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      Welcome to Cup O' Jo—or as the coffee shop becomes on February 14th:  The Valentine Zone!

      

      Single mom Josephine Adams has poured her heart and her inheritance into Cup O' Jo, but the converted gas-station-cum-coffee-shop is barely staying afloat. When her well-meaning bookclub friends suggest a February marketing campaign combining caffeine, social media, and matchmaking, Josie reluctantly agrees to host a date-a-thon and turn her beloved coffee shop/bistro into a "Valentine Zone.” She'll fake the romance guru act if it saves her business—even if she secretly wants to strangle Cupid for the disasters that make up her dating history.

      

      Max Maxwell never forgot his first crush. Sure, Josie Adams broke his teenage heart when she ditched him on prom night for their small town's leather-jacketed bad boy, but what chance did a chess club nerd have with the head cheerleader? Now, he's a beloved teacher at their old high school, and she's still the most beautiful woman in town. When Josie needs help saving her struggling business, Max sees his chance to prove he's no longer that awkward kid—and that some crushes are worth waiting decades for.

      

      This time, maybe Cupid will get it right.
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      First Tuesday in January

      NO PAGE UNTURNED BOOKSTORE
      OLD SACRAMENTO, CALIFORNIA

      “Confession time. This might be my last meeting. According to my accountant sister, Cup O’ Jo is on the verge of bankruptcy, and I will soon be stumbling around unemployed and unhireable—is that even a real word? —in the current, youth-oriented job market.”

      Josie Adams sat a bit straighter in the bookstore’s overstuffed armchair and looked around the circle of women to see how her revelation landed. Friends some. Familiar strangers others. All members of bookstore owner Sara Bishop’s monthly “Book Chat.”

      As Sara had explained when she first developed the concept, she didn’t want members to think of it as a “traditional” bookclub where everyone read and discussed the same book. “No Page Unturned readers are so diverse we’d never agree on the same title to read, so, instead, members will get together once a month to drink wine, eat chocolate, and share a quick review—good, bad, or meh—of any book they’ve read that month.”

      Tonight, Josie had invited her treasured niece, Rebecca, to join her. And Josie had her iPad open to the short, sassy rom-com she’d finally managed to finish last night. But after a long, frustrating meeting with her sister a few hours earlier, all she could think about was her impending financial crisis—as forecast by Jane.

      Jane hadn’t minced words. “The Cup is hemorrhaging money, Josephine.” The name Jane used because she knew Josie hated it. “I don’t know what you’re doing wrong or why your foot traffic is so slow, but if something doesn’t change soon…” Jane could never pass up dire, prophetic foreshadowing.

      A cold chill passed down her back, and she knew it wasn’t from a draft in the venerable Old Sacramento bookstore.

      “Oh, no, Aunt Josie,” Becca cried. “Is that why you and Mom were locked in her office for so long today? You know Mom’s a glass dry-as-a-bone kind of person, right? There has to be a way to save the Cup. You can’t let Mom be right. She’ll use you as a cautionary tale of why I can’t make a living as an artist and need to finish my degree in accounting. Please don’t give up and move back to Hawaii. Please.”

      The sip of wine Josie had just swallowed almost made a return trip up her throat.

      Poor Becca. Josie knew for a fact the twenty-four-year-old had fewer dates in the past year than Josie. She’d had two. Both semi-pleasant, unremarkable, mostly forgettable…until the hands came out, and friendly became too familiar.

      Oh crapola, I’m turning into my sister. What the heck happened to the fun-loving renegade I used to be? The girl who never passed up a chance to thumb her nose at society.

      She rubbed the silver-white scar across the palm of her right hand. A place no one would look. Easily lied away. “The paring knife slipped,” he’d ordered her to say. Risk-takers only needed one abuser to make taking risks too dangerous to contemplate.

      “This might sound crazy, Josie, but instead of throwing in the towel, what if you expand?” Sara said in a near whisper so the sleeping baby in her arms didn’t wake up. The other twin was sound asleep nearby in a portable crib that used to belong to older brother Brady.

      Josie had nothing but respect for the woman who somehow managed to juggle infant twins, a very active nearly five-year-old, and a doting law professor hubby…in addition to overseeing a flourishing bookstore.

