
        
            
                
            
        


	 

 

 

 

The Bakery on Main

 

Famous in a Small Town

 

Book 2

 

 

 

 

 

M.L. Pennock







Copyright © 2024 M.L. Pennock

Cover design by 315 Designs

 

 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system without the written permission of the author, except where permitted by law.

 

This book is a work of fiction.  Any similarities to real people, living or dead, is purely coincidental.  All characters and events in this work are figments of the author’s overactive imagination.

 

 


Also by M.L. Pennock

 

To Have series

 

To Have — Brian and Stella’s story

To Hold (To Have #2) — Stephanie and Max’s story

To Cherish (To Have #3) — Tommy and Jacelyn’s story

Letters from Emily (To Have #4)

 

 

Famous in a Small Town series

 

Foster to Family (Book 1) — Delilah and Fisher’s story

The Bakery on Main (Book 2) — Maggie and Maverick’s story

 

Coming soon …

 Love Notes and Line Drives (Famous in a Small Town, Book 3)


Dedication

to coffee and preschool

without you, this book wouldn’t have been possible

 


Table of Contents

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Epilogue

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Foster to Family: Famous in a Small Town Book 1 sneak peak


Chapter 1

Maggie

 

My full name is Margaret Regina Florence Southard. Please. For the love of all things, call me Maggie. Or Mags.

Do. Not. Call. Me. Margaret.

“Margaret, will you be home for dinner tonight?”

“No, Gram, I have a food truck thing. I thought I told you.”

“You might have. I just don’t pay attention and you keep trying to get me to use that electronic calendar. I don’t care for it.”

“If you look at it, though, you’d see my whole schedule for the entire month, Gram.”

Technology is going to kill us all. Just ask my grandmother. I introduced her to the Alexa a couple years ago and the first time it spoke without being spoken to she popped it under the tire of my car so I squashed it as I backed out of the driveway. In her defense, I still don’t know why it was talking in the first place, so it was justifiable technocide.

“I don’t like it one bit, Margaret.”

“I know, Gram. I’ll print out a copy for the fridge. Just try to remember I won’t be home for dinner tonight.”

“I’ll leave a plate in the refrigerator for you. Don’t need you going hungry, starving yourself like all those fancy ass supermodels you wanted to be when you were a child,” she says, her voice trailing off until I hear the unmistakable sound of her rotary phone clunking down in the receiver.

Oh, yes, my Gram has a cellphone, but the government, as you should know, is absolutely watching everything she does. She’s insistent on using the phone she had back before I was even born. It’s not a horrible idea to have a landline that’s actually connected to the wall, and I praise her for keeping it if nothing else for the fact she can literally slam the phone when hanging up on someone if they get her riled up.

That’s one of those little quirks I love about Gram and now I’m able to enjoy them every day. You see, until recently, I was still living at home with my parents. Out of necessity, I’ve moved into my mom’s childhood bedroom in the house she grew up in so someone can be with Gram more. The necessity is partially me needing to be able to not live at home and also because Gram could use a roommate to hang out with.

She’s the only one allowed to call me Margaret, by the way. Our relationship is unique.

I set my phone down and go back to the cupcakes I’m working on. My best friend, Lilah, owns this sweet little bakery on Main Street in the town I grew up in. When she started getting a lot of traction with her side gig — being an awesome pastry chef — I jumped ship with her. We were both stuck in dead end jobs at the local grocery store, which is fine if you’re 20 and just want to use your paycheck to party with the college kids every weekend.

We are not 20. Nor do we party. I mean, partying to us is literally sitting in her kitchen with some hot chocolate designing new cake ideas with her teenage daughter, Genevieve.

But, I digress.

“I think these are done,” I say as Gen walks in from school.

“That looks so amazing, Aunt Maggie. Your chocolate designs are some of my favorites,” she says.

I don’t get a chance to respond before she sneaks into the back room to dispose of her backpack and find an apron. I smile to myself, thankful she appreciates the weird shit I come up with. It’s not weird to her and Lilah, though. They’re doodles brought to life and shoved into little cakes. It’s the talent that set my new career on its path.

“Gram having trouble with your schedule again?” Lilah asks quietly from the other end of the counter.

“Gram … is just having trouble,” I say.

Some days I feel like I’m mourning my grandmother and she hasn’t gone anywhere.

“I worry about her a lot. She called me by my mom’s name the other day and brushed it off like it was nothing,” I continue.

Trusting people with my personal info is difficult. Not because anyone ever really did anything to make me wary of oversharing, I just don’t. I will talk anyone’s ear off about anything, but when it comes to Gram? Nah. You have to be part of the inner circle to know the real her and my relationship with her. Lilah is like a sister to me, so she knows everything.

