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      Ella Shaw woke to the buzzing of her alarm. After rolling over, she slapped the button, turning off the offensive noise. She had never been a morning person, but running an entire inn, mostly by herself, meant she needed to get up before the birds.

      Sitting up, she tried to rub the sleepiness from her eyes. Ella turned toward the window by her bed, the yellow light of day slowly creeping closer to the orange horizon. Rays of partially hidden sun glinted off the early morning mist and frosted dew-covered cobwebs covering the grass in the backyard below. The sky was still varying shades of blue and indigo, edged in fire where the sun slowly rose on its own time. She could still make out a few stars. Ella loved the stillness and quiet at this time of day. It was her own private peace.

      She took a deep breath before turning on the small bedside lamp that sat next to her clock. The light flicked, momentarily assaulting her eyes before they could adjust. Her room was small but cozy, with a white pine-paneled ceiling and natural dark wood beams vaulted across the middle. One of the walls was stone and had a large bay window that overlooked the backyard, letting in natural light.

      A few of her own sketches hung in the room, her most prized being the one of Mac, her surrogate father, framed by her bed. Ella pushed the purple down comforter off her. It was the one burst of color in the otherwise neutral room.

      She slid her feet onto the furry white rug, wiggling her toes on the softness before reluctantly standing.

      Ella liked to think of herself as a minimalist. She had come here seven years ago after arriving with only her backpack filled with her sketchbook, wallet, and the clothes on her back. She had no intention of overstaying her welcome. There was no use collecting items she couldn’t take when she left, so keeping less stuff had become a habit. Everything had been temporary for her; there was no sense in getting attached. That had been Ella’s theory for most of her life, until she started to open herself up to the one person she had come to rely on these past seven years: Mac. But even that had come to a bitter end.

      Ella dressed and went about her tasks for the day at the inn. After the guests had finished, most of the rooms were prepared for the guests. The checkouts had ended, and the check-ins came rolling in sporadically. The maids had finished cleaning the rooms and were now moving on to clean the lobby and breakfast area.

      Ella’s best friend and chef, Magdalena Hicks, sat on a bench in the lobby, waiting for her mother, Annie, and her daughter, Avery, to pick her up.

      “How is little miss Avery today?” Ella asked while she worked through the never-ending stack of paperwork on the front desk.

      “Oh, she told me she wants to go fossil hunting this weekend to find dinosaur bones.” Maggie stretched out her long legs. She tucked her short blond hair behind her ear.

      

      Ella’s eyebrows rose in confusion. “Dinosaur bones?”

      “She is obsessed with all things dinosaurs. Mom said I was, too, when I was five, but I don’t remember ever being so completely captivated by something in my entire life. I mean she watches documentaries of paleontologists talking about stuff that makes me fall asleep it is so boring.” Maggie playfully rolled her eyes. “But Avery is glued to every word they say. The first time she said paleontology it sounded like ‘pay-lean-nolo-ghee,’” Maggie added in a mock four-year-old voice.

      Ella laughed at her best friend’s impression, then stapled a few pages together. “Well, maybe she gets that from your wife. Julia does like playing with mud.”

      “Yes, because pottery is almost the same as a dinosaur dig,” Maggie said sarcastically, her blue eyes always sparkling with joy at the mention of her wife’s influence.

      The bell above the door rang before a warm breeze swept over Ella’s body. Her body buzzed as she inhaled the earthy aroma of the woods, mixed with a masculine scent—musk and pine. Confused, she looked up, her body frozen momentarily as a breathtakingly handsome, tall man walked into the lobby, the door closing behind him. His brown hair was cut in a short fade, and he wore a snug-fitting black tee that accentuated every muscle in his broad shoulders. Her eyes wandered down past his long camo shorts, over his toned brown calves, settling on his black and white Converse shoes. Warmth pooled in her center. What is happening to my body?

      Maggie cleared her throat.

      Ella’s gaze snapped back to his face, her cheeks growing hot. Did he see me ogling him?

      The gorgeous man stopped in front of the counter and stared back at her, his mouth quirked up on one side like he knew what she was thinking. Busted checking out a guest. Great, just what I need.

      His light hazel eyes—more green than brown with a golden ring around them—contrasted against his light brown skin, making him almost unearthly. How had they not caught my attention first?

      “G-good afternoon,” Ella managed to say. She cleared her throat, then asked, “Can I help you?”

