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Praise for USA Today bestselling author Nina Bocci’s Hopeless Romantics series

Meet Me on Love Lane


“In the feel-good second installment of Bocci’s Hopeless Romantics series… the idyllic setting is vividly rendered and Charlotte’s personal growth as she builds a home for herself is handled with compassion. Readers will enjoy this sweet, fluffy tale that sits squarely at the intersection of romance and women’s fiction.”

—Publishers Weekly



On the Corner of Love and Hate


*A Goodreads “Most Anticipated Romance Novel of 2019”*

*A Hypable “20 Most Anticipated Summer Book Releases for 2019” Pick*

*A Bustle “21 New Rom-Com Novels to Spice Up Your Summer Reading” Pick*

“Romance at its finest with a colorful cast of characters and a couple to root for.”

—New York Times and USA Today bestselling author Sylvain Reynard

“Emma’s everywoman appeal lends charm to the story, and her self-deprecating humor is a plus. This is a fun bit of fluffy entertainment.”

—Publishers Weekly

“I flew through On the Corner of Love and Hate. Written with wit, quick banter, and heartfelt moments, I wished and rooted for Emma and Cooper’s happily-ever-after, for that opposites-attract heat to smolder and catch fire. And Nina Bocci delivered!”

—Tif Marcelo

“Fans of Hallmark Channel rom-coms will flip over this sassy love story.… What follows is a rediscovered spark, steamy banter, and the art of finding love in unlikely places.”

—Woman’s World

“Impossible to read without smiling. On the Corner of Love and Hate is romantic fiction at its finest.”

—Lauren Layne, USA Today bestselling author of Passion on Park Avenue

“Bocci’s warm, romantic novel deals with love, friendship, and family ties. This page-turner is filled with quick, witty banter from likable characters living in a realistic small town. The character-driven novel will have readers rooting for the confused friends. Fans of Jill Shalvis will thoroughly enjoy this swoon-worthy story.”

—Booklist

“Fans of enemies-to-lovers rom-coms (such as Sally Thorne’s The Hating Game) will enjoy, as will political junkies.”

—Library Journal

“A delightful slow-burning romance that I adored!”

—New York Times bestselling author Mia Sheridan

“Charming.… Bocci puts her characters through an emotional wringer, but balances the pining and misunderstandings with humor and an overall uplifting message about community involvement, family and hope. Readers looking for a feel-good romance set in a diverse, quirky small town will be entranced by On the Corner of Love and Hate.”

—Shelf Awareness

“Plenty of wit and feisty characters.… If you’re looking for one last summer read, something comfortable and warm to help you settle in and get ready for even cozier reading this fall, you most definitely don’t want to miss On the Corner of Love and Hate, because it’s everything you’re looking for… and probably a little bit more.”

—Hypable (4 stars)

“With its picturesque cover and super cute (and clueless) hero and heroine, On the Corner of Love and Hate was an absolute joy to read. I can’t wait to see what entertaining story Nina Bocci has for her readers next.”

—Harlequin Junkie (4 stars)

“Nina Bocci is a wonderful storyteller. On the Corner of Love and Hate is a delight with a cast of characters that you will adore. Brava.”

—Fresh Fiction

“Slow-burn romance with great banter and plenty of laughs!”

—Daily Waffle




Praise for Roman Crazy

With Alice Clayton


“A comedic and deliciously whimsical romp only this pair could deliver. Alice Clayton and Nina Bocci have struck gold.”

—New York Times bestselling author Christina Lauren

“There are books that make you laugh out loud, make you teary, make you hot and bothered, make you smile. And then there are books that make you want to crawl inside them and live within their pages. That’s what Roman Crazy is.”

—New York Times bestselling author Emma Chase

“I went CRAZY over Roman Crazy—this is simply a perfect romance!”

—New York Times bestselling author Jennifer Probst

“A sexy, steamy slow burn that takes you from the cobbled streets of Rome to the bedroom and everywhere in between. Get your fans out! Five stars of smolder.”

—New York Times bestselling author Helena Hunting
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Coffee is on, bagels are artfully arranged on the platter, cream cheese is chilled, and nerves are shot,” I said to the blissfully quiet space. Knocking my knuckles nervously on the marble tabletop, I proceeded to do one more walk through the bakery.

In five minutes, the place would be teeming with people. My people.

Fifty minutes after that, it would be teeming with more people. Not my people.

I should have allowed myself more time to break the news to my longtime staff that things were changing.

Drastically.

It was like many of life’s great, unexpected changes. One day you were going through the motions of the day-to-day—albeit a bit stressed because of work—and the next you were fielding an offer that would take all the stress and the exhaustion away. The trajectory of my life and those in it was about to change profoundly. And not just because I had a newly beefed-up bank account.

But there was no time for worrying about that now. While I was going through a cluster of emotions, I needed to remain focused on delivering the news to my staff that I had sold my business a month ago. The one that I, quite literally, had poured blood, sweat, and tears into over the last six years.

This was the best possible move for me, and I hoped my employees would be happy for me—after the initial shock, of course.

After all, they still had their jobs if they wanted them. I just didn’t have mine, or any clue of what I was going to do next.

