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            Chapter One

         

         The TV screen zoomed in on the face of a young Jennifer Hudson a moment after Carrie Bradshaw had asked why she moved to New York City.

         “To fall in love.”

         I groaned, even though I’d known the line was coming. “Mistake number one, Louise from St. Louis. But you’ll find out soon enough.”

         From her spot on the couch, my mom looked over her shoulder with wide eyes. “You’re home early. How was it?”

         I hung the denim jacket I hadn’t needed in the hallway closet. Mother Nature, in loud and clear opposition to the unofficial end of summer, had shown us who was boss with record-breaking ninety-degree temperatures, days after Labor Day. “My date stood me up. Maybe he fell off his Citi Bike and twisted his ankle, or perhaps he liquefied in the sun. Don’t know. Don’t care.” I hadn’t expected a first date with a guy I’d met on Hinge to lead to marriage, a committed relationship, or even a second date—at twenty-five years old, I’d been dating in New York City long enough to know better—but was showing up too much to ask?

         Mom raised her glass of wine. “There’s an open bottle on the kitchen counter. You look like you need it.”

         After pouring a glass of rosé, I sat beside her on our deep-blue velvet sofa in the apartment where we’d lived since I was four. I kicked off my sandals and wiggled my toes. “It’s hilarious how tourists paint this city as the romance capital of America when it is the worst. The worst.” I pointed at the screen. “Even Louise had to go back to her hometown to snag her man.”

         Mom wiped a smudge from the glass surface of the coffee table. “I’m not sure I like how hard you’re being on our fair Manhattan, Squirt.”

         I made a face. I’d asked her to stop calling me that when I reached puberty and decided it was disgusting, but my complaining had the opposite effect and sealed the nickname into eternal status.

         “All of your big moments happened here,” she continued. “You learned to read and ride a bike. You became a woman. And I mean that in all of the important ways—you got your period, you lost your virginity, you had your bat mitzvah.”

         “Not in that order.”

         She huffed. “I should hope not. I’ll report myself to child services if you were already sexually active when you stood on the bimah at East End Temple and sang ‘Adon Olam’ to a room of tweens from PS 19.”

         I snuggled into my mom’s side and took comfort in her familiar scent of Estée Lauder Beautiful. “No need to call ACS.”

         “Relief. The blow-offs and false starts are all part of the adventure, Adi.”

         My bad luck with men went as far back as sophomore year of high school, when I’d been catfished by a pimply thirteen-year-old pretending to be his hot eighteen-year-old cousin. I wanted off the ride.

         I muted the TV. We’d both seen the first Sex and the City movie at least five times.

         “How are you not jaded after all these years?” I asked. Mom had been mostly single since my dad died when I was three. She insisted she didn’t want to remarry, but I knew she sought something more reliable from a male companion than what she was getting on OkCupid and Plenty of Fish.

         We’d always been close, but now that we were both single city girls, we had more in common than ever. Even our dating pool overlapped sometimes, despite our twenty-three-year age difference. Twentysomething men flocked to my seasoned but very well-maintained forty-eight-year-old mother as often as middle-aged men messaged me. It should have been weird, but it wasn’t. To clarify, men my age wanting to bang my mom was weird. Swapping dating stories with her was not.

         “Getting ghosted is nothing. Try losing your soulmate in a car crash at twenty-six.” Her cringe matched mine. “Never mind. Don’t try that.” She kissed the top of my head and pulled back. “Um, Adi. I hate to break it to you but—”

         I shot up. “I smell. I know. I only had time for a five-minute shower after spin class to make it to the date that wasn’t. And it’s crazy humid.”

         “You don’t smell. But you did have a Jolly Rancher stuck in your hair.”

         “I had…” I touched my scalp. “What?”

         She waved the hard candy in front of me—it was green apple—and stood to throw it out.

         “Eww! Probably from some sticky child on the subway.” I shuddered and ran my fingers through my hair. What would I find next, a Reese’s Peanut Butter Cup? “I’m done with this day. DONE.”

         Mom returned to the couch and gave me an apologetic grin. “Sorry, Squirt,” she said, patting my leg.

         “Tomorrow will be better.” I closed my eyes and breathed in positivity like I always urged in my cycling classes—inhale love, exhale stress. I’d have a good night’s sleep and start fresh in the morning.

         Ping.

         I opened my eyes, pulled my phone from my purse, and checked my Gmail. A second later, I wished I hadn’t.

         
            Hi Adina,

            Thanks for reaching out! Unfortunately, I didn’t get that WOW vibe over this pitch. I agree your role as a part-time barista could add a personal touch to a piece on a latte art competition, but the timing is off. Readers won’t care about a summer event in the fall. Feel free to nudge me about this after the New Year. In the meantime, please keep pitching. I’m a fan!

            Derek

         

         My shoulders dropped in disappointment. Derek was the editor of Tea, a weekly online pop-culture magazine where I’d interned while studying for my bachelor’s degree in journalism during college. It was mostly office work (coffee runs and filing), but I was also responsible for proofreading the editorial calendar and was sometimes allowed to tag along with writers out on a story. A full-time position hadn’t been available after graduation, and I quickly discovered that the chances of landing my dream job as a journalist for the entertainment, media, or lifestyle sections of the New York Times or New York Post without any prior publishing credits—or even with them—were about the same as a sixth grader’s.

