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      Ms. Grove,

      

      I hope this email finds you well. Thank you for your spirited response to my last message. I consulted with the attorney assigned to your mother’s estate, and he reiterated what I outlined in my three previous emails: to complete the residential transfer request, you’ll need to sign and notarize the documents here in Lovett Cove.

      I appreciate how inconvenient this will be; unfortunately, we must have an in-person signature per your mother’s final instructions. I’m confident that once you’ve seen our charming town, you’ll understand why your mother wanted you to visit. Looking forward to meeting you soon.

      

      Sincerely,

      

      R. Scott

      
        
        Lovett Cove Realty

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “I hope this email finds you well,” Jasmine Grove grumbled. The nerve of this R. Scott. He knew full well his email would find her unwell. 

      Jasmine followed the directions on her rental car’s GPS. She exited the highway and onto a two-lane road that led away from civilization and into the mountainous region where her mother had settled in retirement. 

      Some place called Lovett Cove. 

      Jasmine asked her phone to connect her to Kennedy, her personal assistant. Jasmine had asked Kennedy to keep her phone on while she was here in the mountainous coves of the Northeast in case Kennedy had to file a missing persons report. Why had her mother retired here? It was a long way from Philadelphia, where she had raised her six daughters. 

      Kennedy answered on the first ring. “Jasmine! Are you there yet?”

      It was good to hear her assistant’s voice. As vibrant green trees lined either side of the road, Jasmine felt isolated—and claustrophobic. “I’m almost there.”

      “Is it…rural?” Kennedy choked.

      “Compared to Philadelphia, it’s undeveloped. How are we doing on our projects?” She needed something to distract her on the drive.

      As a senior marketing agent for a prestigious firm, Jasmine couldn’t afford to take time off to handle her mother’s business affairs almost halfway across the country. She was up for VP. She had to deliver on each project or she could lose her chance to be one step closer to becoming a partner. Jasmine had sworn to her mother that she would make partner in under ten years, much to the older woman’s skepticism. 

      And now Lily Grove was gone. But if Jasmine knew her mother, she was still looking down from heaven and judging her daughter’s every professional choice.

      “Everything is right on schedule,” Kennedy said confidently. “I emailed the final draft plan for the Miller Proposal to the partners, and the last deliverables for the Babcock Project have been completed.”

      Jasmine would’ve closed her eyes and sighed in relief, but she didn’t want to take her eyes off the sketchy road for a second. “Okay, sounds like everything is under control,” Jasmine’s voice wavered.

      “Of course it is! I’m watching your inbox for notes on the Miller proposal from the partners. Why don’t you enjoy yourself?” Kennedy suggested.

      “What? Out here in the middle of the woods? Kennedy, do you know me?”

      Her assistant chuckled. “I know you called me for an update an hour ago.”

      “And you’ve done great work in that hour.” Just like Jasmine had taught her. “If I didn’t believe you could handle the workload, I never would’ve left.”

      “And miss out on what your mother left you?”

      “A bed-and-breakfast in the middle of the forest? Kennedy, the only reason I’m not in the office right now is because this hick real estate agent⁠—”

      “R. Scott?”

      “Yes, R. Scott,” Jasmine ground out. The man (she assumed it was a man given the tone of his emails) was unyielding in providing a reasonable solution to her problem and unrelenting in what he described was the only way forward.

      Lily Grove had left her an inn that required a signature—in ink—on the paperwork for Jasmine to take ownership. Why her mother couldn’t just accept an electronic signature, Jasmine would never know. Lily passed away from a heart attack despite being a fit and active woman in her late fifties. Her sudden death left the Grove sisters in shock. No one more than Jasmine, who was so close in realizing her professional dreams and proving her mother wrong.

      And Jasmine right—finally.

      Jasmine’s mine returned to R. Scott’s last email. The condescending tone boiled her blood. “Can you believe he called his town charming?”

      “It could be.”

      “He insinuated I’d like it. Who does he think he is? He doesn’t know me. Mom was a city girl. Charming was an adjective she used to describe the ambiance in her favorite restaurant.”

      “Jasmine, if Lovett Cove is charming, no need to hurry back. I have things under control.”

      Jasmine heard the blare of a car horn in the background. “Where are you?”

      “Out to lunch. Talk to you soon!”

      Before Jasmine could chastise her for even suggesting she stay a day longer in Lovett Cove, Kennedy disconnected the line. Jasmine appreciated her assistant’s concern, but now was not the time to slow down. Sure, Jasmine’s small ulcer would grow with any more stress, but she was days away from the VP announcement. Once she secured the VP promotion, then a staff would be assigned to her and she could slow down.

      Her GPS spoke. She was one minute away. “Looking forward to meeting you soon. Yeah, right,” Jasmine mumbled.

      Jasmine turned onto a gravelly road. She spotted a couple of steeples in the distance. The inn sat on the outskirts of town, apparently in a charming section of forest that would provide visitors lush scenery as well as privacy. A perfect vacation oasis. Or so her mother had described.

      Jasmine spotted a black truck in front of the home. According to her GPS, this was her mother’s inn. Was someone living in it?

      “Now I have to deal with squatters.” Jasmine shoved her door open and marched up the porch steps. She ignored the broken porch swing to her left and the busted downspout on her right and stomped right past the open front door and into the foyer. “Hello? Whoever you are, you’re trespassing. I’m calling the cops.”

      Heavy footsteps landed on the wooden floor. A shirtless man rounded the corner. Sweat glistened across his abs and matted the sandy-colored hair that fanned across his sculpted chest. Dusty light-wash jeans sat low on his hips, where he rested his hands. “Who are you?” he asked gruffly.

      “I’m the one evicting you.”

      The bronze god smirked.
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      River Scott took in his evictor’s rigged jaw and stiff, full lips, her narrowed eyes full of irritation and scorn for a person she’d never met before. Her dark pantsuit gave off a masculine, executive energy, but it couldn’t hide the curve of her hips. He appreciated the ruby-red heels she wore, even if they were totally inappropriate for a home on the brink of condemnation and in serious need of repair. 

      He watched her struggle to keep her gaze lifted. Her early once-over had brought a softening of her gaze and a slight parting of her lips, but she had recovered quickly behind an armor he figured was purposefully impenetrable. 

      He had asked who she was, knowing exactly who she was. 

      Jasmine Grove.

      She looked the spitting image of her mother, Lily, only years younger. The woman was too busy to travel to Lovett Cove to see her inheritance. Lily had anticipated as much, and hired him to draw up legal papers making it almost impossible for Jasmine to get out of signing via email. She probably could’ve fought him if she had taken the time to find an attorney⁠—

      But that was her point. She didn’t have the time.

      And yet, here she was. The oh-so-busy marketing executive of Philadelphia’s largest marketing firm. Lily had told him all about her. How much work she did and how little time she made for herself.

      I’m trying to get her out here, Riv. I feel it in my bones. If she just took a chance to slow down and enjoy life, she could be happy. I want that for her when I’m gone.

      It was eerie remembering Lily’s impassioned declaration in his office because a week later, Lily was gone. As a former partner at a law firm, River dealt in facts and not the fantastical. He didn’t believe in coincidences or serendipitous encounters. 

      Not fate.

      And certainly not destiny.

      But for someone who appeared young and ready to spend decades in retirement running an inn in Lovett Cove, Lily prepared her will and last wishes. Did she know she’d die?

      But looking at this nettled woman before him and recalling their tense email exchanges (which he couldn’t help. Riling her up was so much fun!), he doubted Jasmine was looking to slow down—or if she even could. He had been lucky to find Lovett Cove and escape the rat race that had cost him his marriage. 

      And Lily wanted that for her daughter, Jasmine. 

      We have to convince her, Riv. Jassy is stubborn, like me. She won’t break down easily.

      Well, he was considered the closer at his firm. The one who could convince any potential client to sign with the firm. It was how he became a partner in half the time. He’d brought in millions to the firm. 

      And it all led him here, divorced in Lovett Cove, serving as both the town’s real estate agent and attorney for hire, with a busted inn to fix. 

      But with a whole lot of peace.

      Jasmine weakened and dropped her gaze before shooting it to the sky and heaving a sigh. “Would you put a shirt on?”

      “Please?”

      She snorted. “Since you’re the one trespassing, you can hardly expect me to extend you the courtesy of manners.”

      River chuckled. He liked her. Against his will and all reason. She was a workaholic who reminded him of himself a few years back. When his wife told him, he snapped at everybody and everything and was unbearable to live with. Jasmine was in desperate need of a shift in perspective and some self-care. 

