
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Perfectly Matched

Maddie James

****

[image: ]


A Harbor Falls Romance Collection

15-Book Boxed Set

Copyright © 2019, Maddie James

Perfectly Matched

ISBN: 978-1-62237-266-9

Originally published February 2014

Second Edition, revised and updated, February 2019; Third Edition, August 2019

All rights reserved. The unauthorized reproduction or distribution of this copyrighted work, in whole or part, by any electronic, mechanical, or other means, is illegal and forbidden.

This is a work of fiction. Characters, settings, names, and occurrences are a product of the author’s imagination and bear no resemblance to any actual person, living or dead, places or settings, and/or occurrences. Any incidences of resemblance are purely coincidental.

This edition is published by Sand Dune Books via Turquoise Morning, LLC, DBA Jacobs Ink, LLC., PO Box 20, New Holland, OH 43145.

****

[image: ]


Sign up here for news of contests, giveaways, and new releases.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Perfectly Matched in Harbor Falls

[image: ]




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 Victorian shopfronts and unique store offerings. There is a downtown mall, a sweet shop and bakery, the library, a diner and cafe, 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.

Sitting on the edge of town and on the shores of the lake is a bed and breakfast inn owned by Suzie Hart. She calls this inn the 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.

Matchbaker, matchbaker bake me a match?

You’ll meet Suzie in the first book of the series, All of My Heart. All Suzie Hart really wants to do is run Sweet Hart Inn, write her cookbooks, and cook. After all, food is love, and love is food. Right? What happens, though, is an unexpected happily-ever-after (for her!), a television cooking show that puts her in the national spotlight, and a few happenstance matchmaking gigs that seal the deal on her local matchmaking celebrity.

This collection includes all fifteen books in the complete Harbor Falls Romance Series set in the small town of Harbor Falls, North Carolina—including the eight Matchmaking Chef stories that weave a common thread of matchmaking via the talented Suzie Hart. Of course, sometimes characters take matters in their own hands and when they do, anything can happen!
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Welcome to Harbor Falls!
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​All of My Heart
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WHEN SUZIE HART INHERITED the lakeside Victorian cottage that would soon become Sweet Hart Inn, she imagined her life all planned out ahead of her. She would run the inn, write her recipes, and pick up an occasional catering job with her cousin Sydney. What she didn't plan on was Brad Matthews.
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​“TRUE LOVE CONQUERS all—isn’t that why we read these books?” ~ EmmaRae, Romancing the Book

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?
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“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

​​​Cast of Characters

Introducing the Main Characters

Suzie Hart

Brad Matthews

Supporting Roles

James Martin (local real estate agent)

Gracie Hart (Suzie’s cousin)

Various Harbor Falls townsfolk

FROM THE KITCHEN OF Suzie Hart, Sweet Hart Inn

May 14: The View is All Good from Here
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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 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

Chapter One

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.”

Chapter Two

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 brief 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 of 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.

Chapter Three

Someone was talking to her. The thousand voices parted, and one particular 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.

Right?

Wrong. Months and months ago, before the Cliff debacle, she didn’t have a silly little head injury that caused her to fall into Brad’s arms. It was lust, pure and simple, that made her do it. She’d be damned if she’d make that mistake again.

Running was the exact thing she needed to do at this moment. And as soon as this darn silly head thing passed, she’d be running again.

If she could find the strength to push away.

Suzie grabbed onto the gumption gathering inside her and pressed her palms against Brad’s chest. She backed a good five feet away from him, settling her backside against the cooking island. She stared him in the face.

There he stood, in the middle of her kitchen, all tall and dark and handsome, and man-in-black and all. A smear of blood still dripped down his face, adding to his bad-boy charm and decadent lure.

Still, she would not be deterred.

Even though her voice may have been softer than she had intended, and quite possibly could have wavered a bit, she mustered up her words with conviction. “What the hell are you doing in my kitchen, Brad Matthews?”

He dabbed at his eyebrow. “At the moment I’m trying to stop this bleeding.”

She crossed her arms. “That’s not what I mean, and you know it. What are you doing here, in Harbor Falls?”

He tossed the bloody towel in the sink and peered straight at her. “Suzie, all right. So we need to talk.”

“Yes, we do.” Her foot began a sudden and erratic tap-tap-tap on the hardwood floor.

He moved a step closer. “I’m worried about your head.”

She sidled to the left. “My head is fine. A small bump. No one will be the wiser in the morning.”

“I will.”

“What?”

“I’ll be the wiser. I’ll know.”

“Know what?”

“About your bump.”

Suzie sighed. “Forget about the bump! I want to know why you are here and when you are planning to leave.” She really needed to know what was going on.

Brad cleared his throat and took another hesitant step forward. “I suppose that depends on you.”

Suzie narrowed her gaze. “Don’t play games with me, Brad,” she warned.

He shook his head. “No games, Suzie. I’m not playing a game. I’m here for serious business.”

Okay, finally we’re getting somewhere. “Tell me. What’s so serious?”

He moved closer. His gaze never left hers. His eyes turned all dreamy and misty and full of intent. Suddenly, Suzie felt like the world was turning on her again. Spinning. What was that look on his face? Like he was after something. Like he was hell-bent on getting his way.

Like he was going to ask her to marry him, or something.

Oh shit.

One of those looks. Oh, God. No!

She put up her hands. “Brad Matthews, stop right where you are. Don’t you dare take another step...and stop looking at me that way!”

He stopped. “What way?”

“Like, like... Oh hell.” She had to turn this tide. Deflect. Distract him with something, anything, to stop this train wreck that was about to happen. Her gaze skittered about then landed on his face again. It was then she got a good gander at his eyebrow.

“My God. Your eye!”

“What the hell?”

She moved closer and peered at his face. “Good Lord, Brad. That’s has to hurt.”

“What?”

She poked at his wound.

“Ow!”

“See? That’s a nice little slice there. Needs fixing.” She blubbered on, avoiding his gaze. “You really busted that open good. Probably need stitches. Not that I want to go to the emergency room with you. In fact, it’s the last place I want to be seen with—” She started to say with a drop-dead gorgeous male specimen such as yourself, but didn’t. “—with you this evening, but I think we might need to go. Come here.”

Evidently, he didn’t need to be told twice. In a blink he moved right up next to her. Damn, he was tall. She’d forgotten.

No, she hadn’t.

She pulled over a bar stool. “Sit.”

“Are you still dizzy?”

“Sit!”

“Guess not.” He sat.

Yes, she was still dizzy. Crazy dizzy but she didn’t think it was from the hit on her head. She moved back to the sink and retrieved the towel. This whole mess had left her disoriented and a little off-balance. She needed to think. Clear her head. Gain a moment or two to get a grip. Right?

What in the world was he going to ask her?

She rinsed and wrung out the towel, then returned to Brad. “Let me see that cut a little closer.”

Brad put his hands on her rear and pulled her in the cradle of his thighs.

She batted his hands away and took a comfortable step backwards. “Stop it!”

“Sorry.”

“Let me see that eye.”

“Sure, doc.”

Suzie glared at him then studied the eyebrow. She dabbed with the damp towel, removing dried blood around the edges, and determined a butterfly bandage or two would do the trick.

“Stay here. I’ll be right back.”

Chapter Four

Brad couldn’t help but watch Suzie’s backside as she sashayed away from him. He stared as she opened a cabinet door and took down a small first aid kit. She rummaged around in it while his gaze traveled and lingered over the length of her body. When she moved toward him again, he jerked his head back to stare at the sink.

“I’ll put these on the cut.” She narrowed her eyes. “No funny business, Brad Matthews. Keep those hands to yourself.”

How did she know his hands itched to touch her again? To caress the bump on her forehead and make her pain go away? He wanted to touch a whole lot more than that.

After a moment, she had dabbed the wound clean, applied antibacterial cream and a couple of bandages, and then rocked back on her heels to survey her handiwork. All the while, Brad sat still and let her hands work over him, like a good little boy.

“There. I think that will do,” she pronounced. Her gaze fell lower, inspecting his face, then to his lips. Christ, don’t look at me like that Suzette.

Just as quickly, she backed against the sink, putting a few feet of distance between them again. Her voice lowered, she asked, “Why are you here, Brad?”

Now or never. He had to spill it. “I came to find you, Suzie. I... I miss you.”

She shook her head. “Why? And how did you find me? It’s been months. Why now?”

“Because I needed to see you again.”

She shook her head again. “Not good enough. There is something else.”

He stood. “Yes, you’re right. There is something else.”

“Then tell me.”

“It’s...it’s simple, really, Suzette. I need you. I....”

“Because...?”

“Because I can’t get you out of my head, dammit. Because I want to know why you ran away and didn’t tell me where you were going. Because you turned my life upside down and around again. Because I was falling in love with you and you walked out of my life. Because things in my life have changed and I want—”

She held up a hand. “That’s enough. I get the picture.”

More. I want more. “So you understand?”

She crossed her arms and stared. “No. Yes. I mean, no.” Her arms dropped to her sides and she began to pace back and forth, and back and forth again in front of him.

She looked so damn cute, all dirt-smudged and homey. And beautiful.

Abruptly, she stopped square in front of him, looked him in the eye, and blurted out. “I was engaged back then.”

“I know.”

“You knew?”

“Yes. Not at the time. Later.”

Her face screwed up. “How?”

“You mentioned it to Sara, one of the servers, and after you left, she made some comment that you probably went back to your fiancé.”

“Oh.”

“I have to tell you that hurt like hell and I didn’t know what to think then. In fact, I was pretty angry with you for a while because you’d not been honest with me. How could you let me fall for you when you had someone back home? It was confusing and didn’t seem like you.”

Her eyes grew big. “I’m sorry, Brad. I shouldn’t have...sort of cheated. It was wrong. Truly, it wasn’t like me. I’ve never done anything like that before, and I was confused, and you were wonderful, and we were great together and... Oh, hell.”

She sighed deep and glanced away, avoiding looking into his eyes. Oh, hell is right.

“Look. I know you, Suzie. Yes, perhaps what you did was wrong on some level, I don’t know, and I can understand that you might have felt guilty—but maybe the relationship wasn’t right anyway?”

She looked back at him. “There was a lot wrong with that relationship. But I shouldn’t have done what I did.”

Brad continued. “Suzie, I was hurt, but after I thought about it for a while, I realized there had to be a reason why you left your hometown and moved to Asheville to take a new job. Particularly when, besides the couple of years you spent in chef school, you had never lived anywhere other than Harbor Falls. Yes, I’ve done a little investigating. I figured you either needed a break from the relationship or you needed money.”

She held his gaze firm and nodded. “Yes. Both.”

“Tell me?”

Suzie crossed her arms over her chest and glanced away. “I... Shit, Brad.”

“Just tell me.”

Finally, she nodded. “Okay. I did need a break. I needed to figure out where my life was going. My dreams weren’t coming true and I wasn’t getting any younger. I knew I could make more money in Asheville. I was trying to save enough to buy my own place and open a B&B, so I took the job when it was offered. I told Cliff, that’s the ex, that I needed some time away from the relationship. In my head, I’d made the split. He, however—who was not supportive of my dreams in the least—didn’t fully realize that we had broken up. Or, so I thought at the time. It was all a little vague.”

Brad studied her for a moment. She caught his gaze then lowered her eyes. “Suzie, face reality here. If you needed to get away, then things weren’t going peachy keen between the two of you, right?”

She looked up and sighed. “Truth? No, things weren’t peachy keen and yes, I needed to think about my pending marriage, and if that was truly what I wanted. After fourteen years together you think you know someone but the thing of it was, he really didn’t know me. And I guess I didn’t really know him”

“Fourteen?”

“Yes. I know. Ridiculous, right? We’ve been a couple since we were teenagers.”

Brad frowned. “I know you, Suzie. And it didn’t take me fourteen years.”

She exhaled, caught his gaze for a moment, and then and looked to the floor. Wrapping her arms tighter around her chest, she turned away, and just when Brad wanted her to go on.

“You can tell me, Suzie. I need to hear what happened, and I think you need to tell me.”

She briskly shook her head and talked to the floor. “No. That’s not what’s important. I was engaged. I shouldn’t have had that—” she flipped her hand through the air, “—that thing I had with you, whatever it was. So I left.” She turned and brought her gaze back up to meet his. “I left, Brad, because it was wrong. I felt guilty. And as great as it was, I knew I could never be the woman for you. You said more than once you had goals that obviously didn’t include anyone else. I’m just... Well, I am just me. We weren’t right.”

“Now that’s a ridiculous statement if I ever heard one. And, whatever it was that we had? It was special, and I want it again.”

Her brow arched. “What?”

He stood up, pushing the bar stool back toward the kitchen island. “That you could never be the woman for me is ridiculous. You were the woman for me then, Suzie-Q, and if I have any say in the matter, I want you to be the woman for me from this day forward.”

“But I... But you....”

“But nothing. Your boyfriend, dumbass that he was, let you go. Can’t say I’m sad about that. You aren’t together any longer. It doesn’t matter now. Why you didn’t come back and try to find me, I don’t know. But I was tired of waiting so I figured I’d find you myself. So you listen to me, Suzie Hart. I’m here. I want you. And I’m not leaving until I get what I want.”

He lifted a forefinger to smooth back a stray lock of hair that had fallen over her eye. He smiled and waited.

“You have everything figured out, don’t you?” She smiled back, semi-sweetly.

“Yes, honey, I do.”

She cocked her head to the side. “Except for one thing.”

He moved closer, his fingers itching again, wanting to haul her against him and run his hands over her body.

“And what is that?”

“There is a reason I didn’t come looking for you when Cliff left, Brad.”

“Oh?”

“Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t want to find you,” she said softly. “I wanted to put that part of my life behind me. Forever.”

Brad stepped back, his brain reeling. Once again, a scenario he hadn’t anticipated. She didn’t want him? Ridiculous.

“Suzette, you can’t mean....”

“Stop calling me that!”

Puzzled, he peered into her eyes. They were misty. Frightened. Overwrought. Shit. Too much. It had all been too much. “Look. Let’s table this for tonight. We’re running close to overkill here.”

She nodded and pushed back. “Good idea. I’m sure a nice, long, cool ride on your bike will make you see all of this is an impossible situation and—”

“Stop.” This time it was Brad who held up his hand. “I’m not going anywhere. I have a room reserved tonight and I intend to stay here.”

“Wha—”

That last statement may have been her undoing. He continued. “I’m Mr. Logan. I know you have a room for me. So, okay, I gave you a fake name but admit it, you wouldn’t have given me a room if I’d told you the truth. I’ll go get my things from the bike and we’ll finish this discussion in the morning.”

He turned toward the kitchen door. Suzie’s footsteps padded along behind him.

“Okay, fine. Stay.”

He walked down the hall, through the living room, and toward front door. “I intend to.”

Suzie followed. “But it doesn’t mean anything,” she went on. “It’s late, and with your injury, you shouldn’t be riding the bike, but first thing in the morning I’ll be expecting you to be on your way and....”

He turned. His stare bore into her eyes. “I believe I reserved my room indefinitely. Did I not?”

She clamped her lips tight, took a deep breath and blew it out. “Your room is at the top of the stairs to the right,” she uttered. “Lock the front door behind you when you come back in and turn off the downstairs lights. I’m turning in for the night and I really don’t want to be disturbed.”

The look on her face told him she really meant business. He was not going to rock this boat any more tonight. “Of course,” he told her. “Sweet dreams.”

She turned on her heel and headed for the kitchen, each step punctuating her last statement. She moved straight through the kitchen—he watched her sashay through, pause at a wine rack and grab a bottle—and into a room beyond. Then he heard the door slam.

Good. He liked to get a lay of the land. So she’d be downstairs, off the kitchen. Must be her master suite, her personal quarters. He bet there would be a sturdy lock on the door, too.

The sharp snap of a deadbolt echoed throughout the empty kitchen and into the entrance hall.

Thought so. Yes, he did know her. And she’d come around. Eventually.

He grinned and went out to get his things.
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BUBBLE THERAPY WAS everything it was cracked up to be.

That and a few other amenities were Suzie’s guilty pleasures. Low lights. A candle flicker. A bottle of Merlot sitting on the small bench next to the tub. Madeleine Peyroux crooning from the CD player in her bedroom. The only think that would make it better would be chocolate.

And maybe sex.

Hell, sex was the last thing she needed to be thinking about.

Suzie laid back in her whirlpool tub, a rolled towel at her neck, hair piled on top of her head, bubbles up to her ears. Lilac drifted through the humid heaviness of her bathroom. She breathed deep. Sighed. The perfumed bubbles mimicked the fresh scent that drifted through her bedroom in early summer from the lilac bush that lived outside her window.

Her stomach growled and she lamented the fact that she hadn’t grabbed some cheese from the fridge on her way through too—but there had been not time. And she sure as hell wasn’t going back into her kitchen tonight.

With the flick of one finger she switched on the jets. Nice. Yes. The hard streams of water worked on her tired and tensed muscles. This was her third cycle of hot water added to the tub. The bubbles grew larger, and she wanted to lose herself in them.

She sank lower. Maybe if she stayed here long enough, the bubbles would erase all the bad stuff that happened in the past few hours.

Well, she supposed it wasn’t exactly bad stuff.

Uncomfortable stuff, yes. Unplanned, that too. Thinking...sure, there were things to think about. Funny, when Cliff called everything off, she did not have to think about it. She accepted it and told him to go on his merry way. When she realized it was her sister he wanted, well then, that had required thought.

Wouldn’t any woman stop to think about that?

Her sister was younger, thinner, attractive. She had cornered the market on cute and bright from an early age. In fact, Shelley had earned three degrees while attending state university on a cheerleading scholarship.

And she was fertile.

She was that.

Apparently. She and Cliff got pregnant oh-so-quickly after they had married. At last, one of the daughters gave her parents the grandchild they’d longed for. The one Suzie, being the oldest, was supposed to give them first. But she didn’t.

Couldn’t.

Suzie had known for years that her woman parts were defective.

Yes, little sis Shelley was quite the girl. Landed herself quite the man. Now she had quite the baby too. Along with an ideal picket-fence life in Dalton Springs, forty miles down the road. Thank God she and Cliff had decided Harbor Falls was too close for comfort.

When Suzie had decided to leave Harbor Falls—take a break from Cliff for a while and try to figure out things—she was overjoyed to finally put her culinary skills to good use. She’d yearned to use her skills for more than cooking dinner for Cliff every night. To Cliff, her cooking was nothing special, it was what women do. He didn’t like the thought of her cooking for other people and only tolerated her working on her cookbook because he thought it was a great hobby.

Hobby. Bleh.

Suzie slapped down a handful of bubbles that teased her ear. “Cliff never saw my cooking as important,” she muttered. “I have no clue why I put up with him for so darn long.”

Now Brad, he was different. He found her culinary skills very useful. Which was probably one of the reasons why she’d fallen for him, lock-stock-and-barrel. He’d hand-picked her for his sous chef after a week as line cook.

Brad Matthews was the top-dog chef at Mountain View, the ​Chef de Cuisine for the resort, and he was a damned good one to boot. Suzie hadn’t worked with anyone as skilled at the Cramdon University School of Culinary Arts in New York. She’d longed to work someplace where she’d actually be valued for her talent and was eager to please Brad in every sense of the word.

They’d quickly fallen into a relationship. Maybe it was all the attention he’d paid her that attracted her to him. Probably. Cliff never gave her that sort of attention. And of course, Brad was unlike shoe-salesman Cliff. Brad was a six-pack, Adonis-type bad-boy from Atlanta, who had lived all over the world. Cliff was nearly bald and from Harbor Falls. Brad was five years her junior. Cliff was two years her senior. Brad was fit and buff and quite the ladies’ man. Cliff was, well, chubby.

But so was she. She had a little pudge around the middle from all those years of cooking. To say she was surprised when Brad Matthews made a pass at her late one evening after cleaning up was an understatement. She’d admired Brad as a chef. Loved his style of running the kitchen. Couldn’t wait to get to work each and every day to see what new delectable dish he would serve up.

But she never, ever, in a million years thought he’d be interested in her in a romantic way. Or a sexual way. Pudgy Suzie. A little thick around the middle. Five years older.

And barren.

Of course he didn’t know about the barren part. Still didn’t. It was not the kind of thing you blurted out to someone who you were having an affair with. And just as well. When Brad shared his dreams with her one evening, dreams of being his own boss, and then one day settling down into life and having a family—it was then she knew she had to end it.

Brad Matthews was a fantasy. He wasn’t real life. Five years younger than her and wanting a someday family. Something she could never give him because she couldn’t have a baby. It was something she’d learned in her early twenties from her gynecologist. The likelihood of her ever getting pregnant was practically non-existent. Listening to a man like Brad talk about his future, only served to start her thinking and realize she was totally out of her league. She couldn’t see herself in his future. So she left. She took herself out of the equation and high-tailed her thirty-four-year old pudgy fanny back to Harbor Falls where she belonged.

Of course, she had no earthly idea that Cliff and Shelley were waiting in the wings to break the big news to her.

Oh, well.

Suzie shook herself. The water was cold again, the bubbles dying. Her fingers and toes were tiny prunes already. She took another drink of wine from the bottle. “Time to get out, Suzie-Q.”

She inhaled and blew out the breath. A few bubbles churned up and flitted away. Suzie-Q. Suzette. Brad’s pet names for her. She hated to admit that she’d missed them.

How in the hell was she going to send him packing?

****
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BRAD TURNED OFF HIS phone and lay back on the bed with a flop. He glanced to the top of the dresser where he had set the box of chocolate candy he’d bought for Suzie earlier today at her cousin Gracie’s shop. When he’d bought them, he sure had envisioned this evening going a lot smoother than it had. No matter, he’d just give them to her another day. Might be nice to have something waiting in the wings, in case he needed it.

