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Dedication

––––––––

For my husband, Mark.

I said I couldn’t imagine my dreams coming true without you by my side.

Guess what? I was right.

The support you show me, the belief you have in me, and the love you give me has made this—and so much more—possible.

I love you.
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The author would like readers to be aware of the following which are mentioned in the course of this book:

- Parental cancer (survived)

- Dealing with the long-term effects of a stutter

- Discussion of sexual coercion.

- Meddling siblings and friends

- A lot of scenes with ice cream, as well as other comfort foods including cinnamon buns which, as before, may or may not lead to the breaking of one’s diet (sorry, not sorry)
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Author’s Note
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The hero of this book, Adam Stewart, has a stutter. More often than not, stuttering can’t be cured, but with time and techniques it can be managed. Rather than interspersing all of Adam’s speech with the stutter—and likely getting it horribly wrong while potentially distracting readers—I’ve chosen to show it only in the moments when either he or the heroine is aware of it. Please assume that it is there in one form or another throughout the book.

Thank you,

Elena
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Chapter One
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Adam

Ice cream was supposed to make people happy, but today it was making me sweat. Well, not ice cream specifically, but the step I was taking because of it. Almost seven years after opening the Bright Spot Ice Cream Shop in my hometown of Fable Notch, New Hampshire, I was signing the papers to make me a multi-location business owner.

“You’re doing great, Adam,” Nadine, my real estate agent, said, giving me an encouraging smile. She slid the next sheet across the table. “A few more signatures, and the new store is yours.”

“Right,” I said, forcing a smile.

My hand ached from all the signing, but it wasn’t the paperwork that made a wave of nerves prickle the back of my neck. My brain kept circling the same question: What if I’m not ready for this? Expanding wasn’t just about adding a second location or growing the current one. It was about proving that I could take the Bright Spot to the next level—proving that I was more than the “Stuttering Stewart” as my classmates used to tease. 

I’d found the perfect location about an hour away in Meredith, a town known for its summer tourists and foot traffic. I’d scouted for nearly a year, tracking pedestrian patterns and talking to shop owners, before settling on the space. It checked every box—except for the one about being a risk-free investment. And now that the moment to make it official was here, all I could see were the risks. Finances. Reputation. 

“You’re almost there,” Nadine said, bringing me back and sliding the final pages toward me. Her tone was light, but I could tell she was trying to keep me from bolting out the door. I’d dated someone in real estate once. She said until everything was signed, a deal could always go south.

But I was committed to making this happen. I was about to be the first of my siblings to grow their business outside of Fable Notch, and for all my nerves, I was also excited. I picked up the pen and scribbled my name one last time, forcing myself not to think about how much was on the line. Nadine’s grin widened as she collected the stack of signed documents.

“Congratulations,” she said. “The Meredith store is yours.”

“Great,” I said, leaning back in my chair and shaking the cramp out of my hand. The pressure in my chest eased. I’d been looking forward to clearing this hurdle and getting on to the next steps in the process. Then Nadine’s smile turned apologetic. 

“Now, let’s get started on the paperwork for the expansion purchase,” she said. Apparently the two properties I was acquiring required separate contracts.

My stomach dropped. “T-t-there’s more?”

Nadine winced. Yeah, nerves equal stammer. The papers she handed me blurred together as the familiar tension crept in, tightening my throat. I’d gotten good at managing my stutter over the years, but anxiety always brought it back, especially in high-stakes instances like this.

“I know it’s a lot,” she said kindly, “but we’re almost through. Besides, you get to keep the pen.”

Oh goody, a pen. I gave her a thumbs up instead of replying, letting my silence pass as polite agreement. The last thing I needed was for my words to betray me again.

I don’t know how long the next set of contracts took, but when the final paper was signed, Nadine gathered everything and with a triumphant flourish handed me two sets of keys which I curled my hand over protectively, warming the metal. Proof that the places were mine. 

We shook hands and she offered me a pair of champagne bottles, which I accepted, and the pen, which I turned down. 

As I walked out into the cool November air, the chill on the back of my neck told me I’d been sweating in the office. No surprise. This was a lot. After I put the champagne on the floor in the back seat, I tugged off the tie I’d borrowed from my brother, Lucas, and unbuttoned my shirt. I’d agreed to wear the tie for the meeting, but it felt like a noose. A polo shirt with the store logo was more my speed. Less choking, more breathing. 

I took a slow, deep inhale and let my heart rate slow. The crisp breeze carried the smell of wood smoke and damp leaves, grounding me for the first time all day. I’d done it. By next summer, the Bright Spot Ice Cream Shop would have two locations, and if all went well, maybe a third in the future. Once I’d had the idea of expanding, I couldn’t help but wonder how far I could go. While I wasn’t considering franchising or mass production, there was nothing wrong with thinking bigger.