“Have you mentioned it to your parents? You’ve been living with her for a bit now so you’re seeing patterns, Maggie.”

She isn’t telling me anything I wasn’t already thinking. My mom is supposed to be coming over to have coffee with us in the morning before I come into work. The conversation is going to have to happen then and I don’t want to alarm my mother with any of the information. It’s just, I don’t know. Seeing Gram go from sound mind and body to slowly forgetting where things are in the kitchen she’s used for fifty years? It’s hard.

“We don’t have to talk about it. I’m here when you need me,” Lilah says, squeezing my shoulders on her way past.

I’m grateful for her giving me an out this time. She’s been watching me struggle with Gram’s mortality for months. Gram is the last grandparent I have and she’s gotten me to adulthood, which is an accomplishment in and of itself.

For now, I’m going to concentrate on getting work done, getting in the food truck we impulsively invested in, and getting to the high school. All my Gram concerns will still be here when I’m done with slinging cupcakes tonight.

 


Chapter 2

Maverick

 

Tonight is supposed to be one of those easy adventures. There isn’t anything easy about selling your soul to a bunch of high schoolers and their uppity parents. This is why I stay out of the village, but business is struggling and I need to keep myself occupied and fed.

“So, you sell flowers now?”

Her voice comes from behind me and it makes the hair on the back of my neck stand up. I finish setting out the two buckets of roses in my hands before turning to find none other than my ex-wife.

“Sure would have been nice if you’d ever even bought me flowers when we were together, and now you sell the damn things,” Hannah says, popping her gum. It’s a tic she picked up after she quit smoking. I could handle the gum, but when she started popping it incessantly, I would hide in the garage.

“Did my child support pay for those? Or did the new boyfriend pony up the money? Pretty sure you weren’t a D-cup last time I saw you,” I say, wiping my hands down the front of my soil covered jeans.

She doesn’t say anything, just stands there and pops her gum again. There might have been a little bit of murder in her eyes, but she doesn’t scare me. Never has.

“You have a good night. Enjoy the event.”

I walk away from her, needing to busy myself with anything other than talking to someone I wasted too many years on. The only reason I even stayed in this town was because I needed to be in my daughter’s life. Just because her mother and I weren’t right for one another doesn’t mean I have to be a deadbeat dad and forget about my kid. I’m sure that’s what her mother would have loved me to do, though, and I thoroughly enjoy pissing her off when I have to be in her presence.

The only good thing to come from getting her pregnant and getting married is my little girl. Well, Sawyer’s not really little anymore.

“Daddy!”

I hear her yell to me from across the parking lot, but can’t see where she is.

“Dad!”

I hear her again and when I finally see her, I’m ready to grab a jacket and throw it around her.

“Hey, Pumpkin. Are you warm enough? It’s getting chilly out here,” I say, trying to cover up my sudden and extremely protective mood.

“Yes, I’m fine. I’m going to be out there jumping around in a few minutes and get all sweaty and gross,” she says.

She’s supposed to still be five and in pigtails. Why is she fifteen and in a cheerleader skirt? What is that shit on her eyes? Is that glitter on her cheeks?

I rub the palm of my hand up and down my bristly cheek and groan under my breath.

“Do you have a sweatshirt just in case?”

She squints at me. She purses her glossed lips. She crosses her arms.

“God, you’re so damn stubborn, Sawyer.”

“It’s the uniform, I know. Promise, I have a hoodie and my pepper spray.”

She kisses me on the cheek and runs off to catch up with a group of girls all dressed just like her, bows and ribbons bouncing in their hair, and I wonder if all of their dads are worried, too. There’s a small cluster of mom people walking behind them, insulated coffee mugs in hand, but my girl’s mom isn’t one of them.

Hannah is only involved to a point, and that point begins and ends with bringing Sawyer to me whenever she doesn’t feel like being a parent. Those days are becoming more frequent and, even though I pretty much hate my ex-wife with a passion that burns as hot as the fire of a thousand suns, it makes me hurt for my kid. I’ve never parented a teenager. Parenting a teenage girl whose mother is less and less involved is getting difficult. She wants makeup and fancy hair and, for a while there, the skirts kept getting shorter. I want her to still be the kid with dirt smudged on her cheek from helping me on a job and her hair in a messy ponytail. Give me bib overalls any day instead of these itty-bitty clothes they’re making for women now.

I watch as they all walk toward the stadium. The homecoming game is the most important fall event in this town. Lots of people come back to Brockport for the weekend, pack the stands, and fill the restaurants. I know I worry about the clothes and the people she’s hanging out with, but I’m happy she gets this opportunity. When I was her age, I was busy not doing any of this stuff. My teen years were spent working at the tree farm to help my parents make ends meet.

