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  Dedication
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For Alyssa Montasersky



Who first brought joy and love

 to my brother and then to all of us – and Hank.

I’m so very glad you are a part of our family.


      [image: image-placeholder]






  
  Chapter One
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As happy as he was for his three brothers, Ryan Sinclair was going to be happier when their weddings were over. But that was still five months away. 
He had been more than a little horrified when he’d received the group email months before from Devon Tremont, the woman the brides hired as a wedding planner, asking for his availability so these “Attendants” Zoom calls could be scheduled. It was a way to get everyone involved in the weddings together to make certain efforts weren’t being duplicated, people were available for pre-event happenings, and where they needed to be when they needed to be there. Ryan found them ridiculous, but if it made his future sisters-in-law happy, he’d do it. 
Can’t I show up, smile, and take pictures, Ryan suggested when he messaged his brothers after hearing about the calls. They’d started a group text conversation years before to make communication easier after his father’s heart attack. Tell me what to wear and where to be, and I’m set.
Sorry, little brother, Cole had texted back. From everything I’m hearing, there is too much going on, and we all need to participate.
Ryan was glad none of his brothers could see the scowl on his face when he read the reply. Fortunately, these calls would be done for a while after tonight because the first wedding event was less than two weeks away.
He was thrilled his brothers had found love — or re-found it. Somehow they’d all ended up with their first loves — but he knew the celebrations were going to come with uncomfortable moments. And more than a few of those would be courtesy of his mother.
When they’d asked him to be their photographer, he’d said yes instantly. He’d gotten his first digital camera when he was nine and continued to spend as much time as possible with one, both professionally and personally. After graduating from community college — and leaving Fable Notch — and especially since getting his agent two years ago, he’d been able to make a very comfortable living as a freelance photographer. The more time he could be behind the lens while he was in town, the better.
But first, he had to get through one last Zoom call.
Ryan sat in front of his laptop, staring at the familiar faces from his childhood and the most important people in his life. They didn’t always have all three grooms on the call, but tonight, with Theo and Eden’s May wedding less than two weeks away, everyone was here. And two days from now, Ryan would arrive in Fable Notch for the first time in over three years.
He tried to stay focused on the call, but his mind kept wandering. The weddings themselves would be fun, and he was looking forward to seeing friends and family, especially some he hadn’t seen in decades, like Dani’s brother. On the flip side, as soon as he arrived, he’d be directly in the path of his mother’s meddling. Once Theo moved back to Fable Notch — followed soon after by Nick and Cole — she’d been dropping less than subtle hints about his settling down and moving home. Ryan had no interest in either.
If he had his way, he would fly in, take pictures, party a bit, and leave. A few months earlier, he’d been on a video call with Cole, Theo, and Nick, who told him he would have to be the best man for all of them so they wouldn’t have to choose between one another. He’d thought they were serious and was genuinely panicked until they burst out laughing.
“Oh man, I wish I’d taken a picture of your face,” Nick said. “You looked horrified.”
“Fuck you,” he’d responded, relieved. Oh, the joys of older brothers. He considered the Hansons as his brothers, and they were in every way, except biologically.
Ryan would never forget the day his father, Martin, Fable Notch’s fire chief, came home with three local boys. They’d accidentally set fire to the shed in their yard. At the time, Ryan was eight and too young to understand what was going on with the Hanson family, only that their father was gone and their mother wasn’t around the way his was. As the months passed, they came around more often. It didn’t take long before they were family.
Ryan would do anything for his brothers. Even go back to Fable Notch three times in the space of five months. Fortunately, he was his own boss, and he could manage his schedule so the extra travel wasn’t a problem. Taking photos was his gift to them, although for two of the weddings he would turn the camera over to Devon during the ceremony, since he’d be standing at the altar with the bride and groom. He made a mental note to take time with her to explain angles and sunlight, so she’d get the shots he wanted. 
“I think everyone has what they need for the next week, right?” Devon asked, and there were murmurs of agreement.
He wouldn’t admit it to anyone, but these calls hadn’t been as terrible as he’d originally feared. As much as he’d been dreading them, they had given him the opportunity to reconnect. 
“Can’t believe I get to see you in person again,” Xander Vaughn said at the beginning of tonight’s call. Xander was Dani’s brother, and he and Ryan had been summer friends when Xander and Dani came to town to spend two months with their aunts. “Gotta be what, close to fifteen years?”
“Sounds right,” Ryan said, marveling at how much time had passed. Xander, who was two years older, stopped coming yearly when Ryan was sixteen. “Seriously, I’m not convinced all of you have legs.”
“Some of us have better legs than others,” said Janelle. As Eden’s best friend from high school, she was someone Ryan had known tangentially, but he’d come to appreciate her humor and candor. She was good at keeping them on task and cutting through the bullshit. He heard she’d recently gotten engaged, too, to the man she’d been partnered with for a reality show. He had to remember not to drink the water when he got home. There had to be something in it. “Sheridan’s are particularly lovely.”
As he watched, the woman with curly blonde hair blushed. He couldn’t help picturing her legs. Would they be as lovely as her smile? 