Thankfully, just as I was about to futz around with the bagel display one more time, the staff began filing in and I took a second to look over the cards I held in my shaky hands. I decided that five more minutes to go over my notes would help.

“Guys, grab some coffee and breakfast. I’ll just be a second,” I said, stepping behind the curtain that led to the storeroom to compose myself. The nerves and anxiousness I was experiencing weren’t feelings that I was used to. I usually fed off the energy, but this was different. Their lives and livelihoods were in for a major upheaval.

Pulling out my notes, I went through the talking points in a whisper while the staff milled about on the other side of the curtain.

“As you know, Delicious and Vicious isn’t any run-of-the-mill bakery in New York. While we aren’t winning any awards for being the best in the city—creamiest icing, nuttiest of brownies—we are known for something no one else does. The delish part is easy but with you guys by my side, we’ve made our bakery into a destination. It’s the vicious that sets us apart.”

I thought about the vicious part. It really was the reason we stood a head above other bakeries of similar size in the city. We sent any, and I do mean any, sort of message to anyone through our desserts. Need to break up with a boyfriend? Order our “I really hate kissing you” special. Want to quit your job with just the right message to your horrible boss? We’d bake you the “Sorry for your loss” cake along with your two weeks’ notice letter. Found out that your husband was cheating? You’d get the “P.S. I was always faking it” or the “I hope it falls off.”

“We give vicious a whole new definition.” I smiled thinking about that line, knowing that while I once loved that aspect, I’d grown weary of it.

“Everyone knows about Magnolia Bakery and Sprinkles, but people also know about D and V, and that’s because of this team. In record time, we have become a staple in the city, and I am so proud of what we’ve built.” My voice wavered, just as I knew it would when I delivered this for real.

“But while this has been a run unlike anything else in my life, in a week, D and V will be transformed into a bigger flagship location under new ownership.” I was finally clipping these wings.

By the time I walked out, the staff was already seated. My two head bakers and one part-timer sat on one side of the table I’d set up, and the two decorators sat on the other. The company IT master-slash-order-taker was opposite where I stood.

We were a team of misfits that wouldn’t cut it in a traditional bakery. Save for me, no one had formal training, and keeping them all on staff was a part of the contract with the new owners that I wouldn’t budge on. They couldn’t replace them because of their lack of pastry schooling. But my staff had drive, discipline, and a willingness to start from the ground up and learn. It was risky, but thank goodness it was worth it.

I knew they would appreciate that when I finally gave them the news.

I wondered what about the current structure would remain and who, if anyone, would go. Over the next few weeks, this space, my once hole-in-the-wall boutique bakery that I started as a terrified twenty-five-year-old, would be transformed without me at its helm.

But before I ventured off into the sunset, I had to let my people know. Each one was looking up at me expectantly. All it did was make me that much more nervous. Not nervous about the choice I made—I was proud of the decision to sell—but I was nervous about how they’d take it. At the end of the day, these people were, in essence, my family.

Rolling my shoulders back, I took a deep breath and remembered why I’d sold a piece of my heart in the first place. It was time I put myself first, and the bakery would be better off for it.

“I want to thank you all for coming on a Friday afternoon, especially on such short notice. I know it’s the last day of our week-long vacation, but I have an announcement to make and I can’t wait until Monday,” I began, standing at the corner of the table, keeping my hands folded together.

“We know,” someone said, their voice interrupting my thought.

“What?” I said, looking up. They were all smiling and nodding. “You know… what?”

“Well, we have an idea,” someone else said.

“It’s about the Food Network again, right?” my lead baker said, getting up from the table and coming over to stand beside me. “We’re excited for you to compete again. We saw the casting information sheet on the bulletin board in your office.”

“Oh,” I mumbled.

I squeezed her hand. “Okay, yes, I was asked to come back to the Kitchen Sink baking competition, but I declined.” Kitchen Sink was about bakers who created masterpieces with totally random items, and I’d been on it a couple of times already.

The nervous rumblings started, “Why?” being the most repeated question.

“Declining was easy. They didn’t ask me to be a baker this time. The only way they wanted me was if I came on to judge. Perhaps if they wanted me to compete again like the last few times, I would have considered.”

A few years back when we weren’t sure if D&V would make it, I applied for a show on a dare by my best friend, Charlotte. I entered the Food Network’s Next Best Baker competition after a lot of back-and-forth about it being the wrong time. It was risky to try out, considering D&V was failing at the time, but the prospect of being on national television and getting the business exposure won out. Of course, I never thought in a million years that with all the applicants, they’d choose me. But they did, and it had the exact effect I had hoped for D&V: a windfall of business from around the country. Visitors now trekked to my little corner of Brooklyn to snag a cupcake, and a photo.

It also gave me a bit of an ego boost. Over the last few years, I went on various types of baking shows on the network, not just because I loved competing but because my business flourished thanks to the appearances and to my frequent wins. Funnily enough, many of the shows were sponsored by The Confectionary, the company that I’d just sold my bakery to.

“Well, that’s flattering, right?” someone said from the end of the table. “You being a judge is considered a step up, isn’t it?”

