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PEARSON



This book is dedicated to the hardworking street chefs
who run the food trucks and carts of New York City.
Long may you roll!
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Coffee…makes the politician wise,

And see thro’ all things with his half-shut eyes.
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I feel… that I would like to wallow in crime this evening.

—“THE COMPANION,”
THE THIRTEEN PROBLEMS BY AGATHA CHRISTIE



PEERING through the sooty windshield, the Driver surveyed the scene. Not a thing was moving below the halogen halos of city streetlamps. No cars. No pedestrians. No witnesses. Only the lone cyclist on his two wheels and these four wheels stalking him.

Perfect, thought the Driver.

When the traffic signal slipped from red to green, the cyclist swung onto West Twentieth, his shiny red spandex vanishing in the predawn fog. The Driver counted to ten and rolled the battered van after him.

Not too close. Not yet…

With clueless passion, the cyclist pedaled, oblivious to the twin beams stabbing inexorably toward him. His destination was the Hudson River Greenway, thirty-two miles lapping the island of Manhattan. This personally prescribed route to the perfect body was a triweekly workout set in stone.

The Driver’s path was set, as well, the course conceived months ago, a map years in the making.

He’s moving faster. Don’t lose him…

With itchy anticipation, the Driver picked up speed. Out of the shadows darted a perky young jogger, shapely legs pumping. The Driver cursed, hit the brakes.

The cyclist slowed to ogle the girl, but the Driver knew this man—and his rapacious gaze. He would see only the girl’s flaws: breasts too small, nose too long, first hint of muffin top. All quite fixable—for the right price.

When the pretty runner reached the corner, the street was clear again. Closing the distance, the Driver waited one last time—for the bastard to turn, to look, to see exactly what was coming.

The engine roared, the tires spun, and the van leapt forward. With a shuddering thump, two tons of hurtling steel crushed man and bicycle.

“Not enough. Not nearly enough!”

The Driver braked, shifted into reverse, hit the gas once more. Another thump, and the van rocked. After a pause, the vehicle shot forward again.

“There you go, Doc! How’s that for a three-in-one?”

As the van sped away, a trail of sparks followed, a fiery display that ended with the dangling muffler breaking free. The Driver barely noticed. All that mattered was the course ahead.

The next deadly outing would require an audience. A far riskier prospect, but the plan was in motion; the truth inevitable: On the road to a better place, you had two options when something got in your way—

Change lanes or run it down.

With concrete resolve, the Driver had made that choice. “And now there’s no turning back. No matter who has to die…”


ONE
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This seems to be the basic need of the human heart in nearly every great crisis—a good hot cup of coffee.

—I SHOULD
HAVE KISSED HER MORE BY ALEXANDER KING



“IN times like these, Clare, failing to take a risk is the biggest risk of all.”

Across the café table’s cool marble surface, Madame Dreyfus Allegro Dubois pinned me with her near-violet eyes. “Don’t you agree?”

Of course, I agree. I wanted to shout this, scream it. Risk and I were old friends, and if anyone knew that, my octogenarian employer did.

“Investing in the new coffee truck was my idea,” I reminded her between robust hits of espresso. “I know it’s a smart idea.”

“Good. Now all you must do is convince him.”

Him was Mateo Allegro—due to arrive within the hour. An international coffee broker, Matt was the Village Blend’s coffee buyer, Madame’s only child, my ex-husband, and the father of my pride named Joy.

“Like I told you, I tried to convince him…” (Half a dozen e-mails worth of “try” to be precise. When text didn’t work, I placed calls overseas. Lengthy calls. Enriching AT&T hadn’t helped, either.) “The man doesn’t listen, and he’s still in a state.”

Beneath the mauve silk of her mandarin jacket, Madame’s narrow shoulders gave a little shrug. “What can I say? He’s his father’s son. All that passion, all that intensity, all that tenacity—”

“Tenacity?” I knocked on the coral-colored tabletop. “Matt’s head could break this.”

“I wouldn’t count on it, dear. For one thing, that’s Italian marble. Very old Italian marble. Old things tend to be stronger than you think.”