      River crossed his arms over his chest—a move that snatched Jasmine’s gaze—and leaned against the wall next to him. “But I’m not trespassing.”

      “Oh?” She mirrored his stance, but stalked toward him. “Is your name Jasmine Grove?”

      “Nope.”

      “Then you don’t own this—” She halted and her eyes scanned the torn wallpaper, the missing bricks in the fireplace in the front room, and the missing ceiling paneling. “Death trap,” she ended.

      “What are you talking about? It has potential.”

      “To be sold.” She found him again and continued her pursuit. “Look, you clearly don’t have a job to be at, but I do. I need to be in town so I can get rid of this thing.”

      The floorboards whined beneath her weight. A few of the tenuous ones required replacing. Her pointy shoes would either puncture through them or the warped ones would throw her off-balance. “Careful,” he warned.

      “If you leave now, I won’t file a tresp—ah!”

      It was both. Her shoe punctured a board and caused her to lose her balance. Her arms flailed as she toppled forward. He covered the distance between them in one step and caught her. “Told you. Are you okay?”

      For a long moment, she stared into his eyes. His stomach flipped. It hadn’t done that since meeting his ex-wife.

      Her gaze fell to his chest, and her face scrunched up in disgust. “You’re wet! Why are you wet?” She placed both hands on his chest and pushed away. 

      “Was fixing a faucet when you came in. You’re welcome, by the way.”

      “Ugh.” She swiped at her blazer-clad arms and groaned when she saw the wet mark on her white blouse. “If you don’t mind, get your shirt and whatever junk you carry, and leave now. I’ll even be generous and not file a trespassing charge.”

      River changed his mind. Lily, forgive me. He wasn’t interested in closing Jasmine. She was too much drama for him to let into his simple life. The sooner she signed the papers and left his home, the better.

      But he wasn’t beneath playing a little cat and mouse before saying goodbye to her forever.

      River placed a hand over his heart. “How magnanimous of you. Just let me get my things and I’ll be out of your hair.”

      Jasmine had turned her back to him, moving her cellphone around as she searched for a signal. River whipped on his t-shirt and slung his tool belt over his shoulder. He had wanted to finish fixing the kitchen plumbing before the faucet sprayed anyone in the face again, but, unfortunately, he couldn’t think of a ruse that would get Jasmine into the kitchen. She was fixated on leaving.

      When he passed her, she remembered he was there and said, “Are you a handyman?”

      “Something like that.” He bounded down the porch steps. 

      “Um…wait.”

      River skidded to a halt, but didn’t face her.

      “I can’t get a signal.”

      “Huh.”

      “I need directions into town. I—I don’t remember seeing any signs.”

      He threw the tool belt into the back seat of his truck and wiped his face with his t-shirt while she meandered forward. “I might be able to help you out.”

      Her shoulders dropped, and the briefest of smiles crossed her face. The quick action smoothed the harsh lines of her jagged cheekbones and eliminated five years from her expression. “Great.” She marched to her car.

      “If you drop the trespassing charge.”

      She about-faced with a smirk that told him he was on dangerous ground.

      Good thing he liked to take risks.

      “Fine,” she gritted.

      “I’m not done.”

      She arched a brow. “You want more?”

      He hooked his thumbs in his back belt loops and leaned against his truck like he had all the time in the world.

      Because it would likely take that long to get what he wanted from her.

      “I wanna hear you say please,” he taunted.

      Her expression hardened. Laughter bubbled in his throat, but he forced it down. “Over here.” He beckoned her with a hooked finger.

      He watched the internal war play out on her beautiful face. But in the end, she trudged over, slapped him with the fakest smile he’d ever seen, and let the word fall from her glorious mouth.

      “Follow me.” He hopped in and started his vehicle while she stood there fuming in embarrassment. When she noticed how quickly he was leaving, she sprinted to her car. He laughed as he watched her yelling—cursing—in his rearview mirror.
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      With a loud growl, Jasmine violently shook behind the wheel. She nearly broke her ankle in her mother’s deathtrap of a house.

      And then that guy (wait, what was his name? It didn’t matter.). Of course, he was right there to catch and slime her with his sweaty, perfect body. She could still smell his musk—Eau de Sewer. Rancid. Good thing he stank; it made him that much less gorgeous. What did he say he was doing? Fixing the faucet? 

      Had her mother made any repairs since buying the inn? After six months, Jasmine had expected the water to be running. Her mother had claimed the renovation would be simple.

      No renovation ever is, Jasmine thought with a sigh. 

      Jasmine followed What’s His Name as he turned onto Main Street. Jasmine’s mouth dropped as the town of Lovett Cove opened before her. On either side of the street were shops decorated in bright colors and old-fashioned hanging signs, restaurants with patrons sitting at outside tables to enjoy the temperate summer air. Jasmine passed a small police station and even saw a church steeple in the background. 

      What’s His Name lifted a hand in a wave and made a right at the light. Good riddance, she thought as her eyes followed his truck until it turned again and went out of sight. She was left to her quest of finding this real estate agent, R. Scott, and signing the estate papers. 

      Oh! As soon as she grabbed a cup of coffee from the cute coffee shop she spotted just past the light. Jasmine parked out front and hurried inside, smelling a delightful mix of fresh coffee grounds and rich chocolate. Before she made it to the counter, an older woman with a round face, ruby cheeks, and a head full of wild, grey curls gasped and put her hands over her mouth. 

      “You! You must be Jasmine Grove. For a second I thought it was Lily coming back to haunt me. You look the spitting image of your mother. I’m sure you get that all the time. Oh!” She slapped her forehead. “Oh, I’m so sorry about your loss, my dear.” The woman rounded the counter and gripped Jasmine in a tight hug. “Sometimes my mouth runs away and I can’t catch it in time. Your mother would’ve haunted me, rest assured. She told me so.” She released Jasmine and grinned. “I’m so happy you’re here! Your mother really wanted you to visit. Said you’d love the place, and I really hope you do.”

      “Petunia, would you let her breathe?” said another older woman behind the counter. Her hair was less grey, but her face was more oval-shaped with a sharp nose to match her look.

      Petunia laughed. “Oh, where are my manners? I’m Petunia, and the hawk behind me is Candace. Have you figured out why your mother and I got along so well? It’s because we’re named after flowers. She told me she named all her lovely daughters after flowers too. It made us kindred spirits. She showed me pictures of you, that’s how I know you’re lovely, but of course, Lily was gorgeous, so why wouldn’t her daughters be beautiful? And of course you are!”

      “Petunia! Breathe! Sweetheart, would you like to order?” Candace asked.

      “Oh, yes! We can make any coffee you like, and we have a variety of baked goods. We just put out the afternoon load, so come on in and see.” Petunia hurried behind the glass counter and spread her arms wide. “Anything you like is on the house.”

      “That’s kind of you, Petunia, but I don’t mind paying,” Jasmine said, her mind spinning from receiving Petunia’s greeting and having to decide between the rows and rows of delicious sweets before her. She chose tea biscuits with honey and ordered a latte.

      Petunia ushered her to a table next to the window with a view of Main Street. As Jasmine savored the warm, buttery biscuits and the freshest honey she’d ever tasted, she wondered how her mother and Petunia would’ve gotten along. Petunia didn’t draw breath, and her mother wasn’t much of a talker.

      In fairness, no one was probably as much of a talker as Petunia. 

      “I do hope you’ll stay awhile,” Petunia said when she picked up Jasmine’s empty plate a few minutes later. 

      “Actually, I was thinking about selling the inn.” 

      Petunia collapsed into the seat across from Jasmine. The plate rattled on the table. “Oh, no! You can’t sell the inn. Your mother just bought it. She had grand plans for it. It used to be a boarding house many, many years ago. Such history and elegance. Once you see it, you’ll change your mind.”

      “I did see it. It’s a mess. The renovation will cost a fortune.”

      “It can’t be that bad. Your mother stayed out there and said it was a charming place that only required a few touchups.”

      Touchups. Right. “Either way, I can’t stay. I’m up for a promotion at work, and I need to get back.”

      Petunia clasped her hands in front of her and leaned against the table. “A promotion! Sounds exciting.”

      Jasmine warmed to Petunia’s enthusiasm about her job. She wished her mother had been excited when Jasmine told her. But all Lily could say was that she wished Jasmine wouldn’t be all about her work. From the woman who taught her daughters to work, work, work, because a woman couldn’t count on anyone but herself. 

      Especially not a man.

      It was one of the reasons Jasmine didn’t visit her mother in Lovett Cove before she died. Jasmine believed her mother was finally having a midlife crisis in her late fifties and would eventually give up the inn and come back to Philadelphia and reality. 