I laughed, picking at the smudge of melted chocolate chip that was crusted to my knuckles from the cookies I had made earlier that day. I supposed that it was a step up, but it didn’t feel that way.

“So, you are going to do it? Be a judge on the next show?”

I shook my head. “After a lot of reflection, I turned them down. It feels a bit like the passing of the torch, if that makes sense. I’ve been on more than a dozen times. Even I’m sick of seeing myself on television. It’s about time I give someone else a moment in the spotlight.”

“That’s awfully magnanimous of you.”

“Don’t get the martyrdom certificate out yet. I tried to finagle something different out of them, but they didn’t go for it.”

“What?”

I smiled ruefully. “I was looking to start a new online series to piggyback off of what I already did with the videos we made and posted to YouTube from here. Streaming content on their website and social.” The excitement I felt about the prospect was only heightened when I did an informal poll on my own accounts to see what people wanted. Just hearing more videos was an ego boost enough, but to have folks requesting specifics from me? Well, that solidified that it was a smart move on my part. People wanted back-to-basics, and I would be scratching the teaching itch I had been actively ignoring for ages. Except…

“My hope was that the Food Network would be interested, and they were, but their terms were outrageous. I’d be doing all the work, and they’d be reaping all the benefits from sponsored posts and partnerships, with me only getting a slim percentage.”

“Yes, but we would have had a windfall here anyway, right? You would have gone on one of the shows again just to parlay it into more D and V business. Not that we need it,” one of my newer bakers said, waving his hand toward the towering stack of order slips on my desk.

My recently devoid-of-all-personal-items desk. If they noticed, they didn’t comment.

“So, if you’re not going back onto the Food Network, what’s the announcement?”

This was it. I took a deep breath and made a mental note to savor the signature D&V scent that I would forever associate with this place: vanilla sweetness with the spice of cinnamon.

“I sold D and V,” I blurted awkwardly. Maybe I was vanilla drunk from the heady fragrance, or I was sleep deprived, but I had a plan—and notes—and I just hit a foul ball.

“You what!” the group called in unison.

I sighed and pulled out the last stool at the makeshift conference table.

“Parker? What do you mean you sold D and V?”

“Was business bad? Is that why?”

“What about us? Are we out?”

Folding my hands, I kept them locked together on the cool table, and I stared at my friends’ shocked and worried expressions. I had every reason to be proud of this moment, but I couldn’t ignore the nervousness.

“No, business wasn’t bad. The opposite, in fact. And I’ll answer every question you have, but don’t be nervous. You’re all fine.”

“Then, Parker, why?”

I took another deep breath. I owed them an explanation and I was going to be as honest as I could be. “Some of you remember the early days when I started D and V out of my apartment kitchen. Borrowing neighbors’ ovens, making homemade double boilers because I couldn’t afford the real thing, begging people to let me use their KitchenAid mixers and watch my oven while I ran a delivery to Queens? No one was more nervous than I was that my idea was going to flop. That the format of D and V was nothing more than a gimmick, even though I was still willing to sink everything into it.” I saw heads nod.

“My willingness to devote everything to it never wavered, but lately my willingness to put myself first is winning out. Months ago, I got an offer. Not to get all Godfather-y on you, but it really was one that I couldn’t refuse. I went back and forth over whether or not to take it. And after a lot of thought, and a lot of wine, I decided to sell,” I explained.

I hated the look of confusion and sadness on their faces as they grasped the hand of the coworker, the friend, beside them.

“I just don’t know what to think,” said one of my bakers. “Why didn’t you tell us? Confide in us—”

I held up my hand. “Before we go any further, I need you to know something truly important first. While it’s great, this isn’t about the money.”

“What is it about, then?” my decorator asked.

“Time,” I said honestly. “For the past six years, I’ve spent twelve hours a day here. Taking orders, baking orders, placing orders, delivering orders. I’m thirty-one and my body feels like it’s seventy-one. And that’s just what I do in the bakery itself. At home I spend a few hours working on recipes every day, plus uploading videos and interacting on social media. It’s been a hamster wheel for me.”

“But why sell? Why not just take a vacation or work less? You’ve got all of us to pull the weight,” the woman who ran all things ordering and IT asked. She’d been willing to learn more of the business end of things in the past few months because she saw how burned out I was becoming.

The tears that I had hoped wouldn’t come plopped on my hands. “That’s a valid point, and that was the first thing I considered. You know I’ve been taking a few weekends off here and there since the summer. And it’s helped. I thought about not selling and just taking a step back instead, turning over the reins just enough that I could seek out other avenues—like going back to teaching classes or even just trying my hand at baking for restaurants part-time—while still being involved with the bakery. But in the end, I needed a solid break. You know I’m not a half-in kind of person. It’s all or nothing for me. And if I leaned on you guys more, I didn’t want you to feel the exhaustion that I’ve been feeling. Or worse, for D and V to suffer. This is about keeping D and V the best possible bakery that I can while maintaining my own mental health and yours. All of you guys are the best and will do a fantastic job taking over when I’m gone.”

My lead baker held on to one line from my speech. “You wanted to teach again? I thought you hated it?”

