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      “Mom! Mom! Look what I found! Can I keep it?”

      “Oh my goodness!” Jasmine Davidson squealed at the rubber snake dangling in front of her face. An older couple eating their breakfast by the front window turned their heads in curiosity at her sudden outburst. “Where on earth did you find that?”

      Placing a tray of empty dishes on a nearby table, she paused a moment to catch her breath and raised her hand in reassurance to the couple who had been enjoying a peaceful meal before she interrupted the quiet ambience with her carry-on.

      “A guest left it behind.” Eloise, her nine-year-old daughter, grinned, twirling the black and red snake between her fingers. “Remember the man with the funny costumes who said that the traveled? He left it on his pillow.”

      “Eloise!” Jasmine admonished, trying to keep her voice low and steady so as not to disturb the few remaining guests as they finished their breakfast. “Did you go into someone’s room without permission?”

      “No!” Eloise shook her head, her unruly blonde curls bouncing like springs. “He checked out, so I went to help clean up.”

      Jasmine knelt in front of her daughter, clasping her hands between her own. “Sweetie, you can’t just wander into people’s rooms. We’ve been over this before.” If there was one thing she was paranoid about with running the B&B, it was her daughter’s safety.

      “Why not?” Eloise’s blue eyes, exactly the same shade as her estranged father’s, stared back at her. Wide, innocent and curious. “I saw him take his cases and leave.”

      “I know,” Jasmine replied, knowing full well the traveling performer was due to check out mid-morning. But that wasn’t the point. She was trying to teach Eloise to respect other people’s privacy and not wander off into the guest areas whenever she felt like it. Besides, with all the people passing through the bed and breakfast, it was difficult to know who to trust these days. It only took one person to do the wrong thing … “It’s still early and he could come back.”

      “Nah.” Eloise lowered her gaze, running her fingers over the snake’s back. “He said he had a big drive because he has to do more performances. He had to leave.”

      “Well, you know how I feel about you playing in the guest rooms. They’re out of bounds unless you’re with Tara or myself, okay? And speaking of hitting the road,” she gave Eloise’s arm a light squeeze and pushed to her feet. “You need to get ready for school.”

      “Can’t I stay and help today? Please?” Eloise folded her arms and tilted her head to the side. Her lips forming a perfect pout as she pleaded her case.

      “I’m sure I’ll be able to manage on my own, but thank you.” Jasmine smiled at her daughter’s offer, although she wondered if Eloise’s offers were a ploy to stay home from school rather than because she actually wanted to help. “Come on, go get your backpack.”

      “Yes, Mom.”

      With one hand on her hip, Jasmine watched Eloise skip out of the dining room and up the corridor towards their living quarters. She was such a sweet kid. Most of the time Jasmine thought she was doing a decent job juggling being a single parent with running the bed and breakfast on the outskirts of Serenity Bay. But when Eloise genuinely offered to help, she wondered if the burden of her workload was really that obvious.

      Jasmine straightened the stems in the vase of cream roses and pink lilies on the polished walnut timber side table, picked up the tray of dirty dishes and made small talk with the older couple finishing their breakfast.

      Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked manicured lawns and then across to the sparkling waters of Serenity Bay. Boats of various sizes bobbed up and down in their moorings at the marina further along to the right. A wooden jetty out into the sheltered area of the bay where several fishermen cast their lines waiting for the perfect catch.

      “Looks like another lovely day out there. Is it always so perfect?” Janice, a woman in her mid-sixties with a chic blonde-bob sighed as she gazed out the window.

      “Most of the time, yes.” Jasmine smiled, resting the wooden tray on her hip as she eyed the seagulls hovering expectantly near the jetty, waiting for their morning feed. “Of course, being on the coast means we get the storms that roll in off the ocean, but we also have a wonderful view of the lightning show from right here.”

      “Well, you’ve certainly got a wonderful place. And your food is divine. Give my regards to the chef.” Roger grinned, leaning back in his chair and patting his ample stomach.

      Jasmine’s face warmed under the older man’s praise as she bid her goodbyes and returned to the kitchen. When she’d bought the dilapidated house years ago, it had been her dream to make it into a welcoming place for tourists. With stunning, unhindered ocean views, she’d worked hard to make it a place of comfort - offering homemade meals, warm hospitality and interacting with her guests to make them feel right at home and wanting to return on their next vacation.

      

      Returning home to Serenity Bay with her newborn had been a no-brainer. Jasmine had only meant to stay for a month or so until she sorted her life out before continuing on up the west coast. But her hometown, with its crystal blue waters, friendly locals and slower pace of life had been the haven she’d needed to nurse the wounds of a failed marriage and put all thought of her poor excuse of her ex-husband behind her.

      When the opportunity arose to purchase the run down house next to old Frank Thompson’s farm at the end of Main Road, Jasmine jumped at the chance to convert it into a bed and breakfast, essentially killing two birds with one stone. She needed a job. And she needed somewhere safe to raise Eloise. She didn’t want to work odd hours at the gas station a mile out of town, or behind the till at the Pack ‘n Save, and never see her daughter.

      With the settlement from her divorce, she was proud of the progress she’d made in renovating the house, with the help of her brother Jackson, resurrecting it back to its former glory. With its large wrap-around porch overlooking the azure waters of the Pacific Ocean, the lush green gardens alive with annuals blooming in vibrant color, and the bright, airy rooms providing a welcoming haven for visitors passing through the seaside town, Vista on the Bay was her pride and joy, second to Eloise.

      Busy with raising her daughter and running the B&B gave her little time to think of Scott, her cheating husband who quit their marriage almost the moment she announced her pregnancy. They’d been heading down that path anyway. With Scott’s drinking and his unpredictable bouts of anger, life was far from bliss. He’d never laid a hand on her, but Jasmine lived in fear that a day would soon come that he would.

      As high school sweethearts, they’d left Serenity Bay with the world at their feet. Moving to different locations with Scott’s position in the armed forces meant life was an adventure. New towns. New friends. But when he returned from his tour in Afghanistan, something had changed. Gone was the fun-loving Scott she’d once known, and in his place was the shell of a man battling demons at every turn. And he never hid the fact he found comfort with other women after a night of drinking. Volatile and prone to bouts of depression, Jasmine held onto a sliver of hope that a child might help him change. Instead, the news of her pregnancy escalated his ire, and she knew bringing a child into such an explosive relationship would not be wise.

      

      “I’m ready to go, Mom.” Eloise skipped into the office where Jasmine was perusing the stock inventory for the week. She added hand soap, paper towels and weed spray to the list of items to purchase.

      “Cleaned your teeth?”

      “Yep.” Eloise blew a minty fresh breath in Jasmine’s face.

      “Come on, you.” Jasmine laughed, pushing the chair against the desk and grabbing her daughter’s hand as they walked into the foyer.

      “Morning, Eloise.” Tara, the gray-haired receptionist glanced up from the computer. Folding her blue-rimmed glasses into their case, she stood. “All ready to go?”

      They had a good arrangement. The older woman, whose husband had passed away the same year Jasmine opened Vista on the Bay for business, agreed to drive Eloise to school every morning before collecting the mail at the post office and taking the previous day’s takings to the bank.

      Eloise adjusted her backpack on her shoulders and nodded.

      “Have a good day, sweetheart.” Jasmine pulled her daughter into her arms and squeezed tight, inhaling the sweet strawberry scent of her shampoo, before placing a kiss on the top of her head. “I’ll pick you up this afternoon.”

      “Bye, Mom.” She grabbed a mint from the bowl on the front desk and popped it into her mouth before skipping across the timber floorboards to the front door.

      “Oh, by the way, I think this guy will be a nightmare.” Tara tapped a finger on the computer screen.

      “Who?” Jasmine squinted at the blurred name on the booking spreadsheet, making a mental note to book an appointment with the optometrist to get her eyes tested. “Elijah Rineholt? How do you know? It looks like he’s booked a room for two weeks. That’s an ideal guest in my opinion.”

      “On paper,” Tara replied, hooking the straps of her handbag over the crook of her arm. “But he’s emailed through a half dozen questions about the town and surrounding area so far. It’s like he wants to know everything before he even sets foot on the property. That rings alarm bells, my dear.”

      “That’s not necessarily a bad thing.” Jasmine straightened the arrangement of flowers on the reception desk, plucking off some dead leaves and tossing them into the trash can. “When is he checking in?”

      “Tomorrow. Maybe he’ll redeem himself and be a cute businessman looking to enjoy some rest and relaxation by the sea. But I seriously doubt it, given the number of calls of interest, and property developers we’ve had staying over the past few months.”

      Jasmine adjusted the elastic band around her ponytail and blew her long bangs out of her eyes. “I don’t care what he looks like. As long as his credit card is in the black and he can pay for his stay, I really don’t mind.”

      “It is. Although it’s a company card,” Tara replied, perching her sunglasses on the mop of curls on her head. “He seemed like a jerk with all his nosy questions, so I ran it ahead of time.”

      “Tara!”

      Her friend paused by the front door. “Trust me. You’ll thank me later. People like him always try to fleece small business owners out of their livelihood. You’ve got to be careful, Jasmine. You’ve worked so hard to make this a wonderful holiday destination. I know things are a little tight, but I’m just looking out for your best interests. Come on, Eloise. Let’s get you to school.”

      “Thanks? I think?” Jasmine murmured once Tara followed Eloise out the front door. The tinkling of the bell above the glass door subsided, and she settled herself behind the computer. In the bigger scheme of things, Tara’s digging around into someone’s credit history didn’t matter too much. Besides, a confirmed two-week stay was better than none.

      She glanced at the ever-growing pile of invoices on the desk and sighed. If only she could drum up some more business like this Elijah Rineholt fellow. Whoever he was. That would settle the unease in the pit of her stomach about how fine she was cutting it with the profit margin.

      Jasmine glanced at the large white clock hanging on the wall in the foyer. She still had a few minutes to spare before she needed to start cleaning the room vacated by the itinerant performer.

      Opening a new tab on the computer, she typed in Elijah’s name. She brushed flecks of dust off the front of her jeans and waited for the search to load, convincing herself she wasn’t doing anything wrong. This Elijah fellow had grilled Tara about her property, so she was returning the inquisition, that’s all. Besides, with Eloise running around the B&B, she wanted to be sure he wasn’t a convicted felon.

      Rineholt Developers. The first link informed Jasmine that Elijah and John Rineholt were property developers who specialized in bringing life to small towns and communities by developing attractive and affordable apartment buildings and retirement hubs.

      Great. That’s all I need. A hotshot property developer looking down his nose at us and trying to take over the town. Jasmine clicked through several articles, and then on the images.

      Her breath caught in her throat when piercing green eyes stared back at her from the screen. A navy suit and crisp white shirt hugged broad shoulders. Wavy dark brown hair swept over his forehead, while stubble peppered his rigid jaw. Handsome was one word to describe the image of the man staring down the lens of the camera. Rugged. Serious. Breathtaking.

      Finally releasing her breath, Jasmine leaned closer, noting the fine lines feathering out from the corners of his eyes, the just-right slant of his nose, and the way his smile didn’t quite reach those emerald greens. Mesmerized by his almost perfect features, Jasmine traced over every line of his face with her eyes.

      Footsteps echoed along the corridor and voices drew near. She quickly clicked out of the screen and tried to focus on the run sheet for the day. It didn’t matter if Elijah Rineholt was handsome, or her stomach did a number of somersaults at the sight of his face on the screen. It didn’t matter if he was a successful businessman and was worth more than she could ever dream of making in a lifetime. All that mattered was that he paid his bill and would be a good guest.
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      After checking out the overnight guests, catching up on paperwork and balancing the payment records, Jasmine flipped the sign in the front door to ‘closed’. New guests would arrive later in the afternoon, which meant she had time to run some errands and visit her neighbor. Carrying a paper bag full of the morning’s leftovers, the sun warmed her bare arms as she strode along the cobblestoned path and through the side gate towards the Thompson farm.

      Frank Thompson had farmed the large plot of land on the coastal road out of town for as long as Jasmine could remember. Over the years, developers had tried to lure him with large offers of money and move him on, but he was as stubborn as they came and firmly stood his ground. His family had owned the farm for generations, and Frank vowed it was where he would be buried.

