
  
    
      
    
  


		
			The Great Popcorn Romance

Opposites attract, and Riley Shaw stands no chance of resisting Hannah Kramer’s magnetic pull. But opposites know just how to drive each other crazy...

 
How it starts: Her best friend Kyle suggests Riley take a job at Poptacular, his grandmother's gourmet popcorn shop. Spending the summer mixing caramel and cheddar sounds like fun, right?

 
Spoiler alert: It’s not fun.

 
Enter Kyle’s little sister Hannah and her stubborn refusal to try any ideas that aren’t her own. Their working styles are completely different. In short, she is infuriating. And hot. Why does she have to be hot?

 
How it’s going: Years have passed, and Riley’s no longer a victim of her teenage hormones. She’s a high-powered consultant who travels from city to city, helping struggling businesses. Distance weakens a magnetic field, and Riley doesn’t think about Hannah Kramer. Not ever.

 
So, when Kyle calls to say Poptacular is in trouble and on the brink of closing its doors, her first thought definitely isn’t of Hannah. No, heading back to her hometown is not on her bingo card. But for Poptacular’s co-owner, popcorn is Hannah’s whole life, and Riley can’t stand to see her dream fail.

 
How it ends: With the Great (hot and buttery) Popcorn Romance, of course.
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            Chapter One





			Caramel is sexy.

			Hannah Kramer had always thought so, even as a teenager making it for the first time, and she smiled now as she stirred. The secret to good caramel was timing and temperature. Too hot and it burned and became bitter. Not hot enough and it didn’t flow well. Like Goldilocks’s porridge, it had to be just right.

			Like it was now.

			She took the pot off the stove, still stirring, and carried it to the mixer, where a batch of fresh popcorn rolled and tumbled in a mesmerizingly endless circle, the large pot spinning at a medium pace. She poured the caramel in slowly, watching the rich brown stream as it began to coat each piece. She scraped the pot as clean as she could and inhaled deeply, the warm, sweet scent of fresh caramel popcorn filling the air of her small shop.

			Caramel was one of her best-selling flavors, so she made it fresh every morning at Poptacular, the gourmet popcorn shop she’d been running almost single-handedly for more than three years now. Plopping the empty caramel pot into the sink full of soapy water, she wiped her hands on her apron, tucked an escaping lock of hair behind her ear under her hat, then slipped her hands into her apron pockets and wandered out into the shop toward the front door, where she stood and watched the main drag of Sunset Valley slowly wake up for the day.

			Across the street was the Coffee Cup, the only business that opened before she did. As she watched, the front door swung open and Shana Franklin, the manager, came out. She glanced both ways—totally unnecessary, as there was exactly zero traffic so far that morning—and scooted across the street to Hannah, who unlocked and opened the door.

			“God, I love the smell in here,” Shana said, handing Hannah a large, steaming cup. “It’s guinea pig time.”

			Hannah took the top off the cup and inhaled deeply. “OMG, speaking of loving the smell.”

			“I tweaked the pumpkin spice this year. Tell me what you think.” Hannah blew on the coffee, then took a sip. “Oh,” she said, then let the tastes sit on her tongue before sipping again. “I like it.”

			Shana watched her face for a moment before venturing, “Too heavy on the cinnamon?”

			Hannah nodded slowly. “Maybe pull back on that and kick up the nutmeg a titch?”

			“Exactly what I was thinking, too.”

			“I like it, though. It’s very fall.” Hannah gestured with her head for Shana to follow her into the back of the shop, where the popcorn and caramel had blended perfectly. She turned the mixer off, shook open a bag, and filled it for Shana. Who didn’t even let her close it before she took a handful and ate it.

			“Goddamn, girl, I don’t know what you do to this, but it’s like magic.” She chewed and grabbed more. “No. It’s like crack, let’s be honest.”

			Hannah laughed. “You always say that.”

			“It’s always true.” Shana held up the bag in thanks, then headed back across the street where things were starting to pick up. The Coffee Cup was the only coffee shop in the teeny-tiny town of Sunset Valley, and Shana had a slew of regulars that came every day without fail. She also owned her own building.

			Hannah envied those things.

			She had regulars, yes, but not nearly as many as Shana did. Bradley McFarland owned her building; he’d inherited it last year when his dad had passed away, and so far, he hadn’t jacked up her rent. But each day, she was low-key braced for a phone call or text.

			With a soft sigh, she watched cars pull in and out, filling and vacating the spaces in front of the coffee shop. It would be like that for the next two hours, easily. She wished her business was that steady.

			“Popcorn isn’t a necessity, it’s a luxury,” she said aloud to the empty shop. It was what her grandmother always told her when she was explaining why great customer service was so important. “People don’t need popcorn, but they want it. And you need to make them remember your shop, make them think of Poptacular when they’re telling their friends about their amazing vacation. You have to make them want to come back.”

			She stood behind the counter and leaned on her hands as she looked around at the shop she’d worked at—and loved—since she was a kid. It wasn’t big. People didn’t sit at tables to eat popcorn, so there was no need for any kind of dining area. And the popping and mixing equipment took up a lot of space, so the back of the shop was larger than the front. Below the counter was a display case with her most popular flavors listed. They were in airtight containers, some empty and some full—the candied flavors had a longer shelf life than the more savory ones, so they could stay in the display case for a few days—signs in fun and fancy lettering telling customers each flavor combination. Kaitlyn, one of her employees, dabbled in calligraphy as a hobby, so Hannah had enlisted her to make the signs. She did not disappoint.

