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      Welcome to Sweet Hart Inn… Where the kitchen is always warm and love is always on the menu.

      Nestled on the peaceful edge of Falls Lake in the heart of the Blue Ridge Mountains, Sweet Hart Inn is more than a cozy bed and breakfast—it’s a place where hearts heal, friendships form, and romance is served with a side of sass.

      At the center of it all is Suzie Hart, a chef-turned-innkeeper whose recipes have a way of bringing people together (and finding their way into her books) —and sometimes, sparking unexpected love. Along with her (soon-to-be, maybe?) husband Brad, Suzie welcomes a delightful cast of characters through the inn’s front doors, such as runaway brides, brooding bachelors, holiday guests, disgruntled daters, and more.

      Whether you’re looking for a heartwarming holiday escape, a second-chance romance, or a cozy story filled with culinary charm, the Sweet Hart Inn series delivers all the feel-good vibes you crave.

      Bon Appetit! And enjoy.
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      When small-town chef Suzie Hart inherits her aunt’s Victorian home in Harbor Falls, North Carolina, she finally gets the chance to pursue her dream—running Sweet Hart Inn and writing a cookbook full of cherished recipes. After a humiliating betrayal by her fiancé and her sister, she is focused on healing—not romance.

      Until Brad Matthews roars back into her life on a Harley and books a room at her inn under a fake name.

      Once her head chef and secret fling in Asheville, Brad has his own plans—ones that involve renovating the old Falls Lake Lodge and winning Suzie back. But when his business ideas threaten the charm of their quaint mountain town, and stir up the gossip mill, Suzie must decide if risking her heart again is worth the price.

      All of My Heart is a heartwarming, food-infused, second chance romance filled with small town charm, mouthwatering moments, and a dash of southern sass. Perfect for readers who love:

      
        	A strong, independent heroine starting over,

        	A sexy chef with a plan—and a past,

        	Cozy bed and breakfasts in charming mountain towns,

        	Found family, food, forgiveness... and flirty banter over fondue.

      

      

      All of My Heart is the perfect escape, where every chapter serves up a sweet surprise.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            From the Kitchen of Suzie Hart, Sweet Hart Inn

          

        

      

    

    
      Blog Post, May 14: The view is all good from here.

      

      Summer is almost here! The front lawn is shaping up beautifully after our unusually cold winter. I’ve been busy planting everything from perennials to petunias. I love to see the color popping out everywhere! So much to do to keep things in shape and it’s not only landscaping and gardening. Let’s see....

      We’ve finished the kitchen (more on that soon!) and cooking classes are back. Catering is picking up, too. We’re doing BBQ tomorrow at the American Legion Hall in Harbor Falls—remember that North Carolina style, vinegar-based sauce recipe I shared a few weeks ago? Yes, that one. I’ll be trying it out on the guys. Last week, I hosted Sara Fischer’s wedding reception, cake and all. In two weeks, I’ll take part in the Donuts & Dads breakfast event over at Harbor Falls Elementary. Yes, the donuts will be homemade, and I’m enlisting the help of my cousin Sydney Hart, who owns Sugar High Bakery, to make this happen. We are expecting lots of dads.

      And later on this week? What we’ve all been waiting for—the Taste of Harbor Falls Festival. I’ll be sharing lots of info about that in my next post. Plus, you can check out the Chamber of Commerce website for all the details.

      But today, I am most excited about my cookbook. I’ve been in contact with an agent and I’m literally on pins and needles. Me?! Suzie Hart. A cookbook author. Ohmygoodness! I have to say that all of my blog readers have helped with that. The agent was impressed with my subscribers. Thank you!

      Sweet Hart Inn has officially been open six months now and I can’t be more pleased with how business is taking off. Last week all the rooms were full and this weekend I’m expecting a mystery guest who has booked a room indefinitely. Wow! I wonder what that is all about?

      So yes, life is good. I’m recovering from that rough patch I had last year, before I made lemonade out of lemons and chased my dreams. Sweet Hart Inn is mine and I’m not looking back.

      Remember—the sweet tea is always cold, blueberry muffins are on the buffet, and the porch is perfect for sitting. The Blue Ridge Mountains are calling. Come escape for a while! Whether you choose a front porch rocker or an Adirondack chair looking out over the lake—the view is all good from here.

