
  
    [image: Million Dollar Date]
  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PRAISE FOR SUSAN HATLER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        ★★★★★ “I have always loved Susan Hatler’s romances… but this one goes to another level.”

        — Marsha @ Keeper Bookshelf on The Christmas Compromise

      

        

      
        ★★★★★ “Ms. Hatler has a way of writing witty dialogue that makes you laugh out loud throughout her stories.”

        — Night Owl Reviews

      

        

      
        ★★★★★ “I couldn’t help but smile and laugh at the antics that Ben and Sarah go through. I’m so excited for this whole series!”

        — Katie’s Clean Book Collection re The Wedding Charm

      

        

      
        ★★★★★ “The Friendliest Festival is a wonderful and perfect release to a stressful or crazy day.”

        — Cafè of Dreams Book Reviews

      

        

      
        ★★★★★ “Susan Hatler’s books always give me butterflies and swoony feelings with flirty banter and fun characters.”

        — Getting Your Read On Reviews

      

        

      
        ★★★★★ “Susan Hatler is the best at clean romcom and this one is at the top of my favorite list.”

        — YeahOrNeighReviews on Million Dollar Date

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TITLES BY SUSAN HATLER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        River City Sweethearts Series

        The Happiest Place

        The Pretend Promise

        The Accidental Valentine

        The Safest Harbor

        The Mischievous Matchmaker

        The Healing House

        The Promotion Proposal

        The Brightest Tomorrow

        The Beloved Bakery

        The Sweetest Mistake

      

        

      
        Blue Moon Bay Series

        The Second Chance Inn

        The Sisterhood Promise

        The Wishing Star

        The Friendly Cottage

        The Christmas Cabin

        The Oopsie Island

        The Wedding Boutique

        The Holiday Shoppe

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TITLES BY SUSAN HATLER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Do-Over Date Series

        Million Dollar Date

        The Double Date Disaster

        The Date Next Door

        Date to the Rescue

        The Dashing Date

        Once Upon a Date

        The Island Date

        One Fine Date

        The Date Mistake

        The Decadent Date

      

        

      
        The Wedding Whisperer Series

        The Wedding Charm

        The Wedding Connection

        My Wedding Date

        The Wedding Bet

        The Wedding Promise

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TITLES BY SUSAN HATLER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Christmas Mountain Romance Series

        The Christmas Compromise

        ‘Twas the Kiss Before Christmas

        A Sugar Plum Christmas

        Fake Husband for Christmas

        The Christmas Competition

        A Gingerbread Christmas

        A Silver Bells Christmas

        Christmas with the Nanny Next Door

        The Christmas PenPal

      

        

      
        Creating Christmas Series

        A Christmas to Belong

        A Christmas to Shine

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            TITLES BY SUSAN HATLER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Montana Dreams Series

        The Friendliest Festival

        The Delightful Dinner

        The Brightest Boutique

        The Memorable Mountain

        The Welcoming Wedding

        The Happiest Hike

        The Sweetest Surprise

        The Comforting Christmas

      

        

      
        Young Adult Novels

        See Me

        The Crush Dilemma

        Shaken

      

      

    

  


  
    
      MILLION DOLLAR DATE

    

    
      
        SUSAN HATLER

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Million Dollar Date

        Copyright © 2019 by Susan Hatler

      

      

      All rights reserved. Without limiting the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means (electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise) without the prior written permission of the copyright owner of this book. This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, brands, media, and incidents are either the product of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously.

      License Notes

      This e-book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This e-book may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you’re reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then please purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the author’s work.

      
        
        _________________________________________

        Cover Design by Elaina Lee, For The Muse Design

      

      

      
        
        [image: sparkling heart] Join Susan’s inner circle for sneak peeks, swoon-worthy updates, and first dibs on her fresh, flirty & fabulous new releases—subscribe now at susanhatler.com/newsletter

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter One

      

      
        Chapter Two

      

      
        Chapter Three

      

      
        Chapter Four

      

      
        Chapter Five

      

      
        Chapter Six

      

      
        Chapter Seven

      

      
        Chapter Eight

      

      
        Chapter Nine

      

      
        Chapter Ten

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    

  


  
    
      MILLION DOLLAR DATE

    

    
      
        SUSAN HATLER

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        For Ann Rego & Tammy Ramsey & Cassandra Bloom,

        who go above and beyond for me.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      I sped down the country road on my way back to downtown Sacramento with so many emotions rolling through me I couldn’t decide which one stood out the most. Despair? Hurt? Anger? Pain? Frustration? A deep and underlying rage against the injustice in the world? Each raw emotion bounced through me as if I were sampling them like flavors of ice cream. Only, you know, less enjoyable.

