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Description 1



for me, here’s proof you can do hard things






Chapter 1 Saturday

Ginger


Ginger Mills couldn’t stand how right her cousin, Alexis, had been. Cinnamon Falls really did look like a fairy tale. A gentle wind pushed crimson and butterscotch leaves tumbling over the toes of Ginger’s scuffed leather combat boots as she wandered up Main Street’s busy sidewalk. She gripped her coffee cup tighter, her gloveless fingers knitting together around the paper sleeve. A hint of cinnamon drifted between the storefronts, and she tipped her face toward the warm morning sun, letting her eyes shutter closed. This place looked like what dreams were made of, but she’d never admit it. She couldn’t give Alexis the satisfaction of saying, ‘I told you so!’

If someone had asked Ginger six months ago what she’d be doing on the second Saturday in October, she would have rattled off her normal to-do list: tennis lessons in the morning with Jorge at the country club, then brunch with Camille who would have accidentally-on-purpose missed the early morning lesson. Afterward, the two of them would spend the afternoon shopping for new athleisure for said lessons, and then she’d round the day out with a new hairstyle, just in time for dinner reservations with Harrison at some swanky new restaurant he’d been invited to downtown.

None of the aforementioned included cinnamon or falling. A little country town like this had never been on her radar.

Back then, Ginger didn’t care to pay attention to trivial matters like the sun-kissed treetops casting an ethereal glitter over the busy street, the sweet song from playful birds zipping overhead, or the chilly bite of air that swept around her exposed neck, prompting her to pull her leather jacket tighter around herself. But, suddenly, her life had changed.

Now she realized just how much she’d been missing back in Atlanta; before Harrison Caldwell became unrecognizable, and she’d turned her cushy life – that any other woman would have killed for – upside down.

Hindsight, as they say.

She didn’t know who she hated more, Harrison, Camille, or herself.

Ginger shook the harrowing memories out of her head. Today was the grand opening of her bakery – a new beginning – and nothing, not even thoughts of her controlling, manipulative ex, would taint that.

According to Alexis, the Fall Festival was the best time of the year here and Ginger could see why. Main Street stretched ahead, a vibrant, wide road boasting all The Falls’ entrepreneurial ambitions. Brick-laid storefronts and hand-painted signs featuring smiling scarecrows and falling leaves, were haphazardly sandwiched together, one right after the other.

The street was a flurry of activity as Fall Festival vendors carefully unloaded goods from idling cars and worked diligently to assemble tables and display stands. The festival crew, in neon vests, controlled the never-ending stream of cars, shouting orders, while others balanced on high ladders, making sure every lamppost and archway had a string of mini paper pumpkins firmly secured. Ginger was sure her cousin was somewhere in that crowd. Alexis Chambers took her role as Head of Hospitality very seriously. By midday, the street would be closed off completely, the festival underway, and the usual hum of traffic replaced with wandering footsteps and raucous laughter. If there was a bullhorn within a five-mile radius, Alexis was likely holding it.

Ginger stepped carefully around a stack of hay bales being unloaded from a pick-up truck. She was a few blocks away from her bakery when the door to CinnaCutz Hair Studio burst open. A woman sporting a gray mohawk nearly collided with Ginger, catching herself just in time, her hands smoothing down the tapered sides.

‘Sorry, honey, didn’t see you there,’ she said, turning back toward the open glass door. ‘Ethel, I mean it, now. You know I’m going to miss you! Take it easy, you hear me?’

Inside, framed by the doorway, stood the woman named Ethel; petite and narrow-shouldered, swallowed by a black cardigan. Her silver hair had been set into soft curls. Her skin looked pale, fine like pressed paper, her thin mouth lifted in a pained smile. Ethel offered the woman a small wave with a veined hand.

‘You drive safe, Delores,’ she called back, her voice thick with rasp. Delores blew her a kiss and lowered herself into a midnight blue Cadillac and sped away.

Through a wide pane of glass, Ginger watched Ethel move slowly back inside. The hair studio was modest but tidy; two styling chairs, mirrors framed in gold-painted wood, a shelf lined with hairsprays and curl creams. The black and white tile floor gleamed. Ethel bent down to pick up a broom and paused halfway through, her shoulders dipping slightly, as though the effort was costly. She straightened, one hand bracing her back, and huffed out a labored breath. Then, she reached into her pocket and pulled out an inhaler, bringing it to her mouth and taking a puff, closing her eyes.

Ginger glanced at the paper sign in the window: Ethel Lawson – Styling Cinnamon Falls for 30 years. Delores said she’d miss Ethel. Was she closing her shop?

Ginger didn’t know how long she would stay in Cinnamon Falls, but she hoped she would have the kind of success that would sustain itself for the next thirty years like Ethel’s had.

As Ethel slumped in the nearest chair, her gaze drifted to the window, and her eyes met Ginger’s through the glass. For a brief second, Ginger felt caught, like she’d intruded on a private moment. Ethel looked at her with a quiet, assessing calm, almost like she was expecting her to come inside, and smiled. Ginger returned the gesture with a small bend of her fingers.

A forklift beeped behind her, snapping Ginger back to the present.

‘Move it, people!’ someone shouted down the block.

Ginger tore her eyes away from Ethel, adjusted her bag, and continued up Main Street.

