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In the Event of Love


In the Case of Heartbreak
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‘The scrumptiously sweet, beachy romance of my dreams! Brimming with pure joy and sunshine, this is sure to put a smile on your face’


Amy Lea


‘If you adore small-town romance, childhood friends-to-lovers, big emotion and (of course) delicious sweet treats, add this to your summer TBR, stat! You’ll gobble it up!’


Georgia Clark


‘Full of swoony steam, heartfelt charm, and laugh-out-loud moments . . . exactly the slow-burn, second-chance, friends-to-lovers romance I was craving. Treat yourself to the beautiful magic of Courtney Kae’s writing!’


Ali Hazelwood, New York Times bestselling author


‘What an absolute, heartfelt treat – rich with tender friends-to-lovers longing, the perfect dose of swoony sweetness, and the joy of hope-filled, healing love’


Chloe Liese


‘Like the most delicious cinnamon roll, Courtney Kae’s In the Case of Heartbreak is warm and gooey and the ultimate comfort treat. I wanted to give Ben the biggest hug and was rooting for him and Adam to get to their happily ever after. I devoured this book!’


Alicia Thompson


‘Charming, sexy, and full of Big Feels, Courtney Kae bakes a subtly intense cake with Ben and Adam’s love story that’s equal parts sweet and savory . . . In the Case of Heartbreak is the swoony queer romance of my dreams’


Steven Salvatore


‘If you’re looking for a beachy escape chock full of emotional roller coasters and a quirky cast of characters, In the Case of Heartbreak has you covered. Ben and Adam are just the type of fluffy, gooey cinnamon rolls the world needs, and their tender love story will satisfy your sweet tooth. A wonderful indulgence!’


TJ Alexander


‘In the Case of Heartbreak made me believe in the power of love, despite all odds. I swooned, I cried, I cheered, I swooned some more . . . Courtney Kae’s writing sparkles so much on the page that readers will be left with stars in their eyes’


Kate Spencer


‘Forced proximity? Check. Cinnamon rolls? Check. Adorable queer love? Check. This book has all the makings of the perfect summer romance movie!’


Amanda Lovelace


‘In the Case of Heartbreak is an absolutely captivating romance that is sure to leave readers swooning and inspired. I teared up multiple times while reading, as I was so touched by Adam and Ben’s devotion to each other. I never wanted to leave the world of the book. Courtney Kae creates settings as dazzling as a fairy tale; her writing is simply irresistible’


Taleen Voskuni


‘In The Case of Heartbreak is a story that unfolds in depth and flavor much like Ben’s signature pastry, the cinnamon roll. Kae’s novel is soft and warm, and with its alternating passion and tenderness is a perfect combination of sweet and spicy’


Nikki Payne


‘Equal parts sexy, sunny, and sweet, Courtney Kae serves up the perfect friends-to-lovers romance. But her secret ingredient is the tenderness she shows for her characters, as they navigate how to best love each other and themselves. This book reads like a happy sigh’


Brian D. Kennedy


‘Courtney Kae has done it again. In the Case of Heartbreak takes the classic Hallmark movie formula, pours it into a queer stand mixer, and serves up the sweetest, gayest, sweetest confection of a romance . . . Kae bakes a delectable, sexy romance that will have you licking your lips with satisfaction’


M. A. Wardell


‘Reading In the Case of Heartbreak is like wrapping your hands around a hot mug of tea on a chilly day – comforting, joyful, and very hard to put down’


Robin Lefler


‘In the Case of Heartbreak is an absolutely scrumptious small-town romance with the sweetest cinnamon roll of a hero, a swoon-worthy love interest, and a hilariously quirky cast! . . . This book gripped me by the heartstrings and left me laughing in equal measure!’


Tori Anne Martin


‘Charming and heartfelt! This small-town romance has all the trappings of a delightful Hallmark-esque movie, and it’s wonderfully and proudly queer. With all the feels, swoon-worthy pining, and steamy love scenes worth the wait, Ben and Adam’s love story is heartwarming’


Danielle Jackson


‘A sweet, swoony cinnamon roll of a romance! In the Case of Heartbreak is full of romantic yearning, quirky characters, fabulous parties, and, most importantly, healing through self-love’


Susie Dumond


‘In the Case of Heartbreak shines in its range – the warmth, peace, and coziness of its charming beachside town setting and the sweetness and sizzle from its dynamic romance between Ben and Adam’


Carlyn Greenwald


‘Courtney Kae has given us the literal cinnamon roll hero of our dreams! In the Case of Heartbreak is filled with beautifully honest vulnerability and an oh-so-delicious romance that will leave readers everywhere drooling. It serves as a tender reminder that life’s sweetest moments are best shared with those we love most’


Chip Pons
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Ben Parrish has been baking cinnamon rolls at his family café for years. He’s also been quietly in love with Adam Reed, his musician-slash-mechanic neighbour, for just as long. But now, despite his fear of failure, Ben’s entered a competition to build his recipes into a national brand. He’s going to take charge of his business. And he’s going to finally confess his feelings for Adam - on LIVE TV.


