
Chapter One

			“From the gentleman on the other side of the bar.”

			The bartender’s voice was low and gravelly, and she had to lean in very close to Sabrina in order to be heard, which Sabrina didn’t mind because the bartender was also super hot. Tall, piles of dark hair, and she smelled great—like strawberries and something woodsy—which she wouldn’t have known if she hadn’t had to get so close. A glass of bourbon, neat, was slid in front of her. She shifted her gaze to meet the eyes of the guy across the bar who held up his beer in salute. Handsome enough, tall, dark hair short on the sides and a little floppy on top. Younger than her, clearly. Tie pulled loose and askew over his white shirt.

			She thanked the bartender with a nod and finished the bourbon she currently had, then slid the empty glass in and grabbed the new one. And stifled a sigh because men constantly hit on her. Women never did. She hadn’t been able to quite figure that one out yet.

			She took a sip, and her gaze went not to the guy who’d sent the drink, but to the brunette sitting at the two-top table behind him. She’d caught Sabrina’s eye the second she’d arrived. She’d been alone for a good fifteen minutes, and Sabrina was working up the nerve to go talk to her when a cute blonde arrived, kissed the brunette on the cheek, and took the other seat. Sabrina had sighed internally. If they’re not straight, they’re taken. That had been her experience for the past several months as she’d traveled from city to city. Not that she was looking for a relationship. Who had time for that? And while she loved the idea of some soft conversation, a shared bottle of wine or a meal, maybe a warm body for the night, she wasn’t really that person. Picking up a stranger and taking them home? She wished she was built to do that, but she just wasn’t. She had been aching for longer than she cared to admit, and she looked with longing at the brunette again. It would be lovely to at least talk to somebody, though. Sadly, getting in the middle of something like the two women at the table wasn’t on her list of things to do today.

			Resigned, she sipped again, feeling the zap of the bourbon as it warmed its way down her throat and settled in her stomach. And lower. It was one of the reasons she loved bourbon. It settled far south, created a comfortable, subtle buzz between her legs.

			Aaaand here he comes. As she knew he would, the guy who’d sent the drink was making his way around the bar.

			“Hi there,” he said, sidling up next to her and holding out his hand. “Eddie.”

			“Hi, Eddie.” She shook it, making sure to do so firmly, like her mother taught her. Something useful for business, as was typical of her mother. “Sabrina.”

			“Sabrina. I like that.”

			She had to force herself not to roll her eyes. Which she felt bad about because Eddie wasn’t doing anything wrong. Truth was, she was tired, she was bummed about the brunette, and she didn’t have the energy to play nice with this guy who had no idea how wrong the tree he was barking up was.

			And then something surprising happened.

			A tall, gorgeous woman came into the bar, crossed to the two-top table, and kissed the blonde on the mouth. Then she pecked the brunette on the cheek and stood next to the blonde’s chair with her arm around her as the three of them talked.

			Well, well, well, isn’t that an interesting turn of events?

			“I haven’t seen you here before,” Eddie said, yanking her attention back to him.

			“No, you haven’t.” She didn’t offer any details, which she knew was rude, but seriously, why let him waste his time? “Listen, Eddie, thanks for the drink,” she said, doing her best to be polite, but not inviting. “I really appreciate it, but—”

			He sighed, crestfallen. “You’re married. Have a boyfriend. Both.”

			She laughed softly—she couldn’t help it. “I’m sorry,” was all she said, because outing herself to strange men wasn’t something she did if it was possible to avoid it.

			He shrugged and gave her a boyish grin. “Can’t blame a guy for trying, right?”

			“Not at all. And seriously”—she held up her drink—“thank you.”

			He nodded once, then turned and headed back to his side of the bar. As she followed his retreat, her gaze was snagged by the table of women.

			All three of them were looking her way.

			She swallowed hard. Her heart began to pound in that anticipatory way it does when somebody you find attractive notices you. Her lower body tightened deliciously as she wet her lips, then pulled her gaze away and sipped her bourbon.

			Allowing herself only surreptitious glances for the next few moments, she almost jumped up and cheered out loud when the blonde and her girlfriend said their good-byes to the brunette and headed for the door. Sabrina gave it another moment. Two. Waited to see if the brunette was in a hurry to leave, but she didn’t seem to be. She signaled the bartender.

			“That woman over there by herself, what’s she been drinking?”

			“Pinot grigio,” the bartender told her.

			With a nod, Sabrina ordered a glass.

			* * *

			Adley Purcell worked too much.

			Her best friend Scottie told her so all the time, and she had known her since they were kids, so if Scottie said she worked too much, Scottie was probably right. She worked too much—she needed to get out, find a hobby, meet other people, get laid for God’s sake, maybe even find that special someone. Easy for Scottie to say. She’d met Marisa almost a year ago and had been floating on a cloud ever since. While Adley wasn’t against cloud floating—seriously, who would be?—she just didn’t have the energy to go looking.

			Which was why it was so weird when the blonde at the bar who had caught Adley’s eye the second she walked in—the blonde that both Scottie and Marisa had noticed and pointed out to her—approached her table with a half-drunk glass of what looked like whiskey in one hand and a full glass of white wine in the other.