After traveling a few blocks, she reached The Maple Bakery. A woman in wide-legged, moon-print pants was covering a long folding table in a thick, velvet cloth. With practiced patience she placed what looked to be a silver bowl in the center, hollow in the middle and high on the sides. Ginger stepped closer, realizing it was a sculpture of two hands clasped together, palms open to receive. As she watched, the woman drew a gleaming sphere from a satchel, its surface swirling with an inky black fog inside. She gently lowered it into the bowl’s hollow middle and affixed a banner across the front of her table that read: Moonlight’s Howl Apothecary in curling script. Beneath it: Herbs for the body, moonlight for the soul.

A long, red scarf floated loosely around the woman’s neck, its tassels fluttering in the wind like a ribbon of flame behind her. As Ginger approached, the woman looked up; her sharp nose held a pair of circle-framed glasses outlined in silver, making her soft brown eyes comically larger behind the lenses. Her lips parted slightly, and she batted a mess of unruly dark curls out of her face and revealed an easy smile.

‘Care for a reading before the festivities?’ she asked, gesturing to the ball. The inky mass inside swirled faster.

‘Sorry, no time. I just took a quick coffee break.’ Ginger turned back to her building and shoved the key into the bakery’s seafoam green door beside her. It halted, catching in the lock. Ginger pushed and tugged, but the key didn’t budge.

Of course, Ginger thought.

The woman stood, blinking, the expectant smile still on her face.

Ginger gestured to the stubborn door, silently threatening it to open as she rammed her shoulder against it. ‘Just… going to get back to baking now.’

‘So you’re the new baker in town that I’ve been hearing about! I heard Marsha Pickens moved to Asheville and you renovated her space in a matter of months!’ the whimsical woman announced loud enough for the entire block to hear. People slowed, pretending not to watch their interaction. Ginger wished she could disappear. Defeated by the door, she had no choice but to give in to the conversation.

‘I’m Rowan Bell,’ the woman boomed. ‘I run the herbal apothecary over in Juniper Heights.’ Rowan flourished her arms over her table that was now crowded with bottles with handwritten labels, several decks of cards of ranging sizes, jewelry with colorful stones, and that curious, swimming black ball. She stuck out her hand, fingers ringed in silver, while her bangles jingled melodically on her wrist.

Ginger hesitated, worried that once Rowan’s palm collided with hers, she’d be able to see every lie and every painful memory that she was trying to bury. Even though she considered Alexis Chambers family, if more than one person in this little town knew her business, it’d be too many.

Ginger also knew how quickly word could travel. If she snubbed the weird tarot chick in front of everyone, she’d be that bakery bitch by morning. A bad reputation was not ideal for a new business. She had to make this work; and if that meant making small talk through gritted teeth with the locals, that was what she had to do. Besides, there was no turning back now. Atlanta was not home anymore. She had nowhere else to go.

Ginger swallowed down her apprehension and stuck her hand out, too.

‘Ginger Mills,’ she said proudly, as she pumped Rowan’s hand twice, hoping to muster up some confidence.

‘Gingerrrrr,’ Rowan purred. ‘You must dye your hair to match your name. You have the perfect skin tone for it.’

She hadn’t considered it before, but it would be a nice change of pace from her normal wavy, natural black. She’d prayed for a new beginning, and what better way to celebrate than a new hairstyle?

‘All the ladies around here get their hair done by Ethel Lawson over at CinnaCutz.’ Ginger followed Rowan’s finger as she pointed down Main Street, past Rosie’s Diner, where she’d just gotten her coffee from. ‘If you don’t mind her chain smoking out the back door or reruns of Paternity Court, you should let her give you some face-framing layers, it’ll give you a whole new look.’ Rowan winked.

‘Thanks, uh… I’ll think about it,’ Ginger responded before trying the key again.

This time, the front door unlocked with ease. She waved politely to Rowan, grateful for the reprieve. Stepping inside, the aroma greeted her like a warm embrace; vanilla, maple, brown sugar, and a whisper of cinnamon clung to the air from the morning’s prep.

Ginger inhaled deeply, setting down her first vanilla latte of the day, and pushed up her sleeves. She stepped behind the service counter and ventured down the narrow hallway toward the kitchen where everything was just as she had left it earlier that morning.

The kitchen was Ginger’s favorite part of the bakery, with bright polished countertops that gleamed beneath hanging copper pots and pans. The stand mixer waited for its orders beside bowls of rising dough and a half-empty bin of flour. She’d need more soon but was thankful that she had a delivery scheduled for the following morning.

She unclipped her apron from the hook on the wall and tied it around her waist, double knotting the strap, and then reviewed the to-do list she’d written on the dry erase board as she washed her hands. She’d pared her menu down to six signature items – more than enough baking for a staff of one; and all six had check marks beside them, noting that all the prep had been completed before she’d had her coffee break.

A small disbelieving smile tugged at her lips. She was finally here. Opening day. After months of dust and delays, she was finally here. She’d come straight from Atlanta in a tinkering hoopty with two suitcases, her mother’s recipes, and a lease she’d signed on faith, pouring everything she had into this space. There were days that she thought the flooring would never get installed, nights she’d fallen asleep in Alexis’ kitchen sketching layouts, and moments where she thought it’d never happen – but she pushed through it all until this point.