      Luckily, Sara knew how to delegate the day-to-day operations to her two dedicated co-managers, Claudie St. James and Daniel Pagannini.

      Sara’s suggestion did sound crazy, but Josie couldn’t stop from asking, “What do you mean?”

      “Our little self-serve coffee bar in the corner…” she nodded toward the front of the store. “…has always operated in the black, but it’s nothing like your amazing coffees. I’ve been thinking, if we moved a couple of shelves around, there would be plenty of room to expand. Like one of the express counters at a small Starbucks. Half a dozen tables…maybe. A few more in the outside space we used during Covid. You could call it Cup O’ Jo, Too. T.o.o. Sort of a play on words.”

      Josie’s gaze never left the corner as Sara tossed out more juicy details. “We’d cover all the infrastructure costs, of course. You’d get a mark-up on all the coffees and teas you provide, and a share of the sales. And in a sort of quid-pro-quo, you could stock a rotating selection of new releases and No Page Unturned best sellers, which would be a nice bonus revenue stream for the bookstore.

      “But, since you can’t be two places at once, you could train three or four of Claudie’s proteges to work the coffee bar—and I’be happy to teach your baristas the art of hand selling books. Another positive win-win, right?”

      Josie’s gaze shifted to Sara’s best friend, who sat perched on the corner of an old metal desk. As everyone knew, the former sex worker had transformed into an advocate for women caught in a vicious web of poverty, substance abuse, politics, and misogyny. Claudie, also a newlywed although she’d kept her “professional” name, returned the look with a benevolent eye roll that Josie took to mean Sara’s good intentions were guaranteed to include a lot of work, but the end result would be worth it.

      Sara’s voice rose just a bit. “I bet with the right marketing—including an endorsement from our favorite celebrity, Eve Masterson-Ross—your bottom line would change dramatically…and quickly.”

      Josie could almost spot a tiny ray of hope pierce the dark cloud of her sister’s prediction, but that optimism was tempered by acknowledging the time, energy, and guts that sort of expansion would demand. “It’s a brilliant idea, Sara. But the Cup is located in Rancho Carmelita, and I know you remember what that daily commute is like.”

      Sara nodded. “All too well. It can get ugly in the fog, but you wouldn’t be making that drive every day.” She used her free hand to make her point. “I happen to know a dozen loyal bookstore customers who make that drive on a regular basis. What if my regulars who live in Rancho Carmelita delivered books to Cup O’ Jo once or twice a week? You could pay them in coffee and your amazing scones. You already have bookshelves and some comfy chairs. They could sip, read, and return.”

      Josie had to laugh because, glancing around, she spotted two women nodding and pointing to themselves. “Count me in,” a stylish woman with straight black hair and sparkling blue eyes said.

      “Me, too,” called out a woman who’d slipped in late and missed the introductions.

      Josie didn’t know either of the volunteers, but she didn’t doubt they meant it. Book lovers—and coffee drinkers, for that matter—were a breed unto themselves.

      “Run it by your accountant sister, if you must,” Sara added. “But expanding would signal you’re here to stay, and if we time this right, our collaboration could start off with a bang during Valentine’s Day week.”

      Josie looked at Becca. “Oh, God. V-Day is a full week now? When did that happen?”

      Claudie shook her head. “Nope. More like a full month. Our decorations and giant romance display go up next week. Once February gets here, it’s pretty much fourteen days of activities, including several book signings for local romance authors.”

      She snapped her fingers and looked at Sara. “What if we tweak your idea of a Romance Read-a-thon to Josie’s coffee shop. We don’t really have time to get any remodeling done before V-Day, as Josie calls it, but I bet we could help her turn Cup O’ Jo into Cup O’ Love for the first two weeks of February, culminating on February 14th with a party.”

      Sara gave her a thumbs-up. “Haven’t I always said love—and coffee—makes the world a better place? But...we also don’t have time to remodel the Cup, either. So, what if we keep the read-a-thon here and do a singles-only date-a-thon at the Cup.”

      She looked at a woman Josie didn’t recognize and said, “Don’t a lot of first dates take place at coffee shops?”

      The woman’s fair complexion turned a pretty pink, but she nodded enthusiastically. “I’d be interested. Even if it meant driving to Rancho Carmelita.”

