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Bree Apollo is an average fifteen-year-old
girl—she loves chocolate, baking cupcakes, and her neighbor, the
hunky and all-around popular seventeen-year-old Foster Quinn.
Except Foster is clueless about her feelings for him, instead
treating her like a kid sister and begging for her homemade
desserts. As a fellow chocolate lover, he should be Bree’s for the
taking, if it weren’t for his oh-so-perfect girlfriend.

After she overhears Foster making fun of her
to his friends, she’s devastated. And not even chocolate can take
away the pain. She intends to wallow in grief for a boy that was
never hers to begin with, but Austen, her eccentric new neighbor
has other ideas.

The strange boy down the street always wears
a black fedora, walks barefoot, and focuses all his energy on
building a treehouse in his backyard. For some reason, he’s elected
Bree to help him. At first, she turns him down because he acts too
awkward and takes everything she says literally. But after learning
of his autism, she decides to help with his construction (forgiving
him for not being a chocolate fan), even though she doesn’t know a
thing about power tools.

As Bree and Austen grow closer, Foster
notices Bree no longer worships the ground he walks on. He wants
her to go back to that doting version of Bree, but Austen has
become more important to her than she’s ready to admit.

Austen may just be the one to help her move
on from Foster.

Like two pieces of a puzzle, they fit
together perfectly.
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And to you the readers, in the immortal words of
Charles M. Schultz- “All you need is love. But a little chocolate
now and then doesn’t hurt.”


CHAPTER ONE

Foodie Fact #1: Chocolate has a chemical called
phenylethylamine, which
causes someone to feel attraction, excitement, and
giddiness.

 


I’d become paranoid, not just because my
black lab, Hunter, watched me pace my living room, but I swore the
chocolate mousse cake I had baked this morning at five a.m. stared
at me, too. Sure, a cake doesn’t have eyes, but I decorated it with
white-chocolate truffles that could double as them.

As Hunter inched closer to the cake on the
coffee table, complete with drool sliding from the corner of his
mouth, I may have snarled at him. A first for me. I never snarled
at anyone, humans or dogs. But with my nerves jangling like crazy,
I decided to blame my hormones. At fifteen, I may have been a few
years past puberty, but I, Breanna Charlotte Apollo, had the worst
crush on the just-turned seventeen-year-old hunk, Foster Quinn,
president of the senior class of Musgrove High and one of the
hottest guys I knew.

My longtime crush beginning in the seventh
grade had grown into full-blown lust—which, of course, explained
why I woke up before dawn on this Saturday morning to bake a
chocolate-mousse-with-graham-cracker-crust cake from scratch.
Foster had a bad chocolate addiction, like me. This cake would be
my birthday gift for him, a few days late. His birthday had landed
in the middle of the week, and I had given him a silver key chain
with his initial on it for his keys to the new silver Jeep Renegade
his parents bought him.

A way to a man’s heart was through his
stomach. Once I gave him the cake, he would invite me to the
lake—where he’d planned to go with his group of friends, aka his
crew.

Hopefully, he would notice I’d dressed for
the lake, in my bathing suit, board shorts, and tank top. Even
though it was the last weekend of September, the Indian summer
still lasted, which meant having more time to hang out with
Foster.

His parents owned a house near Devon Lake.
Foster and his crew had hung out there most of the summer. I’d
never been asked to join, but, now, I had the power of my homemade
chocolate cake to convince him this time. People raved about my
ooey-gooey, sin-in-the mouth desserts, especially Foster. When I
presented him his birthday cake I had made just for him in the
pre-dawn hours, maybe then he would finally understand how much he
meant to me.

Hunter nudged his nose in the plastic Saran
wrapped cake. I swooped it up, then inhaled to calm down. I had to
catch Foster before he left without me.

After wiggling my toes in my flip-flops and
then cracking my neck from side to side, I stepped outside to
near-perfect weather for swimming. Foster’s Jeep sat across the
street, including the man himself with his dad.

Mr. Quinn did most of the talking while
Foster listened. Not wanting to intrude, I waited impatiently. Eh,
screw it.

“Hey, Foster!” I yelled loud enough for the
entire street to hear.

Startled, he turned in my direction. I took a
second to soak him in, mainly his face, which had a perfect tan
from him spending most of the summer outdoors.