			“Hi,” the blonde said, and holy shit, she was even more beautiful up close. Small, but with big energy. Adley could feel that right away. The bluest eyes she’d ever seen and just the barest hint of dimples when she smiled at her. “I’m afraid I’m about to be really presumptuous, but I haven’t been able to take my eyes off you since I got here. You’re gorgeous. And I brought you wine.” She set the glass in front of Adley and waited.

			Adley knew she was blushing. She could feel the heat in her face, her ears. She swallowed down the ball of nerves that had taken up residence in her throat. “I mean, if you brought wine, you already get points.” She indicated the other chair. “Please. Sit.” She reached for the wine, took a sip. It was exactly what she’d been drinking. “Thank you for this.”

			“You’re welcome.” The blonde held her hand across the table. “Sabrina.”

			“Adley.” Adley took her hand. It was warm and soft, her shake firm, confident.

			“It’s nice to meet you, Adley.” Sabrina held up her glass. “Cheers.”

			Adley touched her wine to the rocks glass in Sabrina’s hand and felt snared by her gaze. “Your eyes are so blue.” Oh my God, did I say that out loud? She gave her head a quick shake and closed her own eyes for a second. This woman had her off balance in a big way. Not something she was used to.

			“Well, you have incredible hair.”

			There was a beat of quiet, and then they both burst into laughter, which eased the tension considerably, thank fucking God, but did nothing to quiet the buzz of sexual energy that so clearly ran between them like an electric current. “You know, it’s weird,” Adley began, completely aware that she was about to say things to Sabrina Whose Last Name She Didn’t Even Know that she probably shouldn’t. Things she’d never said to anybody. Because she’d never been in this situation. “I am not somebody who picks people up in bars. I don’t even hit on them. But you…” She tipped her head and studied Sabrina, who was watching her closely, a small smile playing at her full lips. “I don’t know what it is. I want…I want to…”

			“So do I.” The small smile grew, and Sabrina stood up. “Come with me,” she said, holding out her hand.

			And the absurd thing was Adley didn’t even hesitate. She slid off her chair, put her hand in Sabrina’s, and let herself be led. Past the bar and the poor schmuck who’d tried to pick up Sabrina as Adley had watched. Past the end of the bar and through the back hallway to the ladies’ room. It was a Wednesday, and maybe that’s why the bar wasn’t terribly busy, but there was nobody else in the ladies’ room—though Adley wondered if that even would’ve mattered. Sabrina spun around and stepped toward Adley until her back hit the door, and then they were close, so close. Sabrina’s eyes had a dark ring around the blue—she could see that now. Her lashes were thick and dark, her brows a bit lighter, her hair lighter still. And her lips…God, her lips. Full and pink and shiny and—

			And then there was a kiss.

			Oh, dear sweet Jesus on a unicycle, what a kiss.

			It started slow. Soft. Not tentative, but not demanding. Not yet. Sabrina was slightly shorter than Adley. She tasted like bourbon, strong and a little sweet, and Adley’s hand was in her hair before she even knew she was lifting it. Silky hair, thicker than expected, and Adley grasped the back of Sabrina’s neck and pulled her closer and that’s when demanding entered the chat. Sabrina pushed her tongue into Adley’s mouth, and Adley welcomed it, brought up the other hand, selfishly pulling Sabrina in as far as she could, and they played that delicious game of push-pull, of give-and-take, of top and bottom.

			Adley was instantly wet, everything south of her waistband tightening, and God, when was the last time she’d been this turned-on this fast? Ever? Had that ever happened? She wasn’t sure she believed in love at first sight, but she certainly believed in lust at first sight because that had happened tonight, just now, and she was living it.

			Everything faded into the background. Her job, her job worries, what Scottie would think, the rest of the bar—everything softened into a blur, and the only thing that stood out in sharp relief was Sabrina. Her body against Adley’s. Her tongue doing things to Adley’s mouth that made her feel like her knees were about to give out. Her hands…God, her hands were everywhere, strong and sure, and what if Adley just melted? Just gave in and became a big puddle of nothing but sexual bliss? Could she do that? Because holy mother of dragons, she wanted to.

			How long did they make out? Yeah, make out was the right choice of words. They had blown right past kissing and shot straight to making out. Like teenagers. It was ridiculous. This was ridiculous, but so, so good. Had Sabrina been kissing her all her life? Oh my God, had they been together in another life? Adley had a friend who believed in that sort of thing, and after this, Adley might believe in it too because how was it possible for a stranger to know her body so well? Thank God they were standing up and making out in a bathroom because if they’d been in bed, Adley might never let this woman leave. Like, ever.

			With no idea how much time had passed, Adley slowly pulled her head back and looked into those blue eyes. They’d gone dark and hooded, Sabrina’s ragged breathing matching her own.

			“Hi,” Adley whispered.

			“Hey there,” Sabrina said back, her face barely two inches from Adley’s.

			“So, yeah, um, I don’t do this.” Wow, could she say something sadder? Yikes. She closed her eyes. “Oh, that was pathetic.”

