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            Chapter One

          

          SADIE

        

      

    

    
      My life was officially a dumpster fire.

      You wouldn’t think so if you saw me here today, standing in the kitchen of this lovingly restored Victorian house with a to-die-for wraparound porch. Nestled on a tree-lined block in the small town of Jasmine Falls, it was the prettiest house in the whole county. My parents had bought this house decades before and turned it into a bed and breakfast that had been featured in dozens of regional magazines and was a favorite spot for tourists.

      It was a beautiful house. A historic landmark. A beloved piece of Lowcountry architecture. Today, though, it just reminded me of how I’d failed. Again.

      “I can’t believe I agreed to this,” I said, adjusting the apron Mom had loaned me. “What was I thinking?” As of last week, I’d lost my job, my housing, and now my last scrap of pride. For me, being here at the inn felt like the worst kind of humiliation—the kind that knocks you flat on your back and then sends you home licking your wounds. It was bad enough to lose my job and my home in one fell swoop, but to be back here, taking money from my parents at age twenty-nine?

      Epic failure.

      Dumpster fire.

      My mother huffed. “Probably that you owe me for last summer when I babysat that wretched snake for you.”

      “That was an emergency situation,” I said. “And Elvis was completely friendly.”

      Elvis the Education Snake was a lazy king snake who spent most of his time being petted by children during ranger programs at Congaree National Park. When the visitor center flooded, we had to evacuate Elvis for a few days, which unfortunately coincided with my time off. In short, Mom had done me a favor by watching him.

      I’d forgotten to tell her that Elvis was a champion escape artist.

      “It nearly gave me a heart attack when it hid under my pillow,” she said. “That monster took ten years off my life.” She frowned as she arranged her signature blueberry scones in a perfect little sunburst shape on the silver serving tray. “So now, I’m calling in the favor.”

      Truth be told, my mom had a lot of favors that she could call in. She’d helped me more times than I could count.

      She turned and put her hand on her hip, and I realized with a shudder that we were standing in identical postures. We probably looked like the mirror image of each other in that moment—though she was heavier and shorter, and her hair was threaded with gray. We had the same blue-gray eyes, the same deep brown hair, the same narrow shoulders, and the same stubborn resolve that came from relentlessly clawing your way toward your goals. As she stared me down by the breakfast buffet, I felt like I was looking at my future self, and that sent a chill straight through my heart.

      I did not want to be in this house, in this town, when I was her age. I had bigger plans for myself—much to her chagrin.

      Not that there was anything wrong with this house and this town—they were quaint and sweet, the epitome of Southern charm. But they were my mother’s dream, and not mine. My goals were different, and being back here was just a reminder that I’d failed to reach them.

      “You do realize that the breakfast in bed and breakfast is like fifty percent of the appeal,” I groaned. “And you know I can barely make toaster waffles.”

      The last time I’d tried, the fire department had showed up as thick black smoke poured out of my tiny kitchen window. Because I lived in park housing, it was extra embarrassing. Having your emergency blasted across all radio channels by park dispatch—followed by its humiliating conclusion that a toaster pastry was to blame—was not something one could easily live down.

      For weeks, the other rangers had called me Julia Wild Child and left toaster waffles in my office. One of the law enforcement rangers had even given me a pair of fireproof pants and two fire extinguishers (which I kept, of course, because I like to be prepared for any kind of emergency). But even that debacle was not as humiliating as being back here at the inn that my parents owned, doing a job that meant I’d officially failed at life. Again.

      “Sadie Anne, I’m not asking for the moon here.” Using my middle name meant she was deadly serious, and it always made me bristle. “I’m asking you to check in a few guests, change some towels, and turn over a few rooms. You could do that in your sleep. And you can order food from Gwen’s. I’m not expecting a miracle.” She paused and took a deep calming breath, and then moved on to re-arranging the fruit platter I’d just assembled. “This is fortuitous for both of us.”

      “Is it, though?”

      She huffed. “Since you no longer have a job or a place to live, I thought that solving both those problems for you was fortuitous, yes.”

      Her words stung, even though I knew she wasn’t trying to hurt my feelings. Being here now felt like the worst failure of my life. For the last three years, I’d felt like I’d finally found my purpose—that sweet spot where conservation and education overlapped. Working for the park service here in Jasmine Falls wasn’t just something I was good at, but something that gave me instant community. Between my colleagues and the steady stream of visitors eager to see our programs, I finally felt like I belonged—and that people appreciated my skills.