			Behind her on shelves were pre-bagged flavors in small, medium, and large, as well as the tins she liked to use for gifts or when a customer ordered more than one flavor. She noted that her tin supply was running low, knew she should order more, but was pretty sure she still owed the vendor for the last order she’d placed. Yeah, they’d have to wait.

			And now she was thinking about money—or more accurately, the lack of it—and that wasn’t something she was ready to deal with. Nope. Time to take her mind off it the best way she knew how.

			“Let’s make a new flavor.” Again, she said it out loud to the empty shop. She did that a lot: talked out loud when nobody was around. Her grandmother used to do the same thing, she’d said, and Hannah was never bothered by emulating her grandma. Glancing up at the wall in the front of the shop, she blew a kiss to the framed photo of her, standing in front of Poptacular the day it opened. “Miss you, Grams.”

			The small notebook in her apron pocket was a fixture, and her loved ones always teased her about it. Her neighbor—fifteen-year-old Parker, who lived across the hall in her apartment building—couldn’t understand why she didn’t jot her notes on her phone.

			“You have an app exactly for note-jotting,” Parker had said to her one day, tapping on her own screen with a fingertip. “It’s literally called Notes.” Her exasperation was clear, and Hannah found it amusing.

			“I like to write it down on paper,” she tried to explain. “I like the act of writing it, the feel of it, scribbling and crossing out and stuff. It relaxes me.”

			Parker had sighed like the most put-upon person on Earth. “You’re so weird, Han.”

			Now she flipped through the pages—the well-worn pages, considering how many times she’d opened it, scribbled in it, and shoved it back into her pocket again—to the notes she’d jotted yesterday for a couple new flavors she wanted to experiment with.

			The back door opening surprised her so much, she let out a little yelp.

			“Hey, little sis,” Kyle said, mischievous smile on his face.

			“You scared the bejesus out of me,” Hannah said, hand pressed to her chest. “My God.”

			He didn’t apologize. He never did. Scaring her was his thing and had been since they were kids. He’d never passed up an opportunity to hide in a closet or around a corner and jump out at her when she least expected it. He grabbed a bowl off a shelf and scooped some of the fresh caramel corn into it, then popped some into his mouth, humming with approval. “I love it when it’s still warm.”

			Hannah took the mixing pot of popcorn off the spinner and dumped the remaining caramel corn onto the cooling tray. As she pulled on her plastic gloves, she glanced at her brother. “You need a haircut,” she commented, noting his sandy hair had started to flip a bit at the ends. It was the end of August, so he was clean-shaven now, but she knew come next month, he’d grow in his beard. Their mother didn’t approve of it, but Hannah thought he looked handsome with it.

			“Thanks, Mom,” he said, eating another handful of the popcorn.

			She began sifting the corn through her fingers, spreading it, tossing it, doing both those things gently so as not to crush the kernels. The point was to keep it from clumping. All the candied popcorn flavors needed to go through this ritual, and Hannah loved it. She found it soothing, sifting popped kernels through her fingers.

			“How are the BBs?” she asked. Kyle had three-year-old twins, Brody and Brianna. Hannah lovingly referred to them as the BBs.

			“Good. All good.”

			He munched and there was another length of silence.

			“Are you just here to watch me work?” she finally asked after he stood quietly for a long moment. “Don’t you have some drywall to hang?” Kyle was a contractor. His company had built many of the new houses in Sunset Valley, and he was often so busy, she didn’t see him for weeks.

			“I do,” he said. “I just wanted to remind you that we’ve got the meeting with Jeff this afternoon.”

			“I know.” Did she snap that? Maybe not, but it was a little bit snarky. She gave him an apologetic look. “I’ll be there, okay? I don’t need you to remind me every single day.”

			Her brother held his hands up like a robbery victim. “Okay, okay. Just trying to help.” And he was. She knew that.

			“I’m sorry,” she said with a sigh. “A little stressed here lately.”

			He nodded as if he totally got it, then tossed another handful of caramel corn into his mouth.

			He didn’t stay long after that, just long enough to grab a bag of the chocolate banana split popcorn—the BBs’ favorite—and he was on his way.

			“Mr. Doom and Gloom,” she muttered as she watched Kyle’s truck pull away through the front windows. She hated when he popped in simply to remind her that business wasn’t good. That’s what the meeting with Jeff was about. He was their CPA. His father had handled the finances for Poptacular when their grandma had been around—another Sunset Valley native who’d taken over the family business—and he liked to give Hannah suggestions on how to make more money on her shop. Terrible suggestions, but she knew he was only trying to help.

			Hannah blew out a hard breath and turned to do what she always did when she was feeling pressure: create something new. Experimenting with new flavors was her favorite thing, so she got to work. Today’s new flavor? Dill pickle. There were a couple other popcorn shops in the country with dill pickle as their best-selling flavor, so she’d decided it was time to give it a shot.

