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  To anyone who has ever felt insignificant and easily forgettable:
You might not know it or feel it, but you are loved.
Soul-crushing pain can subside.
The hollowness can fill with good things, better things.
Don’t give up hope.








  
  Note to the Reader


This book contains references to sexual assault and harassment, as well as anxiety and depression. 
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  Chapter 1

[image: image-placeholder]
Edin


The one man I never wanted to see again is eating a delicious crumb-topped blueberry muffin I made from scratch, talking about the place I wish ceased to exist while sitting in my bakery. 
What the fresh hell is this?
Why is Broderick Saxton in the Falls, with a short, dark beard on his stupidly handsome face, talking to people he has no business talking to?
Since when does he conduct interviews?
That’s clearly what this is, as he’s surrounded by three older ladies from town, all gushing about that damn Quill Bridge. They’re also obviously taken by Broderick’s attractiveness, but that’s neither here nor there. He’s an ass. What he looks like doesn’t matter to me, nor should it matter to them. I’ll have to warn those sweet old ladies to stay away from him once he leaves, not that they’ll listen to me.
But I mean, he sucked as a food critic. I bet he’s even worse now that he’s moved up in the journalism ranks.
I step quickly over to Val, one of my baking assistants. She’s my age and has been with me since Enchanted Auburn—my first bakery—opened, meaning she knows my full history with the newspaper hack. “I was only in the back for a minute. When did Broderick Saxton get here?”
Her eyes widen. “Where?”
I glance at his table.
She follows my gaze before refocusing on me. “Phoebe must have helped him when I was clearing off the table over in the corner.”
“What am I supposed to do with him here?”
“I’m guessing flirting with him like you used to is out of the question?”
Val should be ash right now, based on the murderous heat of my hardened gaze.
After laughing, she says, “Okay, fair enough. Whatever you need from me, just let me know.”
As I step from table to table to pass out orders of muffins, chocolate croissants, cinnamon rolls, and honey biscuits—all made by me—I hear Broderick say, “I already initiated contact with Sal Leggero and Pippa Leonard, since they not only run the Historical Society but her ancestor also helped build the bridge. It’s reported to be a magical, romantic place.” Even his stupid wistful voice makes it sound like he believes this garbage he’s spewing.
I can’t help but turn my eyes his way. The women of the group swoon even more at the dimples and bright eyes of that asshole, smiling at his companions, but I know better. He’s a snake.
I scoff out loud, heaving an annoyed sigh.
He turns to face me. “Excuse me?” he asks, smile still plastered.
Damn those dimples. Even with the beard, they are determined to make an appearance.
I will not smile in return. I refuse. “That’s crap, and you know it,” I tell him before walking away, back behind the counter.
The women don’t gasp. They’re used to me. Everyone around here is. That, or they view me as gossip-worthy entertainment. Either way, my rudeness doesn’t faze them.
Broderick kindly excuses himself from the table with a sheepish grin, then follows me to the counter. “You have a problem with the bridge?” he asks, his tone curious but not harsh. Odd. I expected—maybe even hoped—for him to be a jackass right now.
And seriously?
A problem with the bridge?
The one I wanted to get engaged on? The one my fiancé—who couldn’t bother with a proper proposal—never took me to before dumping me over the phone? Oh no. Not at all. But of course, these thoughts knock that little chisel deeper into my already shattered heart.
Nope.
Not saying that out loud.
Not telling this man who’s essentially a stranger—despite our past acquaintance—how much that bridge actually means to me. I’d rather run barefoot over active lava flows.
“It’s laughable,” I tell him instead. “The fact that people think that bridge is important. Absolutely absurd.”
He shakes his head like he doesn’t quite understand what’s going on here. Then he sticks out his right hand. “I’m sorry. I’m Broderick Saxton, from the Syracuse Falls Sentinel.”
He’s kidding with this shit, right?
I let his hand hang in the air, never glancing at it, only seeing it with my peripheral vision. “I know who you are, and you should know who I am.” Though I keep my eyes on him, looking for a reaction, he gives zero indication of one.
It wasn’t even worth filing me into the recesses of his memory? Thanks, jerk.
Wish I could dispose of my memories of him as easily as he disposed of his memories of me.
“I remember you,” I continue, unable to control myself, though I’m using my falsely sweet tone, one no one should trust yet everyone does.
He pulls his hand back, now aware that this is not going to go the way he initially planned.
My voice isn’t exactly soft as I add, “You reviewed my bakery in Auburn when I first opened. Enchanted Auburn Bakery.”
Realization finally dawns on his face as his smile disappears. I can see the moment he gets it. About damn time.