			To her credit, Sabrina laughed softly. “Not at all, because I was going to say the same thing.” She toyed with the collar on Adley’s shirt, ran her fingertip across her collarbone, back and forth. “I’m only in town temporarily, so…”

			Well, that figured. Not that Adley was surprised. She wasn’t somebody that was well acquainted with good luck. “Ah, I see.” She cleared her throat and did her best to find some bravado she didn’t feel. “I mean, I’m super busy and don’t have a ton of time anyway…” She shrugged. Actually shrugged.

			Sabrina tipped her head to the side, and it was weird that Adley had just met her but could already read her face, could already tell she had an idea. “What if…” Her gaze moved from Adley’s collarbones up to the ceiling. “God, this is nuts.” She blew out a breath. “But I’m just gonna say it. Fuck it. I’m gonna say it. What if we did this every so often? My job is out of control. Intense. Stressful. And sometimes…”

			“You just want to blow off some steam with no strings attached.” Adley said the words without even thinking about them.

			“Yes! With somebody who’s not tied to my job and doesn’t know a thing about it.”

			“I so get that.” And she did. While she’d never thought about it exactly, it was an idea she could totally get behind. “It could be a drink. It could be a walk.” She swallowed. “It could be a make-out session in the bathroom of a bar.”

			“I mean, it could be a make-out session just about anywhere,” Sabrina whispered, and then her mouth was on Adley’s again, and all Adley’s thoughts flew right out of her head.

			




Chapter Ten 

			If Adley saw another billboard or online ad or commercial on television for that damn Sweet Heaven ice cream shop, she was going to punch someone. It was barely eleven in the morning, and she’d already heard the jingle twice on the radio she had playing in the kitchen of the Scoop, and seen an ad go by as she scrolled Instagram. It wasn’t enough she was living with a constant bubbling panic that simmered in her stomach and made her worry about an impending ulcer. Now she had to be reminded that the possible nail in the proverbial coffin of her business was about to open up and wanted everybody to know it? Twenty-four hours a day?

			Okay, that was an exaggeration, but still.

			She was churning a new batch of Baby Bear for the day when her phone pinged in her back pocket. She didn’t even want to look. She’d slept crappily, woke up with a headache that wouldn’t leave her alone, and had to do books today. She sighed, fed up with the day already, and slid the phone out. A text from Sabrina.

			“Oh, perfect.” She knew deep down that being irritated with Sabrina made no sense. She didn’t owe her anything. Her being a no-show last night was not an affront to Adley. They were not exclusive. Hell, they weren’t even dating. So Adley’s hurt was completely out of line, and she was well aware, but it was still there just the same. She thumbed the text and read.

			Can you get away for a few minutes? I need your help.

			Well. That was cryptic.

			Mandy wouldn’t be in for another hour and they didn’t open until two, so yeah, she could get away. “Fine,” she sighed, then typed.

			Sure. What’s up?

			The gray dots bounced for what felt like a long time. Bounced. Stopped. Bounced. Stopped.

			It’s better to show you. Can you come by my place?

			Wow. Okay. More mystery. Adley tipped her head to the left in an attempt to stretch out the tension in her neck. Maybe this was good. Maybe this was perfect. They could talk while she was there. She could tell Sabrina she wanted to change the rules they’d put in place. What would Sabrina think of that? Better yet, what would Scottie think of that?

			The answer wasn’t hard. Scottie would lose her mind. She’d remind Adley that this was just supposed to be physical release, two people with the same needs and obstacles. She’d remind her that Sabrina lived in another state. That she wasn’t staying. That Adley would be setting herself up for heartbreak.

			The worst part was that she could see all of that, every bit of it laid out before her in a neat little line. And Adley didn’t care. She just didn’t. She’d never felt a connection like this. Not in her entire life, and there was a voice in her head that kept telling her if she didn’t act on it, didn’t at least say what she was feeling, she’d regret it for the rest of her life.

			“Fine,” she said again with more sighing as she took off her apron and moved the Baby Bear to the freezer. She’d go. She’d talk. And if Sabrina told her to jump in the lake, she’d leave knowing she at least gave it a shot. Right? She looked down into the container of Baby Bear as she stood in the cold. “God, is this the stupidest thing I’ve ever done?”

			The ice cream didn’t answer.

			* * *

			“Is this the stupidest thing I’ve ever done?” Sabrina asked the puppy as she held him up to her face so they were nose to nose. “Is it? ’Cause it just might be. What do you think?”

			The puppy put his paw on her face and licked her chin in response.

			“Oh, little dude, you know how to get everything you want already, don’t you?” She kissed his head, which smelled kind of funky, but she wasn’t sure if she should wash him with her own shampoo. Adley would know.

			And why? Why would Adley know? She’d said nothing about having any pets, so why did Sabrina think she’d know anything at all to help?

			She didn’t. That was the answer. She just wanted to share the puppy, and Adley was the first—and only, if she was being honest—person she wanted to share him with. She hadn’t even called Teagan, and that spoke volumes about where her brain was. Volumes.

			“God, what am I doing?” she whispered to the empty living room of her rental. She was supposed to be at the construction site but had asked Bryce if he minded taking over for the day, as she wasn’t feeling well. Which was sort of a lie. Her stomach had been churning unpleasantly since seeing Adley’s sweatshirt on Monday. Now, it was four days later, she’d hardly eaten, she’d avoided Adley like she was contagious, and here she was, waiting for her to come to her house.

