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A Harbor Falls Romance, Book 8

Sweet Hart Inn

As local celebrity chef Suzie Hart starts to step out of her regional fame and into the bigger world, she launches her debut cooking show with some local flavor—a blind date matchmaking sketch with a friend that goes south quicker than geese in winter....

Becca North doesn’t want a boyfriend—she is so off men. Her best friend Nora, however, makes boyfriend hunting a sport. When Nora, owner of the Harbor Falls’ bookstore, Nora’s Novel Niche, meets Suzie the matchmaking chef during a book signing at her store, she finagles her way into a romantic picnic blind date lunch on Suzie’s new television show. Nora drags a reluctant Becca along for moral support.

Thing is, Nora’s blind date would rather check out Becca.

Sam Ackerman understands the hazards of being childhood friends with Suzie Hart. Suzie has a way of convincing friends to do her bidding—whether they want to or not. How the landscaper gets finagled into this blind date scenario with a local book store owner is all Suzie’s doings—and the fact that he is caught up in a matchmaking scheme is not lost on him.

Still, Suzie is persistent and he caves—but only as a favor. He’s not interested in dating right now, let alone get joined at the hip with some blind date, husband-hunting, boyfriend-seeker. He’s off women.

And then he spies Becca.
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​Cast of Characters
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Main Characters

Rebecca (Becca) North

Sam Ackerman

Supporting Characters

Nora Patterson

Suzie Hart Matthews

New friends you’ll meet:

Trudy North (Becca’s mother)

Patricia Plum

Old friends you will see again

Suzie Hart Matthews

Brad Matthews

Jack Ackerman
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LOCAL CELEBRITY CHEF TO SIGN FIRST COOKBOOK

HARBOR FALLS, NC: Chef Suzie Hart, owner of the popular Harbor Falls Sweet Hart Inn, will sign her debut cookbook, The Best of Sweet Hart Inn, Sunday afternoon from 2-4 p.m. at Nora’s Novel Niche, a local book venue.

Suzie has owned and operated Sweet Hart Inn for two years. Known for her Hearty & Healthy breakfasts, Suzie signed with an agent to publish the cookbook last year. Aside from running her bed and breakfast and working on her next cookbook, she conducts cooking classes at the Inn on Saturdays and caters local and regional events with her cousin Sydney Hart, owner of Sugar High Coffee Stop in Harbor Falls.

A former sous chef for the Mountain View Resort Hotel outside of Asheville, a Blue Ridge Mountains landmark, Suzie works alongside her husband, Brad Matthews, keep the cooking business all in the family. Brad Matthews is owner and Chef de Cuisine of Falls Lake Lodge located on Falls Mountain.

Nora Patterson, owner of Nora’s Novel Niche, is preparing for a record crowd. According to a press release issued by Ms. Hart’s New York publicist, an announcement regarding an upcoming television opportunity is anticipated.
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​Chapter One
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“Are you looking for an annual or a perennial?”

That sounded like a question she should know the answer to but didn’t. Looking the sales girl in the eye, Rebecca North replied, “Annual?”

“Sounds like you’re not certain.”

How she hated being clueless. “You’re right. I don’t know. An annual sounds like something I should make an appointment for with my doctor.”

The young girl laughed. “Well, you are sort of on the right track. You go to your doctor once a year, right? That’s annually. So a plant that is an annual only comes up once.”

“Once a year?”

“No. Once.”

“Sounds like it should be once a year.”

“That’s a perennial.”

“Huh?”

“It comes up and keeps coming up year after year.”

“Oh.” Confusing. But sounded like what she needed to get her mother for her birthday. Something that kept coming back. The gift that kept on giving. “That’s what I want then.”

Turning, the girl pointed to the left of the nursery. This was the first time Becca had been to Haven’s Hill Nursery at Falls Lake. She knew her mother loved the place—she was always talking about ‘running out to Haven’s Hill’ so Becca felt like she could find something here to please her. Her mother also talked about the two local brothers who owned the place and how she adored them both. Haven’s Hill was the horticulture side of the business, where they grew and sold plants and all that entails—you know, like soil, fertilizer, gardening tools, and such. Falls Lake Landscaping was, well, the landscaping wing. She wondered if each of the brothers specialized in one side or the other. Shrugging, she glanced around the place, wondering where those brothers were about now.