She was one of the only people he didn’t know before the calls started. A bridesmaid for Dani, she’d moved to Fable Notch five years earlier to help Laurel Stewart get her brewery running. She’d liked the town so much she’d stayed to open her own café, which was going to be the site for Theo and Eden’s rehearsal dinner. He’d been hearing about her cinnamon rolls for ages, but now that they’d “met,” he was more interested in the woman behind the baked goods.
“I don’t think any of us can compete with Eden in the leg department,” Sheridan said, her soft Southern accent making everything sound lyrical as she deflected the compliment.
Ryan had noticed over the last few months that Sheridan did that regularly. She didn’t chime in unless it was in response to a direct question, and he got the sense she was as unsure about these calls and the coming weddings as he was. 
Even without her accent and unruly hair, Sheridan stood out to him. Maybe it was the way she always seemed to be listening, regardless of whether she said much. Or maybe it was the way she smiled and laughed. There was something immediately likable about her. He’d caught himself staring at her square during the calls, quickly looking away when he realized what he was doing, glad no one could tell. 
There had been one call when they were the first ones on, both of them having missed the message saying things were starting a half-hour later. Fortunately, Devon had opened the Zoom room at the regular time because they hadn’t responded to the update message. He was eating dinner, something leftover and tasteless, and Sheridan had just gotten out of the shower, her wet curls framing her face. 
She fiddled with them, clearly self-conscious. He couldn’t stop himself from thinking of her wet and soapy a few minutes before. “I almost forgot the call. Thank goodness for phone alerts.”
He swallowed the bite he’d taken. “Except we both missed the time change.”
“Probably a good thing for me, since it’s my bedtime an hour from now. I might have skipped coming all together and had Laurel or Dani fill me in later. I am plumb worn out.”
Ryan knew Sheridan had early mornings, but it hadn’t occurred to him that meant ending her nights early, too. “If you want to pop off, I’ll let everyone know. Wouldn’t want you to be grumpy in the morning.”
“Believe it or not, I typically get grumpy now. Mornings are my best time. I like waking up early.” He could tell from her smile that she meant it.
“Guess you’re in the right business,” he said. He’d looked up the Just Right Café website after the first of these calls. “You open at seven, if I remember correctly.”
“Officially, yes,” she said, “but locals know I unlock the door at six-thirty in case anyone needs their caffeine hit extra early. Not all the baked goods are ready by that time, but coffee is.”
He tried to do the math in his head and gave up. “So, what time do you wake up?”
“Do you really want to know?” He nodded. “Five. I’m at the cafe by five thirty. On Sundays, I sleep in until six.”
He groaned. He’d had his share of jobs that started early, but they had an end date. “That’s an ungodly hour to be up and going. It’s got to be dark half the year.”
“And cold. That’s what took the most getting used to after being out of the area for several years.” From asking, he knew she was from Alabama and had gone to college with Laurel in Rhode Island. “But things warm up pretty quickly once I’m in my kitchen.”
It might be fun to warm her up. They’d continued talking until the others arrived. He hadn’t had any one-on-one time with her since, but he hoped that might change when he was in town. Seeing Sheridan in person was one thing he was looking forward to.
“Ryan, are you with us?” Theo’s voice broke through his thoughts, and Ryan realized he’d missed something. 
“Sorry, I zoned out. Still trying to figure out what I need to do before I fly out. Should I say yes to whatever you said and hope for the best?”
“He’s trying to figure out how many hearts he’ll have time to break while he’s in town,” Nick said, adding a wink to show he was teasing. 
“Very funny,” Ryan said, shaking his head. Sometimes it wasn’t fun being with people who knew your past. Not that Nick was wrong. 
Where each of his brothers had given his heart completely — and early — Ryan was more a ‘play the field’ kind of guy. In high school, if a girl started wanting something serious — and they all seemed to — it was an immediate sign to stop dating them. And while he’d had longer relationships over the years, mostly he kept his heart safe so he could be free to do whatever he wanted for work. Sure, he believed in love and marriage. His parents had been together for almost forty years. Some day he hoped to have what they had, but he didn’t see any reason to rush it. He was barely thirty.
“I wanted to make sure you’ll be there for the dance lesson with everyone on Friday,” Eden said with a smile. Ryan wasn’t surprised that as a former professional dancer and now an instructor, she had something specific planned for the reception and everyone in her wedding party had to join in.
He was fairly certain he kept the eye roll off his face and out of his tone when he said, “Wouldn’t miss it. Have you decided who the unlucky person is who will be my partner?” There were four men and three women in Eden’s wedding party. He’d offered to sit it out to make the numbers even, but was vetoed. “Or am I dancing with Theo’s dog?”
Sheridan raised her hand. “That would be me.” 
Okay, things were looking up. He couldn’t tell how she felt, so he kept his response light. “You pulled the short straw, huh? Sorry. I promise to do my best not to make us both look ridiculous.”
“Well, I appreciate that, but how do you know I’m not the one who’s going to make us look ridiculous?” Sheridan said. More deflection.
“No one is looking ridiculous,” said Eden. “Unless you’re suggesting I can’t teach a group of adults a basic dance.”
Ryan and Sheridan mumbled apologies and reassurances. The things he was willing to do for family, Ryan thought, amused by the situation but sorry that his face-to-face introduction with Sheridan was potentially going to be uncomfortable. At least, as far as he could tell, Sheridan was feeling equally challenged by the prospect.