I laughed. “I’m sure it seemed that way. Believe me, working on opening the business and getting it off the ground, plus teaching classes on the side on the perfect piecrust, was not ideal, but I needed the cash while I was starting D and V. But remember a couple months back when that bridal party came in wanting to learn how to make a crème brûlée? It sparked something. I forgot just how much I loved instructing. I didn’t really consider it as an option because I was always here. If they hadn’t asked…”

“None of this would have happened.”

I shook my head. “No, I think it still would have. This wasn’t just a spur-of-the-moment decision. I’ve been feeling the changes coming on for a while. It’s sort of been the perfect storm of reasons all leading toward this moment.”

“You’ll have more time with your new man.”

I smiled. “No comment.”

I hadn’t explicitly told them that I was seeing someone, but when asked why I was so cheery, I didn’t deny it, especially when I’d take time off. We’d had some tense moments where my being busy with D&V caused some waves. But I was sure my newly established free time would remove any barriers from us moving forward in our burgeoning relationship. He didn’t know about the sale yet, but I was eager to tell him and see where things led.

My team was quiet for a moment, glancing worriedly at each other before one of them finally broke the silence with the question that I knew would be coming next.

“What about us?”

I smiled, which seemed to put them slightly at ease. “You’re all remaining on, with raises—if you want to, of course. The Confectionary has big plans for this place. Contractually, everything operationally stays as-is, which, of course, includes all of you.”

“Except the face of D and V will be gone,” my lead baker said, wiping away her own tears.

Yes, I had become the face of D&V. And now I couldn’t wait to get me back.
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Two Months Later

You’ve made these nine hundred times, and yet here you are forgetting ingredients, measurements, and— Shit, I forgot to wash out the mixing bowl.”

It wasn’t just that my KitchenAid mixer held a suspect-looking substance, but the same goop was dripping from the bottom of my white cabinet. When I’d plugged the mixer in, I didn’t realize I’d left the switch in the on position. Needless to say, everything went flying up and out of the bowl.

Now chocolate, or something formerly resembling chocolate, was oozing down the side of the cabinet, plopping onto the counter and right onto the paper where I was desperately trying to write down the recipe I’d been creating.

It had been like this all morning; nothing was going right. First, I’d tried to open a bag of chocolate chips with one hand. They skyrocketed out of the top with such force, I was surprised any of them landed in the double boiler. I’d be finding those in all corners of my apartment for the next month.

Then, I forgot to turn on the oven. I didn’t have any pie weights for the pie crust I had attempted earlier, not that it looked much like a crust, so I tried to use cans and ended up boiling a can of corn.

My poor oven would never be the same.

I needed to try something else, something foolproof that I knew I would knock out of the park.

“These brownies are one of the easiest things I make and yet, here I am.” Frustrated, I paced the small kitchen. Maybe some movement would help the synapses fire on all cylinders. Hell, I’d be happy with just one cylinder working at this point. I shook out my arms, rolled out my neck.

The joys of being unemployed.

Logically, I knew I could do this. Rote memory wasn’t supposed to fail.

It didn’t seem to matter, though, because for months my baking skills had been floundering. Even before I sold my bakery, I noticed a distinct shift in prowess. Perhaps I should have stuck to something simple right out of the gate. Like truffles, those were easy as pie. Which was ironic because I was trying to make what was once known as my signature.

“Maybe if I take a nap, I’ll dream of the answer,” I reasoned, but deep down, I knew from the other three naps I’d taken the past week that a nap wouldn’t yield anything but a headache and a crick in my neck.

I still took the nap.

When I woke up an hour later, I didn’t feel any better, as predicted, so I decided to make a cappuccino to wake myself up. After I poured the ingredients into my fancy cappuccino machine—at least I could still make coffee—I watched the slow drip of the espresso plop into the mug. It was one that my old roommate Charlotte left when she moved out. It had a Temple University owl logo on it, which at one point had two fancy gold gems for eyes. Those were long gone, just like Charlotte.

She had moved out, moved on, I liked to add. Headed to a little touristy town called Hope Lake, about two hours away from our apartment in Brooklyn in the middle of a currently snowy Pennsylvania valley.

She was born in Hope Lake, living there until third grade or so. She only moved to the city around her tenth birthday. That’s when we met, and as dorky as it sounds, we’d been best friends and inseparable ever since.

In the time since she’d left, we set aside Tuesdays as our day to catch up—spending an hour gossiping about her small town, her adorkable boyfriend, Henry, and the group of her childhood friends that I grew to love when I visited.

But two months had passed since I officially sold Delicious & Vicious, and while Charlotte and I exchanged texts here and there, we still hadn’t spoken. I kept finding reasons why I couldn’t talk—I needed to run an errand or check out a new baking supply store—to actively avoid bringing up my lack of plans or direction. These last two months had been the longest, and potentially the most boring, time of my entire life. Which was saying something because I took an entire semester of linear algebra back in college.

Sitting in the chair in my small office space off the living room, I spun around, arms falling to my sides and eyes trained on the ceiling, until I heard my cell phone buzz, skittering across the desk beside me. Siri announced Charlotte, and I debated for a moment whether or not to ignore it again. Letting voicemail pick up had been the answer for the past few weeks, so I figured I might as well let it be the thing to do today. After the phone stopped buzzing, I pushed the voicemail notification to hear what Charlotte had to say.

