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Chapter One

Loss

“I’m sorry, Claire. I just can’t carry you anymore. I’ve made excuse after excuse to the school district in your defense. I’m sorry, but we have to let you go,” Principal Hayes told Claire with a pained expression. 

“Principal Hayes, how could you fire me at this point in my life?” Claire exclaimed tearfully, “My career is all I have left. I can do better, you know that.”

“Claire, I’m going to tell you this as a friend—take this time to heal and get yourself back together. You are not the same since your divorce. I understand that this is a very difficult time for you. However, the students need the old Claire, not this Claire; you’re constantly late, you’ve completely neglected the lesson plans required by the district and parents have reported about the inappropriate remarks you’ve made in the classroom. You didn’t even show up to your own classroom’s parent-conference day, for goodness sakes!”

“Do you want me to lie to them? Do you want me to tell them that life is all about rainbows and fairy tale endings?” Claire asked angrily.

“See, that is the kind of behavior that the district and I are concerned about. You are no longer fit to be in charge of these students and I will not tarnish my reputation with the school board for you! Please, you need help; focus on yourself right now, Claire. Give yourself a break. Your career will always be here but you are no good if you’re behaving like a deranged woman!”

“You can't fire me for getting divorced! Where is your compassion? I've been a loyal employee of this district for ten years! You mean to tell me that nobody in this entire district has gone through what I'm going through?” Claire cried.

“You're clearly missing the point, my dear. You are being fired because your personal life has affected your performance as a teacher in this school and you are putting your students in jeopardy. Please, try to understand and be professional about this. If you’ll excuse me, I have an appointment with a parent coming up shortly,” he said coldly as he sat in his cushiony, leather office chair.

Claire knew he was not trying to be rude to her, after all, he’d always been kind to her in her years of employment there. While she knew that the principal had no ill intentions for firing her, she still felt betrayed. There was no point in fighting to keep her job; it was obvious that the decision had already been made and set in stone. She slowly got up from the chair across the principal’s desk and said, “Well, I guess that's it then. I will have all of my belongings cleared out of my class by the end of the school day. Thank you for everything, Principal Hayes.” He gave her a sad half-smile and held out his hand expecting a handshake, but Claire had already started towards the door.

On her way home, Claire thought about Principal Hayes’ words about her. He was right, she was not the same. I could never be that Claire again. That Claire thought that Tim would always love her regardless of being infertile. She was naive and she was wrong because in the end—he left her. Claire had once heard from a psychologist friend of hers that when a person goes through a divorce, they go into mourning. Indeed, they do not experience the physical death of their spouse or their loved one, but they do experience the death of a future they dreamed of, worked for, and built along with their partner. Now, she felt like she had no future. She hadn’t ever planned on being without him. 

As she was driving, it occurred to her to pass by the drive-through of their favorite burger place. Every Tuesday, she would pick him up late after work and they’d eat in the car. They’d always share an order of French fries. So, she ordered herself a cheeseburger and an order of fries. She parked herself on the lot and ate her burger first. When she got to eating the French fries, she ate a couple then looked at the cardboard tray for a moment. She slowly returned the fry she had held up to her lips. It’s too big to finish it all by myself. Claire began to sob uncontrollably. What little hope she felt. The one thing she had left had been snatched from her, too. Images flashed through her mind of future Tuesday’s sitting in the car in this very lot, crying pathetically over her loss. Truly, it was impossible to imagine herself doing something else.

In the midst of her misery and self-pitying, her cell phone rang. She thought about letting it go straight to voice-mail but it was her father who was calling. Claire’s father rarely called unless it was urgent, therefore, she wiped her face and composed herself.

“Hello. Dad?” she answered into the phone.

“Hello, Claire. Are you at work?” her father asked.

“No, I'm not. The last time you called me, it was to tell me that Ginger had swallowed a ping pong ball! I'm kind of worried about what it is this time,” Claire chuckled.

“It’s not about Ginger this time,” her father replied before going completely quiet. 

“Huh? Who is it about? Dad, are you okay? How’s mom?” Claire was beginning to feel the dread creeping into her. She could hear her father taking deep breaths as if not to burst into tears.

“Dad, what is this about?”

“Your mother,” he said, his voice breaking.

“What happened to my mom?” Claire asked desperately, “Has something happened to her?” Her eyes began to water as the worst possibilities started playing in her mind. 

