Chapter One

Sophie Guellec was never late. Yet that Monday, she pushed the edges of punctuality
for reasons she understood very well. But it wasn’t fair to keep Kelsey waiting, regardless
of the discomfort that simmered deep in her gut.

She spotted her destination just beyond the intersection as she waited for the light to
turn. A sigh threaded from her lips. The parking lot looked full already.

Snagging one of the few remaining parking spots, she got out of the car. A mild April
breeze caressed her face and lifted her spirits as she approached the front door. Before
turning the ornate brass knob, she stopped to observe the door. The glass panel bore the
elegant outline of a graceful tree. She had to admit the house was charming, extending an
enticing invitation from another century. The Tarte Nouveau. A historic house turned into
a lunch place. Though it was bad French grammar, the name was as clever as the building
was beguiling, adorned on every lattice, shutter, and cornice with flowery Art Nouveau
details. Better than a gingerbread house, which was a mere fable. This was real. It was
popular. And it was her competition.

Inside, the din of happy and numerous diners assailed her ears. She caught her breath
at the elegant Belle Epoch décor in varied shades of pink and green, then scanned the
room for Kelsey. Her friend waved at her from a corner table.

“I hope I'm not late.” Sophie hugged Kelsey before slipping into the chair across the
table.

“Not at all.” Kelsey grinned and flipped a handful of auburn waves over one shoulder.
“I can’t believe you’ve never been here. Does the bakery keep you that busy?”

“That and more.” Sophie let out an exaggerated tone. She slid a laminated menu
toward her but didn’t open it. “The sad truth is that I was avoiding coming here.”

Kelsey laughed. “For three years? It’s been open that long. I told you how good it was.”

“Yes, that’s the problem. I was afraid because it competes with my business. I've
worked so hard for years.”

Kelsey laid one hand on Sophie’s arm. “You're kidding, right? You think this place
competes with Sophie’s Coffee Shop? This is a lunch place. It’s nothing like your shop.”

“True, but they have a French name. And my pastries are French. I am French. I make
real French pastry, but this place, only the name is French.” She flipped her palm toward
the room. Then her eyes met Kelsey’s. “I know I'm being silly.”

“Yes, just a little bit. But I still love you, my friend.”

The women exchanged smiles. “I’'m embarrassed to be so fearful.” Sophie opened her
menu, pushing to the back of her mind the slight drop in revenue at her shop over the last
few months. “The shop...it’s all I have. If I lose it, I'll have to start from scratch or return
to France in shame.”



“No, you won’t. First, you won’t lose your shop.” Kelsey returned a hand to Sophie’s
arm. “It’s not all you have. You have too many talents to count, Sophie. I wish I could cook
like you do. Even The Tarte doesn’t make desserts like yours.”

Sophie pressed her lips together. “You’re not just trying to cheer me up.”

Kelsey shot her a stern look. “You’ve known me how long? I'm nothing if not sincere.”

“I'm too insecure. I know I make good pastry. I was top of my class in France.” She
sighed and her gaze panned the room. “I should have had a French name when I first
opened my shop. Chez Sophie, or Sophie’s Café.”

“Why didn’t you?”

“I thought it would be more accepted by Americans as Sophie’s Coffee Shop. No doubt
about what it was: a coffee shop. In France, the word café means alcohol and light meals.
It’s not the same thing.”

Kelsey shrugged. “It would have worked fine here. And you do so much more than
coffee. Your pastries are amazing. Everyone in town says so.”

“Hello.” The server’s voice broke through their conversation. “My name is Nancy.”
Are you two ready to order?”

“I'm sorry, we’ve been catching up.” Kelsey looked up at the woman, her blue eyes
crinkling to match her smile as she spoke. “Just a couple of minutes?”

“Of course. Take your time.” Nancy moved to another table.

“Now she won’t be back for twenty minutes,” murmured Sophie, and the women
laughed.

“You're probably right. Now, Sophie, you're well-established in Brenner Falls. Your
shop is the go-to place for coffee dates, morning and late-afternoon treats, takeout
desserts, quiches...”

“You think so?” Sophie knew people liked her products, but it still felt good to hear
that Kelsey considered her the go-to for those things. “I know my pastries are good, and
I'm proud of them. And my American recipes too. I just want to keep the clientele I already
have.” Maybe she could still change the name of her shop. Now it seemed so boring to her.
Sophie’s Coffee Shop. Like Ed’s Gas Station or Joan’s Shoe Store. No sparkle. Just bleh.

“You will definitely keep them.”

Sophie studied the menu. “Look, they have quiche. And crépes. Crépes come from
Brittany. I don’t even sell crépes and I grew up in Brittany!” She meant to, but hadn’t
taken the time to make and promote them. There was always so much to do.