      The job was fun, too: canoe trips in the wetlands, junior ranger talks with kids, birding walks with cute little old couples who carried field notebooks to record their sightings. Getting people more curious and excited about the nature in their own backyard was more rewarding than any other job I’d ever done—and I’d tested a lot of jobs to see if they fit.

      My mother had been trying for years to get me to work at the inn—ever since I’d been in college. Now that my job with the park service had ended abruptly, this was her sneaky way of doing it again. My parents were delightful innkeepers—everyone loved them. They’d poured their hearts into restoring this house and building a business they were proud of. They relished making people happy, whereas I’d worked hard to break my people-pleasing habits. The last thing I wanted to focus on was making everyone else around me happy when I felt like my whole world was falling apart.

      Losing my job hurt, but the worst part was feeling like I’d been kicked out of the club. I’d stumbled into a job that came easy to me, and let myself believe I was good at it. Based on how easily District Ranger Mike had let me go, I’d been wrong.

      Dating his son hadn’t been my most brilliant move. But I hadn’t thought either of them were vindictive people. I’d been wrong about that, too.

      “I thought you’d enjoy being here,” Mom said sweetly. “It’s so quiet this time of year.”

      “Could you really not get Sean to come here and cover for the week?” I said. “He’s so much better at this than I am.”

      My older brother Sean was naturally charming and had worked here the whole time he was in college—he’d been our parents’ first choice for taking over the inn one day. Now he was married to a full-time novelist who supported them both, and his job was basically managing his wife Jacqueline’s social media accounts and book tours. Because he’d found success, he was off the hook.

      Mom folded her arms over her chest. “Sean’s busy this week and is hundreds of miles away. You, however, are right here at my fingertips and have nothing to do.”

      Except job hunt. And try not to die from humiliation.

      I rolled my eyes. Sean lived on some distant Florida key that sounded like paradise. Distance was almost always his excuse for not coming back here, but I knew he’d felt suffocated, too.

      “It’s just a week,” she said, arching her brow. “You can do anything for seven days, dear.”

      “Easy for you to say. You’re spending seven days in Hawai’i.”

      Last night, when Mom had called and talked me into being her stand-in, she’d explained that she and Dad had, on a whim, signed up on a waitlist for some kind of woo-woo couples’ retreat on the Big Island last winter. Another couple had cancelled at the last minute, and she’d gotten the call inviting them to come instead. Airfare was included, so it was a no-brainer—especially since I couldn’t remember the last time my parents took a vacation. When I’d offered to go in Mom’s place (“It’ll be a great way to get over suddenly losing my home and career,” I’d said), she didn’t find that so amusing.

      I didn’t find her counteroffer all that amusing, yet here I was.

      “Sadie, this will be good for you. I’m paying you twice what I’d pay anyone else.” Mom sighed, and her voice softened. “I just thought this would take your mind off the park business and give you a little extra money. And you know you can stay in the carriage house as long as you’d like.”

      At least I wasn’t staying under the same roof with them—Mom had offered to let me move back into their house, but I’d sooner eat my ranger hat. They lived a few blocks away, in another historic house they’d restored. These days, guests could just text them if they had any kind of late-night needs, so there was no reason for my parents to be onsite all night long. This week, though, I’d be staying in the carriage house behind the inn to make sure everything ran smoothly while they were away.

      “I know, Mom. I appreciate the help.”

      She patted my arm and said, “See? It’s win-win.”

      I bit my lip. It was hard to be irritated with her when she put it that way—she was only trying to help me, but it still felt like she was poking a wound. My last paycheck from the park service would come in two weeks, and I needed to save every penny until I figured out my next move. No other parks were hiring right now, and there weren’t many in the area to begin with. Congaree was the biggest in a two hundred-mile radius, and it was the main attraction here. District Ranger Mike had terminated my position because he said they needed more wildlife biologists than they needed interpretive rangers. (That, of course, was a lie.) Probably this week was Mom’s way of easing me into working here full time and then taking over when she retired…but I was going to bury that thought as deep as I could and focus on just surviving the next seven days.

      This is temporary, I thought. You can do this. You take children on swamp tours. You relocate lost alligators and move rattlesnakes out of campgrounds. This is a cake walk.