After they reviewed details, the call wound down. Ryan said his goodbyes and closed his laptop, then leaned back in his chair and rubbed his hands over his face. He couldn’t believe he was heading to New Hampshire in two days, with plans to stay for over a week. The last time he’d spent that long in Fable Notch was after his father’s heart attack. There hadn’t been much to do for the nearly four weeks, but he’d come so close to losing Martin he’d needed to be sure everything was fine. He’d stayed in his old room and did as much as he could to help.
And still his mother tried to fix him up with everyone, from his dad’s cardiology nurse to the single mother of one of her students. He could not go through that again.
Fortunately, for the wedding trips, Nick had offered him Dani’s old house for all three events. He had no idea what to expect, but he knew one thing for sure — his mother was going to be a handful. He wasn’t looking forward to the inevitable conversations regarding his love life, or lack thereof. If he were living under her roof, she’d invite women over daily for dinner so he could meet them. He shuddered.
He was pulled from his concerns when his phone buzzed. Turning it over, he saw a text from Theo in their group chat: Hey man, we’re excited to see you. Don’t worry about Ma. She’s so happy to have all her boys home, even if you don’t plan to stay. We’ll protect you as best we can.
Yeah, his brothers understood what he was likely walking into. Ryan appreciated the understanding and responded with a simple, Thanks. But as much as his brothers might want to help, they each had lives of their own and wouldn’t be available to run interference. Not to mention the fact they were all so in love, they would likely agree with Millie that settling down was the right thing to do.
When Theo had gone home to help Martin with an arson case two years ago, Ryan expected to hear Theo had been successful, but not that he had fallen back in love with Eden and was relocating permanently to Fable Notch. Then, a few months later, Nick had gone home when he had job issues and also reconnected with his first love, Dani, who’d become the town veterinarian. At that point, Ryan joked it was only a matter of time before Cole returned.
He’d been right.
If he hoped his mother would be satisfied having three out of her four sons home, she’d soon proven him wrong. Nearly every call since Cole had returned had included not-so-subtle hints about him moving back.
He sighed. Why couldn’t it be one of his brothers getting married? If it had been solely Theo, Millie wouldn’t be expecting him to change, too. How could he explain to her or his father that as much as he loved them, freedom and flexibility were more important? And he’d had enough experience to know that love and freedom did not go together. 
“Give me another ten years, Ma, then I’ll settle down,” he’d told his mother on their most recent call.
“Ten years?” She’d sounded horrified. He may as well have said a century. He’d always thought that forty would be a good time to scale back the travel — one of his favorite things — and consider having a family, being around more. “I’ll never understand how you can always want to move from place to place.”
That was true. She couldn’t understand. By any account, he had an ideal childhood with parents who showed him nothing but love and support. He knew where home was. Knew he could count on it and his parents being there for him. He could lead what appeared to be a rootless life because he had a base.
He just chose not to live there.
The time for staying put would come and when it did, he couldn’t imagine living anywhere but Fable Notch. But not yet. He had no interest in changing his life. It was perfect as it was.
He wondered if there was a way to keep his mother out of his romantic life. Ryan suspected that along with the many other plans Millie was working on for the weddings — including her home being the site for Cole and Mia’s ceremony — she was creating a list of eligible women for him to meet.
Too bad he couldn’t show up with a girlfriend. 
Unbidden, he thought of Sheridan. He liked her humor, her unusual expressions which peppered her speech on occasion, as well as how much she cared for Dani. Whenever Dani appeared overwhelmed, it was Sheridan who was the first to step in to calm her. 
He’d also noticed over the last few months that, like him, she generally agreed to ideas that were simpler or required less active involvement from the attendants. And now she’d been roped into being his dance partner at Theo’s wedding. He wished he could talk Eden out of including him. Maybe he could convince her he’d be better off only taking pictures. 
Still, spending time with Sheridan wouldn’t be a hardship. And as he put his laptop away and went to his closet to start packing, a new plan grew. 






  
  Chapter Two
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The sun was barely up when Sheridan Behr unlocked the back door and entered the Just Right Café. Most people groaned when they heard what time she got up in the morning, but for her, it was perfect. As much as she loved greeting and talking to customers throughout the day, there was something about being here before the world was awake. She’d always been a morning person, which had helped her achieve the goals she wanted, and it was particularly well suited to running a breakfast and lunch restaurant. 
She loved having her days start quietly. Turning on the lights in the kitchen, she started the first pot of coffee for herself, then got to work taking out the dough she’d need for her cinnamon rolls, breads, and biscuits, the things she was known for, and which were required for the breakfast crowd. She made the dough in advance, frequently as the last thing she did for the day, so she had what she needed in the mornings. Time management was the second most important thing when running a food business. 
The right menu was first, and that was something Sheridan had worked hard on.
When she decided to stay in Fable Notch, she had been very particular choosing the type of restaurant she wanted. It had to be something that fulfilled a need, regardless of overlap between other businesses. The town had a diner everyone adored, including Sheridan. But as she looked around, she noticed they didn’t have someone who specialized in baking and that was something she loved doing. 