      

      Until next time,

      Suzie

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Brad Matthews stood in front of the old lodge, gave it a quick once-over, then turned to the real estate agent standing beside him. “I’ll take it.”

      “You understand the deal is as is.”

      Brad nodded. “I understand.” He looked up at the neglected structure and wondered what it was like in its heyday. Hell, he knew the answer to that—he’d done a good bit of research on the old place before he’d approached the agent with an offer. “The land alone is worth the asking price.”

      “What will you do with it?” James Martin, the agent, studied him from the side.

      “I have a plan.”

      James scoffed. “Others have had plans, too. I assume you have the financing for renovation. You know it’s on the historic register and there are federal guidelines to follow.”

      “I understand that too—and your assumption is correct.” Brad suddenly had financing for just about anything he wished.

      “I see.”

      “I want to move forward as quickly as possible.”

      “You’re in town for a few days?”

      “Yes. Indefinitely if need be.”

      “Then I can make it happen.”

      “Good.” Brad knew his answers were vague. That was intentional. He’d always been wary of small-town types—it was difficult to know what they’d keep confidential or announce in the coffee shop the next morning. That was the last thing he wanted, or needed—the whole town of Harbor Falls, all seven-thousand-plus of them, chewing on his business. Not until he was good and ready.

      Raised an Army brat, he didn’t fully understand the connections of people who lived in one place for their entire lives—for generations even—and he had difficulty understanding how people could pin themselves down to a world so small. Settling in for a few years in Asheville, for the last chef gig he’d had, was the longest time he’d lived in one place since he was a kid. Back then, he and his parents, and little brother Scott, lived in Atlanta until he was five. To him, small towns were often close-minded, lacking in diversity, and distrustful of strangers.

      Well, that was something he was going to have to deal with soon. If all went as planned, and he moved to Harbor Falls, adjusting to small town living and all it entailed would be the utmost priority on his agenda.

      Right after—

      James interrupted Brad’s rambling thoughts. “Falls Lake Lodge is pretty special to folks around here.”

      He shook himself back to the present. “I figured as much.” Figured he’d also have a fight on his hands when they learned what he wanted to do with the old lodge. They’d come around though, eventually, when they realized how the community would benefit. After all, he intended to settle here. Why would he do anything detrimental?

      “Pretty special to me.” Brad left it at that and turned to James. “I’d like to move on this today.”

      James rubbed his chin with his forefinger. “Well. Your loan is secure, and the bank is motivated. We can get the paperwork started this afternoon. I’ll get it to their agent right after.”

      Brad felt a lazy grin stretch across his face. “What else to do?”

      James studied him. “Well, for starters, I’d check with zoning, a local contractor or two, temporary utilities, and so on.”

      Good idea. Those were the kinds of tasks that would keep him busy while waiting to take possession—get the details out of the way so he could get right to work. Brad smiled. “I like the way you think.” Perhaps he and James could be good friends.

      James thrust out a hand to shake Brad’s. “Good dealing with you, Mr. Matthews. Got a place to stay while you are in town? I can recommend the Sweet Hart Inn if there are vacancies.”

      The Sweet Hart Inn.

      For the first time since his arrival in Harbor Falls, trepidation skipped down Brad’s spine. Slowly, he angled his gaze behind the lodge and looked off toward the lake. The view was the same one featured in an old Falls Lake Lodge brochure he’d dug up at the Harbor Falls Public Library. The view that forty years ago drew tourists to the mountains and the lake in droves—like bees to honey.

      If he had anything to do with it, they would again.

      His gaze drifted and then rested across the lake on a moderate-sized, two-story Victorian home that sat nestled in a grove of trees bordering the water’s edge.

      His heart warmed. “Yes. I have a place to stay.” He turned to James and shook his hand. “Thank you, Mr. Martin. Let’s head down to your office.”

      James waved and turned toward his older-model Jeep.

      Brad watched him stroll across the broken asphalt parking lot. The guy would enjoy the commission from the sale. Well, good for him. He imagined he could use the money. Might as well let Brad’s inheritance contribute to the local economy.

      Especially since he was taking over a local, legendary property.

      Turning away from the lodge, he eyed his newest toy—a brand spanking new Harley Davidson street bike—and swung a leg over the warm leather seat. Felt good to be in the saddle. In control. Two dreams coming true, two pieces of his plan falling together—a hog of his own and becoming his own boss real, real soon.

