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  Chapter One

Madeline


“Two blueberry scones, dear.” Mrs. Peterson, owner of The Vanilla Bed and Breakfast, and baker extraordinaire, points to the case of baked goods on my counter and licks her lips. 
I raise my eyebrow and grab the two biggest scones. “I’m sure you can make some just as good as these.” 
“But I didn’t have to make these.” She reaches for the bag and grins. “All enjoyment.”
Laughing, I thank her for coming in and motion to my employee, Josh. "Can you ring up Mrs. Peterson?"
"Of course."
“I’ll be in the back for a few minutes,” I tell him.
Josh nods to me before giving Mrs. Peterson a rehearsed but passable smile. “Let’s see here, ma’am. We have two blueberry scones today?”
Shaking my head, I round the corner to my sanctuary behind the scenes, where I have a brownie waiting for me. 
Josh is doing his best. Truly. He’s eighteen and working while in college. He’s also Tyler Thompson’s little brother. And Tyler is one of my best friends in the whole world. I would do anything for him. And right now, that favor is employing his brother, who’s more used to talking to plants than people.
He’s not a total weirdo. Their family has a farm just outside of town, and the last few years have been rough for them. Until Tyler signed on with the Jasmine Hollow Thunder, the Thompsons were certain they’d lose everything. Where we live, it doesn’t rain often, but when it does, it floods. Their farm is in the valley, and five years ago, a torrent nearly destroyed everything Tyler’s family had built for generations.
He wasn’t the only one drowning under the weight of family obligations. But he had the means to get his family back on their feet. I’m proud of him. 
Chocolate floods my tongue as I bite into the brownie, and I hold in a moan. Unlike Mrs. Peterson enjoying something she didn’t have to make, this is yesterday’s leftover stock I made myself.
Daydreaming, I bask in the fantasy of never mixing another bowl of cookies and groan.
Any good feelings are instantly replaced by guilt.
This café was my grandma’s dream. She poured everything she had into it and expected me to carry on that legacy. She even named the place after me, so confident I’d share the vision with her, even though I was only four when it opened.
And before I had time to tell her my dreams might not be the caffeinated variety, like my parents before her, she passed away, leaving me all alone in the world.
I break off a piece of brownie and pinch it between my fingers.
Alone isn’t the right word. I have the town. I have my friends.
That should be enough to keep me happy and satisfied, but lately it hasn’t helped. Every morning, I come in while the town’s still fast asleep and I fire up all my machines, mixing, kneading, forming the confections the town has come to expect before starting on the coffee.
My friend, Skylar, took some of the pressure off me when she opened her bakery a street over. She’s incredibly talented and has something I lack: passion.
Some of the more gossipy residents, namely Mildred Hoyt, asked me repeatedly if Skylar was encroaching on me. The answer to that was a big, fat no. Any competition her bakery brought against me wasn’t noticeable. If anything, the residents of Jasmine Hollow now have two places to pop into whenever they’re downtown. I never hear anyone complaining about that.
And thanks to a generous arrangement my grandmother made with Walter Varlow, I pay a small amount of rent and get to live above the café. It’s the only way I can keep the place alive.
I chew on the last bite of brownie, trying to ignore the pinch of guilt. There are probably endless ways I could keep Madeline’s open, but I’m not interested in putting in any more effort than I already do.
“Mail’s here,” Josh calls.
I push myself off the counter and meet him at the register. 
“Looks like a lot today,” he muses.
This is his first job off the farm, and I bite back a smile. He’s doing his best to sound like he knows what he’s doing, and I’m doing my best not to just see him as Tyler’s baby brother. 
My stomach does a little flip, and it definitely wasn’t because I was thinking about Tyler. Maybe the brownie isn’t sitting well. I grab a bottle of water from beneath the counter and swig it before I flip through the letters.
A thick envelope with my name handwritten on the front catches my eye. I rip it open and watch Josh help the next customers in my periphery. 
My stomach twists, and I backtrack, skimming over the words to read it again. There’s no way I read it right the first time. The second time, I force my eyes to move over the words more slowly.
Walter died.
Two months ago.
My heart sinks to the floor. He has been around for my entire life. We don’t see each other very often anymore, but when I was growing up, he was in the café all the time. He used to live in Jasmine Hollow, and I always thought he was perfect for my grandmother. He had lost his wife when his kids were little, and he made no secret about how much he adored my grandma. 
Eventually, one of his sons in Florida convinced him to move out there with him. After that, his visits got less frequent.
When my grandma passed away, we fell into a routine where I mail him my rent every month and he stops in about twice a year to make sure everything’s going smoothly. 
The thought of never seeing him again cuts deep. I used to imagine he was my grandfather, and to a kid with only one living family member, the boon of claiming a second was huge.
And now, without warning, he’s gone.
With tears in my eyes, I flip through the rest of the mail and freeze when I see another thick envelope. This one has an official-sounding business name on the corner, like a law office. And my name is typed instead of written.
Like everything in my life, this could be a double-edged sword. 
Grief mixed with opportunity.
If that adoration for my grandma extended to me, maybe he did something crazy. One last confession of love from the grave. His kids had never bothered with anything to do with the café. There is a chance his love for my grandma could have led him to do something crazy like leave the place to me.
I never told him I saw him as a grandfather, but maybe he felt it, too. Maybe I was on his radar, and he was about to change my life.
Dreaming the wildest dream I’ve ever thought of, I slip my finger under the envelope.
Could the café be mine? 
The café itself isn’t my dream, but if I could run it without paying rent while still living upstairs, I could hire enough people to take it over while I followed my actual dreams.
I hesitate, the paper halfway out. I’m not even sure what my dreams are. There’s never been enough time to figure it out. They don’t involve the café, but maybe the café is a steppingstone to get me to where I want to be. 
Few things have worked out easily for me, but this is it. 
My way out of this constant struggle.