But standing in a parking lot wasn’t going to get me any closer to my dreams. I got into my car and plunged into my day. In the warmer months the store was open Tuesday through Sunday at eleven, but once we were passed foliage season and Halloween, I had until one. Even if there wasn’t as much foot traffic at this time of the year, there was always production to be done for the local businesses we had contracts with. Honestly, I had the best job. Who wouldn’t love a career creating a product that made people happy?

I did want to share the news, so I texted my best friend, Theo Hanson. Contracts signed. The places are mine.

The appearance of three dots told me he had his phone next to him and wasn’t too focused on work. He sent a champagne bottle and a confetti emoji followed by the words, Thrilled for you. The world needs more ice cream.

I agreed with him. Available to join us at the Varnum tonight? Drinks on me. 

To break out of his routine, a few months ago, my oldest brother, Gabriel, started getting whoever in our family was available together on Wednesday nights at the Varnum Bar and Grill. Basic bar fare, lots of beer on tap, my sister’s beer in bottles, and six pool tables in the back. Every week the group was different depending on who could make it. 

Time? Theo’s work as an arson investigator had him based in Concord, only a little more than an hour’s drive away, but sometimes he was on site for a case.

Six, but you can come whenever.

Can do. Congrats again.

Thanks. See you tonight. 

A little before six, I headed to the Varnum. It wasn’t a long drive—nothing was around here unless you were looking for a large chain store—and a few minutes later I was parked next to my brother Zack’s SUV. I stepped into the dimly lit restaurant and looked to the back, quickly spotting Zack and Owen. Mid-week at a place frequented mostly by locals wasn’t busy. We never had to worry about table availability and if there were a lot of us, we could take two without a problem.

I was so focused on getting to my brothers that I didn’t notice the woman until she was standing in front of me. I almost banged into her. “Hi, Adam.”

“Tina,” I said, hoping that by not using a greeting she’d get the point. Fewer words also helped keep my stutter at bay since I wasn’t happy to see her. 

Tina was my most recent ex. We’d split a little over a month ago. She’d been annoyed on several levels, not the least of which was blaming me for the weight she gained. Not the first woman to do that. Probably not the last. Occupational hazard.

We stood there, the silence between us growing awkward. “I’ve missed you,” she said finally, putting a hand on my chest. “And I’m sorry about the way I ended things.”

“I ended things,” I reminded her. She’d been suggesting getting away for the weekend once the busy season was over. That was generally an indication that the woman I was with wanted things to be more serious. When she mentioned introducing me to her parents, I was done. I’d had one serious relationship in college. It was my first and only broken heart. 

“I mean about the door.” She’d been so mad at my decision, the day after we’d split, she’d come by to talk about it more. When I told her there was nothing to talk about, she’d thrown a chair through the door of my store. Luckily, it had been near closing time and no one had been around. “I was just so upset. And...”

“I get it. But I told you when we got together, Tina.” As I always was with the women I dated. “Casual, no s-t-t-trings.” Fuck, I needed to get away from her.

She winced, either at the stutter or the memory of what I’d said when we’d split, I didn’t know, but it didn’t matter. Either way, her arms crossed over her chest and her features tightened. “I thought, maybe... I don’t know, you might have missed me, too. Might want to get together. See if we gave up too soon.”

I held her gaze as steadily as I could. “Sorry, but no,” I replied. The disappearance of my stutter told me I was right about my decision. She’d been nice. We’d had fun. But I wasn’t interested in more. Besides, my business needed my focus, especially now. 

She muttered something I couldn’t hear and turned, stalking back to the bar and the friend who was waiting for her. I exhaled, feeling my chest loosen a bit. Hopefully, they wouldn’t stay. I was here to relax, not dive back into whatever Tina thought we had. I didn’t want to play pool while she shot daggers at me.

My brothers were waiting when I got there. They each gave me a clap on the back and Owen said, “Was that who I think it was?”

“Yeah,” I said. 

“And she wanted...?”

I rolled my eyes. “To get back together.”

“Because nothing says I love you like a shattered glass door. She’s lucky you didn’t press charges,” Zack said. He was a member of the Fable Notch’s police department and had been the first on the scene when someone called to report the disturbance. 

“It’s not like I didn’t tell her up front that I wanted to keep things casual.” I was always honest.

“That may be,” Owen said, “but face it, Adam, you’re a nice enough guy, gainfully employed, and, I assume, fun to be around, so they fall for you hoping either you didn’t mean it or that they’ll be the one to change your mind.”

“Like Gabriel and the children thing,” Owen offered.

“Hey, he meant that.” My oldest brother ended relationships the minute the woman said she wanted kids.

“Until he fell in love with a woman who already had a kid and then that rule went out the window.”