“Last night—your mother suffered a stroke. Today, the doctor has told me that your mother suffered some brain damage that might result in permanent paralysis. We won't know the exact extent of her brain damage until they can observe her while conscious. I’m afraid your mother is in a coma at this moment, Claire,” her father managed to tell her in a trembling voice.

“Why didn't you call me as soon as it happened?” Claire asked sternly.

“I wanted to wait for the doctor’s results. I didn't want to burden you if we didn't have to; I know that's what your mother would have told me. What, with all of what has happened in your life recently, I hesitated.”

“I understand but that is my mother. I could be in a coma myself and I'd still want to know how she is!”

“I think it's time we close down our bakery, Claire,” her father said sadly, “I'm going to have to take care of your mother full-time. There's no way I would pay for a caretaker to do it for me. I signed up for sickness and in health—taking care of her is my responsibility in these times.” Claire got a knot in her throat as she listened to her father speak. I can't even find someone to love me the way my dad loves my mom.

“Dad, that's the only thing paying for your bills right now. What are you and mom going to live off of?”

“We will figure it out. We can move to a smaller apartment in a cheaper part of France or sell all of our belongings.” Claire analyzed her situation during the conversation with her father and decided that it would be best if she moved back home to help with the family bakery. She realized right now would not be the best time to close down their only source of income given the circumstances. Her mother was going to need medical equipment, medications, and who knew what else. She wanted to help her parents the only way she knew.

“Let me come home to work at the family bakery,” Claire proposed to her father.

“What about your job?” he asked concerned. She thought it best not to tell him that she had been fired to avoid causing more worries.

“I'll ask for a leave of absence or something. Don't worry, Dad, I can take the time off. It's really not a burden. I have to be near mom. You take care of mom and I'll run the bakery until she gets better.”

Her father thanked her repeatedly for what she was willing to do to help her family. She had decided to leave the United States to fly across the world, back to her family's home in France. Claire started packing her belongings as soon as she got back to her apartment that night and she booked her flight for the following afternoon. The scare from the possibility of almost losing her mother made her forget about being fired. Claire’s world was in shambles but she thought it'd be better if she actually helped her parents than cry pathetically in her car over too many fries. She had no suspicion that she was about to discover happiness in the very bakery where she grew up. 

Chapter 2

Danish

Claire arrived in Colmar, France at nighttime. Her mother was in a different part of France in a larger hospital so she made a stop there first. Her father already had her keys to the house and bakery ready for her, as well as a list of duties to be fulfilled at the bakery. She had decided to hire a helping hand at the bakery that she would be paying out of her own pocket. Her father refused to take any money from her but she was persistent and finally convinced him.

“But they won’t know the ways of our bakery,” her father insisted.

“We will teach them. Dad, you forget I grew up in that bakery. I know it and love it as much as you do. Besides, without you there I am going to have my hands full. I’ll make sure to let them know that it is only a temporary job until you and mom can get back,” Claire argued.

“I guess you are right. It’s just hard to trust someone else with our business. You know it has only been your mother and I working that bakery all these years.”

“I know, Dad. But you trust me, right? It will be in good hands. You focus on mom and let me know if you guys need anything.” She said her goodbyes to her father and to her mother, who was still unconscious and drove her rented car back to her parent’s home. 

When she entered her parents’ home, she went straight to sleep as she was only getting a couple of hours of sleep before heading to the bakery in the morning to reopen. Claire felt a certain peace being in her parents’ home in Colmar, thousands of miles away from Florida. It was almost like being able to relive her childhood and teenage years. She had left to America, met her ex-husband or been married. This is a good place to forget. Her former bedroom was long gone since her parents had it turned into a mini-library of sorts. She put her luggage down in the living room and slept on the couch.

The next morning, Claire woke before the sun rose. She quickly got herself ready and made her way to the bakery which was only down the street—less than a minute’s walk. From outside of the bakery, she could see through the windows. The bakery appeared dark and empty. It looked more run-down than it did the last time she came to visit about 5 years ago. Once inside the bakery, she turned on the lights. She went to the back and turned on all of the equipment. It had been a while since she baked anything but, making pastries and sweets had been instilled in her since she was a child. She quickly began to mix her doughs and batters for all kinds of pastries and breakfast bread. The moment she started garnishing the pastries, it dawned on her that she was still quite skilled. The techniques came to her naturally.