			Seriously, how much could she take?

			The Universe decided she didn’t get an answer because her doorbell rang right then. The puppy barked in her arms. Well, bark-squeaked, which was adorable. Sabrina took a deep breath and looked at him. “Here we go,” she said softly, then crossed to the door and opened it.

			Adley stood there looking gorgeous, as always, despite her very casual attire. Today’s outfit was a pair of well-worn jeans with holes in both knees and a white T-shirt with capped sleeves and a V-neck. Oh yeah, and a pink hat with the Get the Scoop logo because of course. Sabrina had called her away from work. Her eyes were stuck on the hat when Adley dissolved into nonsensical baby talk sounds, her eyes on the puppy.

			“Oh my goodness, who is this adorable-worable wittle guy?” She put her nose right up to the puppy’s, and the puppy began to writhe and wiggle in her arms, clearly excited about this new human in his life.

			“I found him this morning on my run. He was curled up in some trash.”

			“He smells like it,” Adley said, but still in the baby voice. Then she glanced up at her with those dark, dark eyes. “I didn’t know you ran.”

			“It’s been a really long time.” She pointed at the puppy, now in Adley’s arms and licking her face, Adley giggling like a small child. “I think God put him in my path to keep me from keeling over, which I probably would’ve done if I’d kept running.” Watching Adley with the little fur ball, how happy it made her, did warm things to Sabrina’s body, to her heart. “Anyway, I’m sorry to bother you midday, but…I don’t know the first thing about what I need for this guy. He needs a bath, like, now, but I don’t think you’re supposed to use human shampoo on dogs. I don’t know why I think that, but maybe I read it somewhere?” She was babbling now, and she knew it, but if Adley noticed, she hid it well, cooing at and nuzzling the puppy.

			“No, I think you’re right. Let’s go to the pet store, then. Yeah?”

			And just like that, they were in Adley’s car. Sabrina sat in the passenger seat with the puppy in her lap, then up near her shoulder because he clearly wanted to look out the window but was too small. He watched the world go by, totally content with his tiny front paws on the ledge of the door. “I think he likes to ride.”

			Adley glanced over with a smile, then went back to driving, and Sabrina was just about to say something about…What? Their jobs? Not showing up the other night? How she’d missed Adley all week? But suddenly, they were in the parking lot of the pet store, and all the starts of her conversations stayed in her head. “Let’s go see what we need.”

			The pet store wasn’t a chain or a franchise. It was a locally owned small-town shop, like so many businesses in Northwood seemed to be.

			“Hi there,” a woman stocking shelves said to them as they entered. She wore a blue apron, her name tag said she was Beth, and her gaze immediately fell on the puppy in Sabrina’s arms. “Oh my goodness, who do we have here?”

			Sabrina explained the story of finding him that morning. “He needs a bath badly. And he’s probably hungry. I made him some scrambled eggs, and he gobbled them right up, but I’d like to get him some dog food.” She felt Adley’s eyes on her and turned to meet her gaze.

			“You made him scrambled eggs? How cute are you?”

			And Sabrina blushed. She knew she did, could feel the heat rise up her neck and into her cheeks, as Beth stood close and petted the puppy, looking him over.

			“Okay, let’s get him some flea shampoo and some food,” Beth said. “Follow me.”

			The two of them followed her down an aisle, then up another. “You gonna keep him?” Beth asked.

			Sabrina hesitated. “I haven’t really made a decision yet.” As if understanding her words, the puppy shifted in her arms so he faced her. He swiped his tongue across her chin, and damn if he didn’t look right into her eyes. “You stop that,” she whispered to him, but Adley was watching, a sweet, sexy grin on her face.

			“Yeah, she’s keeping him,” she said to Beth, then looked back at her, rubbed a hand down her arm, and said softly, “We’ll figure it out.”

			They’d figure it out.

			That was a statement that was so comforting and so frightening at the same time. Because the reality was, there were things about Sabrina that Adley didn’t know yet. Once she did, she might not want to figure out anything except how to walk out the door.

			They spent the next hour in the pet store, buying things for the puppy. Food, toys, a bed, a crate, a collar, a leash, a harness, more toys, some treats.

			“This little boy was certainly found by the right people,” Beth said as she rang up all the purchases. Sabrina handed over her credit card, not even blinking at the astronomical total. Somehow, it was totally worth it.

			The puppy was tired. No looking out the window this time as they settled back into Adley’s car. He nuzzled into Sabrina’s neck on the ride home, and soon, tiny little snores could be heard.

			“Is he the cutest thing you’ve ever seen?” Adley asked, whispering like she’d wake him up if she talked too loudly. She gave him a gentle pat as they sat at a red light.

			“Thank you,” Sabrina said, and it kind of just blurted from her mouth. “I really appreciate you dropping everything to help me.”

			Adley’s smile was warm. Soft. God, she was beautiful. “You’re welcome.”

			Back at Sabrina’s, they unloaded their goods. The puppy was still sleepy, but Sabrina wanted to get him bathed and cleared of fleas before letting him wander around the house. The last thing she needed was a flea infestation. She filled the kitchen sink with warm water, and together, she and Adley scrubbed him clean. They used the tiny comb Beth had sold them to comb through his hair and make sure the fleas and flea dirt were washed away. By the time they were drying him in a soft, fluffy towel, he was practically falling asleep standing up.