The day had its ups and downs, that was for sure, and nothing had according to plan—but at least he’d reconnected with Suzie. He was hopeful for a fresh start. What more could he ask for, anyway?

For her to fall into his arms and profess her undying love to him, after he’d sprung himself on her from out of nowhere, was ridiculous. No, he hadn’t thought that would happen, but in retrospect he wondered if he had thought things through. Her resistance was worrisome, but he was pretty sure she would warm up eventually.

Right?

He sure hoped so.

Blowing out a breath, he crossed his feet at the ankles and propped his arms under his head. Earlier he had cracked the window beside the bed and now, his eyes closed, Brad listened to the night sounds.

Birds.

Rustling leaves.

Waves lapping.

Tranquil and calm. Comforting. A lot different from Asheville night noises.

A sweet floral smell wafted up from below and he wondered about the scent. Something flowery and sweet drifting on the humid breeze. It smelled like Suzie.

Somehow he felt at peace after all these months, even though his arrival was a bit rocky. If anything, it felt damn good to be under the same roof again with the love of his life.

Chapter Five

“Aunt Claire’s drinking the cooking wine again.”

Suzie tossed a glance over her shoulder while slowly stirring the fondue pot filled with a mixture of Emmental and Gruyère cheeses, a little kirsch, and some white cooking wine—the latter of which she’d purposely kept clear from Claire Harper. Or so she had thought. “Precisely why, Sarah Harper, that I do not put the good stuff out for my cooking classes. Although it pains me to cook with anything but real alcohol, I will not waste expensive liquor on your aunt’s indulgences.”

“Nasty stuff!” Claire replaced the bottle on the counter and toddled away.

Suzie watched the older woman move toward her bedroom, supposing that when one was ninety-one and holding, one could do whatever one wished.

“Sarah, honey, perhaps you auntie is ready for her nap. Why don’t you take her back to my bed to doze?”

Always the obedient niece, fifty-year-old Sarah Harper did just that. After a few minutes, she returned. “Aunt Claire will sleep like a baby now.”

Suzie swiped her brow with the back of her hand. “Good,” she whispered under her breath.

This Saturday’s cooking class was a disaster waiting to happen. Now that Claire was safely tucked into bed and out of harm’s way, Suzie figured they could get down to business.

She had to admit, it was a motley crew that had assembled this morning for culinary instruction—which may turn out to be more like culinary destruction....

Suzie sidled a glance toward her childhood friend, Greg Monroe, an unlikely candidate for cooking lessons. She and Greg had been two peas in a pod growing up, their parents still good friends. They had even dated at one point in their early teens—before Cliff. Greg had gone off and made a big name for himself playing professional football for a few years after college. Now, he was the head football coach and athletic director at Harbor Falls High. His new wife, Marnie—the reason for his attendance today—sat to his left. Ever since Marnie had moved to Harbor Falls and fell hopelessly in love with Greg, she and Suzie had also become fast friends.

“Ladies and gentleman.” Suzie gave a nod to Greg, her gaze then sweeping the women in the group. “Today we’re going to discuss the fine art of fondue. It’s a great way to use old bread, cheese and leftover wine, and a really cool way to impress a date or hubby.” She glanced at Greg again. “Or wife. Spouse, I guess I should say. Of course, most hubbies around here wouldn’t know what to do with a fondue if it hit them in the face on a Tuesday afternoon since it didn’t once stand on all fours, eat grass, and moo. But nevertheless, the more cultured of us in this small town might like to spice up the moment with something new. Hence, fondue.”

Suzie had no earthly idea why she was babbling. Likely had nothing to do with Brad Matthews upstairs in her blue room.

Five sets of eyes stared back at her.

“All right!” She shoved the small fondue pots toward her students. “You each have your own pot and can choose the kind of fondue you want to make. You can cook in broth or oil, make cheese fondue like I’ve demonstrated, or do a chocolate desert fondue. The recipes and the ingredients are in front of you. Choose your poison.”

Her students appeared hesitant.

Suzie studied Sarah Harper. She appeared confused, looking from Suzie to the fondue pot and back to Suzie again. “Do you need some help Sarah?”

A sigh came from her lips. “Being a true Libra,” she began, “I’ll need a moment before I can make a decision, weighing my choices carefully. I’m not eating meat this week so I can’t do the broth fondue. Is the chocolate made with any animal bi-products?”

Suzie screwed up her lips. “Sarah I have no clue, but the chocolate labels are in the garbage. You can look. If it’s easier for you, then feel free to take the rest of the cooking wine and join Auntie Claire on my bed.”

Sarah seemed to ponder that idea too. “But—”

“I don’t know,” Suzie said quickly, figuring that whatever question Sarah Harper asked, Suzie would not know the answer. She turned toward Greg, praying for safer territory. “How are things coming over here?”

Greg and Marnie were oblivious. They leaned closer together and mumbled over their choices, finally choosing chocolate with lush strawberries for dipping. Suzie should have known. The stuff of love. Her attention then turned to Bets Martin, still home on a pregnancy leave from the real estate office, who had appeared to have had talked the fondue choices over with her partner, very young and just-wed Candi Burns. The two of them decided to do cheese.

“Suzie, one question.”

She turned and smiled. “Sure Greg, what’s up?”

He grinned one of those half-sideways grins that she’d learned long ago meant trouble. Damn. She was not in any mood for any of his shenanigans today.

“Well, Ms. Cookie. I must know. What the hell happened to your head?”

Suzie’s hand flew up to the bruising bump above her right temple. “Oh!” She felt her cheeks turn hot. This discussion was the last thing she needed, or wanted, this morning.

“Oh! Well, silly me. Um. Yesterday, I was doing some planting.” She turned to the rest of the group. “Did you all see my new hostas on the lake side of the house? Well, I got carried away and stepped back on a shovel and clumsy old me, it flew back and hit me upside the head.”

They all stared like she had three heads or something. It wasn’t that big of a bump.

“Suzie Hart, you don’t have a clumsy bone in your body.” Greg grinned again. Damn him. Did he know something?

“Well, ha! Yesterday, I guess I did.” She waved him off. “You guys get to work. I’ll float around and will be here if you need help.” She believed in learning by doing and wasn’t about to guide these adults step-by-step through the process. Mistakes made were lessons learned, in her book. Failures make for better cooks. They would do it right the next time.

And anything to get them off the subject of her head was fine by her.

“Oh, Suzie. Your flame went out under your pot.” Suzie looked toward where Sarah pointed.

“Darn. You’re right.” The little canned flame under the fondue pot had been difficult to light earlier. Maybe it was out of juice. Or perhaps it just needed re-lit. She reached for the fireplace lighter she had used earlier and snap-snap-snapped it but no spark. “Darn it.”

“I think that one’s done for,” Greg remarked.

Scowling, Suzie bent to inspect the non-flame again. With her lip tucked between her teeth, hands on hips, she rose to assess the situation. “Surely I have another lighter,” she said under her breath. After rummaging around in a nearby utility drawer, she finally found a small one. Bending again, she pulled the can-o-flame from under the fondue pot and struggled with the snap-snap-snap of the trigger to ignite a flame.

She looked up. All eyes were still on her.

“Never mind about me, you all go on with your ingredients. When you’re ready, we’ll light your fires.”

She bent to fiddle once more with the lighter. “Darn thing.” She snap-snapped. No luck.

“Mind if I try?”

The voice startled her. She rose to find herself face-to-face with a very nice black t-shirt covered chest—a chest that she knew all too well—and then gazed up into an intoxicating set of deep brown eyes.

Brad. Hells bells. “Huh?” She licked her lips.

“Mind if I try lighting your flame?”

Greg guffawed.

Suzie swallowed. “Um.”

Grinning like a Cheshire cat, Brad removed the lighter from of her hand. Five pairs of eyes were stuck like glue to her. She could feel them, each and every one, and whipped back to face them.

“Are you all going to make fondue or what?”

Five sets of hands scrambled to grab something, hastily assembling their ingredients.

Brad gave Suzie a wink and then bent to fiddle with the lighter. “Fondue is the greatest foodie invention for decades, in my opinion,” he said. “Makes use of leftovers and hell, anything with wine is good right?” Within a few seconds, he lit the flame, carefully moved it back under the fondue pot, and handed the lighter back to Suzie. “There, that should do it.”

She managed a half-smile. “Um, thanks.”

Brad peered into the pot of cheese and then picked up a whisk off the counter. “May I?”

Suzie waved toward the fondue pot. “Of course.”

He grinned. “One of the keys to a good fondue,” he began, glancing toward the group, “is in the whisking of the cheese and wine mixture.” With several rapid flicks of his wrist he managed to whip the cheese and wine into a batter-like consistency. Suzie couldn’t help but notice the sinews of his forearm and wrist and the firm grasp of his long fingers on the whisk. Her gaze traveled up from his wrist, to his forearm, past his elbow to rock-hard biceps—which then led to strong shoulders and his also-muscled and quite sexy chest.

She swallowed. Sighed. And dropped her gaze to his hands again.

Smoothing. Whisking. Kneading her....

Whoa.

A flush of heat snaked up the sides of her neck and settled on her cheeks. Great.

“Suzette?”

She glanced up.

Brad grinned and handed her the whisk. “I’ll leave you to your class now.”

“Um. Oh. Thank you.” She turned to her students, each of whom were staring back at her with blank expressions. “Um, so, Mr. Matthews is a guest here at Sweet Hart Inn this weekend and well, as you can probably tell, he knows his way around a kitchen and other things... I mean, he’s a chef, so...” She turned back to Brad, hopefully pleading with her eyes to get the hell out of her kitchen! Why could she not speak coherently around him?

She continued, “We appreciate your time, Chef. I’m sure my students will all benefit from your hands, er, whisking demonstration, er, motions, whatever. And, the lighting of the flame thing.” Holy cow. What is wrong with me?

Brad dipped his head with a devilish grin, leaning slightly toward her, and whispered. “Always ready to light your flame, ma’am.” With another wink, he edged out of the room.

Suzie’s jaw dropped.

For a moment, no one moved. Then collectively, every woman in the room sighed.

On the heels of that collective exhale, Greg released a loud cackle. “Looks like our Suzie’s got herself a boyfriend.”

She spun toward Greg. “I most certainly do not!”

“Methinks one protests too loudly and quickly.”

“That’s ridiculous. He’s a guest. And he just happens to be a chef. That’s all.”

Greg cleared his throat and gave Marnie a side-eye glance. “Well then tell me, Ms. Cookie. I’m curious about just one thing. That bump on your head have anything to do with the shiner over his left eye? You guys been touching toes or something?” He belly-laughed as he spat out the words.

Marnie side-armed her husband in the gut.

Suzie picked up a strawberry and threw it. She missed his open mouth by a mile.

****
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BRAD SAT ON HIS HARLEY, the engine rumbling, and glanced back up the hill to the inn, where he’d just left Suzie—a slightly flabbergasted Suzie, he might add. Smiling at that, liking that she obviously cared enough to get flustered, he backed around and headed his bike out her drive and toward Harbor Falls. Mentally, he ticked off today’s to-do list—it was going to be a busy day for a Saturday.

He had another appointment with James at his office downtown. The bank holding the note on the lodge had apparently accepted his offer, but James had written a couple of contingencies into the contract regarding the inspection and appraisal, so they had some work to do there. Brad also needed to locate an inspector.

Those were the first two things on his list.

He had an initial appointment with a contractor set up for one o’clock, a stop down at city hall to check on permits and the like—he had to do that before they closed at noon—and after that, a meeting the town planner James had mentioned to him yesterday. He’d been busy making calls all morning.

After all, if he planned to live and work in Harbor Falls, he wanted to contribute to the community, and he wanted to know what kind of future this community was looking at. If this new business of his could play a role in boosting the small town’s economy, he wanted to do it right.

All good things, in his book. A thrill of excitement about his pending future zipped through him as he sped along Lake Road heading toward town. Things might not have ended on the best note with Suzie last night, but this morning he could see the confusion, and the desire, in her eyes. All he needed to do now was to convince her that he was the right man for her, and that she was exactly the right woman for him.

Things were looking up.

****
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SUZIE MADE ONE LAST swipe at the cooking island and glanced about. The kitchen was back in order. Finally. Bread crumbs swept away. Cheese and chocolate drips wiped clean. Every one of her students was sent home with a plastic container of their fondue-of-choice and dippers du jour.

What a day.

Even her bones ached.

She was ready for more bubble therapy but that was not happening for a while yet.

She glanced at her kitchen wall clock, a retroversion of a black cat with a swinging tail, silhouetted against her yellow walls, ticking off the seconds.

Four-forty-three.

“Hell’s bells.”

The town meeting was at five. She needed to get moving.

No time to change, but she did manage a quick look in the bathroom mirror and frowned at her face that started out the day with make-up. She pulled her long hair into some semblance of a ponytail and headed for the back door. At the last second she paused at her bedroom full-length mirror and took in her reflection.

Ugh.

She had a little height—that helped. And at thirty-four she supposed she wasn’t too pudgy. Her snug jeans fit nicely at her hips and she still had a hint of a waist. At least she wasn’t top-heavy and didn’t look dowdy. She hated dowdy. She leaned closer. Her complexion was nice. Pale and clear skin, a smattering of freckles, no age blemishes. Hair. Still long and thick and....

She was still five years older than Brad.

Ugh.

She turned and studied herself back and front for a moment longer. Could Brad really be interested in her? Did she have what it takes? Him being a younger man and all? It didn’t bother her eighteen months ago.

Or him.

Did it?

Forget about it, Suzie.

But—was she interested? She hated to admit it, but she was. Darned hard to forget those blissful two months she spent in his arms. She had to admit the memories of their nights together warmed her on cold lonely nights this past winter.

And she still got hot every time he was near. Like this morning. Damn him for interrupting her cooking class and setting her cheeks on fire.

Could she even consider it?

Was she really the reason he came back? To get back together? Permanently?

What other reason could there be?

The chime of her grandfather clock signaled five o’clock. She raced out the bedroom door and stumbled down her back steps. Lucky for her the antique was permanently set ten minutes fast. Although she had tried, there was nothing she could do to set it right. Most days it worked to her advantage. Like now.

Her Mazda sat pointed toward the road. She slipped inside and pushed the key button to start the engine. Brad’s bike was no longer parked on the gravel lane. She’d not seen him since his fondue demonstration, which was fine. She wasn’t in the right frame of mind to deal with him. Yet.

Maybe he’d realized that.

Early that morning he’d been in and out of the house, making calls from her front porch. Business, he’d said, when she’d laid out coffee and muffins. He’d grabbed a to-go cup, filled it to the brim with her special blend, plucked up two fresh-baked signature muffins, and headed back out to the porch rocker—a spot that he had apparently claimed as his temporary office.

She had to wonder what kind of business Brad Matthews had in Harbor Falls. Besides her, that is. But nevertheless, she’d think about that later. She was late for the town meeting. Luckily, Harbor Falls’ town hall was only seven and a half minutes away, if one drove the speed limit.

Which she did. Of course. Usually.

The meeting this evening was one in a series to discuss the natural progression of Harbor Falls’ growth. Most of the town residents were for development and job security. They wanted the factory to come to town. Others wanted to keep Harbor Falls as it was—a replica of Mayberry R.F.D. Suzie found herself somewhere in the middle. Although, she was all for doing whatever was needed to keep the town’s economy stable, she felt the goal could be accomplished by successfully revitalizing Harbor Falls’ downtown business district, which was definitely on the upswing the past couple of years. Making good with what was already here, rather than leveling prime woods outside of town to build big box stores or adding an industrial park, made sense to her.

She favored preservation and she valued history. She was a strong proponent for the respectful renewal of their quaint downtown and the surrounding lake and mountain areas, and firmly believed preserving the past would be the key to bringing more visitors and shoppers into their town.

She, like many others, didn’t want Harbor Falls to become another strip mall destination shopping site—like in some of the mountain towns in Tennessee. Although she liked to shop at malls as much as anyone, she couldn’t imagine living with one down the street. She wanted her little mountain town to stay the same—just be more economically sound.

The Mayor and the Town Council had been meeting with local committee members, town planners, business developers, and consultants over the past year. Tonight, the topic was on the local economy and how to keep Harbor Falls alive and vital for future generations.

Suzie rushed into the room and fell into an empty back row seat. Glancing about the filled and busy room, she searched to see who all was there. Greg and Marnie sat several seats down to her right. James Martin to her left. Her friend Nora Patterson, who owned Nora’s Novel Niche, sat in front. Nora was a steadfast proponent of downtown preservation. Her father had owned the bookstore there for years, before Nora took it over.

Suzie’s cousins, Gracie and Sydney, were positioned near the front of the room. Both small business owners, they were huge supporters of the downtown business area too. Sydney owned the local bakery and Gracie had a boutique shop. Eliza Kelley, who owned The Trading Post, sat several seats down from them. Finally, she spied old Mr. and Mrs. Wilson, whom she needed to avoid like the plague if possible, across the room.

A warm body sat down next to her.

She glanced at the late comer as Mayor Harold Cunningham hammered the gavel on a wooden podium, on which a poster was tacked that read, Support Local Merchants. Save Harbor Falls’ Trees and Forests! Simultaneously, she caught a hint of a familiar men’s cologne and turned to an eye toward that warm body and spied a sexy black t-shirt.

Brad leaned close. “Promises to be an interesting evening, huh?”

Taken aback, she nodded. “Could be, I suppose. I’m just here for the info.”

Brad cocked his head. “I hear there could be a hot topic on the agenda.”

Her interest piqued, she stared. “Oh? And how would you know that? You’ve been in town all of what...?” she glanced at her watch, “Twenty-one hours?”

He shrugged and smiled. “I get around.”

I bet. Suzie turned toward Harold Cunningham who introduced the council’s recently hired town planner consultant. He appeared a slimy fellow and she didn’t like the looks of him at all. Of course, looks could be deceiving. She’d reserve judgement until she heard what he had to say.

The man had a narrow chicken face and his round, wire-rimmed glasses tilted on the end of his nose as he looked down at everyone. She’d seen the man around town. Poking in and out of stores. Asking questions. He even came to see her once at the inn. He was probably an okay guy but his questions were a little alarming—at least to her. She wasn’t quite sure what his role or task was in all of this. Guess she’d find out tonight.

He droned on about local economy and the employment rate. He mentioned the necessity to capitalize on Harbor Falls’ natural resources, its people, and their talents. He stressed the needs of the community. He ranted about positive growth, keeping Harbor Falls green, and the strong revitalization of downtown. All things they’d heard before.

Brad leaned closer, his elbows propped on his knees, listening intently. She glanced sideways at him, catching a new-found sparkle in his eye. For a moment, she studied his profile, and then the droning dragged her away.

The chicken-beaked consultant continued, this time with dire news. New threats to the economy. The drop-out rate. Unemployment. Loss of population in the town. Young people moving to the cities for jobs. No commerce to support college graduates. No local industry to support entry-level workers.

The bottom line: arts and crafts, mom and pop, home-spun and home-grown, and Mother Nature just wouldn’t cut it anymore. Harbor Falls needed more.

Huh?

Suzie screwed up her face and glanced around her. She was mom and pop, er, well, mom and was doing okay. Right? What was this man saying? By the looks on the faces around her, she wasn’t the only one concerned.

Greg cleared his throat and stood. With a confidence gained from his years playing football, he commanded quite a presence and demanded attention when he wanted it. Harold acknowledged him.

“So let me make sure I understand,” he nodded toward the consultant, “you’re saying that Harbor Falls needs to make changes? That the downtown isn’t going to make it? That we need more? More of what?”

The older man nodded. “Your economy is gradually dwindling. To be honest, it needs a swift kick in the butt. Your young people need to work and there are no jobs. If jobs don’t come here within the next five years, your beautiful little town could become a ghost town.”

Small gasps went up in the crowd.

Greg countered. “But our downtown is booming. My wife recently opened a store that outdid itself this past month. Business is getting better all the time. She just hired a new part-time worker yesterday.”

The consultant stepped around the podium and looked toward Marnie. “Yes, I understand. I’ve spoken at length with your wife, Mr. Monroe. The fact of the matter is, as successful as her new baby boutique business appears to be today, she’ll likely close shop within two years. I predict she won’t make it.”

Marnie stood up. “Wait a minute. Babies are always a good business. If there is one thing we can count on in life people keep having babies and people need affordable clothing for those children. I defy you to rubber stamp the demise of my business. I seriously question your ability to...”

Suzie watched Greg lay a hand on his wife’s forearm. She stopped talking and looked to her husband, then back toward the Mayor. “I just want to say—for the record—that I disagree with the assessment of your so-called, narrow-minded, seriously off-target, and quite a bit rude, consultant.”

She planted herself back in her chair seat and tugged her husband’s sleeve to join her.

The consultant paused to glance about the room. “If babies are such a hot commodity, Mrs. Monroe, then why is the school board considering closing the elementary school due to lack of students?” He paused for a moment, then said, “If I could continue...”

Suzie registered the scowl on Marnie’s face. Uh-oh. Not a happy face.

“As I look out on this crowd, I see a number of small business owners here,” he spanned the crowd. “In addition to the lovely and persistent Ms. Monroe, I’ve interviewed most. Each of you will be hard-pressed to make a profit in the next three-to-five years.” The consultant’s gaze landed on Suzie and stuck.

Suzie swallowed and glared back.

“For example, the Sweet Hart Inn.”

Swallowing harder and biting her tongue, Suzie countered his gape. “Go on,” she urged. I can’t wait to hear this.