“I did,” he admits with a short nod. “You’re Edin Marchant. I’m surprised you remember something from so long ago.” He says my name the way it’s supposed to be pronounced, and not like Mar-Chant, the “chant” with a ch sound instead of it’s actual shont pronunciation. I appreciate the fact that he remembers this, but it doesn’t make me dislike him less.
“You’re surprised that I recall you or the review?” I ask innocently.
I suspect he thinks I mean this in a flirty way. It’s what we used to do before his critique came out. Flirt and smile and almost tease. So much fun. But that was before. This is now. Right now, I hate this asshole.
He gives me a megawatt smile. “Take your pick.”
I grin, too, but it’s the fakest smile I have in my arsenal, and I have many. “For such a suave, self-centered prick, one would think you’d consider yourself unforgettable.” Both our smiles disappear. I drop any pretense of being kind. “You seriously think I wouldn’t remember? Of course, I’m sure that review meant nothing to you, but it was incredibly important to me, at least until you published it.”
“I had to publish it,” he says easily. “It was part of my job.”
“What a job you did, too. You told all of Auburn that my bakery was shit.”
Broderick doesn’t flinch, but I didn’t expect him to. He keeps his cool, calm demeanor, though he is shaking his head. “No. No, I said it was great but had a few kinks that I was certain would work themselves out if given a bit of time, and they did.”
I scoff again. “Uh, no. Actually, you said it wasn’t as high caliber as other places in the area. That my food wasn’t nearly as palatable as what you’d hoped but it was ‘good enough.’ You called my creations disappointing and me inexperienced.”
“You were. You were very young. Nineteen versus, what? Twenty-nine now?”
How the hell does he remember my age? Can’t lie. I seriously hate that.
“There’s a lot of wisdom and maturity gained in that time, both in life and for you, in baking and running your own business.” He glances around Sprinkle Scene. “I was sorry to hear Enchanted Auburn was destroyed in a fire, but I like what you’ve built here. You’ve done well for yourself.”
Ugh. Could he be more insincere right now? I don’t care if his face looks like he’s telling the truth. Slime is still slime, even in a pretty package. “Yes, I did, without any help from you. You know the critic from the regional website came the same week you did. She loved my cupcakes and croissants.”
“I also said there were several items on your menu that I loved and ate more than one of during my several visits to Enchanted Auburn.” Broderick tilts his head just a bit, his smarmy smile returning. “So, you’re not a fan of the bridge. Should I quote you for my story?”
“You’d like that, wouldn’t you? ‘Bitchy Baker Badmouths Beloved Bridge.’”
“Nice alliteration. You ever think of changing careers?”
“Not funny.” Why am I letting this man get under my skin? Why am I losing my cool?
A timer in back goes off. It’s exactly what I’ve been waiting for. “I have ‘good enough’ muffins to get out of the oven. Don’t stay too long. You might be forced to eat something ordinary, second-rate, or ‘sufficiently adequate,’” I say, unable to resist quoting more of his review. I read that review only once, but it was more than enough for his words to bury themselves in my mind and never leave.
Val and Phoebe, my baking assistants who moved to the Falls with me from Auburn, have continued to serve our customers while I’ve argued with Broderick. They eye me now silently, as I make my way toward the back, knowing I’ll probably put in an extra hour or four once we’ve closed at seven to work off my frustration by whipping up a dessert that requires actual whipping with a whisk. Great way to burn off any emotion.
I give them short smiles, making a mental note to apologize to them later. They don’t deserve to have to pick up the slack because I temporarily lost my head with a jackass who is still a paying customer.
No matter what Broderick Saxton says or does now, he nearly destroyed me back then, finding me at my most vulnerable and feeding me to the local sharks. I will never forgive him, and I probably will never forget him, but at least I’ll never have to serve him again.
But then something clicks in my head.
He said he’s working at the newspaper in Syracuse Falls, not Auburn.
That can’t be right.
In the kitchen, I remove the blueberry muffins and set them aside to cool then add two minutes to the timer so I can place them in the warm display case without the risk of burning myself. Once time’s up, I carry them on a tray to the dining room, noticing Broderick at his same table.
I carefully place the muffins in the case and stash the tray on a lower shelf under the large wall menu, knowing I can put it away soon and the customers won’t really notice it here. Then I casually make my way back to Broderick. I wish I didn’t feel this urge compelling me to confront him again.
“You work here now?” I demand, ignoring the older ladies who still sit with him and are clearly enjoying the spectacle I’m making a little too much. So much for them being sweet. They were practically my last hopes in this damn village.
Broderick clearly isn’t fazed. Does he really have to smile again? “Yep. Live here, too. Just moved into my house yesterday.”