      “It is exciting. I’ll be a vice president in the most prestigious marketing firm in Philadelphia.”

      “Penny does marketing. She’s also the town’s newspaper editor. We all kind of have two or three occupations because we’re a small town. It works.”

      “Sounds quaint.”

      “Oh, it is. I do hope you stay a few days, just to see what it’s like. Everyone’s real nice, too.”

      Jasmine pulled out her phone and texted R. Scott that she was in town. “I’m actually trying to find the real estate agent my mother was working with.” Jasmine’s phone dinged with a text message.

      How about I meet you at the coffee shop on Main? You can’t miss it.

      I’m already here, Jasmine texted back.

      Perfect. Be there in a few.

      Jasmine set her phone down on the table. “I’m meeting the agent here.”

      Petunia stood. “Then I’ll get out of your hair. I hope you enjoyed the biscuits.”

      “Yes, they were amazing. The honey, too.”

      “We get the honey fresh here from our beekeeper. Would you like another biscuit? On the house.”

      Jasmine fingered her pants, which were already snug. “I don’t think so. I’m trying to drop a few pounds.”

      Petunia dramatically leaned to the side searching for those pounds. “A few pounds? From where? Honey, you look beautiful!”

      Not according to her last boyfriend. Well, not really a boyfriend because she was too busy to be in a relationship. But he admitted he’d be more attracted to her if she were five pounds lighter. 

      Five pounds.

      At thirty-five, Jasmine couldn’t blame him. She was competing with all the stick-figured twenty-one-year olds.

      Petunia harrumphed. “Real men love curves, sweetheart.” She shook her hips. “My Harold can’t keep his hands off these.”

      “Where’s Harold?” Candace asked. She buffed a nearby table.

      “Probably getting arrested,” Petunia said.

      The chime on the door rang, and in walked…

      What’s His Name.

      His hair was slicked back, and he wore a fresh button-down shirt and Dockers shorts. Did he shower? He grinned when he saw her. “Jasmine.”

      Jasmine crossed her arms. “Are you following me?”

      Without waiting for an invitation, he sat down across from her and called an order of biscuits to Candace. He smelled of fresh rain and pine. Darn.

      Of all the nerve! “Excuse you, I’m waiting for someone.” Jasmine made a point of looking out the window, expecting to see the typical high-end car an agent would drive park in front of the cafe. No cars came.

      He looked out the window as well, and then his mischievous gaze met hers. “I’m the one you’re waiting for.”
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      “You’re the one I’m…” Her voice trailed off. “R. Scott? You’re R. Scott?” Jasmine blurted. She looked baffled as her gaze roamed over him, like she hadn’t just seen him at the inn. Well, he did shower at the office and put on fresh clothes. 

      “River. Nice to meet you.”

      Jasmine fidgeted in her chair. “Of course you are. A handyman and a lawyer?”

      “What can I say? It’s a small town. We all have second and third jobs. Sometimes I volunteer for the fire department.”

      “Okay, so where’s the paperwork I have to sign?”

      “No time for biscuits?” he grinned lazily.

      Candace greeted him and asked how his day was going. He told her it’d been busy, but he was just finishing. He thanked her for the biscuits. After dipping half a biscuit into a small pool of honey on his plate, River took a healthy bite. “Mmm. These are good any time of the day.”

      “I already had mine,” Jasmine said, pouting.

      “We can get you another one.” He waved at Candace and signaled for her to bring another plate.

      “Oh, no. I’ve had enough.” Jasmine patted her stomach. “Watching my figure.”

      River couldn’t help but watch it too. “Looks good to me. And since you’re not planning to stay, might as well eat as many as you can. You won’t find better anywhere.”

      “No, I don’t think I will.”

      River grinned at her as she gratefully accepted the biscuit. Her tense shoulders eased down when she took a bite. “Look at that, I think we just agreed on something.” 

      River opened the portfolio he’d brought and took out a pen. “Papers as requested. The house is officially yours.”

      Jasmine eagerly picked up the pen. When she spotted the line for her signature, her hand hovered over the paper. He watched a mix of emotions play out on her face. Confusion, uncertainty…

      “Something wrong?” River asked.

      Jasmine put the pen down. “There’s an attorney who lives here, right? Someone I can talk to about this contract?”

      “Oh, sure. Let me give you his number.” When she dialed it, River pulled out his phone and answered it. “Hi. RS Legal Services.”

      Jasmine closed her eyes and let out a sigh. She placed her phone in her lap. “R.S. River Scott.” She stared at him with acute irritation.

      River grinned. “Hi, Jasmine.”

      “Isn’t this a conflict of interest or something?”

      River stared at the ceiling, feigning deep in thought. “Nope. I was your mother’s attorney, and I handle real estate here in Lovett Cove. It’s a small town. Many of us wear multiple hats.”

      Jasmine crossed her arms over her chest. “You’re the town’s handyman also, right? If my mom needed something fixed, she called you?”

      River chuckled. “Just doing her a favor. She mentioned the kitchen sink sounded clogged before…” He trailed off, sensitive to Jasmine’s grief. “I’m so sorry for your loss, Jasmine. Your mom was a wonderful woman.”

      “Really?” she asked sarcastically. “I guess people can surprise you.”

      She picked at the uneaten half of her biscuit, the papers forgotten. He knew a little about Jasmine’s relationship with her mother.

      Or the lack thereof.

      Lily had mentioned they were estranged, but she was working on repairing their relationship. Step One: Open an inn.

      “Seriously, tell me what you’re thinking,” River asked. “We can at least talk it out.” Jasmine looked at him with suspicion. “I promise to give you objective advice. Free of charge, of course.”

      Jasmine snickered at that, her half-smile genuine. “Okay, River, I want to sell the inn.”

      “Okay…”

      “Keeping it is out of the question.”

      “How so?”

      “This was my mother’s dream. Not mine. I’m not even sure why she moved to this…” Jasmine stared out the window.

      People milled about on their daily rounds. River knew most of the people after living here a few years. Some faces came and went, but most stayed and created a wonderful community of good, neighborly people. “You were saying?” River encouraged.

      “This is a really small town,” Jasmine remarked.

      “It is. But that’s part of the charm and beauty of Lovett Cove. Your mother settled here easily enough. People are nice and accepting of one another. I’d be surprised if you haven’t felt that already.”

      Jasmine nodded and looked toward Petunia and Candace, who were arguing about something. Usually, which decorations went with their “brand.”

      “You’re right,” Jasmine agreed. “I have felt…wanted. Not by you.”

      He grinned at the dig she snuck in there at the end. Jasmine popped a piece of biscuit in her mouth and chewed with her nose lifted. She looked cute. He could almost hate bringing her down a peg or two. Almost. “I don’t recommend selling the house as-is.”

      “Of course you don’t.”

      “It’s not that I’m trying my best to annoy you.”

      “This is your best?”

      “It’s because you’re likely not going to get back what your mother paid to purchase it. There are repairs people will expect to be made before they’ll put in an offer to purchase.”

      Jasmine frowned and looked at her phone’s clock. “Repairs? Like the kitchen faucet? How long will that take?”

      River caught the time. “Longer than the day you were planning on spending here, I’m guessing.” He stood, and she looked panicked. “I’ve got another appointment to get to and another one after that. But I can show you what I mean tomorrow, if you can stick around another day.”

      “I…My job. I’m very busy. I can’t stay⁠—”

      “Lily stayed on the second floor, in the largest guest room. It needed the least amount of work, so she started there. She might’ve left you a few things, too. The key is under the yellow flowerpot with the jasmine flowers. Just don’t use the kitchen sink, but there’s a small one in the guest room.” River spotted the unsigned papers. “Read over the paperwork. If you have any questions, we can go over them tomorrow.” River smiled at Jasmine, whose skin had paled slightly. “Welcome to Lovett Cove. Sleep well. Call me if you need anything.”

      He last saw her staring out of the cafe window at him, hands on the glass, like she was trapped.
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      “I can’t believe you’re staying at your mother’s inn,” Kennedy said over the car’s speakers. Jasmine’s phone was connected to the vehicle’s technology system.

      Jasmine found her way back to the inn with ease, the drive more scenic than she remembered. After being in Lovett Cove for only a few hours, she was already appreciating the small town and its charm. 

      And the view.

      In a lush green mountain valley close to the Atlantic coast, Jasmine now understood why her mother wanted to live out her retirement days here. Although Jasmine wouldn’t believe her mother knew about the coffee and fantastic biscuits at Petunia’s cafe ahead of time. Jasmine much preferred to think of her mother finding this place as serendipitous.