He nodded. “Like most of the businesses in Harbor Falls, the focus is too broad. You need targeted marketing and branding. You need a business plan with gumption, and you should be focusing your efforts and energy on the parts of the business that are providing you a proven return on your investment, instead of dallying thing such as cooking classes. You should, perhaps, be focusing on wedding and honeymoon packages and do away with the bed and breakfast and cooking themes altogether. You should be—”

Themes? She’d heard enough. “Ridiculous!” Suzie jumped up and shouted the word before she realized it. She didn’t care. It was about time someone truly spoke up defending their little community. “The sheer fact that you are recommending my inn as a honeymoon destination location shows how little you know about me, my business, or this town. You just lost all credibility with me, sir. How dare you come in here and tell us we are doomed! Or tell me what my heart-and-soul business should be made up of.”

“Successful businesses are not run by the heart-and-soul, Ms. Hart.”

She bristled. “The hell they aren’t! Small business is all about heart-and-soul, Mr. Consultant. That’s who we are here. The residents of Harbor Falls aren’t about to give up, or to change, on your advice. We persevere. We work hard. We live our dreams. We don’t give up. And we don’t change our business models on the advice of some outside town planner consultant who has no earthly idea who we are or what we are about!”

Silence fell over the crowd, then a slow and sporadic applause erupted throughout the town hall. Suzie jerked her shoulders back and stood a little taller. It felt darn good to stand up for something she believed in.

A lone voice came from the back of the room. “That may be well and good, however, perseverance doesn’t pay the bills, Suzie.”

“Wait a minute.” She glanced behind her. Who was that? “Most of us are small business owners. We’re not struggling, are we?”

Another blanket of silence fell over the crowd as a slow realization seemed to set in.

“My daughter went off to college and never came back.” The response edged up from someone to her right.

“Tired of living from check-to-check, wondering each month which bill I might have to wait to pay,” squeaked out another.

“The kids say there is nothing here for them,” came one more.

Suzie crossed her arms. “I don’t get it.” She set her gaze on several faces. “Harbor Falls is beautiful! We have so much to offer. Nothing for the kids? We have a mountain and a lake and....”

“That’s great for recreation, Suzie,” Harold interjected. “The kids want real jobs. They go away to college and get their degrees, see the world, and don’t want to come back and work in a craft shop, stock shelves at Ralph’s, wait tables at the diner, or work at the marina.”

A cacophony of voices burst forth. Heads bobbed back and forth discussing the situation with their neighbors.

“But we sure as hell don’t need a damn factory to ruin our beautiful landscape!”

“My kid wants a job at Valu-Mart. Why can’t we have a Valu-Mart?”

Nora Patterson shot to her feet. “Because those of us who love downtown Harbor Falls will lose our businesses. That is why we don’t need a Valu-Mart! My bookstore would be doomed with a Valu-Mart on the outskirts of town. So would Sydney’s bakery, and Eliza’s Trading Post, and Gracie’s gift shop, just to name a few.”

Nora continued, “And we’ve worked so hard to rebuild our downtown. We got that grant money. And people shop here. It’s on the tourist route. Why, didn’t we have a bus load of senior citizens here last week from Ohio?”

Oh, hell, Suzie thought. What is happening? She searched the room. Where was...? “Eliza!” She pointed to the owner of the Trading Post, who had been actively strategizing to increase marketing tactics to lure more consumers to Harbor Falls. “Tell them about the Harbor Falls Market Square project and what a success that was this past fall. The website. The marketing strategy. The entrepreneurship project and the plans for this coming fall. We are not doomed. We are actively taking steps to bring tourists and buyers to the downtown area. Eliza, please tell them!”

Eliza stood halfway up when Harold Cunningham cracked his gavel on the podium. She sat back down with a frown.

“Another time.” He pounded the gavel again with a rat-a-tat-tat. “If I could have your attention. Attention please!”

The rampant discord in the crowd abruptly stopped and everyone turned the mayor’s way. How was old Harold going to handle this one? Elections were around the corner and if he stepped too much one way or the other, he could either lose his job or be set for another term.

“Folks let’s be reasonable here,” he said slowly. “There may be a solution, so let’s hear some alternatives. We’re not finished yet. James?”

The crowd turned to James Martin. Suzie visibly noticed Brad shift in his seat. She had been so caught up in all of the action she’d almost forgotten he was there. No. How she could forget the smell of his after-shave wafting toward her and the heat of his thigh searing against hers? Suddenly she was drawn to him like flies on honey. Leaning his way, she resisted the urge to lay her hand on his thigh, and whispered, “Wonder what this is all about?”

Brad shifted again, angling toward her. What was it about him that turned her on so much? Despite the fact that he spilled over with decadent sex appeal?

James cleared his throat and rose. Reluctantly, Suzie skidded her gaze away from Brad and focused on the Realtor.

“I know all of this is a touchy subject,” James said, “but I think there are alternatives. I’ve been working with our consultant and others, and perhaps we can come to an agreement about the kind of development that could benefit Harbor Falls’ economy. Suzie is right, our natural resources are a draw, despite what we’ve heard here tonight. The lake. The mountains. Tourists do come for recreation, to buy local crafts, and the like.”

An angry male voice bubbled up from the back of the room. “Ah, hell, James. You just want to sell land. You don’t care about the economy.”

James’s face turned all but purple. “I want what is good for our town and the people who live in it. I think we can invest in projects that can do just that. We have to be picky and plan for the kind of growth we want intentionally. For example, we have done a great job revitalizing downtown and I differ slightly in opinion from what our consultant says.” He glanced to his right at Eliza Kelley.

Suzie smiled. She’d known when Eliza had stayed at the inn a few months ago while she was finding a home in Harbor Falls that something was up between her and James. The way he looked at her just now confirmed that. Eliza’s Trading Post was taking off. Business was good. And Suzie would bet nickels that Eliza would be hard-pressed to admit her new business wasn’t a good thing.

“So, I’d like to elevate this conversation and introduce someone who can explain a new project. I think you will like this. It will bring jobs and support the local economy, as well as revitalize a bit of our past. Mr. Matthews has a plan. Folks, meet Brad Matthews.”

Suzie’s breath caught in her throat. What the hell?

Brad rose. “Thanks, James.” Suzie watched him shove his hands into his jean pockets, then toss a nervous glance her way. He looked...uncertain. And that was an anomaly for Brad Matthews, who was the most self-assured man she’d ever met. He faced the crowd.

“I’ll be brief. One solution, it appears to me, is to capitalize on what you already have. The downtown is great. Tourists ride in here every week on buses. They stay for a couple of hours, buy lunch, a few souvenirs, and then leave. I think one way to boost the economy is to provide quality lodging services so tourists will stay longer.”

Suzie sat straighter in her chair, her back ramrod stiff. Her attention was definitely at high-pique with this particular statement. Harbor Falls had quality lodging services. The Sweet Hart Inn!

He didn’t look at her. Coward.

“Old Falls Lodge was a boon in its heyday. People came in droves to experience the mountains, stay the week, and unwind. They would plan their entire vacations around the availability at the lodge. Since the bankruptcy more than thirty-five years ago, the Lodge has sat abandoned, empty and virtually unused.”

Suzie scooted to the edge of her seat, her face growing warm. What in the hell was he proposing? The room was silent.

He measured the crowd. “Look, I know I am an outsider. The residents of Harbor Falls don’t know me from Adam but I’ve been studying your town for a while and I’ve decided to move here.”

Abruptly, Suzie broke into a choking fit. Someone behind her reached over to pat her hard on the back. She glanced to her rear through watery eyes and nodded her thanks to Geraldine and then swung her gaze around to Brad.

“Sorry, please go on. I find this information extremely interesting.” She glared, not entirely certain she understood the look he shot back.

Brad returned to the crowd. “I’ve purchased the old lodge.” A twitter of conversation broke in the room. “And the surrounding sixty-two acres. I’ve been meeting with local contractors, zoning, utilities, and the town council. I am prepared to put a lot of money into the local economy in two ways. One, by providing jobs for locals in the construction of a new mega-hotel, restaurant and spa on the old Falls Lake Lodge site. Two, once it is finished, providing a hefty number of jobs required to run the business, in the areas of hotel management, culinary arts, recreation and relaxation, housekeeping, maintenance and such. I believe, and your town council agrees, that this is a viable compromise to the situation. The ‘kick in the butt’ as the consultant so eloquently put it.”

A palpable pause settled about the still room. Suzie didn’t know what to think or say. An ache landed in the pit of her stomach—the kind of ache she usually only got when she knew something was off-kilter. She wanted to stand but wasn’t sure her legs worked.

“You’re tearing down old Falls Lodge?” Mr. Wilson feebly raised his hand and uttered the words. “My wife and I were married there sixty years ago last month.”

Suzie’s heart fell. The lodge was old and abandoned but it was a part of their history. Mr. and Mrs. Wilson were old, too. Did that mean you just got rid of them? No.

“Unfortunately, the lodge will have to go.” Brad took a deep breath, his face as hard as stone. “And part of the mountain. Not much, because we want to preserve what we can, but we need more level land.”

Finally, Suzie found her land legs and rose. Her jaw tight and her fists clenched, she directed to Brad, “Surely you are not serious, Brad. You’re going to level our lodge and blow up our mountain? Do you want to suck the lake dry, too?”

Brad fixed his gaze on her and she fixed hers right back.

Yes I am angry. Damn angry. Not only was Brad ruining part of Harbor Falls’ history, but he was single-handedly, albeit perhaps unknowingly, destroying her business as well. How in the hell would Sweet Hart Inn size up against the likes of a mega-hotel and spa?

It wouldn’t. In the matter of a few minutes, her fling had managed to kill everything she’d worked so hard for the past year and longer. She wasn’t about to sit around and let that happen. Not for one moment. She had to set him straight.

Now.

Chapter Six

To say he was taken aback at Suzie’s declaration was an understatement. Brad took in her wide-eyed gaze, her stiff-armed stance, and was suddenly gut punched. He had some explaining to do, and quick.

But Suzi was not about to give up. “So, I’ll ask again,” she said. “Are you planning to blow up our mountain?”

He turned toward her and lowered his voice. “What I said was that we needed to level more land. Can we talk about this later? Right now, I need to get on with this meeting. You and I can hash this over back at your place.”

A twitter of voices flitted through the crowd.

But Suzie ignored the chatter. “Brad, you can’t raze the lodge and blow up the mountain!”

He shook his head and his voice raised again. “Most likely we’ll clear off a few acres of trees and yes, we will need to dynamite to make way for....”

Suzie stepped forward, shaking her head. “So, you are going to blow up the mountain, kill several hundred trees, level a piece of local history, and ruin the view from my home and business? A small “mom and pop” business, I might add, that according to Mr. Consultant here—” she swept her arm toward the front of the room, “—is doomed in a couple of years, anyway? Is that what you are thinking?”

“Suzette...”

By now the argument was largely between the two of them. She put up her hand. “No. Stop, Brad. Stop right where you are. It’s time for you to go. Time for you to cut your losses and get out of town. You are not wanted here. We don’t need your super, mega-hotel slash five-star-restaurant slash spa. We’ve survived on what we have for many, many years and we’ll do quite nicely after you and your ideas are gone. So leave, Mr. Matthews. Please.”

Suddenly it felt like his world was spinning out of control and taking his gut with it. That please did him in more than anything, particularly when he registered the ache in her eyes as she said it. Brad watched the woman who lambasted him—the same woman who held the key to his heart, unfortunately—and knew he needed to back pedal and fast.

“Suzie....”

A male voice boomed up from across the room and Brad angled his gaze that way. The man in the cooking class yesterday. Monroe, he thought his name was. Local football jock, he’d learned.

“Suzie,” Monroe continued, “this man’s idea is not a bad one.”

Surprised, Brad watched Suzie swivel toward him. “You can’t be serious, Greg. What good would this idea do for Harbor Falls?”

“Think about it,” he urged. “There are a lot of jobs connected to a project like this and it sounds as though he has considered what is important to our town. It’s not a discount department store or a factory. If we have to invest in something, to keep our downtown the way it is, this could be the better option.”

“For whom?” Her nostrils flared when she glanced from face to expectant face. “What about keeping all of our businesses the same? I’m not downtown but I’m still Harbor Falls and I still count!”

She turned, leveling her gaze firmly on Brad. “Mr. Matthews is only considering one thing, himself. And I can’t believe all of you have fallen for it.” Her words cut like ice.

Mr. Matthews? “Suzie, please. Let me explain.”

But she jerked her gaze away and yanked at his heart at the same time. Her eyes looked a little misty and that notion tore at his heartstrings. Dammit. He’d screwed up royally here. He had totally thought he was doing the right thing, for her, for the town, for everyone, but—

“Go back to Asheville, Brad. That’s where you belong. Go back before we all regret it.” Suzie stumbled away. His heart as heavy as it had ever been, he helplessly watched her head for the door, making an ungraceful getaway by shuffling over empty, metal folding chairs as well as a few Harbor Falls citizens’ feet.

She was one pissed off woman.

No. That wasn’t a pissed-off look. That was hurt. Pure and simple.

Brad released a loud, long pent up breath and glanced back to the crowd, all of whom had witnessed the entire exchange between them.

Dammit.

Yet, he couldn’t do anything about that at this moment. He perused the crowd watching him, and knew he had some more talking to do. “I understand she is upset,” he said to the townsfolk, “but I would sure like to continue this conversation, if we could.”

The mayor nodded. “Let’s get down to business.”

****
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TUCKED INTO AN ADIRONDACK chair, Suzie sniffled and swiped a tear from the corner of her eye, then hugged her knees a little tighter under her chin. I am not going to lose everything I have worked so hard for. She stared at the shadow of old Lake Lodge across the way and sighed.

Dusk was falling and a full moon sat low over the water, casting a mellow glow over the scene before her. Quiet. Peaceful. Waves rocked against the old dock pilings where she tied her small motorboat, soothing both her soul and her demeanor. Her trolling motor was great for tooling around and doing a little fishing and she loved early mornings on the lake in her little cove. A few miles down the lakeshore at the park, paddleboats were the thing. Everybody loved those, kids and oldsters alike. Fishing and speedboats generally stayed on the deeper end of the lake near the marina—there was a low speed limit for boats in this residential area—far removed from where she sat right now.

This was another reason why she loved this place of hers, this town. There was a lot to offer. Another reason why she disliked what Brad had proposed to the community tonight.

She hated crying and didn’t do it often. She felt damn proud of herself that she’d held her tears in all the way home from town and for at least a full five minutes while sitting there.

Then little by little they started falling, and she had started unraveling.

How long had she been sitting there, anyway?

It didn’t matter. What mattered was that yet again she had made a damn fool out of herself in front of the entire town, and she was confused as hell about the real reason Brad was here.

His coming back wasn’t really for her, was it? It was for the lodge. It was so he could create his own business and make inroads in the community. His coming to Harbor Falls was in no way connected to making her his—maybe even she was a way in for him, a means to his end.

What a damn fool she had been.

She thought about that for a minute, still staring at the image of the lodge in the distance. It all made sense. Eighteen months had gone by—why did he wait so long to come after her? He was getting his plan together, that’s why. The man she just described in her head was not the Brad she knew eighteen months ago. He wouldn’t have used her like then then, and he wouldn’t now.

Would he?

Sniffling, she pushed her hair away from her forehead and lifted her gaze to watch the mountain opposite the lake. If she searched really hard, she could see the silhouette some of the smaller cabins, too, tucked in the trees around the lodge. She supposed Brad bought those as well—he said so, right? They were part of the original property. All had been deserted for years. She’d heard so many stories from the locals about the past, about how Falls Lake Lodge was a sought-after summer destination place in the fifties and sixties, kind of like a southern Catskills. She chuckled, imagining the setting to be like the 80s movie Dirty Dancing.

Would it have been like that?

Could it be again?

Nonsense.

Times were different now.

You had to have money to stay back then, she was certain. Maybe that’s why it all went away. The late sixties and seventies were different times. Priorities changed. Families didn’t, couldn’t, take off a whole summer to play golf or take Merengue and Mambo lessons. It all when went away before she was born but she’d heard the stories from her parents and older family members.

When she was a teenager, she and some friends had camped on the site, braving ghost stories and mountain folklore. They even broke into the old lodge one evening—her parents would have killed her had they found out or had she gotten caught for trespassing. They spent the night on the ballroom floor in their sleeping bags, sleeping very little, while daring ghosts and goblins to roll down the winding stairway to haunt them.

That didn’t happen, of course. The only heebie-jeebies they got were the ones they brought on themselves. That and a few bottles of god-awful strawberry wine.

The lodge was magnificent, however, and made a lasting impression on her. To this day she would sit, right where she sat at this moment, to look and wonder. She could only imagine what it had been like in its heyday. Back then she saw through the dust and cobwebs. She marveled at the rich pine plank floors, huge log beams, the incredible stairway and landing, chandeliers made from curvy wood branches and deer antlers, and a stained-glass window to die for on the second floor landing. Often, she had daydreamed of what it could someday be again.

Gone.

If Brad had his way, it would all be gone. And she might as well say Sweet Hart Inn would be gone, too.

“Damn him,” her whispered curse floated on a breeze. She swiped her nose. “And I was just beginning to get used to the possibility of having him around.”

The drone of an engine came closer, moving steadily toward her home. The Harley. Unmistakable. Shit.

She didn’t want to see him.

The house was dark. She couldn’t remember whether she’d locked up or not. Had she given Brad a front door key? Honestly, she didn’t care. He was a big boy and could fend for himself. He could sleep on the porch glider for all she cared. And she’d gladly charge him a nightly rate for doing so.

She slinked down in the Adirondack and remained perfectly still. She wasn’t in the mood for company or conversation from anyone, least of all him. Her brain and her heart were confused and working overtime trying to figure out her next steps. She needed to be alone. It wouldn’t be the first time she’d spent the night in this chair overlooking the lake. She might as well enjoy the view while she had it.

****

[image: ]


NO LIGHTS ILLUMINATED the windows or the porch of Sweet Hart Inn. Brad glanced around while tucking his helmet onto the bike seat. Suzie’s Mazda was parked further up the drive, near the back of the house. He moved toward the front porch, listening for any sound that indicated she was home.

Perhaps she’d gone to the meeting with a friend and they weren’t home yet. No, couldn’t be, he reasoned. Her Mazda was parked on the street in front of the town hall before he’d entered the meeting. But maybe she’d come home and then went out again. Wouldn’t she leave a porch light on or something?

He took the steps to the wrap-around porch, his boot heels echoed against the night. He reached for the screen door, opened it, and jiggled the door’s brass handle. It swung open. Would she go somewhere and leave her house unlocked? He couldn’t imagine anyone doing that. Not in this day and age. Not even in Harbor Falls.

He locked the front door behind him and took a quick walk through the foyer, the dining room, and then the kitchen, and finally toward her private quarters. The door there was left ajar and the room was dark.

The house was empty.

Where was she? He really needed to talk with her. She had misunderstood. He had to set things right.

He glanced out the back door. The large upper windowpane expertly framed a serene picture of a lake, moon and mountain.

Breathtaking.

He’d bet his inheritance that Suzie thought so, too.

Chapter Seven

Suzie sensed Brad’s presence before she heard his footsteps shuffling in the damp grass. She knew it was him. Who else would it be? She silenced her sniffles and sucked in a steadying breath and willed herself not to look his way. If she didn’t give him the time of day, perhaps he would give up and go away.

Not likely. She was pretty much a captive audience here.

Just don’t look his way. Don’t give in. Stand your ground, Suzie.

“Suzie-Q?”

He stood beside her chair as he spoke his nickname for her. His low voice rippled over her like the waves lapping at the dock. The sound was a little unsettling since it came to her with a edge of concern and what she perceived to be caring. Suzie stared straight ahead at the lake.

Don’t. Look. At. Him.

But that was impossible. Brad moved around the chair and crouched directly in front of her, blocking her view of the lake. He gazed into her face. She glared passed his right shoulder.

“Suzette. You have to talk to me.”

She opened her mouth. No. Don’t. Talk. Then snapped it shut again.

He fidgeted but remained steadfast.

“I know you are mad.”

“Ha!” Shit.

“But let me explain,” he continued. “And it is okay if you are mad because, well, hey, let’s face it, a lot of things have happened in the last twenty-four hours and I’m sure you’re pretty confused and upset and....”

She glared. “You have a lot of nerve, Brad Matthews, coming back here and talking to me like this. You have a helluva lot of nerve. I do not want to talk to you about this. Now. Later. Ever. Go away.”

Suzie watched his face fall and his head lower. His dark hair shimmered against the moonlight. Was he staring at her bright red toenails? That felt way too sexy for her liking at the moment. She curled her toes up under her feet.

Might as well get this over with. She cleared her throat and punched his shoulder. Brad jerked his head up.

“Do you realize what you did tonight? You nailed the coffin on my business, Brad. My blood-sweat-and-tears, my hard fought and won existence, the rest of my life.” She straightened in the chair. “My only life. Do you understand that? This....” she slapped a hand on the wooden chair, “is my life. All I have. Did you not think about what your super-mega-freaking honker of a hotel is going to do to me? What in the hell were you thinking?” Her voice rose. “And to think, you said you came back here because you wanted me. Because you wanted us to get back together. What was I thinking? I was even starting to consider the possibilities, but now... I hope you realize that you’ve killed any chance of that, Mister.”

He took in a deep breath while still looking at her toes—which caused heat to rise in her cheeks and was rather unnerving—then he reached for her ankles, clasped his long and strong fingers around them, and jerked. In a flash, he pulled her completely off the Adirondack chair and toppled backwards.

She fell on top of him.

They rolled.

He laughed.

She spewed a number of obscenities.

Finally, they landed in a heap against the hull of an old dry-docked boat. Suzie, unfortunately, was firmly pinned beneath Brad—a position she didn’t want to be in at the moment. “Ouch! Get off me.”

“Hold still,” he told her.

“Get off me, Brad.” She pushed.

“Give me a second your leg is wrapped around mine.”

