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        Cast of Characters

        Suzie Hart

        Brad Matthews

      

      

      

      
        
        Supporting Roles

        James Martin (local real estate agent)

        Gracie Hart (Suzie’s cousin)

        Various Harbor Falls townsfolk

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WELCOME TO HARBOR FALLS

          

        

      

    

    
      This two-book bundle is your series starter into the Harbor Falls Romance Series! Enjoy the first two books in the series, sold at a discount, so you can meet and come to know many of the people, and the lifestyle, of Harbor Falls, North Carolina.

      
        
        In this set, I’ve included the following two books:

        All of My Heart (Book 1)

        Take My Heart (Book 2)

        I hope you enjoy these stories!

        Love, Maddie
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        * * *

      

      Nestled in the rolling hills of the North Carolina Blue Ridge Mountains sits the small town of Harbor Falls—a town that boasts of a booming tourist industry laced with southern charm and grace, topped off with a host of quirky characters and one very busy resident by the name of Suzie Hart.

      

      Resisting the lure of Harbor Falls is difficult for residents and long-time vacationers alike. Set against the backdrop of Appalachia, the town is proud of its charming downtown with old-style shopfronts and unique artisan offerings. There is a downtown mall, a sweet shop and bakery, the library, a diner and cafe, an artist’s row, a gift shop, a bookstore, an elementary and high school, a town hall, a local grocer, a landscaping business and nursery, and a youth center. Just to name a few. The characters who live in Harbor Falls and work in these businesses are just as homespun and homegrown as the town.

      

      On the edge of town, tucked into the mountain foothills and on the shores of Falls Lake, sits a quaint Victorian bed and breakfast owned by small-town chef, Suzie Hart. She calls her B&B Sweet Hart Inn, because well, Suzie is a chef of fantastic proportions, sweets are her forte, and of course her last name is Hart—which probably has nothing to do with the fact that she occasionally likes to dabble in matchmaking….

      

      Welcome to Harbor Falls!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ALL OF MY HEART

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        “True love conquers all—isn’t that why we read these books?” EmmaRae, Romancing the Book (Review for All of My Heart)

      

      

      Life is perfect.

      When Suzie Hart inherits the lakeside Victorian cottage that eventually becomes Sweet Hart Inn, she imagines her life all planned out ahead of her. She will run the inn, write her recipes, conduct her cooking classes, and pick up an occasional catering job with her cousin Sydney Hart, who owns the local bakery. Her life in Harbor Falls is predictable—a welcome change from the chaos of recent months—and that’s the way she likes it. Predictability makes her happy.

      And then chaos rides his bad ass Harley up to her bed and breakfast doorstep—and her perfect, predictable, and well-planned world starts crumbling like yesterday’s blueberry muffins.

      Brad Matthews has other ideas.

      In fact, he has a plan. When Suzie worked as his sous chef in Asheville several months earlier, he had no intention of falling in love with the sassy chef—no room in his life for romance. But when Suzie disappeared and took Brad’s heart with her, his good intentions shattered. And even though Brad’s plan involves making a lot of people in Harbor Falls angry (Suzie included), it is part of a bigger plan to get his own life and career on track, and to win Suzie Hart back into his arms—permanently.

      But can Suzie let go of their muddled past, and her well-planned future, in order to finally find happiness with hunky Chef Brad? And can Brad alter his own plan, in order to get Suzie back?

      
        
        “All of My Heart will have you up, down, hot and cold, and maybe just a little bit desperate too!” ~ Corrie, Lamplight Review & Promotion on Goodreads

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FROM THE KITCHEN OF SUZIE HART, SWEET HART INN

          

        

      

    

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

      

      It’s beginning to look a lot like spring! 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 ship-shape and it’s not only landscaping and gardening. Let’s see…

      The new kitchen is finished (more on that soon!). 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. And in two weeks I’ll be participating 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.

      But I’m most excited about my cookbook. An agent is interested and I’m literally on pins and needles in anticipation. Me?! Suzie Hart. A cookbook author. Ohmygoodness! I do have to say that all of my blog readers have helped with that. The agent seemed 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 decided to make lemonade out of lemons and chase 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 on the back deck—the view is all good from here.