“What are you saying? I’m going to magically f-f-fall in l-love and break my rule?” Yeah, even thinking about it had my tongue tying. Nope. I’d learned the lesson. No emotion. No stutter. “Besides, I promised you guys a few weeks ago that I wouldn’t let dating distract me until the new shop is open. So, who are we still expecting?”

“Jeremy and Lucas,” Zack said.

That would make a good-sized group. “Theo’s planning to come by, too.”

“Theo’s here,” said a familiar voice. I turned to see my friend stepping into our area. I was glad to be able to share this with him. We’d been close as kids, then hadn’t talked for years after he left town. A little over two years ago, he came back—something he swore he’d never do—to help with an arson problem. As he solved the case, we reconnected. More importantly, he’d fallen again for his first love, Eden Barrett. They were married this past May. Part of me was still surprised to see him so happy, which was nothing like the teenager who left. He put his arm around my shoulder and said, “Such a great day. What are we celebrating with?”

“Beer, beer, and beer,” I said as Kenzie, the Varnum’s newest waitress, came over with drinks Owen and Zack had ordered. I was surprised to see she kept her head lowered. She must be having a tough day because usually she was all smiles and light conversation. Theo and I placed our orders with her, and she left quickly. “Just don’t make me sign anything else. Not even the check. You would not believe the amount of paperwork I had to sign.”

“Scooping ice cream doesn’t give you the muscles you need?” Theo asked. 

Actually, scooping and other parts of the ice cream making process were incredibly good for upper body strength and more than one woman in my life had commented on my chest and arms. “That’s a completely different kind of grip. I needed something a little more delicate.”

“Please tell me why we’re discussing grip, so I don’t get the wrong idea,” Lucas said, appearing across the table with a grin on his face that suggested he was thinking something decidedly off color. 

“Signing forms for hours on end,” I said. 

“And?” he prompted.

“And I read everything, as promised.” I turned to look at my friend and family. Raising my voice, I said slowly and carefully, “You are looking at the new owner of 112 Center Street in downtown Fable Notch and coming next summer to Meredith, Another Bright Spot.”

They all cheered loudly. Aware that this brought the attention of everyone in the place to us, I glanced over at Tina and her friend. It was a relief to see they were gone or at least had moved to another area of the restaurant. I tried not to think about people staring at us. Being stared at by strangers was a sure way to bring out my stutter. I managed a clear, “Thanks.”

For the rest of the night, I enjoyed the company and focused on the games. But even though these were the people I was most comfortable and confident with, the stress of my business choices was never far from my thoughts. Every time I was about to join the conversation, I could feel my heart rate elevate and by the time I’d calmed myself, they were on to a new topic. I didn’t mind. For tonight, I was happy to play and listen with people I cared about.

The next day I was prepping to open when Olivia, my only full-time employee, came in the back door. 

“Well?” she said in a hopeful tone. 

“It’s ours. They are both ours,” I said, spreading my arms to the side and taking a dramatic bow.

She gave a happy squeal and clapped. “Congratulations, Boss. That’s awesome.”

I smiled. It was fun to be the boss. Maybe it was because I had six older brothers who cast long shadows. “Thank you. And you’ll keep my offer in mind, right?”

“I will,” she said with a nod. I’d offered her the manager’s job for the new site if she wanted it. She was good at what she did, and I’d be happy to keep her on. She promised to let me know as soon as possible, so in case her answer was no, I could hire someone else. “You know I love working with you. Just a little nervous about managing the place by myself.”

“I get that. But remember, you wouldn’t be completely on your own. I’ll be there regularly.” I wasn’t certain how I would manage that yet, but these businesses were mine, and I intended to be active in both.

As the week went on, the family I hadn’t seen on Wednesday reached out. Drew, who was doing team building work for a company in Seattle, sent me a massive tin of flavored popcorns, one of my favorite non-ice cream treats. Gabriel texted from Italy and said we’d celebrate when he got back. My mother, Valerie, came to the store with her closest friends, Rosie Kinsman, who ran the diner, and Millie Sinclair. They toasted me with hot chocolate and ordered ice cream with extra hot fudge. 

I was a little nervous about the news spreading past family. This was a big leap and though it was what I wanted, part of me wanted to keep it under wraps so not too many people would know if I failed. But if Rosie knew, it wouldn’t be long before everyone in town knew. And sure enough, after she’d been by, more locals asked when the new store would open and what I planned to do with the extended space. By the weekend, I’d gotten good at saying “By Memorial Day,” and “I’m considering several options.” 

Late Saturday afternoon, as I was bringing out some pecan pie ice cream, the bell over the door rang. I placed the tub on the counter with a thud, and I looked up to greet the customer. The greeting lodged in my throat. 

Standing in the doorway was one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen. Her blonde hair was pulled into an elaborate updo, ringlets framing her face, a thin tiara catching the light. Her eyes were so big that even from a distance I could see they were green. And for some reason, my first thought was that she was glowing. Then I took another look and realized the glow was from the light of the afternoon sun illuminating her dress. 

