
  
    [image: Love and Cinnamon Buns]
  


  
    
      LOVE AND CINNAMON BUNS

      
        BLUEWATER COVE

      

    

    
      
        TINA CYR

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2025 by Tina Cyr

      All rights reserved.

      This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales is entirely coincidental.

      No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      [image: Vellum flower icon] Formatted with Vellum

    

  


  
    
      For everyone who’s ever baked as a way to say I love you.

      May your kitchens always smell like cinnamon, your hearts stay soft and warm, and your love rise higher than any dough.
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            MARKET BUZZ

          

          SATURDAY, AUGUST 10TH

        

      

    

    
      Olivia

      I blame the rhubarb. We’re lucky this year. We’re getting a second harvest, and earlier than usual.

      If the big green leaves hadn’t been flirting with me — long, pink stalks stacked like lipstick samples — I’d never have let Maggie drag me to the Bluewater Cove Farmers Market. But they shimmer under the awning like gossip, so here I am, balancing three stalks in one hand and a to-go latte in the other while my little sister prattles about lesson-plan stickers.

      “You don’t need more produce,” Maggie says, nudging my elbow. “You need plot twists. Your cookbook still ends with lemon bars, which is, sorry, boring.”

      “First of all, lemon bars are a classic.” I sniff a rhubarb tip; it smells like childhood and unresolved trauma. Coming home is weird — everything’s exactly where I left it, except me. “Second, any twist I add requires a photography budget I don’t have. Unless I sell an organ.”

      “Spleens are overrated.” Maggie grins, then halts so suddenly my latte sloshes. “Oh, look. Destiny.”

      Destiny, apparently, wears gingham. A long folding table squats beside the gazebo, weighted by a coffee can full of nickels and pamphlets reading Bluewater Cove Summer Harvest Fair. Mia from the Purring Pages⁠1 — and city social activity committee member — slaps a fresh poster onto a corkboard:

      CINNAMON BUN SHOWDOWN

      Teams of Two – Four-Week Tournament – $10,000 Cash

      The bold, twenty-four-point Teams of Two practically winks at me.

      “Ten grand,” Maggie breathes, eyes ablaze like she’s found holy scripture on a pastry flyer. “That’s exactly —”

      “— what my food styling and author publishing fees would cost, plus maybe a light therapy lamp.” I finish for her. The number hops from the paper straight into my bank app, filling all the empty rows.

      “See?” She elbow-nudges. “The universe is plating this for you.”

      “The universe could at least offer whipped cream.” I scan the fine print. Four Saturday heats. All doughs mixed on site. Pairs only. “Pairs, Mags. My last partner embezzled the tip jar and married a waitress.”

      “Technicality. Find a new one. This place is crawling with potential bakers.”

      She sweeps an arm like Vanna White at Produce Wheel of Fortune. I see Captain Jenkins, the retired lobsterman who thinks salt is a vegetable; a teenager biting off a dill pickle the size of my forearm; and Renée from the quilt guild, whose brownies have the density of neutron stars.

      “Overflowing with talent,” I deadpan.

      I try to picture baking with any of them. Captain Jenkins would season everything like sea jerky. Renée would label the ingredients with quilt patches. The pickle teen might accidentally ferment the frosting.

      “What about your landlord?” Maggie offers.

      “He once mistook whipped cream for shaving foam.”

      “Creative problem-solver.”

      “And lactose intolerant.”

      Mia notices our hovering and beams. “Fancy a roll with destiny, ladies?”

      “One of us does,” Maggie says, and nudges me forward.

      Mia hands over a clipboard. “Team slots are first come, first served. You’ll need a partner’s signature before Monday noon.”

      I clear my throat, stalling. “Hypothetically, if someone… failed to locate a partner —”

      “No solo bakers,” she interrupts, saccharine but ruthless. “Pairs encourage community spirit.”

      A band begins tuning near the gazebo — banjo, fiddle, the whole country postcard. My heart keeps tempo with the snare taps, too quick, too hopeful.