Sitting back in my café chair, I ran my hands along the thighs of my blue jeans and attempted to fill my lungs with a healthy dose of equilibrium. It wasn’t easy. The sun may have set, but our coffeehouse commerce was far from winding down. A line of caffeine-deprived customers hugged the espresso bar, and beyond our wall of wide-open French doors, laughing latte lovers still packed our sidewalk tables.

The city was enjoying one of those glorious stretches of early summer weather, before the high humidity hits, when afternoons are sunny and clear, and nights are pleasantly temperate. Madame and I were perched between the two—the warmth of midday and the chill of midnight, when the sun clocks out and a magical light seems to soften New York’s hard edges.

I tried my best to drink in that gentleness, that calm. All day long I’d been on my feet, dealing with bickering baristas, demanding customers, and low stock. With the arrival of my assistant manager, Tucker, I finally took a load off, along with my Village Blend apron, to welcome the coolness of early evening with warm sips of caramelized peaberries.

Unfortunately, a single shot of espresso would not be enough caffeine. Something blacker than nightfall was headed my way, and before I knew it, the business troubling me would be murder.

At the moment, however, the business on the table (literally and figuratively) was coffee—and the question of how best to keep this business selling and serving it through the next century.

So far, Madame had seen things my way. And why not? Despite appearing as starched and restrained as a Park Avenue blueblood, Madame was a bohemian at heart, embracing the odd and offbeat. To her, authenticity mattered more than money. Flouting convention was a virtue, taking risks an asset.

“When you’re a war refugee,” she once told me, “you learn to take chances, to cross boundaries. If you don’t dare, you don’t survive…”

The woman had done more than toil when she’d arrived on Manhattan Island. New York City ground up polite little girls like beans through a grinder, and Madame quickly understood that working hard was not enough.

After her Italian-born husband died young, she learned how to maneuver and strategize. In order to ensure the survival of herself, her son, and this landmark business, she outwitted the scoundrels who thought they could swindle or crush her. And she’d won. This century-old business was still thriving.

As for me, I was no war refugee. I’d come to New York from a little factory town in Western Pennsylvania. But I shared Madame’s admiration for the virtue of daring—and she well knew of my long-standing relationship with the “R” word.

At nineteen I risked my future by quitting art school to have my (surprise!) baby. At twenty-nine I risked my security by leaving my marriage to an incurably immature spouse. At thirty-nine I risked my sanity by returning to my old job of managing this coffeehouse, which required working with said spouse. Since I’d turned forty, I’d risked even more to ensure the safety of my friends, my family, and my staff (a redundant mention since I considered them family, anyway).

Spending my energy reminding Madame of all that, however, would have been a waste of good caffeine, so I returned my cup to its little round porcelain nest and tried a new tack.

“You know what I think?” I said.

“No, dear. I only read minds on weekends.”

“I think we’re missing the simplest solution.”

Madame’s elegant silver pageboy tilted in question.

“You’re still the owner of the Village Blend,” I pointed out. “You can break your son down with one firm conversation. Please. When he gets here, talk some sense into him.”

“I’m his mother, and he respects me. And I could do that—”

“Thank you.”

“But I won’t.”

“Why not?”

“Because, my dear, I won’t be around forever—”

“Oh, no. Don’t start that kind of talk—”

Her gently wrinkled hand waved me silent. “One day you and Matt will own this building and this business. You must learn how to handle him.”

“Learn how to handle Matteo Allegro? I’ve been handling your son since I was nineteen!”

“You handled a boy, Clare, then a man. A lover, then a spouse. You managed your relationship through a divorce and even his remarriage. But handling a man as a romantic partner is not the same as handling him as a business partner.”

Ready to argue, I opened my mouth—and closed it again.

A single imperious head-shake from my former mother-in-law was reminder enough that further protests would be pointless. This I knew after having spent so many years being a part of this small but remarkable family (my daughter included): Matt wasn’t the only Allegro with a head harder than millennial marble.

“Just remember, Clare, conversations about money are never easy when emotion is involved, and in any long-term business relationship, emotion is always involved. But a good relationship isn’t about making things easier.”