      If I said it enough, I might believe it.

      “Plus, this week is important,” she said. “We have special guests and I need someone here that I trust.”

      Oh no. No.

      “Mom, please tell me it’s not a wedding party.” My heart sank at the thought. Nothing was harder than managing a rowdy bunch of bridesmaids and groomsmen. They were worse than ornery alligators.

      “No, it’s better!” She clasped her hands together and said, “A film crew is staying for the whole week. They’re shooting a travel show and want to feature Jasmine Falls. And maybe even the inn!”

      She squealed so loud I thought a window would crack. No wonder she was paying me double—it was hazard pay.

      “Mom,” I said, pressing my fingers into my temples. “Why are you just now telling me this?”

      “It’ll be so much fun, Sadie. And you’ll be perfect. Just show them around and tell them all the things that make our town amazing. And make them feel at home. They mentioned doing an interview, so if you’re lucky, they might even ask you a few questions and include it in the show. Wouldn’t that be something? I always wanted to be on TV.” Before I could even register all of her words, she grabbed the tray of scones. “Let’s get these out. Your father’s in charge of omelets and coffee, but you know how he gets once he starts telling people one of his stories. He’ll keep everyone here until lunch time.”

      An hour later, my head was spinning from the detail overload—not to mention what having a film crew here meant. My mother was Type A all the way, and had a particular way of doing—well, everything. Mom and Dad had painstakingly restored the huge Victorian from its pressed tin ceiling tiles down to the baseboards. Now it was one of the crown jewels of Jasmine Falls—and really, the whole Lowcountry of South Carolina. The upstairs held five bedrooms and bathrooms that were tastefully updated to showcase features original to the house. The front rooms downstairs were for the guests—a sitting room, a library, and a dining room, all furnished with stunning antique furniture. In back were the office, the kitchen, and the laundry. That area was separated by a lovely set of pocket doors that they hadn’t even realized were in the house until a year after they bought it.

      The last time I’d helped Mom at the inn, I’d been a freshman in college—home for the summer with “nothing to do” (her words, not mine) and some half-formed ideas of what I wanted to do with my life. After a whole summer of helping with check-ins and doing more laundry than I thought possible, I'd been certain that running the inn was not my calling. It had felt dull and meaningless, but that was something I could never say to my parents because they loved this work. Though my mom had insisted she wasn’t disappointed by my decision to quit my hospitality-track degree and opt instead for parks and recreation, I had my doubts. Deep down I knew that she had hoped her love of this place would rub off on me and inspire me to run the inn when she and Dad retired.

      Now, the way Mom got all excited explaining her check-in protocols, I wondered if it would be harder to step away this time around. I loved my mom, but there was no way I was working for her. Hard pass.

      “I’ve put together a check-in list for you to follow,” she said. “It’ll make things easy.” She pulled out a binder that was as thick as the dictionary and thrust it into my arms. “You’ll need to freshen up the rooms before the film crew arrives. They should be here today between four and six.”

      “Got it.”

      “Have I forgotten anything?” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. She wore a floral blouse and tan cropped pants, like she was already halfway into vacation mode.

      “I can manage,” I said. “Don’t worry. Go have fun and pet a dolphin for me.”

      She straightened a framed print on the wall by the desk and said, “Just remember to be twice as friendly as you think you need to be. Everyone’s here for an escape, and your job is to help them relax and enjoy this place.”

      “It’ll be fine,” I said, with a little extra gusto just for her.

      “Of course, it’ll be fine,” Dad said. He stepped into the office, still wearing one of mom’s chef aprons. “You got this, Monkey.” He turned to Mom and said, “We should head to the airport, hon. Wheels up in two hours.”

      “I’ll have my cell phone with me at all times, so you just call if there’s any trouble,” she said. “Just remember the time difference.”

      “I’m not going to call you on your vacation,” I said.

      Dad groaned, steering Mom toward the kitchen. “Let’s go get the last few things packed,” he said. “I’m ready to drink fruity drinks with umbrellas and feel sand between my toes.”

      She smiled and said, “Sadie, we’ll let you know when we land.”

      Dad gave me a big hug and said, “Have a good week, kiddo. Thanks for standing in.”

      “Of course. Safe travels.”