			“I’ll get his bed,” Adley said, left, then returned with the small circle of softness. “Where do you want it?”

			“Let’s just put it in the living room for now.” She followed Adley there, the puppy still in the towel in her arms.

			Adley set the bed down in a corner where it could be seen from the couch. “And do you have a sweatshirt or something that smells like you? It might make him feel more secure.”

			Sabrina loved how Adley thought of that. “I think I left one on the chair in the dining room last night.” She’d been working in there and gotten chilly.

			Adley nodded. “Got it.” And disappeared.

			She set the puppy down on the little bed. Already half asleep, he curled up in a ball and, with a big sigh, burrowed right in. He’d eaten a small amount before they bathed him but now seemed more interested in sleeping.

			“I wonder if he was so stressed out from being alone and scared that, now that he feels safe, he can’t keep his little eyes open.” She said it as she heard Adley coming back into the room, sweatshirt in hand. “You think?” She turned to look at her, and there was something on her face. Something in her eyes. A shadow. A disappointment? “What’s wrong?” she asked.

			Adley walked over to the dog bed and carefully tucked the sweatshirt around the sleeping puppy. He didn’t stir at all, and Sabrina found herself envying such a deep, undisturbed sleep. But her gaze moved back up to Adley’s face. Adley’s eyes were downcast, which was unlike her. Normally, she would look right at Sabrina.

			“Adley?”

			Adley sat down next to the dog bed and let out a sigh that made her sound like she hadn’t sat down in days. Her brow furrowed as she studied the floor, picked at an invisible spot with her nail. Sabrina almost said her name again, but something about the way she held herself…it kept her voice quiet. She waited.

			When Adley finally spoke, it was soft. Quiet. Barely above a whisper. “You have papers and your laptop and stuff on the dining room table. I wasn’t snooping, but…you work for Sweet Heaven?”

			Shit.

			Oh, shit.

			Shit, shit, shit.

			She hung her head and sighed almost as heavily as Adley had. “Yeah. I do. I was going to tell you, especially once I realized you own Get the Scoop. But I—”

			“You knew?” Adley’s eyes went wide. “You knew and you said nothing?”

			“I mean, I didn’t know, not until Monday when I saw your shirt—”

			“Oh,” Adley said, and she drew the word out so it seemed to have about fifteen syllables. “That’s why you didn’t have time this week to see me, and you didn’t show up last night.”

			“Now wait. That’s not fair—”

			“It’s not. I know. You’re right. But, Sabrina…” And here, the worst thing happened. Adley’s eyes welled up, and Sabrina felt it like a hand had reached in and grabbed her heart, slowly squeezing. “Your company is pretty likely gonna put my shop out of business. The shop my grandfather started. And I know that’s not your problem or even your fault, but…” She threw her head back and growled. Literally growled out her anger, her hands balling into fists. When she returned her gaze to Sabrina, the tears had spilled over. “Why did it have to be you? Why?”

			“I—” But what could she say? How could she make this better?

			“I like you so much.” Just like that, Adley’s anger seemed to have vanished, replaced by sorrow and sadness, and Sabrina didn’t know which was worse.

			“I like you, too.” Her own voice was hoarse. Scratchy.

			“But…I can’t.” Adley pushed herself to her feet. “God, why did it have to be you? This sucks.” Adley was at the front door before Sabrina even realized she was moving. She stopped with it open and looked back, and their gazes held. Seeing Adley about to walk out the door with tears streaming down her face was pretty much the worst sight Sabrina could remember. She pushed to her feet and followed Adley to the door, but she was already through and out. Sabrina stood in the doorway and watched as Adley opened her car door and looked back at her.

			The anguish in her eyes was brutal.

			A lump formed in Sabrina’s throat as Adley started her car and backed out of the driveway, then drove away. She was pretty sure her heart was in that car, and it left with Adley.

			“Fuck,” she whispered as she stood there.

			The sky had darkened since the time they’d come home with the puppy, steel-gray clouds moving in, and now, and it began to rain. Big fat drops fell on the small porch, and she looked up into the sky and sighed and shook her head. “Perfect. Just fucking perfect.”

			




Chapter Eleven 

			How had this happened?

			Adley didn’t understand it.

			It was July Fourth weekend, and she’d said good-bye to Sabrina nearly three weeks ago. Not that that had stopped Sabrina from texting, because it hadn’t. True, the texts had become less frequent—a skill Adley had perfected over the years was ignoring somebody who’d hurt her, just ask any of her exes…or Scottie, after that time she’d forgotten to meet Adley for dinner and left her sitting in a restaurant alone for an hour—but they were still coming. Every day, she’d get at least one. At first, they were all apologetic. Sabrina was sorry about not telling Adley the second she realized where she worked, she was sorry for suggesting the no-work-talk rule in the first place, could they please talk, she missed her, etc., etc., etc. After the first week, the texts began to slow. Adley was pretty sure Sabrina wouldn’t be ballsy enough to show up at Get the Scoop, but the texts kept coming, and now, they were mostly photos and updates about the puppy. Sprinkles, she’d named him, which Adley thought was the stupidest name possible…and also the cutest.