“Maybe you should. Why don’t you sell them?”

Sophie frowned. “When I first opened four years ago, I wanted to sell pastries people
recognized. Cookies, brownies. And the occasional French treat. And of course,
baguettes.” One couldn’t find a decent baguette for miles.

“I see. You couldn’t risk traumatizing anyone by taking away their brownies and
cookies.” Kelsey looked amused.

Sophie crossed her arms but gave in to a smile. “You’re making fun of me, Kelsey.



“Just a little. Sophie, your Frenchness is an asset to this community, but you haven’t
capitalized on it.”

“Not everyone thinks so,” Sophie said after a long pause. But that was in the past.

“I guess you mean Brandon. He was clueless and blind.” Kelsey’s tone was emphatic.
“He doesn’t count.”

Hearing her ex-husband’s name caused Sophie to flinch. “He was also dishonest. But
back then, it made me question myself.” And her culture, and even her worth.

“And now?”

Sophie gave a one-shouldered shrug. “It took time, but I'm over it now. I haven’t
gotten around to bringing out my French favorites because it’s all I can do to keep up with
current demand. But maybe it’s time to freshen up the menu at Sophie’s.”

With a sudden intake of breath, she snapped her shoulders straight and grabbed the
menu. She held it in front of her face. “I'm staring my competition in the face. See how
brave I've decided to be?”

“Tackle the giant, Sophie. You can do it.” Laughter followed Kelsey’s challenge.

Sophie scanned the first page of the colorful menu. “I see what you mean. There’s a
lot on the menu I don’t make. I guess they aren’t really competing.” Hope and
determination flickered inside.

“See? I told you. And as Brenner Falls grows, there will be lots of new restaurants
competing with both of us. We have to accept that and keep doing what we do best.”

Such sound advice. She needed to own it.

Sophie set the menu down. “Aren’t you worried, Kelsey? You just bought The Grateful
Fork a few months ago.”

Kelsey’s face was relaxed, as if she hadn’t a worry in the world. “No, I'm not. New
places always draw a crowd, but The Fork has been in Brenner Falls for over forty years.
It’s a tradition and a landmark. So is Sophie’s Coffee Shop.” Kelsey pinned a stare on her
to underscore her statement.

Finally, Sophie smiled, then relaxed against her chair. “I'm glad you think so. I hope
the same is true for other people. And you’re right, I can’t control everything, like other
restaurants coming to town.”

“Maintain your personal standard and embrace your Frenchness. That makes you
different. Capitalize on it, Sophie. Everyone on Earth loves French food! You should add
more specialties to your menu. Except maybe snails.” She chuckled. “You're authentic, so
you’ll be the go-to places for...” Kelsey cocked her head. “What’s authentic in Brittany?”

“Well, crépes. Kouign Amman. Far Breton, and salted butter caramel...those are all
from Brittany.”

“And Americans adore that.”

“Then there’s pain perdu. That’s French toast.” Sophie said. Even French toast would
delight people if she called it pain perdu. And she’d make it her Mamie’s way, with full
cream and a sprinkle of powdered sugar...



Kelsey was right. Sophie had been hiding her specialties, fearing the small-town
public of Brenner Falls wouldn’t accept them. She’d start making Brittany crépes...the
correct way. She’d start that week.

“I' have an idea,” she murmured. “But I've never told you.” Or anyone else. But Sophie
could trust Kelsey with her secret dreams.

“What’s that?”

Just then, the server reappeared.

“We’re ready, aren’t we?” Kelsey prompted Sophie.

“Yes. I'll have the salad with broiled chicken,” Sophie told Nancy.

“And I'll have the seafood crépes.” When Nancy had left, Kelsey returned her gaze to
Sophie. “I ordered those, so you’'ll see they're not the same as yours. And besides that, I
like them.”

Sophie rolled her eyes but kept her smile.

Kelsey leaned forward. “Tell me your idea.”

Sophie slipped her napkin onto her lap and tipped her torso toward Kelsey, as if
unveiling a deep secret. “You know I work a lot. In the evening, I'm often tired, but I'm
the one who knows how to make the baguettes, croissants, all the French things. I go in
at six in the morning and sometimes don’t get home until six at night. I need more people
who know how to make the pastry. So, I thought about starting a small French baking
school.”

“What a great idea!”

“I' have a great employee, Sandra. She’s been with me for a year and she learns quickly,
so I've entrusted some of the French pastries to her. She was like a student, I guess. I could
include several more students.”

“I know a school would succeed.”

Sophie returned her smile. “Thanks for your confidence. It won’t be easy in the
beginning. But here’s the thing. I'm twenty-nine, but I don’t want to work as hard in five
or ten years as I do now. I'd like to go back to France more often, have a family one day. I
can’t do that when I'm at the shop twelve hours per day.”