      

      Until next time, Suzie
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      Suzie Hart pulled onto the rambling lane that led to Sweet Hart Inn, followed the drive around the house, and parked beside the yellow clapboard Victorian she called home. Switching off the ignition, she sat and stared straight ahead, her gaze landing on the tranquil scene of Harbor 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, frenzy was normal. She liked 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. She wouldn’t change a thing if she could. She loved her life here in Harbor Falls, every single day. She was busy but busyness was truly a blessing.

      She welcomed busy.

      Busy made her temporarily forget about…things.

      And that was good. Right? To forget?

      She didn’t answer herself. Blinking away the lake scene behind her house until later—when she could unwind with a glass of wine on her deck overlooking the lake—Suzie grabbed her keys and got out of her Mazda SUV. Moving to the rear of the vehicle, she lifted the hatch. Over the next few minutes, she carried in empty pans and tubs, bags of plastic wear and paper plates, a couple of empty coolers, and more. She’d dropped off the soiled tablecloths at the cleaner to be cleaned and pressed before she left town and had delivered the leftover food to the Harbor Falls Youth Center. She knew the kids there always appreciated an unexpected spread. She loved giving back to her community, and this was one way she helped. No leftover food from any event was ever wasted. She always found someone in need.

      Finally, she grabbed a couple of bags of groceries and slammed the hatch. She’d stopped for a few things at Ralph’s Food Mart—affectionately called The Mart or simply Ralph’s by the locals—before leaving town. With one guest arriving later this evening, she’d needed only a few supplies. Didn’t matter whether she was expecting one guest or ten though, she still had breakfast to fix in the morning.

      Sweet Hart Inn was, after all, a bed and breakfast, first and foremost.

      After trekking up the steps and through the back entrance of her home, she set her purchases on the oversized kitchen island and sighed.

      “Whew. What a day.”

      Pausing for only a few seconds, she inhaled-exhaled again, then started unpacking the groceries. One by one, Suzie lifted the items out of her cotton grocery bags and placed them on the butcher-block top, when a sinking feeling that she had forgotten something hit her.

      She glanced off and bit her lip. What in the world did I forget? She clicked through the list in her head, touching each item as she said the name out loud.

      “Flour.”

      “Eggs.”

      “Cinnamon, nutmeg.”

      “Sugar.”

      “Blueberries.”

      “Butter.”

      She glanced at the refrigerator. Darn it. Something missing. Why hadn’t she made a list? She always made a list. She knew better than to not make a list. She was a chef, for God’s sake. Chefs make lists! Why didn’t she make a list today? She had to get over this bad habit of second-guessing herself.

      She opened the refrigerator door. Damn. Milk. She forgot the stupid milk.

      And she was bone-dry out. She had planned to tweak her Harbor Falls Mountain Blueberry Muffins recipe tonight for her new cookbook—At Your Leisure: Recipes of Harbor Falls Sweet Hart Inn. Thinking about the new title she and her editor had just decided on, she smiled, then immediately frowned as she glanced toward the incomplete stash of groceries on her kitchen counter.

      The plus side to baking tonight meant there would be muffins at the ready for morning, and she wouldn’t have had to get up as early and bake on a Saturday. But that scenario was not going to pan out this weekend, it seemed.

      Double drat.

      She could just bite the bullet and go back to Ralph’s and get the milk. It wasn’t that the grocery store was that far away, or that it would take her 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 or so ago.

      She could still hear them in her head…

      “Suzie, honey, so sorry to hear about, well, you know, Cliff.” Cluck, cluck. Old Mrs. Wilson. Her dementia had set in about a year ago and she recalled everything that happened exactly one year ago, repeatedly. Whenever she saw Suzie, all the older woman ever thought about was how Cliff, Suzie’s fiancé of ten-thousand years or so, 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...um, your sister.”

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

      Sympathy run amok.

      She didn’t need any more sympathy run 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 wasn’t going to get it today, that was for certain, unless she hauled her butt back out to her car, drove into town, and braved the gossip mill.

      Ralph’s Food Mart, here I come.

      Besides, it had been over a year since Cliff ran off with her little sister. She was over it. She was! When would they—meaning the entire town of Harbor Falls, North Carolina—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. Seemed like she and Cliff 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, didn’t she?

      How did that turn out for you Suzie?
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        * * *

      

      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,” he added.

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

      “I have a plan.”

