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            Chapter 1

         

         Hadley Wells managed to pee, buy two large chai tea lattes, and grab her luggage from the carousel before racing to her grandmother’s usual pickup spot at door number 7 at Philly International Airport. She tugged off her big sunglasses and her floppy hat, blowing out a sigh of relief when no one looked her way. Then she took a seat on her Big Daddy Samsonite and chugged a gulp of her latte. Her phone told her that she was early, with a minute to spare. Good, because Gran had no tolerance for lollygagging.

         Hadley couldn’t wait to wrap her arms around her grandmother. And she couldn’t wait for her grandmother to wrap her arms around her, enveloping Hadley in that wonderful lavender-scented squeeze, the cure for all heartaches.

         Grandma’s hugs might not be a magic bullet for heartbreak like they’d been for her many skinned knees, but they sure would help. Hadley was excited to spend the summer with her family in their quaint Victorian seaside town, where she planned to relax and read escapist fiction on the beach. And eat real food. Maybe then she’d have a chance to recover from the stress, exhaustion, and heartache that had marked the past few months.

         Hot tears stung her eyes. She was getting emotional again. Breathing deeply, she reminded herself that she was just thirty-five, even if the tabloids were calling her over-the-hill with no prospects. Getting over a breakup was one thing, but her high-profile split with Cooper Hemsley, the beloved A-list actor, hadn’t made that any easier, that was for sure. Just more public. She’d watched all her dreams of love and a family of her own disintegrate with millions of people watching.

         But in Seashell Harbor, she’d just be Hadley, not Cooper Hemsley’s jilted ex. She’d get some full-scale pampering from her family, reunite with her two best friends, and help out Gran at Pooch Palace, her dog boarding business, Hadley’s favorite place in the world. Because dogs didn’t cheat on you, run away with their costars, or publicly embarrass you.

         And PR firms that you worked for didn’t insist you take an entire summer of paid leave because the damage from your giant, scandalous breakup couldn’t be repaired any other way.

         Twenty minutes later, she’d unconsciously gulped down her latte and half of Gran’s but still no sign of her grandmother.

         Gran had a cell phone for emergencies only, but Hadley didn’t want to call while Gran was driving. She was just about to text her parents when they pulled up to the curb in their black Lexus.

         Her mom got out of the car, a book tumbling from her lap and hitting the pavement with a thunk. The big, dusty tome on Victorian something-or-other was no doubt for her research as an English professor at Rutgers. Then her dad also got out, in the no-parking zone no less, which completely freaked her out. As did the too-cheery smiles on their faces.

         “Hey, Pumpkin,” her dad said, preparing to envelop her in a hug, but her mom got to her first.

         “Hey, Mom, hey, Dad,” she said, now too nervous to fully appreciate the hugs of her loving but very type A parents. “Where’s—”

         “Aw, honey!” Her mom gave her a big squeeze, then held her at arm’s length to examine her with shrewd eyes. “You’re too thin. And you look exhausted.”

         Great. Her mom had seen through the concealer and fresh lipstick, neither of which apparently hid her heartache.

         “But you look as beautiful as always,” her dad said. As she hugged him, she could feel his phone vibrating in his pocket, which was pretty typical in his role as a high-powered financial advisor. “We’re thrilled to have you home for the summer.”

         “Me too. But where’s Gran?” she asked, a creeping sense of dread ruining her chai tea zen. Plus she had to pee again.

         “She’s fine,” her mom said as she inhaled deeply, “but she had a little…accident. We didn’t want you to panic, so we decided to tell you in person.”

         Accident? The loud no in her head exploded at full volume. She didn’t want to think of Gran getting older. Of bad things happening. Not when she needed her sage counsel, her advice, her love, and her killer double-chocolate brownies.

         “She’s fine,” her dad repeated in a reassuring voice, still holding on to her. “Breathe.” He waited patiently while she took several breaths. “Atta girl.” When he seemed convinced she wasn’t going to lose it right there at the pickup entrance, he continued. “She was chasing after Mayor Chaudhry’s dog this morning and fell and broke her hip. She’s going to be fine and the dog is fine. Except she’ll need to go to the rehab hospital for a few weeks because the break is a little complicated but she should do just fine.” He glanced at his watch. “Her surgery’s at five.”

         “I could’ve caught an Uber—”

         “She insisted we come and get you,” her mom said. “We’re going to head right back to the hospital.”

         Hadley’s heart sank. It was an hour-and-forty-minute drive back to Seashell Harbor. And Gran was alone while Hadley and her parents were here.

         “Paul’s with her, but he has to work at four,” her mom said, reading her mind. Paul Farmer was Pooch Palace’s next-door neighbor and ran the local ice-cream shop, Scoops. Gran and he were great friends. “She even wrote you a note.” Her mom pulled a bright yellow pack of sticky notes out of her purse.

         Hadley instantly recoiled, then caught herself. She still despised sticky notes after all these years, ever since her high school boyfriend had broken up with her on one, serving up her first big heartbreak. Silly, she knew. But to this day, her hatred of sticky notes was still fierce, extending to all colors of the rainbow.

         Gran’s practical, no-nonsense tone rang out loud and clear:
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         Hadley had to peel that note off to get to the rest of the message:
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         Gran was an optimist if, one, she believed she was going to be hungry for a milkshake post-op, and two, she made it sound as though Hadley had done the dumping when the whole world knew that wasn’t true. She’d just pocketed the note when the airport police pulled up and signaled to her dad to move his car or else, thank you very much. Her mom hooked her arm through Hadley’s elbow and whisked her to the back seat.

         For the next hour-plus, Hadley had no choice but to sit back and watch the familiar sights of her home state. The Garden State Parkway ran right along the ocean, displaying the picture-perfect summer day, the sun hitting the water and scattering it into a thousand diamond sparkles. It was the kind of day for heading down to the beach with a book and a folding chair and sticking your toes in the sand, your cares blowing away like the puffy little clouds that sailed by.

         She’d envisioned coming home as a vacation: her grandmother spoiling her with all her favorite foods, taking her window-shopping along Petunia Street. Having lunch together at one of the cute outdoor restaurants with an ocean view, lounging at the beach in front of Gran’s little oceanfront bungalow, and reading good books, her most strenuous activity of each day being the reapplication of sunblock.

         But now all that seemed self-indulgent.

         She’d hoped, too, for a chance to reassess her life. When she’d moved to LA five years ago to handle PR for an animal rights agency, she’d dreamed of making a difference. But then she’d gotten an offer for a “better” job in celebrity PR, with so much more pay and a certain amount of…prestige.

