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  Content Notes


Below you can find all the tropes, content warnings, and tags that could impact your enjoyment of this book. It's not an exhaustive list, but I think these are the main ones. Your discretion is advised and let me know if there are some you found. 
Warnings: Profanity
Tropes: Enemies to Lovers, Small Town to Big City, Jane Austen Modernization, Gender Swap
Tags: She's Mr. Darcy and doesn't realize it; She's traumatized by a past relationship; He blames himself for his family's problems; Recent college graduates; NYE Hookup; Controlling Aunt; Aunt has a sycophant business partner; Characters from previous books in the series; Candy making; Small town politics; Spicy fudge; This isn’t a meet cute. It’s a meet WTF-did-I-say!?; Closed door sex scenes; slow burn, but not as slow as some of the other books in the series; vandalism
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  Chapter One
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As I stood there, the sun beating down on the back of my neck during this oddly warm October day, the only thing I could think about was how the first word out of my mouth should not be ‘yuck’ or any variation of it. 
“Isn’t it delicious?” Louisa Bennet asked as I put a piece of chocolate into my mouth.
The woman and her two sons stared at me. The chocolate on the plate was already melting in the heat, and even though I tried to avoid making a mess as I picked it up, the chocolate smeared my fingers. There was something wrong with it. Not only was there a white film on it, signifying the chocolate hadn’t been tempered well, but it was grainy and bitter. Not in a good way, either. This was supposed to be milk chocolate, which most people wanted creamy and smooth. 
As I tasted it, I could feel my facial muscles instinctively scrunch up, and before I could stop myself, the forbidden word left my mouth. “Uck.”
Fuck or yuck, it was the wrong thing to say, and their wide-eyed reactions made it clear they had heard it. My face flushed, but my mind and my mouth were disconnected for a reason. Elliot Bennet was hot with dark curly hair and magnetic amber eyes that reminded me of molten hot sugar being poured on a candy table. We had been locking eyes all afternoon, and he was the one I was currently staring at. My brain reminded me to act like myself, but my body was in its own world as I kept trying to pull my eyes away from Elliot’s so I could be kind to his mother and her terrible candy. I couldn’t bear to turn to my friend Hailey to see her reaction. She had been so smitten with Johnny, the other Bennet brother, that she was probably angry. At least as angry as she was capable of getting.
Since I couldn’t stop staring at him, Elliot was easy to read. He was annoyed. His smile fell, and he narrowed his eyes. Not that I was trying to entice him, but I hoped I hadn’t made an enemy or ruined a relationship my friends needed to manage carefully. My face seemed to move in slow motion as I winced, took a deep breath, and tried to apologize. It was too late, and Louisa Bennet and her sons turned and walked away before I could open my mouth.
“Ginny!” Hailey whispered when we were alone again. “What the fuck was that?”
I crouched under the table, now mortified by my reaction. I put my head down and clasped the back of my neck so I could even out my breathing and avoid hyperventilating. That would look even worse. “I’m sorry!” I said with my head between my knees. “It slipped out.”
Hailey didn’t reply, and I saw sneakers coming to the other side of the table, but my ears were filled with the beating of my heart. My friend was passing out samples or selling packs of marshmallows. I took a moment to collect myself, replayed the scene in my head, and wondered how I had gotten here. I was supposed to be helping Hailey open her new candy store in this small city in central Massachusetts. I was here to help her navigate a difficult situation where she was in direct competition with an established candy store. I was here to cool my heels after nearly going to war with the manager of my own candy store. I was not here to ruin everything.
Elliot Bennet was an unexpected distraction. Ever since we had arrived at today’s farmer’s market, he and I had been catching each other’s eye and then quickly looking away when the other caught us. I hadn’t realized he was our competitor until he had joined his mother when she came over. Their booth wasn’t filled with candy but with produce and some hot food. Someone told us Mr. Bennet was a great cook and had a great rooftop garden on their house. I had been intrigued enough to get excited when Mrs. Bennet walked over until I saw the chocolate on the plate and realized who they were. 