      James harrumphed. “Others have had plans, too. I assume you have the financing for renovation. It is on the historic register and there are federal guidelines you’ll need 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 period of time he’d lived in one place since he was a kid. Back then, he and his parents had lived the first five years of his life in Atlanta. To him, small towns were often close-minded, lacking in diversity, and unaccepting of strangers.

      Well, that was something he was going to have to deal with in the near future. If all went as planned, and if he did relocate to Harbor Falls—lock, stock, and barrel—adjustment to small town life and all that entailed would be a high priority on his agenda. Right after—

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

      He shook himself back to the present. “I figured as much,” he told James. 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, when they realized how the community would benefit. After all, he intended to settle here, why would he do anything detrimental?

      They’d understand—eventually.

      “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 forefingers. “Well. Your loan is secure. The bank holding the note 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 needs to be done?”

      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 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 library. The one that forty years ago drew tourists to the mountains and the lake in droves.

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

      His gaze drifted and then rested across the way on a moderate-sized, two-story home that sat nestled in a grove of trees bordering the lake’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 was going to enjoy the commission he’d make from this sale. Well, good for him. He imagined he could use the money. Might as well let Brad’s inheritance contribute to the local economy.

      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 all he had to do was execute the biggest, and most important, piece of his plan.
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        * * *

      

      She didn’t get the milk.

      Suzie just didn’t have it in her to wade through the gossip mongers one more time today. She loved everyone in this town but there were times she didn’t need to be around them. When things were hopping and she was around people all day, she needed down time. Alone time. Time to un-people and let the chatter in her head die down. Tonight, was one of those nights. She’d work on the muffin recipe next week. After all, the deadline was still far enough out. Nothing pressing. Tonight, she’d plant the hostas she’d picked up yesterday from Jack Ackerman at the nursery. It promised to be a perfect evening for it.

      There was something very basic and elemental, if not soothing and calming, that happened when she dug her fingers into dirt. It grounded her. The idea of that and to rid herself of the voices still lingering in her head, was promising.

      Truth be known, Suzie knew that no matter how much she disliked the fact that small towns were nosy, she could never leave Harbor Falls. Here, people stayed put. It was sort of like a rule. Harbor Falls was her hometown, and she had no plan to leave. Here, she was safe, secure. She was surrounded by family and friends and beautiful countryside. Harbor Falls was home.

      And zero chance of running into unexpected people, er person, who might flip her hormones sideways…

      Enough of that.

      Suzie shook herself. She was as homegrown and homespun as they come around these parts. She couldn’t imagine herself living anywhere else, especially in a big city. She’d tried once—it didn’t work out for her.

      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….

      Of course, there were others in town who wanted Harbor Falls to change.

      Sighing, Suzie put all that out of her mind, picked up the dozen eggs still 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 and she wouldn’t need milk before breakfast, anyway. In her usual professional style, she’d have quite the spread out at seven-thirty, one guest or a whole family in attendance.

      After all, she had her reputation to stand on, right? 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 toward the back door. The gossip mill indeed. The other half of the talk of the town story was that she, Suzie Hart, must have done something wrong to make poor Cliff go and do what he did. And the way he did it! Cliff had always been such a good guy, they’d said—albeit a tad boring. What in the world was wrong with little Suzie Hart that, a) prevented Cliff, her boyfriend of a dozen years and her fiancé of two from actually tying the knot? and, b) made him run off with her little sister? Everyone in Harbor Falls knew that Suzie and Cliff were destined to marry since they were in high school. Right?

      And if that weren’t enough, the town biddy speculation was like fuel to the fire. Just why had Suzie up and moved to Asheville, anyway, for those couple of months before Cliff ran off with Shelley Hart and eloped?

      Like she’d give them fuel for that discussion.

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

      Reaching for the refrigerator door, she simultaneously glanced at her land line phone sitting on the counter and noticed a missed a call—and a message. She paused and punched the voice mail button.

      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. He couldn’t have found her.

      Could he?

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

      With an intake of breath, Suzie held it and hesitantly pushed the voice mail button again and then turned to put the eggs on the top refrigerator shelf. Like, if she didn’t pay too much attention the message wouldn’t have too much importance.

      Yeah, right.

