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~Summary for~

Craving Jasmine

 

When a rash decision leaves Jasmine Wright unemployed, she returns home to Summer Haven. It’s not long before she runs into the reason she’d stayed away, Riley Alexander. Though tempted by Riley’s teasing blue eyes and southern charm, she’s still not going to let him derail her plans.

 

After a decade of wanting the woman he couldn’t have, Riley gets the second chance he’s been waiting for. Jasmine is back in town and this time, he’s not going to let her get away.


Jasmine

 

 

 

A reminder popped up on her monitor.

It’s time.

Her heart pounded as she clicked on the pop-up notice, dismissing the reminder.

Jasmine Wright stood, took the matching navy-blue jacket off the back of her chair and shrugged it on. She pushed her rolling chair under her desk then buttoned her suit jacket. She smoothed her skirt and checked her hose.

Not a single run. This pair was worth what she’d paid for it.

When she had stepped out of her Greenwich apartment building this morning and felt a blast of chilly air, she almost turned around and ran back up to her apartment to change into slacks. But then she remembered.

Today was the day.

The day when Mr. Wells was going to announce whom he would promote to Advertising Analyst.

Jasmine had gotten up extra early just to put on makeup and style her hair. She picked out her most professional yet feminine suit and ironed it—again.

Jasmine pulled her long coat closer and ignored the chill against her legs. A block later, insulated by the crowd of New Yorkers on their daily commute, she hadn’t noticed the cold air. Her mind was focused on the upcoming meeting.

She didn’t think she’d have to give a speech. But she’d have to say something. So she rehearsed a few well chosen words that would convey her gratitude and signal the end of the meeting.

Her heartbeat quickened.

Hopefully she would remember her speech.

Her coworkers on either side of her stood, stretched then made their way to the conference room. She picked up her notebook and pen then walked down the hallway. Another coworker brushed past her, jabbing her with an elbow and stepping on her toes as he rushed to open the door for Carolyn, the young intern who had recently joined their department.

Grimacing at the pain in her little toe, she limped toward the door as he closed it in her face. Burying her anger, she plastered a professional smile on her face and reached for the handle.

While it would be a nice change to have someone hold the door open for her, she would rather have her brains—and her promotion—than Carolyn’s beauty.

Three of her coworkers were already sitting at the long wooden table, white Styrofoam cups on the table in front of them. She inhaled the comforting scent of coffee. Afraid she would spill coffee on her suit, she had abstained from her usual cup this morning. She didn’t need a shot of caffeine, not when she felt close to bursting out of her skin.

Ignoring Carolyn and the two men fawning over her, Jasmine pulled out a beige fabric rolling chair and sat. To keep from fidgeting, she scribbled today’s date in her notebook.

A short line had formed on the other side of the glass wall. As casually as she could manage, she wiped her sweaty palms against her skirt while waiting for the rest of her coworkers to file in.

Mr. Wells stood at the front of the room in an expensive tailored charcoal gray suit that flattered his lean frame and enhanced his steely gray eyes.

She admired his jet-black hair, trimmed and neatly combed. Slender, well-manicured fingers smoothed his tie then deftly buttoned his suit.

The last person stepped into the room and Mr. Wells began the meeting with his usual greeting.

Her hard work paid off this time. After five years of slaving away, she would finally get the recognition she deserved. More importantly, she’d be able to prove to her mother that she had made the right decision by focusing on her career. Every Sunday when she called her mother, she had to listen to a lecture about working too hard.

Neglecting her social life.

Neglecting her romantic life.

She scoffed. As if men were beating down her door. And even if they were, she was in no hurry to fall into bed with another lukewarm lover.

“…going above and beyond….”

A large office with a window. A view of the city. A workspace with four real walls and a door instead of ugly gray cubicle half walls.

“…for her exceptional work….”

An office right next to Mr. Wells.

He winked at her and continued his speech.

“…lengthy market study and keen analysis….”

This is going to be so embarrassing. I wish he’d just skip all the fanfare and—

“…welcome Carolyn as our new Advertising Analyst. Let’s give Carolyn a big hand, shall we?”