But, when all of that goes wrong, Ben dashes down the coast to hide his broken heart in Maywell Bay, California. Sun, sea, and fresh breezes should blow in something new. Instead, they blow in Adam Reed, grinning like a pirate and stealing the show as the musical entertainment hired for Ben’s Grandma’s 80th birthday party.


With a bit of dutch courage, Ben has a decision to make. Can he take another chance on love, knowing all the risks that will follow? After all, maybe a little sea salt is just what this cinnamon roll needs . . .









For Norma Lee (G-ma) & Eleanor Adina (Nanny),


Donna Kay & Carol Ann,


Michael & Aisley,


Claire Friedman & Elizabeth Trout.


For you.


For me.









Author’s Note


In all my novels, I love to imagine a world that is kinder to queer people, unquestioning, unchallenging. A place where we don’t need to explain, defend, or prove ourselves. You’ll find that here in Maywell Bay, like you found it in Fern Falls.


Alongside the aesthetic, humor, and quirkiness, I love to create escapes where we’re safe to examine the messy, painful, hard things—and learn to believe how very worthy of love we are.


Adam, as a love interest, offers a healing kind of care that we can find in so many places, especially within ourselves.


In writing Ben’s story, I went much deeper into trauma than I’d anticipated, and the community in my acknowledgments held my hand while I dove in, whether they knew it or not. Once I stopped wrestling with Ben’s arc, he led me to where we both needed to go. Each draft hit a new layer of depth, and step-by-step, we got there. While I did my very best to handle these heavy issues with care, please prioritize and protect your own well-being and mental health with the following content warnings: The main character faces resurfaced childhood trauma from neglect, and mental and emotional abuse from a narcissistic parental figure, as well as depression, and anxiety. The love interest deals with an alcoholic father and an absent mother. Both deal with parental divorce.


Writing Ben’s story was raw and painful and healing. This was a process I won’t soon forget—one of the most difficult and rewarding things I’ve ever done. In the Case of Heartbreak helped me face down demons, embrace my sensitivity, acknowledge my strengths, relax into the spectrum and fluidity of identity and gender, and lean on and celebrate community.


Like me, Ben has come a long way in his healing journey with the help of family, friends, medication, and professionals. If you need support, the National Suicide Prevention Lifeline can be reached at 1-800-273-TALK (8255) or by dialing 988.


You are brave. You belong. It always gets better.


You deserve every good and wonderful thing.


Love,


Courtney Kae









FILMING NOTICE


Friday, June 30


Delish Dollars Studios hereby announces that it is filming Take the Cake National on the premises of Peak Perk Café in Fern Falls, CA.


Being onsite means you release and hold harmless Delish Dollars Studios from any claims or actions that arise as a result of this production. No harassment of any kind will be tolerated.









Chapter 1


You can’t be mad at a guy carrying cinnamon rolls, unless that guy dumps those cinnamon rolls on your head. With the way I’m shaking, that’s exactly what’s going to happen to a poor unfortunate customer if I don’t get myself together.


I focus on my reflection in the espresso machine, the only barrier between me and my stuffed-to-the-white-pine-walls café. All of Fern Falls must be here, dressed in their flannel best for the “Hollywood crew” they’ve hyped since word got out that the bakery is being filmed on live TV.


I can’t even make out my glasses in the panel of stainless steel, but I’m gonna act like it’s a thrice-cleaned mirror, because looking anywhere else will make me freeze before the million cameras staged around Peak Perk Café.


Okay, there is one camera and one large boom mic, both of which are handheld by women who remain faceless (due to the equipment covering most of their appearance). Dylan, who introduced themself as the show producer (then promptly folded into a downward dog yoga pose, muscles stiff from the five-hour drive from LA), gives me a thumbs-up in my peripheral. They wear a yellow T-shirt that pops against their light brown skin and says FOODIES DO IT BETTER in a bold white typeface.


That’s been the whole experience of this TV thing. People are supportive and/or placating while I panic.


A couple months ago, I received an email from a scout at Delish Dollars Studios announcing Peak Perk Café was chosen as one of two finalists in the baking competition show Take the Cake National. The network-run show selects up-and-coming bakeries with a locally loved product to build into a brand.


Despite my resistance to being filmed, photographed, and perceived in general, I caved when Grandma said, “Ben Parrish, if you don’t take this once-in-a-lifetime offer, I’ll cancel my birthday reunion, I swear upon my fast-approaching grave.”


G-ma (which she then informed me is her preferred title for her ninth decade) does not mess around when it comes to the grandma guilt. Plus, I owe her—not that she would ever want me to feel this way. Five years ago, when Mary Sue, the original owner of this café, put it up for sale, I was eager to take over because I was sure I couldn’t fail. I baked with my mom my whole life and had a cookbook full of her recipes. How hard could opening my own bakery be?


Really hard, apparently.


Especially hard in a small town where the tourism season is short, but customers’ memories are long, and Mary Sue had a loyal base that was hard to win over. Mom saved me with her menu improvements, and Grandma swooped in with her financial backing, with “To my wonderful grandson” on the more-than-generous check. She still won’t let me pay her back, and I can’t disappoint her by refusing Take the Cake National, especially after she just recovered from a stroke that happened last year.