         The work had been fun, exciting, and glamorous…at first. The parties! The stars! And, of course, that was where she’d met Cooper Hemsley III at a post–award show interview junket. He’d approached her and she’d almost had a heart attack and swooned on the spot, instantly smitten with his charisma and charm.

         And everyone back home had been so proud—her family, the neighbors. Nearly everyone, that is, except her grandmother, who’d never cared for Cooper. While Hadley had enjoyed the money and the perks of her new job, handling damage control for celebrities with too much time and money on their hands was a far cry from her passion to make the world a better place.

         At last, Seashell Harbor’s beloved downtown came into view, as comfortable as a favorite sweater. Hadley took in the seaside park, the quaint Petunia Street shops with their overflowing baskets and pots of flowers, the Pooch Palace sign that said WE TREAT YOUR PET LIKE ROYALTY, the massive white banner flapping indolently in the sea breeze that read WELCOME HOME, CAM!—

         Wait, what? Better rewind that one. Hadley blinked and confirmed that, yes, the banner was real. Seashell Harbor’s famous—or rather infamous—gridiron hero was back? She closed her eyes, but she still saw a billowy white sheet with CAM in bold black letters burning into her brain. At one time, Tony Cammareri had loomed as large as that obnoxious, flapping banner in her life. But that was long ago. She had fresh, adult heartbreak to deal with. And Gran. Gran was all that mattered now.

         She tried to enjoy the rest of the sights but it was futile. That awful banner was blocking everything out, including her common sense.

         “Tony—I mean, Cam—is back?” she found herself asking. Unlike the rest of the world, she’d never called him Cam.

         But as far as she was concerned, Tony, the boy who’d been her first love, was long gone. So Cam he’d be.

         Her mom turned in the front seat. “He’s been back since his injury, rehabbing his knee. Such a shame, isn’t it? Suddenly ending his career like that. I’m sure you two will run into each other.” Her voice was just a touch higher than usual, the tone she often used when she was nervous. Well, they were all nervous about Gran.

         “I don’t want to see him again,” Hadley said, a little more adamantly than she’d meant to. She waved her hands dismissively. “He’s ancient history.” Ancient teenage heartbreak. That was all.

         Her parents exchanged knowing glances, which made her nervous. Then her dad spoke. “Honey, there’s something else you need to know.”

         Hadley white-knuckled her seat as she imagined even worse news. “What is it?”

         “Well, your grandmother’s thinking of selling the Palace. Actually, she’s been considering retirement for some time.”

         Gran, retire? For a woman who’d once vowed to take her last breath while sitting in Pooch Palace and petting the dogs, Gran’s sudden pushing of the panic button to sell her business just seemed off. The dogs were her life, her love, her joy.

         “I’m sure after the accident she’d have some reservations,” Hadley said. “But I’m here all summer. I’m happy to help until she gets back on her feet.”

         There went another knowing glance. Geez, she felt like she was twelve again, trying to read her parents’ private language from the back seat.

         “Actually,” her mom said, “she’s thinking of selling the building…”

         “…to Cam,” her dad finished.

         She could not have heard right. “Come again?”

         “He’s offered her quite a nice price,” her mom said.

         “Wait. Gran wants to sell Pooch Palace to…to him?” She couldn’t say either of his names. She kept blinking but the furious scarlet before her eyes would not be erased.

         “Business isn’t what it used to be.” Her dad turned onto the road that led to the hospital. “Even before the accident. Gran’s older and it’s getting harder for her to chase after all those dogs. Cam’s planning to use the building to open a sports bar/restaurant. The money would tide your grandmother off really well for retirement.”

         Pooch Palace re-created as a sports bar? Gran retiring? It was like Hadley had landed in an alternate universe that looked like home but really wasn’t. Because the Gran she knew had vowed to never retire. And would never, ever consider selling her building to Tony Cammareri. Before he was Big-White-Flapping-Banner Cam, she’d known him as the One Who’d Crushed Her Tender Teenage Heart and Left It for Roadkill. On a Sticky Note. That Cam.

         Why would Gran even be friendly with him?

         Coercion, that’s what this was. Putting pressure on Gran when she was vulnerable. Cam was using his many charms to bamboozle Gran and her parents. Because clearly they were eating the Cam candy as well.

         Her mom and dad exchanged looks again. “The business needs restructuring and rebranding. The new pet hotel near the interstate has taken away a lot of business.”

         “I could help,” Hadley piped in. “That’s what I do. I could even ask for some unpaid leave if I needed to.”

         “Honey,” her dad said, “your job is way too important for you to come back here and run a dog boarding business.”

         He’d said it like Pooch Palace was an amateur lemonade stand, the kind that she and her best friends Kit and Darla used to set up at the bottom of the driveway as kids. Something that an educated Wells daughter would never stoop to do.

         “Hadley,” her dad continued, “maybe you can stop by Carol Drake’s office tomorrow and tell her we want her involved.” His phone buzzed with another call.

         Carol Drake, Super Realtor, could sell a falling-down shack as a vintage charmer with potential, and every year she won the top-selling Realtor award. Her office also happened to be two buildings away from Pooch Palace. But Hadley would rather have a dental extraction than ask Carol to handle this deal.

         Hadley’s mom patted her knee as they pulled into the hospital parking lot. “We’ll drop you off so you can run up and say hi. I know you’re upset, but now’s not the time to get into this with her, okay?”

         Hadley restrained herself from a snarky teenage comeback: I know. Geez, Mom and Dad. “I get it,” she said instead, climbing out of the car and walking through the sliding double doors into the hospital. Somewhere in the floors above, her grandmother was lying in pain, anxious for surgery.

         Gran was in the hospital. The villain of her teenage life was back in town, waiting to get his big baller hands on Gran’s building. Hadley’s beloved Pooch Palace was going under faster than a king tide. This was not the welcome home she’d imagined.

         
            *  *  *

         

         A few minutes later, Hadley burst into Gran’s hospital room, out of breath from climbing six flights of stairs because she hadn’t wanted to wait for the elevator. But her grandmother was asleep in her bed, looking a little aged and frail. Her hair had gotten whiter, creases lining her face a little more prominently than she’d noticed in their frequent FaceTime sessions.

         She sat down on the vinyl chair in the corner next to the window, trying not to tear up. Flower arrangements adorned the sill despite the fact that Gran hadn’t even gone into surgery yet. Hadley randomly flipped up the tag on the most beautiful one, a massive bouquet of yellow roses.