We stare at each other for a few beats.
“You know, Button’s Diner makes excellent pie. Maybe you should go there from now on.”
He laughs. Honestly laughs. “Paradise, getting rid of me is going to take a lot more effort.”
“Paradise? What the hell are you even talking about?” Why would he call me that?
Ignoring this with the slightest shake of his head, he continues. “Besides, everyone in this town raves about your baked goods. I’m not going anywhere else. Kick me out if you must.”
The ladies eye me intently, waiting for my response. I give my best smile—yet again using my sweetest fake one that looks the most real—and return to the case, behind the counter, helping my newest customers who just walked in.
If Broderick thinks this is over, he must be delusional. No way am I going to allow him in here day after day. Dimples or not. He can go screw himself.

      [image: image-placeholder]“I’ll take another chocolate croissant, please,” Broderick says sweetly to Phoebe, who’s behind the counter, opposite him.
It’s been roughly eighty-five minutes since he tried embarrassing me in front of the older ladies he was interviewing. Well, I assume he was interviewing them, but the way they all flirted with him and kept asking him for the tea on his history with me—which he shockingly didn’t give them—makes me wonder who was really in charge of that conversation.
And when I say it’s been a rough time, I mean it. Oddly, he’s called me Paradise at least twice since then. I don’t really know why that’s apparently his new nickname for me, but it’s definitely getting under my skin. Keeping track of the time feels like the only thing I have control over right now. I close at seven. Only several more hours to go.
The way he smirked when one of my gruff regulars was a little rude to me while waiting for her coffee was the worst, I think. Taking pleasure at my expense? It’s a jerk move, but also exactly what I should have expected from him.
I’m farther down the counter from Phoebe and Broderick, but this doesn’t stop me from walking over to them and taking charge of his order. With a look, I remind Phoebe that she knows better than to help the enemy. Phoebe shrugs and steps away, placing the clean plate she’d grabbed for his treat in front of me.
I leave the plate alone, not once reaching for it as I stare at him.
“See something you like?” Broderick asks once the silence has gone on more than a few seconds. He jokingly bats his eyes. “Should I do a little twirl for you, Paradise?”
“I’m just wondering what could have possibly possessed you to come back here.”
He smirks. “Technically, I’ve never been here before. This is all new to me.” He gives a short wave of his hand, motioning vaguely around Sprinkle Scene. “This isn’t actually breaking your ridiculous rule.”
“Doesn’t matter whether you’re here or in Auburn. I kicked you out of my bakery before. You really want to tempt me into doing it again? You never should have come here in the first place. How could I ever want you here?”
“Should I be afraid, Paradise?” he asks with a laugh. “What happens if I won’t leave? Going to throw some pie at me? I hear pumpkin is an excellent choice this time of year.”
I don’t even have pie on the menu, but my mouth isn’t quick enough with this response. My brain is distracted by something else. He’s leaned forward so we’re nearly nose to nose, affording me the first sensations I’ve had in ten years of smelling his incredible cologne. Woodsy but spicy, and very clean.
I forgot how good he smells.
I hate how my body reacts to it, all tingly and gooey and weak. I will not be weak for him.
He’s an ass.
Must remember that.
Stepping back before he has a chance to say any other snarky thing that’s on the tip of his tongue, I laugh at his narrowed eyes. In a firm, hushed voice, hoping my other customers can’t hear me, I say, “Still think you’re a perfect gift for women, huh? All our panties are supposed to spontaneously combust at the mere sight of your smirk or your eyes? Get real.”
He darts those eyes to my mouth, just for a moment.
Seriously?
Why?
And why does that make me want to slowly lick my lips, enhancing the shine of my lip gloss?
Hate him. I hate him.
“You expect me to believe your panties never combusted because of me before?”
The flush of my cheeks gives me away. Why does biology always have to ruin everything?
In a rush, I plate his pain au chocolat, roughly handing it to him before checking him out on the register. It takes conscious effort not to check out his body with my eyes as he rests his elbows on the counter and watches me work.
“You should charge more,” he suddenly says.
“What?” I ask in a snap, caught off-guard by his words. I hadn’t anticipated him saying anything else to me, let alone this.
“You should charge more,” Broderick repeats. “It seems like such a waste, you giving away all that bitchiness for free.” With a smug grin, he takes his chocolate croissant back to his table and sits, giving no indication he’s leaving any time soon.
This is my life now?
This is what the universe decided I deserve? As if the rest of the crap I’ve been handed isn’t bad enough.
Today better be the only day I have to suffer through this, or I might spontaneously combust from rage.