      After about a hundred more reminders from Mom, they were out the door, and I was left in silence. Our current guests (two retirees from Florida) would check out in two more days. This was the shoulder season, when you could take a breath—the Labor Day rush was past, and the next big wave of visitors wouldn’t come until October, for the Fall Festival. The film crew had booked four of our five rooms, but I expected to barely see them at all. With any luck, this week would be completely uneventful.

      After the last couple of weeks, uneventful was exactly what I needed.

      It was easy enough to handle a couple of nice old people from Florida. A few muffins and scones and tales from my park service days would keep them entertained, and there would be nothing for me to do after dinner time each night, except stream movies and eat ice cream from the carton as I mourned the death of yet another career path.

      Easy.
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        * * *

      

      After making myself a fresh coffee and setting up my laptop in the library, I called my friend Gwen to see about ordering breakfast for our guests. She owned the Sentient Bean, which was just a few blocks from here on Main Street. It had the best coffee and pastries on the whole planet because Gwen was a culinary wizard. We’d been friends forever and were the same age—but somehow, she made twenty-nine look a lot more adult. Unlike me, Gwen owned her own business, had her life in order, and had plans for her future that didn’t get upended nearly as often as mine.

      “Did you manage to get Sabrina Harper on an airplane?” Gwen asked, teasing. There was a clatter in the background, the whir of a coffee grinder. Gwen was a workaholic, too, though she’d never admit it.

      “They should be cruising somewhere over the Midwest right about now,” I said. “I’ve been directed to hire a pro to handle breakfast.”

      Gwen laughed. “You don’t want to whip up some eggs Benedict every day?”

      “You and I both know that would end badly. I’m trying to keep Mom’s perfect five-star online rating, and it seems that the discerning traveler wants more than Pop-Tarts.”

      “No problem, babe. I’ve got you covered. I’ll text you some options and you can let me know if the head count changes.”

      “Super. You’re a lifesaver.”

      “Does this mean you won’t need my guest room?” she said.

      Gwen had offered to let me stay with her when the park service had yanked the rug out from under me (along with the rest of the furnished apartment). I’d had to move out after my last full day of work last week.

      “Mom wants me to stay on site in the carriage house. Just in case of nighttime needs or emergencies. Even though I think our current guests will be in bed by seven o’clock.”

      She snorted. “Movie night at your place, then. I’ll bring the wine.”

      The front door opened and the tiny string of bells on the doorknob tinkled. Our Florida guests must have forgotten something.

      “Can you bring some day-old cupcakes?” I said. “Cupcakes make everything better.”

      “Absolutely.”

      “Hello?” a voice called. Footsteps echoed on the hardwood floor of the entryway.

      “Let me call you back,” I said, standing. When I stepped out of the library, I walked right into what felt like a brick wall but was almost certainly a human. After bouncing off, I saw that it was not one of our retiree guests.

      This man was closer to my age, tall with broad shoulders and arms that reached for mine to steady me. For a moment, I was stunned—both from nearly being knocked to the ground and by the grip of his hands. When I looked up at his face, though, my stomach twisted into a knot.

      I knew those dark brown eyes, that sharp jaw, that intense gaze. Standing with his hand firmly on my biceps was the one guy I’d never expected to see again as long as I lived.

      James Fielding.

      He stared at me for a what felt like a full minute, and I thought that maybe he didn’t recognize me. Maybe we could avoid any and all awkwardness. But then he gave me his trademark smirk, and that hope went right out the window.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          SADIE

        

      

    

    
      James Fielding looked just as annoyingly attractive as he had in college—though his frame was more muscular, he still had a head full of unruly almost-black hair and dark brown eyes that took on a devilish glint when he grinned. Dressed in a fitted black tee shirt and snug jeans with a leather motorcycle jacket, he looked like a slightly more polished version of his college self. Now, his rough edges looked intentional.

      His piercing gaze though—that hadn’t changed one bit. James had always had this way of staring at whatever object or person had captured his interest and focusing on it like there was nothing else in the room. Now his gaze was fixed on me—and I felt that familiar tingling on the back of my neck, like what happens when lightning strikes close.

      Being the focus of James Fielding’s attention was a lot like being struck by lightning.

      “What on earth are you doing here?” I said. There was no use in pretending I didn’t recognize him, because who could ever forget James Fielding? My heart was doing this weird somersaulting thing, and I could feel all the blood rushing to my head. I knew I should be civil—because should I really hold a grudge after eight years?