“It’s not?”

“No.”

“Then what is it about?”

“Making things better.”

Expelling a breath, I rose to fetch more caffeine. “You’ll stay for our meeting, at least, won’t you?”

Madame passed me the cup and smiled, an insightful little expression that implied her words carried more than one meaning.

“I’m not going anywhere just yet.”

“YOU must be crazy, Clare! Out of your managerial mind!”

Matteo Allegro’s Italian-roast eyes were wide with indignation, his voice loud enough to startle my baristas and disturb the peace of my late evening customers.

“You’re overreacting, Matt. Calm down.” I lowered my own voice an octave or twelve, hoping he’d take my cue. “This is simply an expansion. It had to be made.”

“You threw hard-earned capital out the window to purchase a food cart?!”

On a long exhale, I threw a desperate look his mother’s way. Help.

Across the table, Madame allowed her gaze to meet mine, but her jaw remained set. I warned you, dear. You want this business decision to stand? Prove it should. Handle him.

Shifting in my chair, I stared at the man.

Matt stared back—after swiping aside a dark swath of low-dangling fringe. For years, my ex had kept his hair cut Caesar-short. These days, he wore it longer than a Musketeer. With his return from this coffee-hunting trip, the locks were downright shaggy, plus he had face fur.

I knew Matt loathed shaving in hot climates, but now he’d finally pushed the “devilish rogue” thing too far. The trimmed goatee had sprouted into a caveman beard. Not that it was any of my business if he looked like he was about to plant a suitcase bomb, but I did think it time he made a date with a barber—or a Weedwacker.

While he’d let his hair go, I had to admit, the rest of his body appeared fitter than ever. Under an open denim shirt, his tight white tee outlined his broad shoulders and sculpted chest. Encircling one wrist was a braided leather bracelet given to him by a coffee-growing tribe in Ecuador; fastened around the other, a costly Breitling chronometer.

Such was the recipe that defined Matteo Allegro: one part daring java trekker, one part slick international coffee buyer. Not that there wasn’t more to my ex, but that paradoxical blend epitomized Matt’s addictive appeal. At nineteen, I got hooked on the guy. By forty, however, I found him harder to swallow than a doctor-prescribed horse pill.

“I’m going to say this again. Try to listen this time, okay? What I invested in was a truck. Not a cart. A gourmet coffee and muffin truck—”

“Not only are you squandering capital, but you actually took on debt to seek out some magical customer base that might not even exist? That’s risky, Clare. Risky and reckless!”

Okay, that tweaked me. Matt never held back an opinion, especially a negative one, but a sudden aversion to risk? This from a man who thought nothing of traveling deep into lawless regions of Africa, trekking Central American mudslide zones, diving off the cliffs near Hawaiian volcanoes?

“The Village Blend coffee truck has been up and running for almost a month. And guess what? We haven’t lost our shirts—”

“Yet,” he said.

Pushing aside my empty espresso cup, I rested one arm on the marble tabletop (and yes, I was betting I could break it with his head).

“In this competitive environment, you either expand or perish.” By way of a truce, I rested a hand on his muscular shoulder. “I promise you, Matt, I’m trying to save the Blend, not ruin us.”

My soft touch appeared to have a favorable effect. The tension in the man’s body slackened, and his booming voice finally came down to a seminormal decibel level.

“Clare… We tried expanding once. Remember my kiosks in high-end clothing stores? I do, and not with feelings of nostalgia, either. We lost a bundle.”

“So we failed once. That’s no reason not to try expanding our customer base again.”

“Did you consider advertising?”

“Ad campaigns are ephemeral. What the Blend needs is a long-term strategy for our modern market—although, technically, we’re post-postmodern…”

I handed him a spreadsheet of stats tracking profits since I’d resumed managing his family’s coffeehouse. With hard work and discipline, I was able to keep costs low and squeeze more profit from every ring of our register. The baristas I’d painstakingly trained were making higher amounts of sale to every customer, but the overall number of patrons was not growing.