Jasmine’s mouth hung open as Carolyn giggled—giggled! Then sashayed her way to the front of the room, nodding and smiling as if she’d just been crowned Miss America.

Jasmine’s mouth snapped shut as Carolyn took her place beside Mr. Wells.

She couldn’t stand it any more. She was out of her chair and heading for the door, her notebook forgotten on the conference table.

“Jasmine?” Mr. Wells called. “Where are you going?”

No one had ever dared to leave a meeting before they were dismissed. Her coworkers fell silent. Her heels clicked loudly against the tile floor.

She stopped, wracking her brain for something witty to say. Something scathing. Something snarky to put him in his place. To let him know just how wrong it was to promote an intern. An intern whose only contribution was to bring donuts every Friday morning for their team.

Having nothing to say, she reached for the handle.

“Jasmine. It’s unprofessional to leave—”

A white-hot flare of anger took possession of her mouth.

She released the handle and spun around to face him.

“‘Unprofessional?’ I’ll tell you what’s unprofessional—taking advantage of a hardworking individual. It’s unprofessional to  promote incompetent people while ignoring the ones who actually deserve it.”

Her chest was heaving now and her face red hot.

“I spent months on the Peterson project. Worked late every single night. Worked on weekends because I wanted us to succeed. I wanted that promotion and worked hard for it.”

She let out a breath, releasing her anger.

“And you gave it to the intern.”

She spared Carolyn a glance.

“Well, good luck, Carolyn. You’re going to need it.”

She turned around.

“Jasmine, if you step out that door—”

She twisted enough to address him.

“What? You’ll fire me?”

He seemed at a loss for words. His lips pressed into a fine line and he nodded. His eyes darkened and it sent a curious thrill of excitement through her body.

She was pushing her luck and oddly enough, she didn’t care.

Her gaze swept the room. Her coworkers’ expressions ranged from curiosity to panic to fear.

None of them would dare speak up. They had families to think about. Children to provide for. Their loyalty kept them chained to this job. Made them mute in the face of unfair practices.

Realizing she had none of those constraints made her grateful. She was beholden to no one. Especially a company that didn’t appreciate her efforts. For the first time, she felt powerful—drunk—taking control of her life.

Her decision was wild.

Reckless.

Empowering.

“I’m tired of being used. I quit.”


Riley

 

 

 

“Think you can fix it?” Mrs. Evers asked.

Wooden slats that normally held up a box spring caved inward, large cracks visible in three of them. Two of the slats bowed inward. Those would have to be replaced too.

Riley Alexander rubbed his jaw, ignoring the potent scent of Pine Sol that seemed to cling to Mrs. Evers.

Cut and sand the wood. Take a couple of hours at least. Nailing the slats to the bed frame wouldn’t take but five minutes.

Mrs. Evers’ brow wrinkled with worry, making her seem much older. Her twin sons stood slightly behind her, eyes cast downward. One of them toed the faded carpet with a well worn sneaker. The other one sniffled and wiped his nose with the back of his hand.

Is this what having children does to a woman? Makes them age with worry?

As he seemed to do more often lately, his thoughts wandered to a pretty young woman he’d once known.

Did she have lines of worry on her brow? Children of her own? Was she happy with the man she’d chosen to give her those children?

The muscle in his jaw twitched and he forced himself to focus on the Evers.

“I can have the slats ready for you in the morning, Mrs. Evers.”

The tension in her shoulders remained as she opened her checkbook.

“How much?”

“Well—I might have some spare wood laying around the shop. And nails hardly cost anything. Don’t worry about it.”

Mrs. Evers’ seemed conflicted. She smiled gratefully then glanced at her sons.

He knew her type. Poor but proud. Just like his mother. She hated to take a handout, especially in front of her boys. He scratched his chin.

“I could use some help this weekend. I’ve got some yard work to do. Weeds to pull,” he said.

One of the twins’ head snapped up.

“I’ll help you, Mr. Alexander.”

“M—me, too,” his twin added.

The tension seemed to drain from Mrs. Evers’ shoulders.

“You can come by Saturday morning, before it gets too hot,” he said.

Mrs. Evers nodded and ushered the boys out of their cramped bedroom. He flipped his hammer around. Using the claw end, he removed the broken slats and tied them together with a piece of jute. He carried the broken slats out of the bedroom and arranged a time to fix the broken bed.