         “What is it?”

         I gulped my wine. “Another oh-so-encouraging pass from DerDick.” She knew all about his particular brand of charm. He passed on all my freelance proposals, always concluding his rejections with a complimentary sentence about my writing skills and eagerly inviting me to keep pitching. But I was certain our history and my access to his direct email account was a gift that would eventually give as long as I kept at it. In fact, when he’d hired me to write Tea’s list column for a month, to cover for a staff writer on medical leave, I scored my first four professional bylines: “Ten books to read between seasons of Stranger Things”; “Five vegan recipes that have meat lovers screaming, ‘Yaaas!’”; “Twenty shopping trends Gen Z is bringing back”; and “Five best pet monitoring apps.” These credentials strengthened my portfolio, and updating my website and social media afterward had filled me with pride. My faith in Derek wasn’t entirely without justification, but it was wearing thin.

         Mom mumbled, “Shit,” then frowned. “I’m sorry. Keep pitching. Persistence and patience, right?”

         “I guess.” She was repeating what I’d always told her about trying to make a living as a lifestyle journalist. But it was getting harder to persist.

         Hustling two jobs teaching spin classes and working the counter at a coffee shop while cold-pitching publications like Tea—not to mention the almost daily scouring of freelance sites like FlexJobs and ProBlogger for writing gigs—was exhausting. The competition in the city was merciless. When Sinatra said if you can make it in New York, you could make it anywhere, maybe he was really encouraging us to aim lower.

         “I wonder sometimes…” I brought my wineglass to my mouth and emptied the contents.

         “Am I supposed to complete the sentence? Are we playing that game now?”

         I returned the glass to the table and looked at her. “New York City can be a lonely place. Sometimes I think we’d have been better off staying in Indiana.”

         Mom scrunched her face, the faint wrinkles in her forehead becoming more pronounced. “How so?”

         “Less competition for jobs, for one.” I could write lifestyle and entertainment features for the local paper—like the Stars Hollow Gazette from Gilmore Girls. I’d binge-watched the series on Netflix and loved it. Mother and daughter living in a storybook town, surrounded by eccentric neighbors? Yes, please.

         “Not necessarily. With fewer people come fewer opportunities.”

         I chewed my lip. “True.” I was fairly certain the Stars Hollow Gazette had a staff of five. “But I’ll bet the residents are friendlier and not as attached to their phones.” Although I was too young to remember the small town where I was born, I pictured bright blue skies, green grass, and trees—a lot of trees. I envisioned a town square buzzing with activity. I imagined being greeted by everyone who crossed our path like they knew us. Where neighbors weren’t just people who happened to live on the same street but people we could trust, who watched out for us like family.

         “Doubtful. Small-town life is so dull. I’m sure everyone is glued to TMZ and MTV News all day.”

         I mock-glared at her. “Do you have an answer for everything?”

         She raised an eyebrow. “Try me.”

         “Dating is probably less complicated. With a smaller population, word would get around about guys who stood up their dates or went MIA after a month. Who would take the risk of being labeled a flake?” A dating pool where men sought more from a connection than their own gratification or just passing the time, and where dick pics weren’t a thing, sounded heavenly.

         “For one thing, love and sex are never simple. And for another, our pickings would be so slim, we’d run out of available men. You’d never have that problem here.”

         “You met Dad in a small town!” They’d been high school sweethearts. “I’m not sure having unlimited options is a good thing.” I’d venture the single life in small towns was more about romantic walks and drinking cocoa than getting drunk and laid. Sex was great, but I’d bet it was even better in a relationship based on friendship, mutual respect, and attraction.

         “Trust me, I’m your mother.” She stood and stretched her arms above her head, and it was like staring at a reflection of my future self. We shared the same light skin with a natural blush and faint dusting of freckles, and the same naturally wavy auburn hair, except the tips of mine were dyed hot pink and she had highlights to cover the gray. At five-foot-three, she was shorter than me by one inch, and we were both small-boned with almost nonexistent boobs. The only feature we didn’t have in common was our eye color. Hers were baby blue, and mine were a combination of brown and green with flecks of gold. I got those from my dad. “Moving you out of Nappanee twenty-one years ago was the best decision I ever made.”

         After my dad died, she hadn’t wanted to be a burden on her folks, so when her well-connected best friend from college (my honorary Aunt Heather) found her a rent-stabilized apartment in Manhattan and a job with health insurance and a 401(k) at her father’s medical practice, she packed her bags and toddler and headed east. She was now a certified physician assistant and a proud New Yorker. “You can go anywhere in the world and recognize good pizza and bagels. The tap water here is amazing! And what about the ethnic and cultural diversity? You can’t find the same mix of world influences in small-town America.” She leaned down and tapped my nose. “Trust me,” she repeated. “You have no idea how lucky you are.”

         She was correct. I didn’t. But I couldn’t find the words to express my increasing wanderlust for an environment so different from the one where I’d spent most of my life. Mom would say I watched too many Hallmark movies and romanticized small-town life. She wouldn’t be wrong.