      Maggie leans in, conspiratorial. “You could check Beans & Brew. Somebody there must knead dough. Besides, wasn’t there a hunk hanging out at that place last time you went?”

      I snort, imagining the flannel-clad owner glowering behind his espresso machine. Lucas. Forty-something, forearms like carved table legs, eyes a permanent slate grey even caffeine can’t polish. Also allergic to smiles. Perfect partner material.

      “Don’t go there, Mags,” I mutter.

      “What, urban legends say he used to be an amazing baker.” Maggie waves the clipboard like a matador. “Go lasso someone. I have second-grader name tags to laminate.”

      “You’re abandoning me with rhubarb and destiny?”

      “Destiny’s punctual. I’ll text you later to make sure you follow through on finding a partner.” She kisses my cheek, nearly whacking a passing stroller with the clipboard, then marches off humming a teacher anthem.

      I stand alone amid the produce stalls, still clutching rhubarb like a bouquet at a wedding I didn’t RSVP to. Mia hums, tapping a pen on the sign-up sheet in slow, hypnotic rhythm. Pen, pen, pen. Sign, sign, sign.

      “Fine, I’ll try to find someone.”

      Mia smiles. “You have until Monday noon, sharp.”

      I pivot toward the exit lane. The band rolls into a jaunty folk tune about lost goats; a toddler drops a blueberry and wails like it’s the apocalypse. The air smells of kettle corn and potential humiliation. With each step, the envelope rustles in my tote, needy as a love letter.

      My phone buzzes — Maggie, no doubt checking on my social initiative — but the screen announces a weather alert: Heavy rain tonight. Perfect baking practice weather, if I had a practice partner.

      I wander past Beans & Brew, tempted by the idea of replacing my lukewarm latte. Through the front window, Lucas wipes a countertop with brisk, surgical swipes. He catches me staring; his brow arches, half question, half unsheathed sword. I raise my cup in a half salute and keep walking.

      I feel his stare linger like the aftertaste of too-strong coffee. He’s probably wondering why I looked like I was casing the joint for a pastry heist.

      “Totally normal behavior,” I murmur, earning a suspicious look from an elderly poodle tied to a tree.

      Across the street, a wind gust tugs the flyer in my tote. I picture Lucas reading it, then using it to wipe down a counter. Waste of destiny.

      “Coward,” I whisper at myself. The poodle yips like it agrees I’m unhinged.
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      I’m standing in my kitchen, flour, sugar, milk, butter… and of course, rhubarb. I’m trying to figure out a new recipe. Maybe for the cookbook? Maybe hoping I magically find a partner?

      I mix in the rhubarb chunks, then frown. Too tart. I toss in a spoon of vanilla sugar, stir again. Still not quite right.

      “What does it need, huh?” I ask Olive the cat, who blinks like she’s judging my life choices. “Balance?”

      She bats a rogue raisin under the fridge.

      “Not helpful.”

      But maybe I need someone who balances me — structure to my chaos, caution to my flare. Someone who doesn’t run from heat.

      My phone rings. Maggie. I put her on speakerphone.

      “Partner secured?”

      I roll my eyes. “I signed up. I’m trying to work out a recipe and hope that it’ll manifest a partner.”

      “Liv.” I hear her roll her eyes.

      “I tried.” Another raisin escapes and lands on floor, and Olive rushes to play with it. “Turns out people are weird about spontaneous pastry commitments.”

      “People are weird about eye contact, but we still make it.” I hear her shuffle paper in the background. “You know who else probably needs a partner? Lucas.”

      “Maggie —”

      “He hasn’t baked in years, but he was really good at it... once upon a time.” Her voice softens, a rare hush in her teacher chirp. “And he likely needs the money.”

      I swipe flour from my thumb. Partnership means shared mixers, shared failures, shared spotlight. My stomach flips like under-kneaded dough.

      Maggie pushes on. “You can do community spirit for four Saturdays. Worst case, you get new material for chapter sidebars — ‘Lessons in Disaster.’”

      I sigh heavily. “Our first encounter wasn’t really… friendly.”

