”

“What about the tenants who are refusing to go?”

My father cleared his throat. “We’re working on the last few holdouts.”

“I am confident that I’ll have one more tenant out by this weekend." I might even get a chance to try out that tongue ring in the process. Why shouldn’t I mix business with pleasure, fulfill my boyhood fantasy of tasting Dawn Nolan? I deserved it. We’d have some celebratory champagne. I’d insist on taking her out for dinner on my yacht, and we could explore some of that explosive chemistry that was bubbling between us.

"Well, that's good to hear. How's your sister doing?"

I looked away from the concern in the electrician's eyes. That was like a bucket of ice water in the face. I took a deep breath, unsure how to answer. How much did he know?

"She was a nice girl. We miss her around here," he said to fill the awkward silence.

Words caught in my throat, but luckily my father rescued me. "She has her good days and her bad days. We were thinking of bringing her out on the boat for a day trip."

Hiding a grimace, I stared back at the boat. I saw my mother pick up the book from Dawn's store, read the title, and then drop it like it burned her fingers. Great. Just great.
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