      Jasmine took him leftovers and helped run him to appointments in town. In turn, Frank gave her produce to use in the meals for the B&B. Jasmine was pleased with the trade, and it had saved her a few hundred dollars this year alone. Being a sole proprietor and a single parent meant she was grateful for any savings.

      “Hi, Frank.” Jasmine strode through the knee-high grass to where Frank was working on a fence at the edge of his property. His red and black checked flannel button up shirt was rolled up at the sleeves. Dark patches of oil and grease blotted his gray trousers. “I brought you some leftovers and came to see what work you might need help with this week.”

      “This fence. Knock it down.” Frank tapped the top rail of the timber fence. The uprights of the fence running across the front of the property leaned precariously. Some of the cross bars were barely hanging on by the nails, rusted from years of exposure to the sea air.

      “What do you mean?” Jasmine glanced at her sun-weathered friend. A halo of gray hair stood up from his head. “You and that fence are like best friends. It’s been there forever.”

      “That’s the problem.” Frank shuffled away, adjusting the pants on his waist. “I’m tired of it.”

      “Are you all right, Frank? Are you not feeling well?” A frown creased her brow as she eyed the older man. His once strong frame now hunched over with age.

      “I’m okay, love. I’m just tired and getting too old for everything. I’m just having a whinge.” His gruff voice softened to the tone Jasmine was more familiar with.

      “Well,” she replied, pushing off the fence and snapping off a blade of grass. “It just so happens that there’s a property developer staying with me this week. Perhaps he could talk to you about options for your farm if you’re finding it too much work.”

      “No!” Frank snapped. A flock of birds in a nearby tree squawked and flew away.

      Jasmine chuckled. “I thought you’d say that. So, what orders can I give Jackson? I’ll mention the fence repairs, but I’m not sure when he’ll get around to it.”

      Frank hobbled over to a wheelbarrow and scrummaged through a pile of paper bags and plastic containers. “There’s a leaking tap in the bathroom. And a loose board on the deck.”

      “Noted.” Jasmine held up her phone, sending a quick message to her brother.

      “I got tomatoes for you this time.” Frank held up a crinkled paper bag. “Some are bruised, though.”

      “That’s fine. We’ll have a pasta night sometime this week, so they’ll be put to good use. Thanks Frank.” She peered into the bag, inhaling the fresh, earthy scent of the freshly picked tomatoes. “It’s hard competing with all these organic places popping up along the coast. They charge an arm and leg for their produce, which isn’t really within my budget at the moment.”

      “Organic. Pfft,” Frank grunted. “Most farmers like me were organic before it became trendy. We don’t need any fancy piece of paper to tell us otherwise. Plus, the government makes it too hard with all their certification and the fees they charge.”

      “Don’t I know it,” Jasmine replied, thinking of the pile of invoices waiting for her on the desk in her office. She gazed around the Thompson farm. The long, straw-colored grass swayed in the breeze. To the far right were rows of fertile soil, bursting with vegetables ready for harvest. And the small timber cottage, with its skewed timber shutters and faded paint, stood the same as it had for the past century. “Anyway, is that all I can help with for today? No errands in town?”

      “That’s all.” Frank stood, running a hand over the white whiskers poking out from his chin. “How’s that little munchkin of yours?”

      “She’s good.” A smile touched Jasmine’s lips at the special bond between Eloise and Frank. Without her biological grandparents around, Eloise had adopted Frank as her own. And Frank, widowed and childless, had done the same in return. She hated to think what would happen when Frank was no longer a part of their lives. With a new-found determination, she bid Frank goodbye. There was no way she would allow a hotshot property developer interrupt her way of life.
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      Elijah groaned at the incessant alarm piercing through his fog-addled brain. He’d only managed a few hours of unsettled sleep and his eyes felt like heavy steel traps. Reaching out a hand, he silenced the alarm before rolling onto his back. He flung one arm over his eyes to block out the light of dawn streaming through the window of his tenth floor apartment. Pity it wasn’t enough to block out the sound of his now ringing phone.

      “I’m awake, I’m awake,” he growled after glimpsing the name on the screen. “You don’t have to check in on me all the time.”

      “Calm down, little brother.” John’s jovial laugh was too much for such an early hour of day. “I know you were working late last night. I was just checking to make sure you’d surfaced in time for our meeting this morning.”

      “Late?” Elijah scoffed as he stared at the ceiling where shadows intermingled with shards of light. “Try early. I finished the paperwork for the Lager contract at some ridiculous hour after midnight.”

      “Good. Good,” John mused. The brothers fell into silence before John’s deep chuckle rumbled through the phone. “Run your own business, they said. It’ll be fun, they said.”

      Elijah ran a hand over his face, willing the fatigue to dissipate. “I think when the mysterious ‘they’ said that, they were probably talking a mom and pop shop, or a home sewing business.”

      “So, a multi billion dollar real estate business doesn’t count?” John laughed. “You up to coming in for the meeting?”

      “Man, are you already at the office?” Elijah glanced at his watch. “It’s only half six, for crying out loud.”

      “I live here,” John replied through a mouthful of something. “Although apparently not at the same time as you.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Elijah closed his eyes. The thought of returning to the offices of Rineholt Enterprises filled him with as much excitement as a trip to the dentist for a tooth extraction. “I’ll be in as soon I can drag my rotting carcass out of bed.”

      “It’s all downhill from thirty, bro. Just down a double shot espresso, and you’ll be as right as new.”

      Elijah groaned as John ended the call. Clutching the phone to his chest, he willed his heavy limbs to move. There was some truth to John’s dig at being over thirty. His body ached with fatigue and his head pounded from lack of sleep. He couldn’t pull all-nighters like he used to.

      Most days, he gave no thought to running the real estate empire with his brother. The ins and outs of running the business were as natural as breathing. However some days he couldn’t get rid of the knots coiling in the pit of his stomach, and running a lucrative property empire felt like the most soul-crushing thing he’d done in his life. Those days were becoming more and more frequent as he spent hours in the office, turning over deals, finalizing contracts and scouring the country for new business. The long hours meant little time for anything else in his life. In fact, the phone call with John had been the closest thing he’d had to decent human contact in several days.

      Sure, he spoke with clients, and had seen employees come and go from the large offices in downtown Los Angeles. But for the most part, his interactions with anyone outside work were minimal because he was too wrapped up in his own head and meeting deadlines to focus on anything else. Work consumed every waking moment.

      He couldn’t pinpoint exactly when he’d switched from loving his job to feeling jaded and worn out, as though a light had gone out in his soul. But somewhere between taking ownership of his family’s business over ten years ago, and now, something had changed.

      

      Minutes passed before Elijah dragged himself out of bed and ran a cool shower. The chilled water was just what he needed to snap him out of his brain fog and back to reality. Running a hand over his smoothly shaven jaw, he changed into his typical business attire of a navy blue suit with gray shirt and matching blue and gray tie. Grabbing his keys, he rode the elevator to the basement and slid in behind the steering wheel of his Jaguar F-Type coupe. After years of working relentlessly, he’d prided himself on being able to afford such a luxury vehicle. But now … the sleek sports car with its leather seats and gloss black body had lost its shine and was just another meaningless possession reminding him of just how empty his life had become.

      The car’s engine roared to life as Elijah navigated through the city traffic. Slivers of sunlight poked through the highrise buildings like long golden fingers, stretching out over the morning commuters. If he wasn’t required at the office pronto, he would walk. The idea was absurd and made him laugh. He hadn’t walked to work in a long time. In fact, nobody walked in LA. Longer hours meant making the most of his spare time, and walking to the offices halfway across town wasn’t a good use of his time. After pulling into his private car space beneath Rineholt Enterprises, he caught the elevator to the ground floor. Striding through the main doors, he stopped at the coffee cart in front of the office tower and slapped down some coins for a double shot espresso. He knew it would only be a bandaid fix. The quick pick-me-up wouldn’t inject him with the zest for life that had been missing for so long.

      

      “Good morning.” John glanced up from his position at the head of the large mahogany table when Elijah stepped into the boardroom. The company logo blazed across the screen mounted on the wall behind his back. “Nice of you to show up.”

      “It’s only been like, what, five seconds since you called?” Elijah adjusted the tie at his neck and walked over to the glass wall overlooking the city skyline. “What’s up?”

      “Why does anything have to be up? Can’t I just be glad to see my little brother and business partner?”

      Elijah pulled out a black leather chair from the table and sat down. Leaning his elbows on the table, he ran a hand through his neatly combed hair. “John, I’m tired.”

      “I know. That’s what happens when you stay out past curfew.” A wide grin broke on John’s tanned face. How was it that his brother managed to see more daylight than he did?

      “Not just from slack of sleep. I’m tired of this.” Elijah waved a hand around the spacious boardroom where empty seats and carafes of water on the table awaited the start of another meeting. “The constant chasing after dollars. The long hours. I’m thirty-two and I don’t have a life.”

      With his pen poised above the pad of lined notepaper in front of him, John stared across the table in disbelief. The ticking of a clock on the back wall was the only sound in the room. Swiveling on his chair, John cleared his throat.

      “Right. Well. You need to do something about that.” Tapping his pen on the notepad, he pursed his lips and cocked his head at Elijah. “You know Serenity Bay?”

      Elijah frowned, wondering how they’d gone from his lacklustre life to talking about their next project. “Uh, yes.” He recalled the seaside town they’d been viewing for several months via satellite image. Their research into the small town had shown it to be the ideal location for a lucrative holiday destination and retirement community.

      “Well, the scout we were sending can’t go.”

      “Huh?” Elijah folded his hands behind his head and leaned back in the chair. “Who were we sending? Tony?”

      “Yeah. His wife’s in hospital with a broken leg after she fell down some stairs. She’s okay, but he needs to look after the kids so he can’t make the trip.”

      “Oh, man. Tony’s the best scout we’ve got. He’s got the eye we need.”

      “I know.” John’s deep sigh filled the room. “And I heard there have been four other property developers showing interest. I swear word spreads fast. I’m sure we’ve got a rat in the office, blabbing about our plans.”

      “Are they going there today?” Elijah brushed off his brother’s comment, not wanting to get into office politics. At one time he would’ve asked more questions and tried to find out who was leaking information to their competitors. But now, he couldn’t be bothered with the details of who gossiped over the water cooler.

      “I’ve heard they might be making the trek soon. Not exactly sure when. If we want a chance, we need to beat them up there. We could send …”

      “I’ll go.” The words slipped out before Elijah had a chance to think them through. With a sigh, he leaned back in the chair and gazed out the window at the concrete jungle below. Bumper to bumper traffic lined the streets below. Pedestrians filled the sidewalk as they bustled about their day. Buildings obstructed his view of the San Gabriel mountains. As too did the smog that hovered over the city. “Tony’s the best we’ve got at the moment, and this could easily be millions. If he can’t go, then one of us should. And you can’t.”

      “I’m glad you’ve offered. Because I actually took the liberty of booking you some accommodation for two weeks.”

      “You what?” Elijah glared at his older brother. Although they could read each other well, they were as different as apples and oranges. John’s sandy-blonde hair and deep-set chocolate brown eyes were in stark contrast to Elijah’s chestnut hair and emerald green eyes. John was ruthless. Elijah was more compassionate.

      John tapped the screen of his laptop. “Sorry for jumping the gun, but I’d rather one of us step in with Tony not being able to make it. I have some big name clients I’m meeting with, so I can’t make the trip.”

      “It’s alright. I’ll go.” Elijah waved John’s explanations away. He had no desire to sit in a boardroom rubbing shoulders with potential clients. “Besides, it’ll be good to get out of here for awhile.” Already the thought of leaving the suffocating city behind helped ease the tension in his chest. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d taken a vacation. Not that a business trip could be considered a vacation. But at least it was a chance to escape the relentless pace of his daily life for a town that looked as close to paradise as he was going to get for some time.

      John lowered his pen to the table and folded his hands on the desk. “Thanks, man. If it’s a complete dump and you don’t think it’s worth our investment, then you won’t need to stay long.”

      “But if it looks promising, I’ll obviously stay. Meet the locals. Play their games. Especially if there are other developers sniffing around.” One of the good things about working with his brother was that they were on the same page with their business plan.

      John nodded, his gaze focused on the laptop screen as he tapped away at the keyboard. “I’ve booked you into one of the local B&Bs. Probably the only one there, given the size of the town. Vista on the Bay.” He slid the laptop around to show Elijah the screen.