And now, the timing couldn’t have been more perfect: the Fall Festival. The biggest day of the year for Cinnamon Falls. While the town descended onto Harvest Square and Main Street, she would be opening her doors for the very first time.

She felt a surge of pride that she was ahead of schedule. After months of worrying and wondering if she’d made a mistake leaving everything and everyone behind, fate was aligning exactly as it should. Baking was a marathon, not a sprint, and with just a few hours until the celebration officially started, perfection was her destination.

She started where she always did, with dough. The first batch of cinnamon pecan pull-apart bread had finished its rise, the scent of brown sugar and butter already perfuming the kitchen. She punched it down gently, the soft hiss of escaping air grounding her more than caffeine ever could. She flipped the dough out of the bowl and patted it into a rectangle, using her rolling pin to create perfect corners. She brushed on melted butter and sprinkled the cinnamon sugar and pecan mixture all the way to the edges. She cut the dough into squares and layered them into a greased pan for a second rise. She moved on to preheating the convection ovens, her movements practiced and precise.

Next were the donuts. Ginger had roasted her sweet potatoes yesterday and they were now the perfect texture: soft, pillowy and caramelized. She pulled the cooled candied bacon out of the chiller and shamelessly popped a piece into her mouth. The salty sweet flavor kicked her brain into high gear as she chopped the meat into fine pieces.

She spooned the donut batter into the mold with a quick flick of the wrist, just like her mother had taught her. Claudine used to say you could tell the mood of a baker by the texture of their dough; too dense meant too anxious, too soft meant distracted. Even though it was her debut, baking soothed her, and judging by her dough, today was shaping up to be perfect.

As her first batch of donuts cooled, she started on the maple glaze; bringing powdered sugar, butter, vanilla, a generous helping of authentic Canadian maple syrup and a pinch of salt together in a large bowl. She dipped each donut into the mixture and finished with an indulgent topping of the candied bacon.

In just an hour, the kitchen had transformed into a musical of whisks, clinks, and sighs. Maple oat muffins baked on the top rack while another batch of donuts rose on the bottom. Steam fogged the windows as the first timers buzzed.

While she worked, Ginger would occasionally glance through the window, catching the distant sounds of vendors still setting up their booths, the soft hum of laughter drifting up Main Street.

As opening time neared, she could feel the tension build in her chest, and she pushed air through her teeth, trying her hardest to tame the negative thoughts that bubbled up anyway: What if they hate my desserts? What if I make no money? Or worse, what if Harrison shows up and drags me out of here?

It’d been several long months since she’d left Atlanta to hide out in Alexis’ guest room with no future plans. She was safe now. There was no more room for doubt, only execution.

She moved on to finishing the salted caramel apple cheesecake bars, her mother’s favorite. If she was being honest, the recipe was her favorite too, which was why she prepped it first and saved the finishing touches for last. Yesterday, she’d layered ribbons of cheesecake filling over a graham cracker crust and let the cheesecake stiffen overnight. Now, she sprinkled the apple and oat crumble over the creamy filling and sliced it with a hot knife, before swirling the salted caramel mixture over the top.

She hoped the people of Cinnamon Falls would love them. She was giving them a piece of her heart in a baking dish.

‘Make Mama proud,’ she whispered as she set the bars aside.

When the timer chimed, she remembered her vanilla latte on the counter and took a long sip. Wiping her hands on her apron, she started her final challenge: the maple walnut cake with brown sugar frosting.

It was the bakery’s showpiece, the recipe she’d spent weeks perfecting. Moist maple walnut cake layers rested on a cooling rack, rich and fragrant from this morning’s prep. Ginger whipped brown sugar frosting until it turned fluffy, then spread a liberal amount between the layers. She decorated the border with walnut halves, and the result was her childhood in cake form. If he’d been alive, Uncle Maple would’ve been attempting to sneak a piece behind her back. She wondered if he was looking down on her with pride.

By nine-thirty a.m. she stood back, surveying her kingdom: trays of muffins lined in neat rows, donuts cooling by the window. The cinnamon pull-apart breads had just finished baking. Ginger poured the glaze, watching it dance between the layers like ribbons. The scent of roasted nuts, maple, and cinnamon engulfed her and she felt her chest loosen. Maybe, just maybe, this could work.

As the clock neared ten a.m., she pulled out the final batch of sweet potato donuts from the oven. Then she found her chalkboard sign and markers, and began to work on today’s menu, detailing each dessert, its ingredients, and price.

As her final step, she flipped the sign over her front door to OPEN, and smiled for what felt like the first time in a while.

If Cinnamon Falls was the fairy tale her cousin claimed, that meant it held a happy ending for her. She squeezed her eyes shut and made a wish that today would be as magical as she dreamed.

When she opened them again, she realized the gods had sent her request to voicemail.

With hands cupped around his eyes, pressed against the front window like a kid at a candy store, was Austin Jacobs, her annoying contractor. His grin stretched wide, bound to fog the glass.

‘Of course,’ she muttered.

He didn’t wait for an invitation. Before she could leap behind the counter and hide, he was through the door.

He was dressed the same as always; faded jeans that stretched over his athletic thighs, a branded fleece-lined jacket that hugged his corded arms, not that she’d been paying that much attention. His rosy lips were framed by a sharply maintained beard, housing an infuriatingly easy grin that sometimes briefly made her forget how annoying he was. Briefly.