			Speaking of texts, her phone pinged as she was mixing flavors, and she sighed. Sometimes, she didn’t look for hours, and other times, she glanced right away, just to get it over with. This was one of those moments, so she slid the phone out, but it wasn’t Sabrina. It was Scottie.

			Meet you on the hill by 8.

			Another sigh. Adley was doing a lot of sighing these days, as everything seemed to take energy out of her. She was meeting Scottie, Marisa, and Jaden tonight for fireworks, and she was not feeling it. At all. Before she had a chance to come up with some kind of excuse, another text came.

			Don’t you flake on me either…

			Damn it. Why did Scottie have to know her so well? She’d promised, that had been her first mistake. She’d never gone back on a promise. Not to Scottie.

			“Fine,” she said out loud to the ice cream and texted back, I’ll be there, then sent it and repocketed her phone. It pinged again, and she sighed again. Probably some cute emoji from Scottie in celebration of having browbeaten her into going to the fireworks. “I’m going for about twenty minutes and that’s it,” she muttered as she opened her screen again.

			But this time, it wasn’t Scottie. It was Sabrina.

			Literally Sabrina. A photo of her and stupid Sprinkles, quite possibly the cutest puppy there ever was. It was a close-up. Sabrina’s blue eyes aimed right into the camera. Sprinkles snuggled up under her chin, his orange collar the perfect accent to his rusty spots. Adley felt so many different things looking at that photo. Irritation. Longing. Sadness. Happiness. More longing.

			The back door opening startled her so that she flinched and dropped the phone to the floor.

			“Hey, Smudge,” Brody said as she came in, using the nickname she’d given her sister after seeing her mother’s ultrasound and announcing the baby looked like nothing more than a smudge in the photo. She picked the phone up before Adley could and glanced at it, because of course she did. “She’s still texting, huh?”

			Adley nodded and took the phone back.

			“You’re still not answering, huh?”

			Adley shook her head and returned her focus to the bowl in front of her.

			Brody took a seat on a nearby stool. “I don’t have a ton of time, but I wanted to come by and see that you’re living and breathing. Mom and Dad are starting to wonder.”

			“I am. Living and breathing. No worries.”

			“Why are you working on a holiday?”

			Adley lifted one shoulder.

			“If you don’t mind my saying so, you look like shit.”

			Adley met her gaze and wanted to lash out. To be angry. But she also knew her sister was right. She wasn’t eating much. She was hardly sleeping, which the dark circles under her eyes announced to the world. And she was sad. Sadder than she’d expected to be.

			Brody reached a hand out and closed it over Adley’s, stopping her movements. “Are you sure you don’t want to talk to her?”

			“There’s no point,” Adley said, and she meant it. She’d been over and over it all in her head. “She’s not even staying, so why should I bother? It’s probably better it ended the way it did, just”—she made a chopping motion with her hand—“done.”

			“Yeah, ’cause you’re handling that so well.”

			“You know what, Brody? What do you know? You’re cheating on your husband.” As soon as the words were out, Adley regretted them and clamped a hand over her mouth. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. That was mean. Ignore me.”

			But Brody shrugged. “Don’t apologize. You’re not wrong. I am cheating on my husband. But it’s because I’m tired of putting my needs off to the side so they’re never met, never even addressed. No, I’m not doing things the right way, and it’s probably going to bite me in the ass at some point if I don’t figure out a plan of action.” She shook Adley’s arm until they made eye contact again. “I don’t want you to settle for something less and then spend the rest of your life wondering what would’ve happened if you’d given Sabrina a real shot. That’s all.”

			This wasn’t news. Scottie had said the same thing, which was interesting to her, as they’d both changed their tunes from Please be careful to At least hear her out. What neither of them seemed to remember was that, whether she meant to or not, Sabrina James pretty much held the fate of Get the Scoop in the palm of her Sweet Heaven–employed hands. Adley’d spent far too much time on the Sweet Heaven website, growling low in her throat when she realized that guy who’d been in last month and wanted to sample every fucking flavor actually worked for them. Probably there to steal her ideas. If Adley could get some kind of investor, an influx of money to help update some equipment and maybe come up with a marketing campaign, that might help. But her parents weren’t interested, and she’d already used up all her good graces at the bank. The reality was that Get the Scoop likely wouldn’t survive a conglomerate like Sweet Heaven so close, even if its ice cream was chemical-laden and cheap. And while she’d told Scottie this and she’d told Brody this, she didn’t think they actually got it. Because there was no way she could go back to seeing Sabrina, knowing that Sabrina’s ice cream shop was going to cannibalize hers.

			Brody seemed to understand that Adley was in no mood to go down this road yet again. Not today. She was barely hanging on right now. “You’ll be at the fireworks tonight, yeah?” Complete change of subject, for which Adley was thankful.

			She nodded. “Scottie will have my head if I don’t show.” She looked up at her sister and pointed a spoon at her. “But I am not staying long.”

			Brody saluted. “Yes, ma’am.” She slid off the stool and kissed Adley on the cheek. “Love you, Smudge.”

			“Love you, too.”

			And then she was gone, and Adley was alone in her ice cream kitchen once again.

			Happy to be alone.

			Sad to be alone.