Once the crowd died down again, I collected myself. I fixed my black hair and checked my face in a small mirror Hailey carried to ensure her makeup looked fresh. My friend loved to look her best at events, and since I was with her, I wanted to look good too. I smoothed out the eyeliner and eye shadow around my green eyes.
“Are you okay?” Hailey said, bending down when the crowd slowed down again. I saw her rainbow hair before I saw her face. 
I took a deep breath before standing up. “I’m sorry about that.”
My friend put her hand on my shoulder and squeezed. “What happened?”
I thought for a moment. “That chocolate was disgusting and not tempered. Who even brings chocolate to an outdoor market on a warm day?”
“That’s not what I’m asking, Ginny.”
That was a fair point. “I couldn’t stop myself, Hailey. I knew I should shut up, but my mouth blurted it out.”
Hailey giggled. “That was a very Wil Darcy moment, not a Ginny Darcy one.”
I knew what she meant, but that wasn’t precisely true. My brother Wil was so reserved and socially anxious that he never blurt out a comment like that. His silence made people think he was a snob, which was how my reaction would be interpreted. 
“It was Elliot, wasn’t it?” Hailey asked.
It had been a long time since I’d felt such an intense attraction to anyone. About a decade ago, Jorge Wickham leveraged my intense attraction to steal my identity and nearly ruin my life. I was still learning to trust people again, and romantic relationships continued to be a struggle for me. Even though he was in prison now, I was vigilant about nobody hurting me like that again.
“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said, not ready to admit my attraction.
Hailey giggled again. “Okay, live in denial, but I know what a pair of mesmerizing eyes can do to you.”
I scoffed. “Those eyes and his mother’s disgusting chocolate can’t tempt me.”
Hailey didn’t get a chance to respond before another wave of customers came to the table. I pulled myself together enough to help her sell all the candy we had brought.

      [image: image-placeholder]As we packed up later that afternoon, avoiding glares that came from the Bennet’s booth now that there were no customers to distract us, I continued replaying my outburst and trying to figure out how I had gotten here in forty-eight hours.
I had come to Lacock, Massachusetts, from New York City because of various factors. Primarily, I was here to help Hailey and her brother Owen open their own candy store. We had grown up together in the city and had always hoped to run Pemberly Candies, my family’s internationally famous candy store, together. Once there was resistance to that idea, the two decided to go off on their own and accepted help from my aunt Katherine to open their own store. My aunt had picked the location after doing her own research and purchased the building she wanted them in. 
I had a different reaction to the resistance. It had primarily come from their mother, Heather, who had been running Pemberly Candies since my mother passed away. I had gone to culinary and business school to get the education I needed to make candy and run the store. I was confident that I was ready, but Heather was reluctant to even listen to my idea, let alone let me take over managing the store. When it was clear that we were heading for a battle of wills, I decided to cool off and help her children.
“We did really well today,” Hailey said, breaking me out of my obsessive replay of the earlier scene. “We sold out and gave away most of the grand opening cards.”
I hugged her, proud that she had the space to make the kind of store she wanted and that it would probably be successful.
“Your mother has taught us well. I just wish she was ready to let us give some input into my business,” I said as I pulled the wagon back to Main Street Sweets. 
Hailey didn’t say much as we walked. She was in a difficult position since her mother was the barrier to making our dream a reality. I wanted to respect her boundary, but it was hard to avoid venting to a friend.
Owen was waiting for us when we got back to the store. Hailey told him about the event as we unpacked.
“Was the candy that bad?” he asked when we got to my slip-up.
I could feel the heat spread across my face. “Milk chocolate shouldn’t be grainy.”
“I get the impression they don’t make a lot of chocolate,” Hailey said, making excuses for her competition. “I’ve been told they’re more known for making fudge.”
“Did they taste your marshmallows?” Owen asked, looking for something constructive.
Hailey perked up. “Yes!”
“And?” Owen asked, extending his hands.
Hailey’s face fell. “They said they liked it.”
I thought about what had happened before I tasted the chocolate. Mrs. Bennet walked over with her sons Elliot and Johnny. Johnny, unlike his brother, had dirty blond curls and was clean-shaven. The two did share their oval faces and amber eyes. He waved when he met Hailey’s eyes, and a broad smile spread across his face. He was cute and totally Hailey’s type. All three had taken marshmallow samples and complimented them. Mrs. Bennet was the only one who didn’t seem to mean it. 