His silky brown skin matched his eyes, a warm and intense hazelnut that lingered a bit too long when they landed on her. He filled the room effortlessly, his stature – broad shoulders and tree trunk legs – were too big for her quaint bakery; his personality, too bright for her quiet, busy morning. She didn’t have time for the distraction he was sure to bring.

‘Mornin’, Sunshine,’ he sang, his baritone striking the walls, reverberating in her skull.

She sighed, the corner of her mouth twitching despite her iron will.

‘Perfect. My very first customer, and it’s you.’






Chapter 2

Austin


Austin Jacobs used to think the Fall Festival was as close as you could get to magic: the soothing sound of soft, lo-fi music permeating Harvest Square, laughter gliding over the treetops and the comfort of warm cinnamon buns fresh from Rosie’s Diner.

It was when Cinnamon Falls truly came alive; the crown jewel of the season, when Main Street was transformed into a harvest dream. Burlap banners fluttered from lampposts, pumpkins of all sizes lined the curb in neat, cheerful rows. Overhead, a string of lights had been weaved between the storefronts. Once the sun dipped lower in the sky, he knew his hometown would sparkle through the night.

Now, as an adult, the feeling still lingered, but different, tucked deeper in his chest. It made him think of Rosslyn Rose and Maggie Shilling. He would have seen Maggie by now, clipboard in hand, barking orders in a walkie-talkie. Although Alexis Chambers was doing a stellar job in Maggie’s absence, this time of the year would never be the same. Cinnamon Falls without Maggie’s organization and Rosie’s cinnamon buns felt a little duller, like the place had half its heart. Still, life pressed on.

It was just past ten-thirty a.m., and Alexis had opened the Fall Festival floodgates. The crisp morning air swept through the town carrying the scent of brown sugar, roasted nuts, and the ever-present undercurrent of earthy spice from the forest of wild cinnamon trees miles away. Austin stepped through piles of scarlet and gold leaves, their papery crunch echoing underneath his boots. Half the town was already out, bundled in flannel, mugs of cider clutched to their chests, noses rosy from the chill.

Up further, Harvest Square sat at the heart of it all, where generations of families who owned Main Street businesses set up their booths beneath a canopy of trees showcasing everything from homemade jams, to natural body butter, carved woodwork, and baked goods. Vendors from neighboring towns lined the sidewalks, their tents spilling color onto the pavement; burnt orange, deep reds, golden yellows fluttering in the breeze. He stood, taking it all in. There was nothing quite like this: a perfect fall morning, his hometown alive with color, and the satisfying sight of his handiwork at the center of it all.

While the crowd stopped at the shops along Main Street, Austin made a beeline for The Maple Bakery, his latest baby in a long list of renovations. Just two years ago he’d worked tirelessly alongside his father while they restored The Cinnamon Scoop, and after Marsha Pickens decided to move CinnaSudz to Asheville, he’d been recommended to take on Ginger Mills’ bakery.

From the street, the bakery looked exactly how he pictured the empty space mere months ago. The pink and white striped awning grabbed his attention first, making him want to stop and look in. It stood out proudly next to Sly James’ brick-laid General Store. It took a while for Ginger to come around to the idea of it, but in the end, he’d gotten her to see it his way. The town needed new life after so much loss, and Ginger’s bakery was bound to bring it more flavor.

He leaned closer, cupping his hands to the window, hoping to catch a glimpse of her working; expecting to see her in the kitchen he’d built, completing her finishing touches before the day’s first rush. Instead, she was standing in the middle of the floor, her eyes narrowed in his direction.

Judging by the look on her face, Ginger was, once again, not very happy to see him. During renovations, Austin had grown used to her scowling and could tell her expressions apart by now. This one, with her hands crossed over her chest and her lips flattened in a disapproving line, let him know that he had about ten good minutes of her time before she reached her maximum annoyance level. That was plenty of time to tap dance on her nerves.

As always, she was all sour, no sweet. He wondered how a woman that fine could always look so mean, especially when her eyes landed on him.

Ginger Mills was hard to miss. She stood tall without trying to, long lines and quiet confidence giving her a statuesque presence. Her brown skin was deep and luminous like warmed honey under the peach-tinted pendant lights overhead. The glow caught the curve along her cheekbones and the bridge of her nose where a faint constellation of freckles gathered.

Her long, naturally wavy hair was pinned up in a loose bun at the crown of her head, though the style had begun surrendering to the day already. Soft coils escaped near her temples, a few stubborn tendrils curled at the nape of her neck, brushing along the collar of her sweater.

When she moved, there was something deliberate about her, like every gesture had been pre-planned. She wore all black; a fitted soft sweater hugged her narrow waist and skimmed her hips, sleeves pushed up just enough to reveal graceful wrists dusted with flour. Her dark jeans were sculpted to her long legs, tucked neatly into a pair of worn combat boots that gave her a rebellious edge. The monochrome look made her eyes impossible to ignore; sharp and suspicious, the kind that could see through people. There was something about her mouth, too. Full and expressive, but rarely careless. She might’ve looked like every man’s dream, but she also looked like she’d bite if you got too close.