         My best friend Kate and I had a two-person book club where we read romance novels by Susan Elizabeth Phillips, Brenda Jackson, and Kristan Higgins, to name a few, set in quaint towns. And what began in high school as a once-a-year movie marathon in our pajamas branched into a yearlong tradition of monthly movie dates during Hallmark’s Winterfest, Countdown to Valentine’s Day, Spring Fling, June Weddings, Christmas in July, Summer Nights, Fall Harvest, and finally Countdown to Christmas.

         After returning our empty glasses to the kitchen, Mom stood before me. “Heading to bed. You?”

         “I’m going to stay out here for a bit. Not tired. Sweet dreams, Mom.”

         “You too, Squirt. You working tomorrow?”

         “Not until noon.” I had a shift at the café the next day. Living with my mom allowed me to save money, since she generously paid all the rent while I handled smaller expenses like utilities, internet, and our various streaming services. But I needed to stand on my own eventually.

         I was trying to save, but it was slow going since spin instructors and coffee baristas didn’t exactly make a livable wage. I supplemented my income with freelance writing assignments. The experience was good for building my portfolio, but I worked best with external accountability. My dream was to secure a full-time journalist job, writing uplifting and engaging lifestyle stories, not submitting proposals to create dry content about household appliances. Additionally, many of the best freelance writing sites charged fees, took a portion of your earnings, or both. It was often counterproductive. Until I could catch my big break, I was grateful for rent-free living and a mother with whom I got along famously and who was in no rush to kick me out. This placed me at the back of the pack in terms of evolving into a full-fledged adult, but my time would come. Eventually.

         Now, alone on the couch with sole custody of the remote, I switched the channel to a Million Dollar Listing New York marathon on Bravo. It would be easy to use the show as an escape in the same way I watched Hallmark movies—to engulf myself in a world so foreign to my own and play “what if.” But it wouldn’t serve my career or further my goal of financial independence. Instead, I kept the show on in the background while I checked my regular sites for new freelance-writing job postings. Monitoring these platforms took more time than I typically had, so my goal of submitting daily often dwindled to weekly. But you had to move fast, because open slots were snatched up quick.

         On the ProBlogger site, I skipped over a listing for a freelance wedding blogger. A passion for weddings was the top requirement, and based on my experience tonight, I hadn’t even mastered the art of the first date. Instead, I kept scrolling until I found a posting by a small business seeking a writer/researcher for a coffee brand. They specifically sought someone with related experience, like a barista. Bingo. I submitted the online application, attaching my writing samples, closed down my computer, and gave Million Dollar Listing my full attention. I’d earned it.

         I figured I’d watch an episode or two before turning in, but the effects of the day wore me down, and I found myself dozing off on the couch still wearing my dress and in full makeup. “Never go to sleep in your makeup!” Okay, Mom! She hadn’t actually said this—tonight anyway—but it was one of the many lessons she’d ingrained in me growing up: the gospel of Valerie Gellar.

         I reluctantly stood to wash my face. It would give me the requisite second wind to finish the episode. The prematurely silver-haired real estate agent Ryan was featured prominently in this one, and I had a little crush. But more than his twinkly gray-blue eyes, it was what his assistant said next that made me forget all about the damaging effects of wearing makeup overnight.

         “Please explain to me what Andrew Hanes sees in the reclusive town of Pleasant Hollow. Didn’t he make his billions developing real estate in New York and LA?”

         I fell back onto the couch and racked my brain for why this dialogue on a reality show struck a familiar chord. I’d never heard of Andrew Hanes or been to Pleasant Hollow. Yet I was riveted. I leaned forward as if it would help me hear better.

         On the screen, Ryan propped his elbows on the granite kitchen island in the apartment he was showing that day—in one of Andrew Hanes’s newest buildings in SoHo. “He follows the money and sees an untapped opportunity in an underdeveloped community. He says the area has been lost in time, completely disregarded for the gem it is.” Ryan went on to explain how Hanes, the real estate mogul who had made much of his money investing in new property in Tribeca during the early aughts, hoped that by building a condo complex in Pleasant Hollow with its own shopping center, restaurant, and gym on the lobby level, he could capitalize on families searching for the luxuries of suburbia with the convenience of being close to New York City. With real estate prices driving people north of Westchester and Rockland Counties, the location of Pleasant Hollow in nearby Orange County was ideal.

         His assistant smirked. “Are you sure you’re not mistaking Hanes’s plans with the plot of a Hallmark movie?”

         My mouth dropped open and I smacked my forehead. No wonder the conversation sounded so familiar. I’d watched the same exact storyline play out on TV a hundred times. I laughed all the way to the bathroom. Good luck, Mr. Hanes. These sorts of business endeavors never worked out for the greedy real estate mogul in the movies.

         I changed my mind about watching more television and went right to bed after a quick shower to wash any remnants of hard candy out of my hair. But I had a restless sleep. I dreamed about walking along Main Street in a sleepy town as snow fell steadily from a star-filled sky. It must have been December, because all the storefronts were decorated with garlands and blinking Christmas lights. My nose wasn’t red and running, my hair was smooth and silky, and although I was barely bundled up, I didn’t feel the cold. The handsome, unmarried mayor asked me to do the honors of lighting the Christmas tree at the annual tree-lighting ceremony, even though I was Jewish.