      “Beans & Brew closes at two on Sundays. Don’t mess it up.”

      I swallow hard. The flyer suddenly seems to be the only thing I can see on my counter.

      “I’ll sleep on it,” I breathe.

      Maggie surely shakes her head. “Deal. But you don’t have weeks to make up your mind.”

      “I know, I know!”

      “Have fun baking and overthinking, big sis!” Maggie quips.

      “Ha! Ha! Good evening lil’ sis!”

      I said I’d think about it, not that I’d give in. What kind of baking could Lucas truly do if he prefers to sell store-bought stale pastries?

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 Meet Mia first in Love Notes in the Margins, Book 1 of Bluewater Cove Series
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            BEANS AND BREW TEASE

          

          SATURDAY, AUGUST 10TH

        

      

    

    
      **Saturday end of afternoon**

      Lucas

      Rain drums timecard taps against the front windows of Beans & Brew, telling me Saturday’s shift is officially over. I ignore it. Closing means paperwork, and paperwork means thinking — something I avoid the way normal people avoid lukewarm decaf.

      I scrub the countertop until the laminate squeaks, then check the espresso boiler. Still wheezing like an accordion stepped on by a moose. The repair guy said, “She’s got one foot in the grave, buddy.” He charged me eighty bucks to deliver the diagnosis and disappeared.

      “Come on, sweetheart,” I murmur to the hulk of stainless steel. “We’ve survived worse.”

      The boiler responds with a hiss and a splatter that lands on my forearm. Perfect. Second-degree love bite.

      The bell over the door jingles. We’ve been closed thirty minutes; the CLOSED AT 4 P.M. sign is basically screaming. I straighten, towel half-tucked into my back pocket.

      Claire⁠1, fearless owner of Whispering Pines Camping, strides in like she owns oxygen. Ponytail frizzed from the drizzle, REI raincoat flung open to reveal a T-shirt that reads I Pee in the Woods. She waves a lavender flyer like a victory flag.

      “Lucas Martin, you hermit. Have you seen this?”

      “I see a Closed sign,” I say, but she’s already at the counter.

      Claire thunks the flyer between us. CINNAMON BUN SHOWDOWN. The yellow highlighter around Teams of Two is so aggressive it might charge admission.

      “Let me guess.” I wipe the boiler burn on my forearm. “You need twenty dozen rolls for the campers and think I’m cheap labor.”

      She snorts. “Please. I’m not asking you to feed scouts — though, side note, you need to buy better muffins. I’m here because this contest has your name iced all over it.”

      I glance at the flyer, then at the boiler for moral support. It hisses like an angry cat.

      Claire taps the prize line — $10,000. “That would buy you a brand-new La Marzocco. Maybe one that doesn’t spit at its master.”

      I grab the flyer, fold it in thirds. “I’m retired.”

      “You’re forty-two, not eighty-two.”

      “Forty-two is retired in cinnamon years.”

      She plants elbows on the counter. “I remember when you used to bake, Lucas. We all miss her… But you can’t keep denying your gift.”

      I busy myself stacking cups, plates, and trays. “I can and I will.”

      The boiler spits again, louder, as if offended.

      Claire’s voice softens but stays bright. “Lucas, I know why you stopped. I get it. But hiding behind stale scones isn’t keeping her memory alive.”

      My fingers clench the tray. Her leaves an echo, but I push it down with the same force I use on this machine every morning.

      “Besides,” Claire breezes on, “the contest is pairs only. You get a teammate to shoulder half the nostalgia.”

      “Not looking to be soul-bonded to a stranger for a month. Hard pass.”

      Claire raises one brow. “You assume it has to be a stranger.”

      I meet her stare. The spark there could ignite damp pine needles. She wouldn’t. Would she?

      “I don’t bake,” she clarifies before the thought settles. “My idea of gourmet is marshmallows with a char line. But someone else might.” She drags a rain-damp sleeve across the flyer like she’s polishing possibilities. “Maybe a newly arrived chef?”

      I grunt, which, in my language, means yes, the critique tornado.