			* * *

			The shop was coming along nicely. Sabrina was pleased. The counter was in, and the freezers were being delivered later in the week. Next week would be the tables and chairs and dishes and utensils. The painters were hard at work yesterday, but it was a holiday today and everybody was off. Sabrina was there alone. Well, Sprinkles was with her. Thank goodness. She didn’t know what she’d do without the little guy. Teagan had said that the Universe knew she was going to need him, and maybe they were right. He’d certainly kept her on her toes. Kept her busy. Kept her occupied. She’d taken him to a local vet, gotten him checked out. A little malnourished, but otherwise, in perfect health. Her Airbnb host was surprisingly amenable to having a puppy in her place, so Sabrina had promised up and down and sideways that she’d clean up any messes. They did everything together now, which was new for her. He’d kept her steady.

			He hadn’t stopped her from thinking about Adley, though. Or from texting her. Or from sending photos of him to her.

			She’d gotten exactly zero responses, which was hard. And which hurt. And she’d thought about driving her ass over to Get the Scoop, knowing if Adley was going to be anywhere, it was there. But she also knew what a huge line she’d be crossing if she did that. So she stayed away.

			She missed Adley. God, how she missed her. And that made her angry. How had this happened? How had she allowed it to happen? This was exactly why she didn’t date when she was on the road. Too many entanglements. Too complicated. Too…

			She sighed and leaned against a counter, suddenly feeling too tired to even stand up straight.

			How did I get here?

			That was the question that echoed through her head more often than any other thought. She considered herself a highly intelligent woman, and how the hell she’d ended up in this space, she had no idea. It just made her mad.

			And that didn’t stop her from thinking about Adley.

			Giving herself a mental shake, she finished checking out the shop, pleased with the progress. They’d be ready to open in about three weeks or so. August first was the grand opening. They had a booth at the July Fourth festival tonight, and while she’d make an appearance just to be sure things were running smoothly, she was relieved she no longer had to do things like actually man the booth. She’d done enough of that in her early years with Sweet Heaven—didn’t matter that her mom was the CEO. She still had to earn her way up the corporate ladder. And now?

			“Now, I make lots of money, have no roots and nobody to put them down with. Go, me.”

			Sprinkles whined at her and pawed her leg as if he took offense to that remark. She bent down and scooped him into her arms.

			“I’m sorry. Of course, I have you now, don’t I? Don’t I?” She caught a glimpse of her reflection in the glass door of a cabinet and stared in wonder. Dressed in joggers and a T-shirt, no makeup, hair up in a messy bun, wiggling puppy in her arms. Not at all the image she was used to seeing of herself. She was used to being all business. Power suits. Heels. Perfect hair. Makeup on point. It’s who she was. It was how she was most comfortable. But this? This new, casual, more relaxed version of her? Where had she come from? And more importantly, why did Sabrina like her so much?

			She set Sprinkles down on the floor and walked him toward the back door. “Come on, little man. Let’s take a walk and then we have to go home. I need to change and get ready for tonight. Wanna be my date?”

			* * *

			Adley wanted to be somewhere else.

			Anywhere else, really.

			But the Fourth of July Festival was a big deal in Northwood, and everybody went. To mingle. To eat awesome things like cotton candy and fried dough and candy apples and kettle corn. To sip beer and wine and ooh and aah over fireworks. She’d gone every year, as far back as she could remember, and she knew there was no way the one-two punch of her sister and Scottie would let her get away with not being there tonight. Toss in her parents, and she was doomed.

			So here she was, wandering across the grass of the park that was tamped down by hundreds of feet tromping over it. She always felt bad for the groundskeeping crew that had to clean up after something like this. Pick up all the litter. Coax the grass back to life. She carried a beer but took only small sips, as it felt like acid in her stomach, her own fault for not eating more than half a peanut butter sandwich today.

			“There you are!”

			She heard Jaden’s little boy voice before she saw him, and then a little rocket blasted at her and hit her around the waist, and she looked down at his mop of dark hair. Jaden was going on six and just an adorable kid.

			“There’s ice cream over there!” Everything Jaden said seemed to have an exclamation point after it, and he pointed past her.

			Marisa was suddenly there, and she grabbed his hand and tried to stop him from pointing, even though she surely knew it was too late. Adley looked over her shoulder at the big Sweet Heaven booth about twenty-five yards behind her and sighed. Of course. Of course they had a booth. She’d thought about having one, but it wasn’t cheap, and she couldn’t justify the cost this year. They even had a couple teenagers barking for them, each one several feet away from the booth, talking loudly about ice cream and come get your sample tasting.

			They were doing sample tastings?

			Adley sighed. That was smart marketing. She hated it.

			“I guess there was no way to keep you from seeing that, huh?” Scottie had appeared out of the crowd, and Adley turned to look at the cute little family of three.

			“It’s fine,” she said with a shrug. “What am I gonna do, burst into tears in the middle of the festival? It is what it is.” Scottie didn’t look convinced, but Adley turned her attention to Jaden. “And what have you been doing with your summer, sir? Have you picked a college yet? Did you get your driver’s license?”

			Jaden pushed at her playfully. “You’re funny, Ad.”

			“I try.”