         From the podium, I was poised to press the button, when I jolted awake. My thoughts immediately flew to Andrew Hanes and whether he had ever followed through on his plans for Pleasant Hollow. It weighed on me as if I had a vested interest, and I needed to know. It was a little before five a.m. when I tiptoed out of my bedroom to avoid waking my mom, brewed a Dunkin’ Donuts French Vanilla K-Cup, and powered up my laptop.

         My first stop was Google. The Million Dollar Listing episode was probably filmed several months in advance, which meant if Andrew Hanes had moved forward with his investment in the town, it would come up among the initial results in a search of his name. The first link was: “Real Estate Tycoon Andrew Hanes to Invest Millions in Remote Upstate New York Town of Pleasant Hollow.” Score! I fist-pumped the air. The article described how Pleasant Hollow, a hamlet with a population of just under two thousand, had been almost completely overshadowed by the higher-profile and larger neighboring towns of Middletown, Newburgh, Monroe, and Goshen for decades until Hanes announced his interest.

         I took a sip of my coffee and kept reading. According to the piece, Hanes had already purchased a large plot of unoccupied land in the town and was currently finalizing architectural and engineering plans for a combination condo/rental complex he was calling “The Hollows.” From there, I went to the Wikipedia page for Pleasant Hollow, then clicked on all the reference links at the bottom. Based on the pictures online, it looked exactly like what one would expect from a small town. The majority of the businesses—a hardware store, nail salon, bookstore, diner, etc.—were located along Main Street, and there was a town square and a park that ran along the Hudson River. Pleasant Hollow’s biggest claim to fame was a ballerina who was born and raised there, and a statue in the park had been erected in her honor. A brewery run by two brothers overlooked the river, and a pizza place housing a forty-year-old brick oven from Italy was the culinary spotlight. A pearl of an idea forming in my brain, I took screenshots of all the photos and saved them in a new folder on my computer.

         Two hours later, after unearthing everything I could about Pleasant Hollow without enlisting the help of a shady character with access to the dark web, I veered my attention to Andrew Hanes. I tracked his professional history, saving articles about his previous ventures—Pleasant Hollow being his first in a small town—into the newly created file.

         Finally, I aimed my research at Hallmark movies featuring quaint towns under attack by a big-city developer. In the last few years, movies like Love Struck Café, Under the Autumn Moon, Christmas in Love, and The Story of Us had premiered with viewership numbers between two and four million each.

         My intense concentration drowned out the clunky sound Mom’s boots made as she walked through the living room from her bedroom to the kitchen and back again while she got ready for work. I shooed away her attempts at conversation with apologetic gestures toward my laptop. By the time she bent down to kiss me goodbye on her way out, I had to pee so bad it hurt. But I had an idea for my next story—my big, career-making breakout story.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         
            The Heart of TV in your own backyard.

            Close your eyes and picture a quaint small town. I’ll bet your visual includes a main street lined with family-owned shops and a town square with a park running through it. The locals are happy, perhaps a little set in their ways and quirky, but loyal and devoted to the town, its people, and its traditions. Now imagine this hidden gem threatened by the arrival of a wealthy and powerful businessperson, an outsider bent on wiping out everything that makes it unique.

            It sounds like the plot of a Hallmark movie, doesn’t it? That’s because it is. It’s also a real-life story playing out sixty miles north of New York City. The town is Pleasant Hollow. The intruder is city-based real estate tycoon Andrew Hanes.

         

         From my uncomfortable wicker chair in the café during my break later that afternoon, for the umpteenth time, I read the next paragraph, in which I’d presented my idea to do a feature on the charming and picturesque town of Pleasant Hollow, its residents, and their reaction to Andrew Hanes and the construction of The Hollows.

         Was Derek reading it right now? He’d only commission me to write it if he saw, like I had, the allure of the feature. I’d stressed the massive appeal to the pop-culture-obsessed readers of Tea. Who could resist the story of a real small town living out a TV plotline?

         Then I’d done the unthinkable. I’d granted him a forty-eight-hour exclusive, threatening to cast a wider net if I didn’t hear from him by then. Whether the confidence had come from lack of sleep, overcaffeination, or actual belief in the strength of the story was anyone’s guess, but I was too anxious to chance the standard wait time of between one hour and three months to hear back. The article also had an element of urgency to it, given the increased interest in Hallmark movies during the channel’s Countdown to Christmas season. I’d mentioned this specifically to cut off another rejection by DerDick based on “bad timing” if we waited until after the New Year.

         But what if he thought the idea was stupid? I could picture him at his desk, the only person in the open-concept offices of Tea with a door, albeit a glass one. He’d have his legs kicked up in front of him, arms clasped behind his head, shoulders and torso shaking with mirth over a story inspired by the Hallmark Channel.

         I gazed out the window, wishing I could switch places with the little blond girl walking past, holding hands with both her mom and dad. It was a memory I didn’t have. I swallowed down the lump in my throat. Then I glanced at my phone again. Five hours down, forty-three to go. Hurry up, Derek.