“I considered opening a second store, but rents are outrageous. The truck solves the problem of choosing a dud location or having a hot neighborhood go cold. If one area doesn’t produce a steady customer stream, we simply drive to a new one.”

Matt reviewed the data, exhaled. “What’s your strategy?”

Ignoring the man’s skeptical gaze, I mustered the same polite but firm tone I’d used on our paper cup supplier when he announced the third price hike in as many months and said—

“Proselytizing.”

“That’s a business strategy?”

“It’s a philosophy and a business strategy. We have faith in our Blend, in the quality of our coffee, the commitment to our customers, the century-old tradition of family ownership. We’re simply going to spread the word.”

“How?”

I flipped to a customized map of New York. “There are five boroughs in the Big Apple, right?”

“Last I checked.”

“Well, there’s no way we can get everyone in New York to come to this Manhattan shop, even if it is a landmark business. So Esther and I worked out a day and time schedule for our Muffin Muse truck to go to them. We serve commuters during morning and evening rush. On weekends, there are parks, fairs, and flea markets. We track the revenue at each location, test new locations daily—”

“On paper, it seems reasonable…” The man actually sounded conciliatory.

I glanced at his mother. She slipped me a fleeting wink. Then Matt looked at her and she raised her demitasse, hastily hiding her pleased little smile with a sip of espresso.

“You could have tested this theory out some other way, Clare. A cheaper way. Did you have to invest in a food truck that cost nearly one hundred thousand dollars?” Matt’s shaggy head shook.

“Believe me, I did my homework on median costs and earning potential. You need to start trusting me on things like this. Have a little faith. You know I’m the one who’s a better judge of it.”

“You?”

“Yes, me. We each have our strengths. I don’t tell you how to source coffee—”

“You don’t know how to source coffee—”

“And you don’t know a thing about managing at retail.”

“That’s a load of crap!”

The roar came back, and now he was turning on his mother. “Why are you so quiet tonight? Don’t you have an opinion? Can’t you talk some sense into her?!”

Ack. Little more than an hour before, I’d asked her to do exactly the same thing—with him.

For an agonizing minute, Madame sat completely still. My spirits began to flag. Is she going to take his side? Tensely, I watched as she set her demitasse down with a click.

“Clare is not wrong about your lack of experience on the retail end.”

Matt gawked. “I’ve worked in this shop since I was nine years old! Bussing tables, pulling espressos; you’re the one who taught me to be the best.”

Madame’s features softened at that, but her tone remained resolved. “You’re an exceptional coffee buyer and a fine barista. But Clare is a better shop manager. She’s constant and committed yet innovative; fair but firm with staff and suppliers. Clare is also an artist at heart, which means she knows how to see and how to listen.”

The effusive praise struck me numb for a moment. But only me.

“I listen!”

“What you do is hear, Matteo; it’s not the same thing. Clare is also a genius at artful critique.”

“Artful critique?” Matt echoed. “What the hell is that—a neo-management term? Sounds like a cross between Vincent van Gogh and Donald Trump.”

“It’s to do with insight…” Madame exhaled. “My dear boy, you are an excellent coffee hunter, and you clearly adore circumnavigating the globe. But this little patch of ground needs a sovereign, not a Magellan. Clare is here, day in and day out. Business may be good at the moment, but each month brings new challenges, and the broader economic picture is far from stable.”

“I assure you, Mother, things are tough all over this planet.” Matt’s expression clouded. “I know that better than anyone—”

The passing shadow may have been momentary, but I knew my ex-husband. His words weren’t rhetorical. Before I could press the man with questions, however, an amplified voice interrupted him, a noise so loud it rattled the spotless glass of the Blend’s French doors and startled my evening customers.

“Chocolat! Ooooh la la, chocolat!”

Blasting at maximum volume was a musical cliché—the Francophile classic “La Vie en Rose,” rendered via tinny instruments, the usual lyrics replaced by an infantile caricature of a French woman’s voice reciting (hard to believe, but…) a cupcake menu.

“Straw-bear-wee! Lee-mon! Butt-tair cream!”