Mr. Q didn’t seem pleased with my
interrupting, but I ignored it as I walked toward them, clutching
the pan of chocolatey goodness.

“Hiya, B.A.” Foster used my initials as his
nickname for me. He kept his eyes on the cake instead of on me.
When I reached him, he ruffled my hair. Instead of giving me a hug
or a nudge like he did with his other friends, he always tapped the
top of my head—an ongoing thing between us for years.

My face warmed. Hopefully, he or his dad
wouldn’t notice.

“I bought you another gift for your birthday,
even though it’s a few days late.” I presented the cake to Foster,
who licked his bottom lip.

“It’s chocolate cake,” he said in
appreciation.

Mr. Q dropped the stern act and inspected the
cake with approval. “Is this cake from The Tasty Darling?”

My Aunt Crystal and Uncle Ron owned The Tasty
Darling, which was one of the best bakeries to visit on the East
Coast for the last ten years, based on many culinary reviews.

“It’s my Aunt Crystal’s recipe, but I made it
from scratch.” I held it out to Foster. “In honor of your
seventeenth birthday. I woke extra early today to bake it, so it’s
still fresh.” I wanted him to know how much work I had put into his
present. He knew my baking skills well because he volunteered as my
guinea pig when it came to baking new creations.

“Bree, you’re a sweetheart.” He took the cake
and moved to give me a hug.

I embraced him around the waist because I
couldn’t reach his shoulders unless I lifted up on my toes. Foster
stood over six feet. But I didn’t mind. It allowed me to rest my
cheek on the middle of his chest and subtly inhale his woodsy scent
I wish I could spray on my clothes.

He patted my shoulder then shifted away. His
dad, in his typical weekend wear of khakis and some light-colored
polo shirt, complete with leather loafers, took out his cell. “I
have a client calling in ten minutes. You’ll remember what we
talked about before we were interrupted.”

“Yes, sir.” Foster’s smile dimmed, but his
voice still held respect. Mr. Q demanded respect from everyone,
including his son.

Mr. Q clapped Foster on the back, and then
nodded at me. “Tell your parents I say hello, and give my regards
to your aunt. I’ll have to stop in The Tasty Darling next week to
buy her banana bread doughnuts for my office.”

“Sure.” I saluted him, which actually made
him wink at me. My cheeks warmed again. Mr. Q was pretty cute for
an older man. Foster definitely took after his dad more than his
mom. He had the tall, dark, and handsome thing going on.

Mr. Q walked toward the house, his cell to
his ear. Foster watched him go, swinging his key chain around,
including the one I gave him for his birthday. Seeing him with my
gift gave me the major warm fuzzies.

“I think my dad has a thing for your aunt,”
Foster announced.

“What?” My jaw dropped in shock. Why would
he think—?

He leaned toward me, close enough his chest
bumped my nose. “Are you wearing makeup?”

Yes! He noticed! I’d started wearing some
makeup since Mom gave me permission to when I turned fifteen in
June. I usually wore the basics, such as lipstick and concealer and
mascara, but not much on the weekends. This morning, I made sure I
looked like the older girls in Foster’s crew who would be at the
lake. I wanted him to see me as more mature and not like an
annoying little sister.

I thrust out my chest, along with flipping my
hair over my shoulders, like many girls in my school did, to get
Foster’s attention, especially Tori—

All of a sudden, loud booming music blared
around the corner, and two cars drove up behind Foster’s car. One
of the backdoors opened before the rest, and a girl with a head of
bouncing red-and-blonde curls jumped out and bolted toward
Foster.

He set the cake on the ground and held out
his arms. “Tori!”

She jumped on him and wrapped her legs around
his waist. I ducked away to stop from getting hit as he swung her
around in a circle.

Tori Greeley, who should be my nemesis,
blocked me from Foster’s attentions. Not only the most popular girl
at my school, she was also his girlfriend of one year.

She exemplified what a popular mean girl
should be, much like you would find in some stereotypical teen
movie. But instead, she was very sweet, almost as sweet as the
chocolate Foster loved. I guess it made sense why he adored
her.

While they kissed, I concentrated on the
sidewalk. Behind me, the rest of the group emerged from the cars. A
beefy arm swung around my shoulder, and Sam, Foster’s best friend,
rocked me from side to side.