Sawyer disappears in the crowd and I turn to get my mind back on track.

The lot where all the vendors are parked has filled to the brim with food trucks and crafts. We still have half an hour to kickoff, giving people plenty of time to mill around. There’s a barbecue truck a few spots down from me and I’m pretty sure he’s going to get all my money. Even further down is a guy about my age selling handmade onion crates and other wood crafts, and he catches me looking his way. I wave like a good neighbor would and he waves back. This is the epitome of “small town.”

“Hey, Rick, what you got that’s good today?”

Will has been around for years, but he’s quiet and sticks to the background. His brother is a local priest who is used to being the center of attention. Will, however, is one of those guys who is extremely generous with his time and talent but doesn’t advertise how talented he is.

“Man, everything is good. There are some baby blue spruces in the back of the truck if you want to check them out. Does Murph need anything for decorating the chapel?”

Reaching my hand out, he clasps it tightly and pulls me in for a half hug.

“I’m not sure, but I can ask him. Christmas is going to come quick,” he says.

“Halloween and Thanksgiving first. Let’s not rush St. Nick. Give him some time to check his list a few more times, you know?” We share a laugh and I motion for him to follow me to the bed of my pick-up where I have the bigger plants. “Prices are marked way down for the day. I’ve got to move some of this stuff out. It’s all sitting in the spot where the new greenhouse is going up.”

We team carry a few large trees to the front of my space, chatting about how business is and what he can help with out at the farm. It’s comfortable conversation, and keeps my emotions in check when I see Hannah walking toward me once again.

“You’re on dad duty for the rest of the weekend. I’ve got things to do,” she says once she’s within earshot, but she still says it much louder than necessary as if to draw attention to herself. She always draws attention, but it’s not usually the good kind.

“I’m always on dad duty. When are you planning to act like a mother?”

The eye rolling and gum popping. It’s difficult to explain in words how much I’ve come to hate her.

Will turns away from our interaction. He’s not embarrassed by it, even if he wants to be. He wanders back to the bed of the truck and I see him trying to hide a smile. He’s known Hannah since we were about Sawyer’s age, so he knows what it’s been like with her.

When I met Hannah, she was in her “good girl” phase and acting like a human being with a conscience. Hard to believe she was only four years older than our daughter is now when we found ourselves pregnant and getting married. That’s the part that scares me.

Hannah still looks slightly taken aback by my question, but it’s a game to her. She clutches her invisible pearls and covers the open-mouthed expression she paints on as if she’s fooling me.

“I,” she starts, then smiles, “am always acting like a mother.”

My mouth opens, and I know it’s because subconsciously I want to read her the riot act, but I close it and go about arranging buckets of flowers.

“Go. Do your things, Hannah. Sawyer will be fine with me. She understands,” I say, not the least bit sarcastic.

“Good. Thanks,” she says and walks away, slipping her hand through the arm of some man I’ve never seen before.

“Sawyer is a good kid. She’s not going to end up like her mom, Rick,” Will says from behind me. He’s leaning against the grill of my truck, his arms crossed, and he looks just as sad as I feel. He would have made a fantastic dad.

“How do you do that? Read my mind? It’s a little scary sometimes.”

He shrugs, but smiles and wanders away to check out the other vendors.

 


Chapter 3

Maggie

 

So, there I was, just sitting in the food truck, when out of nowhere some fake-tittied ho with what looked like a barely out of high school guy on her arm swiped a cupcake. I wouldn’t be fuming if she had actually paid for the food, but she just … took it.

“Deep breath, Mags. It’s not worth getting upset about. It wasn’t the prettiest cupcake anyway. Just like the woman who stole it.”

I’ve been parked in the school parking lot for almost an hour. It’s almost time for kickoff, so the only ones out here now are vendors checking their products and making food. The food smells delicious, and my mouth instantly waters as the scent of barbeque hits my nose. I should have eaten something before leaving the bakery, but I didn’t because I was rushing. By the time I got here I was later than I normally would be because of all the traffic, because I didn’t take into account the volume of people coming home for the weekend.

It’s homecoming. Of course it’s going to be a ridiculous number of people. Even with being late, I’ve still had to restock more than two dozen cupcakes because everyone loves Delilah’s creations. My creations. I need to remind myself that these are mine, too.

“It’s so pretty, Maggie,” Will says, picking up a cupcake in its cute little package. “Not sure if I’ll be able to eat this right away. I might need to Instagram it. Isn’t that what all you younger people are doing these days?”

He makes me laugh every time I see him. Unlike a lot of the people in this town, I’ve known Will my entire life.

The best part is, his Instagram account is better than mine.