She could get lost in the kneading, mixing, and rising of the baking process, and often did. As she worked the dough, making it even and long across her worktable, she thought over the Attendants call the night before. It was hard to believe after all the planning and talking for the last several months, the first event was coming up. It seemed to Sheridan that everyone in Fable Notch was looking forward to the Hanson brothers’ weddings.
Everyone but her.
Okay, that isn’t entirely true. There were aspects she expected would be fun, especially the weddings themselves, but she was uneasy. It wasn’t that she didn’t feel as though she belonged, although there were times she was very aware of being the “newest” of the friends. It was more that social situations focused on love and romance brought out the flirtatious, and sometimes pushy side, in men, and she never felt particularly comfortable in those situations. She’d prefer a girls’ night out.
Of the three brides, she was closest to Dani, but since coming to town to help Laurel Stewart when she opened her brewery several years ago, Sheridan had gained a growing circle of friends that now included Eden Barrett who was marrying Theo, and Mia Durant who was marrying former rock star Cole. When she told her Southern friends she was moving to New Hampshire, they had all said she would find the people in the north as cold as their climate, but Sheridan had met Laurel when they were at Johnson and Wales and knew that wasn’t true. Sheridan’s accent and lingo might be different, but she’d found friends she considered family here. And the distance from her own family was a good thing.
But while she was thrilled for her friends, participating in weddings had never been her thing. Sheridan had been a bridesmaid four times in her life. Once, for a high school friend the summer after they graduated. And three times for her mother.
After Sheridan’s father died in a car accident when she was nine, her mother was never able to recapture the true love and good marriage she’d found the first time. Not that she didn’t try. Sheridan didn’t blame her mother for wanting to find love again but watching her go through marriage after marriage had dampened Sheridan’s appreciation for the institution. 
Hazel Behr-McLean-Harvey-Robinson believed with every new husband she had found “the one.” And to prove it, each time she remarried, she insisted on a lavish ceremony. Sheridan had been a bridesmaid when she was eleven, seventeen, and twenty-four. The first time had been hard because it hadn’t felt like long after she and her sister, Paisley, had lost their father. Sheridan couldn’t even enjoy the beautiful dress her mother bought her. She and Paisley were happy for their mother, and they liked how engaged she was with them after being in a fog for so long, but they were still feeling their father’s loss and not quite ready for the change of a new house, new school, and a stepfather. 
That marriage lasted three years. There was an increasing amount of yelling and tension before husband two decided, “I don’t need this crap,” and left. The only thing Sheridan missed after he was gone was his two children, who spent every other weekend with them.
The third marriage lasted a little longer, and this time, Sheridan and Paisley had three step-siblings in their lives for almost five years, although for much of that Sheridan was at college. Hazel had been in her current and fourth marriage for six years. Any day, Sheridan was expecting to hear that this one was ending, too. Although maybe her mother had gotten lucky and things would work out. 
Sheridan didn’t hold out much hope. At this point, she had more step-siblings than Laurel had brothers, although she didn’t keep in contact with them. She didn’t speak with her mother often either. She tried to stay connected with Paisley, but Paisley lived in Oregon and between their busy workdays and the time difference, they rarely spoke. Maybe they should try to have the occasional Zoom call.
The family that mattered to her, who were there for her day in and day out, for the ups, downs, disappointments, tears, and joys, was Laurel, Dani, and the women who hung out together whenever they could. Fable Notch’s next generation, so to speak. And if the winters seemed too long, Sheridan had never been happier anywhere. She was grateful for the stability in her life, knowing who she could count on, what her days would hold, and the happiness she’d created for herself.
Shortly before six-thirty, as the smell of cinnamon filled the kitchen, Wesley Howard, her coworker, arrived. That meant it was time to get the first pot of coffee out for customers. “Good morning, Dollface,” he said, offering his customary greeting. “You’ve got flour on your forehead.”
She brushed her face with the back of her hand. “Don’t I always.” She joked she didn’t need to use face masks because of the natural ones she gave herself every day.
He gave her a hip bump as he walked past to hang up his coat in their tiny office, then grabbed a mug of coffee and put on an apron. He went to their double refrigerator, took out two dozen eggs, and got to cracking and scrambling them. As soon as those were ready, he prepped the bacon and breakfast sausage while she got icing ready for the cinnamon rolls. When Wesley started working there, the plan was that she would open and he would close, but most days they were both there for at least an hour or two after the last customer left.
Wesley, who’d explained his mother chose the name because she was a huge Princess Bride fan, was as much a key to the café’s success as her baked goods. When she’d opened, Sheridan tried to do all the food prep along with the baking, using part-time counter help so she could keep things going in the back, but it wasn’t sustainable. The café had been immediately popular, and she wasn’t able to keep up with demand by working part time in the kitchen, so she ran out of food too often. While it was great not to have leftovers, disappointing customers wasn’t a good business plan. 
It took a while before she found the right person, but minutes after Wesley arrived for his interview, she’d known he was the one for the job. She liked his sense of humor, his belief that people should live to eat, and his insistence they have the interview in the kitchen while he cooked for her. Proving that he’d reviewed the café’s menu and reviews before arriving, he made her a three-cheese grilled cheese sandwich, their most popular lunch offering, and created a delightful side salad from what she had available. 