Talking Mom into letting me participate in the show was another matter.


She finally conceded during our FaceTime call, the conversation going something like: “Ben. I don’t want this to open old wounds for you. The media can be nasty and one-sided and I don’t want you to suffer again.”


“Mom,” I said. “This is not the same as when Dad left. I’m grown now. I can handle this.”


Was I talking out of my ass? Absolutely. Even imagining my face on TV or news outlets had me back in weekly therapy appointments.


Mom chewed the inside of her cheek. “Grandma’s birthday celebration is that weekend. I’ll be busy with preparations, so I won’t be able to drive up. Are you sure you’ll be okay?”


I gripped my phone. “I’ll see you the day after filming. I’ll be all right. Promise.”


She said she would do a tarot spread, but ultimately, the decision was between me and the universe.


So, I signed the contract with Delish Dollars Studios and agreed to take the Parrish Family Cinnamon Rolls to Take the Cake National.


Confronting my fear of the media will be a growth opportunity for me. A chance to finally face down my demons. And I’ll be doing it with my therapist on speed dial.


Mom sent a “good luck is in the stars” text this morning and said she can’t wait to celebrate with me when I arrive at Grandma’s beach house tomorrow for the birthday reunion.


Now, here I am, the consequence of my decision before me, wielding cameras.


I’m not sure I can go through with this.


I grip the edge of the counter as images flash in my mind: my eight-year-old school photo plastered on MISSING flyers around town days after I was found in the forest behind my home. That same messy-haired, pale-skinned, lopsided glasses me circulated on news stations as CHILD MISSING IN THE WOODS, then FERN FALLS SEARCH AND RESCUE RECOVERS LOST EIGHT-YEAR-OLD. Finally, a week later: DCFS INVESTIGATES MUSIC INDUSTRY FATHER JAKE GIBBONS AFTER SON IS FOUND IN THE FOREST.


It’s great how your body can age to twenty-six, but trauma still hits the nervous system like you’re eight years old.


Breathe, Ben. Breathe.


Cinnamon, brown sugar, vanilla. Good.


Producer Dylan and the film crew duo fidget beyond the pastry case, ready to record my hometown montage. Thankfully, since all voting for the show was done online, it’s the only episode I’ll need to film besides the finale. Both episodes are recorded live. So, there’s no messing up here. No making mistakes.


One day. I can make it through one day.


Then, I’ll have at least a month to recover before San Francisco, where I’ll make my apparently famous cinnamon rolls on live TV so America can vote between me and Sandra Rose from Ohio, who bakes cupcakes in waffle cones. One of our handmade artisan products will then be mass-produced, packaged, and flung onto Walmart shelves. But Walmart once carried Grey Poupon ice cream, a fact that I will mollify myself with in the event that I don’t win. But winning isn’t the whole point. The point is to take this opportunity, to try something new, to succeed on my own for once. I want to make G-ma proud and show Mom I’m healing, and that she can, too. We can do hard things (thank you, Glennon Doyle and Abby Wambach).


“You can’t keep your adoring fans waiting forever,” comes a punchy feminine voice.


I find Whitney placing used mugs into the sink along the back wall. Her blue-tipped blond hair is pulled back in a short braid, and her summertime-bronzed skin is flushed from running around filling orders all morning.


“Thank you so much for helping me, Whit.”


She winks. “Like I’d pass up free lattes while you’re gone? Please.”


I chuckle. There aren’t many people I’d entrust my bakery to, so when Whitney said her other jobs were slower during the summer (a cozy fairy-themed teahouse and the local tree farm), I asked her to cover for me while I’m away for Grandma’s two-week marathon birthday and family reunion. I also needed extra help today.


She reaches into the pastry case and piles a tray with chocolate croissants and lemon bars, then pats my back as she passes by. “You’re going to do great, Ben.” She throws another wink my way as she rounds the counter and approaches the cameras, handing Dylan a lemon bar, which they readily accept.


I fill my lungs with brown sugar–scented air and whisper my therapist’s words from last week’s session, something she’s repeated to me for years. “Show up. Be myself. I don’t need to perform.” I sound like one of the many meditation apps on my phone. The words make sense though, and give me a fraction of comfort. This isn’t about me, it’s about the product, and people already love the Parrish Family Cinnamon Rolls. They’ve become a viral sensation since the R&R Resort and Events Center opened on the mountain this past spring. Suddenly, my morning deliveries for the continental breakfast popped up on high-profile Instagram accounts of guests who enjoyed the pastries during their stay.


Then came the flood of comments, DMs, calls, and emails asking about national shipping that prompted me to revamp the café’s website, which led to being contacted by Hollywood.


Now, Dylan the Producer is thumbs-upping me, ready to document my fascinating small mountain town life in Fern Falls, and the cinnamon rolls that “took social media by storm.”