A knock at the glass door startled her from her concentration. A glance at the round wall clock in the kitchen revealed that she had gone past 6 o’clock in the morning, which happened to be opening time for the bakery. She ran to the front of the store and looked out the door. It was a tall, light-skinned man with curly hair. His thin, dark glasses framed his hazel eyes. He wore blue jeans with an olive shirt and white sneakers. He waved and a smile revealed the slightest gap-tooth. Claire smiled back at him and quickly opened the door to let him in.

“Good morning,” the man said, “am I rushing you? You didn't have to open because of me.” Claire recognized his English accent.

“No, not at all. I was just in the kitchen baking,” she replied.

“Well, this is a bakery,” he laughed. Claire tried to go along with it but she was exhausted from the trip and from baking more than she'd done in ages.

She smiled and said, “What can I get for you today?” The man noticing her disinterest stopped smiling.

“I'll just have a blueberry Danish, please.” 

“Okay, I believe those are just cooling off on the kitchen rack. I'll be right back with your Danish,” she told him politely. When she returned, the man smiled at her again.

“Thank you,” he told her as he paid. As he was paying, he also pulled out a little card from his wallet and handed it to Claire. It was a miniature painting he had painted on the card. It appeared to be abstract flowers in a sunny field.

“What’s this?” Claire asked holding up the card.

“It’s a sunny field to brighten up your day,” he said walking out the door.

Claire held the card in her hand and looked at it in puzzlement. At the same time, she was intrigued by the little thing. For the painting being on such a small surface as the canvas, it was extremely detailed. Claire was actually impressed. She taped the card to the wall behind the counter so that other customers could see the man’s art. I hope I didn’t come off as rude. Claire felt a tad bit guilty from the way she spoke to him. I hope he comes back so I can apologize. She got back to work; still thinking about the man she had been short with. Eventually, she forgot all about it when people started to enter the bakery for their baked goods. Closing time came around so, she cleaned the kitchen and all of the equipment. She was just finished sweeping and about to lock the front door when a young girl walked in. The girl couldn’t have been older than 16 years old.

“Hello,” the girl said faintly.

“Hi,” Claire replied, “what can I get for you?”

“Actually,” the young girl said, “I wanted to come in here to ask if there was any help wanted. I could really use the money.”

“Why don’t you ask your parents for an allowance? You shouldn’t have to work. You should be focusing in school.”

“That’s the thing,” the girl replied, “my father abandoned my mother and I not long ago. My mom works but we are struggling to make ends meet. We can’t afford to buy my school books. I’m afraid my grades have already begun to suffer.” Claire was overwhelmed with compassion for this young girl.

“What is your name?” Claire asked her.

“I'm sorry. I should have introduced myself first— I'm Alice.”

“Okay, Alice. I’m Claire, by the way. I'm going to help you out. You have to be here every evening after school. You will help me prep for the next day and we will clean the equipment together. We receive shipments on Sunday mornings and you'll have to be her to help with those, too.” Alice immediately began jumping up and down.

“Thank you,” she exclaimed repeatedly, “thank you. When do I start?”

“Tomorrow is your first official day,” Claire said as she walked behind the counter.

“You can count on me to be here,” Alice said excitedly.

“Wait,” Claire called out, “take this.” She held out a substantial amount of money. 

“Oh, I can’t take that. That's too much,” Alice told her pushing her hand back.

“Sweetie, consider it a hiring or sign-up bonus. Please, take it. I want you to buy your books tomorrow and anything else you might need to do well in school. I can trust you, right?”

“Yes, yes you can. I promise I will buy my books first thing in the morning. How can I ever repay you?”

“You're working for me now, aren't ya?” 

“I sure am! Thank you, Miss Claire!”

“Go on home,” Claire instructed her, “before your mother starts to worry.” 

“You got it, Miss Claire. Good night” Alice said as she closed the door leaving Claire alone in the bakery again. Claire finished her cleaning duties and closing routine before heading off to visit her mother in the hospital. As she was exiting the building, she looked at the painting behind the counter and smiled. She was so flustered that morning that she hadn't realized how handsome he was. What goofy gap-toothed smile. Without realizing it earlier, that man had made her entire day. Although, helping Alice made her day as well. The teacher in her would not allow her to not help a student in need of assistance. I failed my students back in America. The least I could do is help a child here at home. Claire recognized that she had been failing at being a role model and a loyal teacher in her last months at the school. It warmed her heart to realize that she still cared for students as a teacher does, whether it is a student from her classroom or not.