  
  Chapter 2

[image: image-placeholder]
Edin


Kenzie Hoffman-Bernhardt, my bestie of a year and a few months, walks into the bakery later, near closing time. Broderick is annoyingly still here, along with three small groups of tourists scattered around the dining area. I know they’re tourists solely by the fact that I don’t recognize any of them. Living in a tiny village like Syracuse Falls means you learn who’s from town and who’s not very quickly. 
Val finished her shift a few hours ago, and Phoebe’s currently filling an order for a pick-up that’s happening soon. I know Kenzie just got off her shift at Button’s Diner down the street. It’s well within walking distance, especially when it’s warm. It’s most definitely not warm tonight, as evidenced by the snow lingering on her long blonde hair and tan coat. Then what she’s holding in her hands catches my interest.
It’s a smallish, benign cardboard box, or so anyone would think. I know better, though.
“Kenzie, no.” I try not to groan, but I know exactly what’s happening here.
She responds to my grimace with a wide, bright smile. “Oh, come on, Edes. It’s the holidays. You can’t just not decorate. And this is only one little box.”
“Which has several other friends sitting in storage you want me to dig out.”
My bestie is quick with a reply. “Why not? Give me one good reason why you won’t decorate.”
“I have dozens.”
“I only asked for one.”
I huff. “Fine. Thanksgiving hasn’t arrived yet. I can’t just skip past such an important national holiday. Why would I make it look like Christmas in here already?”
“To make it festive. I know exactly how it should go, too. Where every item belongs.”
“Is that so?”
Kenzie nods.
We both glance around my pristine, modern yet soft, mostly white and pink bakery as Kenzie points out all the places Christmas decorations could go. My frown deepens. I love my bestie, but I hate this. The last Christmas tree or Christmas anything I put up was in my ex-fiancé Rhett’s apartment two years ago, before he shattered my heart and immediately fell in love with another woman.
“Besides, this isn’t too much. Start small. One little box, then go from there,” she says as she moves to set the box on the counter.
I make an uh-uh sound to prevent her from doing so. “No dirty boxes on my clean counters.”
Kenzie rolls her eyes playfully, but kindly places the box on top of the stool next to her. When she opens the flaps, she pulls out some tinsel in a shade that perfectly matches the pink of my Sprinkle Scene logo. “It’s tradition in the Falls, Edes. Match your holiday décor to your business. There are button ornaments and little plastic burgers, pancakes, and pie all over the diner. BFO has little tractor ornaments and shiny apples. Capelli’s even has their spaghetti tinsel again this year. You can’t fight tradition.”
I instinctively look to my left to see Broderick watching us. He’s the only other one paying attention to this conversation. I wish I could grab the box and guide Kenzie to my office, but I don’t’ want to leave Phoebe as the only worker out here. “That’s great for Capelli’s and Button’s and Bernhardt Farms. But I’m not doing it,” I reply in a tight, quiet voice, hoping the asshole journalist can’t hear me.
She pulls out a sparkly pink tree topper in the shape of a star, but holds it hovering over the box, knowing how adverse I am to inedible glitter being anywhere near the counter or tables or even in the bakery at all. “It’s so pretty and so you, Edes. Happy and shiny.”
Broderick scoffs, then tries to cover it up with an obviously fake cough.
Of course he’s eavesdropping on our conversation. Not that it’s loud in here or anything. The tourists are surprisingly quieter than I expected them to be.
I ignore him, but Kenzie turns his direction before facing me again. “Who is that?” she mouths.
Shaking my head, indicating that now is not the time to get into it, I move my eyes to the box again. “That’s not staying here, especially that thing.” I look at the star topper again.
Kenzie dutifully places the health code violation back in the box. “Fine. I’ll remove the glitter ornaments. Please think about the rest of it, Edes. You can’t hate the holidays forever. At some point, you’ll want a tree with tinsel and sparkle again. Just because Rhett—”
“Okay,” I say a little too loudly, not wanting Broderick to hear the rest of what I know Kenzie was going to add. “If you put the box in the back, I promise I’ll think about it.”
She gives me a wary grin. “If you say so.” After depositing the decorations in my office while I refresh Broderick’s coffee, Kenzie gives me a wave and promises to call me tomorrow before heading out the door, blasting us with a short burst of cold air.
The groups of tourists take their exits within fifteen minutes of Kenzie’s departure. It’s time for Phoebe to leave as well, since she has a late dentist appointment, leaving me alone with Broderick. Oh joy.
I roll my eyes and don’t bother holding back a sigh.
“So you’re not only an ice queen, you’re also a Scrooge,” he says, and this is definitely not posed as a question.
“I prefer the Grinch without the emotional glow-up.”
“At least you’ll never be confused for Santa.”