      “River told me she renovated the upstairs suite. It’s the only part of the house that isn’t dilapidated,” Jasmine grumbled.

      “River?”

      “R. Scott. The real estate agent and attorney.” Jasmine felt silly not having guessed they were one and the same before now. She blamed her hectic work schedule for not allowing her a moment to think about it. Truly, she just wanted to sell the inn and move forward with winning the VP position at her company.

      “Mmm, River…That’s a nice name. Is he hot?”

      Jasmine’s skin tingled at the image of River’s smile at her over coffee. “Absolutely not.”

      “Well, that just means he is.”

      “Literally not what I said.”

      “It’s what you didn’t say that says it all.”

      Kennedy couldn’t see Jasmine roll her eyes, but Jasmine rolled them hard anyway. “Okay, so he’s kind of a Hemsworth. He was at the inn when I arrived.” Jasmine switched her phone to speaker.

      The volume was up high when Kennedy asked, “Naked?”

      Jasmine stood in the foyer of the inn. Her memory conjured up River leaning against the wall at the opposite end, arms crossed, a sexy grin widening his square jaw. “Shirtless. Why in the world would he be naked, Kennedy?” 

      Kennedy laughed. “Sorry, not sorry. Go on.”

      “Yeah, so…where was I?”

      “Shirtless.”

      “Right. Anyway. He was fixing the kitchen faucet.”

      “So, he’s handy. That’s rare. Guys these days are so useless. Wait, so is he renovating the house?”

      Jasmine stopped mid-climb up the stairs to the second level. She hadn’t asked River that. “I’ll have to find out. This place needs a lot of work for one guy. It would take him forever.”

      “Does that mean you’re staying in Lovett Cove?” Kennedy asked coyly.

      “Absolutely not. One more day to figure out how to sell this place. Then I’ll be back.”

      “Well, take your time. We’re still on target with our marketing projections, and I have everything under control.”

      “I know you do, Kenny. Thanks.”

      Jasmine said goodbye to her best friend and assistant. When she reached the second-story main suite, Jasmine stood in the doorway and stared at the last room her mother was in. She could smell the faint flowery scent of her mother’s favorite perfume. Tears welled in Jasmine’s eyes. She blinked them away and busied herself by setting her carry-on luggage on a bench and opening it. Then she spotted the photograph on the chest of drawers.

      Jasmine fingered the glass pane of the framed photograph. A picture of all her sisters on a dune at the beach, smiling. She couldn’t have been more than nine or ten in this photo, but Jasmine had to reach back into her memories to recall the beach. 

      Jasmine loaded the map app on her phone and gasped.

      “It was here,” she breathed. The dunes weren’t far from Lovett Cove. “That’s why you wanted to buy an inn here. It wasn’t an accident.” Her mother was returning to a place she truly loved. To a time when all her daughters were together, smiling.  

      Jasmine sat on the edge of the four-poster bed, tears spilling onto the glass and blurring the photograph. “Mom,” she breathed. “What am I supposed to do?” Jasmine placed the photograph on the nightstand and got ready for bed. The last image she saw before she closed her eyes was of her mother’s smiling face as her mother raised the camera to take a picture.

      The next morning, Jasmine heard a sad doorbell screech as she stepped out of the shower. She wrapped a towel around her body and stepped out onto the balcony that overlooked the front drive. River’s truck was parked next to her rental car. “River?”

      He bounded down the porch steps and looked up. When he saw her, he grinned and held up a white bag in one hand and a tray with two cups of coffee in the other. “Figured you’d want breakfast.”

      Jasmine smiled at him. He’s thoughtful. And he looked ready to work, dressed in stonewashed jeans and a dark blue t-shirt. His tool belt was slung over his right arm. 

      “Also wanted to finish fixing that kitchen pipe, if you don’t mind.”

      “Not at all,” Jasmine answered. “The extra key is still under the pot. I’ll be down in a minute.”

      Jasmine fussed with her natural curls, a chunk of stubborn spirals determined not to be tamed. She went back and forth over her outfit, not sure whether to wear the skirt that accentuated her hips or the practical drawstring pants she wouldn’t mind getting dirty if River asked her to hold a tool or something. In the end, she chose the drawstring pants. She felt more comfortable in her skin in the loose pants, and they were stylish enough for a day in town.

      When she entered the kitchen, River looked her over, his expression pleased. “Good morning. You look like you slept well.”

      “I did, thank you. The bed was incredibly comfortable.”

      River handed her a biscuit breakfast sandwich from Petunia’s cafe. “Your mother wanted the best. Oh, here. I’d almost forgotten about this.” He slid a manila envelope across the island counter where they were seated.

      “You’re the mail courier, too?”

      He chuckled. “Close enough.”

      “What brought you out here? To Lovett Cove specifically?” Jasmine asked as she opened the envelope.

      “Divorce. I was a corporate attorney. Long hours.”

      “That makes two of us. Trying to make partner has me living in the office.”

      River rubbed the back of his neck. “I had a chiropractor on retainer thanks to my couch giving me cricks.”

      “Ouch.”

      “My ex and I didn’t see eye-to-eye on where my career was going. I made partner early, and that meant living almost like a bachelor. She resented me for it, and I resented myself for allowing my marriage to fall apart.” His shoulders sagged as though he carried some residual weight from his past. “My priorities were out of order. I didn’t realize it until we had signed the papers and I nearly had a breakdown.”

      Somewhere in the middle of River’s story, Jasmine had stopped opening the envelope. “Oh, River…I’m so sorry.”

      He smiled graciously. “Thankfully, Lovett Cove gave me a fresh start. I remember coming here to the beach as a kid.”

      She grasped his arm. “I did, too! We all did. My sisters and me. There’s a photograph of us on a dune upstairs.”

      “The old dunes are still there. We can go see them sometime, if you want.”

      He wasn’t suggesting that she delay her return home. Work briefly entered her mind, but faded away as the feeling of digging her toes into warm sand sounded way more pleasant. “I’d like that.”

      “Anyway, when I came out here just to lay on the beach and contemplate my future, I met an attorney who was retiring. He owned the real estate agency as well. It seemed serendipitous.”

      “Certainly sounds like it.”

      “I don’t regret it. I’ve known a peace here that can’t be beat.”

      Jasmine bit her lip, considering. Had her mother found that peace before she died? What did it look like? So far, Jasmine could only see it as living in a rundown house with a busted kitchen pipe, old flooring, and peeling paint. Had her mother truly been happy giving up her busy life for a small town?

      He gestured toward the envelope. “That envelope should’ve been in the packet I gave you yesterday. It’s a letter from your mother about the inn and some old pictures, I think.”

      Jasmine pulled out the letter, but it was the pictures that caught her eye. They were black and white photographs of the home, in its previous glory. “Wow, look at these,” Jasmine exclaimed. “This house looked amazing.”

      “Thirty years ago, yes. Your mother wanted to revive the place and see it create future memories for people who wanted a place to rest, even if only for a weekend.”

      “A place to rest,” Jasmine echoed. “I like that sentiment.”

      River busied himself with the kitchen faucet while Jasmine finished her delicious egg and sausage biscuit sandwich and read her mother’s letter.

      Darling Jas,

      Sweetheart, I know this is a long way from Philadelphia, but if I didn’t know you could do this, I wouldn’t ask this of you. Lovett Cove is where I’ve been the happiest outside of being with you girls. I saw a life here a long time ago. Not just for me; for all of us. Time is so short. I regret so many things, but none more than not having time with you. This bed-and-breakfast will let you have that time, Jasmine. Time to slow down, have a family, if you want one. I’m leaving it to you and hope that you will find your happiness here too. It needs some work, but I can already see what it will be. I couldn’t be prouder of the woman you are. Come home to Lovett Cove. 

      Love,

      Your Mom

      PS. The handyman I hired is single.

      Jasmine swallowed her last bite as she came to the end of the letter. She felt almost sick to her stomach at her mother’s request. 

      “What’s wrong?” River stared at her with a worried expression. 

      “River, my mother is asking the impossible.”
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      River wasn’t sure how to ease Jasmine’s anxieties about the property. Everywhere she looked, her eyes widened and the lines around her mouth deepened. She wasn’t seeing the vision her mother saw—of a completed inn with a crackling fire in the smokey fireplace and the scent of freshly baked scones emanating from the kitchen. She was taking in the formerly leaky faucet hardware desperately in need of an upgrade, the old, scratched floorboards that could use a good sand and refinish, and the raggedy furniture a good reupholster could easily fix. 

