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A Harbor Falls Romance, Book 13

Sweet Hart Inn

WHEN MASTER CHOCOLATE taster, Scott Matthews, escapes to Harbor Falls to visit his brother and sister-in-law, Brad and Suzie Hart Matthews, he has only one request—no talk about work, and that includes any discussion of chocolate. He knows Suzie is a celebrity chef and warns them away from any fanfare, or discussion of his professional work with the Italian-based, world-renowned chocolate company, Bianchi Chocolates. All he wants is an uneventful few weeks to get away from chaos and relax.

What Jillian Bass wants is to make a success of her new business in Harbor Falls. This Manhattan transplant really wants to make it big in the small southern town. Forget New York, she is starting over small with her chocolate shop, Bittersweets, and setting out to impress the locals. Start small, think big, is her motto. What she doesn’t share is that chocolate runs in her veins, or that she has recently inherited her grandmother’s famous chocolate business—Chocolates by Jeaneva. This time she is doing things on her own terms, without help or influence from family. Bittersweets is her baby and hers alone. It’s time to prove herself.

All is fine until Jillian smacks straight into Scott outside of her shop, and he takes a whiff of her Belgian truffle... What follows is a flurry of spontaneous sexy encounters, a scandal, a couple of untruths, and a carefully orchestrated reunion by Suzie Hart guaranteed to result in no sweeter match than the one between Scott and Jillian.

Whether love comes with chocolate truffles, syrups, creams, or covered in sprinkles, this humorous and quirky story of dueling chocolatiers might leave you craving chocolate (and more!), all the while begging the question, “Is there anything better than chocolate?”
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Main Characters

Jillian Bass

Scott Matthews (Brad’s brother)

Supporting Characters

Sydney Hart

Stone Kellerman

Suzie Hart

Brad Matthews

Shelley Hart

Matt Branson

Gracie Hart Price

Jillian’s parents

And various Harbor Falls townsfolk
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“THERE SHE GOES.”

With those words, everything and everyone inside Sydney’s Sugar High Bakery halted. Everything and everyone. Even the coffee stopped dripping.

Sydney, herself, had uttered the words, just as she stuffed a few dollars into the cash register after Matt Branson paid his bill. Coffee and a Danish. Three dollars and ninety-eight cents, as usual. Matt faced the door. Sydney’s cousin, Suzie Hart, froze while loading a tray of just-baked cinnamon rolls into the display case, the tray perched precariously in the crook of her elbow. Her husband, Brad, reached to steady the heavy tray and said, “Who?”

To which Sydney replied, “That new woman in town.”

Brad took the tray. Suzie stood. “Where? I want to see the hussy.”

Sydney grasped Suzie by the arm and pulled her across the bakery until they were at the huge window in the front. Leaning together over plants and assorted whimsical stuff in the wide windowsill, their heads both cocked to the right and they peered down the street.

“There. See her? Pink shirt, white pants. Looking too damned petite and perky.

Suzie groaned. “I see her. The heifer.”

“Looks rather cute to me,” a male voice said.

Sydney turned toward her fiancé, Stone Kellerman, giving him a warning look. “You do not think she is cute.”

He shrugged. “She’s cute! I don’t mean it in any way other than that. She’s young and pretty and from what I’ve seen, very personable.”

“What you’ve seen?” Sydney’s mouth screwed up on one corner. “Have you been down there stalking her pastries?”

Stone laughed and kissed Sydney on the end of her nose. “No. Fact is, she doesn’t have pastries, she only has coffee, and it’s not very good coffee either. I was doing due diligence for us, sweetheart. Her coffee doesn’t hold a candle to yours, Sydney.” He turned to Suzie. “Or for yours at Sweet Hart Inn. You girls are safe.”

“She’s a heifer,” Suzie repeated. “The last thing I want is competition for Sweet Hart Inn or for Sugar High!”

Suzie’s husband stepped closer. “Seriously ladies. You have the cooking world in Harbor Falls wrapped around your fingers. Give it up.” He thought for a moment. “Wait, isn’t it a bad thing when women called other women a heifer? She’s not looking so bad.” His gaze followed the young woman down the street.