Becca knew nothing about plants. She knew books.

“The perennials are all back there,” the girl finally said, “next to the trees and shrubbery.”

“Which would also be perennial?”

She grimaced. “I suppose you could say that.”

Maybe she should get her mother a tree. You can plant trees in the spring, right? Glancing back to the girl, who had now disappeared, she sighed. She’d ask questions later. Right now, perhaps the best thing she could do was act as if she knew what she was doing, and wander about finger plant leaves or something.

She had to get a gift today. Her mother’s birthday shindig was tonight.

Thing was, she had no clue where to start. Becca was a bookworm, not a gardener. Her mother had always had such a nicely landscaped lawn, with flowers and beautiful plants everywhere. Becca’s tiny, second-story apartment in a Victorian in Old Harbor Falls afforded her space only for a houseplant or two—both gifts from her mother. She was lucky to keep those babies alive.

She wandered the aisles of green, stopped once in a while to fidget with a feathery frond or bend to read the plant names on plastic tabs, only to realize that she still hadn’t a clue what she was doing.

About the time she was ready to head out, having decided that perhaps yet again she’d get her mother a book she wouldn’t read instead—at least Becca knew books!—she turned to find herself crowded up against a strong, male chest. A chest that wasn’t budging.

“Help you find something?” the chest said.

Becca swallowed hard.

Well, actually, it wasn’t the chest that spoke, but the mouth attached to the face above the chest. However, somehow, Becca’s hands had ended up splayed flat on that chest and she could feel a quiet thump-thump-thump of what must have been his heartbeat against her palms. At once, her own heart echoed that thump-thump-thump, and she worried that it was beating so loudly, that the chest, er, man in front of her, would hear it.

This all happened in like 1.2 seconds.

Her gaze slowly lifted and she met twinkling, hazel eyes.

“Annual,” she said. “Uh. I mean perennial.”

“Hm. Maybe I can help.”

“Plant.”

He chuckled. “Excuse me?”

“Need a plant. For my mother. Birthday.” What the hell had happened to her speaking ability?

He half-grinned. “I’m sure we can find something.”

He backed away and Becca finally breathed. Her arms dropped lazily to her sides. He took a few steps to his left and she watched his T-shirted, tight-jeaned body twist and bend—did she really cock her head to the side watching as he did so?—and come up with a nice looking flat of colorful flowers.

“Pretty.” She wasn’t talking about the blooms.

“Thanks.”

“What are they?”

“Pansies. They’re hardy.”

Hardy. Sounded like another term she didn’t know the definition of. “Oh.”

“Yes. They’ll come back again in the spring.”

Are you hardy? Will you come back again in the spring?

Becca shook herself. He was a man. A pretty man, nonetheless, and she had had her fill of pretty men of late. All men, actually. In her world, men didn’t come back in the spring, or after the third date, or call the next morning after... Well, it wasn’t that bad but she didn’t want to think about men right now. This specimen, however, was, ah, intriguing. Even though he looked to be at least a dozen years her senior. Why he would spark her interest, sort of, she didn’t know. And why would she expect he might be interested in a barely out of college bookworm?

Where the hell was this line of thought leading her anyway?

She didn’t know. And he’d given her no indication, really, that he was interested. Just tossed her a half-grin and offered up a peek at his tight buttocks. Perhaps he flirts with all his customers. He had flirted, hadn’t he?

Perhaps he was just a nice older man.

Somehow she didn’t think he would like being referred to as an older man.

He sat the flat down on a wooden counter, lifted one plant from the tray, and held it toward her. “Here. Take a look.”

Her hands went out. She took the plant and his big hands covered hers. Warmth raced from her knuckles to her face.

Good Lord am I blushing?