“I’ve lost my flip-flop, dammit!” She twisted and batted at his chest.

“Stop pushing.”

“What the hell do you think you were doing? I think you broke my neck.”

“Hell. I did not break your neck. Would you quit squirming?” Brad groaned but didn’t move one iota.

“I want up now!”

Damn him. She could tell by the way the moonlight backlit the smirk on his face that he had no intention of moving.

Damn. Him.

She whacked at his bicep. “I’m not kidding, Brad. This isn’t one bit funny. Let me up!”

Brad grasped her wrists and pinned her hands back to the ground, at ear level. “Not until you listen to me.”

Shaking her head, she returned, “I don’t need to listen to you. I want up. I want to go into my house. I want you to leave.”

He shook his head. “Not a chance, sweetheart. You are going to hear me out.”

“Like hell I will.”

“Suzette.”

“Quit with the Suzette and Suzie-Q, Brad. I don’t like it.”

He chuckled. “Yes, you do, honey. You always did.” He swiped a strand of hair out of her eye. Suzie stifled the tremble that wanted to race up through her chest at his touch.

She sighed and softened her voice. “Quit changing the subject. I mean it. Let me up now.”

He didn’t. He looked at her. And the way he looked at her, all dreamy-eyed and everything—she wanted to melt. Gosh-darn full moon. Why in the hell was the man so god-awful delicious?

She turned her head to the side.

Brad grasped her chin in his fingers and gently moved her face back toward his. His warm touch was firm and downright magical. In the next instant, his mouth lowered to capture hers.

“Suzette...” he whispered.

Don’t kiss him.

Oh. Hell’s bells.

She’d forgotten how soft and firm his lips could be, all at the same time. How they tasted of spice and musk. Strong and smooth. Hot and wet and....

Tantalizing and painful.

Oh....

He nibbled softly at first, his fingers stroking her chin. He relaxed more fully against her and dammit, she felt herself letting go.

Putty. Butter.

Goner. Yup.

He moaned and pressed his lips over the corners of her mouth. His fingers tangled in her hair. Her body arched upward, and her hands moved to that thick crown of wild hair on his head.

Damn him. Damn him to hell and back.
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IN ONE SWIFT MOVEMENT, Brad stood and scooped Suzie into his arms and headed for the back door of the house. One thought kept running through his head. Now or never. She laced her fingers around his neck and held on tight and didn’t try to deck him. Good sign.

“What do you think you are doing?” she whispered.

He ducked to capture her mouth again. Walking and kissing simultaneously were not his forte, but he managed to shut her up and shuffle along to get her into the house where she couldn’t easily escape. Hell, that sounded rather predatory, but he was feeling a little possessive and well, Alpha. He should rein that back in but while she was not protesting, he was going to take advantage of reducing the space between the chair she’d curled herself up into and the house.

Christ, but she felt good in his arms, his mouth nibbling at hers. He loved the way she sucked and drew his lower lip inside her mouth. Stumbling a little, he broke the kiss with a quick exhale, then righted himself and shifted her firmly in his arms.

“You’re going to kill us before we get there.”

“Not a chance,” he whispered against her mouth, tracing her puffy, sexy and sweet lips with his tongue. “Not a damn chance.”

Breathless, he took the steps to the back porch two at a time.

“Put me down. I can walk.”

“No sweetheart. I’m not letting you go.”

He fumbled with the door handle and bumped it open with his hip, moved swiftly through the doorway and then slammed it shut with a kick. Traveling through the kitchen on a blur, he barely registered rushing through her bedroom, followed by falling solidly, completely, and finally into the middle of her king-sized bed.

With her beneath him.

And she didn’t protest, lying there looking up at him. Waiting.

Thank God for small miracles.

Man, she felt good. The heat of her chest seared through his thin t-shirt.

She tugged at that shirt and whispered, “Hurry.”

“Hell yes.” He straddled her hips, ripped the shirt off his head and tossed it aside. Her hands covered his as he reached for his belt.

Brad drank in every soft feature of her face. Sweet Suzette. His Suzette. Back in his arms. In her bed. Could life get any better?

A thin niggle of doubt tugged at him. Making love with her wouldn’t solve anything, would it? Perhaps they should talk first....

She yanked at his buckle.

“You’re sure?”

“Yes,” she breathed. “Yes, Brad. Now.”

Her fingers fumbled with the buckle in hot pursuit. Deft hands played over his belt, his fly, sliding under the waistband of his jeans.

He groaned. In seconds he’d rolled off and pushed his jeans to his ankles. He struggled momentarily with the boots and socks but, with her help, hastily kicked them away. His attention focused on her, he slowly started to unbutton her shirt.

In a flash she switched momentum and pushed him onto his back. She was over him, straddling him, kissing him. Raising up, she stared down and stripped the ponytail holder from her hair, strawberry locks spilling over her shoulders. Her gaze never left his. The moonlight filtered from the lakeside windows of her room, perfectly illuminating her features.

The look on her face was, well, priceless. She really was his.

Her fingers moved over the buttons of her knit shirt and within seconds, she had jerked the garment over her head and tossed it aside. She popped the fly on her jeans and leisurely lowered the zipper. He caught a glimpse of silky, lace pink panties and his libido soared. With a flick of her wrist, she snapped at the back of her matching bra and her ample breasts tumbled out.

“My God, you are beautiful,” he whispered. “Come here.”

She leaned closer and he cupped one of her full breasts. Damn, how he’d missed fondling them. They were the most beautiful and delicate mounds of flesh he’d ever seen in his life. Full. Pink. Firm. Ripe.

His.

Heaving a contented sigh, he smoothed both hands around her back to hold her and settled one delectable dusky nipple between his lips. Suzie let out a soft moan and melted into him. Sweet Jesus. She was his. She felt so wonderful in his mouth. Like, it was why she had breasts, for him.

He moved from that breast to the other. “Equal time,” he rasped.

“Um, yes.”

His hands played across her back, relishing in the satin feel of her ivory skin. He dipped under the waistband of her jeans to cup her round buttocks.

“Get rid of these.” He broke away and flipped her over onto her back.

“Gladly.”

With one whoosh he finished undressing her.

****
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SUZIE SIGHED. GOD, how she had missed him. Had missed this. How could she have forgotten, and pushed aside, all the wonderful feelings Brad had stirred within her all those months ago? How he woke her from the dead, mundane sleep she’d been in with Cliff for so long, and held her captive with every touch of his fingers and lips?

Brad’s hands skillfully moved over her body. With every stroke she sprang alive. With each groan she wanted more. To hell with everything else. The town, the lodge, the fact that she was confused as hell. This—this intimate moment with Brad—she needed now. The rest she’d just have to worry about later.

For now, all she wanted was to feel.

Besides, people need sex. Right? She’d read that recently in a women’s magazine. It had something to do with hormones. Was it testosterone? Sex was important for that. And she’d been deprived lately, so it was okay.

Stop thinking, Suzie. Just feel.

He stripped away the last of her clothing and lay over her. “I need your skin next to mine.”

“Yes,” she whispered.

She loved how he made her feel. How her body responded to his touch. How her inner vixen retorted to his urgent groans.

“I love...” His voice raspy, he searched her face. “I love how you look. How you feel. How you...look.”

“You’re driving me crazy,” she whispered.

“Good. Be crazy with me. Because I’m crazy about you, Suzie.”

Anticipatory spirals of pleasure sprinted through her body. Brad urged her to lie back. Relax. His mouth covered hers.

“I love...you...” he breathed against her lips.

Suzie floated into a haze of never-ending pleasure.

Tension built inside her like an out-of-control freight train. She wrapped her arms and legs around him, imprisoning him against her...her little love slave. What? She giggled to herself. Where did that come from in this dizzy and spiraling out of control brain of hers?

Love slave. Ha!

Her younger man. Her boy toy. Damn, she was turned on! “God, Brad. I want you. Please, Mr. Love Slave, please take me...”

A deep throaty chuckle escaped him. She heard it, but soon dismissed it, because all thought abruptly ceased. Pleasure took its place.

Chapter Eight

Brad pinned her firmly against the bed. Waves of pleasure racked and titillated his body. She was his. They were together. And that was all that mattered. The intense pleasure he got from making her feel wanted and special and protected was more powerful than anything.

Suzie trembled and slumped backward against the bed and he released his lip-hold on her. Sweet Suzette. He never wanted to be rid of the taste of her on his lips. “Suzette, my Suzette....”

They wound together legs and arms. With every stroke that bordered on excruciating pleasure, he reveled in the wicked delight of pleasing her, experiencing again the no-holds-barred passion they’d once had.

She shook and gasped and dug her fingernails into his back.

His explosion was powerful and loud. He growled out her name in a primal shout, then followed with a whisper of passion from his lips to her cheek.

Their sighs mingled. When he rose to look into Suzie’s face, he noticed the mist of tears in her eyes. No small thing, those tears. And for some reason, they scared the hell out of him.

****
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SUZIE WOKE TANGLED in sheets, body parts, and stray pieces of clothing. A sunbeam slanted into her bedroom and her right eye. Groggily, she stretched and moaned, then snuggled into Brad’s warm and naked body.

Holy shit. What in the hell had she done?

Her brain spun. She was too tired to ponder it now. She was feeling too lethargic to move or think about it. All she wanted was to roll over in bed and burrow into Brad’s side and sleep some more. It was Sunday morning, right? One deserved the right to sleep in on a Sunday.

Instead, she rolled to her left and glanced at the grandfather clock against the far wall.

Eight-thirty-three. Which meant it was really eight-twenty-three. Which meant she should have had breakfast fixed one hour and twenty-three minutes ago. She never slept this late!

She shot up taking the sheets with her. “Breakfast!”

Brad pulled her back down to the bed and wrapped his arms around her. “Relax, sweetheart. Your only guest is me, remember? And I’d just as soon have breakfast in bed.”

Sighing, she relaxed and snuggled close. He was right. There were no other guests. Fortunately, since she was late. “Um, what do you want for breakfast?”

“You.”

Not ready to go there again, she pushed nervously on his chest. “No, I’m serious. I’ll fix us something. What do you want? Omelet? You know I can do a great omelet.”

Brad nuzzled her neck and smoothed his hands over her back, down to her buttocks. “No worries. No omelet. Not now, maybe later. The only thing I want for breakfast is you,” he said lazily. “And since I’m your guest, I’m assuming you’ll accommodate? Bed, breakfast, and you. Perfect.”

Why did he have to be so freaking romantic? He had to stop this, or she was going to fall for all of this crap. Hook, line and sinker.

Suzie smirked and sat up. “Smart ass. C’mon, we need to get up. What do you want?” It was a little too cozy, too familiar, too much like old times. She didn’t want it to be like old times.

Did she?

He tugged on a lock of her hair and pulled her face closer to his. “I want you for breakfast,” he moaned. “My little love slave.”

Groan....

Suzie backed away and jumped off the bed. Hell’s bells. He could turn her on like a light switch. “We need to talk first, Brad.”

He smiled and burrowed further into the pillows, his left leg and hip exposed from under the covers. “Hm.”

Suzie smacked him on the butt with the back of her hand.

“Ow!”

“C’mon, Brad. You can’t avoid this. We have things to talk about.”

With a lengthy exhale, Brad moved to a sitting position and looked at her. “Well, then sit.” He patted the mattress. “I’m not going to have you lording over me. At least let’s be on equal ground.”

Grabbing the tail of the sheet, she wrapped it around her and sat. “You could cut me a little slack,” she told him. Brad grinned and lifted himself so she could easily wrap the sheet around her, leaving him uncovered.

She tossed him a pillow. “Here. Lay something over...that.”

Brad grinned a lazy, slack-eyed grin and did as she said. “There, you comfy?”

“Yes.”

“Then what do we need to talk about?”

Men. Doesn’t he know? “Um, well, Brad we have to talk about...um...this.” She patted the bed. “Us. You and me. What happened last night. And all that.”

He nodded. “Okay.”

“And...”

“And what else?”

“The hotel thing. We need to talk about the hotel thing.”

He concurred with another nod. “So you start. You pick.”

She stared at him. Why was he being so accommodating? She watched his gaze lower to her chest and hers followed. Cleavage. He was looking at her cleavage.

And the fact that he’d gotten laid last night, which contributed to part of his plan, was likely making him...accommodating.

“I think I can talk about both of them at the same time, Brad Matthews, but quit ogling me!”

He jerked his gaze back to her face. “Sorry, sweetheart. It’s just that....”

Suzie yanked the sheet beneath her chin. “Brad, this hotel thing. I mean, why?” She fiddled with the corner of the sheet. “Did you not think about what this would do to me? To my business?”

He stared at her with a blank expression, then huffed out a breath and said, “I was thinking about you. All the time, every plan I made. With every detail. You, Suzie-Q, are why I came here in the first place. I want to be with you. And I made a lot of changes in my life to do that.”

“But I don’t understand.”

He leaned closer. “Suzie. My grandmother died six months ago.”

“Oh no...” She reached for his hand. Large and strong, she loved his hands.

He shook his head. “Yeah, I miss her, but she lived a full life. Thing is, she wanted me to live a full life, too. She left me a good chunk of money with instructions to follow my dream. My dream, Suzie-Q, is right here. With you. In Harbor Falls. And Falls Lodge? That’s part of my dream, too. My own business. A wonderful woman by my side. Family.”

There it was again. Family.

Stunned, Suzie sat watching his face. His gaze played over her and he waited. What could she say? He had it all planned out. But what would happen if she couldn’t fulfill the rest of his plan? His dreams. Give him that family?

He squeezed her hand. “Sweetheart,” he softly said. “You don’t have to say anything now. We’ll work all of this out. Let’s think it through.”

How could she think of anything else? Bewildered, she looked away.

“You’ll see. It will be great,” he added. He leaned closer to kiss her cheek. “Oh, and I nearly forgot! When the hotel is built, it’s going to be the two of us again. Chef de Cuisine and his sous chef.”

Grasping her face in his hands, he looked longingly into her eyes and whispered, “You and me, baby. Like old times.”

She pulled back. “But I don’t see why you need to tear down the Lodge, Brad. Why can’t you fix it the way it is? Renovate it or something?”

Why can’t you do something that won’t put me out of business? What about me? My dream?

He shook his head. “The structure is too bad, honey. It would take too long, too much money, Suzie. Better off razing the thing and starting from scratch.”

He rose then, tossed the pillow aside and walked toward the bathroom.

Better off starting from scratch?

Maybe he’d be better off starting from scratch with a new relationship. Someone more his age who could give him kids. Thing was, he had it all figured out. Did he not realize that sometimes plans don’t work and dreams don’t come true?

“I am getting a little hungry after all,” he called from the bathroom.

“Yeah,” she said, not directing her response to him. “I’ll go fix some eggs, or something....”

He popped his head out of the doorframe smiled. “No, sweetheart. We cook together, remember? Wait for me.”

Shit. Suzie bit her lip. There he goes again, being so damn perfect.

****
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BRAD LEFT SUZIE IN the bedroom and headed for the shower. What he needed was a good long stream of hot water beating on his head to clear his brain and make sure he was thinking straight.

What had he been thinking, anyway?

Of course, he had come off all cocky and self-assured the night before, and he had definitely hauled her butt cave man style into her bed—but was that the right thing to do? At that moment he had felt all predatory and possessive, like he wanted to claim or mark her or something. Too primal. He wasn’t normally like that.

But he could feel the moment slipping away and he’d wanted to grab it and hold on with everything he could. He needed that chance, needed that intimacy with her.

And it had been the right thing to do, hadn’t it? Making love with Suzie?

It wasn’t like she was pushing him away or anything. Quite the opposite, in fact. She was more than into it.

He twisted the shower nozzle and a blast of icy water hit him square in the chest. He jumped back. Perhaps that was the jolt he needed. A jolt of reality—because Suzie had definitely presented him with a huge dose of reality this morning with her immediate questions about the lodge and their relationship. Plus, she had made it quite clear that the two were intertwined.

Why do women always have to complicate things? Ask so many questions?

He guessed it was because of their need to understand all angles. Perhaps it was a measure to protect themselves from hurt—or to prepare themselves for potential hurt.

He didn’t want to hurt Suzie, that was for certain, but it seemed he had unintentionally done that with his disclosure about the lodge and his plans at the town council meeting. Perhaps he should have given her a heads up—but when? There had not been much time for the two of them to discuss much of anything.

They would just have to work this through. They could do it, right?

He sure as hell hoped so.

Chapter Nine

Suzie fingered a lacey baby bonnet at Marnie Monroe’s new baby boutique, The Purple Pelican, wondering why she was even there. A baby store, of all places. As she and Marnie sat in the cozy corner chatting, Suzie realized she was glad to have someone to talk to about all of this. Marnie had been full of questions about Brad and finally, Suzie spilled the beans—the entire sordid story. “It’s just not going to work,” she finally said. “He wants a family and I can’t give him that.”

Marnie, her eyes wide and her gaze full of compassion, looked up from a pile of baby clothing she was tagging. “Why not? Don’t you want children?”

“Oh, I would love a child.” Suzie shrugged. “But I can’t get pregnant. I came to grips with that years ago.”

“Oh, sugar!” Marnie moved closer to Suzie and put her arm around her shoulders. “I didn’t know that. What happened?”

Twice in one week, Suzie fought back tears. Oh hell. Why not let them fall? “Nothing happened, really, it’s just that I can’t get pregnant. I’ve known ever since I was a teenager that I might have difficulty. I have a bad case of endometriosis and my gynecologist wonders if my ovaries are really producing eggs.”

“Oh sweetie.” Marnie cupped her cheek in her palm. “I had no clue. Are you okay?”

Suzie shrugged again and nodded. “Sure. Or I was.” She glanced off and stared at the pattern in the carpet at her feet. “At least I thought I was okay with it.”

“Doesn’t sound that way,” Marnie said. “Of course, given the circumstances I would think it would be normal for it to weight heavy on your mind right now. Do you want to talk about it?”

Sighing, Suzie agreed. “All right. It hasn’t always been easy, especially with Cliff. He was always pissed about my inability, he called it. He said it didn’t matter, that he really wasn’t into kids anyway, and so I took him at his word, but—” She laughed and shook her head. “But look at him now. Nice young wife, ripe as a plum, spitting babies out like there is no tomorrow. Oh, and Shelley is pregnant again.”

Marnie’s eyes widened in shock. “Again? I thought they recently had a baby?”

Suzie nodded. “They did. In fact, you should get them on your mailing list. Way she’s going, she’ll be spending a lot of money in here. She got pregnant again when baby number one was two months old. She’s about to deliver again soon.”

“That little bitch. How dare she?”

They burst into laughter. Suzie loved Marnie Monroe with all her heart. She was like the sister Shelley never was.

Marnie looked at her. “So what did Brad say when you told him?”

Suzie hesitated, pretending to inspect the lace on very small dress. “When I told him what?”

“That you couldn’t get pregnant.”

“I didn’t tell him.”

Marnie remained silent.

Suzie glanced up. “What?”

“You didn’t tell him?”

Tossing the dress aside, Suzie rose and paced a few feet between the store window and where Marnie sat perched on a soft white wicker chair. Stuffing her hands in her back jeans pockets she returned, “What would I say? Oh, one thing about your plan here, Brad, the big dream of your life? You know, business, family, kids.... Oh, well, the kids part, scratch that if you’re thinking about my participation. I hope you don’t mind if we skip that little piece of your dream.” She swiped at her nose. “Besides, he’s too young for me.”

“Pish. You look younger than you are and you’re in great shape.”

“I’m pudgy.”

Marnie laughed and stood. “You are not. You’re beautiful.” She placed her hands on Suzie’s shoulders and shook her. “Now get yourself out of this funk, you hear me? Go tell him what’s going on with you before he turns tail and runs. Because when he’s gone, you’ll up and change your mind and mourn after him for the next thirty years. And as your official newest best friend, I’m here to tell you I don’t need to hear any of that whining for the next three decades. Okay?”

Suzie shrugged and sighed. “I suppose.”

Marnie hugged her. “Sweetie? Are you sure you can’t get pregnant?”

She turned to look at her friend. “I’m sure. Cliff and I never used protection and I never got pregnant.” She paused; her mouth screwed into a bow. “Good Lord, I can’t even believe we risked that not being married and all but... Well, you see? No babies for me in all these years. I wonder if that was the reason Cliff was in no hurry to get married.”

Marnie’s eyes flew wide open.

“Oh my God.” Suzie blew out a breath.

“You think he was putting you off all these years because he really didn’t want to get married because he wanted kids?”

“I do! Well I’ll be spanked! That is the reason why he kept dragging the damn engagement out for all of these years! He was holding out for fresher eggs!”

Marnie scowled. “The bastard.”

“How could I be so blind?”

Marnie smiled and wrapped her arms around Suzie’s shoulder. “Honey. Maybe it’s because he’s not so great a sperm donor. Or maybe he wasn’t doing things right for you.”

Suzie laughed. “I love you Marnie Monroe.”

“You better. Now go get things fixed with that man of yours.”

Nodding, Suzie replied, “You think?”

“I do think.”

Suzie wasn’t convinced. It didn’t feel like the right time and there was so much else to discuss. The baby thing was one issue. The whole hotel mess was something else entirely. Besides, how in the world, knowing what she did now about Cliff, could she even think about heading into another relationship with a man whose dream is kids, family, and the picket fence?

The only thing she had to contribute was the damn fence.
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THE MEETING WITH THE architect lasted a lot longer than Brad expected. Again. Dinner would probably be waiting, warming in the oven. Suzie had been great that way for the past few days. Breakfast ready every morning. Dinner waiting at the end of his day. She was a gem and he appreciated it. He had told her not to wait for him if he was running late—which he had been for the past several days—but wished she would ignore his request and be waiting for him anyway, tonight. He needed to see her and spend some time with her. They needed to talk.