Her poofy, white wedding dress.​
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Chapter Two
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Harper - four hours ago

I stood in front of the mirror and stared at the bride. She looked as though she’d stepped out of the end of a fairy tale ready to ride into the sunset with her Prince Charming and her happily ever after. 

The dress she wore was every little girl’s dream with lace and sequins. Her makeup was done perfectly after a stylist worked her magic. Her hair in an elaborate updo. A glittery tiara and hairpins with crystals caught the light in the bridal suite of the hotel. The flowers she would carry, carefully chosen after weeks of considering options, were on a table nearby and a bottle of champagne was being shared by the small bridal party. All that was left was to put on the veil, but that would happen a few minutes before she walked down the aisle. 

Unfortunately, the bride was me.

And I may have looked beautiful—who wouldn’t after so much time and effort—but I didn’t look happy. I glanced at my watch, my something borrowed from my mother. The ceremony was scheduled to start in a little over an hour. I should be excited. Thrilled. Instead, I was miserable and glancing more and more longingly at the door.

My fiancé, Brandon Reed, was everything I imagined I’d choose when, once upon a time, I thought about the man I’d marry. He was a lot like my father. Brandon was a corporate litigator in my dad’s firm, with a growing reputation and political aspirations. Much of what we did together supported his career or interests. He was good looking, successful, and patient.

If he didn’t seem overly interested in me or what I did, I chalked it up to the fact that my being the legal records manager in the family firm wasn’t all that interesting. He did appreciate my position on the New Hampshire State Council for the Arts, and he had joined me at several events and fundraisers. 

When I met him, I was drawn to his focus and determination, so different from my own world of ‘I guess so’ and ‘why not’. Ever since high school, I tended to do what others expected or wanted. So when he proposed with a perfect one carat diamond solitaire six months after we started dating, I said yes without question. I was happy and in love.

Or was I?

The closer we got to the wedding, the more unsure I felt. I hinted about my concerns to the women in my wedding party, but they offered nothing but reassurances. Even Colleen, my closest friend from college and maid of honor, brushed it off as a typical case of nerves. “Big changes always make people nervous.” She and the other women, colleagues from the firm and two cousins my mother insisted on, reminded me of how successful and charming Brandon was. What a good husband and father he’d be. I accepted their explanations. It was better than thinking I might be making a mistake. 

The only person who did notice, and who’d been willing to say something, was Devon Tremont, my wedding coordinator.

A few weeks before the wedding, Devon and I were having lunch at a restaurant near where I worked. We’d clicked from the day we met, and I was grateful she was willing to drive nearly two hours from Fable Notch to meet with me. From the beginning, she felt more like a friend than someone I’d hired. 

Our plans were to discuss flowers, centerpieces, and how the RSVP list was growing since the invitations had gone out less than two weeks before, then review her checklist of what needed to be done. I’d never known anyone to make lists as extensively as Devon. She gave new meaning to “thorough.”

As she finished her salad, Devon placed her fork deliberately on the table, then folded her hands in front of her. She stared at her plate, then at me. 

“Harper, we haven’t known each other for long. And maybe I’m completely off base, but if I don’t say anything, I’m going to regret it.” 

I couldn’t imagine what she was going to tell me. Was she quitting? Did she not want to work with me anymore? I supposed enough was in place for me to pull it all off, but having Devon had been a bigger help than she could imagine. I’d offer to pay her more if that’s what was necessary. 

Before concern could become panic, I said in a voice that sounded too high pitched, “What is it?” 

She hesitated, then blurted out, “Do you really want to marry Brandon?”

I blinked. I wasn’t sure I’d heard her correctly. Not only wasn’t that what I’d been expecting, I was surprised she’d noticed. And grateful. I pushed my fork through the food I’d ordered but barely touched. “Can I tell you the truth?”

“That’s why I asked.” She reached across the table and took my hand. 

It was my turn to hesitate knowing once I said this there would be no taking it back. “I don’t know.” I let out a long sigh. Holding that inside had been harder than I thought. “And worse, I don’t know why I don’t know. You’ve met Brandon. He’s a great guy. I was surprised when he’d asked me out, that he’d noticed and been interested in me, and thrilled when he proposed.”

“But now?”

I shrugged and felt foolish. There was no reason not to marry him. Not to love him. Except I’d never been in a serious relationship before Brandon or been in love. The closer we got to the wedding date, the more I thought something was off. After all the romance novels I’d read, nothing in our relationship sounded like or felt like what I saw in them. Of course, if I said that out loud, I’d be told that real life wasn’t like books. 

Before I could say more, Devon asked, “Does he make you happy? Do you laugh together? Is he supportive of your goals?” 