Her normally cheery voice was nowhere to be found. Instead, she sounded disgruntled. Rightfully so. “Listen, you’re screening. Don’t deny it. You know that I know that you’re screening. I get that you’re in a funk and weird headspace right now, but it’s been like a hundred thousand hours since we last talked, and this is bull. I need to know that you’re okay or I’m going to drive into the city, and I still only have a permit so I’m not sure that’s allowed. That’s probably jail time or something if I get caught. Call me back or I’m going to keep calling—”

It ended because I assumed she was calling again. But there wasn’t another call. Just a ding ding that signaled I had a text message. Then a swoosh sound signaling an email. Charlotte was being persistently annoying, but I knew it came from a place of love.

“Okay, okay,” I said to the empty apartment with a smile. I pushed her name to call her back. It barely rang once before she picked up.

“This is Charlotte Bishop, how can I help you?” she said with a long, exhausted sigh.

“Hey.”

“Hey, yourself,” she said, followed by a long solid minute of silence.

Charlotte might have been persistently annoying, but one thing that didn’t change was her ability to hold a grudge. She wasn’t going to make it easy, but I knew that. Hence, the reason I’d been avoiding the conversation in the first place. When you had a friend who knew all of your faults, your secrets, and your fears, it was hard to admit that you were scared, worried, and lonely without them.

“I’m sorry I’ve been a shitty friend and haven’t called you back.”

She sighed again.

“It’s been a really rough couple of weeks,” I added.

“And you didn’t think I would want to help you with that? What do best friends do, Parker?”

“I know, I know, honestly I do.”

There was silence for a bit and I knew that meant Charlotte was contemplating forgiving me for avoiding her and putting back on her best-friend cape.

She sighed. “Talk to me. What is going on? It’s been a while.”

I thought about her question for a moment and the problem was I didn’t really have an answer for her. “I thought all this free time would be amazing, and yet… I don’t know. I’ve gotten into my own head so deep that crawling out seems impossible. Have you ever been there? So twisted up over what’s next that you’re literally incapable of doing what’s next, and as a result, ignoring people in your life? I’m a shitty friend.”

She grunted. “Stop saying that. You’re not a shitty friend. You’re going through a life transition and I get that. I just wish you’d let me help you sort it out. You don’t have to do anything alone—you know that, right?”

What I wanted to say was but you’re not here, but that would be selfish. She was the happiest I’d seen her in ages. I wasn’t about to fill her in and have her rush to New York because I couldn’t get my shit together.

I shifted in my seat, scratching a doodle into the scrap pad on my desk. The word I kept tracing read bored.

“I don’t know how anyone can help. I’m just so stuck. Uninspired and worried that I won’t ever get a burst of creativity again. And the problem is I don’t even know what I want to do next. How am I supposed to find a new path if I can’t see the forest through the trees?”

“Parker Eulalia Adams, you listen to me. You’ll never be too far into the hole to get out because you’ve got people to throw you the world’s longest rope.”

“While I appreciate the sentiment—” I began, but Charlotte was on a roll. It’s what I knew would happen after avoiding her for weeks.

“Maybe you’re a little lost because you’re forcing yourself to be creative. You’re not letting it happen organically. You think Da Vinci beat himself up if he had a day or two where he wasn’t feeling the Mona Lisa?”

I laughed. “Number one, I can’t believe you used Da Vinci as your example for me, and number two, ‘feeling the Mona Lisa’?”

“Shut up, I’m tired. All I’m saying is that I get that you’re not used to relaxing or having free time, but try and enjoy it! Buy a latte, sit in the park and read the paper. Or visit a museum, take a pottery class. You can literally do whatever you want!”

I threw the pencil across the small room. “I’m trying!”

She laughed. “You need a creative outlet. Something that sparks that fire in you. Something that inspires you to say holy shit and run back to the kitchen to make a masterpiece. Going back and doing what you love is the answer.”

I snorted. “Baking is what I love; I can’t seem to do it anymore. It’s like I’m you now. I’m broken in the kitchen.”

Charlotte switched the call from audio to FaceTime and I was greeted by her lovely, freckled, and frowning face. Her reddish hair was pulled into Princess Leia–style buns and she had a daisy sticking out of the top of one of them.

“I resent that remark.” She laughed, and I forgot how much I missed having her around all the time. “You’ll never be as bad as me in the kitchen,” she continued. “My lack of skills is a once-in-a-lifetime gift and I’m not sharing it.

“Look at you, you’re covered in flour. And oh, Parker, is that egg on your face? I can tell that you’re working,” she said with a pinched expression. She was trying not to judge my wayward appearance. Rolling my shoulders back, I wiped at the smudge of flour that I knew was across my cheek. “I’m digging the bandana, by the way, very farmer friendly.”

I gave her the finger and touched my red bandana, which was holding back my long blond hair. “I ran out of hair ties. This worked, and I promise I didn’t look quite so shabby pre–baking disaster.”

“Enough about how gorgeous you still look even with egg, literally, on your face. What have you baked that failed? I don’t believe it. I once saw you create a trifle out of leftovers and people offered to buy it.”