Of course, if she were waiting on him in bed, he’d gladly skip the dinner—but that scenario had not happened lately, and he doubted if it would tonight.

She needed space, she told him a few days ago. Brad figured that given how she felt about the whole hotel business, and the way he’d bulldogged his way into her life again, she deserved to feel like her apple cart was upset. He knew she wasn’t prepared to deal with both the possibility of a relationship and the intrusion of the new hotel into her Harbor Falls lifestyle, so he’d backed off for a while. He’d had months to figure things out. She, on the other hand, had not. So he’d give her the time and space she needed, if that was what would make her more comfortable with the entire situation.

His days were busy, though. Good thing. Kept his mind off sex.

Of course, she was always on his mind.

Besides meeting with the architect, a contractor, and the local employment agency, he’d started thinking about marketing. He’d learned that James Martin’s girlfriend, Eliza Kelley, had some fantastic ideas about promotion and he’d met with her about the Harbor Falls Market Square campaign. Eliza was a whiz at technology and had made a commitment to help him build his future website, which excited him to no end.

Things were moving along quite nicely.

He’d asked for and borrowed Suzie’s Mazda for the day because of the paperwork he was carrying around. She was agreeable, saying most of her work that day was in the house. He drove around to the back and parked, looking for signs of her out by the lake or on the deck. A quick glance at his watch told him it was almost nine o’clock. No light shone from her window at the back of the house.

Hm. Had she gone to bed already? He just wanted to talk with her for a few minutes.

In the kitchen he found a note on the cooking island. Dinner in the fridge. Hope your day was good. Talk to you in the morning. I’m pooped.

Frowning, he crumpled the note. He could give her space, but he didn’t expect to be ignored. This was the third night in a row she’d holed herself up in her bedroom.

Was she avoiding him?

Hell. Of course, she was. And this was as much his fault as anything. Tossing the wad of paper at the garbage can, he turned and took the stairs to his bedroom. To hell with dinner.

****
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SUZIE WINCED WITH EACH step Brad took up the stairs and she jerked in her bed when he slammed the door. She figured she’d pushed it too far, might as well have just shown him to the door and told him to leave. She’d been masterful at neglecting him and she sensed his frustration. She had to come to closure with all this soon, figure this thing out, or Marnie would be right. Brad would turn tail and run faster than a frog on a fly, and the choice would no longer be hers.

Thing was, she didn’t want to lead him on.

But she didn’t want to push him away either.

Her heart and her head were in total conflict and the more she avoided him, the worse the conflict inside her became. On top of that, just having him in her house, under her roof, was nearly too much.

She wanted him. Wanted him like a crazy horny woman and didn’t know what to do with that. Her hormones must be working overtime.

She was afraid, too. Afraid to give herself over to him. Afraid if she made love with him more time it would seal the deal on her heart. And his. Then where would they be?

They’d be stuck in another damn dilemma and she’d have to tell him about her faulty eggs, or whatever...

And then they would be done. Kaput. Finished.

Suzie lay back into her stacked pillows and closed her eyes. At that same moment, her cell phone vibrated on the bedside table. She picked it up.

A text message from Brad. I miss you.

Those three words nearly brought her to tears.

I miss you too, she texted back.

Then what are you going to do about it? Came the immediate reply.

Suzie swallowed. She didn’t text back. She didn’t think. She simply got out of her bed, crossed her bedroom to the door and opened it. There, on the other side, stood Brad, naked as a J-bird and holding his phone. He walked her backward until they tumbled into bed.

Chapter Ten

A flurry of last-minute guests the past two weeks had kept Suzie busy than a one-armed paperhanger, and secretly, she’d been glad of it. Eliza was hosting a craft expo at The Trading Post, continuing her search for more juried crafters. They all needed a place to stay, which was very, very good for the Sweet Hart Inn and for Suzie.

For her business and for her sanity.

She made breakfast every morning at seven and a light brunch around ten-thirty for those who lingered late. The continental buffet was set up in the dining room and guests helped themselves.

Then there was cleanup—the kitchen, the guest rooms, the house in general. And yard work. She couldn’t neglect her yard, garden, and plants.

Of course, there was always the cookbook. An agent had loved her book proposal and was interested in representing her. She had options. She also had to get the darned thing finished, and fast. She’d been given a deadline.

A deadline!

Work kept her mind off other things. Obvious things. Making love with Brad again probably hadn’t been the best idea she’d ever had—but it had happened, nevertheless. And even though she probably shouldn’t have done it, she loved every second and knew Brad did too.

However, it only served to complicate the matter in her head.

The bacon frying in the pan crackled and hissed, sending that sharp, smoky scent her way. Home. The scent reminded her of home. Wasn’t that all she ever wanted? To be happy and content with the perfect life, career, and a home of her own?

Why couldn’t she just let her guard down for once and be happy, without trying to analyze things? She was going to have to turn a leaf. Maybe this hotel thing wouldn’t be such a bad idea. Maybe she should ask Brad more about it...

She sighed. Maybe later. She had work to do first.

It was Saturday and she had loved this entire, busy week. Yes, it was hectic, but it was her week. This was what she wanted to do with the rest of her life—run Sweet Hart Inn. She had to admit that she didn’t want to be a sous chef—not even for Brad—even though she was damn good at doing that job.

And even though she loved Brad—yes, dammit, she did love him—she didn’t want to cook beside him anymore. Not at the hotel. That was his dream, not hers.

She was conflicted about things, but she knew she wanted him in her life.

Period.

There. She admitted it.

Suddenly Suzie realized she’d been the one holding the cards all along. She was the one making the choices for both of them. Brad had not been given a chance. Marnie was right. Brad needed to know everything. She’d been holding back, probably because she was afraid, deep down, of losing him.

Afraid she could never measure up. Like with Cliff. That she could never please the man, and worse, that he would reject her because she couldn’t have a baby.

But Brad was nothing like Cliff. Not one bit. So why was she so worried?

She’d have to suck it up and deal. She couldn’t go on like this any longer and neither, she suspected, could he. He needed to hear from her exactly how she felt about the lodge, about not being his sous chef, about the inn and her business and how she felt about all of that hotel situation, and the baby. Or lack thereof. He had to know.

“Bacon sure smells good.”

Startled, Suzie looked up from where she was lazily pushing around half-cooked slices of bacon. Brad reached over, plucked a piece draining on a paper towel, smiled at her and placed a quick kiss on her cheek. Then, he put one end of the bacon in his mouth, the other end sticking out toward her. “Here, have a bite,” he muttered.

She smiled and rubbed her tummy. She felt a little queasy this morning. She had to start eating better.

“Quit playing around and eat it.”

He moved closer and pointed to the bacon. “Take a bite,” he mumbled.

Sighing, Suzie relaxed. “Okay,” she smiled and stepped closer. Brad put his hands on her hips and tugged her to him. Her arms fell naturally over his shoulders. She took the bacon into her mouth and bit off a piece, barely grazing his lips, and chewed.

Brad’s face was close. Hell’s bells, she loved those dark eyes.

“You do good bacon, sweetheart.”

“I do good lots of things,” she countered, still chewing.

That bad-boy grin returned, and he pulled her in tight. “Yes, my love. You do.”

Love.

About the time she swallowed the bacon, he captured her lips with his in a gentle caress. Leaning into him, for the first time in days, Suzie let herself enjoy the sensual play of his lips on hers. They broke the kiss after a moment, and she laid her head on his shoulder. His arms came around her and he held her close.

“I’ve missed you like crazy,” he whispered into her hair.

Squeezing her eyes tight, she once more fought back tears. “I’ve missed you, too. I’m a insanely busy woman and you’ve entered my insanely busy life...”

Talk to him, Suzie. This is the time. The door is open. Now or never.

Brad pulled back and pointed his thumb toward the dining room. “You’ve got a hungry crowd gathering out there. Want me to help you get the meal out this morning?”

Suzie looked at his face, studied the ever-present, slightly crooked smile, and knew beyond a shadow of a doubt that she was a goner. She loved him. “I would like that very much,” she whispered.

He gave her a quick peck on the lips. “Consider it done.”

****

[image: ]


AN HOUR OR SO LATER, Suzie said, “Sure is quicker getting things cleaned up with you around.”

Brad glanced up from his dishwashing to the kitchen island where Suzie bagged leftover muffins and croissants. “I bet. We always were a good team, you know.”

She nodded, averting her gaze. “I think everyone ate a full breakfast this morning, so I shouldn’t have to put out too much on the continental buffet for the stragglers.” She popped another muffin into the bag. “Could be enough bread here to make a nice bread pudding tomorrow.”

Brad flung excess water from his hands into the sink then dried them on a nearby towel. They did work together well but she was avoiding the subject. Turning, he rested against the sink and crossed his arms across his chest, watching her.

Waiting her out was one thing. But she, too, had to participate in this game.

“We’re good for each other, Suzie-Q.”

“What do you think of the blueberry ones? Have you tasted them yet? It’s a new recipe and I think I have it perfected for the cookbook, and—”

Brad stepped forward and reached for her hands. “Suzie, stop. Look at me.”

Gradually, she stopped stuffing the bread in the bag and looked up. One look in her eyes told him loads. She was scared. Dammit! Why?

“What’s wrong, sweetheart?”

She plopped on a bar stool behind the kitchen island, keeping her hands in his. “We are good together, Brad. I know that.”

“Then what’s wrong?”

She jumped up and jerked her hands away from his. “What’s wrong? Can’t you see? We don’t have any of this worked out, we’re both avoiding it, and...and, hell’s bells mostly it’s me because I...” She turned her back.

Shit. Don’t clam up on me again.

Brad rounded the kitchen island. “Suzie, dammit, talk to me. I need to know what you are thinking, what you are feeling. This is driving me nuts. I can’t go on much longer wondering what in the hell you want. Whether you are going to allow me into your life or not.”

She whirled back. “Okay! All right. I don’t want to be your sous chef!”

He stared at her, hands on hips. What? “Then why didn’t you say that?”

Her shoulders fell and one hand went to her tummy, rubbing it. “I don’t want to be your sous chef and I don’t want to have anything to do with the hotel and I don’t want to give up my bed and breakfast.”

She went pale. All at once Brad noticed the dark circles under her eyes. This was wearing on her a lot more than he’d realized. “Suzie, it’s okay. I know you are upset about the lodge. But do we have to let that come between us? And who said you’d have to give up the inn?”

“No one said it, Brad,” she bit out. “But if you have this big monster hotel across the lake, who is going to want to stay here in my humble little house?”

“Lots of people! You will provide them an entirely different experience!”

She shook her head and then leaned against the kitchen island, rubbing her forehead. “Yeah, right.”

“Are you okay?”

“Fine.”

“You’re sure?”

She jerked her chin up. “I’m fine, Brad.”

“It’s all just fine, Suzie, isn’t it?” He paced sharply around the kitchen island and spun on his heel back to her. His voice rose. “The hotel is as important to me as your damn inn is to you. So get over it. It’s going to happen.”

Oh, that was likely not the best comeback.

“The damn inn?” She shot off her chair. “This damn inn is my life. It’s all I have. I need it to survive!”

He grasped and held her upper arms. “Hold it. Is that all you need to survive? This old clapboard house on the lake? I sure was hoping you needed a helluva lot more than that, Suzie. I was hoping you needed me.”

She opened her mouth to say something then evidently thought better of it. All of a sudden, like the wind being yanked out of her sails, she sank again onto a bar stool. He released her arms and cupped her chin in his hand. “Suzie, that’s all I need to know. Do you want me in your life, or not? Do you want to be with me? Because I’m crazy in love with you and—”

She stopped him with a hand to his forearm. Immediately, her eyes grew misty. “Brad, I...yeah. Yes. I love you, but....”

The rapid-fire crescendo ring of Brad’s cell phone suddenly split the air about the same time big fat tears rolled down Suzie’s face. A deep-throated sob echoed across the kitchen.

He ignored the phone.

“Talk to me, Suzie. Let’s get all of this out on the table.”

“There is just...so much...to sort out!” she blubbered.

“We’ll do it, sweetheart.”

The ringing again cut through their argument.

She glanced away, sobbing. “Oh, hell, answer it!”

At a loss, he didn’t know what to do. He’d never seen her in this kind of emotional state before and he wasn’t handling it well. What was going on?

He punched the talk button on his phone and barked into it. “What!”

****
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SUZIE TOOK THE MOMENT to gather her wits. What the hell was going on with her? Why was she crying like a whimpering idiot? This wasn’t like her. She could usually handle this kind of stuff pretty easily. Why was she such a freaking mess?

“Sure,” Brad said into the phone. “If they can get the heavy equipment in there next weekend, we can start the following Monday.”

What? Suzie stood up and her stomach lurched. Abruptly, something more than sobbing confusion welled up in her. Anger.

She stepped closer to Brad the same time he disconnected his call.

“What’s starting on the following Monday? Tell me.”

Brad reached for her. “Suzie, look. It has to....”

She put her palms out. “You’re tearing down the lodge.”

He nodded. “Yes. Next Monday we’ll start.”

“That’s only a week away.”

“True.” He stared at her. “Let’s talk about—”

She pushed away. “No, Brad. I don’t want to hear it. This all makes me really, really sad and sick to my stomach. I don’t know what to think, what to do....” Oh, God. She might throw up.

“Suzie, it has to happen sometime.”

“Well I don’t want it to happen at all, Brad! Oh....”

“What’s wrong?”

“I don’t. I don’t feel so well....”

“Suzie?”

Turning, she took a couple of steps toward her bedroom, faltered with her hand over her mouth, then raced toward her master bathroom.

Brad followed. “Suzie, sweetheart. Are you okay? What the hell is going on with you?”

Suzie slammed the bathroom door shut before he could step across the threshold. She wanted to preserve at least some shred of dignity while she puked her guts out.

Chapter Eleven

On Monday, Suzie felt a lot more alive than she had over the weekend. Convinced she had the flu, even though she believed she was sick at heart with all the stress, she stayed in bed two entire days while Brad graciously took over in the kitchen. Why he would do that after she’d been so difficult to deal with and they had argued so badly, she had no clue. Obviously the man was nuts or something. Or he loved her. Maybe both.

He never gave up. She had to give it to him, he came in here with a plan and be damned if he’d stick to it.

Whether she liked it or not.

The smell of her signature cinnamon coffee blend brought her out of her bedroom and into the kitchen. The way Brad looked standing in her kitchen, wearing a white t-shirt and jeans, reading the morning paper over the center island with a cup of coffee to the side, made her want to melt into the floor in a lukewarm puddle. God, what a body. What a man. And what a scene to wake up to. One she wanted to preserve, forever, in her mind. Finding Brad in her kitchen looked a lot like home.

“Morning,” she squeaked.

Brad’s smile widened when he looked up. “Hi, sweetheart. How are you feeling?”

“Much better.”

“Good. Coffee?”

“Please.”

He moved to the coffee maker and poured her a cup. She settled onto a bar stool. “Here you go. A little cream and one spoon of sugar. Just how you like it.”

She smiled. “Thank you.”

They stayed silent for a few minutes while she sipped her coffee and he continued to read. All this time, everything she’d put him through, and he’d never faltered. Not once. He was so steadfast, so determined to have her in his life. Would he still be once he knew her secret?

“Brad?”

“Hm?”

“Can we go to the lodge sometime this week? Before they tear it down?”

He rose and looked at her. “If you want. Of course.”

She nodded. “I do. I want to see the lodge one last time. I’ve not been there in years but I want to take one last walk through. For closure, I guess.”

She’d told herself a million times that this was the right thing to do, so she was trying very hard to hold back the tears. She’d thought it all through while lying in bed the past couple of days. If she got through this, accepting that the lodge would be gone forever, then she could get through the next thing she had to tell him—that she couldn’t give him a baby. Then after that, the chips would lay were they will.

Perhaps if she could give, he could too. Time would tell.

He moved around the bar toward her and took her into his arms. “I’ll do whatever makes you happy,” he whispered. “I want you to be happy.”

Funny, she thought. That was exactly what she wanted, too. For him. “I want us both to be happy.”

Brad sighed and looked down into her eyes. “All I need is you, Suzie, and then I’m happy.”

“Really, Brad?”

He nodded. “Of course.”

“Are you sure? If I was the only thing you could have, would I be enough?”

He paused for a moment, studying her face. “Honey, I swear. You’re enough.” He bent to kiss the tip of her nose. “Are you sure you are feeling better?”

She nodded. “Yes. I am. Much better.”

“I’m glad.” He hesitated. “Suzie, I really hate to do this now, but I need to tell you something. I have to leave for a few days, and I want to make sure you are okay before I do.”

A ripple of panic raced across Suzie’s abdomen? “Leave?” The word squeaked out of her throat and she didn’t like that sounded so weak. “For how long?”

“A couple of days. I need to run down to Atlanta. Some things to settle with my grandmother’s estate. With my parents still stationed overseas, and my brother in Italy, I need to take care of it.”

“Well, of course. I’m fine, Brad.” But inside, she was already a mess. He’d popped into her life from out of nowhere and turned her world upside down. Now, he was leaving for only a few days and she suddenly felt so empty. She couldn’t imagine him not being here.

“You’re sure?”

She looked up into his face and grinned wide. “I’m sure, Brad. I’ll miss you but I’m sure. You do what you have to do.”

He pulled her close and wrapped his arms around her. “I’ll be as quick as I can be. I’ll miss you too.”

She nodded against his chest. “When are you leaving?”

He pulled back and cradled her face in his hands. “In a couple of hours. I should get down there tonight. I have a meeting with the attorney in the morning.”

Suzie stared at him. “Oh.” So, he’d known about this for a while. Why was he just now telling her? She separated herself from him and picked up her coffee cup. She had been sick. She supposed he was waiting. “I’m going to finish this on the deck. I hope you’ll come find me before you leave.”

****
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I HOPE YOU’LL COME find me before you leave.

The further away Brad drove from Harbor Falls and from Suzie, the more uneasy and anxious he grew about the entire situation. Why the hell wouldn’t he come find her before he left? What was going on in that head of hers?

There was something about the rotation of the Harley’s tires on the pavement that pulled his brain into a cycle of doubt as he played over the various scenarios of the past few days. He’d left her with a quick kiss on the deck and she had barely hugged him. Oh, she was pleasant and smiled but she wasn’t herself. He didn’t think she was mad, it was something else.

Something wasn’t quite right.

She was emotional and that wasn’t like her—at least not the Suzie he’d known eighteen months earlier. She hadn’t felt well lately either, and even though she attributed it to the flu, that didn’t entirely make sense. It wasn’t flu season, although he supposed having flu-like symptoms wasn’t impossible. Perhaps it was a virus of some sort.

But what if it was more—what if she was really sick. Worse than flu symptoms sick. Maybe there was something more serious going on. What wasn’t she telling him?

She had been a bit evasive lately. Hadn’t she?

He recalled the question she’d asked that still niggled. If I was the only thing you could have, would I be enough? The fact that she even had to ask him that worried him. But what she didn’t say worried him even more. How could she question whether she was enough? Doesn’t she realize just how much he loves her? Had he not made himself clear?

Maybe not. Maybe he’d been so damned focused on the lodge and everything that needed to happen to get the project moving, that he’d neglected her. And if that were true, he had to remedy that situation, and soon.

Very soon. The moment he set foot back inside Sweet Hart Inn he needed to set things straight with Suzie. Make sure she knew just how much he loved her, and how much he needed her. And that couldn’t happen fast enough.

Of course, he could call her. They could talk tonight on the phone. But this conversation needed to be had in person.

There were things he needed to say, to make clear. And things he needed to hear from her. He wanted to look her in the eyes and understand how she was feeling and why. Suddenly, he felt there were too many unspoken conversations that needed to happen between them—from both sides of the coin. And of all the times to realize that, why now when he had to go away? Perhaps he had been evasive, as well. What was it that she was avoiding telling him?

He didn’t know.

But as soon as he was back in Harbor Falls he would get to the bottom of it.

At that thought, Brad sped up and hurried to his apartment in Asheville. There, he traded his bike for his car and drove the remaining two hundred miles or so to Atlanta. He let no moss grow under his wheels either.

If he could take care of the remaining details of his grandmother’s estate tomorrow, he could be back in Harbor Falls by the following evening. He had to make that happen.

Suzie worried him. His was concerned about her health was one thing but he was also worried about them as a couple. About their evolving relationship. About what she’d not been telling him, and that she didn’t know that she was enough.

He couldn’t lose her. He just couldn’t.

To hell with the damn lodge. All he cared about was that Suzie was healthy and okay. That they were okay. He had to get back and make sure everything was all right—with her, and with them. And that couldn’t happen soon enough.

The panic that had settled in his gut was not going to go away until he saw her again.

****
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ON WEDNESDAY, SUZIE glanced up from the beignets she was experimenting with—a possible new breakfast option—when a brisk knock came to her back door.

“Great,” she said through her teeth. “I am so not in the mood for company.”

She hadn’t been in the mood for people for a couple of days now. Thank goodness there had been no guests. Since Brad left Monday morning, she had pretty much holed herself up in her kitchen working on recipes for the cookbook. She wasn’t even sure she had showered since he’d left.

Maybe if she just didn’t answer the door....

The door latch jiggled, and her cousin Gracie peeked in the back glass, making eye contact.

“Busted.” Suzie wiped her hands on a towel and headed for the door, pulling on a smile as she crossed the kitchen. “Gracie! What in the world. I didn’t even hear your car. How are you?”

Her cousin smiled. “I’m good. I popped in at the bakery this morning and Sydney told me you’d not been feeling well. I thought I’d drop by just to check on you.”

Suzie hugged her. “Oh, you’re sweet, but you didn’t need to do that. I’m okay.” She headed back to the beignets.

Gracie glanced about the kitchen. “I see you are baking. And baking.”