      And, how could I, Abigail Apple, settle on just one flavor of ice cream?

      When life dished out a smorgasbord of feelings, I felt them deep in every corner of my being. Not fun this evening. Definitely not fun. Since I couldn’t curl up into a ball while driving, I took my frustrations out on the accelerator of my car, pressing my foot harder against the pedal.

      I blinked through hot tears as the speedometer climbed. When you think with your heart, the way I do, you tend to feel emotions big time. I swiped under my eyes, sniffled and then glanced over at my dog, Banana, who stared at me from his spot in my purse on the passenger seat. The questions in those big brown eyes made me wonder whether I needed a kiss for comfort or a ferocious attack dog to protect my heart. The image of the latter option brought a smile to my face. Banana was a Chihuahua-Dachshund mix and couldn’t scare a butterfly.

      The day had been going beautifully until fifteen minutes ago. The sun was shining, which was par for the course in Sacramento—but still. I had a date scheduled for tonight with a guy I’d been exchanging flirtatious emails with ever since he reached out to the pet store I managed for information about dog adoption. Although I hadn’t seen him in person yet, I could tell from his kindness and humor that he’d have a sweet smile. And the best part of my day? Twenty minutes ago, I’d been playing with puppies. That’s right, puppies!

      “You’re going to be late for your big date if you don’t leave soon,” Reagan had said as she picked up a puppy that had been sunbathing by the water bowl beside the barn.

      I scratched the tummy of a puppy and watched Banana chasing another puppy through the softly swaying grass. “Eh, who needs a hug from a man when you have the kisses of eight puppies?” I asked, grinning at Reagan.

      She laughed. “Well, if you’re staying and ditching your date then I’ll grab the pooper scooper and you can get to work earning those kisses.”

      “Man, would you look at the time?” I popped to my feet, making a half-hearted attempt to remove some of the dog hair from my blue sundress, which I knew would be pointless. I needed to hurry home and change before my date, not pick up puppy litter. “Sorry, gotta go.”

      “That’s what I thought.” Reagan shook her head before shooing away the puppy that attempted to climb into the water bowl. Goofy pup.

      “I really am running tight on time otherwise I’d stay and help,” I said, and then called to Banana as Reagan walked me to my car. I gestured to the rolling hills, the groves of tall trees and the bright blue sky above the red barn. “You know how much I love it here. Your dog rescue is the most perfect place to ever exist.”

      Reagan lived in a small house on the property and ran the dog rescue, Rescue at the Barn, out of the barn, providing dogs with the best life possible until they were adopted. Our friendship began when I drove out to the barn one fateful day and found true love in the biggest eyes of the tiniest dog with the largest heart. I got two for one with Banana and Reagan, which was the best deal of my life.

      Any spare moment I had between hanging with my girlfriends and managing the pet store, I drove south from the city to spend time at the dog rescue. I helped Reagan feed, clean, and play with the dogs. The volunteer work was a source of pure happiness in my life and it helped give the dogs the second chance they wouldn’t have without Reagan and her selfless work.

      So all of this made what Reagan said next very shocking. “Well, enjoy it here while you can, because it doesn’t look like the shelter will be around for much longer,” she said.

      My heart stopped and I paused beside my car.

      “What did you say?” I asked, sure I’d heard her incorrectly.

      She sighed and ran her fingers through her short red locks, lifting her head up to stare at the perfect dome of bright blue sky.

      “Reagan?” I asked, reaching out to touch her arm. “What’s going on?”

      Her gaze met mine and that’s when I noticed how sad she looked in her eyes, the sadness in the slump of her shoulders, and the sadness in the way she chewed her bottom lip. Uh-oh. This was not good.