“True. You need a life. I don’t even spend that much time at The Fork. I have a
manager, chefs, and other trained people.” Kelsey’s face softened with empathy.

“Exactly. I need more trained people. So, I can teach them.” So she didn’t have to do
everything herself.

Kelsey steepled her fingers. “When exactly would you do that? Between six and
midnight?”

“That’s the part where I get stuck. I could recruit someone from France to help with
the pastry while I do the teaching. She would already know how to make everything.”

“Sounds difficult, with immigration, visas, all that.”

Sophie frowned. Yes, she’d thought of that too. Her big dream was tied to a lot of red
tape, research, and obstacles.



A heavy sigh escaped Sophie’s lungs as if self-propelled. “Time to change the
conversation from me to you, Kelsey. Tell me about the Fork, about Rick, everything new.”

“Gladly.” Kelsey grinned and recounted some details of her exciting new life, with a
romantic relationship and as the new owner of The Grateful Fork Restaurant.

“So, did you decide you like this place?” Kelsey hitched her head toward the room.

“We’re back to that subject? Yes, it’s okay. I think the owner came to my shop one day
a couple of years ago. An older man whose wife works here too.”

“That was Jason. He had some kind of health problem, so about a year ago he sold it
to another guy. A younger guy. I met him once, but I don’t know him well. He’s a good
friend of Amber and Ben’s.”

Sophie lifted her brows. “Sold already? That was fast.”

“Yes, it was. But nothing really changed on the menu. Most people don’t know it
changed hands.”

A few minutes later, Nancy arrived and placed their meals before them.

“That is a crépe?” Sophie pointed to Kelsey’s plate. “It should be folded on four sides,
not rolled.”

Kelsey laughed. “That’s the way we do it here. But you should fold them at Sophie’s
just the way they do it in Brittany.”

“T'll do that.” Sophie’s gaze swept around the colorfully decorated room, feeling a
pulse of hope surge through her. “For certain, Sophie’s can be more French than The Tarte
Nouveau.”

After they finished their meal and lingered a while, Sophie and Kelsey rose and
headed toward the door. When they reached the entrance, Sophie glanced at a wall
covered with photos of people she didn’t know. As her gaze scrolled downward, she saw a
chalkboard with scorching words written with rounded letters: Have Breakfast at The
Tarte! Opening for weekday breakfast starting Wednesday, 7:30 am to 9 am. See you
then!

Her optimism plummeted. They were starting breakfast that week. Sophie’s shop had
a lively breakfast crowd each day. Would The Tarte draw some of them away? She said
nothing to Kelsey, having talked about her fears enough for one day.

Kelsey thought The Tarte wasn’t competition for Sophie. She was definitely wrong
about that.

###

Dylan Poole relished driving across the long metal bridge that reached across the
sparkling Susquehanna River on the way to his neighborhood. The stone entrance gate to
the subdivision and the curving shaded lane leading to his house stirred a feeling of
belonging.



The bridge and river made a geographical and mental separation between his
neighborhood and downtown Brenner Falls. He liked the town, but as long as it was
expanding eastward, he preferred to be on the outer edge, closer to the verdant hills and
less populated areas. They too would develop over time.

He’d been one of the first residents in the Riverside Landing development. Most of
the trees were carefully preserved. The housing flowed around the natural landscape
instead of the other way around. Leave it to Cooper Dawson, architect extraordinaire, to
combine nature, art, and architecture in his building projects. Though Dylan couldn’t see
the river from his back porch, he could access the walking path that ran alongside the
mighty Susquehanna in just a few minutes, which was how he frequently started his day.

He pulled into his driveway when the phone rang.

“Hey, Cooper,” Dylan said. “You must have known I was just admiring your
handiwork, which I do every time I drive into Riverside Landing.”

Cooper laughed. “Every time? Thanks for all the mental compliments. Did you just
get back from The Tarte?”

Dylan got out of the car and mounted the stone stairway, a bag of groceries in the
crook of his elbow. “I spent the morning there, then swung by the farmer’s market. How’s
your little clan doing?”

He entered the spacious living and dining area, squinting at the long shafts of light
that poured in through the bay window in the kitchen. The house might be big for just
him, but it was still the perfect place for his new life.

“Sasha said da today for the first time. I wasn’t there, but Blair told me. So, I'm not
sure she was trying out a new sound or referring to me.” Cooper chuckled, clearly
enamored with his new daughter.

“Of course, she was. Clearly, she’s a gifted child.”

They laughed. “Jake coaches her in vocabulary but not much has caught on yet.”

“At five months, I'm not surprised. But congrats on the new word.”

He set the bag on the kitchen island.

“How are things at The Tarte?”

