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The cherry blossom trees were doing their thing and showing off again.

Nova Whitmore noticed them first before any other trees. 

Through the smudged window of the Continental Coachlines bus, their soft pink and mauve clusters were delicate, fluffy, and cloud-like on the branches. 

They seemed extravagant against the pale April sky, almost theatrical. 

It was as if someone had hung paper flowers from every branch in Maine to welcome her as she arrived. 

She pressed two fingers to the glass, feeling the cool, vibrating road beneath her skin.

She somehow had forgotten about the cherry blossom trees.

That felt so impossible at that moment with her looking right at them, but her life in Chicago had a way of filling her mind so completely, that beauty from another life got crowded out and compressed into something small and distant, like a photograph inside a drawer she rarely opened.

The bus hissed to a stop at the depot, and Nova gathered her canvas tote and the leather portfolio case that had been wedged between her knees for the last twenty-four hours or so on the bus.

It was a long haul for sure, but she much preferred the bus rather than an airplane or renting a car and driving. 

The trains didn’t run close enough to Willow Creek to even consider it. 

So the bus was her chosen option. 

She liked having the time alone to just think. 

Besides, it wasn’t like she was on the bus twenty-four hours straight. 

There were plenty of rest and meal stops along the route, with a long layover and a transfer to another bus in Boston, which she didn’t mind because Boston was one of her favorite cities. 

The roughly 1400-mile trip took her from Chicago to Cleveland, on to New York City, then the connection point in Boston, before finally heading north to her destination: Willow Creek, Maine.

Well, not quite Willow Creek.

No, the bus didn’t go to her hometown.

She disembarked at the bus depot about twenty-five miles from her final destination. 

A taxi took her to Willow Creek. 

As she stepped out from the taxi, she was at once greeted by the smell of Willow Creek in spring.

It smelled like damp earth and something sweet she couldn’t name. Lilac, maybe. 

It reminded her of her mother’s garden.

The town square was already half-transformed. 

Pastel bunting looped between the old lamp posts, and the gazebo at the center of the square had so recently been freshly painted white, that she could smell the scent of paint from where she stood near flower boxes placed along the railing, waiting for whatever arrangements Rosie and Lily Calloway would install this weekend.

A hand-lettered sign propped against the hardware store window read: 


15th Annual Spring Blossom Festival - This Saturday! 


Beneath the sign, someone had taped a smaller piece of white cardboard that said in carefully written block printing: 


Volunteers Needed – See Kristopher at Town Hall.


Nova looked at that sign for a moment longer than she meant to.

She had told herself this trip was simple.

Her mother, Diane Whitmore, served on the festival planning committee every single year, and had called Nova two weeks earlier with a very specific request. 

The festival needed new stationery designed this year. 

Something different and eye-catching. 

They needed programs, table cards, and signage lettering. 

Nova’s design work was, in Diane’s words, miles above anything Shelly from the print shop can produce. 

It was a compliment wrapped in manipulation, and Nova had recognized it immediately as such. Still, it hadn’t stopped her from packing a bag and boarding a bus.

She would stay six days, maybe seven at most. 

She would help with the design work, attend the festival, hug her mother goodbye, and then re-board the bus and return to Chicago, where currently, a freelance client waited for her revised logo concepts.

That was the plan. 

It was clean, contained, and finite.

“Nova Whitmore.”

She turned toward the voice and found herself face to face with Patsy Monroe, who owned the bakery on the corner of Main and Birch and who was, at that particular moment, standing in the doorway of her bakery holding a tray of something that smelled aggressively of cinnamon. 

Patsy was a small woman in her sixties, with iron grey hair cut close to her head, and reading glasses perpetually perched on her nose even when she wasn’t reading anything.

“Hi, Patsy.” Nova smiled at the woman warmly.

“You look so thin,” Patsy said in the way most other folks said hello. “Come on in and have a bun before you go to your mother’s house. I know your mother will just make tea and talk at you for an hour or two before she feeds you anything.”

“She’s improved,” Nova said.

“No, she has not.” 

Patsy waved her into the bakery. 

“Come on. I’ve got a tray of freshly baked cardamom rolls today, and I need a real opinion. Everyone in this town is much too polite to tell me how they really feel about the taste.”

The inside of Monroe’s Bakery smelled exactly as Nova remembered it. The scent of butter, yeast, and dark coffee. Beneath it all was the particular warmth of an oven that ran from the early morning until late in the day. 

The display case held precise rows of pastries, and the chalkboard menu above it was covered in Patsy’s looping cursive.

Two women Nova didn’t recognize shared a scone and conversation at the window table. 

An older man she vaguely remembered as someone who repaired washing machines and dryers, read the morning newspaper at a corner table.

Patsy set a cardamom roll in front of her at the counter, and poured her a cup of coffee without asking. “So, how long are you staying?

“Six days, seven at the most.”