Austin cleared his throat and forced a grin, something that would surely piss her off.

‘Mornin’, Sunshine,’ he sang, stepping inside, plastering on his widest smile.

‘Perfect,’ Ginger commented, rolling her almond-shaped eyes. ‘My first customer, and it’s you.’

Austin placed a hand over his heart in mock offense. ‘It’s been four weeks since I handed over the keys. You didn’t miss me at all?’

Ginger shot him a look before slipping off her flour-stained apron and placing it on its hook on the wall. As she moved behind the counter, her hair caught the light like spun silk. She sighed and reached up to untie her bun, letting her hair tumble around her shoulders in soft waves.

Austin cleared his throat, his mouth suddenly dry. ‘You know I had to see the place open,’ he said, taking another long look around at the bakery, distracting himself with the pens on her counter that had maple leaves dancing along the barrel. ‘Since you threatened to fire me at least twice during construction.’

‘Three times,’ she corrected. ‘And if you hadn’t installed the flooring I wanted, it would have been a fourth.’

He barked out a laugh and leaned backward, surveying the shelves, the soft pink walls, and the desserts in the display cases that made his stomach rumble. The bakery looked even better than he could have imagined. The pink checkerboard tile floor gleamed, every detail a reflection of her mind; from the vintage sign outside to the chalkboard menu where she’d written ‘Life is what you bake it’ in romantic, loopy calligraphy.

As uptight as Ginger was, Austin was impressed. He’d given the bakery its bones, but in just a few weeks she’d brought it to life. ‘You did great, Ginger. It looks amazing, just like your sketches.’

She gave a small shrug, but he saw something flicker in her face; relief, or maybe pride, but it vanished fast, replaced by her cool composure. Did she ever smile?

‘Thank you,’ she said flatly, like the words had to be forced. After a beat she offered, ‘You were right about the awning. It really does stand out.’

Austin bit back a grin, the memory of their first introduction, 183 days ago, swimming into his memory.

It had been a Sunday. He’d just finished lunch at Rosie’s when Terrance and Alexis Chambers called and asked to meet him at CinnaSudz. Once there, he had been introduced to Alexis’ cousin, Ginger, who had just moved to Cinnamon Falls from Atlanta and had bought Mrs. Pickens’ old laundromat. She wanted to turn it into a bakery, fast – in time for her grand opening at the Fall Festival.

It was a huge ask; one that would push all his other projects to the back burner. Jacobs & Sons had been running a full-throttle, two-man operation up until his father’s accident the year before. Now, all the big jobs fell to Austin. He had been laying flooring and running wires since he could walk, but he was skeptical about Ginger’s turnaround time. He thought it’d take much longer than six months to complete the water line overhaul, structural modifications, and electric upgrades, not to mention the permitting and inspections, but Ginger refused to adjust her expectations, or her budget, and Austin loved a challenge.

Ginger had been all business for the next six months, describing her vision in great detail. She’d known exactly what she wanted: the shelving here, the counter there, a corner nook for cafe tables, two convection ovens, and a walk-in chiller. No hesitation, no fluff, all certainty. He didn’t know much about her, or why she’d chosen Cinnamon Falls, only that she was determined to make Fall Festival her opening day. And the harder she pushed him, the more intrigued he became.

Along the way, he’d tried the small talk angle – weather, coffee, or local gossip – but she’d met every joke with a steely gaze that could freeze drywall into place. He quickly learned that Ginger Mills was a one-woman storm. She had vision, laser-sharp focus, and enough balls to go toe to toe with him about anything, from paint samples to flooring. He’d always been the man with the answers, and Ginger was refreshing in a maddening way.

Now, he rubbed the back of his neck, glancing toward the counter where she was arranging a tray of donuts that were topped with bacon. He had to sample the goods.

‘You planning to share any of those with your favorite contractor?’

‘Depends,’ she said, never looking up at him. ‘Is your dad around?’

Austin guffawed, shaking his head. ‘I’m more of a chocolate guy, anyway,’ he quipped, shrugging his shoulders.

Ginger slid a donut onto a napkin and handed it over, but the look in her eyes made it clear that it was less an act of kindness and more of a nudge to get him to leave.

‘This is Terrance’s favorite, the “You Autumn Know”. It’s a sweet potato donut baked until golden brown, dipped in maple glaze and topped with candied maple bacon.’

Austin had a joke about police officers and donuts, but he kept it to himself. He took a slow bite. Pillowy dough melted in his mouth while the maple glaze had a sweetness that danced on his tongue. The salty sweet crunch of bacon was the perfect addition. He could’ve eaten the rest of the tray if he was in his bulking season.

‘Damn, Ginger. This is… you made these?’ he asked, before devouring the other half of the donut with a snap.

‘What do you think, I’m AI or something? Of course I made those.’ She looked up at him, a storm in her eyes.

He swallowed, licking the glaze from his thumb, chuckling at how easy it was to get under her skin. She rolled her eyes, but he caught the ghost of a smile before she turned away.

Austin watched the festival crowd move past the window; kids chasing leaves, vendors calling out. His gaze shifted back toward her. She looked different now, softer, though the guard was still there. She worked quickly, filling the case with the last of her donuts.

‘Bet this place’ll keep you busy all day,’ he commented.