      “It will probably be fine. I mean, it will have to be fine. Somehow . . .” She nodded toward my car. “You should get going or you’ll be late for your mystery hunky man. Try not to worry about me and just have a good time. I know you’ve been looking forward to this date.”

      Without thinking, I tossed my keys as far as I could hurl them into the tall grass lining the gravel road that led out of Reagan’s place.

      “Abigail!” she exclaimed.

      “Oops,” I said, feigning sheepishness. “I guess you might as well tell me what’s wrong while you help me find my keys.”

      Was it the smartest idea ever to throw the keys to my only means of transportation into a tangle of weeds and grass? Probably not. Was it a bit painful sifting through the thorns of the wildflowers dotted along the road? Most certainly. I knew if we ever found my keys and I somehow managed to make it to my date, he’d probably run away in a flash thinking I had the chicken pox or measles from all of the little pricks on my hands. In a nutshell, was my action a tad rash? No way. I was Abigail Apple: so it was a whole lot rash.

      But the gesture had worked.

      After Reagan finished lecturing me about ‘common sense’ and ‘practicality’ and ‘not being so stubborn,’ she finally revealed the bad news: Reagan’s landlord was not renewing her lease.

      For the average person with a lease that news would be a bummer. It would mean spending hours online looking for a new place, rolling the dice with new roommates, and blowing through a paycheck buying friends pizza and beer to lure them into helping you move all of your stuff. But for Reagan the news was a complete and total disaster.

      There weren’t any other rentals like this, so having to move meant that the dog rescue would likely shut down. It meant that the dogs she takes care of would have to go to the pound. It meant that this ray-of-sunshine dog shelter that was good and wonderful and kind was ending.

      No, I wasn’t being dramatic. The news was devastating.

      “How can your landlord do that to you?” I asked.

      She lifted her shoulder. “The land value out here is skyrocketing with all the recent development and my landlord needs to cash in. I can’t blame him. He’s been generous keeping my rent low for so long because he knew of the good I was doing here.”

      “You’re far too understanding,” I grumbled, parting some grass and finding nothing more than dirt and wildflowers. “We’re all on this earth together, which means your landlord has a responsibility to each of these dogs, too. For Hansel and Gretel and Tiny and Fido and Nemo and⁠—”

      “Found them!” Reagan exclaimed, interrupting my speech and then dismissing my suggestion that we storm to the landlord’s house and demand justice. We headed back to my car and she kept the keys in her pocket, probably fearing I might hurl them again if she didn’t agree to one of my plans.

      I raised my finger high in the air. “We could bring the dogs to his lawn and refuse to leave until he renews your lease at the same price. It’s a brilliant plan. He’ll have to cave.”

      “No, Abigail. It won’t work. He has two kids going to college in the fall and needs to sell.”

      “Oh, fine, if you’re going to be all rational about it.” I blew out a breath, wracking my brain for another viable option. “We could find you an apartment in town with a rooftop terrace and then secretly keep the dogs up there . . .”

      “That won’t work, Abigail.”

      “We could rob a bank?” I asked, even though I knew that was a long shot. I didn’t own a cat burglar suit and an orange jumpsuit would not be a good look on me.

      “Yeah, we’d be fabulous at bank robbery. You’re many wonderful things, but stealthy you are not. Plus, you know, the whole immoral aspect.” She turned to me when we arrived at my car. “Now, I’m going to give you your keys,” she said, but pulled back her hand when I reached for them. “Eh-eh-eh. Not so fast. First, you have to promise you won’t use them to drive to a bank to rob it. Do banks even keep much cash in the vault any more?”

      I rolled my eyes. “You know I’m not going to rob a bank.”

      She narrowed her eyes. “I want to hear you promise.”

      “Fine, I promise,” I said, giving her a big hug while she insisted we’d find a (legal) way to save the dog rescue. I promised to brainstorm for a solution. Then I loaded Banana into the car, jumped into the driver’s seat and sped off before she could see me start to cry.

      I didn’t start speeding because I was covered in dog hair and dirt and needed to rush home to clean up for my blind date. No, I was speeding because I was upset and
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