With a laugh, I reply, “I should hope not. I’d never be able to stomach all those subpar cookies. My baked treats of ten years ago were still far above what most other people can create, despite what you thought of them.”
He stares at me for a few beats. “What are you doing?”
Exactly what my mother taught me. If you can’t—or don’t want to—charm or manipulate someone, then put them in their place. But his question catches me off-guard, not an easy task. Despite this, I don’t let my voice waver. “What do you mean?”
It’s more than a little unnerving that he silently stares at me again. Then he stands, puts on his coat, and gives me a tiny nod. “See you later. Sooner than you think.” He winks.
Once he’s out the door, I can’t help but wonder, what did he mean by that? But you know what? Doesn’t matter. Broderick Saxton is not stepping into my bakery ever again.






  
  Chapter 3

[image: image-placeholder]
Broderick


I have no idea why I pretended not to know Edin Marchant. I mean, I’ve literally dreamed about this woman before. I could never forget her, even if we hadn’t ended up in the same town again. 
So crazy how that happened. One minute, I was thinking maybe a move to Buffalo or Ithaca wouldn’t be so bad, since I was completely burned out in Auburn. The next, I was offered a temporary—potentially permanent—editorial position in a tiny village no one’s heard of. No one except Edin, of course. I didn’t know the bakery was hers when I first drove past it, but once I looked it up online, I knew I had to come here.
Here for my second day in a row, actually, with plans to be in this bakery all week. She tried preventing me from coming in the door with a look that might shatter weaker men, but I timed it just right, entering along with a large group of people, unafraid of any withering glare.
Edin might be the red-haired ice bitch who got my good friend Dell fired from his highly coveted and well-deserved head chef position at one of the hottest restaurants in New York, but that doesn’t mean I can’t come in here to enjoy her food and also the view. A pinked up, pissed off Edin is a thing of beauty indeed. Me accidentally staying here all day yesterday while working on this new story provided enough views of that, so much so that I kept seeing her in all her enraged yet enticing glory every time I closed my eyes last night, trying and failing to sleep.
I purposefully asked my interviewees to meet me here knowing it’s her bakery, but I’ve also gone down a path that I can’t backtrack. So yes, she knows I recall her now that she “reminded” me, but she thinks there was a time I didn’t.
When I was assigned to cover her bakery ten years ago, I’d already been in there at least twenty times beforehand. So much so that I was working up the nerve to ask her on a date, before I received her bakery as an assignment. Not every item she sold was perfect, but there was promise. Wish I could say the same now for her personality. At least her attitude. But, well . . . I can’t help liking the spark in her, the sassiness. It definitely beats the hollowness behind her eyes that I see now and again as she hands her customers the cookies, cupcakes, and fancy French pastries she now excels at.
Just as I thought then, she needed time to learn how to improve her products. Mission accomplished, and truthfully, I’m more than a little impressed. She didn’t give in or keep churning out those treats that were only so-so. She worked her ass off to become the best in the region, if not the state, and it shows.
“Thanks. See you next time,” she tells a customer after giving them their bag of doughnuts without so much as a hint of a smile.
The woman grins in return and even gives Edin a wave on her way out. Edin rolls her eyes, then immediately moves to help the next person in line, which stretches six people back.
It’s funny. I remember her being a bubble of joy back in Auburn, cloyingly so. She laughed. She smiled. She flirted, especially with me, before she knew who I was. I loved flirting with her, too. Despite the eight-year difference between us, she was in no way underage and in every way confident and charming.
Now look at her. She won’t smile at anyone. When she does smile, it’s in no way genuine. Not as far as I’ve seen anyway. Every grin of hers reeks of insincerity. Kind of sad, to be honest.
Not that women always have to smile. I’ve never subscribed to that way of thinking. I just know that Edin doesn’t seem like herself anymore. Only her annoyance feels genuine.
But hey. If she wants to be an ice queen, so be it. She never let me back in her bakery after the review came out. Went so far as to get me barred by my favorite café since she was friends with the owner there, too. All because I simply noted that Edin was a little too inexperienced at the time—which she was.
“Every generation of my family has done family portraits on Quill Bridge,” Sue Ann continues with pride, snapping me out of my stupor and forcing me to move my eyes from Edin back to the woman I’m interviewing for my story.
“That’s really sweet.” I smile at Sue Ann, noticing how few wrinkles she has for a woman of eighty-two. It’s been a pleasant conversation with her, same as every other interview I’ve held. The people in this town are genuinely friendly and eager to talk about their beloved bridge. All except Edin, but then, she’s from Auburn, not here. How could she possibly hate a bridge anyway?
Forcing myself to focus on Sue Ann once again, I ask, “How far back? The portraits.”