      A white Hamptons style house, complete with wraparound porch filled the screen.

      “That looks all right.” Pushing to his feet, Elijah ran a hand across the back of his neck, smoothing out the knots that had become a permanent fixture over the previous few months. “Let me send off a few emails, and then I’ll drive up there.”

      “You sure you don’t want me to organize a driver?”

      Elijah placed his hands on his hips. “If I show up with a driver and my Jaguar, the locals will never agree to anything.”

      John chuckled. “Ain’t that the truth. Anyway, thanks for going.” He walked Elijah to the door of the boardroom and clapped him on the shoulder.

      “No problem at all. Not that I had a choice.” Elijah grinned, trying to quell the unfamiliar swell of anticipation rising in his chest. He couldn’t wait to escape the rut he was in and breathe in the ocean air, even if it was only for a few days.

      

      Serenity Bay was a good four hours drive from downtown LA. With the radio turned up loud and the windows down in the rental car, Elijah absorbed the changing scenery as the confines of the city became a mere speck in the rear-view mirror. Suburbia gave way to wide open roads with dense forest on one side and the sparkling waters of the ocean on the other.

      After two hours of driving, Elijah pulled into a gravel lookout and walked over to the metal barrier separating the road from the plunging coastline. Waves crashed onto the granite rocks below. Birdsong sounded from nearby trees swaying in the ocean breeze. With hands on his hips, Elijah closed his eyes and inhaled deeply, filling his lungs with the fresh, salty air. It felt good to be free from the confines of the city. Free from the stifling buildings and relentless pace of a day in the office. Now he just had to scope out the town of Serenity Bay and see what he could leverage to build a new portfolio of development for his company.

      A large white sign at the side of the highway, complete with painted pictures of the ocean, palm trees and tropical birds, welcomed Elijah to Serenity Bay. The sun was dipping west over the ocean, and his head pounded from a lack of caffeine. He followed the directions programmed into the car’s navigation system and pulled into the first space in the parking lot of Vista on the Bay.

      The photos he’d viewed on John’s computer didn’t serve it justice. Manicured lawns led to a wraparound porch, complete with hanging pots of colorful flowers. A love seat filled one end of the porch, and the other contained a rattan setting, complete with day bed and coffee table. Across the road, seagrass swayed in the wind, and Elijah could see the stretch of sand leading to the ocean’s edge.

      “Hey, you can’t park there,” a gruff voice growled as Elijah retrieved his bag from the trunk of the car. He spun around to see a man dressed in a navy blue t-shirt and khaki trousers striding towards him.

      “Sorry?” Elijah set his bag on the grass and glanced around for a no-parking sign. “Is this spot reserved?”

      “Just over there is fine,” the man replied, thumbing to another vacant spot. “You’ve parked in front of a hydrant.”

      “Oh.” Elijah shook his head, wondering why he hadn’t noticed the brightly painted hydrant earlier. Probably because he’d been so lost in thought about the possibilities of actually having some time away from the office. Sure, he’d still be working. But given the beautiful surroundings, it wouldn’t be too hard. Shaking his head, the man walked up the stairs and disappeared inside the building.

      “Great start,” Elijah murmured as he slid in behind the steering wheel and moved the car to another spot, ensuring there were no hydrants and no other prohibited areas.

      Flattening the collar of his white polo shirt, he picked up his bag and traipsed up the steps. His shoes clomped across the timber decking, and he eyed the intricate details of the B&B. Whoever the owner was had a great eye for detail.

      Pushing through the front door, a bell tinkled above him announcing his arrival. He strode over to the desk ready to check in. This should be the easy part. Grab the keys to his room. Find a place for dinner. Sleep. And then he’d start the real work tomorrow.

      He wasn’t prepared for the beautiful woman working behind the desk. She glanced up and smiled as Elijah approached, her dark mocha eyes glinting in the overhead light. Her caramel brown hair was pulled into a loose ponytail with fine tendrils curling around her face. She wore no makeup, and yet she was the most exquisite woman he’d laid eyes on. Her smile, revealing a small dimple in her left cheek, sucker-punched him in the gut. Elijah placed a hand on the counter to steady himself and to prevent his knees from giving way. He couldn’t remember such a visceral response to anyone before.

      “Can I help you?” Her smooth velvety voice washed over him, infusing him with warmth and sending his pulse bounding through his veins.

      His mouth went dry.
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      Jasmine knew who the man was as soon as he stepped foot inside the door. His immaculate clothing, although casual, oozed wealth. And those eyes. The photos she’d been ogling didn’t show the intensity of their color. Nor did they show just how square his jawline was, or the flick of his hair as it curled at the nape of his neck.

      She eyed him as he glanced around the foyer. She could almost see the dollar signs in his eyes as he formed judgment about the B&B. She’d seen his type before. Smooth. Arrogant. In fact just last week there’d been another one who had asked all sorts of questions about the town, her B&B, Frank Thompson’s farm, and then disappeared without a trace.

      Snap out of it, girl. He’s just like all the others that have stopped by. Don’t be fooled by his good looks.

      “I …” The man cleared his throat and frowned. “I’ve got a booking. Should be under Rineholt.”

      Jasmine nodded, tapping her fingers on the keyboard as she pulled up his booking. She pretended to peruse his details, when in fact, she’d memorized them by heart. “Ah, yes. Mr Rineholt. You’re booked in for two weeks I see. Business or pleasure?” She glanced up, knowing full well the reason he was there.

      “Business.” He adjusted his shirt collar, and Jasmine’s eyes followed his long fingers as they eased the collar away from his neck.

      “What kind of business?” It was her routine question when guests booked in. Make small talk. Break the ice. Offer a friendly response. But this time, she already knew the answer, and despite the unexpected fluttering in her stomach, it was all she could do to keep the bitter tone out of her voice.

      Her guest ran a hand over his face and sighed. Faint lines etched his forehead. “Property development.”

      Jasmine nodded. “I figured that.”

      With eyebrows raised, he turned his gaze to Jasmine. “Did you? How?”

      The whir of the printer filled the reception area as Jasmine printed off an invoice. “There have been a few of you lately.” She stamped the paper and passed it over the counter. “And nothing against you, but it never works out.”

      The look of surprise didn’t leave his face. “What do you mean?”

      Good, she thought. Take that one, Mr Moneybags, and go back to your fancy city life. I don’t care how good looking you are, we’re not interested in your kind or what you have to offer.

      “We’re not that kind of town. We’re not interested in your money or …”

      “Mommy! Look what I got at school!” A young girl’s shrill voice cut through the conversation.

      Jasmine and Elijah both turned to where Eloise stood in the doorway, holding a glittery piece of paper in her hands. Jasmine glanced at her new guest, watching his face morph from surprise to a semblance of annoyance to a neutral expression.

      “That looks wonderful, darling. Let me just check this guest in, and then I’ll take a look.”

      Elijah tapped his fingers on the desktop. “Actually, I’m in no hurry. And that’s a very pretty picture.”

      “What’s your name? And where are you from?” Clutching the hem of Jasmine’s shirt with one hand, Eloise stepped forward and offered a shy smile.

      “Eloise …” Jasmine glanced down at her daughter, ever the one to speak what was on her mind.

      “Elijah. And I’m from Los Angeles.”

      “Wow.” Eloise placed her picture on the desk. “I’ve never been there. Is it far away?”

      Elijah’s green eyes crinkled at the corners as he smiled. “It took me about four hours to drive here. It’s not too far.”

      “It’s further than I’ve been.”

      “Eloise, why don’t you head into the dining room and show Tara your picture before she goes home? I’ll be there soon.” Leaning against the desk, Jasmine folded her arms and watched Eloise skip towards the empty dining room. Once out of sight, she turned her attention back to her guest. With no Eloise to break the silence, heat filled her cheeks as her gaze collided with his.

      “She’s adorable. Yours?” A soft smile touched his lips.

      “Yes, she is. She’s a handful at times, but I wouldn’t trade her for anything.

      “Hey, you moved your car?” Jasmine startled at the booming voice of Jackson, her fire chief brother as he strode across the foyer. He usually snuck in at some time during the day to grab a coffee before heading back out on the road again. He claimed the coffee served at Vista on the Bay was much better than anything else he’d had. Even Rosa’s Café by the marina, which claimed to have the best brew along the west coast.

      Elijah stepped back, raising both hands as he distanced himself from Jackson’s imposing figure. “I did, yes. And I’m not blocking a single hydrant this time.”

      “Jackson.” Jasmine frowned, glancing from one man to the other. “Could you please be nicer to my guests?”

      Her brother’s tanned face broke into a wide grin. “You’ll thank me when your building is on fire and I have clear access for the hose.”

      “I don’t think I’ll be thanking you if my building is on fire.” Jasmine shook her head. “Aren’t you on shift? Go on, go back to work.” She waved her hands, shooing him away.

      “See you later.” Jackson nodded curtly at Elijah before heading out the front door.

      “I’m so sorry.” Jasmine glanced at Elijah, before shuffling a pile of papers on the desk. “My brother thinks his whole purpose in life is to annoy me.”

      A deep rumble of laughter filled the foyer. “I have a brother just like that. I left him back home, thank goodness.”

      “You seem quite happy about that.” Jasmine grabbed a set of room keys from the safe underneath the desk.

      “We work together, so I see him every day. As much as I love my brother dearly, it’s nice to get away.”

      “But you’re still working, aren’t you?” Jasmine quirked an eyebrow as she handed Elijah the keys to room number three. As much as his laugh sent her stomach into a spin, and as much as his smile made her knees weak, she couldn’t ignore the fact he was here on business, trying to buy her property. She rested one hand on the desk and sighed. “Look, we’ve just had so many offers over the past year. I don’t know if anyone in this town is willing to sell out to investors who have no idea about the bonds we share. Serenity Bay is a unique place, and I for one, don’t want to see it ruined by greedy businessmen from the city.” Her cheeks flamed at her own audacity. Had she really just said all that? If only the ground would open up and swallow her whole. She was the proprietor, for goodness sake. That was no way to speak to guests. Particularly one who had paid for a substantial booking in advance.

      “Oh.” Confusion marred Elijah’s features as he ran a hand through his thick hair. “That wasn’t my intention.”

      “It wasn’t?”

      “Well, no,” he stammered. “I imagine the other developers were here looking to buy individual properties to turn them into something else. Condos or other eyesores. My brother and I specialize in something a bit different.”

      It was Jasmine’s turn to look surprised. “Which is?”

      Elijah leaned his elbows on the counter, clasping both hands together. “We tend to purchase a few properties and land in a prime position. We know that the local businesses make a town what it is. Yes, we do what the others do – building condos and such, but in a place like this, we would … build up, rather than tear down. We try to enhance the town’s natural attractions.”

      “Oh. That’s interesting,” Jasmine replied flatly, unaffected by his spiel. Although she couldn’t say the same for his alluring presence and the flicker of awareness coursing through her veins.

      “I’m happy to talk more about it, if you want?”

      A shriek of laughter sounded from the dining room.

      “Maybe later.” Jasmine closed the diary of bookings. “I’m actually working at the moment, so I probably should show you to your room.”

      “Of course,” Elijah replied, bending down to pick up his bag as he followed Jasmine up three steps into a bright and airy corridor. “Forgive me if I wrongly assumed, but you own this property, don’t you?”

      “I do. And I’m not interested in selling, if that’s what you’re asking. I love this town. Everyone looks out for one another, and I don’t want to see that change.”

      “That’s what I’d like to talk to you about.” Elijah raised his hand to cover a yawn. “Oh, I’m so sorry. It’s not that you’re boring.”

      Tucking her hair behind her ears, Jasmine chuckled. She was boring. Running a B&B and being a single mom gave her little time to pursue any hobbies or interests outside of her responsibilities. “I’m used to weary travelers.”

      Sliding the key into the lock, she opened the door and ushered Elijah inside. After pointing out the air-conditioning controls and the compendium on the coffee table, she stepped back to the doorway. “You must be hungry. Dinner is served at six every night in the dining room, and is included in the rate.”

      “Wow, really?”

      “Yes.” Jasmine eyed him cautiously.

      “That’s a great deal for your guests. How are your profit margins?”

      She flinched. How dare he ask about her financials. Sure, she wasn’t raking in the profits, but she was bringing in enough business to get by. For now. She just didn’t know how long that would last.