“Mm.” Patsy’s tone was neutral in a way that communicated plenty.

“I have a client waiting in Chicago,” Nova said.

“You have clients everywhere, don’t you? That’s the whole point of what you do.” 

Patsy leaned on the counter. 

“Your mother has been nervous about this festival for the last three months. You know the Hendersons almost pulled their sponsorship over the location of the food stalls?”

“I didn’t know that.”

“Kristopher talked them back into it. He spent an hour or so with Gerald Henderson going over foot traffic patterns with an actual diagram, until Gerald relented and agreed to continue his sponsorship.” 

She shook her head with fond exasperation. 

“Kristopher is something else. He will save this whole town from itself if we let him.”

Nova took a bite of the cardamom roll so that she didn’t need to comment at that exact moment. 

The bun tasted extraordinary. 

It was pillowy soft, warm, and spiced in an odd way that was somehow both familiar yet new. 

“This bun is absolutely incredible, Patsy.”

“I know.” 

Patsy accepted the praise without false modesty. 

“It’s a new recipe. I’m planning to put it on the festival menu. Now finish it and tell me if it needs more cardamom.”

Nova ate the bun and concluded that it did not need more of anything. It was perfect as is, and a triumph of flavor and texture. 

When she was finally able to extract herself from the bakery twenty minutes later, with another roll wrapped in wax paper and the remainder of the coffee in a paper cup, she felt something that she hadn’t anticipated. 

It was the feeling that she was genuinely and uncomplicatedly glad to be here.

She slowly walked the four blocks to her mother’s house along Sycamore Street. 

She passed the florist shop, where she could see through the front window that Rosie Calloway was up to her elbows in green stems. Further down the street, she paused at the little park to admire the tulips colored in red and yellow stripes along the path, and then passed the town hall with its wide white steps and its American flag snapping in the April breeze.

Consciously, she didn’t let herself look at the town hall sign that said Kristopher Hale, Town Planner, beside the directory listing.

She absolutely did not look at it, and continued walking until she saw her mother waiting for her on the porch.

Diane Whitmore was sixty-two but looked ten years younger. 

Mother and daughter shared the same chestnut brown hair. The difference now is the silver at her mother’s temples. 

Diane had the same habit as Nova of standing with her arms crossed when she was trying to appear cool and casual. But she unfolded those arms quickly enough when she saw Nova coming up the walk, and she ran down the porch steps with the energy and excitement of someone half her age.

“You look wonderful,” Diane said as she pulled Nova into a tight hug.

“Patsy says I look thin.”

Her mother waved it off. 

“Ignore her. Patsy says that to everyone. Come on inside, I’ve made tea.”

Nova laughed despite herself. 

“Of course you have.”

The house was the same.

This was always the first thing Nova registered in her mind every time she came home.

The sameness of it all.

To Nova, it brought on feelings of both comfort and a kind of gentle melancholy she couldn’t fully explain.

The same cream-colored walls, the same slightly uneven floorboard at the base of the stairs. Even the same collection of small framed botanical prints that her mother had been collecting since Nova was in middle school, hung with precision in the hallway. The kitchen smelled like lemon and Earl Grey.

“I put your room back together for you,” Diane said.

This meant her mother had moved whatever seasonal storage she had accumulated to the back of the closet, and made up the bed with the blue quilt Nova had since grade school.

“Your desk is clear and waiting for you if you need to work while you’re home.”

“I’ll need a few hours tomorrow morning for the Chicago client who is waiting on revised logos, but then I’m yours.” 

Nova set her bags down and accepted the mug of tea her mother pressed into her hands. 

“So, tell me what you need for the stationery for the spring festival. I brought my tablet, and I can have a few design options ready for you by tomorrow afternoon if we talk through your vision tonight.”

Diane sat across from her at the kitchen table and folded her hands with an expression that Nova immediately recognized as the preamble to something that was more than it appeared to be.

“Well, actually, the committee has a meeting tonight,” she said. “It’s at the town hall. Seven o’clock. I thought you might come along.”

“Mom…”

She was tired. She didn’t want to be sitting at a town meeting with everyone talking at each other.

“You’re designing the stationery. It makes sense that you hear directly from the committee about what they’re envisioning for this year.”

“You can go to the meeting and then tell me what they’re envisioning.”

“I’m afraid I might leave something important out.” 

Diane’s expression was positively angelic. 

“You know how my memory is.”

Diane’s memory was famously flawless.

Nova drank her tea. There was no use in getting into a wicked argument with her mother so soon after her arrival.

“Fine,” she agreed. “Seven o’clock.”

***

When Nova walked back out into the evening, she noticed how the cherry blossom trees were lit from below by the town square’s lamp posts. It transformed the trees into something both ethereal and a little dreamlike, with their pink blossoms glowing against the now darkening sky.

She had changed into a soft blue sweater and jeans
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