			Fresh popcorn was popping—would she ever not love the sound? the smell?—and she had a pot on the small stove, the burner set super low, with melting butter in it. Consulting her notebook, she threw dried dill weed, garlic powder, sea salt, and black pepper into a bowl and whisked it all together. The smell was already lovely, but she knew the popcorn was going to need that punch of dill pickle flavor. That’s where the actual, literal dill pickle juice came in.

			“We’ll try just a bit at first.” Two tablespoons of pickle juice went into the butter, and she stirred it until it was blended, a weirdly off-gold color. Into the mixer went the freshly popped corn, and once it was turning and tumbling, she slowly poured the butter over it.

			Now she could smell pickles.

			Once the butter had mixed in well and coated the popcorn, she sprinkled the seasoning mix over it and let it toss for a few more minutes before she stopped it, snagged out a few bites, and gave it a try.

			“Holy shit, that’s good,” she said quietly as she munched. “Wow.”

			Onto the giant table went the popcorn, and then she bagged it up to sell today. She reserved some of it for samples—that went into an airtight container so it wouldn’t go stale sitting out in the open. By the time she’d bagged it up, labeled and priced it, shelved the bags, and started on another batch, the back door opened, and Kaitlyn came in for her shift.

			“Hey, boss. Oh, wow, it smells like pickles in here.” Kaitlyn was a walking dichotomy, something Hannah loved about her. At nineteen, she’d finished up her freshman year in college only a couple months before and was home for the summer. She was the goalie for her school’s ice hockey team, and she was the strongest, most muscular woman she’d ever know. At nearly six feet tall and probably a good two hundred pounds of muscle, Kaitlyn cut an imposing figure. But imposing was the last word Hannah would use to describe her. Her hobbies were calligraphy, botany, and baking. When she wasn’t in the gym lifting weights, of course. She was also kind, a little sensitive, and soft-spoken.

			Hannah adored her.

			“What do you think?” Hannah asked, holding out a sample of the dill pickle popcorn.

			Kaitlyn dutifully tasted it, and her brown eyes went wide. “Wow. That’s amazing.” She grabbed more, munched, and nodded. “So good.”

			“Can you make a New Flavor sign?”

			“On it.”

			These were the moments that made Hannah happy. Coming up with or simply perfecting a new flavor, flipping over the Open sign in the window, propping the door open to let the wonderful aroma of fresh popcorn waft out into the street and draw people in. She stood on the sidewalk in front of Poptacular, hands on her hips, and simply inhaled the fresh August air. Fall was coming, and that meant extra tourists. The leaf peepers. Upstate New York in autumn drew all kinds of people who didn’t get the color-changing leaves at home. They’d come here. They’d look at the leaves. They’d buy popcorn.

			“What color?” Kaitlyn called from the back. “I’m thinking green.”

			Hannah smiled, nodded at a gentleman walking by, and turned to go back into her shop.
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        * * *

      

			Kyle was already at Jeff’s office when Hannah arrived. Of course he was. He and Jeff were buddies, having played football together in high school. She pulled her ten-year-old Toyota into the parking spot next to Kyle’s truck, took in a big breath, and blew it out.

			This meeting likely wasn’t going to go well. She knew that. Meetings with Jeff never did. Bracing for it was still hard, though.

			“Inhale through the nose,” she said quietly, then followed her own directions. “Exhale through the mouth.” She sat for another moment before muttering, “All right. Let’s get this over with.”

			Jeff’s office was small but nice. He was one of two CPAs in Sunset Valley, and he did quite well. Of course, it didn’t hurt that his father had established most of the clientele, and Jeff didn’t have to do much work as far as finding new clients. He basically inherited a fully functioning, successful business, and he ran with it.

			“Hi, Hannah,” said Sheila, Jeff’s receptionist.

			“Hey, Sheila, how are you?” She handed over a bag of s’mores popcorn, Sheila’s favorite. “Brought you something.”

			Sheila’s smile grew. “You didn’t have to do that.” Immediately, she went to work on the twist tie and dug in. Her shoulders dropped and her eyes closed, and her approval was clear. “So. Good.” She indicated the short hall to her right. “You can go right in. They’re waiting for you.”

			Seated behind his enormous mahogany desk, tall and lean with huge hands and broad shoulders, Jeff didn’t look anything like a CPA. Hannah always thought he’d look more at home on a basketball court taking free throws than behind a desk crunching numbers. His hair was cut much shorter than the last time she’d seen him, and when she commented on it, he ran a hand over his head.

			“Shorter and grayer,” he said with a grin, then stepped out from behind the desk to wrap her in a hug. “Good to see you.” He noticed the bag of popcorn in her hand, and his dark eyes lit up with anticipation. “Chili lime?”

			“What else?” She handed it over, and he set it on the desk.

			“I’ll dive into that when I’m alone and nobody can see me inhale the entire bag in one sitting.”

			She grinned at him. A nod at Kyle and she took the chair next to him, doing her best to mentally prepare.

			It didn’t work, though, because by the time she pushed out the doors of Jeff’s office building, she was angry and close to tears.

			Kyle hurried after her and caught her arm just as she reached her car. “Hey,” he said, his voice soft. “Come on.” His grip was gentle but firm.

			She wouldn’t meet his eyes.

			“Han. Come on. This isn’t a surprise. Business has been on a downslide for months now.”