All three of us stared as a long, rainbow-colored food truck came into view. Festooned with sparkling lights and capped by a Vegas-worthy Eiffel Tower, the vehicle made its turn off Hudson to pull up beside our sidewalk café tables.

Matt turned toward me. “What is that?”

I closed my eyes. How to answer? The phrase “my new archenemy” wouldn’t do much to back my argument here.

“Ooooh la la! Chocolat!”

Like a neon shark, Kaylie Crimini’s famous Kupcake Kart had arrived for its second obnoxious feeding of the day. I told Matt as much.

“Feeding?” he repeated. “Feeding on what?”

It pained me to say it, but Matt had to know. “Our customers.”


TWO
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“CLARE, I have never seen anything like this…”

With a kind of bewildered horror, Matt stared at the sideshow next to our sidewalk. The truck’s service window clanged open, revealing Kaylie Crimini’s honey-hued beehive bouncing among her staff inside the vehicle. Suddenly a sign appeared: Twilight Special, 50% Off!

With the Kart now ready for cut-rate business, passersby began lining up.

The tinny faux-French music continued pouring from Kaylie’s truck speakers as the annoying menu recitation played on: “Fla-vours for vous! Chocolat fooge! Chocolat ship…”

With the Blend’s peace shattered, a dozen of my patrons closed up their books and laptops and began packing up. Matt watched in disbelief as many of these exiting customers stopped to purchase cupcakes before heading home.

“She’s baa-ack,” sang Nancy Kelly, approaching our table with a new round of espressos.

Nancy was the newest and youngest member of my barista staff. A fresh-faced farm girl from “all over,” as she put it, Nancy was a reliable opener and a constant source of good cheer—no mean feat in a fast-moving city whose demanding, overanxious customers could reduce courteous countergirls to tears. As she cleared our empty cups and handed out new ones, Matt frantically jabbed the air.

“That truck… it’s actually selling pastries and coffee in front of our shop! What is this? Who is this?”

Nancy answered for me (with a slight crushin’-on-you batting of eyelashes—an affliction of which I had yet to cure her). “She’s our nemesis, Matteo… er…” She threw him an apologetic smile. “I mean, Mr. Allegro.”

“Nemesis?” he repeated. “Nancy, what are you taking about?”

“Kaylie Crimini is crazy jealous because our Muffin Muse is the talk of the foodie blog world and her cupcakes aren’t anymore!”

Matt’s face went blank. “What’s a Muffin Muse?”

“The name of our coffee truck,” I reminded him flatly. “Do you have selective hearing? Maybe I should have tried PowerPoint.”

“It’s like this,” Nancy tried again. “The Village Blend’s one-two punch of espresso drinks and muffin awesome-isity has beat the Cupcake Queen at her own game.”

“Game?” Matt said. “What game?”

“The street food game,” I said. “Last summer Kaylie Crimini’s Kupcake Kart was the star of the food truck world, but this year we’re getting the attention.”

“That’s right!” Nancy flipped back one of her wheat-colored braids and grinned with home-team pride. “Our truck has been stealing Kaylie’s spotlight. How cool is that?”

“We’re stealing her spotlight, so she’s stealing our customers!” Matt turned to face me. “Great, Clare. You launch a food truck and gain a predator?”

“Peer, Matt. Kaylie is simply a business peer, a competitor in a big town with plenty of other competitors and literally millions of potential customers to go around. I’m sure she’ll grow up and get over these childish stunts soon.” At least, I hoped she would.

The bell over the front door jingled again, but this time it wasn’t a patron departing. An attractive Filipina woman entered our shop: Lilly Beth Tanga, my new business associate.

In her late thirties, Lilly was built much like me: petite but with a mature, shapely figure that nicely filled out her jeans. She was a hard worker, too, with a constant surplus of energy and ideas, and from the sparkling look in her beautiful, almond-shaped eyes, I could tell she was brimming with more.

“Kaylie Crimini again!” Lilly cried, approaching our table with a grin. “Diyos Ko! I think the Kupcake Kween is stalking me. She and that diabetic coma on wheels!”