      River sympathized with Jasmine’s struggle. When Lily first came to him about fixing up the property, he thought the undertaking would be too much for a woman in retirement. But it was exactly a woman in her position that could make it work, she’d told him. All the time in the world was in her hands, and she could take it slow and fix the house up exactly how she liked.

      Except she didn’t have all the time in the world. Nor had she given her daughter ample time to adjust to the project. Jasmine was thrown into owning a falling-down inn without customers and in a town so small it didn’t show up at all on map apps. He understood why her first inclination was to sell the place. 

      After spending the morning reviewing her mother’s instructions and helping him fix a few things around the kitchen so she could use it, River’s stomach growled in harmony with Jasmine’s. “How about lunch?” River asked her, rubbing his belly. “There’s a great malt shop in town. Best milkshakes in the county.”

      Jasmine looked relieved at the idea or maybe because it would get her out of the house. She readily agreed, and they took his truck into town. Jasmine claimed not to be hungry, but once a waitress passed them with a double-stack burger and fries, Jasmine eagerly relented. Two double-stack burgers with fries and a strawberry milkshake for him and a vanilla one for her.

      “I really shouldn’t be eating this,” Jasmine said with a frown, although her eyes looked pleased at the feast before her.

      “Why not?” River didn’t wait. He grabbed the burger with both hands and took a massive bite. He groaned with satisfaction. Perfectly juicy and dripping with the shop’s proprietary burger sauce. Better than McDonald’s. And found nowhere else on Earth.

      “Look at it. It’s probably⁠—”

      “If you’re going to mention calories, I’m going to make you pay your half.” He narrowed his eyes and smirked at her.

      She stiffened, her nose pointing up. “I don’t need you to buy me lunch.”

      “Need no, but I am. My treat. Seriously though, are you worrying about calories? You look great. The burger is fantastic. Enjoy it. And the fries are amazing, I promise.”

      Jasmine gingerly picked up the burger, stealing quick, uncertain glances at him. “You think I look great?”

      “You don’t?” He couldn’t believe it. The woman was stunning. Curvy in all the right places that could devastate a man. He’d found her distracting all morning. He could’ve had one of the upstairs toilets fixed if he'd spent less time watching her and doing his job.

      Instead of answering, she took a bite. Her eyes grew wide, and soon she was eating the burger with relish. “You were right,” she conceded.

      He grinned while chewing on a lightly salted French fry. “Hurts to say, doesn’t it?”

      She rolled her eyes and sipped her milkshake. River’s gaze dipped to her mouth as it curved around the tip of her straw. He cleared his throat and amused himself by drawing the infinity symbol in a mound of ketchup.

      After lunch, they strolled up Main Street heading toward the cafe for a dessert biscuit. People passed them on the sidewalk and commented on Jasmine’s beauty and gave her condolences on the loss of her mother. Some asked about the renovation and expressed excitement about the reopening of the inn. Jasmine dodged questions about the renovation and graciously accepted comments about how everyone missed Lily. By the time they finished munching on biscuits, Jasmine mentioned the beach dunes. Not wanting their time together to end, River offered to drive them out. It wasn’t more than half an hour one way, and they would make it back before dark.

      Thirty minutes later, River and Jasmine discarded their shoes in River’s truck and walked across the beach to the dunes.

      “I can’t believe I remember this place,” Jasmine remarked. She looked across the ocean, the first genuine smile River had seen from her softening her cheeks. “I haven’t thought about this place since the last time I was here!”

      “Every time I think I miss living in the city, I drive out here, sit on the dunes, and listen to the waves. Trust me, the temptation to go back dies off pretty quick.”

      When they reached the dunes, he offered his hand to her, and she accepted. Her fingers squeezed his hand tightly as they navigated the warm, loosely packed sand. At the top, her hand lingered in his a second longer than necessary. She looked away with a shy smile. “Thank you.” She pulled her hand away.

      Despite the warm wind wafting through the beachgrass, River’s empty hand chilled. “My pleasure.”

      They sat on the sand, legs pulled to their chests. Jasmine closed her eyes. River watched her features relax and the tension roll off her shoulders. He was glad he brought her out here. She’d been uptight and stressed from the moment she crossed the threshold at the inn. Whatever that work promotion was, he hoped she didn’t get it. Not because he wanted her to fail, but because if she succeeded, she would never smile like she just did. 

      “Do you ever miss the city?” she asked.

      “Not really.”

      “Never regretted your choice.”

      Oh, he had regrets. “Not the move, no. But how things ended with my wife… I felt like a failure. That I didn’t deserve my career because I had sacrificed everything for it. Lily helped me see that carrying the guilt wouldn’t help if I wanted to start over.” 

      When Jasmine opened her eyes, tears lined their rims. “I wish I’d known this side of my mother,” she whispered.

      “What side?”

      “The one where she actually sat quietly on a dune and listened to the waves. As a single mother, she was always going. Never quitting. Money was tight, but she got us through it. School trips, expensive car repairs…I don’t know anyone who’s worked harder to support her family and have the career she wanted.”

      “She was an admirable woman.”

      “She was.”

      River didn’t know this superwoman, who worked all the time and influenced her daughters to do the same. Jasmine’s frown spoke to the weight of expectations she carried from her mother. “I didn’t know that Lily,” he commented quietly. “I suspect she would’ve been miserable.”

      “She was very successful. My promotion would’ve pleased her,” Jasmine sniffed defensively, tears gone.

      “I don’t doubt it. She sounds like she loved you a lot. I only meant that the Lily I knew preferred to sit on the dunes and⁠—”

      “What? Count the grains of sand?” 

      River chuckled. “Yeah. Lily used to say climbing the corporate ladder was a waste of time.”

      “Earning enough money to feed us was a waste of time?” Jasmine’s voice turned shrill.

      The breeze turned cool, and the normal scent of warm sand held a heavy odor of salt. “No. That wasn’t what she meant at all.”

      “Well, you didn’t know my mother. She obviously didn’t have that kind of time.”

      Jasmine struggled to her feet, ignoring his offer to help. She dusted off her pants, spraying him with sand. Jasmine almost tumbled down the dune. River lengthened his strides to match the quick stomps she made on their way back to his truck. He’d thought they had turned a page since meeting, but they were stuck in the sand.

      And what River left unsaid, for Jasmine’s sake, was how Lily had feared not living long enough to open her inn.
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      “Mag, you’re not listening to me.” Jasmine pinched the bridge of her nose as she cut off her sister Magnolia’s excitement about the prospect of their mother opening an inn.

      “Jas, I hear you. Floorboards need replacing, the corbels are rotted, you said the foundation feels off in the sunroom... The inn needs a lot of work, which is right up my alley!” she ended cheerfully.

      Magnolia wasn’t wrong. As an interior designer, she could capture their mother’s vision for a charming cottage inn on the outskirts of a mountainous cove in a region that saw more rainy days than the often-humid busy streets of Philly. Jasmine recalled seeing a few sketches of her ideas among her mother’s papers. If she told Mag that, there would be no turning back. They would be in the inn business for sure.

      Jasmine scratched at the faded-red, frayed edges of the understaffed armchair in the front room. Legs sprawled in front of her, she tapped her feet on the worn border rug. She could see her younger sister sweeping around the room, reassuring Jasmine that reupholstering chairs could be done for next to nothing, and how a botanical-pattern rug in light colors would freshen up the room.

      “Renovating isn’t a quick process,” Jasmine continued. She ignored the familiar dull ache in her stomach and took a deep breath to calm her nerves. “And this house is old. Who knows what’s in the walls?”

      “If it’s been hanging around this long, it probably has excellent bones. Send me some pics.”

      Jasmine leaned away from the room’s opening and snapped a picture with her phone. She sent it to Magnolia before moving into the sitting room on the opposite side of the hall and then the staircase, the dining room, and the kitchen. Jasmine made sure she focused on the holes in the walls, the loose spindle on the banister, and anything else that screamed money.

      “Mom left this dump to me,” Jasmine complained. “Renovating means I would have to quit my job.”

      “Would that be so bad? At least once a month, you text us that you hate your job.”

      The sister group text was full of Jasmine’s angry-face emojis over yet another assigned task that meant late nights and weekends spent at the office.

      “Daisy thinks you should get out and touch grass,” Magnolia quipped about their wildlife biologist sister. “Even Poppy thinks you should quit, and you know how she feels about work.” This coming from their chef-sister, who worked seven days a week, surprised Jasmine.

      “If Poppy thinks I should quit… But I’m so close to being VP. Then a partner. It’s taken me years to get here. How can I throw that all away?”

      “You wouldn’t be. Think of the skills you’ve gained that you can use in running the B&B?”