      “I’m going to see that my daughter is not causing too much mischief. If you have any questions, you know where to find me. Shall I reserve you a spot for dinner?”

      Elijah’s face softened. “Yes, thank you. I’d appreciate that.”

      Jasmine hurried back down the corridor, her thoughts a mix of fury and curiosity. It wasn’t that she minded talking to the tall, handsome businessman who still managed to look gorgeous even though it was obvious he was exhausted. He was certainly very easy on the eyes, and she couldn’t remember the last time she’d been in such close proximity to someone so good-looking. That in itself made her feel all sorts of things she hadn’t felt in a very long time. He wasn’t as abrupt as the other developers that had passed through, but he was still there with dubious intentions.

      

      As Jasmine settled in behind the front desk, her thoughts drifted to Elijah’s comment about Rineholt Enterprises being different to other companies. Would she consider a proposal for someone to buy her out? Running her own business was exhausting, and some months were a lot leaner than others. Part of the reason she was determined to be in control of her own fate was for Eloise. She wanted a bright future for her daughter. But if she couldn’t put money aside, were the long hours with no vacation time worth it?

      

      “Mommy!” Eloise ran into the office. “I was looking all over for you.”

      Jasmine reached out her hands and drew her daughter close. “I was showing our new guest to his room. What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing.” Eloise’s blonde curls tickled Jasmine’s cheek. “I just wanted to let you know the school play is on Tuesday at lunch time. You can come, right?”

      “Tuesday?” A knot of apprehension coiled in Jasmine’s stomach. She could have sworn it was meant to be on Monday. Had she been so busy she’d confused the days?

      “Yes. I have a note in my backpack. It’s definitely Tuesday.”

      “Okay. Maybe.” Jasmine ran through the staff roster in her head, trying to work out who could cover her shift. Tara had Tuesdays off to look after her grandchildren. That only left Maria, who was visiting family on the east coast, Shelby, the teenager who filled in after school or on weekends, or Janice, her cleaner. Unless she could let the guests know she would be unavailable for a few hours. That would at least save paying someone extra hours.

      “Maybe?” Eloise’s bottom lip trembled and Jasmine rubbed her back in a soothing motion, trying to keep the tears at bay.

      “I’ll try my best,” she murmured into her daughter’s thick curls. Moments like these made Jasmine second guess everything she was doing. If she couldn’t be there for Eloise, who cared if she had a college fund or not? She didn’t want to be too busy to miss out on the important moments.

      “You said you would come!”

      “Why don’t you come with me?” Tara appeared in the doorway and reached for Eloise’s hand. “I’ve made some fresh cookies in the kitchen, and you would make a wonderful taste tester.”

      Sniffing, Eloise pulled out of Jasmine’s arms and placed her hand in Tara’s. Jasmine ran a hand through her hair and sighed. Some days were just too hard.
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      Sunlight broke through the white shutters in the window and   streamed across the blue and white quilt. Elijah yawned and stretched out in the queen-sized bed, gazing around the spacious room. An armchair with a cream cotton throw draped across the back, was nestled in one corner. His clothes from the previous day lay in a crumpled pile on the cushioned seat.

      Birdsong sounded on the early morning, and the rhythmical ebb and flow of the ocean was a welcome change from the constant drone of traffic and relentless noise from his city apartment.

      The previous night’s dinner of roast lamb and vegetables had gone down well with two glasses of red wine. For the first time in as long as he could remember, Elijah didn’t feel the urgency to leap out of bed and rush through a shower before heading into the office. His shoulders were relaxed, and the knot in his neck had eased. The sense of dread that had weighed him down for months disappeared somewhere between stepping foot inside Vista on the Bay and waking up to his own body clock, rather than an ear-piercing alarm.

      Hauling himself out of bed, Elijah showered and changed into a pair of tan shorts, a cobalt blue polo shirt and brown loafers. Once seated in the armchair, he quickly checked his emails. John had emailed through more details about Serenity Bay, confirming the properties they were interested in – including the farm next to the B&B and the vacant waterfront property further towards town.

      He recalled Jasmine mentioning a deal, or some sort of bartering system she had in place with the farmer. Perhaps if she could take him over to the farm and make introductions, then he might be able to gauge his chances for any prospective business deals. Of course asking Jasmine to accompany him had absolutely nothing to do with wanting to see her again.

      He was burnt out, that’s all it was. He was tired and couldn’t control the way his thoughts had been consumed by the B&B’s beautiful owner since he stepped through the front door.

      Elijah had dated more than his share of beautiful women over the years. He was used to arm candy accompanying him to corporate events and the grand openings of new estates owned by Rineholt Enterprises. But there was something about Jasmine that shot through his shallowness and sparked a flame of desire to get to know her on a level that went beyond his usual superficial interactions. She had a fire in her spirit that piqued his interest. She was strong and independent. Fiercely protective of her family, her business and her town. That much he’d picked up on in only the short amount of time they’d spent together the previous evening. She hadn’t swooned when he’d checked in. She didn’t seem daunted by his wealth. In fact, she’d told him upfront that she wasn’t interested in his type.

      Rubbing both hands over his face, Elijah chided himself at his wondering thoughts. Jasmine was a mother for crying out loud, which no doubt meant there would be a husband or partner somewhere. Focusing on the task at hand, he quickly tapped out a reply to John’s email. Enough daydreaming about the gorgeous innkeeper. He was here to do a job.

      

      Once in the dining room, Elijah selected a plate of fruit, a pot of yogurt and a glass of orange juice from the buffet and settled into a table overlooking the front garden. An older couple were seated at another window table, and they smiled and nodded as he placed the cloth napkin on his lap. The view from the window was breathtaking. The azure waters of the Pacific glistened in the sunlight invoking a calmness in his spirit. Aside from flying over the ocean to secure yet another business deal, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d been to the sea.

      “Good morning, Mr Rineholt. Coffee?” Jasmine appeared at his table holding a silver carafe. Her fresh citrus scent combined with the smell of the fresh brew assailed his senses, causing his stomach to flip. He nodded. His mouth too dry to formulate a response. “Did you sleep well?”

      Running his fingers over the condensation sliding down the glass of orange juice, he swallowed. “I did. Thank you. It was nice to wake up looking at the ocean and to not hear the sound of traffic.”

      Jasmine rested one hand on her hip. Elijah glanced at the way her fingers curved lightly over the apron covering her jeans. Her fingernails were short and glossy. Practical. He wondered what they’d feel like running through his hair, or stroking his face … “It is a nice view. And one I never tire of. It would be a shame for anything to destroy it.”

      “Right.” Her subtle words drew him back to the reality of his business in Serenity Bay.

      “Any plans for today? Besides trying to promise the world to the town?” Her eyes glinted with a hint of mischief. Was she teasing, or was there an element of warning behind that gorgeous smile?

      “Well, I’d like to meet some of the local folk. At least pretend to do my job rather than just have an awesome vacation on company time.”

      Her laughter was like the gentle lapping of the waves on the sand. A soft ocean breeze caressing his skin. He rubbed his forearm, easing away the unexpected goosebumps that had erupted at the melodious sound.

      “You’ve got a sense of humor. I like that. We don’t see that often with the likes of yourself. All stoic and businesslike. That’s just not how we do things around here.”

      Elijah lifted the cup of coffee as he met her gaze. “And how are things done around here?”

      “Well.” She pulled out the chair opposite his and sat down, placing the carafe on the table. “Take Frank, my neighbor. When I go to visit him, I just don’t talk business and go home. We have a chat about his day, we talk about his latest harvest. We talk about life in general. That doesn’t happen in the city. Serenity Bay is the type of town where everyone knows everyone, and we all look out for each other.”

      Elijah shrugged. “Small talk. I can do that.”

      “Not small talk,” Jasmine replied, resting her arms on the white tablecloth. “People genuinely care when they ask how you are. It’s not like the city where everyone’s too busy to notice you.”

      “So, I shouldn’t feel special after yesterday’s greeting?” His mouth curved into a grin as he awaited her reaction. He was baiting her. He needed a little fun in his life, and she looked like she could handle his teasing.

      “Nah. You’re no one special. Everyone gets to see Eloise’s art work.” Jasmine grinned, exposing the small dimple in her cheek.

      “Even Frank the farmer?”

      “Even Frank. I take it all these backward questions are a way of asking me to make an introduction?”

      “You got me.” Elijah held up his hands and chuckled. “But that would be great. You don’t have to vouch for me. After all, I’m the distrusted businessman.” He quirked an eyebrow, secretly hoping she would refute his self-deprecating talk. But she wasn’t one to swoon underneath his teasing. Nor did she appear to have a snarky side. She could give as much as he did. And he liked that in a woman.

      Jasmine inhaled, her chest rose and fell as her lips twisted into a smirk.

      “You drive a hard bargain, Mr Rineholt. But that’s a deal. I have to go and see Frank anyway. He gave me some tomatoes yesterday, and I have some pasta sauce to take to him.”

      “That sounds like a great deal in itself. Has that always been the case? Bartering with each other?”

      Jasmine clasped her hands together on the table and gazed out the window. Elijah leaned back in the chair, running his fingers over the smooth glass of juice as he surreptitiously eyed her profile. A light dusting of freckles covered her cheeks and nose. Her lips, coated in pale pink gloss, were full, and not from the ridiculous fillers that many of the women back home were addicted to. Again, she wore no makeup. His heart pitter-pattered in his chest before her words cut through his silent appraisal.

      “Long before I opened Vista on the Bay,” she replied. “Frank and this farm are practically the backbone of Serenity Bay.”

      “What about the places along the esplanade and marina? Do you know who runs things down there?”

      Jasmine’s gaze flicked back to him. Elijah didn’t miss the flash of annoyance crossing her face, and he silently berated himself for pushing too far. “I do. It’s a public beach run by the local council. If you need me to take you to their offices, I can.”

      “I’m sorry. You have work to do. I don’t want to interrupt.” He needed to ease up. To stop being the hard-headed businessman who was merely focused on signing a contract. He’d been asking enough questions, and he didn’t want to get her offside.

      “I do.” With a sigh, Jasmine picked up the coffee carafe and stood. “Truth be told, and I shouldn’t be saying it to a guest, but I don’t feel like it today. Ever have days like that?”

      “For sure.” And lately, those days were becoming more and more frequent. He’d love nothing better than to spend the day with the intriguing B&B owner, exploring the town and forgetting about his reason for being there.

      “Shall I meet you in the foyer in ten minutes and I’ll take you to Frank’s?”

      “Sure. But only if you have time?”

      Jasmine nodded and stacked some dirty dishes on a tray on the side table. “I’m interested in hearing what you’ve got to say for yourself.”
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      After brushing his teeth and running a comb through his hair, Elijah was standing in the foyer with two minutes to spare. Jasmine had neatened her hair, and he tucked a hand into his pocket to prevent himself from reaching out to smooth the few flyaway strands behind her ear.

      “This way.” He followed her along the cobblestoned path winding through glorious blooms and through a gate that opened into a wide paddock. The sun was warm on his skin, and he inhaled the fresh ocean air.

      As they walked, Jasmine chatted about the history of the town, the families that had lived there for generations, the yearly fair that everyone looked forward to, and the loyalty that ran deep. For the first time in months, Elijah felt light and carefree. The headache which had lingered for months had gone. His feet felt as though they were barely touching the ground. If he knew Jasmine better, he would probably start skipping. Best not to, though. She was already wary of his intentions.

      His light-hearted mood soon changed when they walked through the knee high grass towards the front fence where an older man was hunched over a wheelbarrow.

      “Hi, Frank.” Jasmine’s voice lilted on the breeze.

      The old man straightened, his weathered face breaking into a grin as Jasmine stepped over and kissed his cheek.

      “I’d like you to meet Elijah. He’s staying at the B&B for a little while. And he wants to talk to you about some things.”

      Elijah held out his hand and startled as Frank grasped it with deceptive strength. He ran a hand over his knuckles once the farmer had released his grip.

      “What things?” Frank’s gruff voice alerted Elijah to tread carefully.

      “Just hear him out, Frank. That’s all I ask.” Jasmine turned to Elijah and offered him a small smile as she stepped away.

      And then he realized he was on his own. Of course he was. Why he expected Jasmine to side with him when he’d only just met her was nonsensical. Besides, he was used to making business pitches all the time. Make a statement. Sign a contract. Seal the deal. Move on. That’s how it always worked. Except this time, he didn’t quite feel so sure of himself. He felt like a small boy in the school principal’s office under the intense glare from the old farmer.