She sounded like one of her lists. I considered her questions. Brandon was very certain about his goals. He wanted to make partner in my father’s firm and get into state politics. I might not know what I wanted, but I could be the kind of spouse who would support her husband in social and professional circles, making him look good and helping his success. 

But what about what I wanted? I didn’t have an answer and that felt very wrong.

I brushed a hand in front of my face as if that would clear the air of my worries and lack of clarity. It was interfering with seeing what a great guy I was marrying. That’s what everyone said when he sent me flowers randomly, took me to the theater, remembered my birthday and Valentine’s Day. “I’m overthinking things. It’s nerves about taking a big step that could be lifelong.”

She gave a snort. “Well, it doesn’t have to be.” I knew Devon’s mom had divorced her father before getting remarried and then being widowed. “And if ever there was a time for overthinking things, it’s now.”

Before I could say anything else, the waiter came and took our plates, bringing our main courses. “It’s going to be fine,” I said. Devon looked as though she wanted to say more, but for whatever reason, she chose to accept what I said and changed the subject.

But I couldn’t stop replaying her question. Every day brought me closer to the wedding, the honeymoon, and the life I was supposed to share with Brandon. Except the more I thought about it, the more I saw that we didn’t share much. 

Yes, I enjoyed our dinners and nights out, usually with friends of his. And privately things were... fine. After we’d been together for two months, we’d slept together. He was my first lover since a disaster in high school, and it had been nice. When he learned of my inexperience, he was more than willing to show me what he liked, and I was willing to learn. And if nothing we did was as hot as in my books, wasn’t that why the books existed in the first place? 

They were fantasy. This was reality.

Unfortunately, two weeks after my lunch with Devon and two weeks until the ‘big day’, the noise in my head got worse. To calm myself, I started systematically taking money out of my bank account. Thanks to my grandparents, four years ago, when I turned twenty-five, I’d received access to my trust fund. Each day, I took out several hundred dollars. I didn’t know what I was going to use the money for and expected that when I came to my senses, and back from my honeymoon, I would deposit it all over again, but it felt good to have on hand.

And here it was. My wedding day. Along with my something borrowed and something blue, my wedding purse held ten thousand dollars in one-hundred-dollar bills in a thick white envelope. 

With time ticking by, I made a decision.

My heart was racing as I caught Devon’s attention and asked her to join me in the bedroom. It was a reasonable request, and nobody in the bridal suite gave us a second glance. She followed me in and as soon as we were alone, I grabbed her by both shoulders and said, “I can’t.”

“You can’t wha—Never mind. I understand.” And I knew she did. “I’ll get you out of here.”

I was about to ask how, but I’d watched her meticulously plan this wedding for the last four months. I didn’t doubt her for a minute. We went back to the suite, where she pretended to get a call from the photographer who wanted to get some pictures of me on the stairs in the lobby.

“Do you need any help?” Colleen asked. I appreciated how she was trying to be a good maid of honor. I was going to have to explain all of this to her someday, but that couldn’t be my focus now.

“We’re all set, thanks.” Devon grabbed the train of my dress, and we left the room. Moving as quickly as the yards of material would allow, Devon led us through a door and to the service elevator. As we went down in silence, the band around my chest loosened. That had to be a good sign. When the doors opened, I followed her through a labyrinth of corridors. I had no idea how she knew where she was going, but I didn’t care. 

Eventually, we arrived at a set of doors with a sign reading ‘Employees Only’. Devon pushed open the entrance and walked through. As I stood there in the doorway, the cool air—and the truth of what I’d done—hit me. I froze. Devon stopped and waited. One more step, and the door would close behind me. 

Is this what I wanted? Could I do this? Leave Brandon? Embarrass my parents? Walk away from everything I had planned?

Then Devon gave me a smile and held out her hand. In that moment, I knew one thing for certain. I wasn’t ready to get married. I took the step forward and grabbed her hand. “Now what?” Doing what others suggested for years might not have been exciting, but it was predictable. It was scary not to have an answer.

Devon did. As we walked, she said, “You’re going to take my car and drive north to my place. My roommate moved out last month, so I have an extra bedroom. You can stay as long as you need.” 

When we got to her car, she turned it on and put her address in the GPS before getting out. “All set. Go to my apartment. It’s close enough that you can get there quickly, but far enough away that no one will look for you there.”

“How will you get home?” Had she seen this coming and planned for this contingency with a backup car waiting for her? After all the things I’d seen her manage, I couldn’t help but wonder if she had a list for this in case I made this decision. Probably.

“Doesn’t matter. I’ll figure something out. I always do,” she said with a smile. She might not have a plan for everything, but at least one of us had a healthy dose of confidence. I wished I could borrow some of that. “Where’s your phone?” 

My hand flew to my bag, but I knew it wasn’t in there. I could hear the despair in my voice when I said, “It’s in the bridal suite.” 