         I stood with a sigh. I had eight minutes left of my break, but working was preferable to idle time when my mind was able to conjure up images of Derek laughing at my idea before returning a sugary-sweet yet condescending rejection. Why did I bother? I observed my coworkers scrubbing tables, restocking the prepackaged salads and sandwiches on the shelves, and taking orders for iced coffees and chai lattes. Was this my destiny? The month I had worked at Tea creating content and helping to put out a publication was the best time of my professional life. Would I ever have that again?

         My phone vibrated, announcing an incoming call, and I froze, then grasped the edge of the table for support. I sat back down and answered before registering who it might be. “Hello?”

         “Adina!”

         Derek. My pulse jumped to my throat, and my belly fluttered with nerves. He’d always emailed his passes, never called. It had to mean something. “This is she.” He didn’t need to know that I knew who it was.

         “It’s Derek from Tea, responding to your pitch. About Pleasant Hollow. It has potential. With a few conditions.”

         Another thing about Derek: He almost never talked in sentences more than five words long. But he thought my story had potential!

         “What conditions?” I squeezed my knee to keep it from wobbling.

         “You go to Pleasant Hollow. Stay there. No phone interviews. I want legitimacy.”

         “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” If writing the story was an orgasm, a trip to a quaint small town to write it was a multiple.

         “On your dime. No reimbursements. Claim it as a tax deduction. Not my business. Fee on delivery.”

         “Of course.” I said it matter-of-factly as if I had stacks of hundred-dollar bills bursting out of a crammed safe-deposit box in a bank cellar somewhere. I had no such thing. I didn’t even have excess quarters in an old-fashioned piggy bank. But I’d worry about that later. First things first. “What’s your fee?”

         “Twenty-five cents a word.”

         Lowball offer. Even if I didn’t know the going rate for this type of article was anywhere between fifty cents and two dollars a word, I knew DerDick. “Is that your final bid?”

         “It is.”

         I would accept it if I had to, and it took a will of concrete not to shout, “I’m in!” It was a yes after so many nos. But it was worth more than a quarter per word. I was worth more. And for once, I had the power to ask for it. Derek wanted this story. Otherwise he wouldn’t have called me, and so fast.

         “Let me think about it. Given the out-of-pocket expenses, twenty-five cents a word might not make it worth my while. A few other editors are on deck.” My body shook like a tree in a hurricane at my bluff. Thank God this wasn’t a video call.

         “I’ll double it. Fifty cents a word. It’s a story. Not an epic novel. Remember that.”

         I gasped. It had worked. “You’ve got a deal,” I said calmly, while gripping the bottom of my chair with my free hand to keep my butt planted firmly in place. I ached to do a victory dance, but I’d worked too hard at appearing poised and collected to break character now.

         “You’ve got fire in your belly, Gellar. Usually, I can’t get my writers to go north of 125th Street for a story, much less upstate New York!” He cackled.

         Now wasn’t the time to confess that leaving the city was part of the appeal. He might renege on the agreed-upon fee, claiming the story was just an impetus for a much-needed break from the city that never slept. I could practically hear him say, Technically, I’m doing you a favor. I took a calming breath. “When do you want it?”

         “How’s three weeks?”

         I blinked. Things were moving faster than I’d anticipated. Then again, I hadn’t anticipated anything beyond Derek wanting the story. This time the day before, I was cautiously optimistic about a first date. It felt less like twenty-four hours and more like twenty-four years. “That’s…um…soon.” I rolled my eyes. Bye-bye, confident lion. Hello, skittish mouse.

         “It should coincide with peak holiday movie season.” He paused. “Unless you’re not up for it.”

         My body went rigid. “Three weeks is fine.” How would I get there? Where would I stay? “Totally doable.”

         “A staff position is opening in the New Year. Impress me, and it can be yours.”

         I heard his words like an all-caps text message: A FULL-TIME STAFF POSITION. I wanted it. Oh, I wanted it bad. “Prepare to be impressed.”

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         Your Uber will be here in five minutes!” Mom yelled from the kitchen a week later.

         “Finally!” What sucked about packing the night before a trip was having nothing to do but wait in the minutes before departure. My phone, e-reader, and laptop were already tucked away in my backpack, and I didn’t want to risk losing the charge in case there was traffic on the Thruway. Who knew if the bus had outlets? With zero distractions, I’d spent the last half hour pacing the wood floor from one wall of the living room across the Bohemian area rug in the center to the window overlooking the park—known to the residents of our multi-building complex as “the Oval”—and back.

         But the wait was almost over. Just in time for the nerves to kick in. Was I really doing this?

         I shielded my eyes against the sun shining through the window. “Did you ever return my sunglasses?”

         Mom had borrowed them to run an errand weeks ago. I hadn’t said anything because I’d “borrowed” the fuzzy purple hoodie now packed in my suitcase.

         “Oops. Sorry! They’re on my desk. But hurry!”

         “Relax!” It wasn’t going to take four minutes to grab my sunglasses. Still, I jogged the fifty feet to her room, finding the oversized white heart-shaped sunglasses where she said they’d be.

         Having what I came for, I turned on my heel to leave the room, when a document caught my eye. It had the letterhead of our apartment’s management company. Without thinking, I read it. My heart rate quickened with each word.