      Her heart raced in her chest, so she blew out a long breath through her barely parted lips, which were all of a sudden dry. She licked them and blinked rapidly, bewildered by her body’s unusual reaction. Sure, this man was terribly good-looking, but why was she reacting this way? Ella didn’t react this way to men.

      Panic twisted up her spine, cinching around her ribs, but she took in another deep breath and slowly let it out, composing herself.

      The supermodel of a man put his hand on the back of his neck as his crooked smirk widened, turning into a full-blown smile that made her knees weak.

      Stupid feeble knees.

      “Checking in. River Parker,” he answered, his voice a deep rumble that sent vibrations straight to her sensitive core.

      She reached her trembling hands down for the paperwork. Does he see me shaking like a leaf? His eyes locked on to her arms, and the immediate urge to hide had her gripping the edge of the desk until her knuckles turned white. He can’t see my scars; they’re hidden in the ink. She glanced at the tattoos on her forearms before forcing her attention back to the stack of paperwork, finding the information she had stapled and prepared.

      “Yes. I have you as a guest staying until Tuesday, right?”

      “Yup,” he answered, sounding distracted.

      “Great. You’re in the Orchard suite. Here is your room key, a local map, and a list of close amenities. Breakfast is in the dining nook from seven to eleven.” Ella motioned to her right, going off muscle memory since her brain was mush at this point. “You’re on your own for lunch and dinner. I mean you can eat with anyone you want, but we don’t serve it here . . . dinner, I mean,” Ella finished, flustered as she motioned to the staircase on her left. Could I be any more awkward! Her cheeks flushed pink.

      River’s mouth parted in another full-blown smile. God, he has perfect teeth. The rest of the blood drained from her brain, moving south. What had gotten into her?

      “Thanks.” River reached for the paper, his finger grazing hers.

      A bolt of electrified energy shot through Ella’s palm, and she jolted and stepped back. Did he feel that too?

      River’s eyes flicked to hers before he picked up his bag and walked up the stairs to his right where the sign pointed to the rooms.

      Ella stared at the desk in front of her, willing her eyes not to follow the gorgeous man who had just caused her to lose her composure so completely. Her heart thundered in her chest like a war drum, warning her of the last time she’d gotten close to a man. I’m safe. I’m hidden. He can’t find me.

      “You should look. The view of his backside is just as nice as the front,” Maggie said, louder than she needed to.

      “Shhh! What if he heard you?” Ella’s searing eyes practically burned into Maggie.

      Maggie just giggled mischievously in response.

      Ella sighed. “Was I that obvious?”

      Her friend shot her an incredulous look before answering, “Girl, I have never seen you fawn so completely over any man since I met you. You got it bad for that guy.”

      “He’s a guest, Maggie. Off-limits,” Ella responded, more to remind herself than her friend.

      It had been a long time since she had been with a man. Ella had let that part of herself wither in the darkness since she’d escaped hell on earth seven years ago. Seven years was a long time, and Ella had since assumed that, maybe, she just didn’t need sex. Because for her, sex meant men. And there had never been a man she was attracted to that she’d felt was trustworthy enough to let into her heart. She had considered casual hookups, but the thought of someone seeing her scarred body and asking questions immediately shut down the possibility for her.

      “Whatever you say,” Maggie teased.

      The bell rang again as little Avery rushed into the inn with Annie trailing not far behind her. Avery’s jet-black hair was pulled up into a tight bun, and she wore rainbow-striped leggings, a polka-dot skirt, and a blue top with a unicorn on it.

      “Mommy! Mommy, I missed you!” Avery yelled as she dove into her mother’s arms.

      Annie greeted Ella while Avery and Maggie chatted about the little girl’s day spent with her gramma. Annie had become a surrogate fun aunt for Ella. Two years before Mac’s diagnosis, Annie had retired from her role as the main cook at the inn, except for special occasions. She now watched her granddaughter while Maggie worked in her place.

      Annie reached out to Ella for a hug. Ella didn’t like being touched, but she made an exception for the few who were closest in her life. That list had only grown shorter since Mac’s death.

      Annie towered over Ella as she enveloped her within her arms. Her hair was long and silver with ever-changing brightly colored streaks. Annie was what Vermonters referred to as “granola” or “crunchy.” She never wore a bra. She used a salt crystal for deodorant and patchouli oil for perfume. Her clothes were all organic hemp or cotton dresses and pants of varying shades of natural colors, patterns, and layers. She practiced earthing, which meant unless it was absolutely freezing out, or there was snow or ice on the ground, she was barefoot. She wore a long crystal and wood mala necklace, and rings on almost every finger. She was the most eccentric, fun-loving, and free-living person Ella had ever had the honor of knowing.