         
            Thinking of you. Tony

         

         “Show-off,” she mumbled. It would be just like him to send flashy displays of flowers. “But where’s the chocolate?” Cam had always been an overachiever.

         “Did someone say chocolate?” A weak voice emanated from the bed. Hadley took one look at her grandma and forced back tears again before going in for a hug.

         “Oh, sweetheart, I’m so glad you’re back.” Gran leveled her gaze with Hadley’s. “You’re thin and wan. But nothing we can’t fix.”

         “Don’t worry about me,” Hadley said. “Worry about you.”

         “Tony was here,” Gran said instead, a little groggily. “He told me to tell you hi.”

         Hadley smiled for her grandmother’s sake, but secretly thought she’d like to tell him a few things too. However, hi was not high on the list.

         “Hadley, I have to tell you something.” Gran took both of Hadley’s hands in hers. “I’m sure you’ve heard that Tony wants to buy my building.” Hadley started to speak but Gran shushed her. “You must promise not to judge him too harshly.”

         Hadley pursed her lips before she said something upsetting, like How could you? Instead, she squeezed her grandmother’s hands. “Don’t worry, Gran. I’m going to be here all summer to help you with the business and to help you recover. You know I love the Palace just as much as you do.”

         Gran pointed to the little table between her bed and the wall. “He left you something.”

         Hadley’s gaze followed to where Gran pointed. No. It could not be. Hanging off the edge of the bedside table, right underneath the flowers her mom must have brought from her garden, was a sticky note, rippling slightly in the current from the air-conditioning.

         A yellow sticky note.

         Bile rose in her throat as she reached forward and snatched it.
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         Underneath the words, he’d scrawled his phone number. She calmly pocketed the note, but pure unmitigated anger made her crumple it into a little ball inside her pocket.

         Just then, her parents walked in, along with Gran’s nurse and a tall guy in scrubs with a kind smile. “Hi, Mrs. Edwards,” he said. “I’m Nasir. I’ll be taking you down to surgery.”

         “Let’s get this over with so I can dance the two-step again,” Gran said as the family all kissed her. Her voice was cheery, but Hadley detected a tinge of bravado. Just before she was wheeled out the door, she gave Hadley a wink and whispered, “Don’t forget the shake.”

         As Hadley and her parents prepared to trek down to the surgical waiting room, her mom stifled a yawn. “It’s been a long day already,” she said. “At some point I’ve got to run home and grab some overnight things.”

         “I’d love to stay with her,” Hadley said. “I’ve already got all my stuff with me.” She glanced at the ugly beige chair in the corner. Not exactly the bed she’d planned on sleeping in, but it would do.

         As she walked out of the room, her fingers brushed against her pants pocket, reminding her of the note. She pulled it out to analyze one last time, struggling to tamp down her anger.

         Two things came to mind. One, Cam’s handwriting was just as bad as ever. And two, he was not getting Pooch Palace. Not now, not ever. She’d make certain of it.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Cam’s in there, all right,” Hadley’s best friend Kit said the next morning. She stood with Hadley and their other best friend Darla across the street from Pooch Palace. “I see his vintage Mustang in the back lot.”

         “I’m going to go in there and give him a piece of my mind.” Hadley tried to unball her fists and calm down. “Except I’m so angry I’m seeing splotches. I may not be responsible for my actions.”

         “Maybe you should go home and take a nap first,” Darla said. Although she was petite with a cute blond pixie cut, she was tough as nails. And she never hesitated to say what she thought.

         The WELCOME HOME, CAM banner was draped clear across Petunia Street over their heads, as flashy as the man it paid homage to.

         “I’m glad your grandma’s surgery went well,” Darla said. “But I’m sorry you have to deal with this.”

         “Me too.” Worry squeezed Hadley’s abdomen tight. Breathing deeply, she reminded herself that it was sleep deprivation from spending the night curled up in that rock-hard chair beside her grandmother’s bed that was making her bad mood a whole lot worse.

         “I’m sorry too,” Kit said. “But quit looking at the banner. You’re just punishing yourself.”

         “The whole town is pretty excited Cam’s back,” Darla said. “I mean, he’s the most famous football player in the world.”

         Kit shot Darla a look.

         “He was definitely a jerk to Hadley a long time ago,” Darla rushed to amend. Then she added, in true Darla fashion, “But he’s still hot.”

         “Was the most famous football player,” Kit said, shaking her head sadly. “Before he got his knee crushed.”

         Darla gave Hadley a squeeze. “I shouldn’t have mentioned him.”

         “It’s fine,” Hadley said. “This is about my grandmother.” Who needed her. “I just wish she would’ve mentioned something to me if she were really thinking about retiring.”

         She did not want her grandmother to feel forced to sell the business she’d poured her lifeblood into for the past thirty years, the one that she—and Hadley—loved with all their hearts.

         “Maybe she didn’t want to trouble you because you’ve had a lot going on,” Kit said. Practical and nurturing, with big brown eyes and a heart-shaped face, Kit had always been most like an understanding mom, even before she became one. Which Hadley desperately appreciated right now.

         Kit took a second to roll a hair elastic from her wrist, bending over to gather up her still-damp mass of dark hair into a ponytail, a reminder to Hadley that both her friends were taking time from their busy mornings to support her.

         “You’re here now.” Kit gave her a side hug. “You can make a difference now.”

         Hadley flashed a grateful almost-smile at Kit, the optimist in their tight-knit group of three, her sisters-of-the-heart. Hadley’s dad had jokingly dubbed them the three musketeers from the tender age of five, and the moniker had stuck. They had stuck together, through thick and thin, ever since.

         Hadley thought of the simple joys of their childhood with a longing that nearly made her tear up again. How had her life gotten so complicated? She’d planned to come home to rest, to get herself together—to eat ice cream on the curb faster than it could dribble down her chin. To be surrounded by her tight-knit circle of family and friends. To play with the dogs.

         Except now there would be no more dogs to play with.

         “Oh, yoo-hoo, there you three are,” a voice behind them said. Hadley turned to find Anita Morales, one of her grandmother’s good friends and the owner of Ye Olde Yarn, the needlework shop down the street. She was dressed in a vivid floral-print dress with a matching fuchsia purse and shoes. Her poodle, Jesse, wore the same color bows on her ears and had painted toenails.