The comment gave me a little pick-me-up. My ego needed that bit of a nudge. Actually, my ego needed a swift kick in the ass, but I wasn’t complaining about any amount of boost. Pushing off of the chair, I walked into the kitchen, turning the phone toward the trash so she had a bird’s-eye view. In the bag were a dozen supposed-to-be chocolate-coffee cupcakes, a dozen chocolate chip cookies, and a couple cinnamon scones that could have doubled as bricks in a fireplace if I needed them. “See those?”

“Are you practicing for Henry’s birthday cupcakes?” she asked, trying to lighten my sour mood. “You know we’ll eat anything you bake for him, even if it requires a visit to the dentist afterward.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, but he can’t eat these. It’s all so bad.” I reached into the trash and took out the scone that was on top. Holding it like a softball, I rapped it on the edge of the counter. It made the most glorious thud.

“Still want to eat this? I’m not paying your bill from the oral surgeon afterward. You’ll need it.”

As I turned the phone back toward me, my stomach dipped. Charlotte looked worried. Her gray eyes were missing their usual light and she wasn’t smiling, like she almost always was.

“Parks, what’s up? Really? This is so unlike you?”

I shrugged. “The last, I don’t know, dozen things I’ve made have been awful. Like, Charlotte-awful, no offense.”

She shrugged. “None taken. You’ll remember I once burned water, and I’m not sure any of your failures beats that. The FDNY hasn’t been to the apartment yet, right?”

I laughed. “Nope.”

“Good, then there is still hope. Is there something I can do to help? To kick the mojo back into you? What about your idea to start the baking classes? Did you decide against it?”

Did I?

I shrugged. “I can’t exactly teach someone how to bake when I seem to be incapable myself.”

“Valid point. Then what’s next?”

I shook my head, keeping my eyes trained on the swirls in the floor. “I mean I have no idea. I’m stuck.”

“When I get overwhelmed, which is often, you know that, I go back to basics. You’ve been doing some wild and crazy recipes for years now. Maybe you need to Betty Crocker it up. Make basic things that even I could swing. Like, I don’t know, pound cake. Is that still a thing?” We both laughed. Even the most pedestrian recipe was out of reach for her. Thank goodness Henry was a great cook, or she would survive only on Pop-Tarts and packaged crackers.

“I’ve tried almost everything, Char, and I still can’t bake anything worth eating,” I answered with honesty.

“Okay” was all she said. But by the look on her face I could tell she was trying not to look concerned. Crap, now I was bringing her down.

“Speaking of Henry’s birthday,” I said, trying to change the subject, “any plans? Anything romantic and exciting?”

Her face lit up. “Nothing crazy, just dinner. Maybe…” she started, chewing on her pencil. “You can come? I mean, you don’t have much going on.”

I threw my head back, laughing. “Wow, harsh much?”

“Am I wrong?” she deadpanned.

“No, but you’re right, and subtlety has never been your strong suit.”

She waved at the stack of yellow order slips beside her workstation and then at the calendar that hung on the wall. It was color coded and positively filled with scribbles. “As you can see, I don’t have much time for subtle these days.”

“That’s why I love you.” I looked around the office she was in. “Busy tonight?”

She wiped her forehead dramatically. “So busy, but it’s good. I’m still gathering all the paperwork that I need to get the loan, but Lucille says that everything is looking good and I should be the proud owner of Late Bloomers by summer.”

Seeing her face light up at the mention of owning her own floral shop lit me up inside. Charlotte had been so lost for so long and she had finally found true happiness. If I didn’t love her so much, I’d be rolling in jealousy. We couldn’t be in more opposite positions.

“C, that’s amazing. I’m so proud of you. Here you are in the process of getting your own business—your dream business—and I just sold mine.”

Just as easily as her face lit up, all that happiness evaporated at my words. “Parks, I’m sorry, that was so insensitive of me. I—”

I cut her off with a wave of my hand. “Stop it. You have every right to be over the moon about buying Late Bloomers. And I know selling D and V was the right decision. I was beginning to feel morally bankrupt with all the divorce and cheating cakes. I still have no idea how they’re going to franchise it, but—”

“It isn’t your problem now, sister!” she teased, and she was right. It wasn’t my problem.

“Have you been good otherwise, though? Shop’s good? Friends are good?” I asked, trying not to sound like I was fishing for information.

“The business has been a godsend in terms of dealing with this weather. If I was home, I think I’d lose my mind. I’ve never seen so much snow and there’s nowhere to put it!”

“It’s only January, honey. You’ve got at least two more months of it,” I explained, laughing when Charlotte pretended to tug at her hair in frustration. “Where’s your delightful professor? Out shoveling?”

Charlotte was dating her childhood BFF, Henry, after reconnecting when she arrived back in Hope Lake last year. It was incredible to see the change in her from being back in her hometown, especially because she fought the relocation tooth and nail.

She smiled, looking dreamily at a framed photo on the corner of her workstation. It was from the Fourth of July last year, when I’d surprised her with a quick visit. Well, sort of quick. The photo included me, Charlotte, Henry, her friends Emma and Cooper, and their friend Nick. I bit back my grin at the sight of Nick.