“B.A. Baracus, how’s it shaking?” His big
hand caused destruction to my hair, messing it up more than Foster
had.

I exhaled through my mouth since he had a bad
sweating habit. His black Pac-Man T-shirt already had sweat stains
under his arms. He loved wearing vintage T-shirts from the 1980s,
especially anything to do with old TV shows. He got a strange kick
calling me B.A. Baracus, even though I never gave him permission,
and had only allowed Foster the right to call me by any
nickname.

I swallowed a snarky response. He was a
harmless goof. We actually had some good conversations, mainly
about food since he loved eating. I usually let him be my guinea
pig number two for anything I cooked.

“Hey, Sam. You’re going to the lake with
Foster?” I played dumb. The rest of the group of three girls and
two guys nodded or waved at me. We all recognized one another
because attended the same school.

“Yup. Got to get as much sun and swimming in
before the summer disappears.” He lifted his sunglasses over his
head as he spotted my edible masterpiece on the sidewalk.
“Cake?”

I smothered a laugh as his eyes widened and
his bottom lip trembled. “Yeah, it’s Foster’s for his birth—”

He lunged for the cake and tore off the wrap,
taking a section from the side and popping it in his mouth.

I gasped in horror as he licked his fingers
free of chocolate and tried to tear off another piece. A sob
tumbled from my mouth and everything seemed to slow down. Before he
destroyed all my hard work, Foster snatched the plate from him and
shoved him away.

“Dude, Bree baked this for me.” He clutched
the lopsided cake to his chest and glared at his friend.

At least Sam had the decency to look ashamed.
“Sorry. Chocolate is my weakness.”

Tori shifted to my side. “Don’t be upset.
Foster will cherish it even if Sam ends up eating the entire
thing.”

I wanted to lash out at him, and her, but she
sounded so sympathetic. She had always been nice to me, even if I
tagged along with her and Foster when I shouldn’t have.

“Foster will probably share his cake with
everyone.” I hid my frustration behind a smile.

“Chocolate makes me break out. As for cake.…”
She grimaced. “Too fattening.”

I’d never seen her eat anything dessert or
the least fattening. It showed because of her flat stomach and
slender arms and legs. I enjoyed my share of sweets, and I always
tasted the food I cooked. I had a normal build for my age and
height, but I had a curved tummy and solid hips no one would
want.

“I guess my cake is a winner based on Sam’s
reaction.” I hoped he didn’t snatch more pieces before Foster ate
some.

“I’ll make sure Foster gets the next piece.”
Tori rubbed my arm as he talked with the rest of his boys, while
the three girls chatted among themselves. “Even if he didn’t like
it, Foster will tell you he does since he loves you like a little
sister.”

From anyone else, her comment would have been
cruel. She may have meant it like that, but I really didn’t think
she did because of how she generally treated me. I had yet to
witness one unkind action from her. But it still stung. She had
unwittingly put me in my place as a side piece in Foster’s
affection. Tori was his equal, while I stood on the lower scale in
the role of a relative to him.

A rumble came out of nowhere. Not from the
sky to show a storm brewing but from a moving van driving by,
followed by a white SUV pulling into the driveway of a house two
down from my own across the street. The loud sound seemed to snap
those around me into action, and they scrambled to the cars to pull
out their beach gear.

Foster tossed his keys to Tori. “Warm up the
car for me, babe.”

Tori looped the key chain around her finger
and strolled past him. When he smacked her butt, she giggled and
blew him a kiss.

I gagged, and gagged again when Foster handed
Sam the cake. It took everything I had not to stomp over and snatch
it from his hands. But this time, he didn’t rip off a chunk. He
bowed to Foster and then turned to me. “I’ll protect this cake with
my life.”

“You better!” I pointed at him, wondering if
I could sit next to him in the car to keep an eye on him.

Foster came to me and set his hands on my
shoulders, giving them a soft squeeze. My stomach jumped in
response. But I played it cool, waiting for him to tell me to grab
a bag for the lake.

“Again, thanks for the cake. I guess I should
put it in my house so it doesn’t melt, but I want to eat it at the
lake.” He leaned down and kissed my cheek.

My fingers twitched to grip the side of his
shirt, but I kept my arms at my sides. “Instead of by the ocean,
cake by the lake?”