         “How are you, dear?” Anita squeezed Hadley against her ample bosom. “That awful, sneaky, no-good louse. Mr. Big Shot Actor. Don’t you give him and his hussy girlfriend a second thought.” She patted Hadley on the shoulder. “You’re home now.”

         “Thanks, Anita,” Hadley managed. This was exactly what she didn’t want. To be fussed over. To stand out. Unlike Cam-of-the-Big-Banner, who was probably basking in all the attention. Not that she begrudged him his hard-earned fame, but why couldn’t her high school love have been somebody with a low profile, like their classmate with the very prestigious, hush-hush job working for the CIA? He certainly wasn’t coming home to his name plastered all over the town.

         “Why, I can’t believe what you’ve accomplished, what with working in the big city and having all those famous clients,” Anita said. “Your grandma tells us all about them. We’re all so proud.”

         “It’s great to be home.” Hadley tried to deflect the praise. Covering up the outrageous behaviors of entitled stars eighty hours a week was exhausting. Once she’d even gotten roped into figuring out how to deliver warm Krispy Kreme donuts to a movie set two hundred miles away from the nearest Krispy Kreme, only to have her client complain they weren’t still warm.

         She’d aimed for the stars (not the movie kind), and she’d achieved her goal, but somehow she’d lost something along the way.

         She thought it just might be herself.

         “You poor thing,” Anita continued. “I can’t imagine what you must feel like, what with Cooper running off with that gorgeous starlet. And the whole world on their side because of all that humanitarian work they’re doing. You must be positively heartbroken.”

         Before Hadley could even imagine an answer, Anita leaned in, close enough for Hadley to smell her flowery perfume, the same intense scent she remembered from her childhood. Anita dropped her voice and asked, “Did you really go on a shopping spree and max out all his credit cards? Or show up at the Chateau Marmont and pour wine on his head?”

         “She didn’t do that,” Kit interjected, jumping to Hadley’s defense.

         “I didn’t do the first thing,” Hadley said. But she had taken six of Cooper’s Armani suits, seven pairs of Louboutin loafers, and five Gucci custom-tailored jackets down to the local homeless shelter, which gave her an immense sense of satisfaction. Maybe she’d done a little bit of good too.

         And the other rumor—that happened to be true. Red wine. A vintage pour, $600 a bottle. Right on top of his perfectly-streaked-to-look-natural blond hair.

         In reality, Anita’s words held some sting. It was difficult to compare the work Hadley did every day to delivering water and vaccines and eliminating food-borne illnesses.

         “I’m so glad you’re back in Seashell Harbor,” Anita continued. “Maybe you’ll meet a nice fella and stay.”

         “We’d sure like her to stay.” Kit gave Hadley another side hug. “Even though we’ve only got her for the summer.”

         “Maybe you’ll all meet nice fellas,” Anita said with a wink.

         “We don’t need men to be happy, Anita,” Darla said in her usual tell-it-like-it-is fashion. “We can be happy just as we are.”

         “Oh, goodness, the light’s changed!” Kit said loudly, whisking Darla away. “Nice to see you, Anita, but we really have to go.” She grabbed Hadley by the elbow and hurried them all across the street.

         “We all get it, Darla,” Kit said, “but Anita will be matchmaking until the day she dies.”

         “I love her to pieces,” Darla said. “But why, if you’re thirty-five and unmarried, does everyone believe it’s their mission to marry you off?”

         “Chin up, dear,” Anita called out cheerily, loud enough for passersby to turn and stare. “Don’t let those cheap dime-store rags destroy you!”

         “I know she means well but that’s really harsh!” Hadley said once they were across the street. Yes, she’d been heartbroken. Publicly humiliated by Cooper’s affair. But not destroyed, yeesh.

         Never destroyed. She’d come from too long a line of strong women for that to ever happen. And, as her mom liked to say, her great-great-great-grandfather might have been the very first settler in Seashell Harbor, but that was only because her great-great-great-grandmother insisted they put down roots here rather than in Alaska, which was where he’d had a hankering to go.

         To this day, every street bore her influence. Such as Petunia Street, followed closely by Gardenia, Hyacinth, Daisy, and Tulip Streets. And those were only the main ones.

         And then there was the beach. Nothing against Alaska, but the glorious, wonderful, amazing beach was right in their backyard. Hadley had grown up with summer after summer of sun-kissed days playing on the sand in front of the effervescent, ever-changing water. While there was a lot to brag about in Seashell Harbor, the ocean was the giant cherry on top.

         “I love it here,” Hadley couldn’t help saying. “It’s quiet and peaceful and everyone’s friendly. But it feels like a dream—a place to escape reality.” Plus, in spite of her summer plans, she wasn’t even sure she remembered what to do with downtime.

         “Trust me,” Kit said. “If you lived here full-time, you’d see it’s not a perfect beach paradise. But it is still one of the most beautiful places on earth.”

         “That’s what brought me back,” Darla said. But she hadn’t just moved back home. Rather, she’d done it spectacularly by buying an enormous modern house right on the beach. “That and being closer to my mom. Even if Nick still lives here.”

         Kit scrunched up her nose at the mention of Darla’s ex-husband. “How’s that going, both of you living in the same town again?”

         Darla waved a hand dismissively. “When I look out my window onto that gorgeous blue ocean, thoughts of Nick just fade away.”

         “…until he jogs by shirtless,” Kit said pointedly.

         “I wasn’t even sure that was him.” Darla’s fair skin colored.

         “He waved,” Kit said. “Of course you were sure.”

         “Are you blushing?” Hadley asked Darla. Turning to Kit, she asked, “Did I miss something?” And then to Darla, “Are you and Nick a thing again?”

         “No!” Darla said vehemently. “Absolutely not.”

         “You two were so young when you married,” Kit said. “Maybe things would be different now.”

         “Trust me,” Darla said. “Once around with him was enough.”

         Hadley couldn’t help but laugh. “I love you both,” she said as they arrived at Pooch Palace’s front door. “But I’ve got to go.”

         Kit glanced at her watch. “I’ve got to pick up Ollie from day care. I promised him some beach time today. Good luck, Hadley.” She gave a little wave. “Call me.”

         “Bye, Had.” Darla gave her a final hug. “Go in there and get it over with. Don’t forget we’re doing lunch on Saturday; then you’re all coming over to help me unpack my bedroom, okay? There will be wine, I promise.”