			“But fall is coming,” she said, immediately irritated by the pleading tone of her voice. “It always picks up then and through the winter.”

			“And then it slows down again.” Kyle was clearly trying not to upset her further, but as the other half of Poptacular—the silent partner, as Hannah referred to him—he also had a stake in the business’s success. Or failure. “Look, you heard Jeff. We’re not suggesting you close the doors. But, Han, we’ve gotta do something. We’re hemorrhaging money.”

			“I love how it’s suddenly ‘we,’ ” she sniped, yanking her car door open. “It’s never ‘we’ unless there’s bad news.” She dropped into the driver’s seat and waited, as Kyle had his hand on the door.

			“Han. Come on. I’m trying to help.”

			She sighed because she knew he was right. Still, she was too raw. “I know,” she said softly, then gave the door a little tug so he’d move his hand. He did, and she closed the door and started the engine. She didn’t look at him again as she drove away.

			Once back at Poptacular, she went into the tiny, closet-sized office (closet-sized because that’s exactly what it had once been), closed the door, and let the tears flow. Quietly, because she didn’t want to worry Kaitlyn, whose concerned face had followed her all the way to the back, even as she waited on a customer.

			Why was she so upset? This wasn’t even the first time she’d had a meeting like this. It was, like, the third or fourth. Kyle telling her she should start thinking about selling the business wasn’t new. It happened once or twice a year.

			But this time was different, because he wasn’t wrong. Poptacular wasn’t clearing enough of a profit to justify keeping its door open for much longer. And rent could and probably would go up at any time. Bradley would be stupid not to raise it at some point.

			She had no idea how she’d afford it.

			Moving to another location was suggested last year by Kyle, but everything seemed so much more expensive, and this place was perfect. Plus, it had been here for decades. The customers knew it, especially the locals. They expected its presence.

			She grabbed her hoodie off the back of her chair, wadded it up into a ball, held it to her face, and screamed into it. Hopefully, Kaitlyn didn’t hear, but she was so frustrated, she needed to let loose. And just like always, her frustration and worry slowly turned into anger.

			Anger was better.

			Anger made her creative.

			Hands on her desk, she pushed to her feet. “Okay. Enough wallowing, Kramer,” she said out loud to the empty office. “Put this negative energy to good use.” She tied her apron back on and pulled out her little notebook. Might be time to give the spiced curry idea a try.
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        * * *

      

			“I know it’s asking a lot.”

			Well, wasn’t that a damn understatement? But there was real concern in Kyle’s voice. Even over the phone, Riley Shaw could hear it. Not that he hadn’t called before and been concerned, but this was different. There was almost a…desperation to his tone.

			Riley stood in her bedroom and looked down at her open suitcase, packed for her first vacation in more than three years. No big deal, just a lake house she’d found on Airbnb, someplace quiet with solitude where maybe she could drink wine by the water, read some of the huge stack of books she continued to buy but had no time to read, and not answer her constantly ringing phone. But this was Kyle. They’d been best friends in high school and beyond. And while they’d drifted a bit over the past few years, he was still Kyle, and she still loved him like a brother. If ever she needed something, she knew he’d drop whatever he was busy with to help her. It wasn’t even a question that she’d do the same.

			“I didn’t know who else to call,” he went on. “And this is kinda your wheelhouse, isn’t it? Helping struggling businesses?”

			He wasn’t wrong, and of course she’d help. Of course she would. “Okay,” she said. “I’ll see what I can do.”

			“Oh my God, Ri, that’s amazing. Thank you so much.” The utter relief in his voice was as clear to her as the desperate worry had been just a moment ago.

			“Anything for you, man. Truly.” She sat on her bed and blew out a breath. “I can be there the day after tomorrow, all right? I’ll just drive.” Sunset Valley was about a four-hour drive from Boston, and she could use the time to think about ways to help…at least until she was able to see things for herself.

			“Perfect. That’s perfect.”

			“You’d better prepare your sister. She’s not going to be happy about my presence.”

			“I know. I’ll pave the way. Don’t worry.” Kyle thanked her profusely several more times and they finally hung up.

			Riley flopped backward onto her bed and stared at the ceiling. There was a lot to get done. She’d have to cancel her reservation at the Airbnb—she’d end up eating her deposit, but she could afford it. She needed to redirect her assistant, fill him in on her change of plans. And she’d have to alter some of the clothes in her suitcase. No use for a bathing suit or beach towel in Sunset Valley. Nope. She should get up and do that stuff now.

			She didn’t.

			Instead, she lay there while visions of Hannah Kramer filled her head against her will. Petite, full of energy and sunshine. And infuriatingly stubborn. Annoying as hell. Nobody had ever made Riley want to throw herself off a cliff the way Hannah Kramer had when they were growing up. She didn’t expect it to be any different this time around. In fact, it would likely be worse, because Riley was going to come in and tell her how to run her business. For her own good and the good of the bottom line, sure, but nobody liked being told they were doing things wrong. Especially by a person they butted heads with anyway.