If I keep crouching behind the pastel pink dresser I repurposed as a counter, this will never end, so, another deep breath. I can survive this. I run a hand over my blond hair, smooth my blue dress shirt, and grab the tray of cinnamon rolls tightly enough to combat my nerves—and prevent me from dropping them on anyone’s head. No vanilla-glazed hairdos on my watch.


“Hot buns comin’ through!” I holler, voice cracking as I round the counter, swiveling my hips to barely avoid hitting the back of a green metal chair and the elderly person who occupies it.


I catch my choice of words as soon as they exit my mouth and wince, bracing for the butt-related comments.


Someone shouts, “Woo! They look damn good too, Ben!”


“You offer those to go?” comes a clapback from across the room.


The whole café erupts into laughter, and I can’t help but reluctantly join in since Dylan smiles like this is the best TV they’ve ever made.


My cheeks flame—my face. Not the other cheeks in question. “Oh hey, look at that!” I say. “Prices just increased by twenty percent!” Everyone fake-groans and keeps laughing. Small towns and their jokes. Great, really.


My quip earns another grin from Dylan, so I guess morbid embarrassment is good for something. This is not about my personal life, just a little lighthearted joking being filmed. I’ll be okay.


The noise dies down a bit, and the camera and mic with bodies move in as I make my way past mint- and butter-yellow–painted tabletops, littered with mismatched plates showcasing all varieties of baked goods. Flea market–found mugs and mason jars hold the wide spectrum of drinks on our menu.


I worked hard to find and create pieces that reflect the charm of this community. Fern Falls may be a small mountain town, but like the cayenne in our egg souffles, it packs quite a punch. We’re rustic with flair.


In the years since Mom and Grandma helped me save Peak Perk, it hasn’t changed much—save for the decor. I can’t mess anything up with a vase, can’t ruin our business with a picture frame.


I reach the table where my found family sits, and joy floods my chest. I always feel safe with them.


Before the tray even hits pastel-painted wood, Morgan lunges for a pastry. “You know how much I love your buns,” she chides with a wink. Her blond hair falls over her sheer lilac sleeve as she leans forward, blue eyes twinkling like the mischievous person she’s been since we were in elementary school.


“Babe, I’m sitting right here. Stop flirting with the baker.” Morgan’s wife, Rachel, peers at her with a teasing glint in her dark eyes. She wears a backwards gray baseball cap, brown hair falling past her suntanned shoulders, bared in a white tank top. Her trademark flannel is tied around the waist of her jean shorts, like her lumberjane heart refuses to admit it’s summer.


“Listen,” Morgan says with a smirk, pink rising high on her pale white cheeks, “I may be married—” She bites into a cinnamon roll and moans, licking glaze off her berry-pink lips as she swallows. “But Ben, icing your praises.”


I snort and roll my eyes. “You did not just make the worst pun I’ve ever heard.”


Rachel throws her head back and laughs, lighting up the whole space. She does that a lot now that she and Morgan are married, and well before their wedding. When Morgan returned home from Los Angeles and literally crashed into Rachel’s tree farm, the two became inseparable. Because they were always meant to be.


I grab a roll and tear at it, set it down on the plate before me. Push away the ache that crowds my chest when I’m around other couples, and Rachel, who has the same dimple as her brother Adam. The same crooked smile, full lashes, fuller laugh. I’m happy for Rachel and Morgan, really, but Rachel’s brother Adam, who happens to be the person I’ve loved since I was old enough to realize what a crush was, will never acknowledge me as more than a friend. Which is fair, since I’ve never actually told him how I feel. Confessing that would mean risking rejection, then having to face it over and over again each time I see him in this mountaintop bubble.


At least when my dad left, I didn’t have to be reminded of his rejection face-to-face, day after day. The sad looks from neighbors were bad enough.


When it comes to Adam, I’ll take suffering in silence for one, please. It’s fine. It’s best that way. A pain I can control. Silence is predictable. Safe, secure.


I shake my head, the thoughts along with it. “You’re terrible, Morgan.”


“Excuse me. I am not the one with a Sir Mix-a-Lot lyric mashup on my building.” She jabs an elbow at my ribs.


“Touché,” I say, picturing the TikTok videos people have taken out back with the pastel-pink lyrics painted on the window: THIS BAKERY DOOR DON’T WANT NONE UNLESS YOU’VE GOT BUNS, HON. There’s a BestBunsBakery hashtag and an accompanying dance. I couldn’t pull off the moves if I tried, but patrons seem to like the quirky charm of it along with the cinnamon rolls that lured them here from the resort. And now, I’m on TV.


Dylan the Producer clears their throat.


Right. I need to make conversation. For the camera. That is filming me. “Mrs. Reed, what is it that you like about the cinnamon rolls from Peak Perk Café?”


Morgan opens her mouth to speak, then pauses, glancing behind me.


My face heats. Did I say something wrong?


Dylan’s voice is at my shoulder. “Hey, buddy. How ’bout we loosen up a bit?” they whisper. “Have this sound more natural? It’s not a business interview, okay? You’re among your closest friends.”