‘Oh, it will if people stop standing in the way of paying customers,’ Ginger retorted.

Austin pointed to himself. ‘That’s my cue, huh?’

Just then, the bell jingled overhead. A couple stepped through the doors – the Bennetts’ youngest son, Niles, and Ms. Pearline’s great-niece, Shawna Daniels.

Austin had gone to high school with Niles’ older sister, Nia. He didn’t know Niles as well since he was younger, but they were friendly enough in passing, especially after Austin renovated The Cinnamon Scoop. As the first business in Cinnamon Falls, the Bennetts were practically royalty; everyone knew and respected them. Niles held out a fist to Austin, who gave it a friendly bump with his own.

‘Mornin’, Austin. How’s everything?’

Shawna offered him a polite nod, leaves sweeping in behind them as the door closed softly. Shawna took a long sip of the coffee cup she held from Rosie’s Diner, the signature red rose printed on the side.

‘All good,’ Austin replied. ‘Enjoying the Fall Festival?’

‘You know it. Wait, this is the old laundromat, right?’ Niles mumbled, glancing around like he was attempting to conjure up the memories of CinnaSudz’s heyday.

‘Yeah, that’s what my sister said. I told you, it’s a bakery now.’ Shawna bounced on her tiptoes, craning her neck to read the menu against the wall.

Ginger’s face brightened, her eyes growing softer, her posture open and friendly.

‘Welcome to The Maple Bakery! I’m Ginger, what can I get for you?’

So she could be nice. Austin had been convinced she was allergic all this time.

‘Is this the “I Loaf You A Lot”?’ Shawna asked, pointing toward a loaf of glazed layers of bread the size of Austin’s palm.

‘Yes, this is my take on a cinnamon bun—’

‘No one’s cinnamon buns are better than Rosie’s,’ Niles cut in, crossing his arms, skeptical. He took inventory of the space, analyzing every nook and cranny with a slow, concentrated gaze.

Austin watched as Ginger didn’t falter under Niles’ remarks. Alexis must have briefed her on Cinnamon Falls’ fierce love for Rosslyn Rose, even in death.

‘I don’t doubt that. I’ve heard all about Ms. Rosie’s cinnamon buns, trust me, I could never. This is a maple pecan pull-apart bread.’

Shawna oohed, stepping closer to the case. Ginger continued with her captivated audience. ‘It’s a buttery dough glazed with maple brown sugar and toasted pecans. It’ll go perfect with your coffee.’

Niles looked between Shawna, Ginger, the pull-apart bread, and back, drumming his fingers along his biceps, considering. He leaned closer to the glass, pacing. He stepped back suddenly and said, ‘Give me five slices, one “Crumble and Get It”, and two “You Autumn Know’s”.’

Ginger clapped her hands in satisfaction and started on his order. She pulled a flat box down from the counter and folded it upright, swiftly loading his desserts inside while she and Shawna bantered back and forth about Niles’ insatiable sweet tooth; to which he responded, ‘My first word was vanilla. What do you expect?’

Austin backed toward the door and lifted his hand in Ginger’s direction, letting her know that he was leaving. When they met eyes, he gave her a hopeful thumbs up. Ginger shooed him away in response.

He stepped out, stumbling onto the busy sidewalk. A group of teenagers brushed past him and spilled into the bakery, their laughter crowding the lobby. Austin paused outside the window, watching as Ginger charmed her new guests with an easy laugh that brightened her whole face and made her eyes sparkle; one she never used with him.

Something in his chest tugged – the dull ache he’d grown familiar with whenever his thoughts trailed to Samantha. Her name wasn’t a wound exactly, not anymore, more like a scar that ached when the weather turned. It’d been ages since he’d heard her laugh that could fill up the room. He once believed he’d remember that sound forever, but now he could barely summon the echo of it. Their memories had faded, only one stubborn one remained – the one he couldn’t shake.

A child’s scream sliced through the air, bringing him back to the present, as a group of little kids barreled past him, their sticky candied apples raised above their heads like trophies. A vendor steadied the items on her table as the children zoomed by. Austin recognized her immediately; the eccentric style – a strangely long scarf fluttering in the wind, loose fitting clothes with varying prints and colors, and wild glossy curls – could only belong to Rowan Bell, her vendor table stationed directly across from the bakery.

She arched one brow behind a pair of glasses that overtook her face and grinned like a fox who’d stumbled across an unfortunately lost chicken. He hadn’t noticed her earlier, too single-minded, eager to get to Ginger. She’d seen him staring into the bakery, he was sure of it.

‘Well, well, well,’ she drawled, leaning forward, resting her elbows on her table, which looked like a miniature replica of her shop: dark, moody, and whimsical. ‘You’ve been staring into that window like—’

‘I wasn’t staring,’ Austin faltered, heat crawling up the back of his neck. ‘I was admiring my craftsmanship,’ he countered, crossing his arms hoping to hide the way his face was flaming. ‘I built the place, you know.’

‘No surprise there,’ she deadpanned, pointing to the logo on his chest: a hammer and wrench crossed with the letters J & S stitched underneath. ‘Jacobs & Sons has practically built everything on Main Street.’ She flicked her sugar-encrusted fingers toward Ginger’s window while she picked through the bag of pecans. Just then, a young customer crept toward Rowan’s table, curious and quiet, coming to Austin’s rescue.