Chapter 3

Paintings

Over the next few weeks, the man became a regular customer at the bakery. Every morning, he was there at 6 o’clock ordering a blueberry Danish. Claire still had yet to ask for his name. He hadn't asked for her name so she was unsure about asking for his. One thing he never failed to do, however, was give Claire a new card with a painting for the wall behind the counter every time that he paid. Claire had begun to spend more time polishing herself in the morning EMDASH making sure that she looked out together. One morning the man even complimented her. She started to realize that the man would compliment her every time she wore a new piece of jewelry or had styled her hair differently. Claire decided that she was going to ask for his name the next time he came to the bakery. The thought made her nervous but she thought it was harmless. It's not like I'm asking him to date me. Even though, recently she had begun to imagine herself on dates with this man. I'm going to do it. I'm going to ask for his name.

The next morning, Claire had the man’s blueberry Danish all ready for him to take. She placed it in the glass case besides the counter and waited for him to arrive. Alice was there on that particular weekday since it was a holiday and she had no school. She wanted to see what the bakery was like during her school hours. Alice took notice of Claire’s appearance that particular day and was curious.

“You're looking dolled up today, Miss Claire,” Alice complimented. 

“Thank you, Alice. I had a couple of extra minutes this morning and decided to make myself more welcoming or pleasant looking,” Claire said fixing her fringe that fell just above her eyes. The rest of her brunette hair was pulled into a high ponytail. Claire had also curled her eyelashes and applied a light pink blush to her ivory skin along with a mauve colored lipstick on her lips.

“That looks like more than a few extra minutes of polishing. Does Miss Claire have a crush?” Alice teased her à la high school mode.

“Are you finished decorating, silly girl? Get back to work,” Claire said sternly. Alice made her way to the kitchen and Claire continued to wait. As always, the man arrived at the same hour, same minute as every other day.

“Good morning,” he said to Claire as he walked to the counter.

“Hi,” Claire replied, “how’s your morning?”

“It’s always a great morning for me,” he said with a smile.

“I have your blueberry Danish ready for you here,” Claire said as she took it out of the glass case.

“Wow, thank you.” 

He started taking out his wallet to pay for the pastry when Claire muttered, “So, I was wondering if—if you’d like to have breakfast with me here.” She motioned towards a small café style table set at the corner of the bakery. The man stared at her unbelievingly. There was an awkward silence in the air and Claire had begun to worry.

The man flashed a smile and said, “Uh, I’m sorry I don't think I can. It's not a good time for me.” Claire felt the sting of rejection. 

“I'm sorry. I shouldn't have asked. Can we forget I asked? Okay, let me just package up your Danish,” Claire said clearly hurt.

“Wait, I don't think you understood me,” the man began, “I would definitely love to join you very much.”

“Oh?” The man took out his wallet and paid for the pastry. He had a small painting for Claire, per usual, but instead of handing it to her, he placed it upside down and wrote something in the back of the card.

“I'm having an exhibit tonight. I'd love it if you'd come,” he said as he finally handed the card to her. She looked behind the painting and his writing read: GALLAGHER'S GALERIE. 5 O’CLOCK. His name was also written on the card.

“Okay, I will see you at five—Abe. I’m Claire,” Claire smiled.

Abe smiled on his way out the door. Alice appeared from the kitchen and said, “Ooh, Miss Claire’s boyfriend is a cutie pie. Get it? Cutie pie. You know, because we work in a bakery.”

Claire laughed, “He’s not my boyfriend and I doubt he thinks of me that way.” 

“Well, I'm sorry I spied on you two for a little but I really think he likes you. He was giving you google-eyes as you counted his change and packed his Danish. You should have seen him.”

“Did he really?” Claire asked hopefully.

“Uh-huh. What did he write on his painting?” 

“It's the name of a gallery a few blocks from here. I'm pretty sure that he's an artist. He invited me to his exhibit tonight.”

“Are you going?” Alice asked.

“I don't think I can. I'm usually not finished closing up by that time and I don't want to keep you here that late. It's too risky for you.”

“Well, how about we clean up earlier than usual? I think you should give it a shot, Miss Claire. I think he really likes you.”

“Alice, you're a child.”

“And you are scared,” Alice teased. After much persuasion, Alice convinced Claire to attend Abe’s exhibit after work. Alice did extra chores in order for them to be able to close the store at four on the dot.