Yeah, with my dearest friends, being filmed and watched and judged. I nod, tugging at my collar as Dylan retreats. My throat is too tight.


Morgan puts her half-eaten cinnamon roll on her plate. “Something Rach and I really love, Ben, is how your café, and cinnamon rolls in particular, bring people together.” She gives me an encouraging nod.


I love my best friend so much.


Rachel leans forward. “That’s right. Not only do they draw a massive line at the resort’s continental breakfast each morning, but your pastries have become a Fern Falls staple. People don’t want to leave town without a pink box filled to the brim with Peak Perk goodies.”


They’re not wrong. Busy has become the norm in Fern Falls since Morgan, top-notch event planner, ran a fundraiser at Rachel’s tree farm last year. When they took over the inn above the farm to combine the land into a resort, they saved the whole town from being flattened by a big corporation. Ever since, R&R Resort and Events Center has drawn tourists up the mountain from Los Angeles and beyond, helping this small town get back on its feet and then some.


I squirm in my seat as I realize it’s been too long since I last spoke. Dylan’s tapping shoe confirms it. Rachel bites a cinnamon roll. Morgan holds my gaze, silently urging me to say something. Anything.


I pull at my collar.


“Ben.” Dylan says my name like I’m an uncooperative second grader. “We know you started Peak Perk Café as a family business. What do you see for the future of the bakery, and for your famous cinnamon rolls?”


It’s a simple question. I should have a quick answer. Instead, my lungs deflate like the wind was knocked out of me.


After Dad left, Mom used recipes to create new things for our just-the-two-of-us life.


Dad used to enjoy the cinnamon rolls, so it was the first recipe she changed. She added heavy cream to the rising buns, and they became more fluffy, full, and rich in flavor. She also doctored up the cream cheese frosting until it was so thick it formed upright peaks in the mixing bowl, then, once spread on the baked rolls, melted down into each gooey crevice.


Every time I make them, I remember we survived. Mom made something good.


I’m still looking for my something good, something to create on my own—not that I haven’t tried. There were musicals in high school. I wanted to try out, but each time I stood in front of Mrs. Schubert, the drama teacher, I froze on stage. I knew I’d mess up. Be laughed at. Thought of as that kid who got lost in the woods he’s lived near his whole life—what kind of idiot gets lost in his own backyard? Messes up so badly his dad left weeks later, when he should have been happy to have me back home? Then, of course, I couldn’t even open this bakery on my own. If it weren’t for Mom and Grandma, this café wouldn’t exist.


Peak Perk has become my whole identity. It’s what I do, where I spend all my time. It’s who I am. What do I want for my future? What is my something good?


All my neighbors surround me, fill the café.


Whitney brings two mugs to a table by the front window where Ms. Montoya, my former kindergarten teacher, sits with my old high school principal, Ms. Parra.


They recently started dating, and look at each other so lovingly.


Then, I take in my table. Morgan reaches over to swipe icing off Rachel’s chin.


I want what these couples have.


I want to be in love and happy. Safe. Secure.


Most of all, I don’t want to be afraid anymore.


But those are not things I can say aloud, much less on live national television.


I take a deep breath. “Well, I . . .”


The café door bursts open as a tall, muscular man in a white T-shirt rushes in, his forever-tousled blond hair looking extra-mussed.


I’ve never been more grateful to see Fern Falls’ favorite manic pixie dream himbo.


“Tanner?” I say, getting to my feet. “How may I help you?”


Tanner flashes a wide smile, freckles spreading across his summer-goldened face. “We need you at The Stacks.” He juts a thumb over his shoulder toward the bar he owns a few doors down. “For a, um, well, there’s a thing.”


Whitney crosses her arms and glares at him. “Way to be smooth about the surprise,” she whisper-yells.


“It was a surprise until you said that,” he replies through clenched teeth.


Oh god. What do they have planned?


“Let’s go!” Morgan announces, standing up too quickly to be casual, Rachel following suit.


I eye Dylan. They shrug and usher me forward.


Whatever this surprise is, it has to be better than my blank stares and awkward mumbling.


I turn to Whitney. “Are you okay with—”


She waves her hand toward the door. “I’ve got the café covered.”


I smile my thanks then follow Tanner and the others out the door, camera, mic, and producer trailing us like we’re the leads in a reality show. Oh gosh, I guess we are? Outside the bakery, the heat in my face is raised by the temperature of the air as my oxfords hit cobblestones.


I usually love this walk while on a break from the café or delivering baked goods to my neighboring businesses. We pass tourists pulling up to the Fern Falls General Store, boats and trailers in tow. Kids savor ice cream cones at a picnic table out front of the market, most of which drips down their little arms. I dodge a petite person wielding a fishing pole twice the length of their body. There’s a locally harvested honey stand outside of Tea and Tarot, the newer naturals shop that took off after my mom closed hers down when she moved in with Grandma a year ago. Normally, I’d stop and sample a taste, pick up a jar for the café, and say hello to my mom’s best friends who run the witchy little place, but not today. Not when I’m entourage-ing down Main Street like a Real Housewife of Fern Falls.


