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Clara Hensley wiped a bead of sweat from her forehead and glared at the soft-serve machine as if it had personally insulted her. The ancient beast whirred, sputtered, then spat a pathetic dribble of vanilla into a cone before giving up entirely. She muttered a curse under her breath, the kind her late Grandma Rose would’ve scolded her for, and grabbed a rag to mop up the mess. Around her, *Clara’s Ice Creamery* buzzed with chaos—her grand opening, the day she’d dreamed of since she was a kid scooping pints in her grandma’s kitchen, and it was going straight to hell.

The line snaked out the door, down the pastel-painted storefront, and halfway around the block. Kids shrieked, tugging at their parents’ sleeves, while sunburned tourists in flip-flops tapped their feet impatiently. The chalkboard sign out front—*Scoops Made with Love*—mocked her as she darted between the counter and the freezer, hands sticky with chocolate syrup and sprinkles piling up like glittery snowdrifts on the floor.

“Two scoops, rocky road!” a harried mom shouted over the din, shoving a crumpled ten across the counter. Clara flashed a tight smile, scooped faster than she thought possible, and handed it over just as a toddler smeared strawberry across the glass display case. She loved ice cream—lived for it, really—but right now, she was one melted batch away from locking the door and hiding in the walk-in freezer.

The coastal town of Tidehaven had turned out in droves, lured by the promise of free samples and the novelty of a new shop on the boardwalk strip. Clara had sunk every penny from her soul-crushing office job into this place—five years of spreadsheets and fluorescent lights traded for pastel pink walls and the hum of compressors. It was hers, down to the hand-painted *Clara’s* looping across the window. But as the clock ticked toward dusk and the soft-serve machine coughed its last breath for the second time that day, she wondered if she’d bitten off more than she could churn.

“Need a hand?” a voice drawled, cutting through the noise like a knife through butter. Clara looked up, rag mid-swipe, and froze. Leaning against her counter was a guy—tall, tousled chestnut hair, smirk sharp enough to slice through her frazzled nerves. He held a glass growler of amber liquid in one hand, the other tucked casually in the pocket of his faded jeans. She’d seen him before, maybe—next door, at that brewery with the rustic sign—but she hadn’t clocked him like this.

“You here to order or gloat?” she snapped, brushing a sticky strand of blonde hair from her face. Her tone was sharper than she meant, but exhaustion had stripped her filter bare.

He chuckled, low and easy, unfazed. “Neither. Figured you could use a drink.” He lifted the growler slightly, the liquid sloshing inside. “Rowan Tate, next-door neighbor. Welcome to the neighborhood.”

Clara hesitated. Beer wasn’t her thing—she’d always preferred the clean sweetness of cream and sugar to the bitter bite of hops—but something in his hazel eyes, glinting under the shop’s Edison bulbs, made her pause. He wasn’t wrong; she *did* need a drink. Or a nap. Or a miracle.

“Clara Hensley,” she said finally, tossing the rag aside. “And I don’t know if I’m welcoming anything right now except maybe a repair guy.”

“Rough first day?” He slid the growler onto the counter, leaning closer. Too close. She caught a whiff of yeast and cedar off him, earthy and warm.

“You could say that.” She crossed her arms, glancing at the dwindling line. The rush was easing, thank God, but her feet ached, and her apron looked like a Jackson Pollock painting. “What’s in that thing?”

“IPA. My latest. Thought it might take the edge off.” He grinned, and damn if it didn’t soften the edges of her irritation.

She sighed, relenting. “Fine. But I’m not drinking out of that jug like some pirate.”

Rowan laughed—a full, unguarded sound that made her stomach flip despite herself—and grabbed two small tasting glasses from behind her counter like he owned the place. He poured, handed her one, and jerked his head toward the courtyard out back. “C’mon. Five minutes. You’ve earned it.”

She shouldn’t. There were cones to scoop, floors to mop. But the air outside beckoned, salty and cool off the ocean, and her legs screamed for a break. “Five minutes,” she agreed, following him out.