After the store had closed and Alice’s mother had picked her up, Claire walked back to her parent’s home to get dressed and touch-up her makeup. The thought of Abe gave her butterflies. She had not been on a date with a man, other than her ex-husband, for many years. She was hopeful, yet the dark cloud that had been hovering over her head since her ex-husband left would rain miserable thoughts on her. What if it's all great in the beginning until he finds out? What if he wants children? Claire felt so many fears holding her back. At one point, she even considered pretending to lose the card and not attending. She thought about her previously failed marriage and all the pain it had caused her. The pain she felt when she learned that her infertility was a deal-breaker for the man who had promised to love her in sickness and in health. What if he doesn't want kids, though? I should just be honest. Worst case scenario is he doesn't try to pursue a romance with me.

In the end, Claire decided to visit the exhibit. After all, Abe had always been friendly with her. She tried telling herself that she was only showing support to a good friend. Claire only took a few minutes to arrive at the gallery. There were a few people standing outside looking at the art pieces displayed near the windows. Claire peeked in and immediately concluded that the paintings inside the art gallery were the same style as the miniature paintings Abe had given to add to the bakery’s collection. She made her way inside and soon after, Abe found her.

“Claire! I’m so glad you could make it,” Abe said giving her a hug. He was dressed to impress in a gray suit and black tie. Claire had not ever seen him dressed so stylish until that point.

“Is this your gallery? I’m seriously impressed. I can’t believe I never put two and two together. Of course, you’re an artist,” Claire said feeling dumb for missing that detail about him. He smiled at her, showing off his gap-tooth and she started to feel that nervousness again. She began to feel the fear of being hopeful and being let down in the end. 

“It sure is. I had actually planned to invite you a few weeks back but you appeared to be extremely busy. I didn’t want to bother you,” Abe told her.

“I see. You were right! I’m only barely starting to get into a routine at the bakery. It’s not easy running a business. I hope I didn’t appear too unwelcoming but I apologize if I did.”

“Oh, not at all. I understand; I was the same way when I first opened up this gallery a couple of months ago. You weren’t unwelcoming at all. Truthfully, I was also scouting the place,” Abe said.

“Scouting the place?” Claire asked suspiciously,

“Yes. I wanted to make sure your husband or boyfriend wouldn’t appear out of somewhere and I’d get a beating for making a pass at a taken woman,” Abe laughed. The words rung in Claire’s ears.

“Why didn’t you simply ask if I was taken?”

“I’ve kind of always been the shy guy. I spend a lot of time working on my art so I rarely get a chance to ask women out. I’m usually okay with that. But I have a feeling I would have regretted not asking you out,” Abe said looking into her eyes. Claire thought that after her divorce it would be hard to ever trust the words coming out of a man’s mouth but Abe spoke with such sincerity.

“Well, you finally asked me out,” Claire said patting him on the shoulder. The two walked around the gallery talking about his paintings. Abe sounded like a true artist revealing what his inspirations were for each painting. They finally reached the main display. Claire’s eyes grew wide and she drew in a gasp. It was a detailed painting of her father’s bakery. Abe had painted every wrinkle on the wall, every chip in the paint, every miniscule detail of the bakery was in that painting. 

“That's my parent’s bakery,” she said tearfully.

“Do you like it?” Abe asked.

“Do I like it? I love it. How were you able to capture the details so well?”

“I took a picture of it the day you opened late. Remember? That was the first time we met.”

“I do remember. I felt so rude after you had left. I didn’t think you’d come back,” Claire told him shamefully.

“And I didn’t know that I would be tempted to see your beautiful face every day.”

“So, are you fairly new in Colmar?”

“I am. I’d only just arrived here the week prior to visiting your bakery. I’ve been working on a few of these paintings so I haven’t had much time to explore.” Claire took the chance to invite him on a tour of the city.

“Colmar is a beautiful place. I’m sure you don’t need a tour to tell you that but would you like a tour of the city, anyways?”

“Are you asking me on a date?” Abe teased.

“I—,” Claire blushed. This was an unusual experience for her. She was not accustomed to pursuing men, especially after her divorce.

“I’m just teasing you, Claire. I’d be honored to have you as my city tour guide,” he grabbed her hand and he gave it a soft kiss. The rest of the evening was followed by Abe introducing his favorite baker, Claire, of course, to his friends that had come to visit from England. All of Abe’s friends had wonderful stories to tell about him. It was obvious to Claire
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