“Do you know what this is about?” I ask Morgan.


She motions a zip of her lips. “Don’t worry. It’s nothing bad.”


I swallow hard. Bad could be subjective. She doesn’t even like raisins in her oatmeal cookies.


Music keys up as we near The Stacks, a bright guitar strumming I’d recognize anywhere.


My limbs transform like they always do when I hear Adam Reed play: no more solid than raw batter. In high school, he played the electric guitar at assemblies and football games in the small school band. He’d rehearse on the weekends in the barn at his family’s tree farm. I’d watch while I pretended to be interested in the crafts Morgan and Rachel enjoyed, the fairy gardens they loved to build, then the Taylor Swift albums they liked to play in the hayloft. The whole time, I’d watch Adam from over the banister. He swayed and kept time with the drummer, Ronnie Elways from science class. I wished I had a teaspoon of rhythm so I could play in the band. I would have even rocked the triangle if I had the courage to approach Adam about it.


Yep, this is bad. I’m about to swoon on live television.


We arrive at The Stacks, but instead of walking through the hunter-green doors that lead to Tanner’s gorgeous bar, walls lined with shelves of gem-toned books, we’re greeted with a revamped patio, decked out in Fern Falls’ finest.


Café lights that will shine even brighter once the sun sets form a high perimeter between the pine trees that stand tall at each corner of the polished deck. Long wooden tables and benches are filled with happy patrons. At the front of it all is a stage, and above it hangs a banner emblazoned with HOMETOWN PRIDE FOR PEAK PERK CAFÉ!


My chest swells with emotion as Tanner beams. “This is all for you, bud,” he says. Then he pats me on the back and goes to check in with his customers.


Morgan puts her arm around my shoulders. “We’re so proud of you.” Then she goes and takes a seat.


“And so is he,” Rachel adds, pointing to her brother, who is positioned center stage beneath the banner, before she joins Morgan at the table.


Adam Reed strums his guitar, smiling like he does every time he plays. There’s a certain rhythm his original songs have, a pleasant lilting that mesmerizes me.


I try not to let Rachel’s words go to my heart. He may be proud of me as a friend, but that doesn’t mean he’s interested in being more than that. Especially not when he’s always into his ever-changing bandmates. He buys them drinks after shows and they leave together from the bar. I wish I didn’t keep track of how many he’s had. Fifteen.


A swath of thick brown hair falls across his forehead as he plays, arms flexing in his black T-shirt. His jeans fit more than well and I try very hard not to stare at the perfect lines of his thighs as he balances a foot on the rung of his stool. His black boot bounces in time with the song.


He’s so at peace when he plays, a settling of his brows that isn’t there when he rushes through the café every morning on his way to his auto shop. He orders black coffee and two cinnamon rolls, says he saves the second for an afternoon pick-me-up. He’s always in navy-blue coveralls, the unofficial uniform of Adam’s Auto, where he fixes anything that revs with such expertise he’s been voted best mechanic in the mountain communities since he opened a few years back, around the time I opened the bakery.


Even though he’s exceptionally talented at his day job, he never looks happier than when he’s playing guitar; like he’s in complete control while blissfully lost in his own universe.


How I’d love to be in that intimate space with him, where he feels vulnerable enough to open up to me for more than brief morning greetings and coffee orders. I miss how he used to talk with me when we were young, before the stresses of life filled in the widening gap between us.


“It’s great to see all the support from your hometown,” says Dylan.


I startle. Other people are here. I’m being filmed.


Again, this is bad. Unease gnaws at my core. Please don’t let this end in viral humiliation. “They’re the best,” I reply, voice cracking.


As I finish speaking, a blond white woman steps onto the stage and approaches Adam. He smiles and hands her his guitar, then she sits down and strums.


I gulp. Hello to Bandmate Number Sixteen.


But this is different from his Friday night shows at The Stacks. Usually, his bandmate will sing and ogle him while he plays. But today, he doesn’t pay attention to her. He steps off the stage and walks . . . toward me.


His teeth flash a brilliant white as he smiles, and his ruddy, perpetually suntanned cheeks glow in a stray beam of sunlight that filters down through the trees.


He only stops when he reaches me, and my heart might, too.


Then, he pulls me into a hug like he hasn’t in months.


My forehead reaches his brow, and as he brings me close, my nose skates across his earlobe, sending shivers of pleasure down my neck.


His arms tighten around my back, and each of my cells grows finely attuned to the press of his fingertips, each guitar string–calloused one.


Adam smells like pine and musky motor oil, and Bath and Body Works should get on this.


I could breathe him in forever.


“We’re so proud of you,” he says, pulling back, his hands braced on my arms.


“Thank you,” I manage, untethered by his rare show of emotion.


It’s not that Adam is cold toward me, but displays of affection like this are often reserved for monumental occasions.


Maybe this is a big moment. There’s a camera crew here, after all.


Adam seems to grow aware of their presence at the same time I do because he backs away from me. The warm air between us chills in his absence.


Dylan steps forward, breaking the awkward pause. “What’s your name? Can you tell us about yourself?” they ask.