“I can’t wait to lick your frosting off my
fingers as I enjoy the beauty of the lake, surrounded by my
friends.” He sent me a beaming smile.

“Sounds like a great plan. Give me a minute
to—”

“I’ll catch ya later, B.A.” He then got in
the driver’s seat of his new car, revved the engine, and drove away
with a car full of his other friends behind him while they left me
behind.


CHAPTER TWO

Foodie Fact #2: Pumpkins are fruit and from the
winter squash family. Pumpkins have more potassium than
bananas.

 


How long did I stand there under the hot
morning sun, sniffing away tears? It must have been a while because
the movers had taken out most of the furniture from the van and
carried it inside Mrs. Vaughen’s house. I blinked away tears as
Mrs. V talked with another woman. On the front lawn, a young boy,
probably around eleven or twelve, played some electronic video
game. A few feet away on the sidewalk a boy near my age stared up
at the house. He didn’t move. Talk about weird, but even stranger
was the hat he wore. Not a baseball cap or a beanie but a black
old-fashioned hat…a fedora from decades ago. I’d seen guys my age
wear some interesting outfits, dying their hair eye bleaching neon
colors or adding strange facial or ear piercings, but seeing a
teenage boy in something from an older time period was a first.
Especially since he wore everyday jeans and a white T-shirt.

Instead of standing there like a noob, I
walked back to my house, with less energy than when I first crossed
the street to Foster. I glanced at the house with the movers, and
Mrs. V, who had gone inside with the woman and the younger boy. The
fedora guy still remained outside, just staring and nothing more.
So strange. Mrs. V’s property was pretty barren, no bushes or
flowers in the front, just a freshly cut lawn. Other than the huge
oak tree in her backyard, there wasn’t much surrounding foliage,
including the same on both houses on either side of hers.

Opening my front door, I wished I could slam
it against the wall in frustration. Hunter must have sensed my ugly
mood. He jumped up from his spot on the carpet and trotted to me.
He licked my hand, and I bent down to hug him, hiding my face in
his furry neck. He gave me slobbery kisses to make me laugh.
Feeling a little better, I got to my feet, but my temper rose again
when I spotted my beach bag. I went to kick it, but froze at a
sound in the kitchen.

“Bree? Why is my kitchen a mess with flour
and sprinkles?” Mom called out.

I didn’t have time to clean the kitchen. I
hated cleaning up, but, then again, it might relieve my tension and
stop me from seething at being abandoned by a boy I continually
obsess over.

I stomped in the kitchen and dropped in a
chair. “Why doesn’t he love me like I love him?”

“Foster didn’t like the cake?” Mom, with her
hands wrapped around her coffee mug, sat down across from me.

“He didn’t eat any, but his friend, Sam, tore
a big chunk from the side and gobbled it down.” I set my chin on my
folded arms on top of the table.

Mom sipped her coffee, her eyes, violet brown
and large, much like mine. “Did he thank you for the cake?”

“Yeah, he loved it, but….” I dug my chin into
my arms to stop my lips from trembling, which happened whenever I
had the urge to cry. “I thought he would invite me to the lake with
him and his friends. But he didn’t.”

“Ah, honey, he probably wasn’t thinking. He
didn’t mean to forget you.”

I lowered my face deeper into my arms. “Why
would he want me to hang out with him and his friends anyway? I’m
not one of the cool kids. I’m too young for him.”

Mom rose from her chair and came to my side,
combing through my hair with her fingers. “You may think the
difference in your ages, all of two years, is a big thing, but it’s
not. Just look at me and Dad. He’s three years older than me. When
we started dating, he was a senior in college and I was a freshman.
Did Foster notice the highlights in your hair? He should have since
they make the chestnut shade in your hair stand out.”

“Nope. Not my haircut, either.” I really
wanted red highlights to match Tori’s hair, but they wouldn’t have
worked with my light-brown hair, or so my hairdresser told me. “He
noticed my makeup.”

“That counts for something,” Mom said in a
rah-rah peppy voice.

“I guess.” Sitting up, I shrugged then
inspected the dirty kitchen. I scraped the bottom of my flip-flop
on the linoleum floor, not in the mood to clean. I wanted to go to
my bedroom and take a nap to make up for my loss of sleep.