			She, Hannah, and Kyle had all worked together at Poptacular when they were teens and the Kramers’ grandmother had owned it. Mrs. Kramer was awesome, funny, and kind. The customers loved her, and she really knew flavor. Riley was amazed every time she came up with some new, obscure taste combination, and the customers ate it up, literally. She remembered seeing glimpses of that in Hannah, when they weren’t arguing. If she closed her eyes, she could picture Hannah’s hair—not quite blond, but not exactly brown—the color of a wheat field in the sunlight. The intensity of her brown eyes always surprised Riley. High cheekbones, made so prominent whenever she smiled. And every time she bent to scoop popcorn out of a bin, her ass— Aaaand that’s enough of that. She needed to pull her head out of Fantasy Land and put it back into Reality, the place where Hannah was going to hate her.

			She blew out a breath. “Yeah, this is gonna be fun.” She pushed to her feet, determined to scrub any inappropriate—and irritating—memories of her teen years out of her brain, and began unpacking her beachwear. “Apologies, sexy new bathing suit,” she said sadly as she stroked the satiny material of the black one-piece. “We’ll meet again one day.”

			By the time she was ready for bed the next night, she’d taken care of everything necessary for the trip. Justin, her assistant, was up to speed on her change of plans. She’d canceled her Airbnb, sadly, and reserved herself a room at the Sunset Valley Resort and Spa. If she was going to miss her vacation, she could at least get a massage and a pedicure while she was doing Kyle a favor, right? She checked her phone one last time before plugging it into its charger next to her bed.

			Tomorrow at this time, she’d be in Sunset Valley, a place she had so many mixed emotions around. So many, she wasn’t even exactly sure how she felt about it. Which was fine. She’d become a pro at tamping down confusing feelings and turning her focus to her work. It was no coincidence she was as successful as she was. That ability to focus solely on her work had served her well.

			Slipping under the covers, she clicked the remote until she found Law & Order on the television. She was always able to find some iteration of it, no matter the time of day, and for whatever reason, the cops and lawyers and chung-chung of the soundtrack always helped lull her to sleep. As her eyelids grew heavy and her thoughts started to drift, they tugged her toward the memories she’d carefully avoided in her waking life. Wheat-colored hair in a French braid, the sway of hips in retreat, the brilliant flash of straight white teeth in a gorgeously genuine smile, a bowl of popcorn being thrown at her…

			“Yeah, you’d best keep that last one in mind,” she whispered to herself, tugging the covers up to her chin. “It’ll probably happen again.”

			






    
            Chapter Two





			Sunset Valley had barely changed at all in the—how long was it since Riley had been there? Six years? Seven? Once she’d moved her mom to Boston with her, closer to hospitals and treatment centers, there hadn’t been much reason to return.

			Now, as she slowed her BMW to thirty miles per hour and glided easily into the little town, memories flooded back into her brain like somebody was pouring them in, and they floated into view, each one slowly rippling into focus as she drove. The gas station had been remodeled and updated, she noticed, new electronic signs glowing to show her the price of gas and that she could get the town’s best cup of coffee inside. Bethany’s Boutique looked exactly the same—Riley had a flash of Bethany, a petite redhead in her late forties, who’d helped her find a prom dress on consignment, since her mom couldn’t really afford to buy her one. She’s gotta be in her sixties now. I wonder if she still works there.

			Then she was coasting into downtown, a moniker that made her shake her head with a fond smile, as Sunset Valley was hardly big enough to have an uptown, a downtown, or any kind of town, but the fountain in the middle of the street that forced the road around it was still beautiful, the August sunshine making the flowing water sparkle. She couldn’t help smiling as she drove past.

			And there it was. On her right. Poptacular. Riley knew if she rolled down her window, she’d be able to smell fresh popcorn. To this day, any time she smelled it, her memories of Sunset Valley would come rushing back into her mind like a tidal wave. Directly across the street was the Coffee Cup—arguably the lamest name for a coffee shop in existence, but it was cute and modern looking. She wondered how they felt about the gas station’s claim to have the best coffee in town.

			It was just after noon—she’d allowed herself a leisurely morning since she technically couldn’t check into the hotel until three and hadn’t left until after eight. The Sunset Valley Resort and Spa was on the far side of town, and she hoped maybe her room would be ready early. September was in a couple days, and that’s when Sunset Valley’s tourist season would begin. By mid-October, it would be in full swing, hotels full and lots more people on the sidewalks, milling in and out of shops. Fall was a big deal here.

			A quick pop inside the resort told her that unfortunately, her room was not ready yet. She used their lobby restroom, and then she was back in the car. She dialed Kyle’s number and got his voicemail, so she hung up and sent a text.

			Just got into town. Room won’t be ready for another hour. Got time to kill. Gonna head to shop, check things out.

			She added an emoji of a popcorn box, then shifted into gear and headed back the way she’d come.

			Sunset Valley was like a little Hallmark movie town. Everybody joked about it. One main street where most of the businesses were, the fountain in the center. In a couple months, an enormous tree would be erected near it and lit up in a public gathering. It was all so charming and clichéd and…and… “Corny,” she said out loud with a shake of her head. She much preferred the bustle of the big city. Quincy Market and Chelsea Market and Pike Place. Those were the kinds of gathering places she loved, where there were so many people, you could get lost in the crowds, where nobody knew who you were, and you never stopped moving because if you did, you could be run over.