Adam’s cheeks turn even more red. “Adam Reed. I own the auto shop in town, and play guitar here at The Stacks on the weekends and some evenings, for fun, and on special occasions.”


“A special occasion it is, indeed,” Dylan exclaims, then gestures toward me. “Tell us, Adam, how do you feel about your boyfriend here being chosen for the most popular baking competition show in the nation?”


Adam’s eyes fling wide as my heart shoots into my throat.


Time halts. I want to crawl inside of it and reemerge in 1761, or any year that is not right here, right now, when Adam stares at me like being mistaken for my boyfriend is the most horrific thing in the world.


I hold my body still, breaths too, like freezing might make this end faster. From the corner of my eye, my friends angle my way.


My face must be a neon panic alarm.


Keep calm. This is not the same as the media events of your past. You are older now. You can make it through this.


“Oh, shoot,” Dylan says, after a lifetime of silence. “Did I misread the heat in the kitchen?”


“I, um . . .” No other words will pass from my brain to my tongue to the godforsaken space between us.


But what if I told him how I feel, right here, right now? I could. The words are on the tip of my tongue. I like you. I always have. “I—”


Adam shakes his head.


My heart plummets.


“Ben and I,” he starts, clears his throat, “are good friends, nothing more. We’ll always be good friends.”


His words are a punch to the gut. A confirmation of what I always suspected, but on live TV. In front of all my friends who’ve known about my feelings for him for years. It takes everything in me to not double over. God, I’m pathetic. I will not puke on camera. I. Will. Not.


“Okay . . .” Dylan says, shoving their hands into their jean pockets.


Adam parts his lips like he might say something else, then shakes his head and turns, pivoting through the crowd until he disappears through the doors of The Stacks.


His bandmate stops playing, puts down the guitar, and follows him inside—to comfort him, probably. I’m sure he’ll love that.


This is why silence was better.


No matter how scared I was of rejection, there was always this hope that I’d find the right way, the right moment, get the right chance to tell Adam how I feel.


I could have, each morning when he came into the café, greeted me with a smile.


That joy was my something good. That’s never been more clear now that it’s been taken. My chest burns like something vital has been ripped out.









Chapter 2


How stupid was I to hold on to the hope that Adam could return my feelings, just to have years of pining crushed in two seconds flat by Dylan the Producer?


Dylan glances at the film crew then back at me. “Ben—”


I raise my hand. “I need a minute.”


I don’t wait for them to reply. I don’t care that this is live television. If I stay here, I’m gonna sob on camera, and that’s not good for anyone.


The mic person turns to follow me, but I lift my hand. “Please. I need a break.”


So this is why actors need trailers. But I do have a bakery, and I can make it there before I can’t hold back my tears. Hopefully.


I push through the people gathered behind me.


“Ben!” Morgan’s voice cuts through the noise.


I squeeze past a backpack and screaming toddler and emerge to find my best friend before me, concern twisting her features. “Are you okay?”


I shake my head, vision already blurring at the edges, emotion clogging my throat. Not this. Not everyone seeing me as pitiful on TV. Again. Will this be in the news tomorrow? All over the internet? Mom was right. I shouldn’t have put myself out there, shouldn’t have tried.


Morgan squeezes my arm. “I’ll take care of them, okay?” She nods toward the film crew. “Go take care of yourself.” She gives me a quick hug and heads toward Dylan.


Once I clear the crowd, I cut through a space between two shops and run past the trees to the back door of the café.


If I can just make it there, I’ll be okay. I’ll lock myself in my little office, eat a five-foot-high stack of day-old sugar cookies, and sleep it off on the old couch beside my desk.


I’ll be alone, and I’ll be okay.


My gut churns as I crunch through dried pine needles. Dust coats my wingtips by the time I reach my back door.


Everyone must be at The Stacks, because thankfully, no one is taking selfies with the window sign. The front counter is stocked, so Whitney shouldn’t need to enter the back kitchen.


I unlock the door, checking over my shoulder to see if Gus the black bear is waiting by the trees. He would be a welcome surprise after this afternoon. Maybe today I would have broken the Fern Falls rule and fed him. I shake my head. I need a dog, cat, succulent, something to hug. Maybe not the succulent.


Sighing, I open the door and my shoulders sag with the slightest bit of relief at the empty space. Sugar cookies, here I come.


I walk through the sea of stainless steel that is my bakery kitchen. It’s clean and simple and I love it here. So many memories of community cookie parties during the holidays, baking with Morgan when she first came back last year. The ghosts of those moments would normally give nothing but comfort. Instead, the image of Adam using an unholy amount of sprinkles on a batch of iced cupcakes makes the gaping wound in my chest burn worse. I yank a pink box full of sugar cookies off the counter and head through the door on the far wall that leads to my office.


It’s nothing much, and that’s everything. This office in the bakery has always felt like my own. At least for a moment, I can leave the outside world where it belongs.


With my home still filled with remnants of Mom’s naturals shop, Mountaintop Mystic, there are crystals, herb bundles, and apothecary bottles stacked on walls of shelves in the front half of our home that she converted into a retail space. The rest of our house is small; no more than a kitchen and a living room, two bedrooms, two baths.