			“Wanna walk?” Scottie asked. “Your parents are that way.” She pointed in the opposite direction of the Sweet Heaven booth, thankfully.

			“Sure.”

			“But…ice cream,” Jaden said in a voice that was both little-kid whiny and kind of sad.

			“You know what?” Adley said. “Let’s get him some ice cream.”

			“I can get it,” Marisa said, her dark eyes shifting from Adley to Scottie and back. “You guys go on ahead.”

			“No. I actually would like to see their setup here.” Adley held her hand out to Jaden. “Coming?”

			“Yes!”

			And then his little hand was in hers and they were walking with purpose toward the Sweet Heaven booth for ice cream.

			Sabrina was nowhere in sight, and that was a bigger relief than Adley had expected. Ordering was much easier without those blue eyes studying her, without her searching for the blond head. Jaden wanted a chocolate cone with sprinkles, and Adley went ahead and ordered their chocolate almond just because she couldn’t fight her own curiosity. Scottie and Marisa had hung back, maybe wanting to give Adley space, let her decide how she wanted to handle things. When she glanced at them, they both looked worried.

			That guy was in the booth, though. Not scooping, just watching, and Adley squinted at him, the guy who’d come into her shop and sampled almost everything. Bastard. Probably stealing her flavors. She threw some dagger eyes his way as she was handed her order, but he was scrolling on his phone and didn’t notice. Damn it.

			With a sigh, she and Jaden turned and headed back to Scottie and Marisa, who both still had those concerned expressions on their faces.

			“Oh my God, stop it.” Adley shook her head. “It’s fine. I’m fine.” Jaden seemed very happy with his cone, and he stood licking it and taking in all the people around them.

			Adley tasted her own cone, let the ice cream sit on her tongue for a moment. It had a pretty good mouthfeel. Creamy, not grainy. The ice cream itself wasn’t bad. It wasn’t amazing, but it wasn’t bad. The almonds were too small, though. And not enough salt. The whole point of chocolate almond ice cream was the salty-sweet combination, and this didn’t have it in the right balance.

			“What’s the verdict?” Scottie asked, watching her face.

			She lifted a shoulder. “Meh. It’s fine. Not great.” She held the cone out to Scottie, who tasted it and nodded.

			“Agreed. It’s fine, but it doesn’t blow me away.” She handed the cone to Marisa.

			“Yours is way better. And I’d say that even if you weren’t my favorite ice cream maker.” She smiled gently, and Adley was reminded why Scottie had fallen in love with her. She was one of the kindest, sweetest people Adley had ever met.

			The four of them strolled along through the festival, in an unhurried hunt for Adley’s parents. The weather was good for fireworks, a relief as it had been gloomy and gray earlier. The crowd was gradually growing in size as the evening wore on, and they shouldered their way through a clot of young women, giggling and cheersing with their plastic cups of wine. Adley pointed to one of them as they walked by.

			“I want one of those,” she said to Scottie.

			“Same,” Marisa added, and their search subject flipped from Adley’s parents to the wine booth. During their search, they happened upon the poutine food truck and all progress came to a grinding halt.

			“I need poutine,” Scottie said. “I just realized it this minute.”

			“Same,” Adley said, and they all laughed and got in line.

			Maybe this night wasn’t going to be so bad. Maybe coming out and being around people was exactly what she needed.

			Adley was gazing around the park while Scottie and Marisa chatted about Jaden’s hair, and he stood impressively still while Scottie examined it. She had barely finished her thought about this all being a good idea when she felt eyes on her. It was a weird sensation when you knew somebody was looking at you but couldn’t find who right away. She spun in a slow circle and…there. Blue eyes.

			Her heart began to hammer. Her stomach flip-flopped. Her palms began to sweat. And she couldn’t look away.

			Sabrina looked different, though. She had Sprinkles in her arms, leash gathered up in one hand, and she looked…nervous? Uncertain? Worried? The puppy wiggled and squirmed in her arms as she stood still.

			“What are you looking at?” Scottie asked, following her gaze. “Oh, she’s pretty. Wait. That’s her. Right? Is that her?”

			And then Marisa was looking and made a small oh sound and then Jaden wanted to know what they were all looking at.

			“Something’s wrong,” Adley said.

			“What do you mean?” asked Scottie.

			“I know her face. She’s worried.”

			Scottie snorted. “Pshyeah. She’s homing in on your turf. She should feel weird.”

			Adley shook her head. “No, that’s not it. I’ll be right back.” And before she could think about it and before Scottie could talk her out of it, she was walking across the grass, sidling between people, bumping shoulders, and then she was there. Standing next to Sabrina, gazing down at her.

			Before she could say a thing, Sabrina said in a flurry of words, “I shouldn’t have brought him, I thought it would be good for him, socialization, the vet said to socialize him, but I think this is too much, he’s just shaking like crazy, and the fireworks haven’t even started yet, I’m a terrible dog mom, oh my God, what was I thinking?”

			The first thing she wanted to do was make Sabrina feel better, and that annoyed the crap out of her, but she couldn’t help it. “It’s fine. Don’t worry. Here, give him to me.” She took the dog out of Sabrina’s arms. He was definitely shaking, but also, the prospect of a new human to sniff seemed to distract him a bit, and he licked her face as if he remembered her. “Hi
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