‘Have fun at the Fall Festival, Mr. Countertops!’ Rowan yelled after him, as he backed away to make room for the customer.

Austin picked up his pace and merged into the traffic of festival goers. He passed a couple leaning into each other, sharing a steaming cup of cider. Another pair of teens posed for a picture under the pumpkin archway as he strolled through Harvest Square, in the thick of it all. Just ahead, a little girl tugged on her father’s coat sleeve, insistent, eager to show him the leaf she’d found.

And suddenly, Samantha was in his mind again, uninvited like a draft through a cracked window. He recalled the last time he’d seen her, so clearly in his mind, standing in the doorway of the quaint yellow house he’d built with his own two hands.

The house he thought would be theirs forever. The house she left him in.

He could still see the half-full boxes behind her, twenty-seven of them to be exact; the look of genuine shock when he’d returned home early, the way she’d avoided eye contact when she told him she needed ‘more than this’. More than him. How she’d slipped off the ring he’d saved for three years to buy and sat it gently on the kitchen table. Catapulting it at his head would have hurt less.

He blinked hard, focusing on the bright streamers ahead, the crunch of the leaves under his boots, the swell of Rodney McIntire and the Mac’s jazz trombone, but none of it distracted him from Samantha’s memory, except one thing.

He glanced backward at Ginger’s bakery growing smaller in the distance, its pink awning jutting out against the brick background; something new for slow-moving, traditional Cinnamon Falls.

And maybe something new for him, too.






Chapter 3

Ginger


Ginger made a mental note to wear different shoes tomorrow. The combat boots she’d pulled on at three o’clock that morning had made sense to her still-sleeping brain at the time. But now, she realized it had been the wrong choice. Her feet throbbed; a dull, pulsing ache that radiated from her heels to her calves, but she didn’t dare stop moving, not now; not when the bakery was still buzzing with the last wave of Fall Festival traffic.

Outside, the late afternoon sun spilled gold across Cinnamon Falls. Ginger finally had a break in customers, who’d visited steadily throughout the morning and afternoon, following the scent of brown sugar and maple past Rosie’s Diner and straight to her door. She took the time to refill the display case, which was nearly empty now, save for a few lonely blondie bars that she was sure would sell soon. Her pull-apart bread and walnut cake were the most popular, flying off the shelves faster than she’d anticipated. She smiled, taking a moment to appreciate that she was living an answered prayer.

The bakery’s bell chimed overhead and Ginger blinked, taking in the woman with honey-brown hair and the tiny white Pomeranian sticking out of her handbag, its tongue lolling out of its mouth. Its long white fur was styled into a ponytail on top of its head secured by a pink bow, and it sported a pink gingham printed bandana tied beneath its neck. The little dog let out a curious yip when Ginger introduced herself.

‘Hi!’ Ginger greeted both of them. ‘I’m Ginger and this is my bakery. I’ve got a few of the Butter Me Up Bars left. It’s a chewy brown butter blondie.’ Ginger watched as the woman leaned closer to the display case and the Pomeranian did too, stretching its nose toward the counter, sniffing eagerly. It placed its paws on the edge of the bag and Ginger noticed its nails were painted hot pink.

‘Apparently, someone is interested.’

The woman smiled, adjusting the bag on her shoulder as the dog wriggled inside. ‘This is Princess Pawlina. She thinks everything is for her.’

‘She has excellent taste,’ Ginger replied.

‘Well, don’t just sniff around, say hello.’ The woman stepped closer to the service counter, enough for Princess Pawlina to extend her paw toward Ginger, who shook it fervently.

‘Very nice to meet you, Princess,’ Ginger said. She gestured toward the display. ‘You two are in luck. I just pulled a fresh dozen of the sweet potato donuts out of the oven. I call them “You Autumn Know”. They’re my last batch of the day if you’re interested.’

The woman’s eyes flicked between the pastries. She smiled good-naturedly and patted her very flat stomach through her sweater. ‘I’m full of smoked turkey legs and I’m still digging the kettle corn out of my teeth. I couldn’t eat another thing, but thank you.’ She glanced over her shoulder but there was no one behind her. ‘I was just checking to see if my son caught up to me.’ She leaned closer, lowering her voice. ‘I actually came to ask if you make birthday cakes?’

Ginger bounced on her toes excitedly because she hadn’t expected her first custom order so soon.

‘I’m Rachel Greene.’ She pushed her hand over the counter for Ginger to shake. ‘My husband came in this morning with our son, Dougie, and we had one of your An Apple A Day cheesecake bars; the one with the apple filling and salted caramel.’ She paused, her eyes lighting up. ‘We literally debated over who would get the last bite…’ Princess Pawlina let out a small bark as if she was chiming in.

‘I won,’ Rachel finished proudly; her eyes flashed when she smiled. ‘Dougie’s birthday party is tomorrow, and we were just going to pick up a plain ol’ vanilla sheet cake from Heather over at Cinnamon Grove tonight, but I would love to buy one of your cheesecakes right now, if I can. Dougie would be so surprised!’