      Yes, actually. Yes, I should.

      His lips lifted into a tiny smile as he released me. “Hi to you, too, Harper.”

      My jaw tightened. I’d hated when he used to call me that. Which was always.

      The way my name sounded on his lips, though, still sent shivers straight down my back. He had one of those deep drawls from coastal Georgia that was all soft edges and sweet promises—as soothing as a lullaby.

      I could have easily fallen for him back at Cambrick College…if he hadn’t been so determined to outdo me every chance he got. One night I’d come dangerously close, because for all his faults (and there were many) James Fielding knew how to make you feel like the most fascinating person on Earth.

      That had always sounded cliché to me, until he’d managed to break through all of my insecurities one night, under a blanket of stars, and made me feel like I had some kind of rare alluring quality, too.

      Somehow, he’d only gotten hotter since then.

      Stop it, I thought. Stop staring at his perfectly tousled hair, his gorgeous eyes, his mischievous grin. Stop.

      “You run this place?” he said, sliding his fingers along the antique bookcase by the door. “It’s quite lovely.” The way he said lovely sounded like an insult, even though his tone was as sweet as caramel.

      Just as I was appreciating the way those jeans seemed to be tailor-made for his muscular thighs and perfectly curved backside, he turned and caught me staring.

      “You didn’t answer my question,” I said, trying to ignore the way his eyes raked over the decor—and then over me. “Are you lost?” It wasn’t hard to guess what he thought of this house: quaint, small-town, a little shabby chic. Probably exactly what he’d thought of me back when we were trying to constantly one-up each other in college. This was no doubt exactly where he’d pictured me ending up, despite my greatest efforts not to, and I wanted to knock that satisfied smirk right off his face.

      How the universe would bestow such striking looks to such a jerk was criminal. And why the universe had decided to send him here, to my precise location, was inexcusable.

      His eyes landed on mine, and his teasing smile was back. “I’m checking in,” he said, his voice gravelly.

      I snorted with laughter. “Yeah, okay. Why are you really here?” I could think of exactly zero reasons why James Fielding would be in Jasmine Falls. We had a cute tourist thing going on here, but James hadn’t been the kind of person to either (1) hike in what was until recently called a national swamp, or (2) recreate in places that were considered quaint. The James Fielding I knew was the opposite of quaint. He was methodical, calculating, and laser-focused on what he wanted.

      He arched a brow. “The room’s probably booked under another name. Try Ashley Bennett.”

      I blinked at him, feeling utterly nauseated because the last thing I wanted to think about was all the things James would do here with a woman—and seriously, would the universe really be that cruel?

      Suddenly I was very grateful for the carriage house. These walls were paper-thin.

      A million thoughts went racing through my brain: how had he found me? Had he tracked me down and come here just to antagonize me? Make me feel like a complete failure because I was still stuck in my tiny hometown while he’d become a jet-setting writer? (Yes, I’d semi-stalked him on social media enough to know that he’d become a travel writer, and not a horrible one. The man could craft sentences, I’d give him that.)

      But how would he even know I was here at the inn? Yes, I posted about my park job on social media, and Congaree was easy enough to find with Google, but Jasmine Falls was basically the middle of nowhere. I hadn’t heard from James since my college graduation, and now here he was, standing in the foyer acting like it wasn’t unusual at all to run into me in a town so small it only had two stoplights.

      There were three things I knew for sure about James Fielding: he aimed to be the best, he made friendly rivalries into all-out war, and he never did anything accidentally.

      With a rakish smile, he said, “She’s our P.A. Among other things.”

      And that’s when two things clicked together in my brain: the last article I’d seen of James’s was a travel piece in a national magazine. The crew checking in today was filming a travel show.

      James must be the writer.

      “Oh no,” I breathed. How could this be happening?

      “Is there a problem?” he said, his voice light. He shoved his hands into his pockets and raised a brow. He’d always had these perfectly expressive eyebrows that punctuated every emotion that flashed across his face.

      Problem? That was one way to put it.

      In college, James and I had been on the same track for a degree in hospitality for three years, until I’d finally switched concentrations in my next-to-last semester. We’d been rivals the entire time, always neck and neck for awards, internships, and the highest grades in our class. What started as simple competition that kept me on my toes had soon grown into an epic rivalry, and it didn’t end until we tossed our mortarboards up into the air and went our separate ways.