      He was a man with a plan, and he knew exactly what he wanted.

      He kicked the bike into gear, and the rumble broke the mountain calm. Now, to execute the biggest and most important piece of his plan.
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        * * *

      

      Suzie Hart pulled onto the rambling lane, followed the drive around the house, and parked beside the yellow clapboard Victorian. Sweet Hart Inn was her home and her business—not to mention her salvation. And right now, she was extremely happy to be home.

      Killing the car engine, she stared straight ahead, her gaze landing on the tranquil scene of Falls Lake behind her house. Smiling, she paused for a moment, savoring a brief but welcome break from her frenzied day.

      Of course, in her world, the frenzy was normal. She enjoyed keeping busy, but in an orderly, predictable way. Today, a day-long catering event at the American Legion Hall—a fundraiser for the local Wounded Warriors project—kept her hopping. There was corn on the grill to keep moving, pulled pork BBQ that forever needed replenishing, and coleslaw bowls that emptied way too quickly. It was busy and satisfying and worth it all at the same time.

      But she wouldn’t change anything, even if she could. She loved her life in Harbor Falls. Every. Single. Day. She was busy, of course, but busyness was a blessing.

      Busy made her temporarily forget.

      And that was good. Right? To forget?

      She didn’t answer herself.

      Blinking away the lake scene until later, when she could unwind with a glass of wine on her deck overlooking the lake, Suzie grabbed her keys and exited her Mazda SUV. At the rear of the vehicle, she lifted the hatch and reached inside to unload. She carried in empty pans and tubs, bags of plastic wear and paper plates, a couple of empty coolers, and more. Earlier, she’d dropped off the soiled tablecloths at the dry cleaner, and before she left town, had delivered the leftover food to the Harbor Falls Youth Center.

      The kids there always appreciated an unexpected spread.

      Plus, she loved giving back to her community, and this was one way she helped. There were too many people in town who could benefit from the leftovers. She never wasted food and always found someone in need.

      Finally, she grabbed a couple of bags of groceries and slammed the hatch.

      She’d stopped at Ralph’s Food Mart—affectionately called The Mart, or just Ralph’s by the locals—before leaving town. She’d needed a few things—the inn only had one guest booked for the night. But it didn’t matter whether she was expecting one guest or ten. She still had breakfast to cook in the morning.

      Sweet Hart Inn was, after all, a bed-and-breakfast. No matter what else she put on her plate.

      She navigated the back entrance, set her groceries on the oversized kitchen island, and sighed.

      “Whew. What a day!”

      Allowing herself only a few seconds’ pause, she sighed again, then started unpacking. One by one, she lifted the items out of her cotton grocery bags and placed them on the butcher-block countertop. A sinking feeling that she had forgotten something abruptly hit her.

      She bit her lip. What in the world did I forget? She clicked through the list in her head, touching each item as she called out.

      “Flour.”

      “Eggs.”

      “Cinnamon. Nutmeg.”

      “Sugar.”

      “Blueberries.”

      “Butter.”

      She glanced at the refrigerator. Something was missing. Why hadn’t she made a list? She always made a list.

      Chefs make lists. And she was a chef. Why didn’t she make a list today?

      Get over this bad habit of second-guessing yourself, Suzie.

      She opened the refrigerator and immediately realized her mistake. Milk. She’d forgotten the stupid milk.

      And she was bone-dry out.

      “Well.” Hands on hips, she stared into the refrigerator, as if the milk would magically appear. “There goes my blueberry muffin baking plan for tonight.”

      She’d wanted to tweak her Falls Mountain Blueberry Muffins recipe for her new cookbook—At Your Leisure: Recipes of Harbor Falls Sweet Hart Inn. The plus side of baking tonight was that she’d have muffins ready for morning, and she wouldn’t have to get up at the crack of dawn.

      Not happening now.

      Double drat.

      She supposed she could just bite the bullet and go back to Ralph’s and get the milk.

      Or, she could go to the Piggly-Wiggly in Dalton Springs, but that was a thirty-minute drive over the mountain. Plus, Dalton Springs was where her sister lived.

      Not in the mood to run into Shelley today.

      No. Ralph’s was closer. Not that it would take hours to run the errand. That wasn’t the point at all. It was the simple fact that getting back into the car, driving the ten minutes to the store, working her way to the very back corner, securing the milk, and making her way back to the checkout aisle would be another exhausting trip down memory lane.