Tears threatened until Devon said, “Perfect. No one will be able to reach you. And it will make it seem as though you left without thinking.”

“Which is what I did.”

“Not exactly,” she said with a wink. “It’s an easy drive. Once you’re off the highway, it’s less than fifteen minutes. The Triangle General Store will be a sign you’re close. When you get to my place, you’ll find plenty of clothes in my dresser so you can change. Leggings in the bottom drawer.”

Panic rose again. “How am I supposed to get out of this dress?” It had taken her and Colleen forever to do up the buttons on the back. I’d expected to change into a different outfit before Brandon and I left the reception for the airport.

“There are scissors in the kitchen. Cut yourself out if you have to. Or if you don’t want to hurt the dress—it is an innocent in all of this—you can wait, and I’ll help you as soon as I get there. Ready?”

No. “Yes,” I said. We got me and the yards of fabric into the car. As I pulled out of the parking lot, I gave Devon one last wave and left everything behind. 

It grew dark as I drove north, but that didn’t matter since I wasn’t interested in scenery. Only in putting as much distance as possible between me, my groom, and the one hundred guests who were expecting to see me at the back of the ballroom. And the longer I drove, the more the noise in my head faded. I was even able to take a deep breath, my first in weeks. More confirmation that I might not know what to do next, but this was the right decision.

As promised, the lights of the Triangle General Store welcomed me to Fable Notch. I intended to head straight to Devon’s house and stay there until she showed up, but as I drove through the center of town, I saw the sign for the Bright Spot Ice Cream Shop and my stomach rumbled loudly. I pulled into the first available parking spot, tumbled out of the car, and headed to the building with the sign showing a cone of sunshine and offering ice cream and frozen treats. Because for the second time that day, I knew what I wanted.

Ice cream.​
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Chapter Three
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Harper

I shouldn’t have been surprised when everyone stared at me as I walked into the shop. I didn’t want the attention, but there was no getting around it. I suppose all eyes would have been on me if I’d walked down the aisle as I’d planned.

I breathed in the sweetly scented air that told me the store made its own waffle cones, and my mouth watered. The decor was bright and cheery and lifted my spirits. I was glad to have stopped, no matter how out of place I might look.

As I stepped in, the man behind the counter said, “Welcome to the Bright Spot. How c-can I help you?” Clearly, my appearance surprised him so much he could hardly speak. But he offered me a warm and welcoming smile as I walked to the front to look at the available choices.

If someone asked me to describe Brandon, I would have said he was a handsome man with classic good looks. But for the man standing behind the counter, the only word I could think of was “hot,” which I found ironic given what he was selling.

He looked to be about the same height as my dad, which made him six feet. He had blue eyes, and light brown hair that fell across one eye, Along with his closely trimmed beard, it gave him a rakish appearance like the heroes described in the books on my Kindle. He wore a long sleeve t-shirt with the store logo. It was tight enough to show the muscles in his chest and upper arms and, for a reason I couldn’t explain, I had the urge to touch him. I’d never wanted to reach out and run a hand down Brandon’s chest, but I did with this complete stranger.

I stood in front of the display case, trying to focus on what was there, but I couldn’t stop glancing at the man. Each time I did, he was smiling at me. Finally, he said, “Normally I’d ask if you’ve been here before, but I know you haven’t.” He held out a bundle of small spoons. “This is for tasting. We give everyone five spoons so they can find what they want. Usually, they can do it in three. Sometimes less. What would you like to try?”

For some reason, the simple question brought tears to my eyes. Yes, he was talking about ice cream, but suddenly, the idea having to voice what I wanted felt impossible. “I... I... don’t know,” I managed, and it was true on so many levels that I had to bite my lip to keep from crying.

The man rushed out from behind the counter and took my arm. Great, Harper, nothing like traumatizing the first person you meet in town. “You’re overwhelmed,” he said. That was an understatement. “Let’s get you seated, and we’ll take it from there.” 

I gave him a quick nod and allowed myself to be led to a table. I must have looked ridiculous sitting on a small café chair with my dress spilling everywhere, but he took it in stride. “Thank you,” I muttered as he handed me a napkin, and I dabbed my eyes. Whoever Devon hired to do my makeup did a great job because almost nothing came off.

“No problem,” he said with a smile that did funny things to my stomach. Unless that was the hunger issue again. He took the seat across from me. “I’m Adam. Adam Stewart and this is my shop.”

“Harper York,” I said, and he took my hand and gave it a shake. “Your place is lovely.”

And it was. Keeping with the joy of the name, the store was painted in a creamsicle orange that could either be a daybreak or sunset color. One wall was covered in oversized fake ice cream cones that looked touchable and behind the counter was a neon sign of the sun coming out from a puff of clouds. In addition to tables like the one I was sitting at, there was a cluster of oversized chairs in a corner I imagined customers loved to lounge on as they savored their dessert. Not something I could remotely sit in given the size of my dress, but maybe it would be something for another day.