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

      In a split-second, the full dozen 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 clicked off his cell phone and dropped it into this shirt pocket. Satisfied, and more certain now than ever of his plan, he stepped from James Martin’s office and into the crisp mountain air of downtown Harbor Falls with a smile on his face. As he crossed the sidewalk toward his bike parked on the street, he side-stepped a kid on a skateboard whizzing by at a speed Brad didn’t even want to try to calculate.

      “Spud Jones! Come back here and apologize!”

      Brad glanced to his right and watched a tall woman step out of a storefront. She walked with elegance but frowned after the young teenage boy on the skateboard, who by now was two blocks down the street. “Spud!”

      She sighed and looked to Brad, then said, “I’m so sorry. That child.”

      Smiling, Brad said, “No problem. No harm done. Yours?”

      “Oh good Heaven’s no. I don’t know what I would do with a child!” Her hand went to her hair and she smoothed back the blond knot she had gathered up at the top of 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 do, 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 and chuckled. “I guess I’m babbling too. Kids actually make me nervous, but I do want one or two someday. I’m Brad Matthews.”

      “Gracie 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 new in town? Or soon to be new?”

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

      Gracie nodded. “I see. Well, new people to Harbor Falls are always welcome. New business 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 to the sign over the Victorian storefront door. Romantically Yours. “Your shop?” He wondered what kinds of things she sold.

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

      “I see. And you sell…?”

      “Oh! Well, a little bit of everything if it has to do with being romantic—you know, things 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 you. So much of what I do is customized for the buyer.”

      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 a moment. “Do you have flowers?”

      Gracie grinned. “I actually do. I don’t do much 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. “Wait. Did you say your name was Gracie Hart?”

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

      Pausing for a moment, he glanced over her features, then asked, “Any relation to Suzie Hart?”

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

      Of course. Small town, remember? Nodding, he replied, “I do.”

      Gracie eyed him, then looked him fully up, then down. “Hm.” Gracie said. “Hm. Well come on in here. Let’s see what kind of damage we can do.”
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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 for her to spread in the morning. The hostas were planted and weeds wouldn’t grow overnight so she’d just make the rest her Sunday morning chore—after breakfast, that is. She was pooped. Long day. She was now ready for a bubble-bath and that glass of wine.

      Standing up straight, she swiped the back of her gloved hand over her forehead, then her other to her tummy. She felt a little dizzy and queasy. “Should have eaten earlier,” she muttered. But she’d been too busy with the plants and other outside tasks. She paused a moment, steadying herself, and allowed the feeling to pass. She’d need to eat with that wine later.

      Glancing, toward the west, she watched the sun settle over the mountain, shadowing downtown Harbor Falls a half mile or so in the distance. She loved living on the edge of town, right on the lake. She liked being just so far removed from Harbor Falls’ daily hustle and bustle. If you could call it that. Downtown Harbor Falls boasted of a business district, but nothing compared to the likes of nearby Asheville or other vacation and shopping hot spots of the Blue Ridge Mountains.

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

      Life and business and living in her new-to-her home, were good. She marveled every single day how she’d acquired the quaint Victorian cottage. It was a dream come true. Her aunt’s passing had been unexpected and the fact that she’d left the home to Suzie was even more so. Her father’s oldest sister was the maiden aunt everyone adored, and Suzie missed her terribly. She vowed she would never take owning the home for granted and would always honor her aunt in the highest regard by keeping the home full of love and laughter and children. Aunt Donna so loved children. Since Suzie was the oldest of all the cousins, her Aunt had doted on her more than the others and had encouraged her to chase her dreams. Still, she never expected that her aunt would leave the beautiful storybook home to her.

      Every day Suzie sent up a prayer of thanks to a higher power who might have assisted in helping move her dream forward.

      Sweet Hart Inn was hers. She’d worked hard to convert Aunt Donna’s home into a working bed and breakfast inn, and to renovate the kitchen for her cooking classes and catering. It was also the perfect place to work on her cookbook and write her blog.

      Cliff had dumped her, yes. And her sister had done something unthinkable, yes. But secretly she thanked the two of them and held no grudges, because their decisions had forced her hand. When that happened, and when the home was literally dropped into her lap, she’d left the past behind and started making plans on how live her future.

      Sweet Hart Inn was the rest of her life. She intended to stay here, run this little bed and breakfast, and do her cooking and writing thing for years to come.

      Her gaze spanned the horizon and then settled 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 down to the lake for a few moments of silence. Then that long, hot soak in the tub.