Swallowing hard, she looked again into his eyes, noted a shock of dark brown hair hanging over the right one, and registered the roguish grin on his face. “You know a lot about flowers,” she told him.

“I should. I own this place.”

Her brow arched. Ah, a brother. Well there you go. No wonder her mother loved this place. “Oh? Congratulations. Nice place. My mother comes here often.”

“You’re mother has good taste.”

“She knows plants.”

“Maybe I know her.”

Well shit. Probably. “Um, maybe. Trudy North?”

The brother threw back his head and laughed. “Trudy? Well yes! She’s a regular. Love her dearly.”

Becca didn’t understand his laughter. “Why is that funny?”

The humor on his face melted into something half-serious. “No worries. Just struck me as funny that a woman like Trudy has a daughter who is clueless about gardening. Trudy is a master.”

Trudy North was good at all kinds of things, especially gardening. “True.” She lifted her chin. “I am an anomaly in the family. My dad was a farmer. My mother loves dirt under her fingernails. I, on the other hand...”

Becca glanced down at her acrylic nails. His hands were still cupping hers. He said, “Somehow that interest didn’t get passed along to you, did it?”

Becca shook her head. “I know books. English major. I don’t know plants.”

“I can teach you.” His balmy smile lit up his face again melted something in her chest. “That is, if you are interested.”

Interested? In what, plants? Him? What was happening here? She didn’t do this sort of thing. Well, not true, lately.... “Oh.”

Shifting his stance, he stepped closer. “How about this? You can teach me about books. I can teach you about plants. Sounds like a date. How about tomorrow night?”

Shit. Shit! What a flirt. Date? Tomorrow? What would her mother think? Hell, her mother would love it if she dated one of the Haven’s Hill brothers.

Suddenly The Vow hit her and she’d be damned if she’d back out on it. If anything, it was a good excuse to ditch his date offer. She’d promised her best friend, Nora, and by God, she was sticking to her vow because she wanted Nora to stick to her vow. Becca had to set a good example.

They were off men. Too many miscues and too much heartache. Men were the culprit, they had decided, and so with sister bonds and over appetizers and martinis they had made the pact. Stated the vow. Swearing off men from here to eternity.

Nora had pledged. Becca was going to hold her to it.

Nora had been hurt one too many times by pretty men who promised lots and took away even more. Nora needed a break. And Becca? Even if she had to sacrifice the one promising flirty encounter she’d had in weeks in the process, was going to stick to her guns.

There. She could do this.

His fingers clasped her hands a little tighter and he traced small circles over her knuckles. Oh, please don’t do that...

She wriggled one hand away and fiddled with the little plastic thingy sticking in the pot. “I’m sure I can read this and figure out what to do with them, and I, um, have plans for Saturday. Sorry.”

The guy frowned then and dropped his hands. “Of course.”

Perhaps that was too blunt.

He grinned then. “Can’t blame a guy for trying. Right?”

Becca ignored that. “I’ll just get these,” she said, uncertain whether her mother would like them, or not.

“I’ll carry them to the front checkout for you.” Without a second’s hesitation, he took the small pot from her hand and added it to the flat. She watched from behind as he carried her purchase to the cash register.

Sigh. Yes. Nice butt.

But she was off men. Even men with nice butts.

She had no clue what to do with hardy pansies and hoped her mother did.

The cute owner spoke briefly to the sales girl—the one who had pointed her to the perennials moments earlier—and then nodded to her with an obligatory smile and a nod. The flirty guy was gone. Her heart sank.

Well, what did she expect? He had come on rather strong there at the end. What the heck did he expect? She wasn’t a floosy, after all. Well, usually. That unexpected one-night stand a couple of weeks ago notwithstanding. But her online-match date was nice, and interested in her it seemed, and they’d had a great time at the concert, and then the wham-bam in his car....

Then whoosh. Nothing.

Dropped her off and drove away.

No call. No text. No nothing.

She rolled her eyes. Men. Of course, this was partly her fault.

But no matter. All’s well that ends well. This temptation was over and she had maintained the integrity of The Vow. Disaster averted.
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