      Sara expressed her appreciation of the stranger’s support, then her gaze dropped to the baby, who wriggled slightly in her arms. Josie could testify that love had worked wonders for Sara. Josie met Sara for the first time shortly after her father passed away four years ago. Sara had been visiting her sister, Julia Hovant, who lived next door to Mom and Dad.

      Sara had just returned from the Army after a loser boyfriend thoroughly wrecked her career and trashed her self-confidence. But Sara had persevered, and found her true calling when she helped turn around a failing bookstore in Old Sac. Although they didn’t see each other often until Josie moved stateside, Josie still heard about Sara through Mom, who was very fond of Sara’s sister—less so Julia’s husband.

      Josie would never forget the day Mom called to tell her Julia and her husband had both died in a tragic boating accident. As per Julia’s will, Sara wound up becoming guardian of the couple’s baby boy, Brady.

      Sara and Brady were in the process of moving when Mom broke her hip—and Josie returned to help care for her.

      Josie recalled their conversation over Sara’s decision to move into the city with Ren Bishop, a respected judge, who quite possibly was Brady’s biological father. Love made the risk seem truly nominal in Sara’s case.

      Josie felt a bubble of hope worm its way into her consciousness, until an old voice in her head intruded. Unconsciously, she rubbed the tiny silver scar that intersected her lifeline in the palm of her hand. “That kind of marketing plan sounds great coming from you guys. You’re both romance success stories. But I do not bring that kind of romantic cred to the table. Just the opposite, actually. And, honestly, if I saw Cupid crossing the street, I’d run him over—even if he was in the crosswalk.”

      The group erupted in laughter, comments flew, and the volume rose. Many agreeing with Josie, she was certain.

      Claudie shushed everyone. “Yeh, yeh, been there done that. Hello? You all know my story. But I firmly believe that deep down, in the pit of every battered and bruised heart beats a hopeful romantic waiting for a chance to believe again.” Before anyone could comment, she added, “I know this because, speaking as a bookseller, Romance is a growth industry right now. It’s our bestselling genre, by far. And excluding Black Friday through Christmas, Valentine’s Day is our next biggest retail holiday.”

      Nobody spoke for a minute then Sara looked at Josie. “Claudie’s right. If you want to grow your clientele, you need to give them a reason…or an excuse…to gather. Once they establish a connection and spread the word, people…will…come.” She said the words in a very soprano sort of James Earl Jone’s Field-Of-Dreams voice that made everyone laugh.

      The ball felt like it had landed back in Josie’s court. She wasn’t entirely convinced they could swing such a large and complicated campaign in a few short weeks, but, really, what did she have to lose?

      “Okay. I’m in.”

      Becca let out a loud whoop, which woke up the baby in Sara’s arms. Perhaps triggered by twin-speak or sympathy, the second baby let out a mewling cry, and, suddenly, the vibe shifted back to the matters at hand. The reason they’d gathered here in the first place. Books.

      While Sara and Claudie tag-teamed the diaper bags and bottles, Josie opened her iPad, tapped her book app, and scrolled to the cover page, which she held up to display to the others. “So, back to the business of books. Here’s the one I read this month. I liked it. Not to the point I’d read it again, but it definitely got me out of my head and made me laugh, so it gets a thumb’s up from me.”
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      Two days later

      
      “Are you sure it’s down here? I don’t see anything that looks like a sweep.”

      The question came from the man doing a crawlspace combat crawl on her behalf.

      Josie Adams squatted beside the concrete depression that had at one time housed the original Conoco station’s car lift, trying her damnedest not to drool over the surprisingly fit rear end of Arnold “Max” Maxwell. When and how did Max acquire such a nice butt?

      The boy she’d known in high school had been the stereotypical nerd: thick glasses, straight “A” report cards, and noodles for arms. True, he’d been cute and sweet in a way that made her say “Yes” when he asked her to prom their senior year. And she’d had every intention of going with him…until Rocky—the bad boy college drop-out she wasn’t allowed to date—sweet-talked her into running away with him.

      Now, nearly thirty-six years later, she was back home trying to make lemonade out of sour grapes, and Max was Rancho Carmelita High’s Teacher of the Year, two years running.

      She moved closer, wishing like heck she’d added more squats to the personalized work-out routine Nora had sent her. Stretching her neck, she tried to see where he was looking without falling into the opening on top of him.

