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        “Ms. Hatler has a way of writing witty dialogue that makes you laugh-out-loud throughout her stories.”
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        “I am a huge fan of Susan Hatler!!! I have yet to read a book I did not absolutely love!”
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        “Hatler is my go-to girl for a sizzling clean romance with swoon-worthy kisses!”
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        “An Unexpected Date is a wonderful and perfect release to a stressful or crazy day.”
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        “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!”
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        “Laughter, tears, misunderstandings, and puppies! Susan Hatler packed all the above into Million Dollar Date, the first book of her new series…that promises to delight her readers.”
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      If I could sit on Santa’s lap and whisper my Christmas wish into his ear, I’d ask him to turn the clock back a year—or even a month to when my dad was still alive. Tradition had been my dad’s middle name and we’d always decked his store with the same beautiful decorations for Christmas. But this year the magic wouldn’t happen.

      Stuck with reality, that was me.

      “I don’t want to make assumptions, Anna, but are you trying to kill Santa?” Kari cocked her head to the right and batted her dark eyelashes at me. “They do say that homicide increases around the holidays.”

      “It’s not my fault this Santa weighs a ton.” I wobbled on the way-too-high-up step of the metal ladder planted on the sidewalk in downtown Blue Moon Bay. My stomach lurched and I gripped the top rung with shaky fingers. Don’t fall, Anna. The last thing my family needed was another death this holiday season. Sucking in a breath, I shifted the giant—and way too jolly—blow-up Santa Claus decoration a few inches to the left. “What happened to the gold bells that used to line the downtown shops? They were so much easier to balance.”

      “Things have changed since you’ve been off living the city life in Chicago, my dear.” Her tone held way too much humor at my frustration. “Santas will hang between each of our downtown shop awnings this year. Lots of Santas.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Have I mentioned I don’t like change?”

      She shrugged. “Only a dozen times this evening.”

      “Have I mentioned my fear of heights?”

      She shook her head. “Not in the last thirty seconds.”

      “Well, my fears bear repeating. I’m volunteering my time to decorate the outside of your shop and yet you refuse to validate my love of the traditional gold bells.” I craned my neck to view my best friend below, whose mouth twitched at the corners. Warmth flooded through me. It felt comforting living in my hometown of Blue Moon Bay again. I’d tired of the fast-paced city life in Chicago and my small beach town on the California coast was exactly what I needed right now. “Is Santa still tilted? If so, I’m going to chuck him across the street at Frankie’s Fiesta and give up.”

      “Don’t even think about blowing our margarita connection.” The toe of her red leather boot tapped against the cobblestone street where she stood. “Unfortunately, Santa is a tad lopsided still. Can’t you torque him to the left more?”

      “He’s just so heavy.” I sighed, trying to twist him upright.

      “Maybe he should lay off the Christmas cookies?” she suggested.

      “Agreed!” I laughed, slinging the inflatable Santa over the hook where we used to hang the traditional gold bells. Then I scrambled down the ladder before I could sustain a serious injury. I wiped my hands together. “Straight enough. Besides, since when are you worried about what goes with the rest of the town?”

      It was a fair question to my best friend. Kari had to be the most individualistic person I’d ever known. After we graduated high school a decade ago, she decided her dream was to open a kooky craft shop, filled with hand-painted tiles and glass ornaments she’d blown herself. After seven years of saving and borrowing money, her dream came true and she opened Kari’s Kaleidoscope.

      With anyone else, I would have predicted the store crashing and burning in the first month. But Kari had managed to grow her business for three years now, even earning a dedicated clientele. She did especially well around Christmas, selling her handmade baubles for Christmas trees. Which was more than could be said for my family’s business, the Main Street Mini-Mart. But that was another story. Sigh. I pushed those depressing thoughts to the back of my mind at once since this was meant to be a good night.

      Kari leaned on the ladder and shrugged. “The new rules came in about the decoration changes and I don’t want to upset the other shop owners by refusing to comply. It’s supposed to be the season of joyful giving. My gift is to follow the new rules. This year, anyway.”