      That was one stroll she didn’t want to take again today. She’d already been there an hour before.

      She could still hear them.

      “Suzie, honey, so sorry to hear about, well, you know, Cliff.” Cluck, cluck. Old Mrs. Wilson. Her dementia had set in about a year earlier, and she recalled everything that had happened exactly one year ago, repeatedly. Whenever she saw Suzie, all the older woman ever thought about was how Cliff, Suzie’s fiancé of way too many years, had left her—exactly one year ago.

      Poor, poor Suzie.

      Pat-pat on her hand.

      “You feeling better, dearie? You look a bit off.” Mr. Wilson moved his hand up her arm. Suzie knew better than to turn her back on the old man because he’d be pinching her backside before you could say, Howdy do.

      Then there was Betty Jo, grocery clerk, scowling across the melons. “That sister of yours should have known better. She wasn’t raised that way.” She shook her head.

      Then Geraldine Weissmuller—tsk tsk—obviously on her way home from her daycare job as she had baby spit and some sort of green goo on her shoulder. Geraldine sidled up beside her. “Now, tomorrow evening you come over for dinner and we’ll have meatloaf and pie and lemonade. You’ll forget all about that terrible ordeal and that little b— Um, your little sister.”

      Best meatloaf in town. At least she thinks so. Suzie begged to differ.

      Sympathy ran amok.

      She needed no more sympathy running amok, thank you very much. Or any more hand-patting. Or clucking after her ex-fiancé. Or tsk-tsking her sister. Or meatloaf.

      She didn’t need any of that.

      She didn’t need a man, either.

      No.

      She needed milk.

      Dammit. Just milk.

      And she would not get it today, that was for certain, unless she hauled her butt back to town and braved the gossip mill.

      Ralph’s, here I come.

      Besides, it had been over a year since Cliff had run off with Shelley. She was over it. When would they—meaning the entire town of Harbor Falls—give it up, too?

      Talk of the town. Yep. Little Suzie Hart. She was that.

      But she was tired of the whole sordid affair. Er, situation. She and Cliff had stirred up more gossip around these parts since, well... Since Pammy Gruber ran off to Nashville in ‘68 with the preacher from the Church of Christ to some free love music festival out in California.

      Times like these she wished she didn’t live in a small town where everybody knew not only your name, but your business, too. Where everybody wanted in on your business in the worst way.

      Argh!

      There were days she just wanted to run away.

      But wait—

      She tried that once. Hadn’t she?

      How’d that turn out for you, Suzie?
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        * * *

      

      Brad clicked off his cellphone and dropped it into his shirt pocket. Satisfied, and more certain now than ever of his plan, he stepped from James Martin’s office and into the crisp air of downtown Harbor Falls. As he crossed the sidewalk toward his bike parked on the street, he side-stepped a kid speeding by on a skateboard.

      “Spud Jones! Come back here and apologize!”

      Brad glanced to his right and watched a tall, nicely dressed woman step out of a storefront. She frowned after the preteen boy on the skateboard, who by now was two blocks down the street. “Spud!”

      She sighed and looked at him. “I’m so sorry. That child.”

      Smiling, Brad returned, “No harm done. Yours?”

      “Oh, good Heaven’s no. I wouldn’t know what to do with a child.” Her hand went to her hair, and she smoothed back a few stray strands that had escaped from the blond knot atop her head. She bit her lip. “That sounded horrid. It’s not that I don’t like children, I do. I just don’t have any of my own. Not that I wouldn’t want one of my own, I would, eventually, but... Goodness, I’m babbling.”

      Brad laughed. “You’re fine, and I understand. Me either. About having a kid, I mean.” He pushed out his hand. “I guess I’m babbling too. Kids make me nervous, but I want one or two one day. I’m Brad Matthews.”

      “Grace Hart. Nice to meet you.” She shook his hand, let it go, then ticked her head toward the office next door. “So, if you have business with James, does that mean you’re buying in town?”

      These small-town Southern types get right to the point, he deduced. “If all goes well. I am looking at some property.”

      Grace nodded. “I see. Well, new faces are always welcome. New businesses are more than welcome—anything to keep the economy steady around here. Some people worry about it—the economy, that is—but things are good for me. I hope you like it here, Mr. Matthews. Just watch out for flying skateboarders!”