I smirked. “Those were Mrs. Bennet’s words, but her sneer made it clear that she didn’t care for them.”
“Her sons enjoyed them,” Hailey said. “The older one, Johnny, came over a few times on his own to try different samples.”
He had done that before and after the incident, often staying to chat about other markets around the area that Hailey should consider attending. Now Hailey let out a dreamy sigh. I exchanged a look with Owen. My friend loved being in love and quickly jumped from attraction to love at first sight. Owen was well-versed in what happened when Hailey got like this. She would make this person the center of her attention, looking for any opportunity to see them. Since his mother’s store was their main competition in a small town, this could become a problem.

      [image: image-placeholder]“This could be a problem,” Owen said later that afternoon.
Hailey had gone into the shop’s kitchen to make more marshmallows, energized by her success at the farmer’s market. The two of us were in the front, where Owen was working on a mural. It was still a rough sketch in pencil, but I could see the direction he was taking it to feel like a classic soda fountain store. 
“The whole situation is a mess. How could my aunt pick a town with a competing candy store down the street?” I asked as I lowered myself to the floor and crossed my legs.
“She told us they’re on the verge of closing and will be gone by the time we open,” Owen said as he continued to sketch on the wall.
“Owen, they’re not about to close. Who goes to a farmer’s market if you’re about to shut down?”
Owen shrugged. “Hailey refuses to leave. She thinks there’s room for both stores.”
I rolled my neck until I heard a crack. I wasn’t aware of how tense I was about this situation. Owen had been reluctant to do this, but Katherine had promised to do the work to prepare them for success. Walking into this situation made me question my aunt’s business acumen. I would never have opened a candy store here.
“Do you think they’re not going to close at all or that it will take longer than expected?” Owen asked.
“The candy is bad, but who knows how long they’ve been around,” I said. “This competition could light a fire under Louisa Bennet and make her reconsider what she’s doing. Who knows why her candy is terrible, but obviously, they’ve been able to maintain some business.”
Owen nodded absent-mindedly. “If we can’t trust your aunt’s assessment of the competition, can you get us a better picture?”
My aunt Katherine usually had a good instinct for opening new businesses. She wasn’t one to run those businesses but to invest in people with great ideas. As I understood it, she had walked away from our family’s candy store decades ago. I wasn’t surprised she decided to support my friend’s desire for their own candy store, so I trusted her when she dictated the location. On the other hand, I had formal education in running culinary businesses. I may have been struggling to lead my own candy store, but I’d worked there since I was a teenager in various roles, including making candy, working with customers, and some management. 
I took a deep breath and sat up straighter. “I need to get into the store to do that.”
Owen put down his pencil and turned to me, his eyebrow raised. “I may have an opportunity for that. Yesterday, Mr. Bennet came to meet me and invited us to see their store. I dismissed it at the time, but maybe you and Hailey can go?”
A smile spread across my face. “I’m sure she’d love another chance to see Johnny Bennet,” I said, unwilling to admit that I wanted to see Elliot Bennet too.






  
  Chapter Two
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Hailey practically skipped to the other end of the street the next day. The half-mile walk was refreshing, and her energy was a bit infectious. 
“I can’t wait to see how they make their candy,” Hailey said as her arms swung at her sides. “I’m willing to bet they were having a bad day at the farmer’s market. Plus, they make vastly different candies. I mean, I’m not ready to make fudge yet. Now I won’t have to worry about it at all.”
Making fudge wasn’t something either of us had extensive experience with, but Pemberly Candies, my store, had a history of making it. During culinary school, I learned to turn it on a marble table and carefully mix ingredients by moving it to make the fudge creamy and smooth. It was my favorite part of the process, and it made a fun show for people to watch as the fudge got thicker and thicker. Fudge was my favorite thing to make for Christmas, but I only ever made small batches that were gifts.
I was curious to learn how Louisa Bennet made her fudge. Hailey might excuse the farmer’s market as a bad day, but I disagreed. I was confident that all their candy would be gross. I focused on being kinder than I had been at the market. I was there to help my friend find a way to be successful now that it seemed too late for her to find a new location. Also, I didn’t want Elliot to hate me.