         When the apartment complex was first built in the mid-twentieth century, it was meant to provide affordable housing for war veterans and had remained rent-stabilized for decades. After it was sold to a real estate conglomerate in recent years, the majority of the apartments were rented at current market rates. Until now, we’d escaped the rent hikes. It seemed our luck had run out. According to this letter, we’d be losing our rent-stabilized status with our next lease, because we no longer met the economic qualifications, and upgrades to the common areas had increased the value of the unit. We could either sign a new lease for market price or vacate.

         A cold sweat crept up my neck. There was no way my mom could (or should) handle the increase on her own. She made decent money, but rent already ate up most of what she brought home.

         I sat on the edge of her queen-size bed and buried my head in my hands. When I’d expressed anxiety over the financial investment staying in Pleasant Hollow for a week would entail, she offered to pay half. She then dragged me into her bedroom and pointed at my framed first publishing credit in Jack and Jill magazine, a publication geared toward children I’d discovered at my pediatrician’s office. Her eyes lit up when she recalled how thrilled I’d been at ten years old when my story about the kid-led booths at our neighborhood’s farmers’ market had won the reader content competition. She insisted that if the Pleasant Hollow story led to a full-time job where I’d be that happy on a daily basis, it would be worth every cent. I’d searched for the strength to turn her down and mean it, but it didn’t come.

         And the whole time, she’d been hiding a major spike in our rent. My mom had been supporting me my whole life. One could argue it was her job as my mother, but when was it time to say enough was enough? If not at the age of twenty-five, then when? Derek had said I had a fire in my belly, but in terms of making a real living as a journalist, it was more of a low simmer because of the comfortable nest Mom provided. I’d taken advantage of her “mom-ness” for too long. It was time to grow up.

         “Adi!”

         I dropped my hands to my sides. “Coming.”

         I stood with renewed determination to write the shit out of this story and snag that full-time staff position at Tea. Then I would insist on chipping in on the increased rent so we could stay in our beloved home. Or I could move out—on my own or with a roommate—so my mother could find an affordable one-bedroom apartment and live by herself for the first time in her adult life.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Four

         

         When the ShortLine bus arrived at the terminal in Newburgh—the closest stop to Pleasant Hollow—I tried to contain my excitement while waiting for my Uber. I shivered in my military jacket, unsure whether it was due to an actual drop in temperature or anxiety about my impending adventure.

         According to Google, it was a twelve-minute drive to Pleasant Hollow, and I spent the entire time gawking out the window like I’d never been outside of the city. This was dopey, considering I’d been born in a town with an even smaller population. And although my maternal grandparents no longer lived in Indiana, having retired to Boca Raton, Florida, their community wasn’t exactly urban.

         But there was something different about upstate New York. I could smell it in the air—the fragrance was minty like a forest in the winter. At first, there wasn’t much to see aside from other cars on the road, but once we passed the black-and-white sign welcoming us to Pleasant Hollow, homes and businesses lined the streets.

         As we zipped down Main Street, I fidgeted in my seat with my nose practically touching the smudged glass window. My skin tingled in anticipation of entering all the shops. I wasn’t sure what I’d need at Mel’s Hardware Store, but who couldn’t use a new wrench or pliers? And lactose intolerance wouldn’t stop me from indulging in a serving of dairy-free ice cream or sorbet at Lickety Splits Ice Cream Shoppe.

         The driver pulled up to the curb in front of a big white colonial-style house. “Pleasant Hollow Bed and Breakfast,” he said, announcing our arrival. These were the first words he’d said to me, despite my attempt to engage him in conversation when I first stepped inside the car. Very un-small-town-like, but maybe he wasn’t a local.

         After I thanked him for the ride and added his 20 percent tip on the app (in case I forgot later in all of my excitement), I snapped a photo of the building’s exterior and wheeled my suitcase to the entrance.

         This was it.

         I opened the shiny black door to the B&B, stepped inside, and marveled at my surroundings. Beyond the small foyer was a common room with rhubarb-red walls and an Oriental rug partially covering a gleaming brown wood floor. Set in a circle around a cherry oak table were a dark-red velvet couch and matching recliner, a floral-printed armchair, and a wooden rocking chair. I took a moment to visualize guests drinking hot cocoa or wine by the fireplace in the evenings as the sun set. The open-space concept allowed me to see into a white-tile kitchen with matching cabinets and an island with four round stools set side by side.

         I turned in a circle and called out, “Hello? Anyone here?” Without a front desk to check in or another human in sight, it was the only way to make myself known.

         “Can I help you?”

         My head swung up toward a white-painted staircase, where a sixtysomething woman with bleached blond hair wearing a pink-and-purple argyle sweater and mom jeans (the nineties-era version) eyed me suspiciously.

         I waved awkwardly. “I have a reservation under Adina Gellar.”

         “Check-in isn’t until four.”

         I glanced at my phone. It was only 2:30. Temporarily ignoring the text from my mom asking if I’d arrived safely, I gave the woman my full attention. “My bus got in early, and I had the car take me straight here. I’m so excited to be in Pleasant Hollow.” I smiled. I’d forgive her gruff tone. I must have caught her off guard, but surely she’d warm up.