      He laughed. “Call me Brad.” He glanced up at the sign over the Victorian storefront door. Romantically Yours. “Your shop?” He wondered what she sold in there.

      Grace glanced behind her. “Oh yes. All mine.”

      “I see. And you sell...?”

      “Oh! Well, a bit of everything if it screams romance—you know, things a woman would like. Candles, aromatherapy products, gift baskets, lingerie...” She eyed him. “Do you have someone special in your life, Mr. Matthews? Er, Brad? If so, just let me know and I can find the perfect gift for her. I specialize in customizing gifts.”

      Brad’s gaze drifted behind her to the store window, where he could make out frilly things and fancy boxes and such. Shifting his weight, he thought for a moment. “Do you have flowers?”

      Grace grinned. “Today, I actually do. I do little business in flowers, but one of the local suppliers cuts a few roses for me once a week. Come on in and let’s see what we can find.”

      “Wonderful.” He glanced back at his bike. “On second thought, the flowers might pulverize by the time I get to where I am going. Let’s see what else you have.” She smiled and nodded, then turned for the door.

      Brad followed, then stopped up short when he read the proprietor’s name on the door. “Wait. Your name is Grace Hart?”

      She glanced back with a warm smile. “Yes.”

      He could actually see a resemblance. Small town. Everyone’s related. “Any relation to Suzie Hart?”

      Her right eyebrow shot up. “Of course. She’s my cousin. You know her?”

      Nodding, he replied, “I do.”

      Grace eyed him, then looked him fully up then down. “Hmm. Well, come on in here, then. Let’s see what kind of damage we can do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      She didn’t get the milk.

      Honestly, she didn’t have the bandwidth to wade through the gossipmongers one more time. While Suzie loved her Harbor Falls neighbors—most of them, anyway—there were times they annoyed her. Reason number one why living on the edge of town was ideal. When things were hopping and she was around people all day, she needed her downtime. Time to un-people and let the chatter die down.

      Tonight is one of those nights.

      She’d work on the muffin recipe next week. The deadline wasn’t pressing. This evening, she’d plant the hostas she’d picked up at the nursery yesterday. The evening promised to be perfect for it.

      There was something basic and elemental, if not soothing, about digging her fingers into the dirt. It grounded her. The idea of that, and of ridding herself of the lingering voices in her head, was promising.

      Suzie knew that no matter how much she disliked the fact that small towns were nosy, she would never leave Harbor Falls.

      Again, anyway.

      In Harbor Falls, people stayed put.

      Mostly.

      It was sort of like a rule—one she’d broken once upon a time. But Harbor Falls was her hometown, and she had no plans to leave.

      Again.

      She was safe here. Secure. Surrounded by family and friends, living in a charming home in a picturesque mountain town, framed by the impressive Blue Ridge Mountains.

      Harbor Falls was home.

      Plus, there was zero chance of running into unexpected people, or a person here. One who might toss her hormones sideways like he was flipping a pancake on a griddle.

      Enough of that.

      Suzie shook herself. She was as homegrown and homespun as they come. She couldn’t imagine herself living anywhere else, especially in a big city.

      She’d tried once—it didn’t work out for her.

      So be it. No use dwelling on that.

      Harbor Falls was where she belonged, and Harbor Falls was where she’d stay. And she’d fight to keep this small town, and the lake behind her house, and the mountains they all loved so much the way they were—the way they had always been, no matter the quirks or the characters.

      Or the steadily declining local tourist economy.

      Sighing, Suzie put that out of her mind, picked up the dozen eggs sitting on the kitchen island, and headed for the refrigerator. Hell’s bells. She’d just have to get up earlier than normal in the morning and go get the darn milk. It shouldn’t take that long. She had a guest coming in later this evening, so she needed to be here, and she wouldn’t need milk before breakfast, anyway. Right?

      Right. In her usual professional style, she’d have quite the spread out by seven-thirty, one guest or a whole family in attendance.

      After all, she had her reputation to stand on. Well, Sweet Hart Inn’s reputation, at the very least. Hers might be questionable.

      If one gave any stock to the gossip mill.

      She stopped short of the refrigerator and stared at the back door. Gossip mill indeed.

      The other half of the talk of the town story—the question everyone thought, but never asked, was this: What had Suzie Hart done to make Cliff do what he did?