      “How goes it at the inn?” Annie asked.

      “Great.” Ella exhaled, releasing some of the tension from the exchange with their newest guest.

      “I would say a little better than great, wouldn’t you, Ella?” Maggie teased.

      Annie looked between Ella and Maggie before asking, “Oh? Sounds like something juicy!”

      Ella crossed her arms and shot a death glare to Maggie, which her friend ignored.

      “Ella nearly had a spontaneous orgasm at the sight of a smoking, fine-ass guest is all. Pun intended.” She winked at Ella. “His name is River.”

      “Be quiet, Maggie!” Ella hissed.

      “Who’s River, Mommy? I want to go to the river!” Avery chimed in.

      “Aves, you and your mommy should go on a hike to the river! Your mommy was just telling me how much she wanted to go outside today and play in the mud. Mud season is almost over, so you better go now,” Ella lied.

      Vermont had what seemed like seven revolving seasons, rather than four: winter, spring, second winter, mud season, summer, fall, and winter again. The locals would joke that if you didn’t like the weather, wait five minutes because it was bound to change.

      Maggie glared back at Ella, but Avery jumped up and down in excitement. “Can we go now, Mommy? Pleeease?”

      Avery called Maggie Mommy, and her other mother, Julia, Mama. Avery was lucky enough to have two loving mothers, which was twice as many as Ella had.

      “Yes, baby. Let’s go before Aunt Ella comes up with any more ideas. We can pick up Mama from her shop on the way.” Maggie took a gleeful Avery’s hand and walked out the door.

      Annie gave Ella one more hug and handed her a baggie filled with chocolate hearts. “Oh! I almost forgot. I finished a fresh batch of these for you today.”

      “Thanks so much for making me more.”

      “I’m just glad they’re helping. Enjoy!” Annie said with a wink before following her daughter and granddaughter.

      

      At midafternoon Ella needed to take a break, so she wandered into the kitchen to make herself a cup of black tea, after setting the chocolates in the freezer. Her mind wandered back to the striking guest and what had transpired. It must have been momentary insanity. A man that good-looking hadn’t crossed her path in an awfully long time—if ever. Maybe she needed to get out a little more, to interact with the opposite sex in a strictly platonic way. The thought terrified her. Ella’s fingertips tingled, and she needed a moment to get a hold of herself. There was no point in entertaining fantasies that could never come true anyway. Even if I managed to trust a man enough, and after he saw how damaged I was, he’d run the other way.

      Ella shook her head, as if to rid it of those thoughts. She would drink her tea and get back to learning how to improve the inn’s website design. The task brought a sense of dread, much like the thought of getting out more. She couldn’t afford to hire someone, as she had just finished paying for the remodel, and Mac’s funeral. Plus, this time of year was the inn’s slow season. The business bank account was too low for something she was determined to figure out herself. She didn’t want to risk having someone else take over and make a mess of things that she had deliberately spent countless hours rebuilding. Special events, including the wedding season, would be starting in a couple of weeks, and that would bring in a much-needed influx of cash.

      The challenge of conquering the dreaded task of website design would be the perfect distraction from the hazel-eyed god staying upstairs. If she was numbing her mind with internet improvements, there would be no brain cells left to wonder what those full lips would feel like on her own. Ella bit down on the inside of her cheek. I bet they are warm and sweet.

      She jolted upright, sitting straight as a board, and nearly spilled her tea. Shaking her head, Ella attempted to release the thoughts out of irrational fear that the stranger could read her mind through the walls.

      “Best to get busy,” she said out loud to the empty room.
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      River’s gaze snagged on the beauty behind the front desk. Her eyes had slowly made their way down his body, and he’d relished in her appraisal. Her breasts heaved against the fabric of the purple dress she was wearing. Her cream skin contrasted with her dark eyes and long brown hair. Would the wavy locks feel soft in his hand, or would they tickle his bare chest as she leaned forward while she rode him? By the way her brown eyes dilated and her complexion pinkened when she’d finally met his gaze, he guessed she was having similar thoughts. It was going to be a long week, but maybe he could have some fun while he was there.

      She reached down for the paperwork on her desk, the ink covering her forearms drawing his attention. His shorts tightened as he got an erection like a teenage boy. I need to get laid. He picked up his bag to hide his obvious physical response and stood as close to the desk as possible.