			She was smiling about that as she slid her BMW into a parking spot on the street a couple doors down from Poptacular and got out. For a moment, she simply stood in the summer sunshine, let it warm her face. She inhaled deeply, because no matter how much she preferred the city, there was definitely something wonderful about the fresh air of…not the city. In the air here, she could smell several of the businesses. A little bit of fried chicken, probably wafting over from the diner a couple doors down. Freshly roasted coffee, the aroma drifting across the street. And, of course, popcorn. The smell of her childhood and teen years really, earthy and warm, and without her consent, her mouth watered.

			“Might as well dive right in,” she muttered as she grabbed her cross-body bag and slammed the car door.

			Before she even moved, she took a good look at the shop. The sign for Poptacular was written in a fun, curvy font, and it was large enough to read, but over the years, the weather and the heat of the sun had faded the bright yellow. Now it was more the color of old, dried-up corn. She pulled out her phone, opened the Notes app, and began a list. Painting the sign was the first thing she typed.

			As she stepped up over the curb and onto the sidewalk, she took note of the shop’s appearance. Signage was decent, but the window display was nonexistent. Sure, you could look in and see the cases of popcorn behind the counter, the bags on shelves, but there was a huge space to the left of the door—probably a good six-by-four spot just itching for some kind of advertising display.

			She jotted more notes.

			Now that she was closer, she could see the chipping paint, the battered door handle. More notes. She pulled the door open and went inside.

			It was like she’d gone back in time.

			Everything was the same, from the display cases filled with popcorn to the shelves behind the counter that held bags filled with different flavors. She was sixteen again, tying an apron around her waist, tucking her hair under the baseball hat with the Poptacular logo embroidered on it—a splurge Mrs. Kramer had surprised them with. The air smelled of fresh popcorn, yes, but also so much more. Butter and salt and chocolate and cheese and—dill pickles? That was new.

			The tall girl behind the counter was young—maybe twenty?—and was waiting on a customer. While said customer sampled different flavors, Riley took the opportunity to look around the small space. The photo of Mrs. Kramer on the wall made her smile and brought back a flood of memories, from her surprisingly soft voice to her full-body hugs. The woman was the epitome of what a grandma should be—warm, gentle, and loving.

			The walls themselves, though…dingy and bland. She held up her phone and took a photo. A fresh coat of paint on the whole place would be step one to making things look more inviting. Also dingy was the linoleum floor, and she tried to imagine how many feet had tramped over it—especially in the clearly worn path from the door to the front of the counter—through the years. She took another photo. It was clean, she could see that. Mrs. Kramer had always been a stickler for cleanliness in her shop, and she’d pounded that into their brains when they’d worked there, how important it was for an establishment that fed people to remain as clean as possible. But it was old. Obviously. Floors were expensive, so she created a secondary list and added new flooring to that.

			The customer was torn between the barbecue ranch flavor and the chili lime, and the girl behind the counter was surprisingly knowledgeable, explaining the ingredients of each flavor and what they combined best with. The customer finally decided to get one of each, and Riley mentally gave the salesgirl points for moving the product.

			Riley was scanning the shelves and finding herself impressed by the flavor variety when a voice said, “Hi there. Can I help you?” But it wasn’t the same voice as the young woman behind the counter. No. It was a voice that was much more familiar, albeit one she hadn’t heard in literal years.

			She turned to meet that dark-eyed gaze and was shocked at the way she felt it in her stomach. And a little lower.

			Hannah Kramer had always been a pretty teenager. Despite her infuriating stubbornness, Riley had always found her pretty. She also hadn’t seen her in over a decade, and the person standing in front of her now was no longer a pretty teenager. No, she was an absolutely stunning woman. Stunning. Even with her hair tucked up under the hat and sticking out the back of it in a ponytail, even in her white T-shirt with the Poptacular logo on it smeared with what looked like chocolate, even in stained black joggers and very old tennis shoes, Hannah was stunning. Riley had no more time to assess, though, before Hannah’s brown eyes went wide with recognition.

			“Riley? Is that you?” She tipped her head as if examining her, then reached out and enveloped her in a hug. She smelled like popcorn, chocolate, and home.

			“Hi, Hannah.” They let go and stood looking at each other. The shot of nerves that zapped through Riley irritated her.

			“Wow. It’s been a long time.” Hannah was smiling the smile of a grown woman, and Riley wasn’t sure why she was struggling with that.

			“It has.” She nodded. For too long. Conversation stumbled a bit there. Faltered. So Riley made herself shift into the place she felt most comfortable: business mode. “Why isn’t there a window display?” She turned to look at the empty area, then held her phone up to get a photo. “That’s a great advertising spot for anybody who walks by. I mean, the smell of popcorn is a great draw, but if you put something fun right here, it’ll catch their eye as well as their nose. You know how much foot traffic there will be in a week or two.” She turned to the empty white wall, waved a hand at it. “And here, maybe more shelves? Oh, what about a mural? That would be cool.” A glance at their feet. “The floor’s gross. That needs replacing.” When she glanced up, she stopped short. Hannah’s previous smile had vanished and now her brows dipped in a V above her nose, her lips pressed together in a thin line.

			“Seriously? Your first visit in more than ten years and all you can do is criticize my shop?” There was a little emphasis on the word my, and she folded her arms across her chest. “Is that what you learned in the big city? How to be judgey?”

			“What? I—” She stopped and blew out a breath, suddenly understanding. “Did Kyle not tell you I was coming?”