         Crickets. We stood in uncomfortable silence. I shifted my feet. “I guess I can explore. Can I…um…leave my stuff here?”

         She pursed her pink-painted lips. “Fine.” Following her one-word assent with a huff, she descended the stairs and pointed at a grandfather clock in the corner of the room. “Your bag will be safe there. What did you say your name was?”

         “Adina Gellar. I’m booked for a week, but I might need to extend my stay, assuming there’s availability.” Read: You will probably make more money off me than most of your other guests. Be nice! Not that the level of hospitality bestowed upon a guest should be measured by the length of their stay.

         She nodded curtly. “Your room will be ready at four. You can wait with your bags until then if you’d like.”

         “Thanks?” I cursed the question mark in my tone. I hadn’t expected the innkeeper to engulf me in a hug, dangle a fresh-out-of-the-oven sugar cookie in my face, and pry into my life story and relationship status—okay, maybe a little bit—but this was bizarre. While I was still contemplating the complete lack of cordiality, she marched back upstairs, leaving me alone. I muttered, “Why, thank you. I hope I enjoy my stay as well.” I raised and dropped my arms to my sides. “Let it go, Adina. She’s probably having a bad day.”

         “No. She’s pretty much always like this.”

         I jolted and took a step back, belatedly noticing another human being in the common room. Sitting at the far end was a guy around my age. A cute guy. A very cute guy who’d witnessed me talking to myself. Great.

         He stood. “Welcome to Pleasant Hollow.”

         Very cute indeed. His wavy, mid-length (for a guy) dark locks were brushed back in a casual windswept fashion, but I suspected they’d been worked with pomade to appear that way, and he had a short boxed beard. He was tall with a chest and shoulders I could tell were broad and capable, even through the black Henley he wore paired with well-fitted jeans. And he wasn’t wearing a ring. Maybe he was the token single guy in town—the son or nephew of Ms. Grouchy.

         “Thanks. I’m Adina.” In case he hadn’t heard me the first two times I said it.

         “Finn Adams. First time in Pleasant Hollow?”

         “Is it that obvious?” I joked.

         He grinned, exposing straight white teeth. “Business or pleasure?”

         “Business first, pleasure second,” I said, relieved at his interest in my visit. I’d need more people like him and fewer like the unfriendly Uber driver and innkeeper if I was going to get my story. “I’m starving. Any recommendations for where I can get something to eat around here while I wait for my room?” I didn’t plan to go full throttle on work until the morning, but if I happened to meet a chatty waiter, I’d run with it.

         “There aren’t too many choices, but your best bet is probably Pinkie’s Diner.” He pointed out a window covered with multicolored plaid drapes. “It’s two blocks down on your right.”

         My heart warmed at the name as I pictured a fifties-style diner like Pop’s Chock’lit Shoppe from Riverdale. “It sounds amazing! I hope they have homemade cherry pie!” My feet left the ground in a slight hop.

         “Do you always get so excited about diners and…” He coughed. “Pie?”

         At the amusement reflected in his face, I felt like an ass. “Of course not. It’s just…” I shrugged. “I’m living the whole city-girl-in-a-small-town fantasy.”

         “What kind of fantasy are we talking?” He quirked a dark eyebrow in a sexy, panty-melting way.

         “Not that kind of fantasy. Obviously.” The Hallmark movies Kate and I watched wouldn’t even qualify for a PG rating with their closed-mouth kisses and separate rooms until marriage.

         “Obviously.” He smiled.

         A moment passed. My thighs clenched with R-rated desire. Check yourself. I cleared my throat. “Right. I’d better get going. Pie awaits.”

         “Well, I hope Pinkie’s lives up to your ‘not that kind of fantasy’ fantasy,” he teased, using air quotes.

         “I’m here on a story for an online pop-culture magazine,” I blurted. “Life in Pleasant Hollow is intriguing to me after living in Manhattan for more than twenty years.”

         He tilted his head slightly. “What are you writing a story about?”

         “The development plans for the new condominium complex in town.” I purposely left out the Hallmark movie angle. He was hot, and I’d already embarrassed myself enough. “Can I get a rain check on this conversation, actually? I’m hoping to interview some locals to get their thoughts.” A potential source wasn’t required to ooze sex appeal, but as the journalist, I wouldn’t complain.

         Finn’s lips formed an O. “Locals?”

         I nodded. “Very little has been shared about the town’s reaction to the new development.”

         He scrutinized me for a moment as if debating. Finally, he said, “I’d be happy to talk to you later.”

         I beamed at him. “Fantastic!”

         One side of his mouth lifted in a half smile. “Who do you work for, Adina?”

         “Myself.” I winked. “For now.” With a wave goodbye, I was on my way.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Five

         

         My phone rang on the way to the diner—Kate. Wait until I told my best friend about my meet-cute in the lobby. She’d die.

         After I’d brought her up-to-date, she squealed. “Dead. I’m dead! This is so exciting. You’re totally channeling a Hallmark heroine!”

         I winced, turned the phone off speaker, and whispered “I’m sorry” to the passing pedestrian on Main Street.