Riley stepped outside and inhaled the cool fresh air. April in Florida meant pollen everywhere. He hadn’t been in the Evers’ house very long but his red Ford F150 now had a light dusting of yellow pollen on the hood. 

He shouldn’t have parked so close to that palm tree.

After tossing the slats into the bed of his pickup truck, he drove straight to a home improvement store in the waning sunlight. Familiar with the lumber section, it didn’t take long to gather the supplies he needed to fix the Evers’ bed.

Melissa, the cashier at the register, greeted him with a sly smile.

“Riley—good to see you. I’m sure you’ve already heard.”

“Heard what?”

“Jasmine’s back.”

He stared at Melissa, his mind reeling.

“Jasmine Wright. You remember her, don’t you?”

Remember? How could he forget the girl who had shredded his heart?

“Yes,” he croaked.

“She came by today with her mother. Bought a whole bunch of plants. And soil. I didn’t think she’d fit all that Miracle-Gro in that tiny trunk of hers. She didn’t of course—she had to come back….”

Melissa droned on and he couldn’t seem to focus. His mind was frozen.

Jasmine.

Jasmine’s back.

Here. In Summer Haven.

He flashed Melissa his most charming smile though his insides were churning and he felt weak and nauseous, yet giddy at the same time. He held up a pine board for her to scan.

There were so many questions he wanted—needed to ask but his mouth wouldn’t cooperate.

Feedback echoed through the store speakers then the store manager announced in a pleasant but tired voice that it was closing time. One customer walked up to the register and a few stragglers sauntered out of the store.

With trembling fingers, he swiped his card and pushed his trolley out of the store.

Although he hadn’t eaten dinner yet, he didn’t bother stopping to grab a bite to eat. He wasn’t hungry—not now, not when Jasmine was all he could think about. Spending a few hours cutting and sanding might give him an appetite…and keep his mind off her.

He parked his truck in his driveway then carried the lumber across his lawn to his workshop. His workshop, a large brick structure, stood at the east end of his property. He had bought this land because of the workshop, outfitted with every tool he would need for his furniture refinishing business.

He opened the door and stepped into the comforting scent of lemon furniture polish. He could feel the tension, wound tight in his entire body, dissipate with each ragged breath. Here in his workshop, he felt his confidence returning. Finally he was able to push Jasmine from his mind.

After flicking on the lights, he brought in the rest of his supplies and took out his measuring tape. He marked the wood, stuck the pencil in his mouth then double checked his measurements. Once satisfied he’d measured correctly, he carried the lumber to his table saw. He put on his safety goggles and sawed the wood into smaller strips.

Since the slats would be under the bed, he didn’t need to apply any stain or polyurethane to the unfinished wood. Just a light sanding to remove any rough spots and he would be finished.

Then he could go home and heat up a frozen dinner.

The thought of going back to an empty house made him linger in his workshop a hour later than necessary.

He had spent a lot of time and money renovating the old shack that came with his property. As a child, he had dreamed of the day when he would live in a mansion.

Sleep in a king sized bed instead of an old, rough, smelly pea green couch.

Relax in an Olympic sized swimming pool.

Run around in a huge backyard.

Plenty of room for entertaining guests.

For once, he’d be able to invite people to his home instead of making excuses and sidestepping friends’ requests to  visit. Anything would have been better than the shabby one bedroom house he had lived in with his mother, his stepfather Chuck and then later, his sister.

He spent every moment of his free time transforming the weathered shack into a modern home. It had been a labor of love, one he had not minded because one day it would be his home.

A warm, inviting place full of love.

A wife.

Children.

Somehow, he’d messed up and now his house—with all it’s modern updates and fancy appliances—lacked the one thing he needed to make it a home.

Jasmine.

He swept the floor again.

He’d tried to forget her. Had moved on.

But every woman he’d dated—taken to bed—had only made him more frustrated.

It wasn’t healthy. Obsessing over a woman he could never have. Not when there were plenty of women willing to be the next Mrs. Alexander.

So how do I get Jasmine out of my system?


One Last Time

 

 

 

Jasmine.