      “I can’t say for sure. Jane told me the contractor who remodeled this place for the last tenants supposedly installed an oversized conduit to handle any future wiring.” She pictured the pretty gray wire that had arrived that morning along with her new StarLink satellite receiver.

      Unless Jane was lying. A shiver ran down her spine. From the damp wind rattling the building’s old single-pane windows in this section or from recalling the capital outlay the new unit had cost her? She couldn’t tell, but it did make sense that the sooner the new system was functioning, the sooner she’d have reliable Internet Wi-Fi for her customers, and those snarky 1-star reviews complaining that Cup ‘O Jo was the only “dead zone” within a hundred miles of the City of Sacramento would get buried beneath five-star, happy reviews about Josie’s awesome coffee and bistro delights.

      “I need reliable connectivity. What’s a coffee shop without free Wi-fi?” she’d argued with her every-penny-counts sister.

      “A place for good coffee? People are too attached to their devices. You could make Cup O’ Jo a ‘device-free’ place. I bet it would catch on.”

      At the same rate I’d run out of my seed money?

      Was that Jane’s plan?

      Josie didn’t want to believe that, but anything was possible with her eye-on-the-bottom-line older sister.

      Max shifted sideways like the needle on a compass. “O-ho? What’s this? Um, no. Ancient conduit. Abandoned years ago. Hopefully not asbestos-wrapped. I’m going to pretend I didn’t see it.”

      “Thank you.”

      He inched further under the subfloor. Far enough for Josie’s claustrophobia to make her chest tighten and her breath catch in the back of her throat. “Do you want me to call Jane and get the contractor’s name? He was from Lodi, I believe. The reno was right after we buried Mom.”

      Her voice still faltered when she said those words. “I was going to hunt for his card before you volunteered.”

      Max. Selfless. Kind. Magnanimous.

      Everything she wasn’t. She’d hate him if she could. But what kind of idiot hates the Best Teacher of the Year? That would be dumb.

      “Naw. Don’t bother. Worst case I drill a new hole.”

      Josie detested asking for favors from anybody, but especially Max. She knew she was making too much of their ancient history. Max probably forgot about her the minute he graduated and went to college on a full ride. But in her mind, Max was the high school prom dumpee to her drama princess prom dumper, and no amount of time would change that. So, Max doing this favor made her extremely uncomfortable.

      Either that or I have a charley horse starting in my hamstring.

      She spun about so her entire backside was flush against the cold concrete, and kicked out both legs. Thank God I wore jeans today. “Does the wire have to come up from under the floor? Is that my vanity speaking? I could order extra wire and just run it along the outside of the building.”

      She was mostly thinking out loud, but the low growl coming from the crawlspace gave her pause. “No. No. No. There’s a lazy way and a right way. The lazy way could mean some patron trips, sues you, and there goes the Cup. The right way is my way. And it’s going to happen.”

      Max’s feet disappeared as he shined the small, high-tech looking flashlight he’d brought with him at something. She didn’t even want to think about what was down there with him. Spiders? Mouse droppings up the wazoo? Old car parts or oil slicks? Her father was renowned for cutting corners whenever possible to save money. He’d also contributed sweat equity labor to build the two-story brick and wooden frame building in the late 1960s. Josie, Jane, and their parents had lived in the apartment above the garage, until Josie was ten.

      The elder Adamses had kept the service station open until Boyd’s bypass surgery, which had necessitated a partial retirement. After that, they’d rented the building to a succession of independent retail operations. When a mall went in, those businesses suffered, but they still had a loyal customer base until a major big-box store opened twenty miles away.

      Over the years, the city of Sacramento had expanded enough to impact Rancho Carmelita in a very big way. New multi-tiered, planned communities for the 55+ downsizers cropped up left and right along the shoulders of the nearby Sierra foothills.

      More recently, her old hometown had undergone a small but exciting rebirth, and Josie was determined to do her part—with or without her sister’s help. She’d provide commuters and locals looking for convenience—and small-town charm—a decent cup of coffee and tasty nibbles or go broke trying.

      They were fast approaching the anniversary of Josie’s father’s death. On Valentine’s Day, Boyd Adams had suffered a massive heart attack while walking up the sidewalk to their house—a dozen roses in hand. In Josie’s mind, that was just one more reason to hate the holiday.