Sydney shot another look over her shoulder. All three men were leaning in, too, watching the woman hurry toward her shop. Both women turned and stood. The men straightened right up.

Suzie reached out and chugged her husband square in the chest for that last comment.

“It is a bad thing! No woman wants to be called a heifer!”

“But Suzie, she’s a teeny little thing. And you don’t know her so why would you....”

Sydney flung her hands up in the air. “Oh, my God! I can’t believe you. Men! Don’t you get it?”

Matt and Brad looked at each other and shrugged. Stone’s face went blank.

“No, Syd,” Matt answered, “I guess we don’t get it. Tell us.”

This time Suzie and Sydney did the eye exchange, shaking their heads and tilting them in that way women do when they know that the men they are talking to, clearly do not understand what is going on.

“Because she’s new,” Sydney finally said.

“And because she’s cute and young,” Suzie added.

“And because,” Sydney paused and looked down the street again, “because she’s competition, dammit.”

Again, Matt and Brad shared a look. “Don’t even try to comprehend, men,” Brad said. “It will make sense eventually.”

Matt added, “This is nuts, Sydney. You and Stone are a couple. Suzie is married.

So why is this woman, just because she’s new in town and cute, competition for the two of you? You already have your guys. Besides, you both are beautiful women!”

This time both women did a little shriek, fluttered their hands around, and stomped off back to the counter. Sydney resumed counting money, and Suzie retrieved the cinnamon roll tray off the counter where Brad had left it, and returned to filling the display case.

“Girls?”

Neither of them responded. Sydney just shook her head.

“Ladies...?”

Finally, Sydney dropped her hands full of money into the tray, looked at the men, and said, “I will tell you why. Look around, all three of you. Just look. Where are all my customers? Hmm? Where are they?”

Clearly, the men were still a tad confused. They glanced about and back to Sydney. Suzie straightened and looked at them head on.

“Well?”

“There is no one here, Sydney.”

“Exactly,” Suzie said, wiping her hands on a towel.

Matt stepped forward. “Give me more.”

“No customers! What else do you need?”

Brad stepped even with Matt. Stone joined them. “Okay, maybe we’re getting closer here, men.” Stone said. “So Sydney, you think this woman has something to do with your customers not coming around lately? I told you the coffee was not really that good.”

“Competition!” Suzie said. “We already told you that.”

“Competition.”

“Yes.”

“I don’t get it.”

“Customer competition! The woman sweeps into town and within a couple of weeks has opened up a new coffee shop. Haven’t you seen the lines that stretch around the corner every morning?”

Sydney crossed her arms. “Matt, if it weren’t for you and your cop friends, my coffee business would be a bust right now.”

“But all she does is coffee? How long can that last?”

“Not just coffee. Every kind you can imagine and she’s planning more. Lattés, mochas, hot and iced, frappes and ice cream drinks, fancy schmancy chocolate stuff that no one in Harbor Falls really wants anyway. I heard something about candy, too, in the future, but not sure about that.”

“Frappes?” Matt questioned.

“Sort of like a milkshake, Matt,” Sydney offered. “With caffeine.”

Looking at Brad, Matt asked, “How can that be a bad thing?”

Brad shot him a look, “Don’t go there,” then turned to his wife’s cousin and business partner and said, “If it’s true she doesn’t have a bakery, Syd, then why are you worried?”

“Because, Brad Matthews, I just am.”

Suzie leaned in. “I heard she was even going after a liquor license so she could serve after dinner coffee-liquored drinks in the evenings, like with Bailey’s and Kahlua and such.”

The men feigned simultaneous gasps of horror. Brad chuckled. “Suzie, listen to yourself. You sound like one of the old women down at the Daughters of the American Revolution meeting.”

“I do not!”

“You do.” He glanced at the clock. “Hey, I have to run. I’m already late to pick up Scott at the airport.”

“Scott is coming?” Sydney watched Brad hurry for the door.

“Just for a couple of weeks. Vacation.” Then Brad was gone.