She was the most important person in my life back then. Ever since she agreed to tutor me. I know she didn’t want to. I was a real jerk in high school. So cocky and sure of myself. So certain that I was going to be a star.

And then I got that F in Environmental Biology.

Coach said if I didn’t pass, I wouldn’t graduate.

Goodbye scholarship.

Goodbye college.

College was the only way out of Summer Haven. If I didn’t get my act together, I’d be stuck here.

Forever.

Coach suggested I ask Jasmine to tutor me. She didn’t want to at first, but she did so out of kindness. I had nothing to give in return. Too poor to pay her. Not that she’d take money from me. I even offered to trade. To work it off somehow.

That made her blush and look away.

She’s cute when she blushes.

Wonder what made her blush?

Riley replayed their conversation.

Did little miss sweet and innocent have a wicked thought?

A slow smile spread across his face.

“So how about it?”

“H-how about what?” Jasmine stammered.

“Tutor me?”

She had agreed. They had spent many nights together studying. And he’d thought—he’d thought they had something. But then she’d shut him down. Refused to see him, refused to talk to him. Then she’d left.

Gone to college.

He’d never known what had made her change.

Never knew what he’d done.

Now she was back and he’d be damned if he didn’t find out.

So here he was.

At Jasmine’s house, one last time.

Jasmine knelt on the ground, brand new jeans sullied by rich black fertilizer. Jasmine looked up as he approached, her hand still grasping a brand new trowel loaded with fertilizer. A streak of dirt the only mar on her flawless cheek.

The air stilled in his lungs and his gut tightened. He pulled off his Ray Bans, wanting nothing to taint his view of Jasmine.

She was just as beautiful as he remembered. Perhaps even more so. Her sun-kissed auburn hair was pulled back in a casual ponytail.

He ran his fingers through his hair and hesitated.

What the hell am I doing here?

Her eyes went wide with recognition and she stood. She didn’t bother dusting off chunks of dirt and grass stuck to her jeans. He crossed the short distance between them with two long strides, stopping right in front of her.

His heart pumped loudly in his chest. Could she hear his heart beating? Did she suspect—

“Heard you were back.”

Her brow shot up, yet she didn’t ask.

Didn’t care to ask.

“What’s the matter? Couldn’t handle it in a man’s world?”

The bitterness in his own voice shocked him.

Judging from the way her eyes went wide, it must have shocked her too.

Her gaze dropped to the middle of his chest and her shoulders sagged.

“No.”

She blinked a few times then added, “Apparently I’m not attractive enough.”

Her voice cracked and he felt like a world class jerk.

“Jaz—”

The trowel dropped to the ground and she stepped around him.

The fuck is wrong with me?

He turned around. She was heading to the sliding glass door.

“Jasmine—” he called.

She didn’t slow down. She just ignored him and continued walking away from him.

Some things never change.


Stick to the Plan

 

 

 

Jasmine’s mother stood by the kitchen sink, rinsing off lettuce leaves.

“Who was that?” her mother asked.

Only the boy she wanted but could never have. Though he wasn’t a boy anymore. His lean athletic frame had filled out into a man’s body. Wide shoulders, the kind a woman wanted to lean on when she was having a rough day.

And boy, was she having a rough week.

She tugged on the fingertips of her glove, pulling it off.

His strong chin was covered in stubble.

Had he forgotten to shave or was he one of those men who always looked like they’d tumbled out of bed?

A dull ache formed deep inside and she tried to push his memory away.

But she couldn’t forget his eyes.

Today those teasing blue eyes had seemed so—cold. Angry.

Why would he be angry with her?

Her mother glanced over her shoulder, raising her eyebrows, waiting for her answer.

“Riley,” she replied.

“Riley?” Her mother set the lettuce on the white plastic cutting board. “Is he one of your old boyfriends?”

She snorted. How could her mother forget that she spent every Friday and Saturday night alone? Locked in her room, her nose buried in a book or working on an embroidered pillow. She could make a decent profit if she sold those embroidered pillows.

“No, Mom. The boy I tutored.” She pulled off the second glove and set the pair on the counter. After washing her hands, she opened the fridge and grabbed a bottle of Zephyrhills.
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