Ginger hesitated. Heather Hughes had been nothing short of a godsend when Ginger had first bought the bakery. When she’d started testing recipes she’d found herself spending a small fortune on flour and sugar, until Heather generously shared her food supplier’s details, Valley View Wholesale Foods. It cut Ginger’s costs almost in half. Since then, they’d become good friends in the months leading up to the Fall Festival. Ginger never thought she’d be close with a woman twice her age, but she knew from experience that good friendships were hard to come by.

She didn’t feel good about taking money from Heather’s pockets, but a bland vanilla sheet cake was no match for her salted caramel masterpiece. She knew Heather would understand.

‘I’m afraid I’m all sold out of An Apple A Day cheesecake bars right now…’ Rachel’s face fell, and Ginger panicked; she didn’t want to lose the sale. It wouldn’t take too much effort to add one more batch to her prep list tomorrow. A good reputation was worth the sacrifice. ‘The quickest I could have one ready for you is tomorrow morning. Is that okay?’

Rachel’s face lit up instantly. ‘Perfect! Thank you! I’ll come and pick it up around ten a.m.?’

‘You’ll be my first customer of the day,’ Ginger responded happily.

She whipped out a notepad, writing down the details. Once the price was agreed on, Rachel clapped her hands excitedly. ‘Dougie’s going to be so happy!’

As Rachel and Pawlina skipped out of the door, Ginger allowed herself another small, quiet moment of pride. She didn’t need the Caldwell name. She didn’t need Atlanta. She had this now. A tiny town where no one knew her name or her background. She could be anyone she wanted to be. She decided she could spend the rest of her days here as Ginger Mills and bake to her heart’s content.

The bell chimed over the door again. This time her cousin Alexis bounced inside, her husband, Terrance, at her side as always. They sported matching knit scarves and rose-printed mugs full of spiked cider, Ginger was sure.

‘Look at this place!’ Alexis exclaimed, arms wide, eyes glassy. Her gaze landed on the empty display case. ‘Sold out on your first day? I’m telling everyone I know my little cousin is a baking legend! You know Daddy would be so proud.’

‘He’d be telling anyone who would listen that he had a bakery named after him,’ Ginger added with a nostalgic laugh. She raised her latte in the air and Alexis did the same with her mug.

‘To Uncle Maple,’ Ginger and Alexis said at the same time.

Uncle Maple, Alexis’ father, was originally from Michigan. Every Christmas he would show up to Ginger’s mother’s house with a case of authentic Canadian maple syrup. The sweet syrup meant the start of the holiday season for their family and always held good memories of her childhood. Maple meant safety and she needed that more than ever right now.

Ginger leaned over the counter, giving her cousin a deep hug.

Alexis pulled back, palming her cheek. ‘I’m so proud of you, Ging. You left your toxic life behind and now look at you.’

‘I couldn’t have done it without you.’

‘I told you, Cinnamon Falls is the perfect place for happily-ever-afters.’

Ginger knew her cousin was going to cash in on her ‘I told you so’ debt any day now.

Terrance let out a cough and zeroed in on the fresh batch of donuts. ‘You got any leftovers for law enforcement?’

Alexis rolled her eyes. ‘Here comes his cop-donut joke—’

Terrance raised a finger in protest. ‘I’ll have you know I won first place in the Dad Joke contest this morning with that very joke.’

Alexis twisted her lips. ‘You’re the only one who enters.’

He pulled her in close to his side, nuzzling his nose against her neck. ‘And I’m not even a dad yet.’

Ginger waved them away. ‘Take all that out of my bakery. This is a no-love zone, okay?’

The door swung open again, a burst of laughter spilling in. Two couples and a young girl filled the front lobby; Ginger recognized them from Alexis’ pictures on social media, especially Terrance’s partner at the police department, Jesse Shaw.

Jesse was clutching hands with a brown-skinned beauty that he couldn’t tear his eyes away from. Her tailored brown trench coat was buttoned neatly around a cream cowl-neck sweater. Ginger felt her face lift into a smile that, for once, she didn’t have to fake.

‘You must be Ginger!’ the woman said, grinning equally as hard. ‘Alexis has told me all about you! We have been dying to try your pastries all day, but I’ve been held up at the shop.’

‘Welcome to The Maple Bakery!’ Ginger responded, her arms spread wide.

The little girl pressed her face to the display case and whispered, ‘It smells like heaven in here.’

‘I’m sorry it’s just a few items,’ Ginger said apologetically. ‘But you’re welcome to have what’s left.’

The girl beckoned a man next to her down to her level and he bent over to meet her. They shared the same eyes. He had to have been her father.

She pounded a finger into her open palm, demanding, ‘Next time, we stop here first.’

‘Yes, ma’am,’ he answered back. It was clear who ran the show. Ginger liked her already.

Alexis made the introductions. ‘This is Nia Bennett, her family owns The Cinnamon Scoop further down Main Street, just a couple of blocks from here.’ Ginger recalled the ice-cream shop with the googly-eyed mascot on the far corner. Alexis had made sure to let her know all about the princess of Cinnamon Falls.

‘My brother and his girlfriend raved about the pull-apart bread, said it was neck and neck with Rosie’s cinnamon buns—’

‘You’re Niles’ sister!’ Ginger asked, finally connecting the dots between Nia and her first customer this morning. ‘You two look so much alike.’

Nia groaned. ‘He wishes he looked as good as me.’

‘You know Jesse already,’ Alexis continued, gesturing to
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