      “Serenity Bay has been on our radar for some time. We like the seaside location. The small town feel.” He glanced at Jasmine to see if he was on the right track. She was too busy gazing around the farm, running her hand over the stalks of grass brushing against her knees.

      “So, you gonna come in and knock down all the buildings just to replace them with hideous monstrosities? No, thank you. I ain’t leavin’ this farm.” Frank grabbed the rake resting against the wheelbarrow and turned to walk away.

      “What if we could improve business for you?” Elijah scurried after him. He used to be shrewd. He used to be able to smooth talk clients into signing a contract. Now, he felt like a weasel. After years of relentlessly pursuing dollar signs, the realization of what he’d become punched him hard in the gut. And he didn’t like it.

      Frank turned and clutched the rake in one hand. “Is someone going to farm for me?”

      Elijah ran a hand through his hair and glanced around, trying to see the land through the old man’s eyes. “Not if you don’t want them to. But I bet there used to be more people in those orchards over there, and that old petting zoo. Am I right?”

      “Petting zoo?” Confusion marred Jasmine’s face as she walked over to the men.

      “How long has that been there?” Elijah pointed to a worn, hand-painted sign partly obscured by a thatch of shrubs.

      “I vaguely remember an animal farm when I was a kid!” Jasmine turned to Elijah, her eyes alight with the memory. “I only came once when I was really little. And then I never knew what happened to the animals.”

      Frank cleared his throat. “My father ran it. It was good in the summer holidays for business. But he got too sick to look after them, so he gave them away. I never bothered to replace them when I took over the farm.”

      “We could do that again.” Elijah held Frank’s gaze, his heart pounding with excitement at the possibilities filling his mind. This was more than consigning some condos to be built. He could inject some money into the struggling businesses and help enhance the natural attractions for Serenity Bay. Whoa. Did he actually have a heart underneath his business acumen?

      Frank narrowed his eyes at Elijah and grunted before turning to Jasmine. “You want the strawberries or not?”

      “Yes, of course. Thank you.”

      “Come on then.” He gestured with his head and Jasmine followed him through the grass. When Elijah fell into step beside them, Frank held out his hand.

      “Not you, city slicker. You stay here and take a good look around. Not everyone can say they have the ocean on the doorstep of their farm. I was born here, and I will die here. That’s all there is to it.”

      “I understand.” Elijah nodded and was soon left standing alone in the field while Jasmine followed Frank through the overgrown grass towards his ramshackle house. Running a hand over his chin, Elijah gazed around the property. The old man was right. How many people could farm with an ocean view? No wonder the old man wanted to die here. Waking up to the sparkling waters of the ocean every morning would be absolute heaven.

      Conflicting thoughts warred through his mind. There was so much untapped potential in Frank’s rundown property. So much he could offer. Inject some cash. Restore the farm, and open it up as a must-see tourist attraction. But he could also see the flip side. The history. The memories. And the loyalty that ran deep through the veins of the town and its inhabitants. He didn’t want to ruin that.
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      “I heard a rumor about you.” Jackson leaned an elbow on the reception desk and glanced around the office. Still in his khakis, he’d stopped by the B&B after his shift to give Eloise a doll he purchased at the gift store in town. He was always scouring the local stores for things to spoil Eloise with. Jasmine scolded him for spoiling her daughter. But as his only niece, she knew he enjoyed doing it.

      “Yeah? What’s that?” Jasmine offered him a cookie fresh from the afternoon’s batch. “And I swear if you say anything about …”

      “No, not an old rumor. We’re not back in high school.” Jackson grinned. “This is a new one.”

      “A new one? I can’t imagine what I’ve done to cause any rumors. My life is just not that exciting. All I’ve been doing is working.”

      “And running around town with a rich property developer who’s feeding you lines about saving Serenity Bay.”

      “Oh my goodness.” Jasmine gazed up at the ceiling before narrowing her eyes at her brother. “Don’t be so dramatic.”

      Jackson folded his arms. His eyebrows disappeared beneath the dark hair flopping over his forehead. “Am I being dramatic? Or is it true?”

      “Yes, it’s true I took Elijah around town today,” Jasmine replied. “But I was running errands. I didn’t make any special trips, and I didn’t vouch for him and his ideas. I let him talk to the business owners while I did my thing.”

      “Jaz, you’ve got to be careful about that sort of thing.”

      “What sort of thing?” Ire raced through her veins. He would always be her big brother. Always looking out for her. Always being over-protective. “Running errands?”

      “Rich city clickers waving luxury in your face,” Jackson scoffed. “After the douchebag Eloise has for a father …”

      “Hey,” Jasmine snapped, glaring sternly across the desk. “First of all, keep your voice down. I have guests staying here. Secondly, nothing is happening with the city slicker. I’m showing around the town I love. I’m not marrying him and running off into the sunset.”

      “This time,” Jackson mumbled through a mouthful of cookie.

      Shaking her head, she clicked open a new tab on the computer screen and stared at the spreadsheet of upcoming bookings. She didn’t have time for her big brother’s antics. “You know, I can take care of myself.”

      “I know you can. But ever since Mom and Dad died, it’s kind of my job to look out for you and give you a hard time.”

      Jasmine glanced up and found her irritation slipping away. It never lasted long with Jackson. He appeared fierce and over-protective, but he really was a gentle giant. Leaning back in the office chair, she exhaled. “I appreciate it. And really, I’m fine. You have nothing to worry about.”

      “That’s what you said about the last one.”

      “Eat your cookie,” she demanded and waved him away.

      A deep chuckle filled the foyer as Jackson opened the front door and left her to finish the day’s business.
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      “How’s it going up there in Hicksville?” John’s sardonic chuckle grated on Elijah’s nerves. It had been just over a week since he arrived in Serenity Bay, but already something had shifted inside him.

      It was crazy, but the quaint seaside town was drawing him in, making him forget about his fast-paced city life and his desire to make a quick buck. The way the townsfolk would wave and greet him a ‘good morning’ as he walked along the esplanade before breakfast each day. The way the business owners looked out for one another. Waking up to the sight and sound of the ocean. He could easily get used to the slower pace of life.

      “You’ve made the billion dollar transaction, right? Must be almost time for you to come home.”

      “Uh.” Elijah glanced up from his laptop from his seat on the front porch. The sun had begun its descent over the ocean, and the water shimmered in shades of orange and gold. A light breeze rustled through the leaves of nearby palm fronds. He inhaled deeply as an unfamiliar feeling settled over him. Peace. Yes, that’s what it was. Something he hadn’t felt in years. “Not quite.”

      “What’s holding you up? You said you’d be quick.” The tapping of a keyboard sounded down the phone.

      “I know.” Elijah rubbed the back of his neck. How could he explain feelings to his brother that he didn’t even fully understand? John was more driven than he was. Hard-lined. Tough. Relentless. “This place is different than previous ones. I need a little more time with the locals. I think I’m making progress.”

      “What progress?” John enquired. “You’re still at the B&B, right? Surely they want to sell if you’ve made the right offer. Are you talking the numbers that I discussed in my email?”

      Elijah held in a sigh. He didn’t care for numbers any more. In fact, he’d be more than happy to sell his share of the company to John and move to Serenity Bay permanently. Whoa, what?  Where did that idea come from?

      “I’m talking to people. But John, the B&B owner is more than just a business owner. She’s a single mother and is passionate about giving her daughter a future through the business she’s built from scratch.”

      “Unless you’re ready to marry her, I’m not sure why you’re telling me.” John’s impatience was evident.

      “Don’t be daft. I’ll get things sorted. I just need more time.”

      A large pause hovered between the brothers before John spoke. “You sound a lot more relaxed, so I guess that’s a perk. Stay as long as you need.”

      Elijah tried to focus on his work when the call ended, but found his thoughts were filled with images of Jasmine. The way her face lit up whenever her daughter was around. The way she chewed her bottom lip whenever she was deep in thought. Her driven attitude and strong work ethic. Her friendliness to her guests and everyone in the community. The town, or more to the point, the alluring B&B owner, was working her way into his heart.

      The front door opened and footsteps tapped along the porch.

      “Nice time of day to be out here.”

      Elijah glanced up as Jasmine leaned against the porch railing by the front steps. Wisps of hair floated on the breeze, cocooning her face. Her skin glowed in the afternoon sun. His breath caught in his throat. She truly was an angel.

      “It’s gorgeous.” Clearing his throat, Elijah remembered the bottle of water on the nightstand in his room. He could do with a good swig right about now.

      “I thought I’d let you know there are some markets down at the waterfront this evening if you want to come along. They’re not as up-scale as ones in the city, I’m sure. But it might be a good chance for you to meet some more folk around town. There’s no pressure. I just thought I’d … ”

      “I’d love to go, Jasmine.” Without any thought, he reached out his hand to clasp hers, but quickly dropped it before he made contact. What was he thinking? Other than the thought of spending the evening at the beach with Jasmine sounded perfect.

      Tapping her fingers on the railing, Jasmine pursed her lips. “There’s just one catch. I promised Eloise I would take her.”

      “How is that a catch?” Jasmine’s daughter was a well-mannered little girl with a zest for life he envied. He’d enjoyed playing board games with her in the dining room when Jasmine was busy with other guests and he’d had a few spare moments in between work commitments. She shared some of the same mannerisms as Jasmine, and he loved her enthusiasm for everything she did. Jasmine had done a wonderful job in raising her as a single parent.

      He hadn’t had much to do with kids, and had always seen them as an intrusion. But now … something tugged at his heart. A longing for something he didn’t know he wanted. He needed. A family and children of his own.

      Jasmine’s eyebrows lifted as she ran her fingers along the hem of her buttoned blouse. “You don’t mind? She can be very … energetic.”

      “Of course I don’t mind. What time do I need to be ready?”

      They arranged to meet at five o’clock in the foyer. Once Jasmine returned inside, Elijah tried to focus on the task at hand, but his efforts were futile. So much for catching up on work. He’d wasted an entire afternoon daydreaming about a certain brunette whose smile he couldn’t erase from his mind.

      Los Angeles was but a distant memory when Elijah returned to his room. Preparing for previous dates had been easy enough. A suit, or smart business attire were the choice of clothing when he ventured out with the latest conquest on his arm. There was always an unspoken agreement with the women who accompanied him, and he never pursued things beyond a couple of dates. Despite their insistence, he kept his dates at arms’ length. He was too busy to commit. Too shallow to be interested in anything more than a good time. Settling down had never entered his mind. Until now.

      What was happening to him? Elijah exhaled as gripped the rim of the vanity and eyed himself in the mirror. Gone were the dinner jacket and tie he was accustomed to. With his jeans and gray t-shirt underneath a blue button-up shirt, he almost didn’t recognize the man staring back at him. With a splash of cologne and a run of his fingers through his hair, he was ready.

      Wiping his palms over his jeans, his heart pounded in his chest as he made his way to the foyer. The smell of freshly baked bread wafted on the air as he passed the dining room, and his stomach growled in anticipation of what was to come.

      Elijah glimpsed the familiar blonde curls of Eloise sitting in the armchair by the front window. Clutching a toy on her lap, her feet kicked back and forth beneath the oversized chair.

      “Hi, Elijah!” She grinned as he approached.

      “Hey, Eloise. What have you got there?” He crouched down beside her, resting one hand on the arm of the chair.

      Eloise waved a small teddy bear at him. “I won this last time at the markets.”

      Elijah eyed the brown and cream plush toy with a blue polka-dot bow tie. “He’s a cute bear. Does he have a name?”

      “Wilbur. But I’m hoping to trade him for something bigger.”

      He couldn’t help but chuckle at her enthusiasm. “You’ve got a business head on you, haven’t you?”

      “She always has. She’s always been the one to run a lemonade stand on the sidewalk, or get tips for carrying my guests’ luggage.” Jasmine appeared on the other side of the chair and ran a hand over Eloise’s hair. Elijah’s gaze travelled up her slim legs, accentuated by her figure-hugging jeans,  over the transparent white blouse with a white camisole underneath, to the silver hoops in her ears and landed on her kissable lips subtly coated in a clear gloss. Swallowing hard, he met her gaze. Beautiful did not even begin to describe the woman standing within an arm’s reach from him.