She’d hired him on the spot and hadn’t regretted it. In fact, he’d been such an asset, and she was so determined to keep him, that last year for Christmas she’d given him twenty percent ownership in the business. He’d cried, and so had she. He was the big brother she’d never had, and no matter what Laurel said about brothers being a pain, his friendship meant the world to her.
As he continued to prep for their opening, he asked, “Is the menu set for the rehearsal dinner next week?”
Sheridan nodded. “Got the final okay from Eden yesterday.” Sheridan had been flattered when Eden asked if she could have the dinner the night before the wedding at the café. 
“I know you don’t usually cook dinner foods,” Eden said, “but I think something simple, like a soup and sandwich buffet, would be perfect. Besides, your café is Theo’s favorite place for lunch.”
Sheridan had smiled. Theo commuted to Concord four days a week, and most Fridays he came to the café for lunch. Her beef stew was his favorite. “I’d be honored. We can do Italian Wedding Soup and anything else you’d like.”
Talking menus and meals was her love language, and she was excited to be a part of Eden’s special day in a way that was comfortable for her. It was while they were reviewing the menu that Eden asked Sheridan if she’d partner with Ryan for the group portion of the first dance.
“It’s going to start with Theo and me alone, of course,” Eden said in a dreamy voice. 
Sheridan couldn’t help but get caught up in her friend’s joy. “Sounds like you have something special planned.”
“We do. And it was Theo’s idea, which I love.” Eden explained she would have been happy to stand there in his arms and sway to “A Thousand Years,” but Theo wanted them to really dance together. “When the song changes, we want our wedding party to join us, but we’ve got an odd number of people, more men than women, so would you dance with Ryan?”
Sheridan had been shocked. She’d known from the Attendants calls Eden had a small wedding party and not many friends from her short time away from Fable Notch, but she hadn’t expected to be asked. And Ryan seemed nice enough on the calls, but a dance? While everyone at the reception watched? 
She was going to suggest Eden ask someone else — maybe Casey would be up for it even though Casey was involved with Derek Ahern — but Eden looked so hopeful, Sheridan found herself saying, “I’d be honored. Let me know what to do.”
Eden had squealed with delight and hugged Sheridan, and Sheridan had been happy she’d said yes. But now tomorrow’s dance lesson loomed, and Sheridan was all too aware that she was going to publicly be in the arms of a man she barely knew. 
Deciding to keep her focus on what she could control, Sheridan pushed away thoughts of the wedding as she put out the first pots of coffee and unlocked the front door. The sign still said closed, but she had a few early customers who needed their caffeine before commuting, and she was more than happy to help them have a good day. Almost all of them were part of the Just Right Café Coffee Club, which, for a monthly fee, gave them unlimited refills in their JRC travel mugs and one free pastry a month. She wasn’t sure if the program would be a financial loss when she started it, but she loved the idea of doing something that connected her customers, so she did it anyway. 
It had made money from the first month.
By seven, Sheridan had the first tray of cinnamon rolls in the front display case along with three different muffin choices. She turned the sign to Open, went to the kitchen, switched to a clean apron, and finished the last of her second cup of coffee. With a genuine smile on her face, she was ready to start the rest of her day. And by the time she stepped up to the counter, her first customers were arriving.
The man who walked into the café minutes after it opened looked like a Greek god. He was tall, blond, muscular, and drew appraising looks from women wherever he went. His clothes fit him perfectly, and there was something about him that screamed money. Fortunately, like all men Sheridan met, he didn’t do anything for her. Not that she wasn’t attracted to men, but that attraction didn’t happen until after she’d had the time to get to know someone. 
“Is it Wednesday already?” she said, smiling and teasing Ash Royce as she put his still warm cinnamon roll in a box, adding an extra container of icing the way she did for those who wanted to dip the pastry.
He took a deep breath of the sweetly scented air and said, “It is. These are the second best reason to get up early.” Sheridan knew the woman he shared a bed with was the first. “I’ve been craving this since my last one. I swear, Sheridan, if you ever want these to be your exclusive offering and ship them nationwide, you’d make bank.”
“If they’re so great, why do you only get them once a week?” He did occasionally come by with Janelle for lunch, but he limited himself to the one cinnamon roll. “You had them more often when you were here doing the show.”
“Yeah, but then I didn’t think I’d be able to have them whenever I wanted.” Ash had expected to return to New York City after partnering with Janelle for a reality competition filmed at her thrift store. They hadn’t won the competition, but he had won Janelle’s heart. And she had his, so he’d moved and started his own design business, Fluid, which specialized in gender neutral clothes. She was a big fan of the oversized sweaters he carried. He turned to leave after paying for his treat, then doubled back. “I almost forgot. Janelle told me to tell you she has two dresses for you which she thinks you’ll like for the wedding next week.” Sheridan’s expression must have shown her surprise because Ash said, “She mentioned you’re part of the first dance and might want to wear something longer to better match the women in the wedding party.”
“I didn’t think of that,” Sheridan said. She had a simple blue cocktail dress for Eden’s wedding, a longer floral one for Mia’s. For Dani’s evening event, she and Laurel were wearing elegant black gowns. It was one of the nicest dresses Sheridan had ever owned.
Well, except for one.
“Janelle is good at anticipating. She’s saved my ass on more than one occasion. Stop by the store when you can, and she’ll have you feeling gorgeous in no time.”