      “She was eyeing this flyer like it was a lifeline at the market. You should check if she needs a partner.”

      I picture the woman she’s talking about: drenched, righteous, beautiful in a catastrophe sort of way, like lightning looking for a tall tree. My stomach does an absurd little flip.

      She stopped in front of the coffee shop earlier today. Was she considering partnering up with me?

      “Not happening,” I say, way too fast.

      Claire smirks. “Why not? You two could kill each other or — crazy idea — kill the competition.”

      Thunder cracks outside, perfectly timed. The boiler answers with a death rattle sputter and finally refuses to heat. Steam curls up and dies mid-air. Claire and I both watch the gauge drop to zero.

      “Lucas.” Her voice is soft now, barely above the rain. “You can’t keep duct-taping grief. Sometimes you have to buy a new part.”

      I open my mouth to argue, maybe, but the land-line phone rings. Old-school wall unit, cord twisted like a nest. I let it ring once, twice, then pick up.

      “Beans & Brew, we’re closed.” Pause. “Yes, Mia. Yes…” Another pause; my brow furrows. “Okay. Thanks.”

      I hang up, staring at the receiver. It was Mia, telling me registration for the contest is open now at Town Hall until Monday at noon. First come, first served.

      Claire rubs her hands together. “Fate dialed. Use your big, barista legs and run.”

      “It’s pouring. City hall is closed.”

      “No it’s not, Mia just called. Plus, your flannel is basically chain mail. Move.” She tosses me the flyer like it’s a relay baton.

      “You know they require partners.”

      “So put ‘TBD.’ The board will find some poor soul to match you with. Maybe Olivia, maybe someone who thinks raisins belong in rolls. Either way, you fix the boiler if you win.”

      The thought of baking with a stranger makes my skin itch — but so does the idea of closing Beans & Brew for a week while I source a second-hand boiler.

      Claire steps back, hands up. “If you’d rather keep serving dishwater espresso, I’ll take my caffeine cravings to The Percolator.”

      “That franchise mud?”

      She shrugs with exaggerated betrayal. “Guess you’d better jog.”

      I glance at the lifeless boiler, then at Cora’s photo — her flour-dusted cheeks, grin wide as Lake Huron. She’d tell me I’m an idiot for letting a good mixer sit idle.

      “Fine. But if I’m dragged into a televised frosting fiasco, I’m blaming you.”

      Claire salutes. “Campers live for drama.”

      I lock the till, slip the flyer into my back pocket, and grab my rain jacket. The moment I open the door, wind slaps me with icy wet maple-scented air. Claire whistles.

      “Break a… cinnamon stick.”

      I shoot her a look. She wiggles her fingers in goodbye, already pulling a microfiber towel from her pocket to wipe down her own rain-slicked footprints. Woman never stops working.

      I jog across Main Street, puddles exploding under my boots. Town Hall’s brick face looms ahead, lights golden behind rain-streaked glass. As I push inside, the scent shifts from wet pavement to lemon cleaner and bureaucracy.

      Tammy Higgins sits behind the folding table, pen poised. She eyes the flyer jutting from my pocket.

      “Looking to sweeten your summer, Mr. Martin?”

      “Something like that.” I rake water from my hair. “Rules say pairs only. Can I put my name down solo for now?”

      Tammy purses her lips. “We can list ‘Partner Pending,’ but if you don’t match by Monday noon, you’re out. Fair enough?”

      Fair isn’t a word the universe uses often, but I nod. She slides the clipboard over. I sign the first blank line — name, and phone. My hand pauses over Team Name. I leave it blank.

      Tammy tears off the carbon copy and slips it into a lilac envelope. “Good luck finding a partner.”

      “I need all the luck in the world,” I mutter.

      Tammy smiles.

      Outside again, rain pelts harder. I zip my jacket to the chin and jog, heart thudding colder than the weather. Partner Pending.

      Back at Beans & Brew, I stop on the porch.

      “Game on,” I whisper to the empty coffee shop, then to the memory in the photo frame in the back. Outside, rain keeps time like a metronome cranked to hopeful.