      At least we had different goals for our degrees. Because James was bent on adventure tourism and I was enamored with parks and conservation, there was virtually zero chance we’d ever cross paths again.

      Or so I’d thought.

      Since college, James had become a travel writer—and much to my dismay, a really good one. I’d seen his pieces in a few national magazines, and some big-time online publications, too. And yes, I’d even hate-read them all because some rivalries just never die. (It had started with following links to his articles, curious if he’d accomplished all of those #goals that he went on and on about on social media—but his posts made me want to gag because he seemed to always be posing smugly in some exotic, beautiful locale, grinning as if he had a glamorous, flawless life.) James had made a name for himself, and had everyone fooled into thinking he was this charming, humble storyteller who was smitten with hidden-gem towns and luxurious escapes, and wanted nothing more than to show everyone on Earth the exciting parts of life that they’d been missing.

      YOLO, and all that.

      But every time I saw his smug face attached to an article, I just thought of the guy who made my college life miserable and rubbed my failures in my face. Whenever he’d be selected for an internship we’d both applied to, he’d say, Don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll find one, too in that condescending tone that meant he thought hell would freeze over first. When he’d beat me out for awards, he’d say, Maybe you’ll get the next one. When his GPA bumped above mine, he’d say, Most employers don’t even care about grades anymore. And when I’d win something over him? He’d smile and say, See, the dark horse pulls ahead sometimes.

      He said these words in a friendly tone, but I knew the subtext. He thought he was better at everything and thought my park service dreams were silly. He had Big Dreams and Serious Plans, and even though he had an ego the size of a small planet, people in our class still liked him. Everybody did.

      And based on his writing career and his social media account, that had not changed. He was a wolf in sheep’s clothing, and the internet loved him. Usually as I was scrolling, I could tamp all those feelings down because I’d finally found a job I liked—it might not be glamorous like his, but it meant something to me. It made me feel like I had a purpose, and that I was a force of good in the world.

      Having that taken away was devastating. It made me feel like I’d been wrong all along: like I wasn’t good enough, I was easily replaceable, I wasn’t so special after all. To fail at the thing I thought I was best at was utterly humiliating. It made me feel like I wasn’t good at anything—and nothing I’d worked for had mattered.

      And now James was here bearing witness to my darkest moment, when I’d lost the only job that had ever really meant something to me.

      So, was there a problem here? Yes. One hundred percent, yes.

      I took a deep breath to calm myself—the kind that three years of working in a government agency had helped me perfect—and pulled up the day’s reservations. At the top was one for Ashley Bennett.

      Four rooms.

      “No problem,” I said, gritting my teeth. “Here you are.”

      “She’s getting in later this evening,” he said, his big brown eyes locking on mine again. “With the rest of the crew.” He said that last word as if to reiterate that she was his colleague, and  that he would be sleeping alone in his bed.

      Super. Now I was picturing James in his bed, and this room felt ten degrees hotter.

      “Cool,” I said, taking a deep breath. Great, Sadie. Now you’re reduced to one-word sentences.

      He smiled that warm smile again—deceptively sly, like an alligator at the water’s edge. “We’ll be here shooting all week. Ashley didn’t mention that when she made the reservation?”

      I swallowed hard. The last thing I wanted was to have James Fielding explain anything to me in that condescending tone he’d always taken with me in our classes. The way he’d spoken so slowly, placing emphasis on certain words had always made me want to slap him silly, and with no witnesses here, I wasn’t sure I could hold myself back if he started that nonsense again.

      “Of course,” I said, keeping my tone even. “I just wasn’t expecting you to be here, too. What a delightful surprise.” You won’t get the best of me today, James Fielding! The best thing about rock bottom is that you can’t go any lower!

      He gave me a teasing smirk and I forced myself to smile. Just as he opened his mouth to respond, the front door swung open and he turned his head toward the sound.

      Paula Sue Hinson blew in like a hurricane, her bright pink floral dress billowing behind her like a sail. She pushed her big black sunglasses up into her platinum hair and made a beeline for us, her wedge heels clopping on the hardwood like pony hooves. “Oh my goodness,” she cooed, her eyes going straight to James. “James, you’ve already arrived. We were just coming by to drop off a surprise welcome basket for you in your room. You’re just entirely too punctual.”