			“Kyle? No.” Hannah blinked rapidly several times, and Riley could almost hear the gears in her head as she put two and two together.

			“Yeah. He called me and asked for my help.” For the first time in the past few minutes, she remembered the other girl behind the counter and lowered her voice. “Said the shop was struggling.”

			A bright red splotch formed on each of Hannah’s cheeks, and Riley felt an instant pang of regret for embarrassing her. Seriously? What the hell, Kyle? “I’m not struggling,” Hannah said, clearly insulted by the word, even as she sneered it.

			It wasn’t uncommon for a business owner to resist her help in the beginning, especially a small business owner. Riley worked with mostly larger companies now, but she’d helped her share of small ones, and it was always the small business owners who had the most pride…to their own detriment, most of the time. She did her best to gentle her voice. “Well, from what I understand, Kyle is half owner, and he says you’re struggling.” Hannah’s embarrassment was shifting to fury now, and Riley hurried on, hoping to cut it off at the pass. “What can it hurt to let me help? Hmm? This is what I do for a living, and I promise you, I am very good at my job.”

			Hannah didn’t look convinced. Or happy. She looked pissed. “Well, this is the first I’ve heard about any of this, and I really don’t appreciate you waltzing in here and telling me all the things that are wrong with my shop.”

			Again, the slight emphasis on my.

			Oh, Riley was going to kill Kyle. Kill him. Dead.

			“We are not struggling. We don’t need your help. We are fine.” Riley could tell Hannah didn’t believe her own words, but she also realized this was not the time to argue with her. She’d made her angry, had insulted and embarrassed her. She was thinking about how maybe she should leave when Hannah added, “You can go.” With that, she spun on her heel and disappeared into the back. The girl behind the counter pretended to busy herself straightening the bags on the shelves, but Riley was pretty sure she’d heard every word, as there was nobody else in the shop.

			That right there should be a clue.

			With a quiet sigh, she pushed out the door and back to her car. Once inside with the a/c running, she saw she had no response from Kyle, so she sent another text.

			That was fun. Wish you’d have told me she didn’t know I was coming. Thanks, asshole.

			She always talked to Kyle like that, so it wasn’t unusually harsh, but she was still thinking about killing him. Her stomach rumbled loudly.

			“Fine,” she muttered, shifting the car into gear. “Food before murder.”
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        * * *

      

			“Are you fucking kidding me, Kyle?”

			Hannah was closed in her closet office in the hopes that Kaitlyn wouldn’t hear her verbally rip her brother a new one over the phone. The size of the space prevented her from angrily pacing around, which was what she really wanted to do, so she stood in the middle of the tiny room and practically vibrated with rage.

			“I meant to tell you,” Kyle said. “And I was going to meet Riley there. Then I had to deal with an electrical issue on this new project and had to focus on that instead of the shop. I’m really sorry, Han.”

			Instead of the shop. Well, wasn’t that just typical? But she could picture her big brother running his hand through his sandy hair. He wasn’t a mean-spirited guy, so she believed him when he said he’d meant to tell her. But that wasn’t the point. At all.

			“You seriously called in a consultant without even asking me? A fixer? We own the shop together, you know.”

			“I do know that. That’s exactly why I called Riley. Because we own the shop together and it’s in trouble. I’m sorry if you don’t want to accept that, but it’s true, and you know it.”

			“But…Riley Shaw?”

			“Han. This is what she does now. I’ve told you that. She helps struggling businesses, gets them back on their feet. She’s very successful, and she came here as a favor to me. So could you at least be nice to her? Listen to what she has to say?”

			By the time they hung up, she was pretty sure Kyle was feeling better about things. Hannah, on the other hand, was not. And it wasn’t just because Kyle hadn’t consulted her. No, it was more than that. It was because it was Riley.

			She opened the door to her office and headed back out into her work area. The cotton candy flavor was running low, so she set the popper to pop a new batch and went to work on the coating.

			Memories assaulted her as she put butter, corn syrup, floss sugar, and some salt into a large pot on the stove. With those memories came a barrage of mixed emotions. That was the thing that had always frustrated her about Riley Shaw—from the time she’d met her when she was eleven years old and Riley was thirteen, right up until today—that confusing amalgamation of feelings. Young Riley had frustrated her at first, giving Kyle so much attention and Hannah so little. Looking back now, it made sense. Riley had been headed into her teen years and likely didn’t want to be saddled with an eleven-year-old who followed her around like a puppy. Conversely, Hannah was suffering from her first big crush, and she wanted nothing more than to be around Riley every second she could—a constant source of irritation for her big brother, who was also harboring a crush.

			She stirred the mixture as it started to heat up. The popcorn was overflowing, so she tipped it into the rack and got a second batch going, then scooped a bunch into the pot for the mixer and set it there to wait. A deep inhale of the wonderful aroma reminded her how she’d never get sick of the scent of freshly popped popcorn.

			Riley and Kyle had started to hide on her, and that stung. Again, she could look back with adult eyes and understand why, but she also had the memories of how much it hurt to be left out by the two people who meant the most to her in her very small world. She was so young.