      Not that she planned to share her opinion with anyone. She was a business person and her book club friends were right—V-Day meant ka-ching at the cash register, which explained why she was scrambling to get this reliable Internet connection installed so she could create some sort of Valentine’s Day promotion.

      “Cup O’ Jo won’t be open this time next year if I don’t start showing some kind of profit,” she’d told her niece on the drive home from No Page Unturned’s book club meeting.

      “You know, Becca, Grandma supported my idea of converting the old station into a coffee bar before she died. In fact, she’s the one who picked the name. Your mother called the idea a “ridiculous gamble” from the get-go.

      But once the dust from the estate settled, Jane had jumped at the chance to rent the old corner drive-thru gas station to Josie instead of paying out oodles in taxes.

      Josie had returned home on the third anniversary of her father’s death to help her mother recover from hip replacement surgery. Josie’s two-week stay had turned into months as complication after complication took away her mother’s will to go on. Until one morning. Margery simply hadn’t woken up.

      A delayed victim of Valentine’s Day, in Josie’s opinion.

      By then, Josie had already sold her half of a thriving coffee bistro in Maui and was too committed to her new business plan to back out. A few months later, the Cup was up and running—right down the street from Jane’s staid, respectable, and flourishing accounting office.

      “You are the most impetuous person I’ve ever known,” Jane had complained when Josie first floated the idea of recreating her successful Maui business here in Rancho Carmelita. “Why would you assume that just because you find it annoying not to be able to buy a cup of fancy coffee in Rancho Carmelita that everyone else in town does, too?”

      Foolhardy. Another one of the words Jane used to describe Josie. But Josie wasn’t done fighting. Even if she lost every penny of her investment, she would go down with a flourish.

      Between a flurry of emails and a lengthy Zoom call with Sara and Claudie the day before, Josie had a To-Do list a mile long—or so it felt. She’d been grousing about her problems yesterday morning when Max came in for his daily caffeine fix.

      “Hey, Max, do you know anything about Starlink satellite dishes? I just bought one, and it’ll be here tomorrow. I don’t have a clue about how to set it up…well, I mean, you plug it in, duh, but from what I read, it needs to be outside and the…um…router needs to be inside. Do you think any of your high school kids could help me out? I’ll pay them in coffee and cookies for the rest of the semester.”

      That was how Max wound up under her floor. “Never trust a kid to do a man’s job,” he’d said with a finality that didn’t encourage argument. “Let me know when it gets here. I’ll take care of it.”

      A shiver of a different kind ran through a different part of her. A man’s job and he’ll take care of it. Why does that sound suggestive? Am I really that desperate?

      Umm…in a word…yes.

      And true to his word, Max had shown up after school today—determined to find the best option for her. But he was also a perfectionist, it turned out. Plopping down the wire that came with the unit after wiggling it through a side window, which is how she would have done it, was completely unacceptable in Max’s world view.

      Her cellphone rang. One glance told her it was Claudie. Again.

      Josie put it on speaker without thinking. When you’re constantly preparing call-in orders, you need your hands free.

      “Hi, again. Have you given any more thought to that date-a-thon idea I mentioned?”

      Josie tried not to groan. She appreciated her friends’ help and enthusiasm, but self-doubt in her ability to pull off something so ambitious made her stomach hurt.

      “Do you really think people will come out for an evening party at a coffee shop?” Especially when so few people patronize the Cup during the day time? She didn’t add the last but couldn’t help thinking it. “Valentine’s Day falls on a Saturday this year, which makes it feel more like a date night, doesn’t it? And it gets dark so early. Maybe I should make it more of an afternoon thing.”

      “You want to reach people with day jobs, Josie. They’ll become your core demographic after the party. And holding this on a Saturday evening when you’re usually closed will make it more unique and special.”

      If anyone shows up.

      Claudie started to run down more ideas she and Sara had tweaked, along with input from Ren’s mother, Babe Bishop, and a few others. “Your new Wi-Fi is the first step to bring in a younger clientele, but a date-a-thon will appeal to a much wider range of patrons. Loneliness doesn’t have an age limit.”

      You got that right.

      “So, I was thinking…I know we talked about
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