      Taking the papers from the hostess, a jolt of something akin to lightning struck his body when her hand grazed his. What the hell just happened? Must have been static energy. River left as quickly as he could to regain some semblance of control and maybe find a cold shower before he embarrassed himself further.

      He made his way up the well-lit hallway, searching for his room. He passed several suites all named after apples: Granny Smith, Gala, Fuji … just to name a few. At the very end of the hallway, he found a door that read “Orchard Suite” and inserted the key.

      After pushing the door open, he stepped into a large room with wooden flooring and a slate, gas fireplace. He moved closer to the wall to get a better look at the few well-chosen pictures hanging around the room. Each piece of art was of typical things you might find on an orchard: apples, wagons, tractors, and trees with seasonal workers on ladders. The pictures were detailed and realistic. All of them were mostly black and white, with just a pop of color.

      There had been a common decorative theme in the lobby too. It was his job as a consultant to critique businesses to notice such details and help them improve their appearances, staff, and leadership. But so far, River was having a hard time coming up with a single thing to change about this place. He hadn’t really been looking forward to traveling to such a small mountain town. His stepfather had insisted he didn’t want anyone else working on the Stowe Mountain Resort contract, so River had relented. He always did what his father wanted when it concerned Parker Consulting Inc. It helped that Stowe had ample hiking opportunities—that was something River had been planning to try.

      The drive along the country roads had been vastly different than driving on the multilane streets and highways of Boston. The only negative part of the trip so far had been getting stuck behind a tractor going twenty miles per hour for a good five miles. On the flip side, it had forced him to take in more of his surroundings, like the wildflowers on the side of the road, and leaning white mileage posts that were nearly lost in the tall weeds. He had noted the lack of litter, as well as the absence of billboards. The pure blue sky, green trees, and countless fields full of grazing dairy cows had not been the worst view during the long drive.

      He dropped his bag on the white comforter of the bed, then unpacked the few items he’d brought and placed them into the dresser. He put his toiletry bag in the bathroom, then decided he needed a shower and some rest before venturing out for dinner—without the hostess’s company, as she’d so eloquently pointed out. The memory brought a smile to River’s face.

      A couple of hours later, River was showered and rested before going over the plans for the meeting he was attending the next day with the executives at the resort. His first day would consist of a tour of the facilities and then looking through the sales and marketing data with the clients.

      His stomach grumbled in hunger, demanding his attention, so he switched his laptop off and put his Chucks back on before grabbing his wallet and keys. When he made it down to the lobby, a note on the front desk caught his attention.

      Call or text the number below if you need anything before seven a.m.

      River headed out the door toward a pub he’d passed on his way in. He decided to walk, as the restaurant was just down the street, and the weather was warm.

      The area was mountainous with a mix of tall evergreens, maple, and oak trees. Birds fluttered above as the sun hung low in the clear blue sky. The air was crisp and clean with the hint of blossoming lilac flowers filling River’s senses.

      He walked on the uneven concrete sidewalk by a large bush that was buzzing from honeybees circling the purple clusters of blossoms. Does the hostess like flowers? Annoyance quickly replaced his curiosity at the intrusive thought. Why should I care?

      River had never reacted this viscerally toward a woman. Not even his ex-fiancée, Coraline. Maybe he should have taken that as a sign at the time. At the memory of his ex, and the lies that he had uncovered, his mood dampened. The sign for the Mountain Pub came into view, and he jogged the rest of the way to the front doors.

      He entered the establishment, savory foods and chatter greeting him. It was crowded for a weeknight in such a remote place, with sounds of many patrons talking and laughing. There was a large flat-screen television mounted above the bar, showing a baseball game. Several thick wooden tables were interspersed throughout the room, with booths to his left. He opted for a seat on a stool at the wood slab bar.

      “What can I get ya?” the barkeep asked as he placed a cocktail in front of the customer on his right. River glanced up at the chalkboard menu and picked out a special that sounded appetizing: a local grass-fed beef burger with fries and one of the several Vermont craft beers on tap.

      The pub was bustling, so he checked his phone while he waited for his drink. He had two messages from his best friend, Jax, saying to let him know if he could make the next practice for their soccer league, and one from his other friend Ethan, wishing him safe travels. The barkeep set the beer in front of him with a heavy clink as a few other patrons to his side left.

      River glanced to the corner of the bar, his eyes snagging on a familiar face. The hostess. His heart seized for a moment. She had her hair pulled back into a high ponytail, showing off her neck and a small patch of ink hiding behind her ear. He had a sudden urge to get closer to her and find out what it was.