			She’d been quiet as a child, just as she was now, a little shy, and it was hard to make friends when you weren’t gregarious and outgoing. Her grandmother took note of this, she knew now, and asked if she thought she’d like to help out in the popcorn shop. Hannah could still remember the day she asked, could still feel that whole-body rush of adrenaline, pride, and excitement. She became a sponge, soaking up anything her grandmother would teach her, from how to pop the popcorn exactly right to how to blend some of the flavors. Back then, of course, there had only been a half dozen or so flavors, but Hannah watched everything her grandmother did. And not only did she have a blast working at Poptacular, she was good at it. In fact, this cotton candy flavor she was currently making had been her idea in the beginning.

			Smiling as she stirred the mixture in the pot, she remembered coming back from the local fireman’s carnival that summer, pulling chunks from the cotton candy her mother had bought for her. “Hey, Grams, how can we make cotton candy popcorn? I think it would be great.” The Internet wasn’t as prevalent as it is now, so they combed through some of Grandma’s food supply catalogs until they found the floss sugar. It took some experimenting to find the right amount of butter and corn syrup. They’d figured out together the need for baking soda, which she poured in now and watched foam up, making the syrupy concoction lighter and fluffier—easier to pour over the popcorn. She took the hot pot to the spinner and clicked it on, and once the corn was tumbling, she slowly poured the cotton candy coating in, just as she had the caramel that morning. In a matter of seconds, the sweet aroma filled the air.

			She’d made it in several different colors, but classic pink seemed to sell the best, so she stuck to that most of the time, like now. Soon, the popcorn was coated in the pink candy flavoring, and then it would get the same treatment as the caramel did—dumped onto the cooling rack and hand-sifted to alleviate any clumping.

			By the time she’d bagged up the fresh cotton candy popcorn, she felt better. Making popcorn was her yoga, her meditation, her zen, and she’d put Riley Shaw out of her mind, at least for a while. She took the bags out front and set them on shelves, then dumped the remainder in the airtight container behind the display case.

			“Why don’t you take your dinner break?” she said to Kaitlyn, who nodded and, a moment later, exited the shop with her purse. She’d be back in forty-five minutes, Hannah knew. Kaitlyn was a good employee, and she wished she could pay her more.

			With a deep breath, she leaned her forearms on the front counter and watched Sunset Valley out the front windows.

			Why isn’t there a window display?

			Riley Shaw’s judgey voice came screeching back into her head, shattering the quiet and ratcheting Hannah’s irritation up once more.

			“Because, Ms. Know-it-all, I don’t have time to come up with a window display.” She muttered it out loud to the empty shop and shook her head. She also found herself gazing at the small empty space next to the door and wondering what exactly she could put there. Her thoughts were interrupted by customers walking in, the little bell on the door ringing cheerfully.

			“It smells so good in here,” the woman said. She had two kids with her, maybe four and seven. A man stood outside on the sidewalk, scrolling on his phone. The husband.

			“Thank you. We make popcorn fresh every day.” Hannah injected happiness into her voice, and the woman left with three large bags—one caramel, one dill pickle, and one cotton candy.

			And then the shop was quiet again. There were things to be done—there were always things to be done—but her brain kept shooting her memories like little vignettes of her time at Poptacular as a kid and into her teen years.

			When it had finally become clear to her that Kyle and Riley had a thing, her young heart cracked open in her chest. She remembered the day she caught them in the tiny closet office. Grams had run down the street to the small grocery store to grab a bag of sugar because they’d run through theirs experimenting with a new flavor, and though the delivery truck was due that day, it was late. Grams didn’t want to wait to make fresh caramel corn, so she popped out, promising to be back in less than fifteen minutes. She left and Hannah had gone into the back area, but Riley and Kyle were suddenly nowhere to be found, which was weird.

			Then she heard some kind of thump that seemed to come from Grams’s office. The door was shut tight, which was also weird because Grams rarely closed it, so Hannah turned the knob and pulled it open.

			Riley and Kyle jumped apart like they’d received a zap of electricity. Riley was sitting on Grams’s desk, and Kyle had been standing between her knees. Hannah might have only been thirteen at that point, but she knew exactly what they’d been doing, and it turned her stomach. To her horror, she felt her eyes well with tears. She left the shop through the back door, ran all the way home, and threw herself onto her own bed to cry into her pillows.

			Her very first broken heart.

			The memory brought a sad smile to her face, and she shook herself back to the present. Riley and Kyle hadn’t worked out for whatever reason, but they’d remained the best of friends, which was impressive for high schoolers, really. Even after Riley left for college, moved away, moved her mother away, she’d kept in touch with Kyle. They had something special, the two of them.

			Something that never included me.

			“Ah, well.” Pushing off the counter, Hannah straightened herself up as she saw Kaitlyn heading in from her break. She could go home now if she wanted. Kaitlyn knew how to close, and it wasn’t quite tourist season yet. Things wouldn’t get busy for another week or two.

			Instead, she went into the back and put on a fresh batch of popcorn to pop. She’d experiment with some new flavors like she always did when something was bothering her; it was her way of shifting gears, focusing elsewhere.

			“Hey, Kaitlyn, how do you feel about cumin?” she called out, reaching for her spice shelf.

			This was her shop. It was her life and her livelihood, and she would run it as she saw fit. She knew it better than anybody else.

			Fuck Riley Shaw.
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