      Her sister wasn’t wrong. If she was ready to be VP of a major firm, couldn’t she handle being the proprietor of a bed-and-breakfast?

      “Didn’t you mention some hot lawyer was doing the repairs?” Magnolia asked.

      Jasmine’s neck warmed at Magnolia’s mention of River. And of him being “hot.” A good-looking, fit man like River wanted his equal: thin, beautiful. Someone whose ambitions didn’t challenge or eclipse his own. Although being a small-town lawyer wasn’t exactly what Jasmine considered ambitious. He admittedly left a lucrative position at a firm to slow down in Lovett Cove. 

      Her mother hadn’t retired long enough for Jasmine to understand what it meant for a woman like Lily to slow down and enjoy life. But River was a different story. He’d been a resident of Lovett Cove for a few years now. And he seemed well-adjusted. If she did, for some crazy reason, decide to renovate her mother’s inn, River would be around to help. It wouldn’t be just her out here…alone…in a small town…not knowing anyone. And Magnolia would visit to design the inn.

      Was it possible?

      “River,” Jasmine croaked. She cleared her dry throat and searched the kitchen for her water bottle. 

      “Right. Mom trusted him. Couldn’t he oversee the repairs? Wait, did you send me a picture of him?”

      “I did not send one.”

      “Well, why not? Trying to keep him all to yourself?” Magnolia giggled over the line.

      A twinge of jealousy settled into Jasmine’s stomach. All her sisters except one were single. And beautiful. And accomplished. Any one of them would be a catch. A man would have to be stupid not to notice them. 

      And River wasn’t at all stupid.

      In fact, he was charming, and funny, and irritating in an, I-can’t-stop-thinking-about-how-irritating-you-are-and-now-I’m-thinking-about-you-all-the-time, kind of way. 

      After their tense exchange at the dunes, they had returned to the inn, and River had made some excuse about needing to meet a client before his wheels tore up the dirt in the patchy front lawn as he raced away. Jasmine didn’t blame him for wanting to get away from her. Her connections with men had always been brief, with some misunderstanding or incongruence of needs leading to the men making a quick exit. At least she had her career. It never failed to be there for her.

      But the silence of the inn caused her to regret her earlier terse words with him. Maybe after that, he wouldn’t want to help restore the inn. 

      Then she’d truly be alone.

      “No,” came Jasmine’s mumbled defense.

      “Ha! So you like him, then?”

      Jasmine bit her lip, considering. When she first received his annoying email about coming to Lovett Cove, she never imagined believing he could be anything more than an inconvenience in her life. Much like Mom’s inn. But after getting to know him and his story, she didn’t find his presence all that irritating anymore.

      Since he’d left, she had wanted him back.

      “I’ll take your silence to mean you like him more than you expected,” Magnolia cooed. “Send me a pic, anyway.”

      Jasmine’s phone dinged with a text.

      I’m sorry.

      Jasmine let out a breath. River. He was apologizing to her? I was the one who left.

      “Jas? What is it?”

      “River just texted me.”

      “Ooh, he’s coming over, huh?” Jasmine heard her sister’s smirk through the phone.

      “I dunno, maybe.”

      “Don’t screw this up. When was the last time you went out? Jas, seriously, your dating life is awful.”

      Jasmine’s phone buzzed, indicating an incoming email. While Magnolia prattled away about her nonexistent love life, Jasmine read the subject line.

      “Mags, I gotta go. Work emergency.” She abruptly ended the call with Magnolia and dialed her assistant’s number. 

      “That was fast,” Kennedy greeted her.

      “Well, when you label the email ‘Emergency S.O.S.’ I drop everything.”

      “Good point. What do you think?”

      Less than a minute after reading the subject line? Jasmine didn’t have time to think. She put Kennedy on speaker while she scanned the rest of the email. All the work for this latest account that they had painstakingly scheduled to work around her visit to Lovett Cove just got moved up.

      Non-negotiable.

      “We—we’re not ready.”

      “I’m pulling an all-nighter, don’t worry,” Kennedy’s voice shook. Even with her in the office, Kennedy couldn’t complete the work left to complete the portfolio for the account.

      Panic set in. Jasmine’s breath came out short and quick. She wiped sweat from her forehead. Pain flared from her belly button upward. 

      Oh, no!

      She was getting another ulcer. Her doctor had warned her about keeping her stress low. She thought she had enough time to secure her promotion. The added pressure of selling Mom’s inn…

      The room spun. Kennedy rattled off the items she had rescheduled since they started the call. Kennedy asked if Jasmine wanted her to book a flight back to Philadelphia; it would be expensive, but there was room on a late flight. 

      “If you got back tonight, we could pull an all-nighter on the rest of the briefs and have a plan of attack ready by tomorrow,” Kennedy suggested confidently. “The partners stressed they wanted to hear from you on this.”

      Jasmine heard the layer of uncertainty her assistant tried to obfuscate. Kennedy’s plan sounded doable, but the nausea bubbling in Jasmine’s stomach told her she’d have a hard time getting to the airport.

      And an even harder time if the ulcer burst. That meant a hospital stay for at least a few days, if she was lucky. Well past the partners’ timeline. 

      And her mother’s inn? She wasn’t ready to sell yet. There was paperwork to sign to get it on the market. Could River take an electronic signature for an agent agreement or did her mother make him promise to make that difficult for her too? 

      “Jasmine? Jasmine, are you there?”

      “Yes,” came Jasmine’s weak and breathless reply. 

      “What do you want me to do?”

      Jasmine stumbled onto the front porch. She gripped the doorframe and felt herself sliding down. “Wait. Just wait,” she whispered.

      “Wait? Wait for what? Do you mean wait on booking the flight? Or…”

      Jasmine heard the roar of an engine. She squinted past the haze in her eyes to make out River’s truck. “River…” Her bottom hit the porch. Pain diffused across her abdomen and made it difficult to focus on Kennedy’s appeal for clarification.

      River jumped down from the truck. “Jasmine!” 

      He sprinted across the lawn and leapt up the steps. As darkness descended, warmth cradled her close. Jasmine felt her lips curve up as she heard her name softly spoken.
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      River thought no pain could be worse than his marriage ending, but seeing Jasmine collapsed on the porch threatened to take first place. When he couldn’t rouse her, panic set in.

      Jasmine had her phone in her hand, with her assistant screaming to get Jasmine to the hospital. She has an ulcer, Kennedy yelled.

      River ignored all the rules of the road to get Jasmine to the hospital. A burst ulcer could be life-threatening. How could he live with himself if something happened to Lily’s daughter? And he was the cause. 

      He’d come by the house to apologize for how they'd left things earlier. It gutted him how they’d left things. He never wanted to upset her about her life choices, the inn, nothing. He wanted to tell her that whatever she decided, he’d support her.

      He thought he was too late. Jasmine was wheeled into surgery, and only hours later did a doctor say she had a burst ulcer, but the surgery was a success. Jasmine would remain in the hospital for at least three days—more if she didn’t improve as well as they liked.

      Kennedy was inconsolable. She and Jasmine would miss the deadline for the project, and Jasmine would lose her promotion. After talking her down, Kennedy only got off the phone when he promised to stay by Jasmine’s side.

      River camped out at the hospital until Jasmine woke up from surgery. She was shocked to see him and thanked him for getting her to the hospital so quickly. Then she fell asleep. For the next few days, each visit to Jasmine’s hospital room lessened the sense of hopelessness and fear that another complication could arise and he could lose her. She regained her strength, her unforgettable wit, and that smile that summoned the butterflies in his stomach to flight. With the doctor’s blessing, she was discharged four days after surgery.

      River heard Candace’s voice before he heard her vehicle come up the driveway. She had agreed to pick up Jasmine from the hospital while River worked on preparing a room for Jasmine on the first floor. Although the en suite could use a makeover, the plumbing worked, and she wouldn’t need to walk up flights of steps to her mother’s old room.  

      River jogged to the car and opened the front passenger door. “Morning, Jasmine.” He offered his hand.

      Jasmine’s smile was slight and shaky. “Morning.” Her face twisted in pain as she rose.

      “Easy,” he encouraged. “Lean on me.” He wrapped an arm around her waist and lifted her the rest of the way. As his face relaxed, he breathed a little easier. He couldn’t stand seeing her in pain.

      “River,” she began as they approached the porch. “I…I think I owe you an apology⁠—”

      “No, you don’t.”

      “The other day, at the dunes, I was short with you, and you’ve been nothing but kind and helpful.”