Mom leaned against the counter, finishing her
coffee. “What are your plans today, other than cleaning my kitchen?
Unless you’re baking some more?”

“My plans are all shot to hel— er, heck.” I
covered my verbal slip of the tongue quickly, even though Mom
arched an eyebrow in response.

“Want to come with me into town while I run
some errands?”

I slouched in the chair and huffed,
definitely not in the mood to help her run errands like she did
every Saturday. I wanted to mope around the house, or, maybe, if I
was in a better mood later today, I would update my Pinterest and
blog and post pictures of the chocolate cake I’d baked for Foster.
My blog, Savvy Bree had a small following of a few thousand
and continued to grow monthly—not bad since starting my baking blog
and Pinterest last year.

Mom washed out her mug in the sink. “What if
I drop you off at The Tasty Darling? Your Aunt Crystal has a
surprise for you.”

“Surprise?” I perked up. Aunt Crystal’s
surprises consisted of her adding something new to TTD menu.

“I’m not supposed to tell you what it is, but
let’s just say it has something to do with one of your baking
concoctions being spotlighted for the month.” She smiled at me over
her shoulder.

“My pumpkin cheese-cake bars I baked two
weeks ago she couldn’t get enough of?” I almost launched out of my
seat.

“In order to find out, you have to speak to
your aunt in person.” She turned to me with a triumphant
expression. “I’m leaving in thirty minutes if you want to hitch a
ride.”

I could always ride my bike to the center of
town later since it would take me twenty minutes. But then Dad
might ask me to help him mow the lawn or pull weeds, which wasn’t
my idea of fun at all, especially in the heat.

“Better to go with you and see my favorite
aunt and uncle than hang out with Dad who will make me mulch.” I
grimaced and stood, ready to tackle the mess in the kitchen.

“Maybe I’ll treat you to lunch at Piper’s.”
Mom tossed me a washcloth as she left the kitchen, leaving me with
my stomach rumbling in hunger.

Piper’s was my favorite place to eat in all
of Rockfern, next to The Tasty Darling. They had the best root beer
float and chicken avocado club sandwich in town.

It looked like I took after Mom more than I
thought. She used her skills of persuasion to get me to do what she
wanted by dangling something delicious my stomach wouldn’t
ignore—exactly the way I had attempted with Foster with his love of
chocolate.

I may have failed in my attempt to get him to
invite me to the lake, but at least I had tried. Unlike Mom, who
had succeeded.

One day, I would win with Foster, just like
Mom did with me.

 


***

 


I always admired the front window of The
Tasty Darling before I entered. Silly, but I always got a rush at
seeing Aunt Crystal and Uncle Ron’s business, including a silver
chef hat logo on the front window.

Uncle Ron and Aunt Crystal had been high
school sweethearts. Aunt Crystal had used her baking talents to
capture my uncle’s heart. I hoped to do the same with Foster. I had
so many fantasies of us owning a bakery or café like The Tasty
Darling. The only difference would be the name since my aunt and
uncle’s last name was Darling. Foster’s last name of Quinn sounded
much more appealing than mine of Apollo. But we could work it
out.

A group of people with bags walked out,
permeating the air with the scent of sugar and fried dough. My
stomach growled since I hadn’t eaten breakfast. I wouldn’t have
lunch for another hour when I’d meet Mom at Piper’s. I would see if
Aunt Crystal wanted to join us because she had a weakness for their
ice cream floats like I did.

It would be hard, but I wouldn’t sample any
goodies Aunt Crystal might tempt me with. She did it too much when
I visited. I usually ended up accepting something calorie loaded,
which just added to the problem areas on my body.

One such problem area, my stomach, which kept
growling, angry I hadn’t fed it yet. Maybe I would grab something
light, like a fruit smoothie instead of a muffin or scone.

I entered my second home. Instrumental music
piped from the speakers in the corner, welcoming customers. The
right side was takeout, next to a glass display case showing a
variety of baked goods and pastries made fresh every day. Behind it
sat a full coffee and espresso bar. To the left stood a counter to
order in. The front area could hold around fifty people or so, who
had their choice to sit at tables, booths, or on comfy couches.
Local artwork and photos decorated the walls, and an area to buy
mugs, pens, T-shirts, and other products from TTD catalogue.