“Hm?” Suzie measured out another cup of flour. “Oh, yes. I’ve been baking.”

Settling onto a bar stool at the island, Gracie replied, “I can definitely see that.”

The tone of her voice made Suzie fix her gaze on her. “Why?”

“My God, Suzie. Look around you.”

She did. Slowly, her gaze spanned the kitchen and shrugged. “So I’ve been trying new recipes.”

“Yes, you have. I see bread and muffins and a beautiful cake over there complete with fondant and fancy roses, and pies and cookies and are those breakfast quesadillas over there?”

“Yes, made this morning. Try one if you like.” Suzie put up her hand. “But you can stop now. I know where this is going.”

“You’re depressed. You always cook when you are depressed.”

Suzie sighed. “No. I’m not depressed. I’m working through some things. Cooking helps.”

“It’s Brad, isn’t it?”

“It’s a lot of things, Gracie, and I don’t want to talk about it right now.”

Gracie exhaled a slow breath. “All right. Well, if baking helps, then have at it. Can I take a pie or something off your hands? Or deliver some goodies to the senior citizens center?”

Suzie grinned. “Please do! Lord knows I can’t eat all of this stuff.”

“All right. I will.” But Gracie stayed put, drumming her fingers on the island. Suzie waited for whatever was to come next. “Suzie, are you eating? I know you haven’t been feeling well lately and you look a little puny...”

“Flu. I’ve had the flu or something, but it seems to be getting better. I’m fine.”

“And is Brad okay? I mean, he didn’t get the flu or anything too, did he?”

“Far as I know Brad is fine. He’s in Atlanta.”

“Hm. And you haven’t talked to him?”

“No. Not since he left Monday but that’s okay. I think we both needed a little space.”

Suzie watched Gracie’s fingers drum again over the butcher block. “Hm,” she repeated.

“Stop analyzing.” Suzie quit working and pinned her gaze on Gracie. “Look. I know you are here for a reason. Spill it.”

Her cousin bit her lip and stared at Suzie for a moment, then she reached into her bag and pulled out a small square box wrapped in turquoise paper and tied up with a vibrant pink bow.

Suzie stared at the box and then lifted her gaze back to Gracie. After a quick rinse of her hands and drying them with a towel, she reached for the box. “What is this?”

“For you.”

“Why?”

“I’m delivering.”

“For whom?”

“You’ll just have to open it up and see, Suzie. That’s how gifts work.”

Suzie rolled her eyes but was a little bit intrigued. “Well, it is pretty.”

“It is that. The paper is from my newest collection and my most favorite. See the shimmer when you turn it to the light? I love that embossed look it gets when you look at it just so.”

Suzie smiled. “The box is just too pretty. I don’t want to unwrap it.”

“Oh but you must. The real prize is inside.”

Eyeing her, Suzie said. “Well, all right, but I’m not tearing the paper and I’m keeping it and the ribbon.”

Gracie nodded and grinned. “I would do the same! Now quick, you have to look.”

Suzie untied the fabric ribbon and set it aside. Next, she meticulously peeled back several pieces of tape, taking care not to tear the paper. Finally, she unfolded the paper away from the box and laid it on the counter.

“You know turquoise is my favorite color.” She glanced up at Gracie.

“I do know that. Why do you think I chose that particular color? Now open the darned thing!”

Suzie lifted the lid on the box. Inside, was a small piece white paper folded over. She lifted it up and caught a glimpse of gold underneath nestled in some white cotton. Unfolding the paper, she read the message aloud. “I miss you and can’t wait to get home. In the meantime, please wear my heart next to yours.”

In the box was a gold, heart-shaped locket. She sucked in a sharp breath and her heart leapt. Suzie looked to Gracie. “From Brad?”

Gracie nodded. “Isn’t it romantic?”

Suzie touched the soft gold locket and wanted to cry. What a beautiful note and so very romantic. She missed him like crazy, even if she had thrown herself into baking and tried to tell herself she didn’t. This was a sweet gesture, but... “But how do you know Brad? I didn’t think you’d met him yet.”

Chuckling, Gracie sat on a bar stool at the island. “Honey, I met Brad practically the second he hit town. Where do you think he got those chocolates he bought for you on the first day he was here?”

“Chocolates?”

Gracie’s eyes widened. “Did he not give you the chocolates?”

Slowly, Suzie shook her head. “No. When did he get them?”

Thinking, Gracie replied. “It was the day before the town meeting. So that’s been at least three weeks or more ago. Right?” She waved a hand in the air. “I lose track of time. I wonder why he didn’t give them to you?”

A thought struck Suzie. “Unless they weren’t for me.” That panged her heart a little.

Standing, Gracie said. “Oh bull hockey. They were definitely for you. Now, where is his room. Let’s go find them.”

“Gracie! We can’t do that.”

Gracie arched a brow. “Don’t you go in his room to make the bed and dust and things?”

“Well, I...”

“Can you help it where your eyes land? Did you see any chocolate boxes laying around? If not, then let’s go dust.”

So dust they did.

They entered Brad’s room upstairs and Suzie glanced about. Brad didn’t have a lot with him—just what he could stuff in the bag on his bike—so there were not many personal possessions lying around.

Gracie jerked open the top drawer of a chest. “Here we are—” She lifted out a heart-shaped box of chocolates. “It’s a vintage box but the chocolates, I assure you, are fresh. At least they were.... See? He even bought a card.” She started to tug at the envelope.

“Gracie! Don’t do that!”

“But they are for you, I swear!”

Suzie rushed forward, took the box of chocolates out of her hand, and shoved it back into the drawer. “It’s none of our business. He’ll give them to me when he’s ready. Now let’s get out of here. I feel like I’m doing something wrong.”

Gracie rolled her eyes. “Good gracious, Suzie! The man is so in love with you. You’re not doing anything wrong. That is, unless there is something I don’t know...”

“We’re not going there so let’s get out.” Suzie ushered her from the room, down the stairs, and back into the kitchen. After a few minutes, she added, “Now, you just sit there and talk while I fry up these beignets. If you stick around a while, you can sample one or take a dozen with you.”

Gracie sat. “I can’t stay an hour because I have to get back to the shop. But let’s chat a bit.”

Suzie rolled her eyes. “What now?”

“Brad.”

Suzie poked at her dough and looked up. “Why? I just told you that subject is closed.”

“No you didn’t. Not really.”

“Well, I’ll tell you now. I don’t want to talk about Brad any longer. Remember? I’m baking and working through things.”

“Are you working through his gift?”

Suzie glanced up. “What? Why?”

“You’ve not even said a word about that locket, Suzie. Because you refuse to admit that the chocolates are for you and that he probably stuck those in a drawer and forgot about them, or he was saving them for a special occasion. Because you’re making yourself sick over this lodge thing. And because you refuse to admit that you could be happy, if you would just let yourself be happy.”

Suzie let that last statement hang in the air for a moment. Her hands stilled on the dough and stared downward. “I want to be happy, Gracie.”

“You have never been a Debbie Downer. What’s going on with you?”

“I know. I’ve been such an emotional wreck lately.” She gave up on the dough and washed and dried her hands, then sat on a bar stool beside Gracie. “I’ve been trying to use these couple of days while Brad is gone to get my head wrapped around everything but all I can seem to do is mope around because of a) he’s gone, and b) when he comes back I need to tell him something, and c) once I do that might change everything.”

“And bake.”

“Yes, and bake.”

“Which is not a good sign.”

“I know but there are worse things.”

“So you need to tell him about not being able to get pregnant?”

Suzie stood. “Yeah. That. He wants a family.”

Gracie stood too and hugged her. “Suzie, that man wants you. He’s gone to lengths to get here and convince you of that. And when he called me yesterday evening to help him pick out something for you and deliver, he was as homesick and heartsick as any man can be. And you barely looked at the locket.”

Suzie’s heart twisted. “I know. I miss him so much. It’s like I’m almost afraid to let myself feel anything.”

“Then just put the damn locket on and keep him close to your heart—the feels will come later, honey. You’re sort of numb right now. But Suzie, whatever it is with you, make it right. That man is a keeper.” Gracie reached for the box and lifted out the locket. Stretching the chain, she said, “Turn around.” And then she fixed the locked around Suzie’s neck.

When Suzie turned around to face Gracie, she reached for the heart, clasped it in her hand, and felt her tears stinging her eyes. “Thank you, Gracie.”

“You’re welcome.”

Both of them jumped when the back door opened again, and Brad stepped over the threshold and into the kitchen. At that moment, Suzie couldn’t contain her tears any longer.

“Brad,” she whispered. “You’re home.”

He took one look at her tears and crossed the room to sweep her up into his arms. “My God, I’ve missed you,” he said. “I needed to be home, Suzie. Here. With you.”

She inhaled his scent and clutched the heart in her palm tighter. He smelled so good. She whispered back. “Welcome home, Brad. I love your heart. Thank you.”

“I love you, sweetheart. More every day.”

“And that,” said Gracie, heading for the back door, “is my cue to leave.”

Suzie barely realized she was gone as Brad’s mouth descended on hers.

Chapter Twelve

On Sunday, they took the bike to the lodge. Brad and Suzie had mutually decided that for a few days they were spending time alone, talking and making plans for their future. It was much needed time spent together, away from the town, the lodge, and all the talk that went with it. While they solidified their relationship, there was one issue off the table—the subject of the lodge. They tabled that until today, when they both knew that they would be facing the inevitable.

This was also the day Suzie knew she had to face her final demon with Brad. They’d had time to reconnect and she’d grown more confident in Brad’s love for her—but now she had to tell him the truth.

Snuggled behind him on the bike, she loved the powerful feeling of him being in control as she held on tight. He felt so good as she pressed up against him. He was so strong. Solid. Her rock.

The wind in her face, blowing through her hair was refreshing after not feeling well and staying inside most of the week. They’d gone without helmets for the slow, lazy drive around the lake and up to the lodge. There was a hint of crispness in the air as they moved higher into the mountain, umbrellas of oak, pine and maple covering their trail.

Suzie cringed when they turned into the lodge property and saw the heavy equipment scattered about the lawn. Swallowing hard, she suppressed edgy emotion as Brad parked. She swung her leg over the bike and headed for the porch. Brad followed,

This was a good thing, she kept telling herself, to find closure today. To move on. To take a step forward in hers and Brad’s relationship. It was all good.

Then why wouldn’t that sinking feeling in her stomach go away?

Brad took her into his arms, facing her fully. “Thank you for doing this.” Brushing a few stray hairs out of her face, he added, “This means a lot to me.”

Smiling weakly, she nodded. “It means a lot to me, too.” He started to turn away and she pulled him back. “Brad?”

“Yes?”

“I’m behind you. I want you to know that.”

Grinning from ear to ear, he took her hand and they mounted the steps.

Suzie soaked in every detail, preserving it in her mind. She ran her fingertips along the silky and time-worn weathered log posts that made up the rail around the porch. She breathed in a lingering scent of pine and cedar and imagined decades of fingers, young and old, skimming the wood over time. The old timber, dark, rich and well-aged stood solid.

“I wonder if there is anything here we can preserve to use in the new hotel. Or at the inn?”

She looked at Brad and he glanced around him. “Not a bad idea. We’ll have to check inside. Architectural salvage is a big deal these days.”

“There used to be a magnificent stained-glass window on the second-floor landing.”

He nodded. “It’s still there. I already thought about that. I wondered if you could find a place for it in your house. Might have to retrofit, maybe upstairs, or in your bedroom, but....”

She smiled and put two fingers on his lips. “You do think about me, don’t you?”

Placing his hands firmly on her hips he drew her closer and frowned a little. “I think of you all the time, sweetheart. I’m not sure why you think I wouldn’t.” He moved both hands to her face, threaded his fingers in her long hair, playfully tugging at the ends. He let them go and then cradled her face in his big palms. He looked longingly into her eyes and Suzie felt so loved, wanted. A stiff, warm breeze enveloped them both, his lips gently brushed across hers. Warmth and heady excitement welled up inside her as she returned Brad’s kiss, softly mingling her mouth and tongue with his.

He broke away and she sighed. She did love this man.

They moved toward the side of the lodge. “I can’t believe this thing is really falling apart,” she whispered, glancing around the corner toward the lake, her gaze following line of the stone foundation. “It just looks so sturdy and well-built.”

His arm draped around her, still holding her close, he replied, “I know. It does seem that way, does it?”

She turned to him. “Who told you the foundation was bad?”

He studied her for a moment. “The bank who took possession after the bankruptcy. They had it checked out.”

That bankruptcy was over thirty years ago. And it’s still standing. Suzie pulled away. “Let’s go inside.” She rushed back for the door. “Is it unlocked?”

“Should be.”

She fumbled only momentarily with the large oak door, then pushed inward and hurried inside. She sensed Brad behind her. Suddenly, her heart beat a mile a minute. Maybe, just maybe this place could be saved? It looked so intact. Should she risk one last ditch effort to save it? Even at the expense of losing Brad? The thought niggled in the back of her brain, but she pushed it away. Brad loved her. She wouldn’t lose him because of this. Would she?

The lobby was as she’d remembered. “Brad, look! It’s still beautiful.”

She ran from one thing to another. The huge reception desk. Massive. Solid. “Look at this wood. It’s gorgeous!”

She twirled toward the large, floor-to-ceiling windows, partly sheathed with years old tapestry drapes. “What a wonderful view. The windows are still good.” She ran her hand along the well-worn window casing. “They’re not rotted or anything.” She flew to the next one. “This one either.”

She loped toward the stairway, looked longingly up, and ran her hand along the bottom baluster. Twisting back and grabbing Brad’s hand, she pulled him toward the stair. “Let’s go look at the window.” Excited, she grinned at him.

“Slow down, girl.” He raced to try to keep up with her. “How do you move so fast on those short legs of yours?”

She ignored him. Suzie could see the window as they grew closer. Sunbeams streaked through dirty painted glass, bouncing off dust motes floating a few feet off the floor. Abruptly, she stopped. “Oh my. It’s beautiful.”

Brad wrapped his arms around her from behind and nuzzled her ear. “It will look great on your landing, too.”

Slowly, assuredly, she shook her head. “No,” she breathed. “Not my landing. It’s much better suited somewhere else.”

In a flash she ran down the stairs, leaving Brad behind. She raced toward the French doors that separated the lobby from the dining room, fiddled with the latch, and the doors swung open with ease—like they had been opened like that every morning for the past thirty years. A vision of a time gone by flitted through her mind. Small and scattered square tables, white linens, crystal glasses, sparkling flatware.

Soft music in the background. The chatter of guests, all dressed up for dinner. Servers hustling about. Wonderful aromas wafting in from the kitchen.

“Perfect,” she whispered.

Her heart beat strong against her chest. She could feel its pulse in her ear. They could fix this. They could! She and Brad. Together! She could work here. Not in the new hotel, but here.

Would he listen?

The kitchen. She rushed across the door and pushed through the hinged doors that separated the dining area and the kitchen. Large. Open and airy. Old, but could be renovated. Functional. Spacious. She could envision a modern gas range or two and flat griddle against the west wall. Prep station over by the window.

Yes.

She didn’t know if it was her hope or if it really was possible. How could he tear this down? How could they make this a reality?

She whirled back toward Brad, who was standing in the doorway. “We can do this,” she said. “We can.”

*****
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BRAD HAD WATCHED SUZIE ping-pong from room to room, darting about like an excited little girl, and his stomach sank. Oh boy, bringing her up here was either a mistake or a blessing, and right now he wasn’t sure which. Looking at the lodge through her child-like eyes, he was beginning to see something different about the old place.

That wasn’t a good thing. Was it?

The thought did excite him a little.

No. He couldn’t start thinking like that. He had a plan. And plans were already in motion. Saving the lodge wasn’t part of the grand scheme of things. He couldn’t switch gears now. This train was already moving down the tracks.

He found her in the old kitchen, her gaze taking in every nook and cranny as she scanned the room. She turned back quickly and looked straight into his eyes. “We can do this,” she said softly. “We can.”

But she didn’t wait for him to respond. She rushed past him and across the dining room, where she fumbled with a lock on another set of French doors that led to the lakeside deck. These doors did not swing open as easily as the first but creaked with age. Finally, they swung back to lay flat against the outside walls, opening the dining area with a breeze and a flurry of dust. A breathtaking view of a sparkling lake peeking between low-hanging pine boughs gave way over the deck.

In a flash, Suzie was gone.

Brad stood still in the room and let her go. When the dust motes settled, he could see that the room was magnificent. He imagined another place, another time. The dining hall filled with people—laughing, eating, and enjoying themselves. Spending money.

Eating and spending money was a good thing.

Suddenly things seemed off kilter. Had she really come here for closure, or to convince him to change his mind? Was this her last-ditch effort to save the place?

Certainly, she hadn’t deceived him with her ploy of having his back, just to get him up here to reconsider?

He shook his head and glanced to his feet. No. Suzie wouldn’t do that.

But all of that was moot, really. It didn’t matter. He could see why she loved this place. And on some levels, he agreed with her. The structure actually looked great and it was a shame to get rid of it and all of the history that went along with it. He would have to be a hard-pressed effort to make her see why she had to let it go, but he had to try. Right?

Coming up here was a mistake.

Within seconds, she burst through the French doors again. “Brad.” Her breathing was labored. “Come out here. You have to see this.” She motioned his way and Brad took a few reluctant steps forward. She grabbed his arm and pulled him onto the deck. “Look. We could put an outside eating area here. It’s a fabulous view over the lake. A cozy canopy of trees and shade. I know you are going to love it. Maybe some umbrellas for summer.”

Still grasping his hand, she tugged him further out on the deck.

Brad took a few steps then halted.

She jerked again then glanced back. “Brad?”

He whooshed out a breath. “Suzie, stop. Just stop what you’re doing. I know where you are going with all this and honestly, I get it, but I don’t want to upset you any further. We can’t keep the lodge. We can’t do this, honey.”

“But....”

God, he hated the look on her face. “Sweetheart, the lodge is going. We can’t stop what’s already in process.”

She paused. “Haven’t you been listening to me?” She thrust her arms out. “Look at all this. It’s wonderful. The kitchen. Did you see the kitchen? I mean really look at it? It’s doable.” She pulled his hand again. “You cannot convince me this place is not solid as a rock. If you see the kitchen you’ll understand. We can renovate. It’s perfect, and...” She sighed. “Don’t you see? This we can do. We can. I can work here, Brad. I would be your sous chef here. I would love working here. We can do this, Brad!”

He let go of the longest breath. “Suzie, I’ve seen the kitchen. As old kitchens go, it’s a fine one. Have you thought how much it would cost to bring that up to code? This whole place? It’s got 1930s everything—wiring, plumbing, appliances, roof, foundation. It won’t work. You have to give it up.”

She shook her head. “No. I’m not going to give it up.”

He chuckled. “What are you going to do? Chain yourself to a porch post come morning?”

Hands on hips, she glared at him. “Brad Matthews, don’t you laugh at me. I just might.” Then her face screwed up into some sort of crazy puzzle. Shit. Tears. “Don’t you dare make fun of me or what I think is important. Do you understand? And yes, come tomorrow morning, don’t be surprised to find me chained to that post out front and I’ll dare you to send those bulldozers at me!”

The anger in her voice was one thing, but the red creeping up her neck to her face and the tears begging to spill from her eyes were another. Dammit all to hell. Was this woman worth this much trouble?

He exhaled long and hard. Unfortunately, yes. She was.

She broke away from him and jogged across the deck and around the corner, out of site.

Holy shit. What the hell was he going to do with her?

He followed and found her at the opposite end. She stood gazing out over the lake, leaning over the thick wooden railing. The early afternoon sun tickled at the highlights of her strawberry blond hair falling in a cascade over her shoulders and hiding her face from view.

His gaze followed hers. Sweet Hart Inn sat quaint and peaceful across the way in a grove of trees. It really was a nice view from the deck off the old lodge. He looked around him, studying his surroundings. Large oaks hung heavy branches over the south end, making a natural awning. Pines and cedars flanked the old building to the north. As he stood still and closed his eyes, he noticed the quiet quality of life around him.

Waves gently lapped at the shore.

Leaves rustled.

Suddenly, the hustle and bustle of a big hotel and restaurant on the premises seemed grossly out of place here.

Could he make it work? As it was? Scrap his plans and take a different tack?

Then he heard her crying. Ah, hell....

“Suzie?” He took the few steps to reach her and placed his hand on her shoulder. “Sweetheart, let’s settle down and talk about....”

She turned a red, tear-stained face toward him. “Why can’t you leave this like it is?” she cried. “Why can’t you fix this!”

Fix it. How in the hell was he supposed to fix it? “It’s too late, Suzie. The plans are already made. I’ve got men coming in the morning.”

“Too late. Too late! Well, then maybe it’s too late for everything.” Dumbfounded, she glared at him. “You could fix it if you wanted to. You don’t want to.”

The tears rolled again, and she looked away. Reaching in close, he turned her face back to him. He longed to look into those incredible blue eyes and see happy tears, not sad ones. “Suzette listen to me. Will you just listen to me please?”

She gave him a reluctant nod.

Taking a deep breath, he said, “Let’s call a truce here, okay? Maybe I can put the project on hold. Temporarily. I’ll get someone to look at the structure, at the foundation. I can’t promise anything, but....”

A blank look broke across her face. “Really?”

With both thumbs he swiped tears from beneath her eyes. “Yes. Really. I’ll make the calls as soon as we leave here.”

“Thank you,” she whispered. Suddenly her eyes squinted again, and she went on. “Brad, I know this is going to sound kind of random and out there, but there is something I need to tell you. It can’t wait.”

Her eyes closed for a second and she paused; he waited. “Okay.”

Her weight shifted from one foot to another. “This is going to come totally out of the blue but I’m about to bust and I have to say this. I can’t keep it to myself any longer.”