      He gently squeezed her waist. “Jasmine, it’s okay. Lovett Cove is an adjustment. Especially for people from the city, like us. I understand. We’ll take the steps slow,” he said. She gripped his hand, and he tightened his hold on her hips to leverage her weight.

      Candace followed behind with her arms full of bags. “Now, Doc said nothing strenuous. I’ve got all the food she’ll need for the next few days. Plenty of biscuits and honey, sandwiches, soup, water. I’ll be by every day to check on you.”

      “Really, Candace, this is too much. I’m fine.”

      “Sweetie, you just had surgery.”

      “But the doctor said if I felt up to it, then I should move around.” 

      River led her into the bedroom. She refused to sit, wanting to stand after spending days in a hospital bed. River wanted to protest, but he suppressed his protective instincts. Her laparoscopic surgery went smoothly and would require less recovery time. As long as Jasmine felt comfortable, he wouldn’t overstep.

      Candace set out a container of soup on a table across the room. Tangy tomatoes and fresh herbs. “Mmm, is that your tomato bisque?” he asked.

      “The creamiest in the state.”

      River grinned at Jasmine. “You’re in for a treat. Candace’s bisque is the best.”

      Candace lifted her right hand and rubbed her thumb and fingers together. “Sprinkle some extra cheese on it.” She pointed to the smaller container near the soup. “Plenty in there. I’ll put the rest of the perishables in the fridge.” She sent River an inquiring look. “The fridge is working, right?”

      River tapped a small fridge next to the bed that doubled as a nightstand. “Right here.”

      Candace patted his cheek. “You think of everything, don’t you, Riv?”

      “I try, ma’am.”

      Candace hugged Jasmine goodbye and said, “take your time and heal. No job’s worth dying for.” Jasmine looked away, and River could sense her discomfort. Candace promised to return when the lunch rush was over.

      Jasmine looked awkwardly at River. He suddenly felt like he was overstaying his welcome. “I can stay if you want,” he offered. “There are a few things around the inn that I can fix before my next appointment.”

      Jasmine’s expression hardened. “I wouldn’t bother. This inn is the reason I was in the hospital for almost a week.” She looked around the room with disdain.

      Her harsh tone stunned him into silence. She blamed the inn?

      “I was going to fly back to Philadelphia when my ulcer burst,” she explained.

      River still couldn’t find his voice. If he hadn’t made the trip out to the inn, he would’ve missed Jasmine. The idea left him feeling cold. Would she ever have returned to Lovett Cove? He didn’t want to imagine never seeing her again. How can I get her to stay?

      “All this stuff at work,” she continued. She waved him off as she gingerly sat on the bed. “Now, I’ll never get that promotion.”

      “You might not want to hear this right now, but maybe all of this is happening for a reason.”

      She looked up sharply. “And what reason could that be?”

      He swallowed, loosening his tight throat. If he mis-stepped here, he could lose her forever. He crossed the room and sat on the chair next to the bed. “Maybe you’re supposed to be in Lovett Cove. Your mother thought running an inn in a small town would bring you some…peace.”

      Jasmine slowly stood, her gaze glaring. “You’re suggesting I quit my job.”

      “I…” He wasn’t sure how her job worked. Maybe she could do it remotely; he didn’t know. But she must’ve had that ulcer before arriving in Lovett Cove. A couple of days of good food and relaxing on a beach couldn’t possibly cause an ulcer. River slowly stood. “That’s not⁠—”

      “All my work… All I’ve accomplished should be thrown away for an inn I know next to nothing about running. No matter how much I achieved, it was never good enough for my mother. And it’s clearly not good enough for you, although it has nothing to do with you. We have nothing to do with each other.”

      He’d screwed this up. And by the look of anger on Jasmine’s face, there wasn’t anything he could say to make up for it. “I never wanted to imply that what you’ve done wasn’t important. Of course it is.”

      “But your choice is clearly better.”

      He cupped her face in his hands. “No. This is your choice. I’m only asking that you consider the possibility that Lovett Cove could be home for you.”

      Tears welled in her eyes. He could see her mind wrestling with her options as fear and regret swirled in her gaze. 

      His thumbs stroked away the tears that fell. “And I’m here,” he offered softly. “You won’t be alone.”

      Hope flared in her dark eyes. The tightness that had developed in River’s chest loosened. He was getting through to her. His gaze dropped to her lips. When he cautiously leaned in, he felt the slightest rise of her face beneath his palms. Her eyes shuttered, and he accepted the invitation, slanting his lips over hers.

      Her soft mouth trembled beneath his, but she didn’t pull back. She tasted minty with a hint of Candace’s honey-infused biscuits. River deepened the kiss, and her lips clung to his. He dropped one arm around her waist and drew her in close, molding her body to his as he pressed softly into her lips. 

      Not since his ex-wife had River felt so much need for a woman. He knew after moving to a town as small as Lovett Cove that the chances of finding a woman who could respect his career choice and desire him were slim. 

      Jasmine nipped at his bottom lip, and fire pooled into that spot, the heat soothing. She arched into his touch, and he heard his voice whisper her name. A plea for her to stay. 

      Then she stiffened.

      Jasmine shoved him away. “No. I’ve made up my mind. Please leave, River.”

      “Jasmine, there’s something between us. I’ve felt it since the second we met. And I know you feel it too. That kiss didn’t mean nothing.”

      She closed her eyes in frustration. “You said it’s my choice.” She opened her eyes, resolute. “I’ve made it.”

      He stilled himself against the chill that spread through him. For the first time since his divorce, he thought it was possible to have a life with someone who shared the same goals. He thought he’d found a home in Jasmine.

      As he bounded down the porch steps toward his truck, his chest burned with heartbreak he’d never imagined feeling again. He’d failed Lily; he couldn’t convince Jasmine to stay.

      And his heart would leave with her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      Jasmine hobbled into her office, coffee sloshing around the brim of her mug. She still had trouble walking upright; her healing progressed more slowly than her doctor had predicted. But he told her to take it easy, no heavy lifting, no stress.

      Today alone, she lifted a box of paper to refill the copy machine, skipped lunch to prepare for an early afternoon meeting, and stressed the entire day.

      But she had accomplished so much. The high of achievement was carrying her through when she likely should work from home. If her dedication to the job didn’t prove to her bosses that she deserved the VP position, Jasmine didn’t know what would.

      Kennedy looked up, her face a sweaty mess after running in front of and behind her all day, completing her work and helping pick up some of Jasmine’s slack. She bolted from her seat, the phone in her lap crashing to the floor. “Let me get that. You should’ve told me you wanted another cup. How many is that, by the way? Are you even supposed to be drinking coffee? It’s five-thirty. You’re going to be up all night.”

      Jasmine grunted and collapsed into her seat. No, she wasn’t supposed to be drinking coffee after surgery. The caffeine would undoubtedly produce more acid in her already sour stomach, but she’d barely slept a full night since returning to Philadelphia from Lovett Cove three days ago. She was determined to win the promotion even if it⁠—

      Killed her?

      No, she wasn’t dying. The ulcer was gone. She had work to do. 

      Jasmine opened her portfolio, flipped to the next page of her to-do list and sucked in a breath. 

      The photograph of her and her sisters on the beach. Smiling. Forgetting for a moment all the struggles they would face back home. 

      I was happy there. I am happy there.

      Lovett Cove was a different pace. A different warmth. 

      Her mother’s B&B was now on the market, according to the email she had received from a real estate agent who wasn’t River.

      Since pushing River away after their kiss⁠—

      Their kiss. 

      Disappointment surged up, causing her eyes to sting. Jasmine understood why River didn’t want to conduct business with her, why he wanted to limit their contact. He’d put his heart out on the line, kissed her till her toes curled, and she threw it all away to be back in an always-freezing office, barely able to stand up straight, running her poor, faithful assistant ragged, destroying the last strands of her pride for a job that would give her everything she thought her mother wanted for her.

      Jasmine grimaced at her coffee cup as though it were the root of all her problems. “Fine, no coffee,” she resigned. “But I need a pick-me-up.”

      Kennedy handed her an open jar of peanut butter with a spoon sticking out of it. “You started this earlier.”

      Jasmine groaned but accepted the food. The strong, nutty smell turned her stomach. “No.” She set the jar down on her desk. 

      “Fruit?”

      “Too healthy.”

      “Tuna sandwich?”

      “Too smelly.”

      Kennedy fell back against her seat, holding her stomach as she laughed. And laughed. 

      “You’re delirious,” Jasmine observed.

      Kennedy shook her head but couldn’t stop laughing.