      “Entrepreneurial,” he managed to sputter. “Just like her Mama.” He held Jasmine’s gaze and smiled softly as a light rose flushed her cheeks.

      “I don’t know about that.” Jasmine adjusted her purse straps over her shoulder and gestured towards the door.

      Elijah pushed to his feet and stepped aside, holding the door open for Eloise and Jasmine to walk through.

      “What did you do before this?”

      Several cars drove by as they walked along the sidewalk towards the town center. With Wilbur tucked under her arm, Eloise skipped ahead, humming a tune Elijah couldn’t quite put his finger on.

      “Not much.” Jasmine folded her arms across her chest as they walked. “I graduated high school and then married Eloise’s father. He was in the military, so I was the army wife while he was deployed. That pretty much sums up my life.”

      “That’s quite impressive.” Elijah scanned the road for cars before cupping her elbow as they crossed to the other side.

      She turned her face towards him. “What? Being a housewife?”

      “No. Going from no experience, to starting a business from scratch. I’ve seen business owners with years of experience in way over their heads. You seem to be managing okay.”

      A tinkle of laughter floated up to Elijah’s ears. A delicate sound. And one he could quite easily get used to. “Don’t think that it’s easy all the time.”

      “Easy doesn’t always mean successful,” Elijah replied as they caught up with a gathering of people converging on the esplanade. Colorful tents dotted the grassy lawn beside the boardwalk. Lively music played from a band on a makeshift stage down on the beach. The smell of cotton candy and popcorn filled the air as they meandered through the small crowd. “My father used to tell me if it’s easy, then it probably isn’t worth it.”

      “If only I had applied that philosophy to my whole life.”

      “You seem to have done all right on your own.” Raising a polite, kind-hearted daughter as a solo parent, and building a business from scratch was worthy of praise in his books.

      They paused at the front of a stall where Eloise was busy looking through displays of shells and pieces of coral.

      “Well, Eloise makes a lot of things worth it.” Her voice was soft, and he didn’t miss the pride and protection evident in her voice. “Do you have children?”

      “Me?” Elijah glanced at Jasmine and then towards Eloise, letting out a sigh. “No, I don’t.” He’d never wanted them before. They would interfere with his busy lifestyle and limit his ability to attend functions and live the high-flying lifestyle he was accustomed to. But there was that feeling again. A deep yearning for something just beyond his reach.

      “A family, then? I’ve been starting to wonder if there’s someone back home starting to miss you.”

      “Aside from my brother, no. Work is pretty much my life.” Elijah shook his head, suddenly aware of how empty his life was. Meaningless. Pitiful. Sad.

      “What do you do for fun when you’re not working?” A frown pinched Jasmine’s brow.

      “Fun?” It was a foreign concept. Wining and dining at expensive restaurants, schmoozing with prospective clients, attending black-tie balls – it all sounded so pathetic and shallow when he gave voice to those pursuits. It was never fun, as such. He did it because he had to. Because it was expected in his position as joint CEO. “I’m never not working,” he murmured before following Eloise to the next stall.

      “Where did you win the bear?” he asked Eloise as they continued ambling through the markets - past displays of jewellery, an artist drawing a cartoon portrait and a display of homemade soaps and lotions.

      “Over there.” She pointed to a game with ducks floating in a trough of water. A Ferris wheel and a few stalls with carnival games were set up at the end of the boardwalk.

      “Let’s see if we can upgrade Wilbur.” He strode towards the game where a bearded man in a red and black flannel shirt was heckling for players.

      “Oh, you don’t have to do that.” Jasmine jogged after him. “Eloise has some pocket money and …”

      “It’s all good.” Elijah placed a hand on Jasmine’s arm and turned to greet the man at the kiosk, handing over a couple of dollars for a game. As the owner explained the rules, Elijah glanced around, taking in the carnival atmosphere. Young couples, families and groups of teenagers walked by. Joyful laughter melded with music and the waves lapping on the beach.

      Folding his arms, Elijah eyed Eloise as she tapped a finger against her chin, thinking about which ducks to choose. She pointed to a duck and clenched her hands together in anticipation of the which number would be revealed.

      “One!” The man exclaimed, taking the duck out of the water and glimpsing at the number underneath.

      Elijah smirked as Eloise sucked in her bottom lip. He’d seen Jasmine do the same thing when he’d observed her deep in thought.

      “Three!”

      “Ooh! Elijah!” Eloise turned to him. Her wide blue eyes glistening with excitement. “Which one should I pick next?”

      Placing his hands on his knees, he stooped to her level and eyed the ducks bobbing on the water. “It’s totally up to you.”

      After a few moments, Eloise pointed to one more duck. She reached out and grabbed Elijah’s hand. He tensed briefly and his gaze shot to Jasmine. She had an unreadable expression on her face. Was it okay that her daughter’s hand was in his own? He didn’t want her to get any strange ideas about him. Blinking a few times, Jasmine nodded and gave a small smile.

      “Three!” The game owner’s booming voice cut through Elijah’s thoughts.

      Before he could offer his congratulation, a mop of curly hair slammed against his face as Eloise launched herself into his arms.

      “Elijah! Elijah! I won! I won!”

      Bursting with pride, his laugh rumbled up his chest as he twirled Eloise around before setting her down.  “Congratulations! You picked well!” he grinned.

      Eloise chose a stuffed bear half her size and skipped ahead of Jasmine and Elijah, clutching the giant animal in her arms.

      “Here, let her keep her bear.” The kiosk owner ran after them and handed Wilbur back to Jasmine. “I don’t want to take it from her.”

      “Thank you.” Tucking the soft toy under her arm, Jasmine smiled as they continued walking.

      Fairy lights wound through tree branches and twinkled against the night sky. Couples sat on the sand, sharing hot dogs or buckets of popcorn. A warm breeze carried a mixture of smells - salt, incense and fried food.

      Side by side, the pair walked in silence while Eloise flitted from stall to stall. Elijah couldn’t help but smile. The atmosphere was energizing, and his heart was filled with happiness at the simplicity of it all.
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      With no other goal than to wander through the stalls and be amongst the people who had welcomed her home, Jasmine loved the atmosphere of the monthly markets. She was glad Elijah agreed to come along. Rubbing her arms against the breeze blowing off the ocean, she eyed Eloise carrying her prized bear. To outsiders, they probably looked like a typical family enjoying an evening out. Mom, Dad and daughter. A smile touched her lips at how familiar and comfortable she felt with Elijah beside her.

      “Would you like a ride?” They stopped at the gated entrance to the Ferris wheel at the end of the boardwalk. Stretching her neck, Jasmine eyed the tall structure. The carriages swayed gently with each rotation of the wheel. Couples and families filled the carriages, enjoying the slow, smooth ride giving them a birds’ eye view of Serenity Bay. In all the years she’d lived in the town, she could only recall the few times she’d been on the Ferris wheel, and only at Eloise’s insistence.

      “We don’t have to.”

      “Mommy, please?” Eloise tugged on her hand.

      Elijah’s mouth curved into a soft smile as he watched her expectantly. “I’d like you to,” he murmured, his breath caressing her cheek sending a trail of goosebumps down her spine.

      “Why not.” Jasmine swallowed and followed Eloise into the next available carriage. Elijah rested a hand on the small of her back as she stepped inside and sat down on the bench. Eloise placed the oversized teddy bear on the seat beside her and scooted to the end of the bench, peering out the bars of the carriage into the night.

      Jasmine clutched her purse on her lap, suddenly aware of how little room there was with Elijah sitting beside her. His arm brushed hers, and a spark of electricity danced over her skin to the tips of her fingers. She froze, lifting her gaze to meet his. In that moment, the noise of the markets faded away and it was just the two of them, high above the world. Alone in their carriage as unspoken words swirled around them. Her chest heaved as she tried to quell her racing heart. What was happening? Elijah shifted on the bench, turning his shoulders towards her, his gaze shifting from her eyes, to her mouth and back again.

      “Mommy! Look!” Jasmine lowered her gaze and chuckled, coming back to her reality with a thud. What was she thinking? She had a daughter who needed her and a business to run. She couldn’t get involved with a guest. Especially one who planned on leaving the town in a trail of destruction.

      “What is it, sweetie?” She shifted away from Elijah and glanced out the carriage to where Eloise was pointing. “Out there. Dolphins.”

      She squinted across the ocean where slivers of moonlight carved across the water. Her eyes blurred momentarily as she tried to focus on where Eloise was pointing. Sure enough, a few moments later, a pod of dolphins surfaced from the water.

      “Wow,” she breathed, delighting in the sheer beauty and elegance of the creatures as they arced high before disappearing beneath the surface of the water. As she clasped Eloise’s hand, she felt a hand encompass her other one. Warmth infused her. It felt so right. So perfect. The three of them in their own world witnessing such a magical moment.

      Tears sprang in her eyes. She longed for the security of a family for Eloise. She longed for the comfort of a lover’s embrace. But it couldn’t happen. And it wouldn’t happen. There was no way she would allow herself to be manipulated or hurt by another man again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      Elijah extended his stay at Vista on the Bay, paying for another two weeks in advance. When Jasmine had inquired if he would be missed at his office in LA, he informed her it was all taken care of, and his brother was happy for him to stay.

      Wouldn’t that be nice? She mused as she finalized the bookings for the following week. To have enough money to go on a business trip and extend it whenever you wanted? To be able to work whenever and wherever you want?Slumping back in the chair, she sighed. She loved her job and she loved Serenity Bay. She wouldn’t trade either for all the money or vacation time in the world.

      “I was thinking …”

      Jasmine startled at the sound of Elijah’s deep voice. He stood at the end of the reception desk leaning against the counter. His eyes held a spark of something she hadn’t noticed before. She turned the chair to face him and quirked an eyebrow.

      “I noticed there’s a restaurant attached to the lighthouse at the end of the bay.”

      “Yes. The lighthouse has been in the same family for three generations. They actually receive grants from the county to help offset the upkeep because they are one of the main tourist attractions in town. The restaurant was a new addition in recent years.”

      “I think I’d like to try it. But I don’t want to sit in the restaurant alone.” Elijah moved to stand in front of her, running his fingers along the countertop. “It’ll be awkward.”

      “Okay, then. I can call … ” She opened the business directory on the computer and reached for the phone. Who would she ask? Tara? She couldn’t imagine Elijah dining with Eloise’s surrogate grandmother, although she knew the older woman would thoroughly enjoy herself and keep Elijah entertained with her tales of the town.

      “Jasmine.” Their gazes locked and her face warmed under the almost tangible depths of desire in his eyes.

      “Do you think you’ll be able to get away? For a late dinner?”

      “Me?” she squeaked, glancing down at her work attire. The smears of dust on her dark pants. A dusting of flour on the bottom of her shirt from baking earlier that afternoon. “Later, though, right?”

      Elijah chuckled. “Yes, of course. I know you’re still working. I’ll pick you up after close, if that’s okay?”

      “That will work if I can organize someone to mind Eloise.”

      Elijah tapped his fingers on the desk. “Great! It’s settled. I’ll see you later.”

      “It’s settled,” she murmured, watching as he disappeared along the corridor. Unable to control the grin on her face, she pressed a hand to her chest to calm the surge of excitement at spending the night with Elijah.

      

      “You look happy.” The bell above the front door tinkled as Jackson stepped inside.

      Running a hand over her shirt, Jasmine shrugged. “Can’t a girl be happy while she works?”

      Narrowing his eyes, Jackson snatched a cookie from the plate on the side table. “This doesn’t have anything to do with that vagabond you’ve got staying here, does it?” Due to his varying shift times at the fire department, Jackson and Elijah were yet to interact with more than a passing greeting.

      “If, by vagabond, you mean a good looking man who has strong values, makes me laugh and is amazing with Eloise? Then, maybe.”

      Pulling a chair out from the desk, Jackson sat down and leaned towards Jasmine, resting his arms on his knees.

      “So there is something going on between you two. The whole town’s talking, Jaz. I thought they were only rumors. But if you say so, then I guess I was wrong.” He ran a hand through his hair and leaned back, stretching his legs in front of him. “What are you doing?”

      Rubbing her eyes, Jasmine pressed her lips together to avoid mouthing off at her brother. Why couldn’t he just let her live her life? She knew he was watching out for her, but she was old enough to make her own decisions and live with the consequences of her actions.