      With her first few steps, the rumble of a surly engine grew louder down the road, forcing her to turn back. A large motorcycle—one of those bad-boy types—and its rider leaned into the turn and then smoothly made its way up the curvy drive to her home. She liked how the bike thundered into her peaceful existence and she wasn’t quite sure why. It was both unexpected and welcome, and that really made no sense at all. Perhaps it provided an edge to the night, a hint of excitement the inn normally didn’t lend at this time of evening.

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

      Suzie stood spellbound staring at the man and motorcycle. 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 supposed this man could be him. He hadn’t said anything about arriving on a bike—not that her guests were in the habit of indicating the type of transportation they would use to get to the inn.

      She stepped forward, again wiping her dirty hands on her pants, silently wishing she’d ended her planting early and showered. She reached out, ready to shake his hand and welcome him and—

      The man 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 five fingers through his ruffled, curly brown hair, startled her.

      Her heart jack-knifed.

      Icy panic shot up Suzie’s back and she sucked in a breath and held it. Buzzing filled her ears, like a thousand people talking all at once. She’d know that finger-rake mannerism anywhere.

      Her head spun and Suzie felt herself go a little light-headed.
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        * * *

      

      Brad caught Suzie’s gaze and then watched her body literally fold into itself and fall to the ground. “Shit!” He rushed forward to grab her about the time her temple connected with a rock at the edge of a flower bed. “Suzie!”

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

      Inside he was mortified that he’d caused her to fall and had hurt her.

      She moaned and shifted, pushing her palms into his chest. “Wha…” The half-word fell out of her mouth on a breath. “What are…”

      “Sh, darling. Oh, Suzette.” Brad glanced about. Where to take her? Inside? To the hospital? He glanced about and noticed a small SUV parked near a back entrance. He supposed it was hers. Were her 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. “No, Brad, no…” Then she slumped into his arms again.
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      Someone was talking to her. The thousand voices parted, and one voice came to the forefront. His words drifted across her face on a soft and whispery breath, edged with familiar rasp. In her hazed state, it felt as if he were stroking her face with his fingertips, brushing strands of hair from her eyes. No, he wouldn’t do that. Would he? But she felt so warm, protected, like he had cradled her deep in his arms.

      Who?

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

      Suzie blinked several times as her brain came back to awareness. Brad. He was holding her. She was cradled in his arms. He was stroking her face and cooing down at her.

      Shit! She bolted upright.

      He grabbed her and pulled her back down into his lap. “Suzette! Sit still. You passed out and hit your head.”

      “What… What are you doing here? Oh...” Dizzy again. Dammit. She should have eaten dinner before doing the planting. She knew better than to let her blood sugar get out of whack.

      “Would you quit squirming? I’m not going to hurt you.”

      That was probably the understatement of the century. Hurt her? No, Brad Matthews would never hurt her—physically. Emotionally? Probably. She searched his face through fuzzy eyes. It had been eighteen months since she’d seen him. She didn’t want to acknowledge to herself how much she had missed that face.

      She scooted up, rubbed her temple, and pushed away from him. “Brad, I….”

      “Let’s get an ice pack for your head. And a painkiller. You’re going to have a nasty bruise. We may need to take you to the emergency room.”

      Oh hell no. The last thing Suzie wanted was for Brad Matthews to take her to the Harbor Falls Hospital ER. Think she was talk of the town now? Wait until the gossip mongers got hold of that one. Bad-boy type motorcycle dude carrying poor Suzie in his arms. What is that all about? Made-up stories would be flying all over town before morning. Even more frightening was him taking care of her in her own home. She didn’t need that. Too close, too private, too many memories flooding back. She had to get rid of him.

      “Come on, sweetheart. Let’s get you inside.”

      But for some insane reason, Suzie reneged. She let him help her to her feet and lead her into the house. His arm steadying her, she moved alongside like an obedient puppy. Which was fine since it appeared she was still a little weak in the knees.

      And it wasn’t from not eating.
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        * * *

      

      Brad took a deep breath as he entered Suzie’s house, glanced about, and settled her on the sofa in the living room.

      “You sit tight,” he ordered. “I’m going for ice. Which way is the kitchen?”