      Everyone in Harbor Falls knew that Suzie and Cliff would marry since they were in high school. Just why had she up and moved to Asheville for those couple of months before Cliff ran off with Shelley Hart and eloped?

      Suzie scoffed. Like she’d give them fuel for that conversation.

      The groceries. Put away the groceries, Suzie. Quit reliving the past. You’re as bad as Mrs. Wilson.

      She reached for the refrigerator door handle, juggling the eggs to her other hand, and simultaneously glanced at her landline phone sitting on the counter. A missed call and a message. While her cell phone was her usual device, she kept the house phone basically for business reasons.

      Pausing, she punched the voicemail button, still holding the eggs.

      The recording crackled. “Um, Suzette?”

      She froze. Only one person in the world called her Suzette. And that one person was not anyone she wanted to talk to, or see, or get messages from. She smashed the stop button and cut off any pending dialog. Panic raced through her. No.

      He couldn’t have found her.

      Could he?

      Her brain raced with just how he might have. She’d changed addresses since living in Asheville. The inn had a new telephone number. But heck, it’s a small town, right? Crap.

      Suzie held her breath and pushed the voicemail button again and then turned to put the eggs on the top refrigerator shelf.

      “Um, Suzette? It’s Brad. I’m...” Mumble, mumble, mumble. “...in for a... Here’s my number. I, uh...proposition...you.”

      Her fingers went slack. The full carton of eggs smashed to the floor. Startled, Suzie jumped back and swatted at the phone, sending the thing skidding backward against the backsplash.

      Dammit. Milk and eggs.

      Please, God, no. “This can’t be happening.”
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        * * *

      

      Brad stepped out of Romantically Yours and into the late afternoon golden light, the sun making its trek across the mountains in the west, and the sweet scent of flowers drifting up from the containers in front of Grace’s shop. Harbor Falls was charming in a picture-postcard kind of way. Red brick sidewalks. Wrought iron benches. Hanging baskets brimming with petunias. He could practically hear the town whispering around him.

      Not that he minded. Let them whisper. Let them wonder.

      He took a moment to glance around him at the cluster of storefronts—Sassy’s Café, Sugar High Bakery, The Artisan Mall, and a bookstore called Turn the Page Books. Most of the signs were hand-painted. That kind of detail didn’t happen by accident. It came from pride. From tradition. From people who didn’t like surprises.

      Which meant they really would not like him.

      “Mr. Matthews, is it?”

      The voice stopped him mid-stride. He turned to find a tall, broad-shouldered man in a Harbor Falls High Bobcats ball cap approaching from the direction of the town square. Mid-fifties, maybe older, with the easy gait of someone used to being listened to.

      “I’m Harold Cunningham,” the man said, extending a hand. “Mayor here in Harbor Falls.”

      Brad clasped his hand firmly. “Nice to meet you, Mayor.”

      “Heard you’ve made an offer on the old Falls Lake Lodge.” The mayor didn’t beat around the bush. “James Martin said you were moving quick on it.”

      “News travels fast,” Brad said.

      Mayor Cunningham chuckled. “You must be new to small towns.”

      Brad gave a tight smile. “You could say that.”

      The mayor’s gaze narrowed slightly, though his smile never wavered. “So what brings a man like you to Harbor Falls? That lodge has been sitting empty for years. A few buyers sniffed around, but they all walked away.”

      Brad shrugged. “Maybe I don’t scare as easy.”

      “Hmm.” The mayor rocked back on his heels, hands resting lightly on his hips. “People around here have fond memories of that place. Weddings, retreats, summer camps back in the day. A lot of history in those walls.”

      “I respect history,” Brad said carefully. “And I understand the significance of the property. I have plans, yes. But they’re not fully baked yet.”

      “You a developer?”

      “I’m a chef.” Brad let that sit for a beat. “Or I was. These days I’m more interested in long-term investments.”

      “Interesting,” the mayor murmured. “You looking to turn the lodge into a restaurant, or...?”

      Brad didn’t answer right away. Let the question hang. He let his eyes sweep over the town again—its manicured edges, its pride, its small-town pulse that could either embrace him or chew him up.

      “I guess we’ll see,” Brad said finally. “I’m still getting the lay of the land.”

      Mayor Cunningham studied him a moment longer. “Well, we take care of our own around here. We like things the way they are. Just something to keep in mind.”