      He smiled so his dimples showed and shook Paula Sue’s hand. “Mrs. Hinson, I presume. Lovely to meet you at last.” This time, lovely did not sound like a jab.

      Paula Sue blushed all the way down to the deep V-neck of her dress.

      Barf.

      “It’s so wonderful to meet you in person,” she said. “We’re just so honored that you’re here.”

      I rolled my eyes so hard they hurt. Paula Sue loved to hobnob with famous people (we had actors and politicians come through occasionally, plus the regular visit from America’s most popular weatherman during hurricane season), but James was hardly a celebrity. Sure, he’d published in magazines, but he was a far cry from a household name. This kind of attention was the last thing that his monstrous ego needed.

      “And I see you’ve met Sadie,” Paula Sue said. Her bracelets jangled together as she motioned toward me. “We’re going to have such an exciting week!”

      “Oh, yes,” he said, giving me a charming smile. “Sadie and I go way back.”

      “Do you?” she said, arching a brow.

      Double barf. I stared at him hard, willing him to stop right there. But to my absolute horror, he did not.

      “We went to Cambrick together,” he said with a glint in his eye. “Spent practically every day together there for a while, in the same major.” He turned to me and raised a brow. “Feels like yesterday.”

      “Well isn’t that wonderful!” Paula Sue beamed. “Won’t that make an interesting angle for the episode!”

      “Episode?” I said, back to multi-syllables.

      “Didn’t your mother tell you?” Paula Sue said. “James is here to shoot a brand new travel show he’s hosting—and it’s all about Jasmine Falls!”

      Oh. My. God.

      My heart dropped into my shoes. James was a writer. Why was he hosting a show? Did this man never run out of luck?

      “Can we talk about it yet?” she asked James, placing her hand on his forearm. “Or is it still a secret?”

      He smiled so his stupid perfect teeth showed and said, “Cat’s out of the bag. They made the official promo last week.” He turned to me and gave me a sly wink that simultaneously made my traitorous heart flip and made me want to smack him. Of course he’d show up here when he was wildly successful, at the top of his game. And when I was at the bottom of mine.

      Could an asteroid please strike the earth already? Like right now, please?

      Paula Sue squealed with delight. “Sadie, James’s show got picked up by a big-deal streaming service—we’re going to be famous!”

      “Famous might be a stretch,” I said, unable to help myself.

      James arched a brow at me and his lip quirked into a tiny smile—the same tiny smile that used to say Game on.

      She pursed her lips, ignoring my comment completely, and said, “Think of what this will do for our tourism. James, we’re all just so excited that you’re here. We have dinner reservations for six o’clock at my favorite restaurant, and we’ll show you around tonight if you like. Let you get a feel for the place.”

      “Sounds great,” he said. “I might just rest my eyes a bit before the others get here. I started my day with a three-hour traffic jam in Atlanta and saw an actual high-speed chase. I could stand to unwind a little.” He glanced back toward me and smiled, and it felt like a solid minute until my brain started firing all synapses again.

      Paula Sue gasped. “You poor thing!”

      “That’s certainly a lot of excitement for one day,” I said.

      “Yeah. Not the kind I like.” His brow lifted and for a split second I wondered about the kind of excitement he did like.

      Key, Sadie. Room. Hospitality.

      Ugh.

      “We put you in the Magnolia Room,” I said, aiming for my best fake-polite tone. “It has the nicest view of the garden. It’s upstairs, the first room on the right. The key’s on the dresser.”

      Paula Sue’s eyes widened, like she was horrified I wasn’t leading him up the stairs. If it were anyone else, I would have. But James Fielding could go find his own room, and wander down the halls and fall out a window for all I cared. The last thing I was going to do was wait on him hand and foot.

      “Thanks,” he said, his eyes twinkling. “I’ll see you later, Harper.”

      Paula Sue smiled and kept her eyes glued to him as he headed up the stairs. “He’s even more handsome in person,” she cooed.

      I rolled my eyes so hard they hurt.

      As soon as he was out of earshot, she grabbed my arm and said, “I can’t believe he’s here already. We need to get you up to speed on things because this is a once in a lifetime opportunity for us.”