         A quick glance at her dear friends reminded Hadley that she could have it a lot worse. Kit had lost her husband, a marine, three years ago and was raising their sweet little boy on her own. And Darla had just been declared cancer-free after a two-year battle with Hodgkin’s lymphoma. Hadley’s troubles were nothing compared to what her friends had been through.

         “Just remember,” Kit called, “you came here to lie low, to let the bad press die down.”

         “You always overcommit,” Darla said. “Look out for you for once.”

         Hadley nodded gratefully and inhaled a lungful of the fresh sea air from the ocean just blocks away. “Okay, I’m going in.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3

         

         As Hadley pushed open the heavy door of Pooch Palace, it made a familiar scraping sound against the old wooden floor, just as a bell tinkled cheerily above her head. Despite her nerves, an immediate sense of comfort enveloped her as she took in the rose-covered wallpaper that her grandmother had always said reminded her of an English garden. She smiled at the large open area surrounded by colorful plastic gating where the dogs could hang out and play, the comfy carpet squares to nap and hang out, the water bowls along the sides. It was a coffee shop hangout for dogs, sort of.

         On closer inspection, the normally bark-filled environment was strangely quiet. The several cordoned-off areas for dog crates were empty. As were the glass-doored rooms that lined the back. Her grandmother called them guest suites, each one lined with wallpaper showing a different dog breed, except for Hadley’s favorite, which was covered with cute little painted dog paw prints, a project she’d done herself back in high school.

         But where were all the dogs?

         A basset hound popped up from a purple velvet dog bed on a window seat, his long velvety ears unfolding from over his eyes as he suddenly perked up, his tags clinking as he shook his head vigorously.

         “Bowie!” Hadley almost cried in relief. Bowie was her grandmother’s dog, and they were lifelong pals. He turned to her at the sound of his name, blinking the sleep out of his eyes. “How’s my boy?” Hadley bent over and tapped her thigh to get him to notice that it was her.

         Bowie leaped off his bed and ran over. But just as she went to pet him, he kept going, jetting right past her, behind the counter, into the back of the building.

         Okay, apparently even unconditional doggie love was going to be denied her today. As she straightened up, she caught sight of an older woman with short gray hair coming out from the back. “Ivy!”

         “Hiya, Hadley, sweetie.” Ivy gave her a giant hug. “We’re so glad you’re back.”

         A woman of about fifty with red hair and a bright yellow flowered dress followed close behind. “Well I’ll be!” Mayellen exclaimed in a deep Southern accent. “Look here, Ivy, our baby girl Hadley’s back. And she’s pretty as a peach.”

         Hadley hugged her grandmother’s longtime employees with affection. “Bowie’s okay, isn’t he?” Her grandmother hadn’t mentioned that he was showing signs of senility. Or failing vision. Or hearing loss.

         “He’s just as spry as ever.” Ivy chuckled. “It’s just that Cam—”

         Hadley’s head jerked up. Before she could react, Mayellen spoke.

         “She said came. It’s just that Bowie came late today and he’s starving. Ran right back there to eat his dinner. I’m sure he’ll be back out in a sec.” Mayellen shot Ivy a look, perfected from her thirty years as a first-grade teacher, her job when she wasn’t at Pooch Palace.

         Hadley’s grandma had said her next-door neighbor was keeping Bowie at night, so she guessed that made sense. Maybe. “I heard about Cam wanting to buy the building. And I saw his car—”

         Ivy nervously fingered a newspaper spread out upon the counter, which Hadley recognized as one of those familiar, hateful grocery store tabloids. “Is it true you went to rehab?” She held up a page with Hadley’s photo with the headline, Heartbroken Hadley! Jilted and Jealous!

         “Of course not,” she said a little defensively. All thoughts of wringing Cam’s neck faded as she caught sight of a photo taken at the Academy Awards this past March. She wore a black couture gown and was smiling broadly as she took the arm of a handsome man in a tux whose classic, chiseled features resembled Chris Pine’s.

         She remembered that night. How swept away she’d been. How thrilled to be there. How blinded by the stars in her eyes for Cooper.

         Now she got it, the difference between real and fake. And she wouldn’t ever confuse the two again.

         “Is that cleft in his chin real?” Ivy held up the paper so they could see.

         “It’s real,” Hadley said. But, as it turned out, many of the most important parts of Cooper were not.

         Like his conscience. And his character.

         “I still can’t believe he left you for that floozy.” Mayellen pored over the spread-out pages. “What a shock.”

         Yes, a shock. She’d been so blindsided by his news that she’d lost her words. She swore she would never let that happen again. Let a man make her voiceless.

         However, it was nearly impossible to dislike Maeve Laurent. To most people, she was a kindhearted saint, a goodwill ambassador, and a huge supporter of female entrepreneurs in several countries.

         Everyone adored her. When news of the affair blew up, Cooper left the country and traveled with Maeve, plunking down the entire salary from his last movie as a donation to her many causes.

         They got adulation. Hadley got…pity.

         “Aw, look,” Ivy said. “Here’s a pic of the two of them playing with kids from an orphanage.”

         She glanced at Cooper’s handsome face, looking adoringly at Maeve as she danced with a little girl from within a circle of children. That was the most selfless thing she’d ever seen him do.

         Maeve was the best thing that had happened to him, and that was the plain truth. That’s what hurt most of all.

         Hadley hadn’t been enough.

         All her life she’d been driven to work hard to achieve the best education, the most challenging job. Her parents were driven and successful, and she’d felt a certain degree of pressure about their expectations. But like them, she was really driven too.

         If she were really honest, some deep part of her had been pleased that Cooper was such a catch—but somewhere along the line, she’d confused high-powered with meaningful.

         Yet at one point she’d thought Cooper was it. Her someone to love, someone to have babies with. How could her romantic compass have been so…off?

         “Oh my goodness.” Ivy suddenly clutched a hand to her chest. “This one isn’t very flattering.” She held up the paper, displaying a grainy photo of Hadley with her head tipped back, guzzling straight from a bottle of Crown Royal. “You sure you didn’t go to rehab?”

         Hadley winced at the horrible photo that had gone viral. Overwrought and upset, she’d met girlfriends at the very back of a dark, off-the-beaten-path restaurant and had stupidly trusted the owner. Big mistake. The paparazzi had been like flies, buzzing around everywhere. The headlines the next day had her checked in to some chichi rehab facility somewhere in the Mohave desert—that Cooper had paid for, of course.