      Brad nodded. “Appreciate the advice.”

      The mayor tipped his cap. “If you’ve got questions about zoning, permits, or the historical board—you come to me. My office is just on the other side of the town square.” He nodded that way. “I like to stay involved in what’s happening in my town.”

      His town. Worth remembering. “Thank you, sir. I’ll do that.”

      The mayor gave him one last look, then turned and strode off, leaving Brad standing alone in the middle of Main Street, the breeze tugging lightly at his jacket.

      He exhaled slowly.

      Let them wonder.

      He wasn’t here to fit into Harbor Falls. He was here to fit into something else first—and Falls Lake Lodge was the avenue to do that. Fitting into the community would come in time.

      And he would succeed. One way or another.
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        * * *

      

      Suzie hoisted the second twenty-five-pound bag of mulch from her wheelbarrow to the ground with a grunt, dropping it next to the stone foundation of her house. There. Ready to spread in the morning. The hostas in the ground finally, the weeds could wait until tomorrow. They wouldn’t grow much overnight. Time to call it a day.

      Her bubble-bath and that glass of wine were waiting.

      Straightening, she rubbed her lower back and swiped her gloved hand over her forehead, steadying herself. Dizzy and a little queasy. “Should have eaten earlier,” she muttered, then shook it off.

      She’d been too busy with the plants and other outside tasks. The feeling passed. She’d eat something with that wine later. Pretty sure she had some nice cheese in the fridge.

      Turning, she shaded her eyes with a hand and watched the sun settle over the mountain, shadowing downtown Harbor Falls a half mile or so in the distance. She loved being just so far removed from the Harbor Falls daily hustle and bustle. If you could call it that.

      But Harbor Falls was definitely small-town at its best. No big-box stores. No strip malls. Just a busy little downtown. And they liked it that way.

      Life, business, and living at the inn, were good. Her aunt’s passing had been unexpected, and leaving her home to Suzie was even more of a surprise.

      Her father’s oldest sister was the maiden aunt everyone adored, and Suzie missed her every day. She would never take owning the home for granted and would honor her aunt in the highest regard by keeping the home full of people and laughter.

      Aunt Donna loved children. Since Suzie was the oldest of all the cousins, her aunt doted on her more than the others and encouraged her to chase her dreams. And when Suzie did—when she left Harbor Falls to hone her chef skills—Aunt Donna had cheered her on.

      She never expected that when she passed, her aunt would leave the beautiful storybook Victorian home to her. Or, that when Suzie returned home—broken and quite a bit lost—the old house would be her salvation.

      That’s why she did her best, every single day, to take care of the gift entrusted to her.

      Sweet Hart Inn was hers.

      She spent months converting Aunt Donna’s home into a working bed-and-breakfast and had renovated the kitchen for her cooking classes and catering business. It was also the perfect place to work on her cookbook and write her blog.

      Cliff had dumped her, yes. Humiliated her and the family. And Shelley had done something unthinkable, too. But secretly she thanked them both and held no grudges, because their decisions had forced her hand.

      That’s when she left the past behind and started making plans for her future.

      Sweet Hart Inn was the rest of her life.

      She intended to live there, run the B&B, and do her cooking and writing gig for years to come.

      Alone. Blessedly alone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Brad leaned into the turn as his Harley purred along the winding lake road, the trees arching overhead like a cathedral of green. Sunlight broke through the canopy in gold-tipped shards, dappling the pavement and flickering across his leather jacket.

      The lake came into view around a bend. He slowed, letting the breeze hit his face and the pine-laced air fill his lungs. The evening smelled like woodsmoke and honeysuckle. And something else—something warm and sweet that curled at the edge of remembrance.

      Vanilla. Sugar. Cinnamon.

      Suzie.

      Damn it.

      He hadn’t expected the air itself to carry her. Or was it the memory?

      Breakfast in bed. Hot kisses. Tangled sheets.

      He downshifted and eased off the throttle, letting the bike coast. He could almost pretend nothing had changed. That she still made French Toast for breakfast, and tucked her hair behind her ear while concentrating on a new recipe. That she’d smile when she saw him. That she’d forgive him for not chasing her sooner.

      But he knew better.

      Whatever was waiting for him at Sweet Hart Inn, it wasn’t forgiveness.