Sheridan would settle for cute, but she didn’t say that, not only because she didn’t put herself down in public, but because there was no way Janelle would never settle. She would want Sheridan to love what she chose. “I’ll get there in the next few days,” she said with more confidence than she felt. She still wasn’t sure about being partnered with Ryan, but she’d wait until after Friday’s dance lesson to see if it was going to be a total disaster. She had the feeling Ryan would be more than happy to sit it out if it didn’t work.
As the morning went on, Sheridan continued helping customers, most of whom were regulars. She talked with them about jobs and families, and they asked her when their favorite specials might be back on the menu. She loved being known for her cooking. It was everything she dreamed of when she imagined owning and opening her own place. Fable Notch felt like home, a place she belonged. 
By nine, the weekday morning rush had ebbed. Sheridan was bringing out a last tray of muffins and saw a man staring into the case. His gaze kept moving from side to side, and he looked concerned. Ah, decision paralysis. It was a good sign. It showed her she was offering what her patrons wanted, and it frequently led to people buying more than they intended. “Good morning,” she said. “How can I help you?”
“I heard this was the place to come for cinnamon rolls, but I don’t see any,” he said, still looking. This was harder. She hated disappointing anyone, but she also preferred to run out than have too much of something. 
“No, I’m sorry. You heard right about the cinnamon rolls, but the person should have told you to come earlier. They rarely last beyond nine, even on a weekday. But I have other choices you might like, and a coffee cake muffin that’s very popular. Not quite as much cinnamon, but it has the same icing drizzled on the top. We also have delicious breakfast sandwiches on our homemade biscuits.”
He glanced from the case to her, and his features changed from concerned to delighted. “I’ll try whatever you offer,” he said, his voice pitched lower than before. 
Her radar went up immediately. She recognized the look. Any moment, he would start to flirt with her, and she was going to have to get out of the conversation without hurting his feelings and, hopefully, without losing the sale. She’d wanted to be in the hospitality industry ever since she learned to cook. But while she was good at chatting with customers and making them feel welcome, on the occasions when someone wanted something more than her cooking, Sheridan was completely out of her element.
More than one friend had tried to teach her basic flirting so she could handle these situations easier, but it never worked. To Sheridan, it was forced and uncomfortable. “We have three different kinds of muffins. The banana-oat is the least sweet and these lemon-raspberry are one of my favorites. I also have peanut-butter and jelly scones and a bacon-cheddar scone that’s more savory.”
“Savory and sweet. What more could a man ask for?” It wasn’t the worst line she’d heard, but it wasn’t very inventive. Still, he was a customer, and she could be polite.
“That depends. Some people are happier when they don’t have to choose. How about the coffee cake muffin and the bacon-cheddar scone?” She offered a smile she hoped was warm without being encouraging, and he nodded.
“Sounds good. I’ll take them both.” His grin suggested a hunger that had nothing to do with food. Sheridan was glad she’d gotten good at reading the signs, even if she didn’t respond to them. 
Before she grabbed two pieces of tissue paper, she gave a double knock on the door to the kitchen signaling Wesley, then bagged the order. As she rang him up, she hesitated. She had to ask, but she had a terrible feeling about his answer. “Is there anything else I can get you? Coffee, tea…”
“You?” Yup, there it was. As disappointing as it was expected.
“Sorry, I’m not on the menu,” she said, her smile still locked in place but feeling more fake by the minute.
“Can I order off the menu?”
Before she could answer, Wesley came out from the back and stepped behind her. He put his arm around her and kissed the top of her head. “Sorry to interrupt, darlin’,” he said. “Needed to tell you we’re out of biscuits. Don’t offer what we don’t have.”
At the sight of the other man, the customer’s attention visibly cooled. Gone was the flirtatious leer and overeager smile. She’d hired Wesley for his cooking, but his 6’3” tattoo-covered body came with a few helpful advantages. The guest paid for his pastries, put a tip in the jar, and left with a barely mumbled, “Thanks, you too,” in response to her “Have a nice day. I hope you’ll visit us again.”
“Another creep?” Wesley asked as they watched the man leave.
“Not creepy, mostly hopeful.”
“Someday, I’m getting you a pin that says, ‘Please don’t flirt with the staff.’”
“I’m not sure that sends the right message,” she said, although there were days when she wouldn’t mind having the preemptive help.
The knock on the kitchen door routine had started shortly after Wesley came on board. Things had been going well. She helped customers out front while Wesley took care of things in the kitchen, making their increasingly popular breakfast sandwiches, which she was able to add once he was working with her. One day, she’d called back an order to him and when she didn’t come to get it, he came out with it. 
And found her trapped in a conversation with a customer who wanted more than what was on the menu. The man was leaning over the counter, and Sheridan was concerned any moment she was going to have to fend him off with a pair of tongs. Wesley stepped up, put an arm around her, and made it clear Sheridan was not available. He never came back, but Sheridan couldn’t bring herself to mind.
Later, when there was a lull between the breakfast and lunch crowds, she and Wesley had talked. With his arms crossed in front of him, looking as though he still wanted to rip the guy’s arms off, he said, “You do not have to put up with that shit from anyone.”
She shrugged, trying to make light of it, though it was something she dreaded. “I know that flirting with customers can be part of — and helpful to — business, but I’m terrible at it and….” She paused for a second and decided she needed to be and could be honest with him. “It makes me uncomfortable when men do that.” 