         She reached over and closed the trashy tabloid, only to find there were other similar newspapers open underneath. Time to change the subject. Fortunately, Bowie came bolting out of the back room, followed by the oddest-looking dog she’d ever seen. Tall and lanky and skinny-legged, with a mass of white curly hair, he appeared to be missing an eye. His right ear seemed permanently bent over. Drool dribbled down one side of his slightly crooked mouth.

         The dog came right up to her and pushed his snout into her hand, nudging it. She got the hint and petted him, weird little charmer that he was.

         “He wandered in off the street and never left,” Ivy said with a shrug before Hadley could ask.

         “A stray?” A cold feeling iced her insides despite the warm day. No dogs here except Bowie and…this?

         “He’s sort of Labradoodleish,” Mayellen said, emphasis definitely on the ish. The dog was a gangly-legged, tangly-haired mix of something. Hadley thought the dog might be looking at her but couldn’t really tell because his hair had grown over his one hopefully functioning eye.

         “He had a collar,” Ivy said. “Your grandmother thinks someone driving through town dropped him off on purpose.”

         “I can’t imagine why.” Hadley pet his ratty-looking head. She couldn’t help smiling a little as the dog leaned against her before flopping down to have his belly rubbed.

         “His name is Jagger,” Mayellen said with a shrug. “He’s a lover.”

         “Jagger?” Hadley said.

         “Bowie’s friend. Cam thought of it.” Ivy immediately clapped her hand over her mouth. Even a hard left in the ribs from Mayellen couldn’t take that back.

         “All right,” she said, tackling this head-on. “Where is he?” Why on earth were they protecting him?

         Suddenly a voice sounded from the back room. “I don’t see any problem with turning the back room into a professional-sized kitchen,” someone said. “And wiring for all the big-screen TVs should be pretty routine.” A stout, balding man walked out of the back and spread a set of architectural plans on the counter.

         A creepy sense of foreboding spread in Hadley’s chest. Kitchen? TVs?

         “What do you think of the overall size?” asked a second voice.

         Hadley closed her eyes. That familiar, low, rumbling voice could only belong to one person.

         Hadley stared as the architect—was he an architect?—stepped aside and a tall, imposing figure suddenly filled the doorway behind the counter.

         Oh, holy Levi’s. It was Tony Cammareri himself. And lo and behold, he was holding a pack of yellow sticky notes.

         He strode out of the back, tall and leanly muscled and with shoulders as broad as a tank, dressed in well-worn jeans that hugged him like a glove. With Bowie hot on his heels, trotting along with the enthusiasm of a puppy.

         Hadley wasn’t sure what made her more upset—the fact that Bowie was clearly enraptured with him or the fact that he was better looking than that day long ago when she’d first seen him walk out of the boys’ locker room and onto the gym floor for badminton class.

         Except he wasn’t holding a birdie. The cowlick had disappeared, and he had at least fifty pounds of solid muscle on that sweet, skinny sixteen-year-old boy. And he was tall enough to make her crank her head up to look him in the eye.

         That added up to about quadruple the good-looking-ness. But, she reminded herself lest she forget, definitely not as sweet.

         She remembered how he’d left her, the summer after their senior year just before they’d both left for college. She’d been so upset she’d locked herself out of her car in the pouring rain, clutching that sticky note, his awful message running like mascara, and she’d had to call her dad to come get her. Cam’s appearance might still give the remnant of her teenage heart a flutter, but as a woman, she was wise enough to know flutters alone didn’t count for much.

         Her head was whirling as she watched him lean casually against the old Formica counter, shove the sticky notes in his back pocket, cross his arms, and look up.

         Their gazes collided at exactly the same time. His face echoed the same disbelief and shock that were churning her insides. Not to mention a healthy amount of I-wish-I-was-anywhere-but-here.

         Not that she was still bitter. She’d long gotten over the fact that he’d turned out to be a jerk. It was just that he was in her grandmother’s place of business with an architect acting like…

         Well, acting like he owned the place. She knew his type—after all, she dealt with big personalities every single day. And now Bowie was happily sitting at Cam’s feet, beaming up at him.

         As she watched, Cam pulled out that sticky note pad, scrawled something on it, and stuck it onto the architectural plans.

         She shuddered, but suddenly pulled herself out of her thoughts to realize that he was staring at her. “Hadley.” His all-too-familiar-voice reverberated deep and low. Hearing him say her name after all these years, businesslike, without emotion, was strange, even as his gaze swept her up and down in a thorough, assessing fashion.

         She sucked in a breath. Because as their eyes met again, his were filled with heat.

         She did a double take—but he’d started scrawling on yet another sticky note.

         “Hi, Cam.” She managed to keep her voice steady.

         He used to be just Tony to her. She’d never really joined the Cam craze.

         “Hey, ladies,” he said, nodding at Ivy and Mayellen. “Thanks for letting us walk around. I think we’re about done.” They smiled back, clearly under his spell. Apparently, he was capable of mesmerizing pets and women alike.

         But not her. Not anymore.

         “No problem, Cam,” Ivy said.

         Cam looked over Mayellen’s shoulder at the spread-out papers, and, to Hadley’s horror, started thumbing through them. Hadley’s first impulse was to swoop in and gather them all up. Why give him ammo to fuel the fire?

         As Cam’s eyes roamed over the trashy tidbits, Hadley herself was momentarily thrown by his smile, flashy and white, but still tinged with boyish crookedness, just enough to make him irresistibly human. His Atlantic-blue gaze flicked from her to the papers and back again. She’d loved Seashell Harbor’s beautiful aquamarine ocean and she’d loved staring into those eyes, both so similar.

         “You look pretty good for being in rehab all these months,” he deadpanned. Despite herself, she felt her face grow warm.

         Of course, the first thing he would do was crack a joke. Poke fun at her expense.

         How tacky.

         She recalled that he’d often pulled out that humor when he was nervous, but his cool, level gaze and relaxed posture said otherwise.

         He perused the tabloid. “It says right here you were weaving your way through a New York club and had to be escorted out.”

         “No, it was just— Wait a minute.” She pulled back and pulled herself together. She didn’t owe him any explanations. “Why are you trying to buy my grandmother’s building?”

         The alleged architect was off measuring the windowsills, unaware of any drama playing out.

         Her nemesis was already working that Cammareri magic, derailing her anger with his humor and that sinful grin. Igniting her hormones and pulling her off course. But this time, she wouldn’t fall for it. No siree. She geared up to give him a piece of her mind. More than that. She’d stop him from taking advantage of an older person for his own gain, from tricking her parents and Gran’s employees into thinking he was a nice person.