“They’re good. My manager, Eddie, keeps things cruising along so I don’t have to be
there all the time. We're starting breakfast this Wednesday, so we’ll have a few more hours
open.”

“Kudos to Amber for telling you The Tarte was for sale, back when you told Amber
and me you were looking for something concrete to invest in.”

“Yup. And look how much fun it’s been so far.”

“Glad you’re having fun.” Humor laced Cooper’s voice. I guess stocks and bonds are
less interesting.”

“I've never been traditional.” Though he’d had his share of bruises for roaming
outside the lines.

“There’s a golf resort being built north of town looking for investors, if you have any
cash laying around.”



“My hands are full at The Tarte. There’s not too much cash available, but I'll check
into it.”

When Dylan moved to Brenner Falls a year and a half earlier, he’d been eager to leave
the past in the rearview mirror and start over in every way possible—relationally,
professionally, and spiritually. Brenner Falls gave him the second chance he desperately
needed.

Cooper’s sister, Amber, had been the key to Dylan’s new life. They’d been friends in
college during what seemed like another lifetime. They’d kept up their friendship after
graduation, during his decision to change careers, and during the debacle with Dad and
with Caroline. Old memories that weren’t distant enough.

When he visited Brenner Falls for Amber’s wedding to Ben a couple of years ago, he
found everything he was looking for in a small town, in terms of size, population, and
nature. Amber introduced him to Cooper, and the two men became fast friends. Dylan
bought a house in the subdivision Cooper had just finished building. Links to both Amber
and Cooper wove through his new life. Dylan was grateful for their help as he settled in,
but especially for their friendship. They both got married within the last two years and
seemed happy. Maybe some of that happy romance dust would sprinkle onto him at some
point in this new Brenner Falls chapter.

“Hey, are you and Blair free this weekend?” Dylan asked, hopeful. “I’d like to fire up
the new grill I bought. I know you're the king of grilling, but I'd be honored if you’d let me
try to compete.”

“I’'d love to, but Blair and I have plans with her parents. They live about an hour away,
and we haven’t seen them lately. Rain check?”

“Yeah, sure. We have all summer.” Disappointment pooled inside. He didn’t want an
empty weekend and hadn’t had guy time with his closest friend in a while.

When they disconnected, Dylan texted Ben Russo, Amber’s husband and a good
friend. He was probably at work. Hi, Ben. Are you free to kayak or hike somewhere this
weekend? Amber can come too.

Then Dylan called Eddie, the manager of The Tarte. They weren’t able to talk earlier,
thanks to the lunch rush.

“Hey, Eddie, can you talk now?”

“Yeah, it won’t take long. I found someone we can hire to do baking and help with
lunch service. She’s got experience in kitchens and pastry.”

Dylan put the sandwich on a plate and settled onto a stool at the kitchen bar. “Sounds
good. You know how to spot the talent.” At least Eddie wasn’t asking Dylan to interview
and assess applicants. He’d have to sell the place pronto.

“So, I can offer her a position?”

“Sure, if you think we need her.”

“She can train to be a line cook too. Aside from that, we're ready for the breakfast
launch Wednesday.”



“Good. I'll be there to get in everyone’s way.” He chuckled. They surely didn’t need
his help, but as the owner of The Tarte Nouveau, he ought to make more appearances.
Eddie probably thought Dylan was the lamest restaurant owner in the history of
hospitality. The man was so efficient, Dylan took a set-it-and-forget-it attitude more often
than he should. Maybe Dylan should never have bought the place, but the business he
really wanted hadn’t been for sale. If it had been, he’d never pass it off to a full-time
manager.

But The Tarte was his business now.

After lunch, Dylan parked at his desk to catch up on admin. In college, he’d majored
in business to placate his dad and found he liked it. Now, he owned a restaurant and was
open to other opportunities if the right one came along. If Dad could see him now, he’d
sputter in shock from the grave.

One unpleasant surprise was the slim profit margin at the restaurant. It didn’t matter
that customers filled the Tarte Nouveau during open hours, currently, only lunch. Having
a full-time manager certainly ate into profits, but clearly, Dylan was no restaurant
manager. Maybe he should have researched more before purchasing the place. It had
seemed like a good move at the time.

His phone pinged with a new text message. Ben. Sorry, Dylan. Amber and I are going
out of town to celebrate our second anniversary. Maybe I could take an afternoon off
this week and, depending on Rick’s schedule, rope him in too. I'll let you know if that
works.

Ben’s idea was a nice compromise, but Dylan still had an open weekend. He made
friends easily, but at his age, most of them were married, some with new kids, or otherwise
unavailable.

If he’d followed his previous path, he’d be married too...to the wrong woman. But
fortunately, he escaped that cage before the door closed. Now, most of his doors were wide
open. Just the way he liked them.