She beams, already loving the answer she’s about to give. “Six generations.” Her voice is filled to the brim with pride.
“Do you have any of those photos? That would make such an incredible visual story for Sentinel readers, one I’m sure they’ll love.”
Sue Ann takes a few moments to reply. “I’ll have to check my parents’ boxes in the attic. Haven’t been able to look through them since Mom and Dad passed several years ago. Maybe have my son help me.”
She begins telling me a side story of how her parents fell in love and even played a part in her own marriage. It’s really sweet and would make an excellent human interest piece about Syracuse Falls love stories, but right now, my attention is on the beautiful baker again.
Edin made pavlovas last night, half of the mini pillow-y meringues topped with sugared cranberries, toasted pistachios, and candied orange peel, and the other with both vanilla cream and maple-brown sugar sauces, caramelized apple slices, and candied pecans. She must have spent hours on them, probably whipping the meringue by hand and not with a mixer. Back when I knew her, she told me she liked to work out her frustrations with a whisk. I pissed her off enough last night that I’m guessing the meringues are because of me.
Almost feels like a victory, giving her a taste of her own medicine, so to speak. I have to say, it’s kind of nice being able to anger and frustrate her after the way she treated me when I was suddenly persona non grata with her ten years ago.
A thin blonde woman who looks a few years older than her just went behind the counter, where it seems only Edin and her two workers—Phoebe and Val, I think their names are—are allowed to go. Edin hugs this woman—Kenzie from last night, the one who calls her Edes—with a soft grin that’s almost nonexistent. I’m not sure it really counts. Edin grumbles something to her I can’t hear but can imagine based on Edin’s facial expressions and the way her eyes dart in my direction. I wonder if she told Kenzie who I am yet. The way they looked at me last night told me I was definitely going to become a topic of discussion between them. Or maybe they’re arguing about the ornaments again.
They share another hug, then Kenzie is soon out the door.
Edin leaves the dining room for what I assume is the back of the bakery. Her kitchen is back there somewhere, as are the public restrooms and possibly an office or a storage closet. Most likely both. A few minutes later, she returns and takes more orders at the counter for the customers who just walked in, still without any smiles but with a slightly reddened face. Perhaps a sadder, more contemplative expression.
Maybe it’s just the journalist in me, but I can’t help but wonder what’s going on with her and who the Rhett that Kenzie alluded to is. I also wonder what it would take to put a real smile on Edin’s face again.
Not one of those customers stays, leaving us alone. Edin isn’t in the mood to look at me.
“What do you think about pizza rolls?” I ask.
She doesn’t bother turning my way, instead choosing to focus on the table she’s wiped down twice already.
“I think it’s clean,” I say with a laugh.
Edin ignores me again, which is a little irritating. I don’t hate the view of her slightly bent over though. It’s far too distracting. Brings all kinds of thoughts to mind that I highly doubt she would ever want to hear from my lips.
When I reach for my coffee, my eyes on Edin, I miss and end up with my fingers in cinnamon roll frosting, most of which I was saving for last.
I groan slightly and begin wiping my hands off with my paper napkin. Edin laughs.
“How is that funny?” I ask, facing her. “Are we children again? Should I come over and pull your pigtails?”
“One, my hair isn’t in pigtails.”
True. It’s up in a bun I’d love to pull down. Even back then, I never saw her with her hair loose. It’s always tied up in some fashion. “Two?”
A blush spreads over her cheeks. “Nothing. Never mind.” She swivels quickly, returning to her busywork.
“No. It isn’t nothing,” I tell her, turning my whole body her way this time. My fingers are still a little sticky, but nothing too bothersome. “What is it you don’t want to tell me?”
“Just something I remembered,” she says in a near whisper.
I remember something, too, though she isn’t aware of this. The day before my review came out, I accidentally did the same thing when Edin and I happened to be alone in Enchanted Auburn. Got my fingers in my frosting. Cupcake that time. After a joke she made about how sticky sugary things are, we somehow ended up in a conversation about frosting in other places. It was totally benign at first, when she mentioned how she got some in her hair once because the mixer was set too high.
Then things shifted. Our voices became flirty. Our words were laced with sexual innuendo. She delicately rubbed her fingertips on my hand under the pretense of wanting to feel how sticky I still was and made some comment about licking the frosting off of me. Although that conversation was cut short when other customers came in, it felt like a catalyst. Like something more was about to happen. Especially after the wink she gave me when I left that day.
Is it possible this came to mind for her, too?
No clue. What I do know is that I want to feel how warm her skin is from standing in the afternoon sun shining through the windows. I want to hear what’s changed in her life these past ten years. I know I don’t want to leave when my phone beeps, reminding me it’s time to head back to the office.