“I appreciate that. You must have chosen to stop here for a reason. So, at the risk of making you cry again, I’m going to ask, what can I get you? I’ve got cups and cones, but I can also do floats and sundaes. If you want something to drink, I’ve got h-hot chocolate, and hot and cold cider.”

He was trying so hard, and I appreciated it. Typically, I got nervous when people paid too close attention to me. I didn’t like being the focus. But something about Adam put me at ease. I took a deep breath as if to confirm that. “You have so many choices, I wouldn’t know where to start.”

His face lit up. “I can help with that.” I couldn’t stop myself from smiling back. I didn’t know anyone could get so excited about ice cream. When was the last time something had gotten me that excited? “Do you prefer chocolate or vanilla?”

“Chocolate, and considering the day I had, I could use some. But given what I’m wearing, vanilla would be smarter.” No need to make more of a mess of the dress than I already had.

“I’ve got lots of vanilla-based flavors.” Ticking them off on his fingers he said, “Cookies and cream, cookie dough, chocolate or mint chip, and one of my seasonal favorites is apple cinnamon. It’s been very popular.”

They all sounded good, but what hit me as he went through my choices was how uncertain I was. Not here, everywhere in my life. I’d been living on a sort of autopilot, never stopping to consider what my options were. Doing whatever was required or recommended. The tears returned. “I... don’t know.” I sounded like a broken record. I couldn’t even decide what kind of ice cream I wanted. How pathetic was that?

Not fazed by my emotions—he must be married or have lots of sisters—Adam took my hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Don’t w-w-worry. I’ve got you. Any food allergies I should know?”

I shook my head. As he went behind the counter, I realized what I thought was him being stunned by my appearance was a stutter. The only person I’d ever known with one was self-conscious and shy. Adam seemed to be neither. 

I watched as he grabbed a cup from the stack, opened the ice cream case and, without hesitation, started scooping. How could he be so positive when I wasn’t? Then again, I was used to people making decisions for me. When he was done, he came over and presented me with a cup filled with more ice cream than I’d ever eaten in a sitting. “Ta-da,” he said and with a flick of his wrist, offered me a spoon and a napkin.

I accepted the cup and looked at what he’d brought. Vanilla with swirls of chocolate and chocolate pieces. Adam sat across from me, leaning forward, his eyes wide and hopeful. Again, I felt the pulse-racing discomfort of being the focus, but he was waiting for my review. I dug in and knew immediately from the easy way my spoon slid in it was going to be good. Ice cream shouldn’t be rock hard. 

As I put it in my mouth, the vanilla melted over my tongue, the swirl adding to the rich flavor. There was only one reaction. I closed my eyes and sighed.

The smile I saw on Adam’s face when I opened them was what I imagined heroes in romance novels had after pleasing their women. “That’s what I like to hear.”

When my first spoonful was almost gone, I bit at the chocolate still in my mouth and moaned. It made Adam’s smile brighter. “There’s a peanut butter cup in this. That was unexpected.”

“I take it you haven’t had Moose Tracks,” he said.

Shaking my head, I scooped another bite and before I could eat it, said, “No, I’ve seen it on lists, but I’ve always stuck to things I’m familiar with.” True in so many ways. Today was a day filled with firsts.

“Then I’m glad to help you b-b-ranch out.”

Before I could take another bite, the bell over the door rang and two women came in, both beautiful. One a brunette who looked simultaneously slender and strong. The other a blonde in an outfit so brightly colored it shouldn’t work, but it did on her. She wore her hair in a messy bun with two pencils stuck in it. Adam excused himself and jumped up as they gave me a curious look. Yeah, it’s the dress.

As he got behind the counter, Adam asked, “Hot ciders, ladies?”

“And a cup of Break-Ups if you have them,” said the brunette. I couldn’t imagine what Break-Ups were, but it sounded interesting given my current situation. They chatted, and I continued to enjoy every bite of the best ice cream I’d ever had. As I waited for him to finish, a family of three came in.

“Momma, look, a princess. She looks like you,” said their little girl when she saw me. She came over to my table. “You look sooooooo pretty.”

“Thank you,” I said adding, “I like your pink jacket.”

She gave me a twirl so I could see there was a unicorn on the back, then said, “My mom dresses like a princess on the weekends. For parties.”

The woman took her daughter’s hand and gave me a smile. “I do. But your dress is more lovely.” She turned to her daughter and said, “Samantha, let’s let the woman enjoy her treat and get ours.”

The girl gave me a wave and as they walked to the counter, she said, “I want Chanilla with rainbow sprinkles.” I loved how confident she was, although her order was another unfamiliar one. Another thing to ask Adam.