Something clattered onto the worktable near Charlotte’s hand. “Damn it, I’m so clumsy lately. Anyway, where was I? Oh, Henry is back at school after Christmas break, which was lovely because we both got a small reprieve over the holidays. I wish you could have seen this place for Christmas. It looked like a Hallmark movie.”

“Too bad I missed it,” I said, twirling a pencil between my fingers.

“You should come visit Hope Lake. It’s Henry’s birthday, plus you miss me, and who knows, maybe a change of scenery will help kick you in the ass a bit.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” I said, and surprisingly, I realized I felt excited about the prospect.

“You can actually veg out, take a break for a minute. I think you deserve some free time.” Charlotte winked, knowing damn well I was free all the time now.

“Again, I say to you, subtlety is an art you have not mastered.”

Charlotte, suddenly serious, faced the phone head-on. She E.T.’d the phone, pushing her index finger onto the screen. I responded by placing mine against hers, causing the image to wobble a moment. “I miss your stupid face. Come visit.”

“Well, with an offer like that, how can a girl refuse?”

“I’m serious, Parker. I know you; you’re floundering.”

“What’s the phrase? My new normal? I’m trying to figure out exactly what that is. I spent years building D and V and now it’s gone. I mean, I’m glad it is because I was a zombie all the time, but what do I do now? Who am I without it?”

She sighed, and I was pretty sure if we were face-to-face and not screen-to-screen that she would have pulled me into one of her crippling hugs. “Delicious and Vicious was a part of you, but it’s not all you are. Selling it was the best decision you made. You saw me last year when I was having a hard time. You didn’t let me give up, and I’m not going to let you either. Come visit. Recharge your batteries and enjoy this godforsaken snow,” she suggested as I plodded toward my small office area.

“How’s the sledding in Hope Lake?” I asked, jumping up from the chair to skid into my room. It was now or never. If I faltered in the plan, I knew I’d back out. I grabbed a suitcase and began tossing essentials inside. What I didn’t bring, I could buy there.

“The best.” She glanced at her watch. “If you catch the three o’clock bus, you’ll get here in time for dinner.”

“I hope you’re not cooking,” I joked before hitting the red button.





[image: Chapter 3]

Nice to see you again, Parker,” the bus driver said, waving to me. I had just disembarked the bus into Mount Hazel, a town neighboring Hope Lake.

Charlotte, as promised, was waiting at the stop and came careening over, sliding the last few inches thanks to an icy patch. “What did the driver mean, ‘see you again’?”

I coughed, delaying my answer. “Oh, you know. Last time I was here. I must have a face to remember.”

The lie rolled off of my tongue so effortlessly, I was ashamed of myself. Charlotte, my very best friend in the world, didn’t know how many times I had ridden the midnight bus to Mount Hazel, the next town over from Hope Lake.

Charlotte didn’t bat an eyelash at the lie. “You’re here!” she yelled, pulling me into a tight hug. “Weather is a bit different from last time.”

Uh… She wasn’t wrong, but she wasn’t right either. Eventually, Charlotte and I were going to have to discuss the number of times I’d been to Mount Hazel and why I didn’t let her know about all the visits—or who picked me up to drive me to Hope Lake. And whom I was visiting.

“Oh my God. You weren’t kidding when you said you got a lot of snow here,” I said, changing the subject as we trudged through at least eight inches of fresh powder to get to Henry’s Jeep, which sat at the very edge of the parking lot.

“This is just from today?”

She nodded, hooking her arm in mine to help us steady each other.

Everything was covered. That wasn’t an exaggeration either. The thinnest branches on the tallest trees had a crystal layer of ice and snow. Mounds were plowed off of the streets and wedged along the sidewalks. Besides the snow giving everything a glistening sparkle, the town looked exactly how I remembered it. “It looks like a goddamn storybook.”

I let go of Charlotte’s arm. “If I throw myself into a pile of snow and make angels, will you pretend like you don’t know me?”

Henry, who had been busy helping an elderly woman with her luggage, joined us, laughing when he heard me. He slung his arm over her shoulders as he pulled my wheeled suitcase behind him. “I think you should do it.”

“Henry, don’t encourage her, she will.”

I slapped her arm. “I can’t wait to see Gigi. Your text from earlier said we’re getting together tonight?”

“Yes, some of us are having birthday cupcakes for this guy,” she explained, resting her head on Henry’s shoulder.

My stomach did a flip. “Some of us?”

Charlotte nodded. “Yeah. Henry, me and you, Emma and Cooper, Gigi’s crew, and Mancini. Don’t leave out that crazy old bird.”

Out of nowhere, a stout woman with gravity-defying and cosmetically altered jet-black hair popped up from behind Henry’s Jeep. She was wearing a beaming smile and a Kelly green tracksuit. “You summoned me?”

The three of us jumped back, me nearly collapsing into the snow pile behind me. She literally appeared as if conjured up from the depths below. Even Henry was startled as he let out the daintiest peep at the sight of her looming by the bumper.

“Mrs. Mancini!” Charlotte sang, going over to the woman and giving her a quick kiss on her plump cheek. “I didn’t see you there.”