I owned enough of their T-shirts and hoodies,
which would be perfect for me to wear when I became one of their
employees in less than a year. My goal was to learn under Aunt
Crystal and become a prized pupil of the culinary arts, so I
wouldn’t have a problem getting into the International Culinary
Center after I graduated high school.

The woman I admired, next to my mom, exited
the kitchen, holding a binder. Even though she had been up long
before me this morning, she looked fresh and alert. Aunt Crystal
had just turned fifty this year, but you would never know it.

She flipped through the binder she always
kept close by when working. It held every recipe she’d created, and
she kept adding new ones, too. The only time I got to read it was
here. If I wanted to bake or cook something from The Tasty Darling
menu, I had to do so by memory, which I had done with Foster’s
cake.

By now, he had to have had a slice, right? Or
what if Sam ate the whole thing, or the cake melted under the hot
sun, forgotten in the car—

“Bree, your mom told me you might stop by.”
Aunt Crystal came to my side, and we shared a hug.

“We’re having lunch at Piper’s in an hour.
Want to join us?”

She beamed at me, pleasure stamped on her
face. “Saturday afternoon is usually our busy time, but how can I
say no to a Piper’s caramel coffee ice cream float?”

“The reason I’m going.” I patted my stomach,
trying to ignore my hunger pains. “Mom also mentioned you had a
surprise for me?”

She clasped her binder to her chest. “Yes,
something you’ll be thrilled about. How about we sit down in the
corner, and I’ll tell you? I have some lemon cranberry scones hot
from the oven. Want an appetizer before lunch?”

I bit the inside of my cheek to stop from
moaning. But it didn’t stop my mouth from watering. Her scones were
evil. I couldn’t stop at eating just one. But I to be strong,
especially if I drank a calorie laden ice cream float. “How about a
blueberry smoothie? If I have a scone, I won’t have room for
lunch.”

“Good idea.” She nodded and went behind the
counter to make my smoothie while I sat at the corner table near
the bathrooms.

The whir of the blender may annoy some, but
to me, it sounded like music. Aunt Crystal must have thought the
same because she wiggled her hips as she blended. She may be
surrounded by all types of decadent desserts and food, but she
didn’t scream “baker,” meaning she didn’t have a body showing she
overindulged. Big on yoga and running, maybe she could be my
fitness mentor, as well as my baking one. I had to do something
soon because, ever since I turned fifteen, my body had changed, and
not for the better—other than my boob size going up a cup.

She came over with my fruit smoothie and a
bottle of vitamin water for herself. I took a healthy sip, closing
my eyes as tart berries exploded in my mouth. “You make the best
smoothies.”

She smiled as she swallowed her water. “You
always compliment me, even if it’s something simple as blending
fruit.”

“It’s the truth.” I saluted her with my
cup.

“Are you trying to butter me up?” She arched
her eyebrow like Mom had earlier.

“The only reason I would butter you up is to
find out my surprise.”

She folded her hands on the table. “Your
mother can’t keep a secret.”

“She didn’t tell me what ‘the secret’ is.” I
made air quotes with my fingers. “Just that it will make me
happy.”

Aunt Crystal swung her binder around and
opened it to the last entry. The page showed a picture of the
pumpkin cheesecake bars I had made from scratch, including the
recipe for it. “These bars will be the newest selection on the
menu. They’ll be perfect for the fall season.”

“Yes!” I high-fived my aunt, not caring how
loud I giggled. It had taken me forever to get one of my food
creations on The Tasty Darling menu. One of my dreams had come
true!

“When will it be added?” I peeked at the
current menu board.

“Next week when we update the old menu.”

“Awesomesauce.” I tapped my feet, wanting to
shout to the customers about the new menu addition.

“Maybe I’ll give you some coupons you can
share with your friends at school.” Aunt Crystal sat with one leg
crossed over the other. “Your friends, Jo and Flo, the twins, will
love it, including Foster.”

“I’m not sure he’s a technically a friend.” I
wiped away condensation from the side of the cup.

“No longer a friend? Have you and him gone
past—?”

“I’m not sure what we are. We’ve know each
other forever, and we should be really good friends, but then he
does something to make me think we don’t have any type of
relationship.”

“Something must have happened for you to
think differently,” she said in a sympathetic tone.