      “Nothing is going on,” she said between clenched teeth. She wasn’t about to admit that she was on the verge of something wonderful. The fleeting moment she’d shared with Elijah in the Ferris wheel was tucked away in her memory, and had comforted her through many hours of darkness when sleep evaded her. As too were the conversations they shared on the front porch at the end of her working day. The way he interacted with Eloise. The way her body tingled whenever he was near. She didn’t know exactly what was going on, but there was definitely a slow ember burning between them and she wasn’t about to share her feelings with her overprotective brother. “We’re going to dinner tonight when I’ve finished work, that’s all.”

      “What?” Jackson’s face grew dark. “You can’t do that.”

      “Why not? You’re not the boss of me.” Clenching her fingers together, Jasmine flung her words back at him.

      “Jasmine, you’re always so blind.”

      “Why are you always so negative?” she retorted.

      “Because you told me to get lost when you married that military douchebag. He almost killed you, Jasmine.” A pained look flashed across Jackson’s face. She’d never seen him so riled up about her past. “Forgive me if I want to stop you from making another dumb mistake. This man isn’t interested in you. He’s just here for the money and a fun time.”

      A ball of emotion lodged in her throat. She lowered her gaze and focused on a knot in the timber flooring. “I don’t believe that’s true. Not now. He’s changed since he first arrived here.”

      “So, he’s here to wine, dine and rec …”

      “Don’t even go there.” Jasmine glared at her brother. If he were a punching bag, she would be pummelling him hard right about now. Good grief, he got under her skin!

      “What about Eloise? How could you let a complete stranger into her life? You don’t even know this guy from Adam.”

      Jasmine lowered her voice and dug her nails into her palms. “Eloise is my whole world. I wouldn’t do anything to jeopardise her safety or our family. I’m just having dinner with Elijah. How could you think I’m so blind?”

      Jackson’s jaw twitched. His eyes danced with a mix of fury and concern. “Because I know you,” he replied fiercely. “I know you love with your whole heart and don’t look back.”

      “I love Eloise with my whole heart.”

      “Remember that.” The chair crashed into the wall behind them as Jackson stood and strode across the foyer. He stuffed the last of the cookie into his mouth and pushed through the front door. The bell tinkled a harsh tune as the door slammed behind him.

      Jasmine closed her eyes, willing her heart to slow and her anger to subside. Why couldn’t Jackson just keep his nose out of her life?
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      “You!”

      Elijah stepped out of his car after returning from the Pack ‘n Save to buy Jasmine a bouquet of flowers. If he’d planned ahead, he would’ve made it to the florist before closing time. At least the mixed bunch of roses and asters looked pretty, and the bright colors reminded him of her personality and smile.

      Glancing around the parking lot, the bulky frame of Jasmine’s brother stepped out of the shadows. Had he been waiting for him to return?

      “I have a bone to pick with you.”

      Remaining on guard, Elijah swallowed. What had he done wrong? For some reason Jasmine’s brother had taken a dislike to him from the day he arrived in Serenity Bay and parked in front of the fire hydrant. “Jackson. Is there something I can help you with?” He offered a small smile.

      “Yeah.” Jackson stood with his feet planted wide apart, his thick arms folded across his chest. “You can help me by turning around and going back to where you came from.”

      “Why?” What Elijah lacked in muscle, he made up for in astuteness. He was relentless in the boardroom, using tact and invaluable insight to win reluctant clients over. Surely he could do the same with Jasmine’s over-protective older brother.

      “Because I know your type, and I will hurt you if you even try to mess with my sister.”

      Water seeped through the paper wrapping on the bouquet as Elijah’s grip tightened on the stems. What was this meathead’s problem? What was with the threats? For the head of the fire department, he certainly needed to learn some communication skills.

      “I’m simply taking her to dinner as a thank you for all she’s done for me over the past few weeks.”

      Jackson tilted his chin. His eyes blazed wildly in the light shining from the front porch. “Yeah, she doesn’t need your thanks. She needs jerks like you to leave her well enough alone.”

      Fire burned through Elijah’s veins, yet his heart beat in a steady rhythm. He was good under pressure. Able to remain composed despite the internal rage. He mustered as much calm as he could. “You don’t know me. I’m only going to ask you to step aside once more.” And then what? Pummel Jasmine’s brother to the ground? Like that would be a good choice.

      Jackson straightened his shoulders and puffed out his chest.

      “I am not letting you take her to dinner, have your way with her and break her heart, and then head back to the city like it meant nothing,” he sneered.

      “What makes you think I’m going to do that?” Elijah glanced towards the front door of the B&B. If Jackson kept him out here any longer, Jasmine would think he stood her up.

      “I know your kind.”

      “Really?” Elijah scoffed. “Successful? Kind? Generous? Not a meathead?”

      It was too late to take back his words. Jackson’s right fist swung towards him. Elijah ducked out of the way, but was too slow to duck the second punch that connected with his cheek bone. Pain shot across his face and momentarily blurred his vision. He tossed the flowers and ducked away, holding his fists in a boxer’s stance. Shaking his head, his vision returned to normal in time to see Jackson charging him. Before he had a chance to think, Jackson had tackled him around the waist and knocked him to the ground. Gravel sliced through his skin as the two men tumbled around.

      “Stop! Stop!” In the midst of their melee, he hadn’t heard Jasmine run over to them. With his face squashed against the ground, he could only make out her red painted toenails in a pair of strappy sandals and her bare legs. Jackson’s bulky frame pressed over his ribcage, squeezing all the air out of his lungs.

      “Get off him, Jackson!” He heard slapping, and suddenly the pressure lifted off his chest. He sucked in lungfuls of air and coughed. Lifting his hand to his cheek, his fingers smoothed over the swelling as a result of Jackson’s fist.

      “Are you all right?” Curls cascaded around Jasmine’s shoulders as she appeared beside him. Her forehead creased in concern as she examined his face.

      Elijah licked his lips, his mouth tasting like dirt.

      “Fine,” he croaked. Humiliation washed over him. He’d been beaten up by her brother, and she had witnessed some, if not most, of it. He’d never considered himself a wimp or a loser. But he wasn’t about to fight his host’s brother. He was a gentleman. Jackson obviously wasn’t.

      Delicate fingers smoothed over his cheek, before stroking the hair away from his face. “You’ll need some ice to that. Do you hurt anywhere else?”

      “Only my pride.” Elijah chuckled and pushed himself to a sitting position. Brushing off the small stones and dirt, he stood. Jasmine strode over to her brother who had given them some space, and poked him in the chest.

      “What the heck is wrong with you? How dare you pick a fight with a guest!”

      “I think you know what we were fighting over.” Jackson wiped the back of his hand across his mouth and glanced down. “If you can’t make a good decision, then I’m here to help.”

      Elijah bent down and picked the trampled bouquet up off the ground. So much for trying to surprise Jasmine. As the siblings spoke, he caught snippets of their murmurings; Jasmine’s ire evident as she berated her brother.

      Elijah brushed the dirt from his trousers and straightened his collar before he started walking towards the steps leading to the front porch. Whatever family dramas were going on with Jasmine and Jackson were none of his business. Perhaps he’d jumped the gun with her. Perhaps he’d dared hope for something he couldn’t have. Obviously Jackson was protective of her, but she was also a grown woman. He had no intention of hurting her. He couldn’t stand the thought of someone breaking her heart. He never would, that was certain.

      Opening the front door, Elijah placed the crumpled flowers on the reception desk and caught sight of his reflection in the mirror above the armchair. His hair stood upright, and his right cheek was swollen. Small grazes covered exposed areas of skin. He certainly didn’t look like the well-groomed man he knew.

      “Are you okay?” The front door slammed shut, and Jasmine walked over to him. She averted her eyes, but not before he saw she’d been crying.

      “I’m fine,” Elijah replied. “What about you? I’m sorry you witnessed that out there.”

      “What are you sorry for? My brother is the one who needs to apologize. Gah!” She folded her arms and paced across the floor. “I am so mad at him right now.”

      “Perhaps it’s best I go.” Elijah was torn. He desperately wanted to stay. To see what possibilities there were with Jasmine. But he couldn’t come between the siblings. He wasn’t there to destroy a family.

      “No!” She whirled to face him, her white spaghetti-strap dress flaring above her knees. “No. I don’t want you to go. Please. I’m sorry Jackson was such a pig. He had no right to attack you. I’m just so sick of his overbearing ways about every decision I make.”

      Elijah remained silent, watching as she entwined her fingers together and sucked in her bottom lip, mulling over her next words.

      “I should sell this place just to spite him.”

      “I wouldn’t let you.”

      Jasmine glanced up. “What? Why?”

      “Can we talk about it over dinner? That’s if you still want to be seen with me?” He gestured over his face and gave his best grin without causing too much pain.

      “Of course I do!” Jasmine gushed before toning down her excitement. “Let me grab my bag.”

      Elijah smoothed over his hair and willed his racing heart to still. Was he being impulsive? No. He’d had plenty of time to think things through, and although he hadn’t discussed anything with his brother, he knew what he needed to do.
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      A tingle ran along Jasmine’s spine as Elijah’s hand rested lightly on her back. They were led to a table by a window overlooking the bay. Lights twinkled along the esplanade, while the inky waters of the ocean rippled in the silver moonlight. Jasmine placed the cloth napkin from her place setting over her lap.

      “Are you sure you’re all right?” She glanced at the swelling under Elijah’s eye and the other grazes marking his skin. “He didn’t punch you in the head, did he? I don’t want you losing consciousness on me.”

      “I’m fine, really.” Elijah’s eyes were an incredible mix of green and dark blue, with flecks of gold reflecting the candlelight flickering on the table. The dim lighting in the empty restaurant bathed his skin in a warm glow. “I’m just a little sore.”

      Jasmine ran her fingers over the stem of her wine glass. “I’m sure the whole town will know about your scuffle by the time we finish dinner. That’s one of the negatives about small town living.”

      “I really don’t mind. It’s not such a bad thing.”

      “What?” Jasmine glanced up. “Having everyone know you were in a fight?” How could gossip be a good thing?

      Jasmine eyed Elijah’s long fingers as they smoothed over his jawline, wondering what they would feel like tracing over her skin.

      “I used to think it was a negative when I first came here. I never understood how people could stand to live in a place where no one rushes around, and everybody knows everyone else’s business.”

      Jasmine nodded in agreement. It irritated her at times. Some days she dreamed of going somewhere where nobody knew her history or the details of her life. But she appreciated people looking out for each other and everyone having her back.

      “But the more time I’ve spent here, talking with the townsfolk, and …” he cleared his throat and cast a glance her way, “watching you, the more I’ve realized that there is more to life than money and chasing after the next deal.”

      Jasmine picked up the menu and gave a short laugh. “Really? Because I’m pretty sure that could solve some of my problems at the moment.” She didn’t want to think about the mounting pile of invoices that were due.

      A soft smile curved on Elijah’s lips as he shook his head. “It doesn’t solve everything.” Leaning back in his chair, his tanned forearms stretched on the table. “I’ve never been so relaxed and peaceful before. This is the first time in as long as I can remember that I’ve actually slowed down and stopped to smell the roses. I feel like a completely different person to when I arrived several weeks ago. Speaking of roses, I’m sorry your flowers were ruined in my little ruckus with your brother.”

      Jasmine frowned, trying to keep up with his train of thought. “You seem a different person.” She placed the menu on the table, her fingers bumping into Elijah’s outstretched hand, eliciting a zing of electricity along her bare arm. She quickly lowered her hand to her lap as their gazes met and held. She moistened her lips. “But I knew you were different when I first saw you walk through the front door.” Heat flamed her face. Was the wine going to her head already? When was the last time she’d eaten?

      “Didn’t you say you’d seen my kind before?”

      “I did. But you’re nothing like them. You’re not brash or pushy. I saw that you were genuinely interested in my town, and not just here to make a quick buck.”

      “How did you know that? I didn’t even know that myself, until recently.”

      Jasmine shrugged and gazed out the window to where the white caps were barely visible on the vast expanse of ocean stretching out from the shoreline. Woman’s intuition perhaps? It hadn’t served her well with Scott, but then she wasn’t to know how years of combat would change him into a complete stranger.