      Monday, I’ll have to face whoever signs that second line.

      And pray they don’t think raisins belong in cinnamon buns.

    

    
      
        
        

        
          1 Meet Claire first as Ethan’s best friend in Designing Love, Book 2 of Bluewater Cove Series, and read her story, Love on the Long Way Back
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            REGISTRATION ROULETTE

          

          MONDAY, AUGUST 12TH

        

      

    

    
      Olivia

      The sun is practically high-fiving me through the windshield, and I decide to take it as a cosmic thumbs-up. After a weekend of rain, Bluewater Cove glitters — fresh-washed sidewalks, cedar shingles steaming like fresh bread, and a gull that actually seems to be smiling at me.

      Ridiculous. But I’ll take whatever cheer I can get.

      Flyer in hand, I march up the granite steps of Town Hall. The building smells of lemon cleaner and civic guilt — like it’s apologizing for every tax bill ever mailed. A gingham-draped folding table waits in the lobby with a cardboard sign:

      
        
        CINNAMON BUN SHOWDOWN —

        SIGN-UPS CLOSE NOON!

      

      

      Mia waves her candy-pink pen. “Cutting it close, Ms. Anderson.”

      “Close is my cardio,” I quip, clutching the flyer. My heart thunders hard enough to jiggle my necklace. Today is the day: partner or bust.

      “So,” she begins, smoothing her blouse, “pairs only, as you know. Did your partner pop out of the wood-fired oven yet?”

      “Still baking,” I say with a smile that feels like brittle sugar. “But I’m ready to sign. Any chance there’s a solo baker waiting to be matched?”

      “As a matter of fact…” She flips through a clipboard with performative slowness. “Mr. Martin registered Saturday, indicating ‘partner pending.’” She eyes me over cat-eye glasses with a smirk that sets off alarm bells. “Could be your golden ticket.”

      Martin.

      My brain scrolls through the mental town phonebook I’ve assembled since moving back here, but I come up blank. Still, a living, breathing Martin beats an empty line.

      Mia dials the number, then presses speaker for transparency. One ring. Two. A click.

      “Yeah?” The voice is all gravel and impatience, but it sends a jolt straight through me. Like I just bit into a lemon tart I didn’t know I ordered.

      “Mr. Martin? Mia here. I have a solo contestant seeking a partner. Will you accept a random assignment?”

      Static crackles, followed by a long, put-out sigh. “Random, huh? She at least know the difference between cinnamon and nutmeg?”

      Mia raises an eyebrow at me.

      I nod vigorously, miming a chef’s kiss. “She’s… experienced,” she replies, her voice sweet but loaded.

      Another sigh, then: “Fine. If it gets me on the roster, sure.”

      “Perfect. We’ll finalize now.” Mia hangs up before I can place the voice. It has the warmth of black coffee — appealing, but liable to burn if you’re not careful.

      She slides the clipboard over. “Team #3 it is.”

      I sign Olivia Anderson in smooth loops, then scan the first line: Mr. Martin. Still no bells. Stranger danger, but with cinnamon. I exhale slowly, the kind of breath yoga instructors demand right before a plank.

      Mia staples a lilac rule packet to my flyer. “Monday, August 19th at 7 p.m., high school culinary lab. Orientation. Don’t be late — Chef Raymond believes tardiness ruins gluten.”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it.” I tuck everything under my arm.

      Before I leave, Mia tries to hide a smile. “Good luck, Olivia!”

      I head outside into sunlight so bright it feels staged.

      Something about his tone sticks... that edge of hesitance beneath the sarcasm. Not warm, exactly, but not cold either. Like someone who’s forgotten how to sound hopeful and is faking it with coffee.
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      A victory lap requires coffee with extra optimism, so I walk the two blocks to The Purring Page, Bluewater’s beloved bookstore-slash-cat-hangout. A brass bell jingles over the door. Whiskers, the shop’s Siamese overlord, lifts his head from a sun-puddle, judges my shoes, then promptly goes back to sleep. Fair.