“See you later, Paradise,” I say to her as I open the main door.
“Stop calling me that,” she immediately replies. She’s so loud, I hear her through the glass once the door closes.
I’ll never stop, honestly, though maybe one day I might get to say it to her in a different way.

      [image: image-placeholder]Quill Bridge. I wish I could call it a thing of beauty. Instead, it’s a dilapidated disaster. I mean, sure it’s still standing. Still safe for visitors to walk across its wooden floor and take photos of the Syracuse Falls waterfall. But it’s not easy on the eyes.
The structure’s one-hundred-fiftieth anniversary is in just over a year, but this thing is nowhere near ready, and I’m not sure it will be. After speaking with Dawson Bernhardt—one of the Syracuse Falls village trustees and also the deputy mayor—I know that no one has been able to afford the upkeep on the bridge, despite several fundraisers held in its honor.
“It’s a shame, too,” I told him as we stared at the water-damaged boards and dingy roof. “As far as I can tell, the whole village seems to have a love affair with this bridge. Every citizen I’ve talked to in this town has nothing but good memories attached to it.”
“Apart from a handful of fundraisers by those from out of town that resulted in far less than the bridge requires, we’ve been trying to raise the money for years, between the local government and also our Syracuse Falls Historical Society. With the Falls being both a town and a village, we don’t have a lot of other people to try to appeal to, in some cases.”
There’s a wealthy family name I’ve heard mentioned. I haven’t interviewed any of them yet—haven’t even scheduled times with any of them—but I thought the name was worth bringing up to Bernhardt, to gauge the situation there.
“The Mackintoshes?” he asked with a laugh to my question. “Believe me, they’re probably the last people who want to help.” Then he took a breath, like he was already frustrated with the words he hadn’t yet said. “This whole area used to be called Mackintosh Valley. Unfortunately, they claim it was stolen and turned into Syracuse Falls without their ancestors’ consent. No way will any of them do anything to aid our grand celebration or even fix the bridge. The other residents in this county can only do so much.”
I’ve seen this happen all too often. Something I think about now as I sit at my desk, forty minutes after my meeting with Bernhardt. Initially, this article I’m writing was meant to help celebrate the bridge’s history, tugging at residents’ heartstrings while also—hopefully—earning me the title of editor for the Sentinel without that pesky word “interim” attached.
Now that I’m scrolling through the pictures Gundy—the staff photographer—took last week on our short trip over to the bridge, an idea digs itself deeper in my mind. It already had roots. Now it’s well on its way to growing bigger than a redwood.
The day was clear and bright, the snow still pristine—no mucky gray-brown like when the spring thaw hits. Even with the best weather, the bridge itself is painfully dismal.
Maybe this article I’m writing will not only remind people what a wonderful treasure sits nearby, but also perhaps encourage them to open their wallets and help save the bridge. Once it falls into the river, it’ll be too late, and it isn’t like they can just push back an anniversary. That date will come no matter what. Unfortunately, it will take about $1.4 million to fix it up. Bernhardt has serious doubts that the Syracuse Falls Historical Society and the town combined can raise such a large amount. There haven’t been any privately-run fundraisers in years.
Typically, grants only go so far, and the grant makers have so many other applications to sift through, it’s hard to get people to care about a bridge that’s on a walking trail since the road it used to be connected with got covered by a rock slide/washout and was replaced with an easier roadway. Only the town and the tourists seem to care. Neither the county nor the state can do much because most government funding is spread too thin as it is or completely unavailable.
Right now, though, I have more pressing ideas on my mind. It’s staff meeting time.
In the Sentinel‘s tiny open newsroom waits a hardworking staff, small in numbers but overflowing with talent. I greet each one, then stand where they can all comfortably see me. We discuss what’s ahead of us in the next few days, especially with Thanksgiving approaching. Then I move on to the point I’m not sure I should really bring up.
Something is compelling me, though, and I don’t know if it’s more about attraction or antagonism. Either way, it feels like I have to try.
“I realize I’m the new guy, and it’s hard enough having me preside over you.” I resist the urge to clear my throat, knowing that this idea might not be well-favored by the staff. Today is only my fourth day here, since I started last Thursday. If everyone votes against meetings at the bakery, it’ll mean less time pestering Edin and also less time enjoying her food.
My productivity isn’t an issue. I’ve kept up with all my editorial duties, thoroughly reviewing every article and pitch the staff has sent me while I’ve been away from here. Not once has my focus on getting my job done slipped.
It’s weird to even think this, but it honestly feels like I’m more focused on my work at Edin’s place. Like I need her presence to compel me into competing with myself on how much work I can finish out of the office.