When we arrived, I pushed open the door and was met with a scene that challenged everything I knew about candy stores. It was a stuffy space with wood-paneled walls that looked like they had been installed in the 1970s. The carpet was dark green, and I could see dark stains scattered through the room. My feet stuck a little when I walked further inside. I smelled something unpleasant that I couldn’t identify. Every surface was covered in lace tablecloths and doilies. Aside from the chocolate and fudge Mrs. Bennet made in the store, there were cardboard boxes of penny candy and saltwater taffy. I was willing to bet the pre-made candy was the only thing sold, and I reconsidered my comments to Owen. Maybe my aunt’s assessment of the store was correct. I couldn’t imagine how they were managing to stay open.
“I’m so happy you came to see my little shop,” Mrs. Bennet said from the back counter where she was putting out new chocolates.
These looked a little better than those she had with her yesterday. Her happiness at seeing Hailey faded when she noticed me. Johnny, sitting at the register, blushed when he saw Hailey. He ushered us back to the kitchen as if the store was full of people and not completely empty. I heard the pounding of feet upstairs, signifying the home above us. The main store spanned the width of the house.
As we went behind the counter, I could see that it was covered in plexiglass that showcased their variety of fudge and chocolate-covered cream candies. I wondered if Mrs. Bennet also made those here or if she bought them like she did the penny candy.  
The kitchen was larger than I expected, but it also served as storage. We were introduced to Miles, the middle son, who was already getting everything set up. At the farmer’s market, she had mentioned that all five of her sons lived at home. Johnny and Elliot were college graduates, Miles took classes at Lacock State, and the twins would graduate from high school this summer. All five boys had those magnetic amber eyes. Miles resembled Elliot but had straight dark hair instead of the curls I wanted to wrap around my fingers.
“I’m making fudge today,” Mrs. Bennet said as she puttered around the kitchen. “Since you’re not offering fudge in your store, maybe you can suggest shoppers come over here when they want some. Doesn’t that seem like a good way for us to help each other?”
We didn’t have a chance to answer before Miles walked over and handed us aprons. They were cute, with different types of candy on the fabric. Mrs. Bennet slipped on one with gummy bears covering it. Mine was covered in peppermints, and Hailey’s looked like peanut butter cups. 
“That’s certainly something I’m happy to do!” Hailey said as she bounced on her toes. “Knowing how you make your fudge and helping make some will make that easier for me. Just tell us what you need us to do.”
Mrs. Bennet pulled out cans of sweetened condensed milk, cheap chocolate chips, and a bottle of tajin spice mix. I looked around at the people, meeting Hailey’s eyes. My friend shrugged, just as confused as I was. 
“I’m making tahini fudge today,” Mrs. Bennet said as she ripped open the bags of chocolate chips. 
I opened my mouth to correct her, but Hailie’s eyes widened as she shook her head. I snapped my mouth shut and pursed my lips, but my anxiety rose. Did Mrs. Bennet not know the difference between tahini and tajin? One was a sesame paste that would probably make delicious fudge, and the other was a chili pepper blend that would be a disaster. I tried to catch Miles’s eyes, but he was busy pulling things out of cabinets. Surely this was a joke. 
I was soon distracted by something more egregious as Mrs. Bennet put a bowl of chocolate chips and sweetened condensed milk into the microwave to melt. This woman made fudge like an inexperienced home chef making something quick. She pulled it out, stirred for a minute, and then stuck the bowl back into the microwave for another thirty seconds until everything melted. I stood there, mouth agape, until Hailey elbowed me in the side, and I snapped it shut again. I hoped none of them noticed my reaction. It was almost as bad as what I did at the farmer’s market.
“Tell me more about your method and why it works for you,” Hailey said, finding a generous way to ask like she always did.
“Well, we use this method to make more fudge in less time and money,” Mrs. Bennet said, pouring another bag of chips into a bowl. “We must ensure we have enough to make the expense worth it.”
“But…” Hailey started to say before she was interrupted.