After a quick, warm hug for me and another for Madame, she pulled up a chair to join us—and I was very glad that she did. Earlier today, I’d asked her to stop by and help me convince Matt to get on board the Muffin Muse truck (so to speak). With the sugar queen’s arrival, I could use all the help I could get.

“So good to see you again, Lilly,” Madame said. “How is little Paz?”

“Up to his tricks, as usual. He’s barely done with fifth grade, and he’s ready to program network television. He actually got his friends to help him organize a weekly recess variety show.”

“What do they call it?” I asked. “Playground Idol?”

“Close!” Lilly laughed. “P.S. 11’s Got Talent.”

Matt actually cracked a smile. “And you are?” he said, his mood obviously improving with the arrival of an attractive female.

“Lilly Beth Tanga,” I jumped in, “meet my business partner, Matt Allegro. Lilly is—”

“Filipino, right?” Matt extended a hand. “Magandang araw, Ms. Tanga.”

Lilly Beth took Matt’s hand. “Sandali lang, Mr. Allegro. But honestly, you’ll make more points speaking with my mom. I was born in Jackson Heights and my Tagalog is very rusty.”

“No problem,” Matt said. “My own’s pretty rusty these days—although I do remember sarap nito.”

“Sarap nito? Then you must enjoy Filipino food, oo?” Lilly Beth cocked her head and her sweet smile turned slyly flirtatious. “Or are you maybe referring to something else?”

I raised an eyebrow. Lilly once told me that sarap nito, the Tagalog word for “delicious,” had a literal translation of “that feels good,” which meant it also described sensory delights beyond the dining room.

Either my new friend wasn’t listening when I warned her about Matt’s open marriage and womanizing ways, or, with one look at my muscular, attractive, albeit overly-hairy ex, Lilly decided the best way to persuade the man was with a little flirtation.

I cleared my throat. “Lilly Beth is an expert on delicious things. Her mother, Amina, runs a popular Filipino eatery in Queens. Lilly is also a registered dietician. That’s why I hired her. She’s consulting with me and our baker on cutting some of the fat and calories out of our popular pastries.”

“And I brought some new samples for you and Madame to taste tonight… and Matt, too, since he’s here…”

She smiled at him again, very sweetly, which, I had to concede, wasn’t exactly hurting the Sway Matt campaign.

“Do me a favor, Matteo,” she said, pulling a small bakery box out of her tote. “Take a taste of these donut bites. They come in two flavors: cinnamon sugar and pumpkin spice. I’ve got a low-fat mocha muffin, too, with dreamy chocolate cream cheese filling and chocolate fooge frosting…” She threw a wink my way.

We all dug in, sampling in silence and glancing at each other with wonder.

“These are really low fat?” I asked, mouth still full.

Lilly Beth nodded. “The donut bites are baked, not fried, and I’ve cut the fat in the mocha muffins by using skim milk ricotta. The filling is low-fat cream cheese and high-quality cocoa powder.”

“What about this chocolate fudge buttercream?” I asked.

Lilly Beth smiled. “No butter.”

“You’re kidding.”

“Melted semisweet chocolate blended with thick, Greek-style yogurt, a little vanilla and a pinch of salt for balanced flavor.”

“Okay, these are good,” Matt admitted, reaching for another donut bite, “but will this ‘healthier’ stuff sell?”

I nodded emphatically. “Our Cakelet-and-Cream Sandwiches and ‘Healthified’ Blueberry Pie Bars are the talk of the foodie blog world. Our truck can’t keep them in stock.”

“The Nutella-Swirled Banana Muffins and low-fat Strawberry Shortcakes are winners, too,” Lilly added. “The customers will enjoy these new donut bites even more. Consider all those moms, Mr. Moms, and nannies out there, pushing strollers on sidewalks, hanging out with their kids in parks and playgrounds. Treats like these are just the right portion size for little ones—without a crazy amount of fat and calories from copious amounts of butter or shortening.”

“Be careful, Clare,” Matt warned. “You don’t want to be labeled the diet food truck.”