      Behind the counter, Oliver Blake⁠1 — the town’s most reluctant celebrity and best-selling author — is polishing a mug that reads Plot Twist Fuel and humming something suspiciously like ABBA’s “Take a Chance on Me.” Of course he’s the one behind the counter today, since Mia, the owner, is at city hall.

      “Morning, Olivia!” he calls, setting the mug aside. “Your usual cappuccino? Oat milk? Extra cinnamon?”

      “Cinnamon feels… relevant today.” I drop my tote on a stool. “And make it celebratory foam. I just did something mildly terrifying.”

      He raises both brows, green eyes flicking with playful curiosity. “Finally dumped Maggie’s laminator?”

      “Ha! That beast is immortal. It’s Mid-August and she’s already ready for the first day of school⁠2! No, I signed up for the Cinnamon Bun Showdown.”

      Oliver whistles, flicking on the steam wand. “Four-week sugar cage match. Bold.”

      “And, plot twist, I’m partnered with a stranger. Mr. Martin. Know any Martins who knead dough by moonlight?”

      He shakes his head. “I’m still new-ish around here, remember? I can list every genre section, but local family trees are advanced calculus.”

      “Right, you moved from Toronto in what, March?”

      “April first. Town thought I was an April Fools’ prank until the lease cleared.” He tilts the pitcher, tongue between his teeth, and attempts a tulip. The foam lands more like a blobfish. He grimaces. “Latte art still pending.”

      “It’s abstract,” I assure him. “Very… post-modern.”

      He slides the cup over. “So, mystery partner. Excited or horrified?”

      “Optimistic.” I stir the cappuccino, inhaling the nutty espresso. “Ten grand splits nicely, even with a stranger. Pays for cookbook photography and maybe a therapy session afterward.”

      Oliver chuckles, wiping the counter. “What’s the working title again?”

      “A Dash of Adventure,” I say, heat pricking my cheeks. It still sounds pretentious. “Each recipe pairs with a travel anecdote from my culinary road trips. Or at least… it will.”

      “Then you definitely need these.” He darts into Non-Fiction, returns balancing three hardcovers like a Jenga tower: Food Styling for Indie Chefs, Flash Photography Without Tears, and Bake It, Sell It, Brand It. He plants them beside my cup. “Staff recommendations. Also, the cat on page 42 of Food Styling for Indie Chefs looks exactly like Whiskers.”

      I flip said book open. Sure enough, a Siamese cat guards a croquembouche like it’s a national treasure. “I’m sold.”

      Oliver’s phone buzzes; he checks the screen, frowns, pockets it. I pretend not to notice the tight line of his shoulders.

      “Everything okay?” I ask casually, sipping foam.

      “Yeah — just supplier drama.” He forces a smile, then props his elbows on the counter. “Tell me more about Mr. Martin. Did he sound like a cinnamon visionary?”

      I recall the gravelly voice, the impatient sigh. Something prickles pleasantly along my ribs. “He sounded… practical. Which is good. I tend to over-theorize dough hydration.”

      “So you’re the dreamer, he’s the wrench turner. Works in buddy cop movies.” Oliver’s grin turns teasing. “As long as nobody throws nutmeg in the dough without consent.”

      We laugh. Whiskers flicks his tail, unimpressed.

      The door chimes; two tourists wander in, gushing about “quaint cat vibes.” Oliver excuses himself to help them out, leaving me thumbing through Food Styling. My stomach flips at the chapter on “Lighting Without a Crew,” but in a good-adrenaline way.

      A few minutes later, he returns. “Tourists wanted the cat’s backstory. I told them Whiskers is a procrastinator.” He nods at my stack. “Good choices?”

      “Perfect. I’m sure Mia would approve!” I close the books gently. “Charge my tab, please.”

      He rings me up, then hesitates. “Hey, Olivia? If you ever need a taste-tester… or someone to, uh, hold reflectors while you shoot cinnamon buns —”

      “You’ll brave frosting shrapnel?”

      “I’m fearless.” He lifts the receipt like a knight raising a sword.

      I tuck
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