      Still, he wasn’t turning back.
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        * * *

      

      Suzie spanned the horizon, her gaze settling on the lake. Smiling, she rubbed her hands together to rid them of some dirt and then wiped them on the thighs of her jeans. As dusk settled in, all she wanted was a quiet walk to the water for a few minutes of silence. Then, that long, hot soak in the tub.

      But the rumble of a surly engine down the road grew louder, forcing her to turn back. A large motorcycle—one of those bad-boy types—and its rider leaned into the turn and then made their way up the curvy drive to her home.

      For some odd reason, she liked how the bike thundered into her peaceful existence. It was unexpected, but also welcome, and that made no sense at all. Perhaps it provided an edge to the end of her day, a hint of excitement she normally didn’t experience.

      The rider stopped the bike and abruptly cut off the engine.

      Suzie stood spellbound, staring at the man and bike. He wore black from head to toe—helmet, leather jacket, hip-hugging tight jeans, and boots. Yes. Bad boy. The man stood silent and unmoving, staring back at her.

      She’d expected a guest this evening, a Mr. Logan, and this man could be him. She hadn’t expected a Harley, but again, the unexpected was welcome.

      Stepping forward, again wiping her dirty hands on her pants, she silently wished she’d ended her planting early and showered. She kept moving forward, ready to shake his hand and welcome him to the B&B, when—

      He dismounted, stood straight up, and slipped off his helmet.

      Her breath caught in her throat. The steady gaze that met hers and held while he shifted the helmet to his left hip and ran fingers through his curly brown hair, sent her libido into a lurch, and her heart into panic.

      Icy dread shot up Suzie’s back, and she sucked in a breath. No. Not him. Not today.

      Buzzing filled her ears, like a thousand people talking all at once. She’d know that finger-rake mannerism anywhere.

      Brad Matthews.

      She went a little lightheaded.

      Had her temporary escape from reality caught up with her?
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        * * *

      

      “Suzie!”

      Brad made brief eye contact, then watched her eyelids flutter, and her body fold into itself and topple to the ground. He rushed forward but was too late—her temple sharply connected with a rock at the edge of the flower bed.

      “Dammit!”

      His chest pounding, he pulled her onto his lap, fear shaking his arms. “Suzie, darling. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you. Wake up, sweetheart.” He caressed her face and cooed soothing words.

      He was mortified. Damn. Surprising her was not his best idea. Apparently.

      She moaned and shifted, pressing her palms against his chest. “Wha... What the hell are you...?”

      “Shhh, darling. Don’t talk. Oh, Suzette.” Brad glanced about. Where to take her? Inside? To the hospital? He noticed a small SUV parked in the back. He supposed it was hers. Were the keys inside? Obviously, he couldn’t take her to the hospital on his bike.

      Should he call 9-1-1?

      “We need to get you somewhere. Have that bump looked at.”

      Suzie shifted and huffed out a quick breath, pushing him away. Hard.

      “No, Brad. No...” Then she slumped into his arms again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

        

      

    

    
      Someone was talking to her. Which was, frankly, rude—given that she’d just taken an unscheduled nap in the flowerbed.

      The thousand voices parted, and one voice came to the forefront. His words drifted across her face on a whispery breath, edged with a familiar rasp and threading through the noise—low and gravelly, like warm whiskey over rocks. It ghosted across her face, brushing her cheek. Was he...petting her?

      No, he wouldn’t.

      Would he?

      She felt warm, tucked in, held tight like a fresh-baked biscuit in a dish towel. His arm was solid under her shoulders. His other hand... Was he actually stroking her hair?

      Well, that was new.

      Who?

      “I didn’t mean to scare you,” he whispered.

      Suzie blinked several times. Her brain slowly surfaced from its fog, squinting toward clarity. That voice. That cologne. That smug, Southern-tinged rasp.

      Brad.

      He was holding her.

      Her eyes fluttered open. And there he was. Brad Matthews, in the flesh. And not just in the flesh but cradling her like she was some kind of swoony heroine from a southern soap opera.

      Shit! She bolted upright with a sharp gasp.

      Or tried to.

      Brad’s arm caught her like a net. He tugged her back down onto his lap. “Suzette! Sit still. You passed out and hit your head.”

      Suzette. God help me.

      “What... What are you doing here? Oh...”

      Dizzy again. Dammit. Of course, she was dizzy. She hadn’t eaten since lunch and had spent
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