It was perfect growing up, but now that she’s gone at Grandma’s house, it feels like a relic to all Mom did to climb out of divorce and take care of me as a kid.


At twenty-six, I should be rejoicing to have my own space. I would have loved it five years ago, but once we opened the bakery, I pushed off moving out. Life was too busy. And with Mom managing her naturals shop and me running the bakery, we were two ships passing between our businesses.


I close the door and approach the vintage mint-green sofa along the side wall. Sometimes, if I’m catching up on accounting, emails, or orders, I’ll crash here for the night. On the light yellow wall above it is a gallery of old kitchen utensils and tools I’ve picked up at garage sales and flea markets, or antiquing with my grandma, which I haven’t done in way too long.


I polished the metals of the whisks and hand mixers, then painted the handles in coordinating shades of pastel pinks, purples, and blues. Taking old things and making them new stitches something back together in me.


The afternoon may have been a disaster, but in this space, everything makes sense.


I’m safe.


I set the box of cookies on my desk, then sit on the couch before the neatly stacked cookbooks, files, and notebooks on the old teal trunk that serves as a coffee table. I pick up yesterday’s mail. Anything to take my mind off Adam Reed.


There’s a flyer for a discount sale at the sporting goods store in Snow Hill (our neighboring mountain town), an electric bill. And a handwritten envelope from Jake Gibbons Music Management, Studio City, CA.


My stomach flips. This is from my father’s company. Mom dropped the Gibbons hyphen from her last name and mine when the divorce became final. I haven’t received mail from him in years. Concern bolts through me. Is he okay? Did something bad happen?


I set the envelope down on the table and press my fingers to my lips.


My last and final attempt to see Dad crashed and burned. That was ten years ago.


Things were so fraught between Mom and him, and with the distance of a twelve-hour round trip between us, it was easy to let time pass and stop trying to schedule visits as I grew busy with school, then the bakery—especially when the effort wasn’t reciprocated.


I lean forward, bracing my elbows on my knees.


Could this be his way of reconnecting? Hope warms me. Maybe he finally wants to reach out beyond Instagram. I bet he heard about the show from the bakery’s profile. Music and Hollywood are similar industries. He might want to congratulate me or meet for lunch.


Gingerly, I lift the envelope by the edges like it might crumble beneath my touch, hold my breath as I pull out the paper, unfold it.


My fingers freeze. This doesn’t make sense.


I read it again. Another time.


Phrases pop out, disconnected, scrambling in my brain.


Notice to Peak Perk Café—


Cease and Desist—


Parrish Family Cinnamon Roll Recipe.


My lungs are too tight.


I reread the top lines and my hands shake. A cease and desist letter—from my dad.


From Jake Gibbons Music Management. It explains that Mr. Gibbons recently became aware of our online success and claims the Parrish Family Cinnamon Roll Recipe is his creation, making him the legal owner.


“That’s not true,” I yell at my empty office.


The letter says that this is a legal serving and must be adhered to until formal proceedings are arranged, or the cease and desist is revoked.


No. He can’t take this, too. This show was my chance to finally do something on my own and break free of my past. Now my past is pulling me down by twelve-point Times New Roman typeface on company letterhead.


I stare at the paper and try to keep from crumpling it into a ball.


After all the letters I sent him about high school and life in Fern Falls and nothing at all, he only ever replied with postcards. This is the letter I finally receive.


My famous recipe isn’t even my own anymore, and now I can’t compete in the Bake-Off without things getting terribly messy. Without having to see my dad for the first time in years. Without letting Grandma down and confirming Mom’s biggest fear: The media has made my father resurface in our lives.


I broke my promise to her. I lost the show and Adam in one afternoon. I am definitely not all right.









Chapter 3


The detached garage in my backyard has nothing but miles of forest behind it, which is good news for the nighttime serenity of the neighborhood. My phone has been blowing up since my dramatic exit this afternoon, and Delish Dollars Studios has called no less than ten times. I sent them to voicemail and now, Metallica blares from a scratched-up red boom box on my tool bench, and I’ve run my palm sander nonstop while the overhead fluorescent lights replace the sunset. Coping mechanism Drown Everything Out activated. I take a deep breath, and a neighbor must have lit a fire pit because a fresh woodsy smoke tinges the air.


There’s hardly any blue paint left on this old nightstand, but the sander is loud, so I keep going.


“Enter Sandman” plays its final note, signaling a water break. Gotta hydrate during an existential crisis. I turn off my tool, set it on the sawdust-covered concrete, and take a deep pull from my steel bottle. There should be something stronger in here to match the fuckery of the day, but I’d rather channel my rage through power tools, and those must not be mixed with alcohol.


Too many big feelings fill my body. I can’t deal with them at once, so best to numb the sting until I can gather my thoughts, and meet with my therapist.


Adam. My dad. Two different kinds of losses. One brings grief, the other rage. For now, the anger over my father stifles the pain of losing my romantic chance with Adam.
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