      River didn’t even know her name. Black-rimmed glasses framed her lovely face as she focused solely on the laptop in front of her. She scrunched her nose as she concentrated, making her look absolutely adorable. Whatever she was working on must have been frustrating because she did it often. He couldn’t look away as she lifted the cup to her lips and took a sip without glancing up from her work. Her focus was just another reason he found her attractive.

      River picked up his beer and walked over, motioning to the empty barstool closest to her. “Mind if I sit here?”

      She jumped at the sound of his voice, spilling some of her tea next to her laptop. She nodded, quickly recovering, and grabbed a napkin to dab the liquid.

      “Hey, you work at the inn, right?” he asked. Real smooth.

      Another nod in response as she avoided his eyes and sipped her drink.

      “I never caught your name.”

      “Ella. Ella Shaw.” She tentatively reached out her hand to shake his, her cheeks rosy.

      River took her hand without hesitation, energy buzzing up his arm and vibrating through his body from the connection. What is that? He turned their joined hands over, his eyes locking on to her tiny palm in his. Ella whipped her hand back to the bar, as if she’d been burned.

      Doing his best to diffuse the tension, River glanced to her laptop and asked, “What are you working so hard on? Doesn’t your boss ever give you a break?”

      “Improving website design for the inn.” She sat straighter, squaring her shoulders, a proud smile on her face. “And . . . I am the boss.”

      River’s mouth dropped open and his eyes widened in disbelief.

      “Hey, darlin’, you want anything to eat yet?” the bartender asked Ella as he approached the table.

      River had to arch his head back to take in the full height of the burly bartender with matching tattoo sleeves. He looked to be of South American descent with his tanned skin. Jealousy surged at the way the bartender easily called Ella darlin’. The feeling only served to confuse him further. She’s not mine.

      Ella smiled and gave the guy a wink as she replied, “The usual tonight, Lucas.”

      “Anything for you, babe.” He gave her a half-smile before he sauntered off.

      Ella glanced back at River as a female server brought over his meal and set the burger and fries in front of him. River didn’t feel hungry now. His appetite had been replaced with the burn of jealousy. Why would his body have such a strong reaction to a complete stranger? He managed to gather himself in order to give a decent “thanks” to the waitress.

      After taking a bite of the first fry, River mumbled, “He seems kinda old.”

      “Who?” Ella asked.

      “The bartender.” He clenched his teeth.

      “Oh, really? I mean, he’s only thirty-five. If that’s your definition of old . . .” Ella paused for a moment.

      “That’s like a hundred and five in dog years,” River said, trying to lighten the mood.

      Ella laughed awkwardly. “Umm . . . okay.”

      “How old are you?”

      “In dog years?” she teased.

      River smiled. “No. Human years.”

      “Is this how all Bostonians are?” Ella relaxed into her chair.

      “How do you know I live in Boston?”

      She looked up at him, all emotion stripped from her expression. “Because I have been stalking you.”

      River’s breath caught momentarily, and his eyes widened.

      Ella burst out laughing. “That was too easy. I’m just messing with you. Your information was on file for the credit card used to book your room.”

      River chuckled. “Well, actually, I’m originally from California.”

      “That explains the lack of the accent.” She sipped her drink.

      Her pink lips pressed against the mug, and he suddenly wished he could trade places with the inanimate object.

      An older woman leaned in and practically yelled, “Don’t you know you are never supposed to ask a lady her real age? What are they teaching young kids these days? Young man, you need to work on your game.”

      Ella burst out laughing and it was one of the sweetest sounds he had ever heard, even if it was at his expense. Warmth radiated through his chest. He would do anything to hear Ella laugh again. He’d swim across oceans, climb mountains, or go to the deepest ends of the earth. When Ella genuinely smiled, her eyes lit up with something inside them that he recognized.

      “That’s what you kids call it nowadays, right? Game?” the older woman added.

      River turned toward her. She had short platinum curls, bright red lipstick, and smoky blue eye shadow. She looked like she might be related to Betty White.

      “Yes, Ms. Matty,” Ella answered.

      Ms. Matty climbed off her barstool next to River before walking over to Ella. Patting her shoulder, the older woman said, “Okay, well, you two have fun tonight. Ella, you are doing a great job with the inn since Mac passed. If you need any extra help this summer, let me know.” She turned to River, leaned in, and whispered, “Be patient with this one.” Then she gave him a wink, squeezed his bicep, and walked out of the pub, her cane assisting her with each step she took.

      River looked at Ella with a mixture of confusion and astonishment. “Ms. Matty?”