I continue, unwilling to allow the nervousness to seep into my voice. “The residents I’m interviewing have shown a preference for The Sprinkle Scene Bakery. They feel comfortable there. There’s also too many townspeople to interview to go house-to-house. So I’ll be spending most of my time at the bakery. If I’m not here and you can’t get me on my phone, that’s where to look for me. If anyone has a problem with that, please let me know now, so I can work something else out, if need be.”
“Honestly,” Lachlan—one of our two reporters and the only one around my age—begins, “we’d rather meet there, too, if it’s all the same to you.”
“It’s a good central point,” Gundy adds. “I’m out shooting photos all the time. Lachlan and Kel are out working on stories both here in the Falls and around the local region. It’d be nice getting a snack or dessert after that and not have to think about where.”
Lachlan’s quite for a few beats. “Besides, if you want people in this town to like you, staying holed up in your office while you work is not exactly conducive to that.”
I grin. “You’re absolutely right. You’ve convinced me. I still think we should put it up for a vote. Just know that full staff meetings will still be held here, as always.”
Gundy, Lachlan, Kel, and Maxie—our copy editor—vote in favor. Our layout editor, Ariana, doesn’t care either way. The only other staffer is Opal, the secretary. She spends all her work days at her desk whether we’re in the office or not.
After the vote, Kel laughs, her eyes squinting in glee. “You could have told Gundy the meetings would be at the gas station with hot dogs every day, and he’d have voted in favor.”
“What can I say?” Gundy grins. “I like food. Cheap shit, gourmet fine dining. I don’t care. At least designated meetings at the bakery will keep me from driving around town like a lost, starving puppy at the end of each day.”
I laugh. “Treats on me for the first week. Beyond that, we’ll see how much we can charge to the paper.”
They laugh, too, like it’s a ridiculous idea.
Okay.
Small paper, small budget. I get it.
Can’t say I’ve never dealt with that before. This might take a little creativity on my part. Perhaps involve parting with more of my own money than I’d like. But honestly, if it means continuing on the way I want to, it’ll be well worth it.
What’s also worth it?
Returning to Sprinkle Scene this evening. There’s no bell on the door to alert Edin and her workers to my presence. They must be somewhere in the back—kitchen perhaps—because I can hear them but not see them.
“I know. I get it,” a woman’s voice says. Not Edin. “But come on. He’s hot, and you two have amazing chemistry. There’s no denying that.”
“Never denied it,” Edin replies.
“It’s not just chemistry, it’s like freaking supernovas or exploding stars.”
“I know.” When Edin says this, it almost sounds mumbled.
Who is she talking about? Who the hell is this guy she apparently has great chemistry with?
They almost sound like they’re moving this way, then all is quiet again.
Edin continues. “However, that doesn’t mean anything at this point. Broderick’s still an ass.”
Wait.
Me?
They’re talking about me?
“If there was a way for him to apologize for the review, would you consider dating him? If he asked?” the other woman suggests to Edin.
What are they talking about? Why should I have to apologize for doing my job? And what was that about dating?
I’m so shocked that I’m frozen in place, even as their voices move closer again.
Edin laughs. “Hell no, and you know better than to—“
And there they are. Edin and Phoebe, both startled enough at the sight of me to pause their steps.
“How long have you been here?” Edin snaps.
Then the door opens behind me as three customers step in. With reddened cheeks, Edin rushes to the counter to take their orders. Phoebe helps her. I can finally function enough to step up to the counter, but when I do, no words come out. Never thought I’d be so stupefied that I couldn’t speak yet here I am. Edin is, of course, pretending I didn’t overhear anything, or perhaps it’s simply wishful thinking on her part.
I order coffee and a couple different cookies. When I’m about to give her my cash to pay, I pull my hand back at the last second. She’d already begun grabbing the bills for me, so we’re both holding on to my money at the same time right now. I jiggle my hand just a little, trying to force her to look up into my eyes.
“What?” she asks with a sigh, finally giving me what I want.
I smile. I can’t help it. “Explosive chemistry, huh?”
She smiles in return, but it’s her fake one. “Even the brightest stars burn out eventually, maybe even die a prolonged death when really, they needed put out of their misery well before then. What’s your point?”
“Do you always discuss men you’re attracted to with your workers when customers can come in and accidentally overhear your conversation at any moment?”
The spark between us might not actually explode, but it looks like Edin’s head might. “You will forget anything you heard. Do you understand me?” Then she snatches the bills out of my hand and completes the transaction on the register.
She probably expects me to tuck my tail between my legs like a frightened animal, but the conversation she had with Phoebe has only emboldened me. “Forget that
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