“Then we need a system to keep you safe,” he said, and she liked that he didn’t need more of a reason than that. “I have three younger sisters who relied on me to get rid of unwelcome suitors, and in case you haven’t noticed, I can be very intimidating. This is your café, and you should not have to deal with that for any length of time. No woman should. So, what are we going to do?”
They came up with the knocking system. One knock followed by two quick ones told Wesley she needed help. He’d asked if she would be okay with him pretending to show affection as a way of getting rid of any unwanted attention she was receiving, and she said yes. She appreciated his help, as well as his acceptance and understanding. She’d found a gem in Wesley and almost wished she were attracted to him. 
Still, he made an awesome big brother, which she needed more than a boyfriend. 
Later that afternoon, as they were putting things away and simultaneously prepping for tomorrow, Wesley asked, “You going to be okay at all of the weddings? You won’t have a knocking system there.”
“Why wouldn’t I be okay?” She had a bigger part to play than she expected for the first wedding and was in Dani’s wedding party, but she was just a guest.
“There will be lots of strangers there, people from out of town, and you’re an attractive, single woman. Weddings put people in odd moods. Depressed, romantic… and more often than they should, drunk. You might want a plan to keep away any unwanted attention.”
As Wesley got back to work, Sheridan considered what he said. Laurel would be around, but not a very good wing-woman with Hunter by her side, and Sheridan never wanted to be in her friends’ way. Maybe one of Laurel’s brothers could be helpful? With seven to choose from and none of them involved with anyone, as far as she knew, they could be a good place to look. She didn’t love the idea, but Wesley was right. It would be smart to go in with a plan.






  
  Chapter Three
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Ryan arrived in Fable Notch almost six hours later than he expected when his flight was delayed due to the weather in Chicago and his baggage was missing when he arrived. After waiting and searching for over an hour to make sure it wasn’t anywhere in the Manchester Airport, he had to go through the red tape of filling out paperwork before he could pick up his rental car and get on the road. Fortunately, after years of travel, he’d packed his carry-on with his cameras and with everything he needed clothing-wise for the first three days. That gave him the weekend to purchase anything he might need. 
The only possible problem was his clothes for the wedding. 
If his bag didn’t arrive by Monday, he would have to figure out where he could buy a new suit. Fortunately, the groomsmen were wearing navy blue suits with vests, so it shouldn’t be too hard to find what he needed. Hopefully, Eden wasn’t the type to freak out. Women could be funny when it came to weddings. He made a mental note to not check his wedding clothes when he came out for the next two events.
He texted his parents when he hit the road and told them he wasn’t going to come by their house until tomorrow morning. After all the delays and unexpected turns, he needed sleep and a quiet night. His mother sent a sad face emoji, then promised him breakfast would be waiting. Her not-so-subtle way of telling him to be there early. He could hardly wait for her other not-so-subtle hints.
The drive from Manchester to Fable Notch was usually beautiful, no matter the season. But because of his late arrival, it was dark before the highway narrowed from two lanes in each direction down to one. He might have been disappointed, except he had a week before the actual wedding, so there would be time to see the more scenic routes of the area.
Just over an hour later, he pulled off at his exit, and shortly after, he could see the lights of the Triangle General Store sign. He was always grateful for the things that didn’t change in his hometown, and if it weren’t closed, he would have stopped in for a few provisions. Soon, he promised himself, he’d drop by and say hello to Claire Fisher and get a container or two of her famous pickles.
As he drove by the store, he saw the sign for a new garage, Ahern Auto, and the Emporium Souvenir Shop, the place that inspired the name for Cole’s band. Nick’s directions to Dani’s house brought him passed familiar sites including DeMarco’s Pizza and Subs and Adam Stewart’s Bright Spot Ice Cream store as well as new ones like the Thousand Lives Bookstore and Significant Paws. Minutes later, his GPS had him pulling up in front of a ranch house with the front lights on. Thanks, Nick, he thought. He was indebted to his brother for the use of the house. The idea of staying with his parents wasn’t appealing. Not with his mother having wedding and matchmaking fever.
Grabbing his carry on and camera bag from where he’d thrown them in the trunk, he went up to the house, found the key under the mat, and let himself in. He was greeted by the smell of vanilla and a note for him on the dining room table — along with a container of pickles. Meal from Mom and beer from 7BB in the fridge. He laughed. His brothers knew him so well.
He sent a text to everyone to say he’d arrived, thanked Nick for the key and the provisions, and his mom for the meal, then unpacked what little he had. That took all of ten minutes. He went to the fridge where he found his mother’s roast chicken with all the sides on a plastic wrap covered plate. His second favorite meal. Her lasagna was restaurant worthy, but she was probably saving that for when he could be there — and she could invite someone she wanted him to meet. 
He opened up the IPA from the Seven Brothers Brewery and took a swig while his meal heated. Damn, that was good beer. He wouldn’t consider himself an expert, but he’d had plenty of microbrews over the years, and this was one of the best. He put the bottle down on the counter, grabbed his camera, and did what he could with the lighting before snapping a few pictures. When he was done, he uploaded the images to his laptop, edited the image a touch, and posted them to his Instagram page, RyanReviews. First taste of home and it’s fabulous. Don’t miss @sevenbrothersbrewery when you’re in Fable Notch. More to come!