“You’ve been in the bush too long, Matt. By law, New York City requires its restaurants to post calorie counts. With federal regulations on their way, much of the food world is paying attention. Almost everyone is searching for ways to add nutritious to delicious—”

“Well, maybe not everyone.” Lilly Beth jerked a thumb toward the circus outside. “That woman parked in front of my son’s school today. She’s actually peddling that slow-death monstrosity she calls the Three Little Piggies to children!”

“Three Little Piggies? What? It’s got bacon in it?”

“No, that’s her Maple-Bacon Cupcake, in which she whips solid bacon grease into butter at the start of the recipe. The Piggies is a giant coconut cupcake stuffed with a mini cheesecake topped by a chocolate-fudge cupcake with whipped cream and a little pink plastic pig on top.” Lilly Beth threw up her hands. “There should be a law!”

Matt crossed his arms. “I’m not a big fan of laws, Lilly—not that I’m happy this cupcake truck has planted itself beside our café, but all this woman’s peddling is a boatload of sugar and butter, right? As for her bacon grease pastry, I routinely visit parts of the world that use lard in their traditional cooking… I mean, it’s not like she’s lacing her stuff with LSD.”

“I’m not suggesting we outlaw guilty pleasures,” Lilly clarified. “You and I are adults, and we can make our own informed decisions. But Kaylie’s favorite marketing targets are grade schools, and her Three Little Piggies cupcake is deceptive. It looks like an innocent snack, but the thing packs more fat and calories than a double cheeseburger with extra-large fries.”

Matt glanced at me. “We aren’t selling anything like that, are we?”

“Our portions are standard. We do have decadent pastries but the calories are always posted on our menu, and on our truck, too.”

“I said something to Kaylie today,” Lilly went on, “caused a big scene in front of Paz’s school. I didn’t care. I’m on the mayor’s Council for Nutrition Awareness now, and I let her know that and my feelings about her tactics, loud and clear.”

Matt’s gaze swept across me and Lilly Beth. “So now the Kupcake Kween has a hate on for both the Bobbsey Twins?”

Bobbsey Twins? The remark confused me for a second. But then I realized, sitting side by side, we could have been fraternal twins, if you weren’t looking too closely.

For one thing, we were dressed nearly identically this evening—in blue jeans and sleeveless yellow cotton blouses, although mine was a pale polenta and Lilly’s more of a lemon curd. We wore our shoulder-length hair in ponytails, too, and from a distance you could say the color was dark, even though Lilly’s was more of a Spanish roast while mine was closer to Viennese with cinnamon highlights.

True, both of us had complexions on the dusky side, but Lilly’s face was nearly a perfect oval while mine was more heart-shaped. Our eyes were different, too: Years ago (many of them), Matt once sang about my bright, green “Guinevere” eyes, but Lilly’s were much more exotic, it seemed to me, with their liquid dark hue and almond shape.

“Twins…” Lilly Beth repeated, glancing at me before winking at Matt. “Is he trying to be a bad boy?”

Matt’s expression lit up at that. He opened his mouth for a reply, but what he said, I’ll never know because his words were swallowed by the sudden surging of Kaylie’s fake French menu—

“Fla-vours for vous! Chocolat fooge! Chocolat ship…”

The volume vibrated our windowpanes and rattled our demitasses. What upset me the most, however, was seeing the reaction of my former mother-in-law.

Through half a century of turbulence and change, Madame had struggled to keep this shop’s doors open. She’d sheltered starving artists, sobered up drunken playwrights, and propped up penniless poets. She’d survived a world war and the loss of a beloved husband—the man who’s family had birthed this business at the turn of the nineteenth century.

Now she stared with distress at our sidewalk, watching our customers casually leave our café tables to purchase goodies from that preening little vulture.

“Do you want me to go out there and put a stop to this?” Matt asked, beginning to rise.

“No,” I said, finding my feet. With a gentle but firm hand, I pressed him back. “Stay.”

For nearly two weeks, I had ignored this situation, hoping it would resolve itself, but my conversation with Madame had woken me up to an important aspect of my business partnership with Matteo Allegro.

“This coffeehouse is my responsibility. I’ll deal with it.”

And her, I silently added. Then I bolted the remains of my espresso and strode toward the door.
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