Stone stepped toward Sydney. “I have to get going myself, sweetheart.” He gave Sydney a quick kiss. “Meeting with the attorney this morning about the franchising opportunity, and then hiring a manager for the Atlanta shop later this afternoon, I hope. I’ll call you tonight and see you in a couple of days.”

Sydney kissed him back and gave him a hug. “Be careful. I love you!”

“I love you too, darling.” Then he was gone, as well.

The women stood and looked at Matt, who obviously had no desire to stick around sparring with them any longer either. “I have my morning rounds.”

Suzie nodded. “Go rattle some doorknobs, Matt.”

He tipped his head and grinned. “I’ll be back for some more coffee about ten o’clock, Syd. I give you my word, I won’t be checking out the competition, and I’ll bring friends. You have the best damn coffee in Harbor Falls.”

Suzie cleared her throat.

He glanced her way. “Um, except for Suzie’s cinnamon blend out at Sweet Hart Inn, of course, and logistically her property sits outside the corporation limit so...so I think I’m safe now with both statements.”

Smiling, Suzie crossed her arms over her chest and nodded. “Smart man. Go do your coply duty. By the way, how is Shelley doing?”

“Morning sickness. Bad.”

“Ewe.” Both women shooed him off and he left.

After a couple of moments of silence, Sydney resumed counting her money, and Suzie finished putting all of the rolls in the display case.

Later while cleaning up the kitchen, Suzie turned to her cousin and said, “Only one thing to do.” She straightened her body and dried off the last mixing bowl. “We need to go see what all of this is about down the street before we jump to conclusions.”

Sydney wasn’t sure that stroll was in her best interest and shook her head. “I’d have to close up shop. I might miss customers.”

Narrowing her gaze, Suzie took a step closer. “Five minutes, Syd. Turn the sign on the door saying you’ll be back in five. I don’t see much action going on here at the moment, do you?”

She didn’t have to glance around to answer that one. Resigned, she took a breath and reached behind her for her apron strings. “All right. Let’s go.”
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JILLIAN BASS HAD MANY good things going for her. She had sailed through her liberal arts degree at Vassar in three years, rather than four. She landed a to-die-for job right after college at Thurston House Publishing, working under the senior editor who handled the notorious crime author, Stephen Crown. And thanks to her grandmother’s foresight, Jillian had acquired a nice trust fund when the matriarch of the family had passed on.

Money wasn’t an issue for Jillian Bass.

She missed her grandmother and their talks tremendously, of course. She said a prayer of thanks daily for having had that wonderful woman in her life for all of her twenty-three years. Grateful, too, was Jillian that her grandmother had loved her so much to entrust her with her money and the little empire she had built over her lifetime.

Much to her father’s chagrin.

Because you see, there were some not so good things in Jillian Bass’s life too.

She’d quit the job a few weeks after her grandmother had died, left New York City in her wake, and pretty much had told her father to stuff his influence and his money where the sun don’t shine.

She was tired of working with words. Tired of diva authors, incompetent copyeditors, and liquid lunches. Truly, she was tired of all of it. It had only taken her a little over a year to realize that her heart wasn’t in the publishing world.

Her father’s world.

Oh yes, her father owned Bass Publishing Conglomerates, the country’s premier publisher of mass market genre fiction, true story and true crime magazines, and a couple of tabloids to boot. From the day she found out that her father had acquired Thurston House Publishing, and that she had only been offered the position because of that fact, her stomach had soured to the future possibilities of working in publishing—or in any profession that may be loosely connected to her father’s conglomerate. Her father was not happy about that of course, since she was the sole heir to his kingdom, he had planned on her taking over the business someday.

Not.

And if all that weren’t enough, she broke off her engagement. Handpicked for her by her father, Rand Harper was also from a publishing family. Nice to keep things “all in the business” her father used to say. Not that it was an arranged marriage or anything like that—she really did sort of truly love Rand at the time, but he was just like her father. In fact, he was her father’s right-hand man in his company, and so, well, while she was cleaning house, she just decided to make a clean sweep. Rand was upset, couldn’t understand at all why she would want to run off to the hillbillies of Appalachia, and when he had actually made that statement to her, Jillian knew she was making the right choice.