      Slinking back into the sofa cushions, Suzie’s glazed eyes worried him. She pointed down the hall and he moved in the direction she’d indicated. The last thing he wanted was to frighten her. Or hurt her. That was certainly not his plan. He’d contemplated for days how she’d react when she saw him, when she realized the Mr. Logan who had made a reservation with her last week was really him. He’d known she’d be thrown for a loop, that she might even get mad. He’d walked himself through all those scenarios a hundred times. He knew exactly how he would react to any of a dozen things she might toss at him.

      But he hadn’t planned for this. Scaring the hell out of her and hurting her. Dammit!

      He bolted into her kitchen, looking right and left. Ice. Yes, that’s what he needed.

      The kitchen momentarily took him off guard and for a split second, he stood and admired the bright and cheery room painted sunshine yellow with white accents. The large center island balanced a trellis of polished pots hanging above. The stainless steel, restaurant-style gas stove sat on the spit-shined hard-wood floors. Bright white cabinets, some open shelving and some with glass doors, plus and a host of stainless appliances, cutlery, and cookery items completed the upscale kitchen design.

      In a glance, he knew it was probably the best home kitchen design he’d ever seen.

      He could get lost in here. Never mind, Matthews. Salivate over her kitchen later.

      His gaze shot back to the side-by-side stainless refrigerator/freezer combo. He quickly located ice, a large zipper bag, and a hand towel. In a few quick steps, he was back by her side in the living room.

      Her eyes were closed, her breathing soft.

      For a moment, all he wanted to do was look at her. A flash of memory seared through his brain. Watching her come awake was one of his fondest memories of the short time they’d spent together. Strawberry blond hair slinked lazily over her brow, honey-brown freckles sprinkled over a pert nose and cream-colored complexion—heaven, pure heaven. Those small chili-pepper lips could both tempt and beckon….

      Not now, Matthews. Not now.

      “Suzette. Wake up, sweetheart. You shouldn’t sleep.”

      He roused her. A few quick eye blinks batted back at him.

      “Hm?”

      Moving closer, he shook her shoulder, then lifted her head to place the ice on her growing head bump. “I’m going to put the ice— Ow!”

      Suzie bolted upright when the ice hit her temple, hands flailing, knocking a clenched fist into his arm. His hand holding the ice bag shot back and knocked him square in the right eye.

      “Ow!” he shouted again.

      “What the…?” Suzie stared at him, wide-eyed. “You’re bleeding!”

      Brad reached up and swiped across his eyebrow. Yep. Blood. And running down his face. A sharp corner of an ice cube must have sliced the tender skin of his eyelid. Suzie jumped up and raced for the kitchen.

      Brad grabbed for her “Wait! Come back here. You shouldn’t run like that.”

      “You’re bleeding. My new sofa. Get up!”

      He did. Warm trickles ran down the side of his face now. Brad followed her into the kitchen. She stood at the sink rinsing out another towel, her hands frantically wringing and twisting the wet terry fabric. Abruptly she stopped, braced herself against the sink, and closed her eyes. Her body weaved a little.

      Brad stepped closer. “Here,” he said softly. “Give me that.”

      He took the soaked towel, wrung it out until barely damp, and then pressed it against his bleeding eye. In the same motion, he saw her sway and he reached out with his other arm to pull her closer into him.

      He whispered, “Ah, honey. Slow down and stop running away from me, okay?”

      Finally, Suzie relaxed against him and Brad exhaled for the first time in what felt like hours. Maybe months. None of this was happening as planned… But finally, his Suzie was back in his arms.
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        * * *

      

      Stop running from me.

      Suzie squeezed her eyes shut and breathed in the musky male scent of the man whose arms were wrapped firmly around her. Yes, running was what she’d been doing, wasn’t it? Running from him. If she’d be brave enough to admit it, she kind of liked where she was right now. Back in Brad’s arms. She’d relish it for the moment. A small moment. What could it hurt? Later, she could rationalize that her silly little head injury and queasy stomach was causing her to do things she normally wouldn’t do.





OEBPS/images/break-rule-gradient-screen.png





OEBPS/images/maddiejames-logo-only-smalltown-heartland.jpg
s, Fomes





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/harbor-falls-sweet-hart-inn-rev22-boxset-bk1-2.jpg
/\ Mo
#HARBOR FALLS -

ALL OF MY HEART
TAKE MY HEART

MADDIE JAMES