For years, he’d posted pictures of places and people on his social media pages. It helped his parents and friends know where he was and what he was doing. Then, a little more than a year ago, he got an incredible response to his series of restaurant and food pictures in a small town outside of Nashville. After, he repurposed his accounts for business and renamed it RyanReviews. He occasionally did sponsored content and was frequently invited to visit businesses who wanted the publicity his posts could generate. It had become a fun and unexpected side-hustle.
Before going to bed, he checked his emails to see if there was any news on his luggage — there wasn’t — then sent an invoice to a client he was working with on their product launch. He did have an email from his landlord asking him if he was interested in extending his lease another six months. It was a good question. Southern California had been a lucrative place to live with assignments easy to come by, but after three years, he was getting antsy. It might be time to move again.
But that was a concern for later. For now, he was here and looking forward to celebrating with his brothers and being by their sides as they took the next step in their lives.

      [image: image-placeholder]Ryan woke early the next morning, which was hellish since he was still on Pacific time, but he couldn’t be late for breakfast. He was going to get enough grief from his mother for his other choices. After coffee and a quick shower, he headed to his parents’ house.
The red brick colonial hadn’t changed much over the years. It was, and always would be, home, a place where love was always waiting for him. And he knew that whatever — whoever — Millie pushed at him, it came from that love. He’d met lots of caring people in his life, but his mother was among the best. She’d created a home for him and his father, and when Cole, Theo, and Nick arrived in their lives, their family felt complete. 
Ryan had always wanted siblings. He could remember when he was four, searching under the Christmas tree and not finding what he was looking for.
His mother had asked, “Is there something missing, honey?”
“Kinda,” he’d said, sitting on the floor disappointed. “I put something secret in my letter to Santa, and it’s not here. I mean, I know it can’t be here exactly, but I hoped there would be something about it.”
Martin had pulled Ryan onto his lap and said, “I’m sorry. Maybe if you tell us what it is, Mom and I can see if we can fix that.”
Ryan had been hesitant to say anything, somehow knowing it was a difficult subject. His parents were waiting for an answer though, so he blurted out, “I want a brother. I mean, a sister would be okay, but I really want a little brother.” He didn’t understand when his mother’s eyes filled with tears. Before they could spill over, she gave his hand a squeeze and left the room. Ryan had been horrified. He’d made his mom angry when he didn’t do what he said he was going to, but he’d never made her cry. “What did I say? Is that not something I should want?”
His father wasn’t crying, but he looked sad. “No, Ryan. It’s a wonderful thing to want, and it’s something your mom and I would love to give you, but unfortunately, it hasn’t been possible.” He kissed the top of Ryan’s head and continued. “First, you should know this isn’t the kind of request Santa can fulfill. Only Mom and I can. Second, I can’t explain all the reasons we haven’t been able to have another child. We’re going to keep trying, but it might not be possible.”
Ryan hadn’t fully understood what his father was telling him, but he didn’t want to ask more questions. His dad was still holding him when Millie came back and told him she was fine. He didn’t believe her, so he climbed from his dad’s lap to hers and hugged her tightly. She enveloped him in her arms. Her familiar scent of dryer sheets, floral shampoo, and coffee wrapped around him in comfort. She kissed the top of his head as she continued to hold him, then said, “Thank you for having enough love in your heart to want us to have a bigger family. Maybe someday it will happen.”
His mom smiled when he looked at her, but he could see it was forced, and although she said it was okay, he was never going to bring it up again. Four years later, he almost got his wish. Not one brother, but three. Not younger as he expected, but older, which turned out better.
Ryan understood why Millie was so happy to have her boys back. He imagined shortly after the weddings, she’d be dropping hints to all three of them about the grandchildren she wanted next. Although given her own struggles with pregnancies — he’d eventually learned about secondary infertility — she might not push as much.
“Is breakfast ready yet?” he called. It was his old weekend refrain. During the week, everyone handled their own breakfast, but on Saturdays, he’d sleep in and come down to Millie in the kitchen, making enough food to open her own restaurant. 
“Just waiting for you,” she replied, and it was as if no time at all had passed. He stepped into the kitchen where his mother was at the stove and his father was at the table with his coffee and Kindle. Other than them both being grayer with more wrinkles, nothing had changed, which Ryan appreciated. He could live a somewhat chaotic life knowing that in the mountains of New Hampshire, things would be exactly as he left them.
His dad got up and gave him a big hug as his mom turned down the heat on the food and did the same. “Sorry I’m late,” he said as he breathed in the scent of Martin’s Old Spice, then the familiar scent of Millie’s hairspray. More things that would never change. “It couldn’t be helped.”
“We understand,” Martin said, going back to his place at the table and taking a long drink of his coffee as Millie returned to the stove, moved the bacon to the side of the pan, and dropped in eggs to scramble. 
As Ryan helped himself to a cup of coffee, he said, “What’s new?” gesturing with his chin to his father’s tablet. When Ryan was growing up, his father reading the paper during breakfast had been a staple. Martin would share headlines and highlights with anyone who was in the room. Ryan never realized how much he’d learned until civics class in eighth grade
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