      “And I’m delusional to think this is ever going to work.” Jasmine stared at the to-do list in her planner. She’d given her insides to this company, and this was the first time she had ever questioned the cost. Thanks to River and her mother’s beautifully run-down inn, Jasmine could see another future. One that involved sand dunes, biscuits and honey…

      And a man who’d care for her. Who wanted to be with her. The workaholic. 

      “Jasmine? You look exhausted.”

      Jasmine sat upright and grinned so widely Kennedy looked at her with alarm. I must look crazy. Unlike her boss, Monica, who was the epitome of boss girl who dressed smartly and never appeared unruffled by life or work. Monica stood in the doorway, her concerned gaze running over Jasmine. “Are you okay?”

      “Monica! I couldn’t be better.”

      “Are you sure? Didn’t you just have surgery? And for an ulcer. That can’t be an easy recovery.”

      “Not. At. All.”

      Monica’s grin was shaky. “Perhaps I can offer you something that’ll make it better. The partners and I have discussed it, and we want to offer you the promotion. Congratulations, Jasmine, you are a vice president!”

      Jasmine stood slowly, conscious of her sore abdomen. With her back straight and her shoulders back, Jasmine felt peace fill her as the words came. “Monica, I want to thank you and the partners for this amazing opportunity, but I have to decline. In fact, consider this my notice.”

      Monica blinked. “I’m sorry? You’re quitting?”

      Kennedy bit her lower lip and clutched her hands in front of her as she watched the scene. Jasmine smiled at her. “My mother left me some property in Lovett Cove, and I’m going to be moving there. But I want you to consider Kennedy for a promotion. Without her, I never would’ve completed this project. She deserves this office, and I hope you will agree.”

      Monica smiled knowingly. “This job demands your soul. I’m glad you decided not to pay that price.” She looked at Kennedy and extended her hand. “We have noticed you, Kennedy, and if you’re not quitting, let me be the first to offer you Jasmine’s old job.”

      Behind Monica, Jasmine nodded eagerly for Kennedy to accept. She would be among the youngest marketing directors at the company. It would fast-track her to a vice president position, if she wanted that for her future. 

      Kennedy shook Monica’s hand. “Thank you, Monica. I accept.”

      Monica wished Jasmine well and left her alone with Kennedy.

      “Jasmine, what have you done?” Kennedy hissed.

      Jasmine shrugged. “I decided for myself. Not for what I thought people wanted. Or even what my mother wanted.”

      “But she wanted you to move to Lovett Cove. And that’s what you’re doing.”

      “Yes, you’re right. But I want to move for me.”

      Kennedy’s eyes twinkled with amusement. “And River?”

      Jasmine laughed until she groaned from the pain in her stomach. “Before you redecorate this office, I’ll need you to email my former clients and let them know I’ll be leaving the company. Then, if you could book me a mover and plane tickets⁠—”

      “Consider it taken care of, boss,” Kennedy said as her thumbs furiously pounded her phone. 

      “No. You’re the boss now.” Jasmine gripped Kennedy in a tight hug. “I’m going to miss you.”

      “I’m sure I’ll be calling you about everything.”

      Jasmine stared into Kennedy’s eyes and squeezed her shoulders. “Call me anytime, but you know the job. Don’t doubt yourself. I’m the one who needs help. I know absolutely nothing about running a B&B!”
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        Three Weeks Later

      

      

      Jasmine waved to the movers as they drove the truck down the path away from the B&B. She sold most of her furniture and brought only essentials from her minimalist condo in Philadelphia so she wouldn’t need to rent a storage unit in Lovett Cove. She’d grown to love the pieces her mother had put into the rooms and would eventually add more custom coastal charm. 

      After the sound of the truck faded into the distance, Jasmine inhaled deeply, savoring the scent of pine wrapped in hydrangeas from the full bushes on the side of the home. Her ears picked up the sounds of woodpeckers and chortles from more local birds. No screaming at computers and banging against printers. No boardroom arguments and incessant notifications pinging from needy clients. 

      Only the peace her mother promised would be in Lovett Cove.

      Until Jasmine turned around and saw the work that needed to be done.

      And for that, she would need her sisters. 

      Magnolia was on board to design the interior and promised to be in town within the week. The work River had done to keep the place livable for her mother was amazing, but after the generous severance package her former employer offered, Jasmine had enough to renovate and update the home. Not to mention the new garden that Rose was designing. Eventually, Poppy would move to Lovett Cove to be the chef. How to get her other two sisters, Daisy and Violet, here would be a problem Jasmine planned to tackle another day.

      Right now, she’d unpack and create a vision board for this place.

      About an hour later, Jasmine’s stomach grumbled. It was almost two o’clock. She’d skipped breakfast, and her stomach begged for lunch. Jasmine looked around her bedroom. She was surrounded by moving boxes she’d broken down after emptying them and plenty of books and clothes she’d have to find room for. 

      Jasmine heard a car driving up the road. She wasn’t expecting anyone. In fact, she had told no one she was moving to Lovett Cove except the realtor when she asked her to delist the B&B. Jasmine moved the curtain aside and looked below to see River’s truck parked in front of the home.

      Jasmine pulled back and sucked in a breath. She knew she’d see him eventually; she just wanted to be confident in her speech she hadn’t prepared. Now, there was no avoiding him. 

      “Hello? Is anyone here? This is private property.”

      His deep voice reverberated throughout the house. Jasmine closed her eyes, imagining what it would feel like to hear him every day. 

      “I’m giving you thirty seconds.”

      Jasmine came to the top of the stairs overlooking the foyer. When River looked up and they locked eyes, Jasmine’s heart beat against her chest as though it wanted to get out to him. “Hi, River.”

      Shock morphed into confusion. “What are you doing here, Jasmine?”

      She expected the coolness of his tone, but it still caused her to shiver. Jasmine descended the steps. “I had Zara delist the home.”

      His eyes followed her down the staircase, hiding all emotion. “You did?”

      Jasmine nodded. She paused at the bottom step, putting her almost at River’s shoulder height. “I changed my mind about selling.”

      Hudson’s Adam’s apple bobbed, but he remained silent. He’s not going to make this easy for me. And she couldn’t blame him. Had he forgiven her for how she had left things? Would he give her another chance? 

      She could only ask.

      “I’ve decided to fulfill my mother’s dream, which, ironically, is now my dream. I quit my job and I’m now a resident of Lovett Cove. The plan is to remodel the B&B, keeping its charm but modernizing it. And I’d love your help with it, if the offer still stands.”

      River had crossed his arms and assessed her with eyes still shadowed. Jasmine wished she knew what he was thinking. Judging by his body language, it wasn’t good. “I thought you’d made up your mind,” he quoted her words back at her.

      “I had. After spending years working for a promotion to please my mom, I didn’t know how to dream about anything else. Until I saw this place. Until I met you.”

      She came down the last step and crossed the distance between them. He visibly stiffened, but didn’t retreat. His gaze remained latched to hers. For a brief second, she saw something flicker behind the veil in his eyes, and she grabbed on to that hope earnestly. “You were right about Lovett Cove. About my job not being what I truly wanted—or needed. I was wrong. I didn’t want to consider making a home here in Lovett Cove, but my body was telling me Lovett Cove was exactly what I needed.”

      “I thought you chose your career. What about all your accomplishments?”

      Right. He remembered her words. They sounded foolish to her now. “Are you referring to the accomplishments that literally put me in a hospital bed? Those things?” She laughed. “Yeah, they don’t excite me as much as this dump, believe it or not.”

      “I’m having a hard time believing it,” River said quietly.

      She didn’t blame him. Their last conversation was tense, and Jasmine felt determined then. But now, she reached for his hand, large and warm, drawing it to her. “I’m sorry, River. Will you let me change your mind?” 

      She held her breath as River watched her. If he said no, she had no one to blame but herself. Although now that she was here, this town was too small to avoid him. But she’d figure out how to nurse her heartache later. She would be plenty busy remodeling and opening the B&B. 

      “Depends,” he said hoarsely, his gaze dropping to her lips.

      “On?”

      “Where we go from here.”

      Jasmine let her gaze fall to his mouth, and she stepped closer. “Could we start over?” she breathed. 

      River shook his head and pulled his hand back. “We can’t go back and redo things. Unless you want to redo this…”

      His hands cupped her face, and he pressed his body against hers. His warm lips slanted over her mouth, sealing their love. “You’re sure?” he whispered against her mouth. “Because I love you, Jasmine.”

      She grinned against his mouth, a mouth she could spend the rest of her days kissing. “More sure than I’ve ever been about anything in my life.” She pressed her lips to his. “My home is here in Lovett Cove. I want you. And I love you, too.”

      “Welcome home, Ms. Grove.”

      Home. 
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