Her tears spilled and Brad was concerned now more than ever. “Suzie, what in the world?”

“I can’t have a baby. I mean, we can’t have... Brad, about having a baby....”

Baby?

“I. Can’t.”

She stumbled a little and he caught her up and steadied her. “Honey, why are you talking about having a baby?”

“I can’t have a baby. I... My eggs are rotten or dried up or something weird like that. I’m damaged goods, Brad. You’re not getting the complete package with me. I’m...incomplete.”

He stood there, stunned, looking at her. “What in the hell...?”

But before he had time to contemplate further, he watched her eyes flutter closed and she crumbled into a heap on the deck floor.

****
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THE PAST HOUR OF BRAD’S life was filled with frantic phone calls, an ambulance ride, juggling emergency room questions, and a very pissed off Suzie.

She lay on the gurney in the center of the small examining room of the ER while he sat off to the right. Her arm was thrown over her eyes and forehead. She hadn’t looked at him for a while.

“You look cute in that little flowery gown,” he offered.

“Oh, shut up. Brad Matthews, I can’t believe you brought me here. I am fine.”

He stood and went to her side, carefully lowered her arm to see her face—in case she decided to deck him—and gently laid it at her side. For good measure, he threaded his fingers with hers and caressed her knuckles.

He planted a small kiss on her forehead. “Sweetheart, you’ve been sick for days, vomiting and everything, and you passed out like a sack of potatoes falling to the floor in half a second flat. You scared the shit out of me.”

“But I’m fine. It’s just the flu. I’ve not eaten enough lately. And I hate hospitals.”

“Well it’s almost over now.”

She sat up. “You have no idea. They poke and they prod and they take blood and your temperature and make you pee in a cup and check your heart and your throat and your ears and then run this thing with icky goo all over you and...do you have any idea how much this little hospital bill will cost me?”

“Don’t you have insurance?”

“Barely. I’m self-employed, remember? High deductible.”

“I’ll cover it then”

“No, you won’t! I’ll not let you do that for me. I can’t have you....”

“What?”

“Pay for me like that. I’m an independent woman and I don’t need anyone to....”

“What if we were married?”

That shut her up.

“Excuse me?”

“What if we were married?” he repeated. “Would you let me pay for you if we were married?”

“Well, I...uh... That’s a moot point because we’re not married, obviously.”

Brad snickered. “True. But we could be.”

Suzie glared for half a minute or so. “Is this a proposal, Mr. Matthews?”

“I believe it is, Ms. Hart.”

Tears welled in her eyes again. Hell. Not more tears. “Well?”

“Well. What about the lodge? What about all that?”

Grinning inwardly, Brad had to hand it to her. “Are you really going to leverage the lodge against a marriage proposal?”

Suzie smirked and narrowed her gaze. “Damned straight. Do we have a deal?”

Standing, he turned away from her, pacing near the door. “I don’t know, Suzie. That’s a bit more than I was willing to negotiate for a marriage...”

A box of Band-Aids sailed by his head and hit the door. He turned back. “Damn, woman!”

“Be serious, Brad. This is important.”

Moving to her side, he sat again and took her hand. “You were right, Suzie. I should have looked into renovation long ago. My ego wants me to always think bigger and better. You know, go big or go home. Your way is nice and quaint and more...us.”

She sat up a little straighter. “Us. You mean that?”

“I do.”

“You’re not going to back out of it.”

“What, the marriage?”

“No, silly man. The lodge thing. You won’t change your mind, right, because if you change your mind I’ll take back my promise to marry you.”

“Did you promise to marry me?”

“I...um.”

“I need an answer, Suzette.”

She chewed on her lip. “Brad, I need... I mean, you should know that... I need to tell you something that I was trying to tell you back at the lodge.”

“Something about a baby? Yeah, I was going to ask you about that.”

Exhaling, she said, “Brad, I can’t get pregnant. I can’t have children. And I know that is important to you and I should just put that on the line right now—since we seem to be making a deal on all of this. You need to know that I don’t come with potential kids and family. So if that is part of your dream, part of what you think you are going to get with me—what’s going to make you happy—I’m shooting you straight right now that it won’t happen.”

Brad stared into her misty eyes and felt the hurt in her heart dart straight to his. “Honey, that’s a lot to take in, but you have to know that I want you first, over anything else.”

“Over kids?”

He nodded. “Yes.”

“Over the lodge and hotel and anything else on your plan list?”

“Yes, Suzie. Because without you, I have nothing else. No plan matters.”

She burst into tears. “Then the answer to your question,” she choked out between sobs, “is yes. I’ll marry you.”

Brad blew out one hell of a forceful breath. “Thank God!”

A brisk knock sounded at the door. They turned and a young male intern entered.

“Ms. Hart?” He glanced from Suzie to Brad and back again.

“Yes?”

He stepped to the opposite side of the gurney from Brad, grasped her hand, and looked down at her. “How are you feeling?”

“Better. This is all stupid. I’m not really sick. I had the flu over the weekend and I’m a little weak. It was warm outside, and the sun was beating down on me, and I hadn’t eaten much in a few days and....”

“How is your nausea right now?” He gazed at the clipboard in front of him. All business, Brad thought. Don’t they teach bedside manners any more in medical school?

“Well, almost non-existent. Just a little twinge occasionally, but it’s okay.”

“Manageable then?”

“Yes.”

“Usually happens in the mornings?”

“Um...maybe. I don’t really remember.”

Finally, the man looked up and his face broke into a smile. “Good news, Ms. Hart. You are perfectly fine. Most all of your tests came back normal. You’re a very healthy woman.”

Brad sat up and straightened his shoulders? “Most all? What does that mean?”

The intern eyed Brad, then glanced to Suzie. “Husband?”

Suzie’s gaze narrowed. “Potential fiancé.”

“So I can talk in front of him?”

Brad stood. “Good Lord, Man. Yes, you can talk in front of me. What’s going on that we need to know about?” He barked the words a little more loudly than he had intended.

The younger man stepped back and looked to Suzie. “We ran the standard blood tests and also one for pregnancy. Ms. Hart, you are pregnant. That’s all.”

“That’s all?”

Brad listened to those two words come out of Suzie’s mouth, but they sounded muffled and skewed, like she was speaking from a tunnel. Suddenly, it felt like the wind had been taken out of his sails. Brad clumsily backed into the chair behind him. Pregnant? He finally sat with a whoosh of breath.

His lips stretched into a smile so big he thought he might not be able to contain it.

The doctor turned toward the door. “My nurse will be in momentarily to give you instructions and a prescription for the nausea.”

Brad watched Suzie’s eyes grow wide. She bolted straight up. “Wait. Wait! Did you say, pregnant? I mean, you can’t have said pregnant, did you?”

He turned and smiled. “You didn’t know? I’m not surprised. You’re just pregnant but everything looks fine. You were having a little morning sickness. Or maybe more than a little.” The doctor turned to Brad. “Have you noticed any mood swings lately?”

Brad swallowed. Suzie glared at him. “Ah, maybe a little.”

The doctor chuckled. “Don’t worry. It only lasts nine months. Usually.” Then he left with a soft click of the door.

“I’m not sure what just happened here,” Brad said. He looked at Suzie.

“I’m speechless.”

Not trusting himself to stand, he pulled the chair closer and took Suzie’s hand in both of his. Then on impulse, he reached up to caress her tummy. “Honey. Sweetheart. A baby...” He marveled at the miracle of it all. Christ, now he felt like crying.

Suzie still set there with her mouth gaping open.

She was pregnant. It was real. He was going to have a family. They were going to have a family. His plan, all of it, was coming true.

Suzie still looked awestruck.

“We’re pregnant,” he said to her.

She shook her head. “No, it’s impossible, Brad. There must be some mistake. I’m not pregnant. I can’t be pregnant.”

What in the world? “Suzie, you heard the man. You’re pregnant. We’re going to have a baby.” Then he frowned. “It is we, right?”

She reached over to the supply cart and threw a bandage roll at him. “If I’m pregnant, Brad, you can be assured that it’s we.”

“Then why would you say it’s impossible, because we didn’t use protection. Hell, I thought you were on the pill. Didn’t you tell me that months ago?”

“I know. I did. It’s...” She slumped against the bed. “I lied. Brad, I didn’t want to tell you. I never thought I could get pregnant. For years I never got pregnant with Cliff. I was told years ago that there something wrong with me and that I likely would never get pregnant, and since I couldn’t give you the family you wanted I just worried that—”

Brad put up his hand. “Stop. None of that matters. Suzie, shut up and kiss me.”

“What?”

“Come here.” He pulled her closer and then kissed her lips. Within seconds, he was up on the gurney, spooning with her, holding her close and kissing her face.

“We’re pregnant,” he whispered. “It’s real. You and me. Just like old times. Plus one.”

“Yes, it appears so,” she added softly. “And this baby needs a home with both parents who don’t fight and are, well...married.”

He nodded. “So let’s make it happen.”

Chapter Thirteen

“I wish Shelley were here.” Suzie glanced up into her mother’s eyes in the mirror. She’d been thinking about her sister all morning and couldn’t get her out of her head. It made her sad that her sister chose not to share this day with her. Of course, Suzie hadn’t been able to share in Shelley’s wedding either, but that was an entirely different set of circumstances.

Standing behind Suzie, her mother met her gaze in the reflection, fiddled with Suzie’s veil, and frowned a little. “I do too, honey,” Joan Hart said, “but it’s not going to happen. Your father and I both tried talking to her with no success. I think the girl is so conflicted about what is the right and wrong thing to do that she just does nothing.”

Suzie watched her mother lift the golden locket Brad had given her from the dresser and drape it around Suzie’s neck. As Joan clasped it, Suzie’s heart swelled a little and she fingered the heart and pinched it tight. Then she let it drop and settle between her breasts. She might just let it stay there forever.

“I know,” she said, switching her thoughts back to her sister. “She wouldn’t pick up my calls. I left her both voice and text messages. She had to have listened to and read them. I told her it was all okay. That we could work things out and that I just wanted her at my wedding. I do want us to get past this, Mom. I really do.”

She turned into her mother’s embrace. Joan hugged her daughter. “It’s your wedding day, darling. We’re not going to let this cloud the day. Today is the happiest day of your life, and even though Shelley is being stubborn and a bit foolish, there is nothing you can do about it right now. She’s embarrassed and feels guilty about the entire ordeal. She will come around eventually and realize all she’s missing. I think truth be told, she misses family. She has to face both her past, and her future, one day soon, and she knows that.”

Pulling back, Suzie gazed into her mother’s eyes. “I know that too. And I’m not going to be a sourpuss about it because I’m too happy!” She smiled and hugged her mother. “And nervous,” she whispered.

“Nothing to be nervous about. You’re getting a great guy.”

“The best, Mom. Truly, Brad is just wonderful.”

Joan stepped back, smiled, and took Suzie’s hands and squeezed. “I’m so proud of you, honey. You’ve done great things with the inn, your agent found you the perfect publisher for you cookbook, and you’ve become a fine, upstanding member of this small community. And you know what? I know that Brad is going to be such an asset to Harbor Falls too. You really make a nice couple.”

“A team. We like thinking that way.”

“I can see it all ready.”

Suzie thought for a moment. “You know, Brad really will be good for the community, Mom. The plans he has for the lodge and the cabins... It’s going to be good for us as a family, and for the town. I really am looking forward to the future. I love my life!”

“As you should.” Joan glanced at her watch. “Well, dear, it’s nearly time. That expensive limousine we ordered from Asheville should be here any minute. We need to get you up that mountain.”

With one last hug for her mother, and a final look at herself in the mirror, Suzie sighed. She was getting married today and she was having a baby. Laying a soft hand on her small but growing baby bump, she smiled. Family. She and Brad were about to create a little family of their own, and an entire huge life together.

She gazed at her reflection and then fixed a stray hair or two in her upswept do, the veil and about seven thousand bobby pins holding the rest of her hair in place. “I’m ready.”

Suzie turned and headed toward her bedroom door. Glancing at the grandfather clock and taking in the fact that it was always ten minutes early, she knew her mother was right. Time to leave. In an hour the ceremony would be over, and she would become Suzie Hart Matthews.

“I’m about ready to jump out of my skin,” she whispered.

“I’ll grab your train as you go down the porch steps,” Joan said.

Suzie nodded and tried to tamp down the butterflies in her stomach.

****
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BRAD STOOD ON THE BACK deck of the lodge overlooking the lake. The day was clear, the mountain air crisp, and his heart was beating wildly in his throat. He caught a glimpse of the black limo pulling out of Suzie’s house through the trees and smiled.

It was happening. Everything he wanted would soon be his, and by God, he was going to take none of it for granted. He’d been handed several gifts over the past few months and he intended to make good use of them.

Harbor Falls would be home now and into the future. And he couldn’t be happier.

It would take the limo about ten minutes to get around the lake and up the hill to the lodge. He waited another five minutes before meandering around the deck to the front of the lodge. There, he glanced at Reverend Peters, from Suzie’s church, and to his brother Scott, who had flown in the night before from Italy. His parents, who were stationed in Singapore, were not able to make it on such short notice. He took his place beside Scott on the wide lodge porch and looked out on the intimate gathering of close friends and family sitting in the chairs across from him. Suzie’s father stood at the bottom of the steps waiting to give his daughter away, and her Maid of Honor, her cousin Sydney, stood opposite Mike Hart.

The music began. The limo nosed its way around a curve and into sight. Brad swallowed the lump in his throat and licked his suddenly dry lips. He was getting married today.

****
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SUZIE’S BUTTERFLIES kicked up a notch the second they rounded the curve and pulled up to the lodge. She glanced at her mother and blew out a breath. They had rehearsed this last night and she knew then that all would be fine—but now, this was for real.

Closing her eyes, she took a moment to just breathe and be, and center herself a little before stepping out into her future. Her window was cracked, and she heard the soft tones of Bach’s Prelude in C waft into the car with them. Then it stopped and there was a brief pause, and the Arioso began.

“That’s my cue,” Joan said, patting her on her knee. Leaning in, she kissed her daughter on her cheek. “I love you,” she whispered. The door on her mother’s side opened and one of her male cousins ushered Joan toward the lodge and up the steps. Suzie watched as her mother was seated and her father started toward the car.

At this point all thought ceased and Suzie simply moved on autopilot.

The processional music started. An usher opened the door again and her father reached out his hand. She got out of the car and stood, giving Mike Hart a quick peck on the cheek. The mist in his eyes didn’t go unnoticed and his tears nearly made Suzie choke on her own pending mistiness.

Her father tucked her hand into his elbow and then turned and stood facing the lodge. Sydney slowly ascended the lodge steps in front of them.

The next few minutes were a blur as her father led her to her future husband and placed her hand in Brad’s. She stood facing her future husband and staring into his eyes as if they were the only two people in the world.

Reverend Peters spoke. They said their vows. And Suzie continued to get lost in the depths of Brad’s eyes and his love for her.

As he slowly slipped the simple gold band on her finger, Suzie’s tears slipped over her eyelids and onto her cheeks. And as she placed Brad’s wedding band on his finger, her heart soared.

“Mr. Matthews,” Reverend Peters said, “You may now kiss your bride.”

Brad smiled and tugged Suzie’s hands. “I love you,” he whispered, and drew closer.

“I love you with all of my heart,” Suzie murmured back.

Then Brad kissed her with a scorching kiss that would be the talk of Harbor Falls for weeks to come.

Epilogue

“Well, he was a man with a plan. He knew what he wanted and damned if he didn’t make it happen.” Suzie smiled at her husband who in turn patted her growing tummy.

“You gotta have a plan, men, that’s all I can say. You gotta have a plan.”

The men chuckled and high-fived their agreement and the women batted away their Alpha male attitudes with a flit of their Southern belle eyelashes. They had gathered for an impromptu celebration—Suzie and Brad had married a month earlier and there was a baby on the way. If that wasn’t enough to celebrate, the hotel renovation was on track, and the marketing plan for the launch of the renovated Falls Lake Lodge and Resort were taking off. Suzie and Brad had felt like entertaining, so they invited over some old and new friends for an evening barbecue by the lake.

“So until the doctor told you at the hospital, you really didn’t know you were pregnant?” Nora Patterson picked at a brownie then held out something to her. She and Suzie had been strategizing some local release plans for her cookbook, which would release in the fall. It helped having a bookstore owner on her side! “Here, I brought a book for you from my bookstore. Everything You Always Wanted to Know About Raising Kids in the 21st Century. It is a bestseller.”

Suzie took the book. “Thanks, Nora. You’re a doll.” She leaned over and hugged her. “No, I had no clue,” she told her. “I was told by doctors years ago I would probably never be able to conceive. I had resolved myself to that fact—so yeah, I was shocked!”

Brad stood and hefted up his pants, broadened his shoulders. “Well, it only took me one time so....”

Suzie sat up in her chair and shot Brad a startled look. “Brad Matthews! Stop that.”

Everyone laughed.

Marnie poked her head out of the back screen door of the inn. “Suzie, where did you put the watermelon?”

“In the basement, sweetie. The big fridge. But let one of the guys get it. It’s a heavy sucker.”

Marnie gave her a thumbs-up and then crooked her finger at Greg, who promptly rose to do his wife’s bidding.

“Yeah, man with a plan,” Suzie chuckled. “Brad, baby, pull that big ol’ Adirondack over here for me please? I need to put my feet up.”

“Yes, dear.”

Everyone in the crowd chuckled.

Suzie felt full with life. The little munchkin growing inside thrilled her to no end. The husband sitting to her right fulfilled her every dream. And the backyard with friends who came to celebrate their growing family, rounded out her simple life.

“How’s the renovation coming, Brad?” James asked, sitting on the arm of another Adirondack chair, his arm draped around Eliza.

“Great! I was so amazed. What you told me that first day on the property was true. The old building was added to the federal historic registry a while back. Seemed the bank that owned it back in the day didn’t want to put the money into the structure to remodel according to federal specs, so they claimed it was condemned and unworkable. The new architect I hired took one look at the place and said we were fools to tear down the landmark.”

Suzie elbowed him. “I told you so.”

Brad grinned. “Lesson learned. Have a plan but listen to the woman.”

The crowd erupted in laughter again.

“It’s solid though, and probably not as costly as I thought. It will take a year or so but will be worth it.”

“At least the baby will be here before then. Oh Brad, the contractor came yesterday about the addition on the house. Forgot to tell you.”

“You’re building another room on the inn? A baby room?” Marnie joined the group and grabbed Suzie’s hand to pull her up off the chair. “C’mon girl, we got plans to make. Show me where this new room is going to be, and then we’ll talk about everything you need to put in it.”

Shrugging, Suzie looked back at Brad and gave him a smile and a little finger wave good-bye.

Marnie tugged her along. “Eliza? Nora? Sydney? Y’all come too. This is a group project.”

Brad chuckled. “Do they ever not do anything in a group?”

Greg slapped Brad on the back. “Rarely,” he chortled. “Welcome to Harbor Falls, Mr. Matthews, and to the rest of your life.”

With a soft whistle through his teeth, Brad replied. “No place else I want to be, man. All of my heart is right here.”

FROM THE KITCHEN OF SUZIE HART, SWEET HART INN

Blog post, November 19, One year later: It’s beginning to look a lot like...

The holidays. I love them! Halloween flew by in a flash. Thanksgiving is just around the corner. And my favorite time of the year, Christmas, will be here before you know it.

So I have a question for you, my dear blog readers. What is your favorite holiday?

But I’m not going to let you off that easily. Tell me more. What is your favorite holiday recipe?

I want to hear from all of you so please comment below. I’m giving away some goodies over the next few weeks, so all comments count as an entry!

But let’s leave all of that fun and frivolity to the side for a moment. Holidays are more than food and gifts and parties. Holidays are for family first.

I am especially grateful during this holiday season for all the wonderful things that have happened in my life this past couple of years. As you know, Sweet Hart Inn has been open now for nearly two years. I married the love of my life summer before last, and in February we welcomed our first child, little Petey Matthews. Home, hearth, and family mean so much to me, and I look forward to spending this next holiday season with my husband and son and the rest of my extended family.

We are truly blessed and hope that you are too. There is little more that I want or need in life than to be with the ones I love. And I sincerely mean that about everyone in my family. One family member has had a really tough time over the past months and could use your thoughts and prayers. I want her to know that no matter what, I still love her and I’m here for her. All she has to do is come home.

Happy Holidays to all! Don’t forget to send me those favorite holiday recipes!

Love, Suzie

​Take My Heart

A Harbor Falls Romance, Book 2

The last thing Shelley Hart wants is to go home for the holidays. She left Harbor Falls years earlier and hasn’t returned. Her leaving humiliated her entire family and caused friction with her older sister, Suzie. Who could blame Suzie for being upset? After all, Shelley ran off and married Suzie’s fiancé, Cliff.

But everything has changed now—and going home is her only option.

Harbor Falls Police Officer Matt Branson values being alone, even during the holidays. Dubbed the town hermit, he prefers the solitude of his mountain cabin to socializing with friends—friends who say he still pines after the woman who got away. But the snowy day he pulls over an older model sedan speeding into Harbor Falls, things change. His gut slams against his backbone as a tearful woman rolls down the car window. His heart melts when she looks up into his eyes.

Shelley Hart is back in town—the woman who sent him into his cave in the first place.
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Shelley Hart (Suzie’s sister)

Matt Branson (Harbor Falls Police Officer)

Secondary Characters
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​​​Chapter One

December 23, Christmas Eve Eve

“I can’t believe I’m doing this.”

Shelley Hart slammed down the trunk lid on her old Dodge Stratus and grimaced as the gas cap flew off and tumbled over the parking lot. 