“It started with a chocolate cake I baked for
him this morning as part of his birthday gift.” I dropped my cheek
on my fist. “He loved it, even though he didn’t eat it. I thought
he would invite me to the lake with his friends today, but then
they came, along with his girlfriend, and he didn’t ask me. He
drove away with me standing in front of his house like some
loser.”

I concentrated on the tabletop, waiting for
her to explain Foster’s actions or to offer some advice.

She didn’t answer right away like I expected,
but she did drop her hand on mine. Maybe her way to stall because
she didn’t have an answer?

When I glanced up from the table, I didn’t
know what to make of her expression. She tried not to laugh or, at
the very least, not smile.

A sigh left her, and she squeezed my hand.
“Boys are strange, especially teenage ones. I can’t tell you why he
left you behind, but it’s not because he thinks you’re a loser. The
only way you can find out why he didn’t invite you is to ask
him.”

Easy for her to say. Most of the time when I
talked to Foster I had to concentrate extra hard on trying not to
stutter or say something stupid. Asking him why he didn’t want me
around like Sam or Tori would kill me.

I couldn’t say any of this to Aunt Crystal,
even though I usually talked to her about everything. I didn’t want
her pity. Bad enough she knew about my crush on Foster and how he
had become one of the most important things in my life other than
baking.

She didn’t press me for an answer. Maybe she
knew how difficult it would be for me to confront him with the
truth? Until I gained the courage to be more up front with him, I
would remain in a bubble of pretend, allowing the wall between
Foster and me, which I was mainly responsible for, to stay
erected.

“I’ll think about it.” My typical go-to
response to most questions thrown my way I didn’t have an answer
for. Nine times out of ten it worked, and, based on her nod, it did
again with Aunt Crystal.

“You don’t have a problem talking to Foster
when he volunteers to be a taste tester for any new recipes you’ve
created?”

“I’m the most comfortable with him when we
bond over food.” I peered at my lap, or rather at my stomach
slightly bulging against my tank top. I sat up straighter to hide
it. I really needed to work on improving my posture.

“It’s how your uncle and I bonded. We
met—”

“During a cooking class in high school. The
moment he tasted your pecan tart, he fell in love with you.” I
could repeat how my aunt and uncle became a couple in my sleep
because I’d heard the story too many times. My family, mainly my
parents and their siblings and husbands or wives, had a ton of
these “we fell in love and lived happily ever after” romances. Most
of them happened when they were in high school or in college. I was
due for some romance in my life, not that I wanted to settle down,
not by a long shot. Not with Foster…yet. Although, it would be nice
to receive my first kiss from him.

A rush of people entered the bakery, leaving
a gap in our conversation. Aunt Crystal noticed the customers and
shifted in her seat. Sooner or later, she would help, regardless of
her staff being capable enough to handle the customers. Maybe it
was for the best because I really didn’t want to discuss my
fail-whale relationship with Foster.

She brightened and waved at someone in line.
I glanced over, recognizing Mrs. Vaughen, my neighbor from two
houses down, who had either friends or family moving in with her
this morning.

“That’s Mrs. Vaughen.” Aunt Crystal knew Mrs.
V, not just because of Mom and Dad, but because she worked for a
caterer and ordered desserts from The Tasty Darling all the
time.

“Yes. Lea is here to place an order. I
expected her to call in or stop in tomorrow since her sister and
nephews are moving in with her this weekend.”

“I saw them earlier, or I think it was them.
There’s a woman who looked like Mrs. V, and two boys, one a few
years younger than me and the other my age. The older one wore a
strange black hat.” I hoped Aunt Crystal would give me the deets on
my new neighbors.

“That’s Lea’s sister, Hermione, and her two
sons, Beckett and Austen.” She rose from her chair. “They’re living
with Lea temporarily until her husband, Grant, returns from his
tour in Kuwait.”

“Hermione, as in the character from Harry
Potter?” That was a first. I didn’t know anyone named Hermione.

Aunt Crystal’s lips twitched. “J.K. Rowling
didn’t come up with the name Hermione from thin air. It’s also the
name of a Greek goddess. Her mother is Helen of Troy.”

“Thanks for the history lesson,” I replied
with snark. “Where is Mister Hermione?”

Aunt Crystal tucked her binder under her arm
and pushed in her chair
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