“ELLIOT! JOHNNY!” Mrs. Bennet yelled at the top of her lungs. “COME HELP ME!”
I looked around the room, taking a step back to fade into the shadows as the two eldest sons entered the kitchen. Johnny came in from the front of the store. He caught Hailey’s eyes and smiled before he got to work preparing items to be mixed into the batches. Elliot came down a staircase in the back of the kitchen. Even though I smiled when he saw me, Elliot quickly turned away as he pulled cooled pans of fudge out of a fridge. As he started cutting the bite-size squares and putting them on trays for display, I was sure he was trying to avoid looking at me. Miles, who hadn’t stopped moving yet, took over the mixing and heating for his mother. Now Mrs. Bennet could give all her attention to Hailey.
“What do you need to know about making fudge?” Mrs. Bennet asked.
Hailey turned her head toward me, and I shrugged, not sure what we’d want to know. If this was the way Mrs. Bennet made fudge, then there was nothing she could teach us. Even though I learned how to make fudge in culinary school, Hailey had learned from her mother, Heather. Heather always made fudge for bake sales and school parties when we were kids. She had a knack for making unique flavors like key lime pie or root beer float. 
“Um,” Hailey said when Mrs. Bennet cleared her voice, growing impatient. “How do you pick which flavors to sell?”
Mrs. Bennet ticked her tongue as if unimpressed by this question. “I like to experiment, but when we bought this shop, the owner gave us his recipes, and I still make those. Now, help my boys make fudge, and I’ll be in the front of the store.”
I watched as Mrs. Bennet took off her apron and went through the door. I looked around at the men in the kitchen with us. Elliot and Miles focused on their tasks, but Johnny gestured to Hailey to work with him. I went over to see if Elliot needed help cutting. Once standing next to him, I took one of the pans and a knife to start working. He smelled like caramelized sugar, and I wanted to close my eyes as I inhaled the scent. It made it difficult to focus on cutting the fudge, but I managed to do it. We were able to work quietly for a while before Mrs. Bennet returned to get another tray of cut fudge. I wondered if people had been in the store to buy some. I hadn’t heard anything the entire time we had been working.
“Do you taste the flavor experiments?” Hailey asked when she noticed Mrs. Bennet.
Mrs. Bennet stood at the fridge door and shook her head, her smile fading.
“What does tajin fudge taste like?” I asked, eyes wide in disbelief.
“It’s tahini fudge, and it’s our best-seller,” Mrs. Bennet said, a snarl starting to form on her face. “That’s all that matters.”
I looked around, hoping one of the others would back me up and correct Mrs. Bennet, but everyone, including Hailey, refused to meet my eyes. I was positive that people only bought it once out of curiosity. There was no way that fudge could taste good. I tried to distract myself by looking around at the ingredients being used. My teachers favored European butter because it had a higher fat count. American butter had too much water and ruined the fudge. I liked superfine sugar for a smoother fudge. As I looked at what was on the table, I saw the cheapest ingredients. Mrs. Bennet favored store-brand sweetened condensed milk, sugar, and chocolate chips. Since she was using the microwave to make this and not a thermometer, I was surprised that she made any fudge successfully. 
Since I was cutting fudge, Elliot switched to helping Miles make fudge. Johnny and Hailey were doing the same but seemed to be distracted. This wasn’t a two-person job, but the brothers seemed to have a system they were comfortable with. One would manage the microwave while the other stirred the bowls of fudge.
“Is this how you’ve always made fudge?” I whispered to Elliot as he poured a can of sweetened condensed milk into a bowl and added more sugar.
He looked at me and rolled his eyes before handing the bowl to Miles. The middle Bennet brother silently removed another bowl from the microwave and handed it to Elliot to work on. 
“You mix it before we put it back in,” Elliot said and handed me a spatula and bowl of melted chocolate. “For about a minute.”
I rolled my eyes too. “I know how to make fudge. I just make it with butter and sugar. If I use sweetened condensed milk, I make that from scratch too.”
Elliot pulled over an empty bowl and repeated the process while I stirred. “This is a perfectly acceptable way to make fudge, and we’re trying to save money. My mother uses more ingredients for custom orders.”