  
  Chapter Two

Madeline


“Three more, please,” I say to Josh as a trio of men wanders toward our makeshift coffee stand outside of the hockey arena. 
He helps me pass them to my friend Emma’s brother, Austin, and his partners, Evan and Caleb.
As I hand him a cup, Austin leans down and pecks my cheek. “Thanks, Madeline.”
“Give them hell tonight,” I say, pushing down the disappointment I’ve been ignoring since opening the letter.
He takes a sip of coffee and strolls down the hall, arm wrapped around Evan’s waist as they laugh at something Caleb said.
Another trio saunters in, dressed in their game-day suits, and I wave to Skylar’s brother, Jace. He’s with his partners, Hunter and Andrew. They’re dating the coach’s daughter, and Skylar is married to the coach. It sounds complicated, but they all make it work.
And they make me feel unbearably single.
Those thoughts are quickly shoved down, crammed in with the frustration I’m already trying to ignore.
“Have a good game tonight,” I say, meaning it, even if my too-nice voice belies the tension in my jaw.
I reach for the next cup of coffee, about to thank Josh for having one ready to go, when the sight of the next trio of men has me choking on my words.
Can’t any of these damn hockey players travel in pairs?
He glances around me, waving zealously, and I tuck behind him, happy to let the three hockey players walk past me without notice.
“Mads?” Tyler says, draping his arm over his little brother’s shoulder. “Too busy to say hi?”
I lick my lips and smooth the front of my apron before turning around. “Of course not. I dropped something.”
My eyes lock with his blue ones, and the second my stomach swoops, I look away. 
Big mistake.
He’s not the only one here. There are two other massive hockey players surrounding me. And all three of them are looking at one thing: me.
I meet deep brown eyes, and my breath catches in my throat.
Kai Okano.
The Thunder’s supermodel. His chiseled cheeks make him look like he just walked off a magazine cover, and maybe he did. He was featured in this year’s Hockey Heartthrobs calendar, which highlights the hottest players across the country. Mr. March. His dark black hair is coiffed into a messy look that is fooling no one. This man spent ample time in front of the mirror when he got ready tonight.
I smile at the thought of him getting each chunk of hair just right, even though he’s going to slip a helmet over his head once he walks past me.
If he ever walks past me.
I tear my gaze away from his, if only to indulge in the third set of eyes following my every movement. I’ve already pandered to my heart twice by looking at Tyler and Kai. What will a
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