      Ella chuckled. “She’s eighty as of this past week, so I’m sure she didn’t like your comment about thirty-five being old.”

      “Ahh. I . . . that isn’t what I really meant. I thought . . . never mind. I’m twenty-eight, not that it matters.”

      The old lady was right—he did need to work on his game. River had never had trouble making conversation with a woman before. Ella seemed to be his kryptonite. He picked up his burger and took a large bite. His foot wouldn’t fit in his mouth if it was full of hamburger.

      She closed her laptop and pushed it to the side of the bar, making room for the meal that Lucas carried over for her. After setting the matching burger and fries in front of Ella, he poured a large glass of cranberry juice, adding a touch of vodka before setting the drink on a napkin next to her on the bar and retrieving the now forgotten cup of tea.

      “Thank you, Lucas.” Ella smiled at him.

      “Enjoy.” He winked again, then walked away to help another customer.

      Ella flicked a glance to River. He was strangely tense again, his jaw clenched in another wave of jealousy, aware of her eyes on him as he tried to get a hold of himself and take a few calming breaths. He didn’t need to make her feel more uncomfortable than he already had.

      “I’m twenty-five.” She picked up her first fry and began eating her dinner.

      A surge of excitement racked his body with the small victory of her response. His mouth was still full, so it took him a moment to ask, “What did she mean about Mac? Was he your boyfriend?” It was a creative way to ask if she was seeing someone.

      Ella stared down at her burger, her smile disappearing and her shoulders slumping. “No. More like father. He owned The Orchard Inn. I inherited it after he died.” Ella took another bite of her food.

      “Oh, wow. That must have been tough.” River took another bite, afraid of what insensitive comment may come out of his mouth next.

      “It was six months ago. I’d been working with him for years though, learning the business. I did the website and the remodeling of the inn. You should have seen the before pictures.” Ella took a few large sips of her spiked cranberry juice.

      “That’s amazing that you own your own business at such a young age. The inn is beautiful. I’m not just saying that. I work for my father’s business—Parker Consulting—and we collaborate with other establishments to improve everything from website design to leadership skills. I can honestly say I wasn’t expecting the inn to be half as nice as it is. I saw the website when I searched for directions,” River explained and then winced. Did he just insult her work?

      “Yes, well, that is what I am trying to work on.” She motioned to the laptop on the bar next to her. “The old pictures were from before the remodel was complete. Now I am trying to update it and work on expanding our reach using the internet.”

      “I could help,” River offered. The words left his mouth before he had time to process them.

      Ella’s eyes cautiously locked on his. “I’m sure I couldn’t afford you.”

      “Maybe we can work out a trade?” River tried again, not knowing why but feeling as if he needed to do this.

      Her gaze narrowed suspiciously before she took one last bite and set the rest of her burger on the plate. She picked up her drink and downed the rest before subtly dabbing the corner of her mouth. “And what is so valuable of mine that you want?”

      He was momentarily flustered and said the first thing that came to his mind. “Your time.”

      Ella looked at him, her brown eyes morphing from confusion to apprehension. “I don’t know what kind of woman you think I am, or what kind of inn I am running, but⁠—”

      River raised his palms in the air, his expression horrified, before interrupting her. “Oh my God. No! That isn’t what I meant.” Beads of sweat formed on his brow as he realized what his offer had sounded like. “I wanted to get some hiking in and see the sights while I am here. I only have meetings for a few days and then I’m on vacation for the rest of the week. I could use a tour guide.” He hoped humanizing himself would make him seem less stranger-psycho to her.

      She hesitated. “I’m really busy with the inn. I think I can figure this thing out. Thanks for the offer though. I’m sure one of the local activity shops can help with a tour guide, or even the resort.”

      River’s shoulders slumped in disappointment, and he decided he would focus on the why later.

      Ella gathered her laptop and her bag. Anxiety curled inside him, snaking up his spine. He wasn’t ready to part ways with her, so he called the waitress over for his bill, even though his plate and drink were half full. Needing some extra help in the confidence department, he quickly drank the last few gulps of his beer before setting the empty glass onto the bar. Ella had given the waitress instructions to put hers on a tab.

      “It was nice to see you again, Mr. Parker,” Ella said, before she began walking toward the door.

      “River,” he corrected.

      “River,” she echoed.

      The sound of his name from her lips sent a thrill through him. What would it sound like gasping from her mouth? Focus. He left a fifty-dollar bill on the bar, confident it would cover his meal and leave the waitress happy with a generous tip, before he followed after Ella.