I turned to see what Mrs. Bennet was doing. She was standing next to a stove with Hailey next to her. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but the older woman was mixing sugar into a pan on the stove. Johnny, no longer distracted by Hailey, was working again. He took the finished bowls and poured them into pans to cool. Sometimes he added nuts, marshmallows, or peanut butter. This was when the tajin was mixed into some of the bowls. I was amazed at how efficient they were, but they had no joy in candy making.
Despite my irritation, I was happy to work with Elliot. His irritation with me seemed to dissipate as we got comfortable working together. Each time he looked at me with those bright amber eyes, I felt my body temperature rise and my stomach clench. I had to remind myself that flirting with him was a bad idea, but it didn’t stop me from imagining what kissing him would feel like. 
“Is this how you imagined you’d spend your twenties?” I asked Elliot when the fantasies in my head were about to change to something more than kissing.
He turned to me and narrowed his eyes. “I’ve always felt it was important to help my family.”
I winced, feeling like that was an attack. I could have asked the question better, but I understood what he meant and appreciated his commitment to his family. I considered what was happening, even if I thought it was a hot mess. He had a mother who probably couldn’t afford to hire anyone. I decided against asking him if he was paid for this work. 
“What would you be doing if you weren’t needed here?” I asked, trying to do better as I stirred another bowl of half-melted chips.
Elliot was silent as he poured another bag of chocolate chips into a bowl. It was longer than I expected, and I had the sudden urge to fill the silence with words, but I resisted for fear that I would slip and say something mean. 
“I like making videos,” he said, his shoulders getting tight. “I have a YouTube channel and a digital media degree I want to use.”
I raised an eyebrow. “Cool!” 
“What about you?” Elliot asked, the tension sliding off. “What would you be doing if you weren’t here making candy?”
I smiled. “Still making candy, but at my family’s shop in New York City. I love making candy.”
Elliot stopped mixing his chocolate and looked over at me. “Your family has a candy store?”
I nodded, and my smile got wider, but I didn’t explain more when I noticed the tension return to Elliot’s shoulders. 
“Not all of us are lucky enough to do what we love and be handed the reigns to a successful business,” he said.
I took a deep breath and slowly exhaled. I wanted to say that I had spent years learning about the business and candy making. Instead, I resisted the urge to grab the fudge-cutting knife and slam it into the table like I was having a temper tantrum. It seemed like a good idea to keep my mouth shut. I was there to keep an eye on the budding relationship between Hailey and Johnny, not spar with Elliot. I had a growing list of concerns. Mrs. Bennet came off as lazy, stuck in her ways, and manipulative. I turned to see what the matron of this family was currently doing. I saw her hovering over Hailey and Johnny.
“It doesn’t matter what method you make it,” she explained as she supervised my friend mixing a bowl removed from the microwave. “It all tastes the same.”
I felt the heat rise to my face and couldn’t stop myself. “I agree that candy making doesn’t have to be difficult, but I disagree about the method not being important.”
Everyone in the kitchen turned to look at me.
“Excuse me?” Mrs. Bennet said, aghast at my interruption.
I looked at everyone, aware I needed to show I had more knowledge about candy making than I was being given credit for. I swallowed before responding. “Everything is important, from the technique to the quality of the ingredients. The right mix of flavors is critical, like how you need citric acid in some fruit-flavored hard candy to ensure you get that tang that real fruit has.”
Mrs. Bennet narrowed her eyes. “We don’t make hard candy in this shop.”
“I’m aware, believe me,” I spat. “Clearly, you have no desire to understand real candy making. Microwaving fudge is the lazy way.”
This time I didn’t care that I had said something wrong. It wasn’t a slip-up but a deliberate reaction, and I didn’t care if it would cost my friend a critical relationship in town. This woman was simply wrong. When I saw the angry shock on Elliot’s face, I accepted that I had lost any chance of spending time with him, let alone getting to make out with him. I needed to get out before I did anything else I would regret. I met Hailey’s eyes and walked toward the door. I could hear my friend making the apologies I refused to make. Maybe I should have at the farmer’s market, but after what I had just seen, I had to stand up with integrity. We left a store that was no busier than it was when we entered. Nobody had come to buy anything while we had worked.
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