Darn thing. She stared as it rocked back and forth on the asphalt. The little door was sprung, and the cap never worked right after her tank got siphoned. The siphoning incident happened the first night she moved into her new apartment here in Dalton Springs, which occurred three months after the bank notified her they were taking the house, which took place six months after her husband had died.

Nine months. Long enough to have a baby.

No, thank you very much. One of hers was screaming from the backseat, already.

“Be there in a minute, sweet pea.”

She glanced back at the apartment and frowned. She’d had high hopes she could make it on her own. Without Cliff. But no. Didn’t seem to matter how far she tried to stretch the dollars, there were never enough. Her gaze lifted to the sky behind the complex. It was overcast and gray, tinged with a pink early evening sunset. A winter sky painted with cotton candy. The weatherman promised a white Christmas and the air smelled like snow.

The mountains rose in the distance, strong, sturdy and secure.

“Harbor Falls is over there,” she whispered. “Home...is over there.”

Strong, sturdy and secure. She supposed she needed that. She’d not had a strong shoulder to lean on since Cliff died—maybe it was time she leaned on family.

Her gaze played over the Blue Ridge Mountains. Only forty-two miles separated Dalton Springs from Harbor Falls—but a chasm of hurt and past indiscretions stood solidly in her way.

She swallowed hard and swiped at a tear with a gloved finger. Soon she’d have to swallow a whole lot more than spit. Pride. Yes, that was it. It had been nearly three years since she’d been home. The last thing her sister, Suzie, expected to see this Christmas was Shelley on her doorstep, homeless and penniless, with two little kids in tow—the ones she’d had with Suzie’s fiancé, er, ex-fiancé. Whatever....

Yes, she’d caused quite the small-town scandal. That disgrace even beat Polly Gruber running off with the preacher. Didn’t seem to matter to anyone that she and Cliff were happy and loved each other. Oh, she knew the repercussions, running off with her sister’s man. The whole town thought she was pond scum. Lower than pond scum, even. 

But Suzie and Cliff were taking a break, unofficially, and Suzie had moved to Asheville for a while. And he was lonely.

Wasn’t entirely her fault, was it?

One thing led to another and then—

Then they’d ran off and gotten married. Suzie found out later and all hell broke loose—in the family and in Harbor Falls. And then Cliff had to go and die and leave her in this mess. No insurance. No savings account. No family.

No matter. Home was where she was heading. Home to Harbor Falls, and for the holidays, no less. With no plans ever to return to Dalton Springs—Dalton Springs and Cliff were all in the past.

Sniffling, she wiped another tear before it froze to her lashes.

Home. Harbor Falls.

She was about to suck it up and head home to family, like it or not.

Taking three brisk steps forward, she bent, snatched the gas cap off the blacktop and twisted it back into place on the car. She rounded the vehicle and got in, not looking back.

Just forward.

“Come on, girls,” she said. “Let’s see if we can fix this mess.”

****
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A BRISK GUST OF WIND rocked the vehicle. Harbor Falls Police Officer, Matt Branson, turned up the heater and lowered the volume on the country music station on the radio. “Damn. Must be a helluva storm coming.”

He pushed a few buttons to scan the stations, hoping to find something with a local weather report. Would be nice to know what he was in for tonight, sitting here on the side of the road waiting for unsuspecting speeders to dart by. Lucky for him, he was assigned the newest police cruiser the city of Harbor Falls, North Carolina owned. Nice vehicle, too. He did enjoy a perk now and then with his job. He liked to think it was because he was the only officer with a degree in law enforcement, but probably not. The other officers were homegrown and locally trained, but they were good ol’ boys and did one helluva job.

Besides, it was Harbor Falls, right? The village force was small but reliable enough to handle anything that Harbor Falls threw at them. A domestic or two, a kid gone awry and of course, the speeders. Biggest trouble was the occasional tobacco smuggling, a few pot plants growing in the foothills, and once a homemade Meth lab run amok, but the county Sherriff’s department and the regional ATF guys took over those, mostly. Harbor Falls was little more than a 21st century Mayberry, R.F.D.

He hoped he was a lot more than a modern-day Barney Fife.

He’d left town a year or so after high school—had pretty much fled with his head hanging and his heart on his sleeve, if he remembered it accurately—and in a few years had himself that degree from Eastern Kentucky University.

Damn proud of that, too. So was his Mama. Because of that degree, and the fact that he brought all that new-fangled knowledge back to his hometown of Harbor Falls, he was pretty much top dog cop in these parts. Well, not counting the Chief.

So here he was. Waiting.

Of course, it wasn’t like he had a horde of family members at home. He probably wouldn’t even see his Mama until tomorrow evening at the Methodist Church candlelight service, and his sisters were all due to arrive very late Christmas Eve night with a passel of his nieces and nephews. They wanted to be home in Harbor Falls on Christmas morning, much to the chagrin of their husbands.

Other than that, there was no one.

Frowning, he shifted in his seat, pushed that thought out of his head, and glanced out the window. Lucky for him, the east end wasn’t the busy end of town. At least he wasn’t walking the downtown beat sniffing out shoplifters. Lit up like a roman candle for about three weeks, the town of Harbor Falls eagerly welcomed the shoppers and they came in droves. All that marketing about Harbor Falls had paid off the past year or so. He had to admit it brought some mighty strange folk out of the hollers.

So, in a way, he was grateful not to be downtown. On the other hand, not a single car had ventured by in the last fifty-two minutes. The town council thought sitting out here was a wonderful idea. They needed revenue for the force, so they had passed a new ordinance lowering the speed limit in both directions. The guys on the west side were pulling them over right and left. He could hear that on his radio. The action on the east, however, was, well, non-existent.

Bored, he watched as small ice crystals formed in little pellets on his windshield. He let them pile up on his wipers and then swished them away. That kept him busy for about three minutes. He breathed on the window next to him and drew funny pictures on the glass, then smeared them off with a leftover fast food napkin, leaving behind ghostly images. He upped the temperature and turned on the defroster to keep the fog down.

Should a speeder happen to venture by, it might be good if he could see out his window.

Finally, he reached under the seat, pulled out a piece of wood, and dug deep into his pocket for his whittling knife. Not eager to get shavings and wood chips all over his new cruiser, he laid the napkin out on the seat beside him and started to whittle.

There. Perhaps this wasn’t so bad after all. He could sit here until the snow piled up and whittle, if he had to. Putting knife to wood was the one thing that kept him company for hours on end when he was at home—in his cave, as his sisters called it. He loved that cabin he’d built up on the mountains, though. Cave or not, it was his, and he had learned to be okay with how his life was turning out up there.

So okay, his social life sucked. He refused to call himself a hermit, although when not at work, he spent most of his time at home. Living a solitary life had both its advantages and disadvantages. Carving wood helped him keep his sanity.

Just didn’t do a damn thing for keeping his bed warm at night.

His knife hand stilled on the wood and his head jerked up. A vehicle raced in from the south, popping over the hill. He reached to swipe away the fog from the driver’s side window that failed to dissipate. The dark blue sedan whizzed by, and he quickly stashed his knife and wood under the seat.

“Hot damn.”

Tucked back in the lane of the old Casey place, he pulled out from his hidey-hole, and turned on his lights and siren.

****
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IT WASN’T LIKE HARBOR Falls was that far away from Dalton Springs, but in North Carolina, country roads aren’t laid down in straight lines like they say a crow flies. Winding and narrow, the two-laner twisted through the foothills of the Blue Ridge Mountains. For the most part, Shelley took her time while the kids napped.

It was when she pulled into Village Grove that she made her mistake.

Even though the girls’ tummies were full, she had not eaten herself since morning. Up early packing boxes, she’d scrambled a couple of eggs and then washed and packed her skillet. After that, eating hadn’t been a priority. Figuring out what to do with the rest of her furniture filled her agenda for the rest of the day. Most had been sold earlier, but there were a few odds and end pieces she gave away. The cash would come in handy the next couple of weeks.

She’d sucked down caffeine in various forms all day. Hot, cold, it didn’t matter. But no food.

As she cruised into Village Grove, a town larger than Dalton Springs, her stomach growled, and she was getting tired.

The golden arches loomed a couple of blocks ahead. Did she dare?

A quick glance to the back seat and she knew her girls were still asleep. Katie, the oldest at nearly three, sat with her head cock-eyed and her neck crooked, her mouth agape and drooling. A thin shaft of fine baby-blonde hair was stuck to her face in her slobber. Fourteen-month-old Karly’s right cheek was pressed hard up against the sidewall of her car seat, her one shock of blonde sticking straight up like a Mohawk. She clutched a beat up Tickled-Pretty-Pink stuffed bear in her chubby little fingers.

Shelley looked back to the road, slowed, and pulled into the drive-through lane.

“Please let them sleep,” she whispered, wanting a few minutes more of peace and quiet. Pulling slowly to the speaker, she rolled down her window.

A screech and a crackle met her. “Take your order?” the young man bellowed.

“Shit,” she breathed and glanced back. Katie stirred. “A cheeseburger value meal,” she said quietly, “large iced tea, please.”

A scream went up from the back seat. Karly.

“Don! Don! Don!”

“Three-ninety-six, Ma’am. Please pull to the first window.”

“Dammit,” she hissed then smiled into the speaker. “Make that three of everything, please.”

“Don! Don! Don!”

“Except the tea. Give me two juices instead.”

“Yes, ma’am. Nine-seventy-two.”

“Okay.”

“Mom-meeee!” Katie shouted. “Karly woke me up! Oh! We’re at ‘Donald’s! Can we play?”

“Slide! Slide!” Karly bounced in her seat.

“No, girls, we are not getting out.”

Wails rose from the backseat.

“Don! Don!”

Shelley sighed. “I have your food coming up. Hold on, girls.”

She moved to the window and waited, pinching her nose while the girls chattered and bounced and squealed in the back seat. Karly still wanted to slide, and now Katie was yelling for her fries. In the end, she retrieved her meals from the window, pulled over and took the girls inside to eat. They did, barely, and then ran off to play in the huge play place while Shelley rubbed her temple and watched from a small table next to the multi-colored ball pit.

Luckily, the play place was nearly deserted. A quick glance outside told her why. Snow pelted down at a nice clip now. People must be staying in. Or they were out shopping.

She was getting a damn headache. Should get on the road soon, she kept thinking. Then she remembered she had to stop and get diapers before she got to Harbor Falls. Ralph’s was at the end of town. She’d stop there.

One more stop. One more time getting the girls out, and back in, the car. Buckling, securing, tucking, finding bears, having snacks within reach, making sure straps weren’t too tight. Another shopping trip trying to avoid the “mommy I wants” and the “gimmee gimmees” while searching for diapers, and oh, yes, she also needed wipes.

Can’t forget the wipes.

All in all, she calculated that stopping at Ralph’s, coupled with the hour they would probably spend here at ‘Dons,’ her arrival back in Harbor Falls would be later than anticipated. Of course, no one was expecting her, so what difference did it make, anyway?

She rubbed her head more. Too damn tired. She really, really needed to get going.

And going she did. She rounded up the little boogers, made her trek through Ralph’s and was headed into Harbor Falls from the east side of town when she popped over the hill near the old Casey farm. The snow was coming in sideways now, and she was glad to almost be at Suzie’s, even though her stomach was in a knot. She had no clue how her sister would react at her arrival.

She sighed. It had already been a long day and now...

Lights flashed in her rearview mirror and a siren chirped behind her. The girls started crying again. She glanced up.

“Dammit! Dammit all to hell.”

Tears immediately sprung into her eyes. This, she did not need. What next?

​​​Chapter Two

“This was a mistake.”

Icy and sharp, the snow slanted against him as Matt got out of his cruiser and headed toward the blue Dodge. It cut into his face and he tilted his chin into his chest to avoid it. The driver moved the car to the side of the narrow road, but he wondered about the sanity of pulling it over. Visibility was quickly becoming non-existent and he didn’t relish being exposed and vulnerable should someone else pop over that hill.

They’d had a lot of snow lately. An unusual amount. It didn’t seem to be letting up any, either.

Before he’d left the cruiser, he’d taken a moment to jot down the license plate number, noting the out-of-county plates. He didn’t recognize the car and figured the person inside wasn’t local. Somehow that comforted him, although he wasn’t quite sure why. Perhaps he would feel less guilty giving a ticket to a stranger rather than someone he knew—especially during the holidays.

He glanced at his watch. His day was nearly up. “Short and quick,” he told himself. “Then get home.”

The windows on the car were tinted so it was difficult to see inside. That always made him wary. He approached slowly, came even with the front edge of the side door, and knocked on the driver’s window.

The immediate sound of babies crying hit him as the window rolled down. He leaned forward. A woman was turned toward the back seat. He stepped closer to see the driver. A blond mane was all he could see. She faced the children as her frantic voice tried to quiet them.

“Be still. Hush, girls,” she said. He thought he heard a sniff behind that plea.

“Ma’am.” He leaned further and looked at the passenger seat. No one there. He relaxed inside but kept his stoic composure from an outward appearance.

He hoped.

The woman turned to look at him and in a flurry of words and tears blurted out, “Officer, I’m so sorry. The babies were crying and I have a headache and,” sniff, sniff, “the snow is coming and I wanted to get to my sister’s and,” sniff, “I didn’t realize I was going that fast and—oh, my—”

She stopped. Blinked. Looked up at him with those baby blues that he remembered oh, so well. The baby blues that sometimes still haunted his sleep.

Something punched him deep. His gut twisted and fell. His heart slammed against his chest. Straightening his shoulders and posture, he attempted to plaster the most stoic demeanor he could possibly muster on his face.

He wasn’t sure he pulled it off.

The snow angled into her window and the swiped at the tears spilling onto her cheeks. A hand shielded her eyes from the stinging pellets. “Matt?”

He nodded with a single word. “Shelley.”

That’s right. Show no emotion.

“I...uh...”

He squared himself. “Been a while since you were in town so guess you don’t know the speed limit has changed. Might be a good idea for you to heed that.”

With a puzzled look, she nodded. “Of course.”

“Of course,” he echoed. “Since you left out of here on a whim and a prayer, without a word to anyone, I figured you’ve probably not given anyone in Harbor Falls a single thought since then, let alone the speed limit.”

“Matt, I—”

He cut her off. “I’m giving you a warning. Watch it.” With that, he turned on his heel and headed back to his cruiser, his heart pounding more with each step he took. Yes, watch it sister. You have a lot of nerve showing your face back in this town.

No, he wasn’t going there.

By the time he settled himself in the cruiser, the breath whooshed out of him in one fell swoop, fogging up his windshield.

“Dammit,” he muttered and kicked up the defroster.

He waited for her to ease back onto the road before pulling out himself, then he followed her all the way through town. He sat, back rigid, fingers curled in a tight grip around the steering wheel, his chest taut as a drum.

His brain hummed. His heart ached.

She turned onto Lake Road. Seemed she was heading toward Sweet Hart Inn. He headed up the mountain.

He couldn’t wait to get home. To his cave.

“Dammit, Shelley, why are you here?” He pounded the dashboard.

Everyone in Harbor Falls knew that Cliff had died, but...

His gut slammed against his backbone. Was Shelley home? Was his high school sweetheart back in town to stay? The woman who sent him into his cave in the first place?

He hoped with everything in him that it wasn’t true. It was the holidays, right? Lots of people come home for the holidays. Even people who vanish from your life and never look back.

Hell, he hadn’t realized how much his heart still hurt.

****
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THERE WERE A MILLION things she could feel right now, but Shelley pushed every one of them into some gray area of her brain. Matt was one. She could not deal with Matt Branson today. Not now.

The day had been too long. She was exhausted, emotional, and hungry again, not to mention frustrated with the crying babies in the back seat. Tired from fighting the snow and her emotions, she chose not to think any longer, just to do. So that is what she did.

She drove straight down Lake Road, turned into Suzie’s drive, slanted her gaze at the sign that read, Welcome to Sweet Hart Inn, and prayed that she would be exactly that—welcomed.

She doubted it.

She knew the way even though she had never been to the house since Suzie had turned it into a bed and breakfast. Their Aunt Donna had lived there for all of Shelley’s growing up years until she passed away—not long after she and Cliff had eloped and settled their lives into Dalton Springs. Shelley hadn’t attended her aunt’s funeral, either, and she felt a pang of guilt because of it. But things were as they were then, and there was nothing she could do about it now. What she was doing was what needed to be done—making amends, she hoped, with her sister and family—and that’s all she could do.

Right now, at least. Any other past transgressions she’d deal with in time. Matt’s face flashed into her mind’s eye at that moment and just as quickly, she pushed the image away.

Not now.

The gray, snowy night matched her somber mood perfectly. The snow had stopped for a while. A couple of inches piled up around Suzie’s front porch. She pulled alongside the house, and not bothering with anything but her purse and the girls, headed up the sidewalk. Karly was in her arms, her soft head resting on her shoulder. Katie toddled along beside her, holding her hand.

“Be careful of the ice, honey,” she said to her oldest.

“Yes, Mommy.”

Tears sprang to her eyes again at the sweet child. She loved her girls so much, and now that they had arrived at this decisive moment—as she navigated the steps up to Suzie’s front porch with her most precious cargo—she wanted only one thing. She wanted Suzie to love her girls as much as she did.

Even if she didn’t accept Shelley, maybe she’d accept her girls.

Too much to expect, probably.

With every emotion known to woman ready to cackle up and spill over inside of her, Shelley swallowed her pride and moved forward onto the porch. A cascade of greenery and lights arched over the front door. Beyond in the sidelights of the door, she could see someone milling about. Soft Christmas music met her ears and she could smell cookies baking.

Peanut butter with chocolate drops.

That notion made her smile. This was the Suzie she remembered.

If only...

The door swung abruptly open. “Shelley? Oh my God!”

Her sister stood there, framed by holly and twinkling lights, a questioning expression on her face. Her strawberry blond hair was piled high on her head. She had flour on her face and was wiping her hands on her apron. A little boy clung to her leg.

Tears poured. “Suzie,” Shelley sobbed. “I’m so sorry. I am so, so sorry for everything. I am...”

Suzie grasped her sister and pulled her into the house, tears streaming down her face. “Come here, you,” she whispered and kicked the door shut behind her. “Just come here.”

Shelley sobbed on her sister’s shoulder, and Suzie, always the gracious hostess, let her. She hugged her with several years’ worth of longing, trapping the girls in their embrace.

“I’ve been so worried about you,” Suzie whispered, pulling back to look into her face. She gently thumbed away tears from Shelley’s eyes and then turned to both girls, cupping first Karly’s small face in her hands, and leaning down to do the same with Katie. “You are both so beautiful,” she said softly.

Next, she grasped the little boy’s hand that still clutched her leg. Shelley guessed he was a little younger than Karly.

Crouching, she said to the boy. “Petey, these are your cousins, Katie and Karly. Say hello?”

Petey turned his face into his mother’s leg. Katie burrowed a little closer into her own mother.

Straightening then, Suzie looked long into Shelley’s face and whispered, “Merry Christmas, Shelley. We have a lot of catching up to do but let’s put one thing to rest right now. The past is the past. And I am so very glad that you’re here.”

Shelley sobbed, relief washing over her.

****
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MATT DROVE ON AUTOPILOT up the mountain and past the old lodge, navigated the drifting snow on the narrow mountain road, and took his time getting to his isolated cabin. His escape. His refuge from the storm—and life.

Shelley was back, he was sure of it. As he’d thought over the situation of thirty minutes earlier, he realized that her car was packed up with things. A suitcase was jammed between the girl’s two car seats. A couple of small boxes and bags were stowed in the passenger seat and floorboard. There was a grocery bag from Ralph’s, too. He’d taken all of that in in a few seconds because that was what he was trained to do. Observe and record in his brain. Sometimes the details didn’t jump back at him until he had removed himself from the situation and his brain had time to work over it.

The drive gave him more than enough time to analyze the situation.

He approached his cabin and pulled up close to the porch, realizing that he was going to have to shovel himself out in the morning. He wasn’t going to worry about that now. Shoveling came with the territory when you lived at a higher elevation and winter was here. Besides, he welcomed the physical exertion. Although snowstorms in the Blue Ridge Mountains were a part of life here, rarely did they get one that shut their world down for long lengths of time. But they did get them occasionally, and when they did, residents in and around Harbor Falls generally were prepared to hole up for a few days.

He hoped that wasn’t the case with this storm. Just like he hoped that Shelley would land in Harbor Falls for the holidays and then leave to go back to Dalton Springs. That scenario was not likely, and he knew it.

Fiddling with the door lock, he twisted the knob and stepped inside. He shrugged out of his jacket and shoes, handing up the coat on a hook by the door and leaving his shows on a mat there as well. Glancing toward the fireplace, he decided to light a fire to take the chill off. The furnace was set to a low temperature while he was gone, but a fire was what he wanted and needed tonight.

A fire would chase the chill away from his bones and his heart. Hell, he hated that his heart had turned cold after all these years, but it had. There was a time he thought if he ever had the chance to win Shelley back, he would do it. But that time had long passed.

How many years was a man supposed to wait?

​​​Chapter Three

Petey and Karly hit it off immediately. In no time, they were toddling about, circling the Christmas tree in the living room, and playing hide and seek in every nook and cranny downstairs. Katie poked at a homemade chicken potpie that Suzie had popped out of the freezer and baked for her.

“I’m sorry she’s such a picky eater,” Shelley said, sitting at the bar and scooping cookies off the sheet to cool on racks. “Always has been.”

Katie looked up and smiled at her mother. “I picky.”

Shelley grinned. “Yes, unfortunately, and you know it.”

Suzie worked the cornbread stuffing with her hands, mixing up the ingredients. “No problem. Petey is as picky as they come too. Some days all he will eat are my chicken potpies and sweet pickles. Breakfast, lunch and dinner. That’s why I keep them on hand.”
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