      He quickly caught up with her outside the pub doors. “Hey, I am kind of in the mood for some soft-serve ice cream. Any place within walking distance you recommend?”

      Ella jolted around, eyes widening, hands held up, panic streaking through her eyes.

      River stepped back. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      Her chest heaved as she inhaled a deep breath and let it out before answering in a more formal tone. “It’s called a creemee around here. You might want to get your car because the best place is at the general store on Main Street, a few miles down the road.”

      “Oh, okay. Do you want to go get some together?”

      She crossed her arms, a frown marring her gorgeous face. “Look, I don’t know what you think is going to happen here, but you are a guest at my inn and you’re only staying for a week. I don’t get into cars with strange men I don’t know, even if they are guests.”

      “Oh, I didn’t mean—I’m sorry. I am not usually so . . .” He tried finding the right words as he realized how his behavior must be coming off to her.

      “Direct? Aggressive?” Ella offered up.

      “No. I’m always direct. I just usually have more . . . game.” He remembered Ms. Matty’s words.

      Ella hesitated for a moment and then visibly relaxed as she chuckled.

      He was a little mortified and a whole lot embarrassed at his behavior and the fact that it was having the opposite of his desired effect on this beautiful woman.

      “I’m sorry. I’ll leave you alone now,” he said, turning to walk back to the inn, shoulders slumped.

      “River, wait!”
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      Ella took a few quick steps to catch up with River. The look of defeat in his eyes turned to hope. Butterflies anxiously flitted in her stomach.  She wasn’t quite comfortable, so she took a deep breath. Usually, she was good at reading body language—a survival skill from her past. The way he had clenched his jaw when Lucas came to take her dinner order, put her on edge. He almost seemed jealous—but that would be absurd.

      He’d been flustered after she confronted him about propositioning her for her time, leading her to believe his intentions were less risqué. But at this moment, she only had sympathy as he walked toward the inn, shoulders slumped. Warning bells to stay away from him were going off inside her head. She could start avoiding him right after they got back to the inn, because they were both headed the same direction, and he was still her guest. She convinced herself there was no way to politely evade walking together.

      “Do you want to go back to the inn together? Since we’re both headed that way,” Ella clarified.

      “Sure.” His voice barely hid his excitement.

      They walked along the road toward the inn as the sun began setting in a brilliant display of pinks and reds. Neither of them spoke at first, and Ella enjoyed the comfortable silence. The sound of distant tree frogs ribbiting filled the air, and a few bats chirped, signaling the start of their hunt for dinner.

      Finally, River spoke up. “Ms. Shaw⁠—”

      “Ella.” It was her turn to correct him.

      “Ella, I would like to start over, if that’s okay with you.”

      “Sounds good.”

      “Friends?” he asked.

      Ella wasn’t sure what a week-long friendship would look like, especially with the level of physical attraction between them. She didn’t bother explaining she wasn’t looking to add to the extremely small number of people she counted as friends but agreed—if only to ease the tension between her and her guest. “Friends.”

      “So, as a friend, I would have to let you know that I think your ink is pretty cool. Are they whole sleeves?”

      Ella glanced down to her arms where the black and white ink covered her skin up to her elbows, the scars hidden in the artwork burning under his perusal. Could he see them? Ella instinctively crossed her arms over her chest in protection. “No. Just my forearms.”

      “The artist did a great job. That style looks similar to the artwork in the inn.”

      Ella nodded, a blush rising to her cheeks. She was self-conscious and didn’t want to seem as if she was bragging by admitting that she was, in fact, the artist.

      “Do you have any ink?” she asked, trying to turn the attention back to him.

      “Not yet,” he said, and after another moment of silence, he asked, “So, what’s your long-term plan with the inn?”

      “Well, for starters, I would love to have it be one of the most well-known inns in New England. I want to buy the land next to us and extend the property. Sometimes the wedding parties are so big, we can’t accommodate all guests. I’d like to keep the business steady year-round too.”

      “Oh yeah? It’s slow this time of year?”

      Shit. She’d told him she was too busy as an excuse not to be his tour guide. “The inn isn’t full most nights, but as the owner, I am always busy with one thing or another.” It was the truth.

      The stone walls of the inn came into view, and from this vantage they could see the large patio, with an expansive wooden pergola covered with strands of solar-powered lights on strings stretching across the length of the entire backyard. It was a beautiful sight at any time, but standing in complete darkness made it even more magical.

      They walked the rest of the way to the lobby in silence, an invisible pull cinching her toward River when it was time to part ways.