As I chewed on a peanut butter cup, a shadow came over the table. I looked to see the blonde cider woman standing next to me. “I hope you don’t mind me interrupting you.” 

The brunette chimed in before I could say anything. “Fair warning, she will whether you mind or not.”

“True,” said the blonde with a sharp nod. “As much as I love Adam’s ice cream and understand the appeal, I have a feeling you might need something else. I’m Janelle. I run a clothing store a few doors up the street, Tailor Thrift. That’s a Vera Wang.” She gestured to my dress with her chin.

She said it as a statement, but I confirmed, “It is.”

“You have a good eye. If you want to get rid of that dress, I’m happy to take it off your hands and exchange it for more comfortable wardrobe pieces.” She tipped her head to the side as if trying to get a better look at my body. “Something that will show off those curves you’ve got. Assuming you want to.”

The woman was as bold as her clothing choices. What must it be like to put yourself out there so distinctly? I was about to thank her and tell her it wasn’t necessary—even though it was— when her name and store registered. “Janelle. Tailor Thrift. You’re Devon’s stepsister.”

“You know Devon? Ohhhh....” The way she drew out the word told me Devon had mentioned me. “You’re Harper York, aren’t you?”

“I am.” Unfortunately.

She looked over my outfit again. “Guess this means you had second thoughts. Devon was worried about that.”

“Second, third, and fourth,” I said. And I’d likely have a few more before I figured out what to do about the situation I’d created. “She offered to let me escape to her place.”

“Good for her. And for you. The offer stands. When you’re ready, come to the store and I’ll help you slip into something more comfortable.” She added a wink. 

“No one will take better care of you than Janelle,” said the brunette, putting a hand on Janelle’s arm. Close friends. How lucky. She put what looked like the bottom tip of a cone on top of my ice cream. “I’m Eden. Welcome to Fable Notch.”

Something about those words had my emotions bubbling up again, but I managed a thank you before the women left.

As I took the next bite of my ice cream, Adam joined me again. “So, s-still enjoying it?”

“Definitely.” That was an understatement. I’d thought I’d never be able to finish what he gave me, but between my hunger and the quality, it was almost gone.

“Can I get you anything to add to it? Chopped nuts? M&M’s?”

I shook my head. “It doesn’t need anything. It’s perfect as it is.”

“So, is this your new favorite?” I liked the pride in his voice. 

“Honestly, I couldn’t say.” The way the smile disappeared from his face was almost comical. “It’s not about the ice cream. It’s wonderful, but without going into so much detail that this melts before I explain myself, I haven’t given much thought to what I like and what my favorites might be. And looking at your list of flavors, there are a lot I haven’t tried.” Boy, that was true of more than ice cream. 

“So, what else do you want to try?”

Living on my own. Work that inspired me. A lover who... nope. Not going there. And since I’d just met Adam, and he wasn’t referring to my life, I said, “The apple cinnamon you mentioned sounds wonderful. And I can’t help but wonder how chocolaty your Death By Chocolate is.”

“Richest one around, or so I’ve been t-told.” He pointed to a framed magazine article behind him, and I saw a headline that read, But What a Way to Go. 

“I’m staying with Devon Tremont, at least for a little while. Maybe if I came back every day, I’d be able to decide my favorites before I have to leave.” I didn’t want to think about what was waiting for me, so instead, before I took another bite of my ice cream I asked, “Do you have a favorite?”

“That’s a little like asking a parent to pick a favorite child. But usually it’s whichever one I’ve had most recently.”

“That feels honest.” I picked up the piece of cone that Eden had placed on my ice cream. “Is this a Break-Up?”

“Yup, it was sort of my sister Laurel’s idea.” I was right. He did have sisters. “She was here while I was putting the broken pieces of cones into a box, planning to grind them up and make sprinkles, of sorts. She reached in, grabbed a handful and started eating them. When she said, ‘Who knew breakups could taste good,’ I knew I had a new product.” He dropped his voice and whispered theatrically, “It’s an off-menu item.”

“Why off-menu? I’d imagine they’d be very popular.”

“They are. So much so that I sold out almost immediately the first week. It was either keep it a secret and only tell a few people or intentionally breaking cones. That wasn’t very cost effective.”

“So only those in the know, know.”

“And now that includes you.”

I was included. He’d known me for minutes and shared something with me that only the community knew. My eyes stung. Damn, these tears were too close to the surface. Needing to change the subject to something easy, I said, “You said your last name was Stewart. Any relation to Lucas Stewart?”

“He’s my brother. How do you know Lucas? And do I need to apologize for him?”

I could hear he was kidding. “He works











d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
STEW,,
& <

——
OF FaBLENOTER

ELENA MARKEM





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png
GXO+—





d2d_images/image000.png
T’%QM

ELENA MARKEM





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