         “You don’t know?” Cam asked, surprised.

         Mayellen’s gaze darted nervously between Ivy and Cam.

         Ivy stared down at the floor, giving Bowie a little nudge with her foot.

         “I heard something about your wanting to open a sports bar,” Hadley said. “But I don’t understand why you’re trying to swindle my grandmother when she’s at her weakest.”

         Cam snorted. Snorted. “Your grandmother wants to sell this building.” Cam crossed his arms and looked down at her from his considerable height, which she swore was a move designed to intimidate. “She offered it to me.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 4

         

         Come again?” The woman in front of Cam stared at him like he’d just crawled out of the gutter covered with goo.

         “Your hearing’s worse than Bowie’s,” he mumbled. To which Bowie looked up at him adoringly. “Sorry, buddy.” He bent, a little gingerly because of his bum knee, and scratched the animal behind the ears, which gave him a minute to think. To get a grip. He hadn’t seen Hadley Wells in years. And she was…stunning.

         Fresh faced and athletic, her light brown hair pulled back in a ponytail, she looked sort of like the Hadley he’d known so well at eighteen and yet not at all. The same smooth skin but no trace of the familiar freckles. No nose carelessly peeling from sunburn. No T-shirt and shorts and flip-flops, but rather, she wore a black blouse and ankle pants—a sign of her success. As were the expensive sunglasses perched on her head.

         And she’d lost that starry-eyed look—the way she used to gaze at him, like he was…well, the most captivating person in the world. Like she was head over heels. No one had ever looked at him quite that way since. Not any of the women who routinely treated him with something akin to adulation.

         Hadley had loved him. If you could say that what they’d felt for each other at that age was love.

         He wasn’t sure, but it was the closest he’d ever come.

         As her big brown eyes zeroed in on him like a target, he couldn’t help remembering how she’d always been a passionate bundle of energy. Full of fire. How all that passion extended into everything she did—including how she kissed him. And how she used to have the snortiest laugh he’d ever heard.

         She definitely wasn’t laughing now. “My hearing’s excellent,” she said in a tone that made him want to snap to attention and salute.

         “All right, then.” He cleared his throat. “What part didn’t you get?”

         “The part about my grandmother offering this place to you. She would never do that.”

         She sounded like he’d bound and gagged her poor grandma to seal the deal. So he spoke with exaggerated slowness—and patience. “Your grandmother is looking to get out of the business quick, and I just so happen to need a property quick.”

         She crossed her arms and glared. “What exactly do you need it for, Cam?”

         Uh-oh. There she was calling him Cam again. She’d never called him Cam.

         She was frowning, standing there stewing. He understood in a visceral way that the conversation they were having now had probably started years ago. When he’d left her a sticky note that said It’s best if we call it quits.

         They’d never really finished that conversation. Not in a way that had resolved anything, anyway.

         The way he’d left things gave him a sick feeling. One that he thought he’d let go of long ago but, no, there it was, firing up in his chest like heartburn. Equal parts remorse and regret for being young and stupid. For being careless—with his words, and with her affection.

         Well, chalk it up to youth and inexperience. They’d both moved on and from all accounts, she’d done well. He had more important things to worry about than old hurt feelings.

         Like this ancient building her grandma was desperate to unload. He did need it. Hadley had no idea how badly. The next phase of his life depended upon starting over. After months of dealing with his broken-beyond-repair knee, he understood that his star was sinking. Now was the time to act, when his investors were excited and before anyone had forgotten his name. Or else…or else there would be nothing.

         “I’m opening a restaurant,” he said. “This will be the flagship, the first of a national chain. Right here, smack in the middle of downtown.” No other property around offered what this one did—a central location, a killer ocean view. And he’d been having his people scout the real estate market for months.

         “A restaurant.” She said it with disdain, as if he were talking about opening a seedy bar with drug dealers, the Mafia, and sex traffickers.

         Her agitation discomfited him. There was a time when he would have done everything in his wheelhouse to please her, to get her to smile. But this new Hadley was clearly long over him.

         “It’s going to be a gathering place with good food, a place to relax and meet your friends and catch a game.” Why was he overexplaining, being defensive? He didn’t need her to know how important this was to him. How Hadley’s grandma had offered him the perfect way to start over again after his injury. And how his restaurant would help his sister, Lucy, who deserved a break to help her realize her dream of becoming a chef.

         Hadley had loved this place, long ago. Was she holding on to sentiment? Surely she wouldn’t fight her grandmother’s wishes?

         “Why do we need another restaurant in town?” she asked. “What’s the draw?”

         “Me.” He faced her head-on, pointing a thumb at his chest. “I’m the draw. This is my hometown, and people—my fans—would love to see it. Good food and me.” He wasn’t going to apologize for who he was just because she didn’t like him.

         The only problem was, he felt bad about that. About her not liking him. Which he couldn’t entirely explain.

         “This isn’t going to be a place with lots of TVs so people can ignore their dates and watch football, is it?” she asked. “A cheesy celebrity chain?”

         Uh-oh. That was exactly what it was. Without the cheesy part, he hoped. “You want me to apologize for being a celebrity?”

         “I want you to apologize for taking advantage of the fact that my grandma’s been through a trauma. She’s frightened. Of course she might jump to say she wants to sell.”

         “I’m not taking advantage of anyone.” He surveyed the mostly empty room. “Take a look around. No business. Nada.” He swept the room with a flourish. “Your grandma’s dealing with a new hip. Maybe she’s tired of running after dogs. Maybe she wants to travel. Relax. Do needlework.”

         Hadley rolled her eyes. “She doesn’t do needlework.”

         “Whatever she wants, Hadley. She’s given her life to this business. You can’t blame her if she wants to change course.”

         “She’s just been through a major operation.” Now it was her turn to sound overly patient. “She shouldn’t have to think about selling her beloved business.”

         “She has been thinking about it. That’s why she asked me.”

         “My grandma would not choose you over me. I’m her blood!” She was more than a little fired up.

         “Mayellen and Ivy told me you’re only here for the summer. So maybe you’re her blood but I’m best for her future plans and goals.” He tried to sound calm and not let unresolved issues from the past make him overly emotional. But he was failing epically.

         He saw his words strike a chord, and it wasn’t a good one. “You will never be best for my grandmother.” She snorted. “That much is obvious. I just can’t believe she would sell this place willingly.” Then she added, “To you. You’re…you’re just as cocky and arrogant as ever.”