      Before I could ask what that meant, she hauled me back into the library and onto the couch. When she plopped down next to me, there were only a few inches of space between us and I felt like a mouse trapped under a cat’s paw. She smelled like gardenias and looked about ten years younger than her actual age of sixty-six, and she had a surprisingly tight grip for a woman so petite. Paula Sue was friends with my mom, and also head of the Jasmine Falls Beautification Council. Most of their work was seasonal (like the annual Christmas decorations that stretched from one end of the town limits to the other), but sometimes there were special projects like redesigning the green space in the town square or commissioning a new official welcome sign. The council’s job was to make the town look more adorable than a Hallmark movie set, and she took her job very seriously.

      “Did your mother really not tell you about this?” she said, leveling her big green eyes on mine. “It’s a huge deal to have him stay here and we need to make sure his time with us is absolutely perfect.”

      “She kind of left in a hurry,” I said. “Maybe you can fill me in?” Heat rose to my cheeks as I thought about my old rivalry with James, how I’d complained about him nonstop when I came home back then, and how my mom had laughed it off and told me he was just a boy with a crush. She’d never known the extent of our feud, but she knew he’d gotten under my skin and stayed firmly planted there until graduation day. Had she known James would be part of this and intentionally not told me?

      The realization hit me like a hammer. Of course she’d left this part out. She knew there was no way I’d agree to watch over the inn if it meant being hospitable to James Fielding for a whole dang week and treat him like some kind of royalty. My mother had upped her game.

      I was going to murder her and bury her in the garden. Or just bring Elvis the king snake back for a surprise visit.

      Paula Sue gave me a stern look and arched a finely penciled brow. “There are a few things we need to go over, dear. First, I want to reiterate that this is a very important moment for the whole town. We’ve all got to pull together to make sure every part of the next six days is picture perfect.” She gave me a pointed look. “I picked up a bit of a vibe back there—you say you know each other?”

      “We were in the same program at Cambrick,” I said.

      Her eyes widened. “So you’re old friends, then?” She clasped her hands together. “That’s wonderful, Sadie. That gives us a huge leg up.”

      “I wouldn’t say friends, exactly.” But I could already see the wheels turning in her brain.

      “I can’t wait to tell the others,” she said. “This is fantastic!” She dug through her purse, which was big enough to hold a Labrador, and handed me a folder with the town seal on the front. “I have an extra itinerary for you. Everything we have planned for James is inside.”

      I swallowed hard, opening the folder. There were several loose pages stuck in the pocket, plus a notepad and fancy blue pen that had a little white palmetto tree on the side, along with the words Jasmine Falls - Stay awhile!

      “The top page is the daily schedule,” she said. “We’re taking turns doing interviews, and you can see all the participants listed there in the packet. Yours is on Friday afternoon. It’s a packed week, but we want to make sure that everyone puts their best foot forward the whole time James is here. Pretend you’re being recorded at all times.” She dropped her hand to my knee and said, “I can’t emphasize that last part enough. You never know what will make it to the editing room, and you know how reality shows thrive on conflict. We want to avoid that at all costs.”

      Paula Sue never wanted the wrong kind of attention.

      “Interview?” Nausea washed over me like a rogue wave. Mom had mentioned the crew might ask me a few questions. That I might be on camera. I’d brushed all of that off at the time, but Paula Sue was serious. This was not just a few casual questions that “might make it into the episode.” It was one thing to put on my fake smile and be a good hostess, but an interview with James? Like in the same room with him? Letting him pick my brain like a carrion bird? No, thank you.

      The more she talked, the more my head spun. Paula Sue went over all the details excitedly, gesturing with her hands like she was showing off the prizes on a game show, but my head felt like it was full of bees and I thought surely I was going to faint. Was it possible to die from annoyance?

      James Fielding was the absolute last person I wanted to see here. Or ever again. The last time I’d seen him, we’d been in our caps and gowns and I’d tried my best to ignore him—hard though, since he’d graduated summa cum laude and had given our student speech. It was a rousing one, of course, which had made the crowd erupt into cheers and made me wish I could rewrite that last paper for Professor Erickson that had earned me a B—enough to drop my GPA just a fraction of a point below James’s, thus putting him up on that stage. He’d always been an overachieving perfectionist, but he was also conceited and arrogant. Problem was, he hid it well. James was a showman and knew exactly how to work a crowd.

      Of course
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