“Of course you didn’t, darling. You were too busy with your Henry to notice me eavesdropping,” she explained, not seeming the least bit put off that she was listening in. “I’m happy to see you again, Parker. What brings you back to Hope Lake this time?” Mancini was fighting back a grin, and thankfully, Charlotte and Henry didn’t pick up on her innuendo. The last time I saw Mancini, it was under much different circumstances, and it looked like she wasn’t going to go easy on me. Mancini was another one of Gigi’s cohorts, and the woman was a gem. Though I’d only met her twice, I found her delightful.

Mancini appraised me in that motherly, or rather, grandmotherly way. Starting from the top of my head, where she was probably determining that the blond was too blond compared with my usual light brown shade. Which was funny, considering her coloring was anything but natural looking. I didn’t have any makeup on because I was traveling, but I knew that without mascara I looked more tired than usual with my thin blond lashes. My shirt was wrinkled, and my jeans had a permanent stain on the knee from an accident when I was dyeing fondant for a specialty divorce cake. Overall, though, she gave me a once-over as if she approved.

I rolled my shoulders back and stuffed my hands into my cold pockets. I’d need a warmer coat while I was here. Mancini gazed on expectantly, reminding me of her question. What exactly was I doing here?

The first thing that came to mind was the truth, and it tumbled out. “Charlotte suggested I come stay here while I figure out what Parker Phase Two is, and I jumped on it.”

Mrs. Mancini smiled. “I like that, Parker Phase Two. I wonder if I can have a new phase for me. Something like Phase Eighty-two but acts Twenty-eight,” she said with a titter.

I bit back another grin. What a piece of work. I could tell that Charlotte and Henry loved her as well. She was the type of woman who would give you the absolute honesty that you needed to get your life together.

Her cell phone suddenly rang in her pocket, an unexpected Pitbull ringtone—one that you’d typically hear on a Pandora dance station and not an eightysomething’s cell phone—blasting out.

“Oh, that’s Gigi. Stay put, I have lots of questions.”

“So do I,” I deadpanned, looking to Charlotte and Henry, but Charlotte was also looking at her phone.

“Hey, I hate to do this, but my assistant, Nellie, had an emergency at the shop. She sliced her finger pretty badly. I’m going to have to have Henry take her to my dad for stitches, so I need to go man the shop.”

“No problem, give the good doctor my best. I’ll see him soon,” I said. Charlotte’s father ran the small doctor’s office in town.

“I’m sorry I have to run after you just got here. Can I get you an Uber?”

“You mean the Uber?” I asked, teasing because there was only one of the ride-share cars in town. On more than one occasion in the past, I’d needed to use him to venture back to the bus.

“No, an Uber. We’ve got more than one, you know.”

Henry stepped in. “Well, two, but only one has four-wheel drive for all the snow.”

Mrs. Mancini came back over just as Charlotte was pulling up the Uber app. “You’ll do no such thing,” Mrs. Mancini said, pushing the phone down gently. “I’ll drive her where she needs to go. We have loads to catch up on.”

“Are you sure? You look awfully busy,” Henry interrupted. He looked toward Charlotte with wide, worried eyes.

Mrs. Mancini gave him a look. “I’m never too busy for an old friend. Where are you staying, dear? I have lots of rooms, you know. You’re more than welcome to stay in my humble abode.”

“I’ve seen your house, Mrs. Mancini, and there’s nothing humble about it. It’s why I like it,” I said honestly. She lived on the outskirts of town next door to where Charlotte’s grandmother Gigi lived. Their houses couldn’t be more different. One was a bright explosion of color and whimsy and the other was modest and traditional. Both were Victorian-style treasures.

“Go big or stay home, that’s my motto.” She winked. “Seriously, though, you two skitter off and I’ll take care of Parker here. Not to worry. I think for now she needs a snack. You look peckish.”

As if on cue, my stomach growled. “You’re not wrong.”

Henry, still looking nervous, pulled me in for a hug. “She drives like a lunatic when there’s no snow…” he warned as he passed me to my best friend.

Charlotte stifled a laugh at his admission. “She’s from New York. Nothing will faze her,” she said, giving me a hug before she and Henry walked away hand in hand.

“I tell you what,” Mrs. Mancini said, pulling me toward her. “I have a lasagna ready at home and fixings for a salad right here.” She tapped the reusable shopping bag hooked on her arm. “Oh, and wine.”

“Sold!” I exclaimed. “Where’s your car?”

She pointed to the end of the road where a cherry-red Hummer was parked. “You’re kidding, right?” I asked, but she didn’t respond with anything other than a beaming smile. “Mrs. Mancini, you’re my idol.”

She preened, pursing her lips and lifting her eyes up. “You call me Suzanne, or just Mancini. That’s what my lady friends call me. Now, you didn’t answer me before. Where are you staying?”

I wheeled my suitcase behind me as I followed her down the street. The sidewalks weren’t totally shoveled yet, so I walked a bit closer to her than normal in case she slipped. “I’m renting an Airbnb by the lake since I don’t know how long I’m staying for, and I need access to a full kitchen.”
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