         Yeah. Ouch. Maybe she hadn’t resolved those issues either.

         Then she whirled on him. “Maybe you intimidated her.”

         He gave a quiet snort himself. At six four and two twenty-five, he probably did look a little intimidating. But he’d never physically threatened anyone off the football field. Except maybe his younger brother, Nick. But that was mostly in fun. “You know I’d never do that.”

         She was still feisty, that was for sure, and part of him was relieved to see it. He’d worried that all the negative media attention surrounding her breakup from that ass Cooper Hemsley had squeezed the feistiness right out of her.

         On the other hand, that feistiness could be a real problem. Because even as a teenager, she’d fought tooth and nail for passion projects. Like the time she’d picketed a construction zone for a new business that was about to be built over loggerhead turtle nests. And when she took the SAT three times to try to get into NYU. Which she ultimately did. With a scholarship.

         And him. He’d been a passion project. In that she’d loved him wholly and completely. But he’d always questioned whether what she felt for him was real, never allowing himself to believe someone could love him like that. So he’d ruined it. He’d ruined them.

         “That’s just the point, Cam,” she said softly. “It’s been a long time. I don’t know who you are anymore.”

         Her words punched at him more than he cared to admit. He knew exactly what she thought he was. A first-class jerk. To her, he’d been exactly that, many years ago.

         He’d fallen for her in high school, bad. But she’d always been out of his league. So before college, he’d dumped her before she could dump him. And he’d broken her heart. Stupid.

         Such was first love. Innocent and sweet and sometimes foolish. He’d grown up and moved on, and he’d left his young self far behind.

         But judging by the way his blood was coursing through him right now, maybe not as far behind as he’d like.

         “Your grandmother told me to put in an offer,” he said. “She sure was in a hurry to unload this place is all I’m saying.” Since he’d come back home, Madeline Edwards had accepted him as a friend and a neighbor despite his history with Hadley. And he helped her out when he could. Like taking Bowie while she was in the hospital.

         Hadley frowned, a little V delicately creasing the space between her brows. Which distracted him in a crazy way until she said, “Was she medicated at the time?”

         “Oh for the love of—” Irritating, that’s what she was. He suddenly remembered she’d been really good at pushing all his buttons too.

         “Okay, you two.” Mayellen rolled her eyes. “Enough.” Her voice brought Cam back to Pooch Palace, and the fact that there were actually other people in the room. Mayellen’s stern look reminded him that she’d had a lifetime of disciplining schoolchildren and he had the feeling she wanted to put both of them in time-out. “You’re disturbing the pets.”

         Neither pet looked very disturbed. Bowie had fallen fast asleep at Cam’s feet. And the ratty-haired schoodle or doodle or whatever it was raised his head as if to say Hey, is anybody paying attention to me? Then dropped it again and went back to snoozing.

         “I want you to know,” Hadley said, hands on hips, her parting shot, “that as soon as my grandmother recovers a little, I’m going to tell her that I can help run the business. There’s no need to sell.”

         Cam eyed her with what he hoped was a neutral expression. Maddy had approached him about buying the building long before her accident. And so he spoke as calmly as he could. “You may think you’re going to blow in here for a few weeks and make everything right, but I moved back here. I want to be part of the community. Real solutions for this building and for our downtown take time.”

         “The way I see it,” Ivy said, stepping between them like a disgruntled umpire, “there’s only one person who can clear this up pronto and she’s recuperating from surgery. Which I’m sure you both will take into consideration. Now, we’re closing for lunch, so you’ll have to continue your argument outside.”

         Without a word, Cam found himself nudged outside and standing next to Hadley on Petunia Street, the Pooch Palace sign swinging in the breeze above their heads. Pride had him working hard to disguise the slight limp that still plagued him after three knee surgeries.

         The last time he’d stood there with her…well. They hadn’t been arguing, that was for sure.

         She’d been on a ladder painting that sign. The poodle with a crown and the lettering underneath that read WE TREAT YOUR PET LIKE ROYALTY. He could still see his eighteen-year-old self impulsively grabbing her and swinging her around and kissing her. She was so startled she’d dropped her paintbrush and he’d worn his jeans for the rest of the school year with white paint splatters because he couldn’t afford new ones.

         But it had been worth that kiss.

         Part of him wanted to squeeze her shoulder and comfort her, tell her everything was going to be okay. And ask her why didn’t they go get a drink and talk about old times?

         Maybe if he was a gentleman, he’d let this whole thing go.

         But while the building was ancient and in need of new everything, the location was prime, right in the middle of the best block of foot traffic downtown. The main municipal parking lot was right across the street. And best of all, there was a view, from the unused second floor anyway, of Petunia Street dashing down to the spectacular Atlantic, where on any given day you could see white sails dotting the endless blue water.

         Hadley wasn’t even looking at him anymore. She was focused on something in the distance, at the downhill slant of Petunia Street as it sloped toward the ocean. “I need to find out what my grandma really wants.”

         He hadn’t intended for this to get so complicated. The idea for the sports bar/restaurant had taken hold and had got him excited, the only thing that had even mildly interested him in the past six months of merciless rehab.

         It was a way for him to come out swinging. He had to.

         He hadn’t even granted any interviews since his injury, which was driving the press crazy. But when he did speak, he wanted to have another life plan locked in place, or the whole world would look on him as a sad sack. Something he could not tolerate.

         In his career as a tight end, he’d learned to trust his instincts. And his gut was telling him that Maddy hadn’t been kidding about wanting to get rid of her business, no matter how fired up her granddaughter was. So she might as well sell the building to him. He’d give her a great price. Make sure she’d have lots of extra padding to retire well.

         Hadley stared dead at him. “Until I’m convinced that my grandma really wants out of this building, you’re not getting it.”

         He stabbed a finger in the air. “You’re just as hardheaded as ever.”

         She folded her arms. “And you’re just as arrogant as every celebrity client I’ve ever had.”

         They were standing in the middle of the street arguing like an angry divorced couple. Heads were turning. She was fighting for her grandma, of course. And he couldn’t blame her. He couldn’t blame her at all.

         He struggled not to look directly at her because when he did…when he did, their gazes snagged. Locked and held. And that zippy, crackling electrical current got to buzzing again. The same wild, untamed one from—what was it—seventeen years ago.

         He almost cracked a smile. But softening toward her and remembering a crazy teenage romance were not going to help him focus.

         The fact was, he needed this deal. He needed to take this opportunity before people stopped asking him to take opportunities. Before his fame faded.
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