      “I, uh . . . I guess I’ll see you around,” River said while rubbing the back of his neck.

      “Yes. Breakfast starts at seven.” Heat radiated through Ella’s body. She needed to cool off. What is it with this guy short-circuiting her body’s natural responses?

      “Ella?” His eyes met hers, sucking her in until everything else around them dissolved.

      “Yes?” She held her breath, trying to calm the butterflies swirling inside her. She wasn’t sure how she could have so many different and conflicting emotions concerning her newest guest. River had her putting her guard up one minute, laughing another, and feeling as if she might spontaneously combust from sexual tension the next.

      After a long pause, he said, “Good night.”

      She nodded. “Night.” Then she turned and walked away.
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      Ella stared at her reflection. She ran a finger over her cheek. Over the last seven years, her appearance had changed a lot. The light was back in her brown eyes, and she had gained weight. The unseasonably hot weather this early in June had also tanned her skin, giving her a healthy glow.

      She gazed directly into her eyes and said her daily affirmations. “I am beautiful. I am strong. I can do this.”

      After yoga and meditation, she dressed in another plum-colored sundress that reached her knees. She made her way out of the room and down the dimly lit hallway, passing the closed doors to Mac’s old office and bedroom before taking the steep stairs to the kitchen.

      She entered the space, bright with morning sunshine, appreciating the white granite countertop of the large island in the center of the room. Bypassing the fruit bowl in the middle of the otherwise spotless workspace, surrounded by dark backless barstools, she then headed straight for the cupboard. She pulled out a peppermint teabag, grabbed a jar of creamy coconut milk from the stainless-steel refrigerator, and then made herself a peppermint tea latte before she got to work with her daily activities.

      She rubbed her tired eyes. It had been hard for her to fall asleep after everything that had happened the previous evening. She had spent most of the night replaying her conversation with River, again and again in her head, overthinking every word and every bodily reaction to her handsome guest. Had she led him on? Had she misread his intentions? Did he seem too inquisitive? Had she made him mad?

      When Maggie entered the kitchen at six o’clock to start breakfast for the guests, Ella left the front desk to join her. Part of her wasn’t ready to face River, so she kept herself busy preparing coffee and tea for the few other guests. The room soon filled with the aroma of bacon, sausage, and eggs.

      “All set?” Ella asked.

      “Just about.” Maggie smiled and flipped a row of pancakes before pointing to the stainless-steel containers on the marble countertop. “You can bring those out.”

      “Will do, boss,” Ella joked as she mocked a salute.

      The breakfast nook was well lit and already starting to fill with a few guests drinking coffee in booths with cushioned mulberry-colored seats surrounding dark espresso tables. The inn had the same large beams as Ella’s room across the vaulted ceilings that had been reclaimed from local barns. Some walls had white paneling and others were neutral stone. The curtains were light, brightening the space. Pillows and cushions added a splash of cranberry hues throughout the rustic establishment.

      After depositing the containers in the breakfast nook, Ella returned to find Maggie flipping several fluffy golden pancakes on the griddle over the stove as bacon sizzled and popped in the oven.

      “Why so quiet today?” Maggie asked without looking up.

      “I’m just a little tired.”

      “Having trouble sleeping again?” Maggie stopped what she was doing and turned to Ella. She knew more than anyone else about what had happened to Ella in the past, and how Ella’s depression affected her.

      “No. I had dinner at the pub. You will never guess who was there.”

      Maggie would want to know every detail, and Ella needed to talk about things out loud with someone to process it all.

      She was safest with her therapist or Maggie.

      “No!” Maggie’s eyes widened in disbelief. “Did you talk to him?”

      “Yes. He . . . I think he was trying to ask me out.”

      “Oh my God! What did you say?”

      “He’s a guest, Mags. Not to mention the fact I don’t do relationships. He seemed . . . I don’t know.”

      “What?” Maggie asked, transferring the pancakes onto a platter and covering them.

      “He seemed jealous when Lucas came over to talk to me. I know that sounds crazy.”

      “No. Not crazy. He probably likes you. Maybe he thinks Lucas is competition. You know how guys can be; it’s all that testosterone.”

      Ella took a deep breath. “I don’t need someone in my life who gets jealous like that. He doesn’t own me.”

      “You’re absolutely right. I think you should always trust your gut.” Maggie placed her hands over Ella’s shoulders, her expression earnest. “But not every man is like your ex. Did River pressure you? Did he act forceful in any way? Did your gut tell you
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