It was time to cut all the apron strings.

So when Grandma Jean passed on and left her a quite healthy sum of money—enough to live on for years if her business idea fell through—she decided to go after her dream. A dream that only Grandma Jean knew about. Life out of the rat race, small town, and owning her own little business.

Oh, and chocolate. She loved chocolate. And somehow, chocolate would fit into this equation. Somehow.

You see, because Grandma Jean was the Jeaneva of Chocolates by Jeaneva. World-renowned Chocolates by Jeaneva. Her chocolates were so revered that even some of the top names in the industry were jealous and had tried to hack into her company computers to steal her recipes! However, those recipes were all safe with Jillian.

After her passing, Grandma Jean had left Jillian with all of her secret recipes and the full rights to use them and the Jeaneva Chocolates name in whatever manner she wished. She’d also left her the company, although Jillian had never told her father that. She didn’t plan to tell anyone that—not yet at least. She wanted to make it in this business on her own merit.

She had convinced her mother not to tell her father about her inheritance. What her father had assumed—and no one had corrected him—was that his wife had inherited her mother’s estate. That was not the case. Truth be told, her mother did not want to be bothered. She had become accustomed to being a kept woman by her father and had absolutely no interest in getting her hands dirty in business.

Cathryn Bass happily accepted the fact that she did not inherit the business and somewhat reluctantly agreed to Jillian’s suggestion to keep that information from her husband for the time being.

Why? Because deep down Cathryn wanted Jillian to be happy, and in her own heart-of-hearts, she knew she had kowtowed to her husband for way too many years, so she gave in to her daughter’s request. After all, had her mother taken her own mother’s advice all those years ago, she would never have married the man anyway.

Jillian kept the business management with the man who had run the company with her grandmother for years. She trusted Robert Knowles, to the nth degree, and saw no reason to make changes. He kept her informed, they made some decisions together from time to time, and she could go off on her small town adventure and live her life.

Which is how and why she landed in Harbor Falls, North Carolina with a small establishment called Bittersweets. Sweet, because of the chocolate, and bitter, because she wouldn’t have had this at all had her grandmother not died and left her the money.

Bittersweet.

It was a nice play on words and her Grandma Jean would have enjoyed it. Probably already had.

The bell over her door chimed and Jillian looked up from her books. It was barely half-past eight in the morning but the first coffee rush had already come and gone. She’d taken advantage of the lull to glance over the numbers from the day before. She expected that her next rush would be after lunch, for some sort of chocolate confection dessert or drink.

At least that was the way it had happened yesterday. All bets were off, of course, with new businesses. She’d not been operating long enough to predict trends. But all of that was forgotten when the two women walking into her shop gave her pause for concern. Jillian sucked in a breath. So, there they were. Yes. She’d been waiting for them.

****
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AS HE DEPLANED, SCOTT Matthews took a deep breath, and then exhaled long in an attempt to clear the fog in his head. He’d driven two hours from the Bianchi estate to Rome’s Fiumicino Airport, then slept half of the eight-hour-plus flight to John F. Kennedy International in New York. Nice that he had first class for that leg. Then came the hour or so long flight to Charlotte and the brutally long delay waiting for maintenance to fix the bathroom toilet before they could leave, and finally, the short hop to the Harbor Falls Regional Airport via the smallest aircraft on which he had ever flown.

If he’d rented a car in New York he might have arrived faster.

But he was here now, and if all went as planned, his brother should be waiting for him at the baggage claim—which shouldn’t be difficult to find in this one-horse town airport. At least that was what the text message on his phone said upon landing. Baggage claim, not the one-horse town part. One thing for certain, Scott was looking forward to two full weeks of restful bliss, staying for a few days at his sister-in-law’s Sweet Hart Inn, and then the following week, in one of Brad’s cabins up on Falls Mountain.

Two full weeks with nothing to do but sit, sleep, read, eat fabulous cooking, and maybe even fish. If he wanted to fish, that is. Truthfully? He wanted to play it all by ear and see what unfolded.
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