      “What new rules?” I glanced down the street, taking in the various independent shops with their bright colored awnings. Each awning had a giant blow-up Santa hanging on either side of it. It was like that movie Multiplicity times ten. “I never expected the Blue Moon Bay Chamber of Commerce to change one pebble of sand, let alone the Christmas decorations for downtown. What happened?”

      “Didn’t your family get the letter that was sent to all local businesses? It laid out the new guidelines for Christmas decorations this year.”

      “Knowing Mom, she threw it straight into the trash.” I sighed, kicking at the sidewalk with the toe of my suede boot. “She’s been dealing with all of the business paperwork since my dad died. It’s been a bit overwhelming for her to say the least. My brother had some ideas about running the mini-mart differently, but you know my parents.”

      She winked at me. “Yep! Tradition, tradition, and tradition.”

      “I get why that’s their motto, though. The Main Street Mini-Mart feels like a Blue Moon Bay landmark. But my brother has never respected the history of it, you know?”

      “Hmm . . .” She gave me a quick glance and then looked away, making me wonder what she was holding back. She folded the ladder and set it against the storefront. Then she slipped her arm through mine and nodded toward the town square. “Let’s get down to where the Christmas tree lighting will take place. It’s supposed to start at eight.”

      “Sure,” I agreed, letting her lead me down the sidewalk, which was bustling with people.

      We arrived just outside the town square, stopping amongst the twinkling lights and way too many Santa decorations. Everything in my world was changing. I couldn’t even have the same gold bells that had been hanging downtown since I was a kid.

      “Hey, are you all right?” Kari nudged me.

      “I’ve been better.” I shrugged, wishing I could get into the Christmas spirit. It had always been such a joyous time of year for me. But without my dad. . .

      “It will get easier.” Kari squeezed my hand through her bright red gloves.

      My throat tightened and I didn’t reply. The thought that it might get easier to be without my dad felt wrong. But I knew Kari meant well. What did she know about how I felt? Her dad was alive and well and loved helping out with her business. She got to see him every day, whereas I’d never get to spend time with my dad again. It still felt unreal.

      There was also the financial mess that my mom and brother were dealing with regarding the mini-mart, which made my head spin. If only the Christmassy spirit that Blue Moon Bay was trying to create could make me feel better. I’d always loved the tradition of watching the parade come through the downtown streets, culminating in the switching-on of the enormous Christmas tree in the town square and the lighting routine. This year, the tree towered higher than ever and the lights seemed bigger and brighter, too.

      “It’s after eight. Shouldn’t the parade have started by now?” I asked, glancing around at the groups of people lining the streets, including families with kids who looked like they were hoping to see Santa himself tonight. Definitely inflatable Santas, for sure.

      “Must be running late.” Kari checked her watch, glancing around. “All we need is a couple cups of hot cider and we’ll be set. Think we have time to run into the coffee shop?”

      “Your call.” I smiled at my friend, not wanting to be a downer. But the only reason I’d moved back to Blue Moon Bay so close to the holidays was because my dad had passed away in November. I closed my eyes for a moment as that suffocating feeling hit me like a ton of bricks. I wanted to curl into a ball and hide under my pink princess covers like I used to do as a child when I’d have a bad dream. Back then my dad had always made me feel better.

      In addition to missing my dad, I was worried about the bills that were piling up for the Main Street Mini-Mart, the store my parents had owned and run for decades. Even as my brother, Chuck, had been taking care of the funeral arrangements and comforting my devastated mother, debtors had been coming by to collect on money we’d had no idea Dad owed. My dad had always wanted to put forward the front that he was this hyper-successful businessman who could provide for his family with no trouble whatsoever. My parents had put both Chuck and me through college, but now that we’d gone through the finances, we understood how much those large expenses had cost them.

      The thought of shutting the doors on the mini-mart was painful. It would be the final goodbye to my dad, a farewell to the memories of him hefting me onto the counter so I could help him work the register, and of him sneaking me candy when Mom wasn’t looking. So much of my past was wrapped up in that place and I didn’t want it to change in any way.