The courtyard sat between her shop and his—*Tate’s Tidewater Brewery*, the sign read in weathered wood. String lights crisscrossed overhead, casting a soft glow over mismatched tables and the faint hum of his brewery fans next door. Clara sank onto a bench, glass in hand, and took a cautious sip. Bitter, sharp, not her speed. She wrinkled her nose.

“Not a fan?” Rowan asked, sprawling across from her, one arm slung over the back of his chair.

“It’s like drinking a pine tree,” she said, setting the glass down. “No offense.”

“None taken.” He took a long pull from his own, unfazed. “I’ll brew you something sweeter next time. You strike me as a dessert-first kinda girl.”

She bristled, then caught the tease in his eyes and let it slide. “Says the guy who runs a bar.”

“Brewery,” he corrected, smirking. “Big difference.”

They sat there, the chaos of her shop fading into the background, the night settling around them. Five minutes stretched to ten, then fifteen, and Clara found herself laughing at his dumb brewery puns—*hoppy endings*, really?—before she remembered she had a mess to clean. She stood, brushing off her apron.

“Thanks for the break,” she said, meaning it. “And the pine tree juice.”

“Anytime, neighbor.” He raised his glass as she headed back inside, and she didn’t miss the way his gaze lingered. Trouble, that one. But maybe not the worst kind.
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Clara woke the next morning with a crick in her neck and the faint taste of Rowan’s IPA still haunting her tongue. She’d crashed on her couch after scrubbing the shop ’til midnight, too wired to trek upstairs to her tiny apartment above the ice creamery. Day two, she told herself, rolling off the cushions. Time to prove yesterday wasn’t a fluke.

The dream had started with Grandma Rose—her flour-dusted hands, her secret recipe for cherry swirl, the way she’d wink and say, “Sweetness fixes everything, Clara-girl.” When Rose passed three years back, Clara inherited her battered recipe book and a fire she couldn’t shake. Five years in a cubicle, crunching numbers for a faceless insurance firm, had nearly snuffed it out. But she’d saved, scrimped, quit, and now here she was: 26, broke, and the proud owner of a pastel pink dream on the edge of Tidehaven.

She flipped the *Open* sign at ten sharp, the morning sun glinting off the ocean a block away. Customers trickled in—fewer than yesterday, but steady. She scooped peppermint chip and mango sorbet with a rhythm she hadn’t found during the opening chaos, the hum of the freezers a soothing backdrop. Maybe she could do this after all.

Then the bass started.

It rumbled through the shared wall like a freight train, vibrating the glass case and rattling the spoons in their jars. Clara froze mid-scoop, a dollop of chocolate plopping onto the counter. Next door, Rowan’s brewery was alive—guitars twanging, drums thumping, some local band she vaguely recognized from flyers around town. She gritted her teeth and kept serving, but when a freezer hiccupped and spat frost, she’d had it.

She stormed out back, apron still on, and banged on the brewery’s side door. It swung open mid-knock, and there was Rowan, mid-laugh, a tray of pint glasses in hand. He blinked at her, then grinned like she’d brought him a gift.

“Morning, sunshine,” he said, stepping aside. “Come to join the party?”

“Your party’s shaking my shop apart,” she snapped, hands on hips. “Turn it down.”

He set the tray on a barrel, unfazed. “It’s live music day. Draws a crowd. You’ll get used to it.”

“I don’t *want* to get used to it. My freezers are sensitive.”

“Sensitive, huh?” His eyes danced. “Sounds like someone else I know.”

She glared, but he just jerked his head toward the bar. “Come see. One song.”

Against her better judgment, she followed him in. The brewery was all exposed brick and warm wood, packed with locals nursing pints and tapping their feet. The band was decent—folksy, rough around the edges—and Rowan moved through the crowd like he owned every inch of it. He probably did. She caught a glimpse of his life here: the brewery he’d inherited from his uncle, the legacy he’d turned into something alive. Not her style, but she
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