         The middle-aged man glared, then continued walking. How rude. Was this Pleasant Hollow or New York City? I swallowed down the urge to shout, “I said I was sorry!” and focused on Kate. “If you mean ‘woman leaves big city for small town in search of career-making story and a permanent journalist gig,’ then yes.”

         I paused my walk to sit on a wooden bench in front of Miller’s General Store. I’d already gotten off on the wrong foot with one local by having a private conversation in public. Best not to risk doing it again, especially since the townspeople were critical to my story.

         “And falls in love with small-town man,” Kate added.

         I laughed. “Stop it. I’m not here to meet someone.” But Kate knew me too well. Friends for twenty years, we took our first no-adults subway ride together at eleven, sat through our mothers’ embarrassing co-sex-talk at twelve, and snuck into our first bar in tandem at sixteen. These and other joint milestones bonded us for life. She was the Lane to my Rory.

         “So does Finn look anything like Andrew Walker or Wes Brown?”

         “He’s hot, but no.” Finn favored neither of our two favorite Hallmark movie actors, but he was more than worthy leading-man material. “I’m pretty sure Andrew and Wes are busy on a movie set in Canada or something.” Most Hallmark movies were filmed near Vancouver. “Anyway, you’re being silly.”

         “I’m jealous, but I can’t really complain. At least Diego doesn’t resemble the movie version of the workaholic boring city boyfriend.” She chuckled.

         “You mean the one with bad hair the heroine trades in for the hot, flannel-wearing, Christmas-loving dude? Not at all. Diego is a workaholic city boyfriend, but he’s not boring, he doesn’t have bad hair, and most importantly, you love him.” Kate had met her boyfriend a year earlier when they kept bumping into each other at the Starbucks by their offices in the morning before work. Coincidentally, their law firms were located in the same building in Midtown. It was a real-life meet-cute. Kate and Diego were the rare success story. When you heard the urban legend about “the friend of a friend” who actually met someone great in Manhattan, fell in love, and lived happily ever after—or at least for now—it was probably Kate.

         “All I’m saying is Pleasant Hollow would be the perfect place to meet the anti-Leo.”

         My stomach roiled at the mention of my most recent boyfriend—except he never really was. There’d been no forward momentum in the eleven months we were together. I was always passing along his excuses for not meeting my friends and family, convincing myself it was normal we’d never spent an entire weekend or holiday together.

         When I finally asked why he didn’t want to spend New Year’s Eve with his girlfriend, he ogled me like I was balmy before saying, “Girlfriend? I thought we were just hanging out.” And that was that—no more Leo.

         It was par for the course. Since my first date at fifteen, I’d been ghosted, benched, breadcrumbed, love-bombed, kitten-fished, and roached. I’d seen it all. One could place the blame on me—I sought out unavailable men—except the only thing they had in common was a residence within the five boroughs of New York City.

         “You might be right, but if we’re staying true to form, the one unattached straight guy in Pleasant Hollow will be a single father. I’m too young to be a stepmom,” I joked. I did want kids, but not for many years—first I’d need to move out of my mom’s house. My throat constricted at the reminder that a move might happen sooner than I’d planned if we couldn’t afford to pay the rent.

         “Not even a precocious little plot moppet whose birth mom died tragically?”

         I could tell she regretted her words by her sharp intake of breath. After a brief moment of silence to honor the early demise of my own father, I said, “It happens sometimes. My mom could have totally starred in a real-life-inspired second-chance romance if we’d stayed in Indiana. But she moved here and had one lousy boyfriend after another.” Everything she’d done had been for me—to give me a better life.

         “I bet you could find a man for Valerie in Pleasant Hollow too,” she whispered, as if testing the waters. “Maybe he’ll look like Gregory Harrison. He’s a hottie.”

         “He’s too old for my mother by two decades. Maybe Cameron Mathison.”

         Kate laughed. “That’s the spirit.”

         I told her about my less-than-warm welcome at the B&B.

         “Maybe she was unfriendly on purpose,” Kate said. “You know, like waitstaff at restaurants who are snarky as part of an act to entertain diners.”

         “I’d have preferred a cup of hot cocoa with marshmallows, but anything is possible.” I stared off into the distance, hoping to spy a farmer’s market or craft fair. It was a Sunday afternoon. There had to be a community gathering of some sort, right?

         “Either way, who cares about the innkeeper? Focus on the hottie from the lobby.”

         I continued to insist that advancing my career was my only purpose for the trip, but we both knew I was full of it. It was only September, so my dream of lighting the Christmas tree wouldn’t come true, but maybe they’d have some sort of fall festival activities like apple picking or pumpkin carving. And maybe I’d meet a decent guy who wouldn’t stand me up. Perhaps Finn Adams, who hopefully didn’t have children yet. It was probably a silly fantasy, but this trip could change everything.

         I promised to keep Kate constantly posted, and we ended the call. As I walked the half a block to Pinkie’s, I daydreamed about my future encounters in Pleasant Hollow. Except when I pictured the townspeople, every male under the age of thirty-five was chiseled and fit but lacked a sexy edge (aside from Finn Adams, who was perfectly edgy), every man older than sixty resembled Santa Claus, and every young woman reminded me of an actress from a favorite childhood television program. Naturally, I blamed Kate’s insistence that I was about to live out a Hallmark romcom.
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