      My mom had received an offer to purchase the mini-mart, though. The kind of offer that I knew, deep down, she couldn’t refuse. I had caught Mom looking over the paperwork this morning when I’d come downstairs early to get some coffee.

      “What’s that?” I’d asked.

      “Nothing.” Mom tried to shove the papers into her bag.

      I snatched them up, scanning the papers. I didn’t recognize the name of the man making the offer on the mini-mart, but he had a San Francisco address—which meant he lived just north of our little beach town. “Are you going to accept this offer?” I asked.

      “What else can we do?” She gave a helpless shrug, letting out a long sigh. “It’s a lot of money, Anna. I could retire and be fine for years to come . . .”

      She was right. It was a whole lot of money. But to hand this place over to a stranger would be to say goodbye to the family history that was caught up in the store, including all of Dad’s hard work. I wasn’t sure I could bear that right now.

      “You’re actually thinking of selling the place,” I said, my voice soft.

      “Don’t tell your brother yet.” She slumped back into her chair at the dining table. “Maybe when we sell the store, we can bargain with the new owner to run it the same way. Maybe they won’t change it too much?”

      “And if they do?” I asked, pointing out the obvious.

      “I don’t know how much of a say we’d have.” Her eyebrows came together and she shook her head. “We can’t afford to keep the place running without . . .” She bit her bottom lip, unable to say the word.

      “I know,” I said, not wanting her to say it either. Without Dad. I bit my bottom lip, too, a habit I’d picked up from her. Quickly, I raised my chin and vowed that there would be no changes to the Main Street Mini-Mart. We’d have to make those terms a condition of the sale. That, or we had to find a way to keep that place in business so we could run it.

      No matter what happened with the store, I’d moved back from the city for good. This place was home to me. Plus, I was currently covering as many shifts as I could to keep the store open and ensure that we had as much money as possible coming in.

      While I worked the register, Chuck was looking for investors willing to give us a loan to help us consolidate our debts to a manageable level, and my mother, as eternally practical as she was, kept marking up the prices by ten percent in the hopes of gathering enough income to keep the store alive. It had been painful losing Dad, but he would have been proud to see the way we had all come together to fight for our family business.

      I would be lying if I said my life wasn’t beyond stressful right now. But that was why Kari insisted on taking me out to the parade tonight. She’d failed, however, to mention all of the changes to our traditional Christmas celebration.

      “Who’s lighting the tree this year?” I asked, leaning toward her so others wouldn’t hear. It could be a real tug-of-war assigning the honored spot of tree lighter. We’d had the oldest person living in Blue Moon Bay one year, the person who volunteered to help the town the most another year, and more. With so many of us rooted here in Blue Moon Bay—okay, maybe I’d been gone a few years—I didn’t want to bring up any hard feelings to whomever didn’t make the cut. “So . . .?”

      “You haven’t heard?” She raised an eyebrow, making a face like she was in pain.

      Uh-oh. Hopefully it wasn’t one of her ex-boyfriend’s parents or something. “Tell me,” I said, since the suspense was killing me.

      Just then, the crowd jostled behind me, and I turned to see a man, about my age, pushing his way down the sidewalk toward us.

      “Sorry, sorry, excuse me,” he said, a cheerful smile plastered on his handsome face as people parted to let him by. He had a mess of dark hair, an expensive jacket that hung a little skewed as if he’d just thrown it on, and broad shoulders that tapered to a slim waist.

      I didn’t recognize the guy and he looked fresh from the city. Maybe a tourist?

      He pushed his way forward until he was practically beside me. Then he made a perpendicular move to dive out onto the street and into the oncoming parade. What? Was he crazy? Clearly, so I grabbed him by the arm and stopped him.

      “You want to get crushed?” I asked, taking a firm grip on his (very muscular) arm. I nodded toward the approaching brigade of elementary-school students with their woodwind instruments and the trailing veterans in their wheelchairs.

      “I need to get over there . . .” He turned until his gaze met mine. Then he paused, his green eyes peering right into me
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