      Elijah’s warm hand encompassed hers. She turned her head, her breath catching in her throat as he raised it to his lips and kissed the back of her knuckles. Butterflies took flight in her stomach at the tenderness in his gesture, the warmth in his soft smile, the desire in his eyes.

      Elijah lowered their hands and entwined their fingers on the table. “I’m definitely not here to make a quick buck.” His voice was husky. The simple kiss had affected him as well.

      

      After ordering and eating their meals, they made their way along the boardwalk and stepped down onto the beach. A warm breeze blew across her bare arms, and the skirt of her dress fluttered around her knees. Jasmine removed her sandals and threaded the straps over her fingers. The sand was cool between her toes. Her other hand had somehow managed to find its way into Elijah’s, and she basked in the sensations from their skin to skin contact.

      He would be returning home soon and she wanted to enjoy this time with him, whatever this was, and tuck it away to remember on the lonely nights she found herself pining for something more. Romantic, moonlit strolls with handsome men were only in her dreams. Things like that didn’t happen in real life. Not to her, anyway.

      “I can see Eloise running the B&B one day when she’s older,” she murmured, breaking the silence as they walked along the beach. “I thought I could do it all myself until I retire, but I just don’t know anymore.”

      “You’re a strong woman. I’m sure you can do whatever you put your mind to.”

      “I know I can. I’m not sure I want to.” She wasn’t sure what she wanted any more. She loved the B&B. She was proud of her efforts of making something out of nothing. She enjoyed getting to know the guests that stayed. She loved Serenity Bay. So why did she feel something was missing?

      They stopped walking and Elijah turned Jasmine to face him, his hands cupping her shoulders. With one finger, he gently tucked wisps of windswept hair behind her ear. “What if I stayed?”

      His words ignited a flame of hope in her chest, but as soon as it sparked, reality set in and damped it down. “You can’t stay. You’ve got a business to run. You’ve got deals to make and contracts to sign.”

      Elijah ran his hands over her arms. “Not right away. Besides, I think I’d like to stay here and explore some options before I return to the city.”

      Jasmine frowned, tilting her head to look up at him. “What options?”

      “You.” His breath was warm against her ear as he nibbled on her earlobe and trailed feathery light kisses along her neck.

      Her breath hitched, and her heart pounded against her ribs. She was thankful his hands were supporting her, otherwise she would’ve fallen ungracefully onto the sand.

      Waves crashed behind them as Elijah’s mouth lowered to hers. Warm and gentle before their lips parted and they melded as one. Desire flooded through Jasmine. Everywhere Elijah touched, burned. Her arms entwined around his neck as their kiss deepened, and she ran her fingers through his hair as her body pressed against his.

      Breathless, Jasmine finally pulled away. Pressing her lips together to savor the light taste of wine and remnants of ginger and spice from dinner, she gazed into Elijah’s emerald greens reflecting the same amount of desire she knew were in hers.

      “I’d like you to stay, too.”
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        SIX MONTHS LATER

      

      

      “I was thinking,” Elijah called over the clanging of pots and sizzling of steaks on the grill. The Saturday evening dinner rush at Vista on the Bay had turned into just that - a rush. What had once been a quiet evening in the B&B, was now a thriving place to be in Serenity Bay on Friday and Saturday nights. “We could head down to the esplanade when we’ve finished here.”

      Jasmine glanced across the kitchen, waving away the steam wafting up from the plate of vegetables she’d set on the counter. Elijah’s permanent presence around Serenity Bay had been accepted, and the town had welcomed him warmly, just as they had when she’d returned with Eloise as a babe in her arms. He’d moved out of guest room number three and was living in one of the spare rooms on Frank’s farm.

      Adjusting his work title and description, Elijah had stepped down from being John’s co-partner in Rineholt Enterprises. The brothers decided to withdraw their business interest in Serenity Bay, turning their focus towards other pursuits in newly developing areas. Elijah worked remotely when John needed his input, and for the rest of the time, he worked alongside Jasmine at the B&B while also helping Frank with repairs on the farm.

      In the time Elijah had become a permanent presence in the town, Vista on the Bay had turned over its biggest profit. Elijah was a pro with the guests, welcoming them, chatting to them and even offering them business advice if the topic of conversation ever arose. The pair made a good team.

      The best part of all was night time, when Eloise had gone to bed and a lull descended over the B&B. It gave them some quiet moments to sit on the porch, cuddling on the love seat, or strolling along the shore, watching the waves break on the sand. Never did Jasmine imagine she’d find herself here, working alongside someone who had wholly captured her heart.

      “Sure, if you’re up to it.” She finished plating the meal and pushed through the kitchen doors to the dining room where she served a couple seated by the front window.

      “Enjoy.” She smiled warmly, and paused by the window, gazing out to the black velvet sky sprinkled with tiny diamonds as it stretched across the waters of the bay. It didn’t seemed that long ago that Elijah had stepped through her front door. Or that long ago when she’d stalked him on the internet. Those green eyes still stole her breath, and she had to pinch herself to make sure that his presence in her life was real. This high-flying businessman had given everything away to stay in Serenity Bay.

      As the last of the dishes were loaded into the dishwasher, Jasmine wiped over the counters and removed her apron. She dashed up to her room, checked on Eloise and ran a coat of lip gloss over her lips.

      “I’m not sure what time I’ll be home. Feel free to sleep in the spare room.” She poked her head into the lounge where Tara was reading.

      Tara waved her away. “I’ll be fine. Go on. Enjoy yourselves. You deserve it.”

      

      Elijah was leaning against the railing by the front steps. Jasmine’s heart skipped a beat at the sight of him in a white button-up shirt rolled up at the sleeves and navy trousers. How had he managed to clean up so well? Still wearing her uniform, she glanced down at her black trousers and white blouse and felt completely underdressed. She brushed away a light smear of flour on her thigh.

      “Is this okay? I can go and change.”

      “You look beautiful.” Elijah stepped towards her, placing a kiss on her head as he clasped her hand in his.

      

      The ocean breeze was a cool balm against Jasmine’s warm skin. Still flustered from the busy night in the kitchen, she was grateful for the chance to walk outside and enjoy the peaceful evening.

      The lights of Moreton’s sparkled against the night as they neared the esplanade. The couple were ushered through the restaurant to the back deck where fairy lights twinkled against the backdrop of the ocean. Jasmine glanced around as she sat down at a table set against the glass railing. “There are normally more people here on a Saturday night.”

      “Hmm,” Elijah murmured, glancing around at the empty restaurant.

      A waiter appeared with two glasses of red wine and returned a few moments later with a plate brushed with gold holding a slice of chocolate mud cake, drizzled with raspberry coulis.

      “This is nice.” Jasmine sighed, allowing her body to relax into the ambience. She could sit here forever, listening to the calming water, feeling the light breeze tickle her skin. “Unless you’re gently breaking it to me that you’re leaving.” She glanced over the top of her wine glass.

      Elijah’s eyebrows shot up, before a slow smile touched his lips. “I’m not leaving.” He pushed his chair back and stood. Reaching out his hand, he clasped Jasmine’s and pulled her to her feet.

      “Walk with me.”

      He led her down the wooden steps to the sand where a rug was spread out beneath a string of lanterns.

      “What’s going on?” Jasmine glanced around the deserted beach. Seriously, where was everyone? Since when did Serenity Bay become a complete ghost town on a Saturday night?

      “Jasmine.” Elijah turned to face her. He clasped both her hands between his. “Since I stepped foot in Serenity Bay, I feel like I’ve come home. From the moment I first saw you, I knew this was the place I was meant to be. This town has made me realize what’s most important in life. You and Eloise give me so much joy.”

      “That’s so nice of you.” Jasmine smiled, his words warming her heart. And then he was down on one knee in front of her. Tears burned her eyes as her heart thumped a staccato against her ribs. Reaching into the back pocket of his pants, Elijah produced a black velvet box.

      “So, I was wondering if you would make me the happiest man in the world and let me stay here forever.” He opened the lid of the box, and a perfect solitaire diamond glinted in the lantern light. “Will you do me the honor of being my wife?”

      “Yes.” Jasmine breathed, clasping her hands to her mouth. “Yes, oh, yes I will!”

      “I will love you forever, Jasmine.” Elijah slipped the ring onto her left ring finger and stood to his feet.

      “And I will love you for eternity.” Through a blur of tears, Jasmine cupped Elijah’s face and gazed into the eyes of the one who’d captured her heart. Slowly, as though time had stilled, their lips met. A soft, gentle caress capturing their love. Elijah’s arms slipped around her waist, pulling Jasmine hard against his chest. Her hands tangled in his hair, and a wave of desire swept over her as their lips nipped and teased, deepening their kiss.

      “Mommy!” Jasmine’s eyes flicked opened and she reluctantly pulled away from Elijah’s embrace. Breathless, she rested her hands on his firm chest.

      “Eloise?” Her daughter ran across the sand, her blonde curls bouncing wildly around her head. “Why are you here? You’re meant to be asleep.”

      “Did you say yes?” Eloise gazed up at her, her eyes full of hope.

      Jasmine nodded, glancing from Elijah and back to Eloise. Drawing a wrap around her shoulders, Tara walked towards them with a large grin on her face.

      “I did, sweetheart.”

      “Yes!” Eloise threw her arms around Jasmine’s waist, the force almost sending her crashing to the sand. Elijah’s hand rested against her back, bracing her.

      “Did you know about this?” Grinning, she cast an accusing glare over her shoulder at Elijah and Tara, before holding Eloise at arm’s length. Tara nodded, unable to hide the joy on her face.

      “I did.” Eloise grinned. “Elijah asked if I would mind if he could be my new Daddy, and if it was okay if he married you. I said it was okay and it sounded like fun.”

      “It sure sounds like a lot of fun.” Jasmine pulled Eloise against her. A life time with the most kind-hearted, handsome man beside her? That sounded like bliss. Her heart was full of love. “You’re up way past your bedtime, though.”

      “Oh well, tomorrow’s Sunday. I can sleep in.”

      “You can indeed.” Jasmine smiled, pressing her lips to her daughter’s head.

      “Come on, Eloise. Let your Mommy and soon-to-be new Daddy have a moment’s peace.” Tara reached out her hand and guided Eloise across the sand.

      “Can I have your cake, please Elijah?” Eloise called over her shoulder.

      A deep rumble rose up in Elijah’s chest, vibrating against Jasmine’s skin. “Of course you can!”

      Elijah tightened his arms around her and murmured against her ear. “I’ve got my dessert right here.”

      Heat flamed her face, but before she had a chance to respond, Elijah’s lips crashed over hers.

      Cradled in Elijah’s arms, Jasmine rested her head against his chest. His heart beat a comforting rhythm against her cheek as she gazed out across the inky waters of Serenity Bay.

      “I love you, Jasmine.”

      “I love you too, Elijah. Forever.”

      Forever wouldn’t be long enough, but she would start with that. For now, she had all she desired. Her heart had been reclaimed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dear Reader,

      Thank you for reading ‘Reclaiming Her Heart’ - my debut novella, which serves as a prequel to a new series set in Serenity Bay.

      If you would be kind enough to leave a review on Amazon and/or Goodreads, I would greatly appreciate it. Honest reviews help other readers find my books, and your support means the world to me.

      To keep up to date with all my new releases, follow me on Facebook.

      Thanks again!

      Callie.
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      He heals hearts for a living. She's nursing a broken one. Can a mutual arrangement bring the healing they both desire?

      Dr Caleb Hunter is a broken man. An esteemed cardiologist, he has saved many lives. Except the one that meant the world to him. Unable to forgive himself over his wife’s death, Caleb buries himself in his work and leaves the raising of his two young children to his long-term nanny. But when a family emergency arises, Caleb is left facing a busy holiday schedule without a nanny and urgently seeks a replacement.

      Kara Savell had everything. A steady job. A large solitaire diamond from her highschool sweetheart. And the decor picked for her new home. All she had to do was tie the knot, have children and live her happily ever after.

      Until she saw her fiancé in the arms of another woman.

      Heartbroken and humiliated, Kara heads to New York City to live with her cousin Marnie until she can figure out Plan B for her life. Still nursing her wounds, she suddenly finds herself working for a brooding doctor who also happens to be the biggest Grinch she’s ever met.

      Can Kara bring much-needed joy into the Hunter household? Will Caleb allow the cracks in his own heart to heal?

      

      Enjoy the Christmas spirit with this sweet, heartwarming romance.
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