“How are you, Will? I haven’t seen you in the bakery recently. Everything okay?” I ask, purely out of concern but also digging for info. He’s always working on a project of some sort and I love hearing about all of them.

He pulls his phone from the pocket of his Carhartt jacket and sets the cupcake on the counter at the window. I attempt to slide out of the way, but he holds his hand up.

“You need to be in this one. I know you made these and you should get the credit,” he says.

I cross my arms and lean on the counter so he can get me in the frame. Distracted by some guy hauling a tree out of his truck, I don’t notice he’s already taken the photo.

“Perfect, just like you,” he says.

Sliding his phone back into his pocket, I give a questioning look. I’m used to people typing up a caption and posting things right away. It’s sort of in the name of the app, you know?

“It might be called ‘insta’ but I do what I want,” he says. Opening the package and pulling the cake out, he inhales deeply the scent of lemony sugar. “Oh, this is my favorite flavor.”

Smiling as he takes a little bite, I wish I knew why he was unattached. His brother is a priest, but Will is just single. I’ve never understood it. He’s a nice guy, handsome, and down to earth. You can’t go wrong with Will.

“I’ll need two more to go. You pick the flavors, though. They aren’t for me.” He takes another bite. “I had to take a break from visiting you and Lilah. My pants were starting to fit a little snug. But, to answer your question, yes everything is okay. I’ve been trying to visit the Veterans Home a little more often. This time of year is hard on a lot of the guys who don’t have much family.”

See? Awesome guy.

Turning to my stock of cupcakes, I pick two to send with him. I’ve started working more of the holiday flavors into the line-up, so I make sure to pull one that has peppermint mocha buttercream and choose pumpkin spice for the other.

“If you need a box of sweets to take with you when you go visit your friends again, just let me or Lilah know.” I hand him the extra cupcakes and he passes me a wad of bills. “This is too much, let me get you some change.”

“No need. I saw what happened.”

“Why don’t they make people like you anymore, Will?”

“They do. Everyday. You just have to pay attention.” He winks at me and nods, taking another bite of his cupcake as he turns and wanders back in the direction he came.

 

*****

 

I hang out in my spot, crouched down in the window and watching a small crowd of vendors milling around after half time. They wander from one site to the next visiting with one another. Everyone else wants to chat and make small talk. I kind of hate small talk. It makes me so uncomfortable. I mean, there they all are talking about crafts and homemade soaps, and here I am just sitting in my truck acting like a creepy voyeur. I like it better this way right now.

The food truck thing kind of came out of left field. Lilah’s husband is a restauranteur and caterer, so he was well acquainted with the idea of having food in a truck and taking it places. After we opened the bakery on Main Street and noticed how much business we were able to get just from walk in customers, I bravely mentioned expanding. Namely, expanding into the food on wheels arena.

Lilah was skeptical, Fisher thought it was the best idea ever, and I cried a lot because it was my idea and, therefore, I was in charge. I’m really quite okay with Lilah running the show and me being background noise. But, alas, I sucked it up and here I am running the food truck cupcake queendom.

Did I mention we had only been open officially for a couple months when I dreamed this up? I’m not going to complain, though. Not anymore. I’m in my element between the shop and the truck. We do these craft events and then there are food truck takeovers in various parking lots that I’ve gotten us signed up for, but with the weather starting to turn, those events are coming to a close for the season. 

The group of crafters making their way around the parking lot loop around and head toward me. I try to make myself look busy, but I’m really not. The interaction is short and sweet. They come, they ooh and ahh over the confections, a couple of them grab bags and take business cards along with their change from the sale, and that’s it. The extent to the small talk was asking me what the flavors were.

“I’m trying to watch how much sugar I eat, so I probably wouldn’t have checked out her truck if it weren’t for Ricky. He had a couple sitting on the hood of his pick-up and they just looked too delicious to not try,” one woman says while walking away. “He’s looking pretty delicious himself, if you know what I mean.”

There’s a short chorus of, “I know, right?” but that’s all I hear before they’re out of earshot.

One question, though. Who the hell is Ricky and if he’s so delicious looking how did I not notice him buy something from me?

I scan the parking lot, set on finding this truck adorned with my cupcakes, when my eyes land on Will. He sees me looking his way and lifts his arm to wave. I give a little wave back just as the guy he’s talking to turns his head in my direction.

He lifts his hand as well. I’m caught in a moment, turned to stone and unable to move because, holy shit, he’s not delicious like a dessert. He’s fucking scrumptious and I want to have him as a whole meal. It takes a split second for me to regain my composure and smile, whether he can see it from how far away we are from one another or not and the fact I’m pigeonholed in the window of a food tuck, who knows. That doesn’t matter. What matters is there are two cupcake bags sitting on the hood of his pick-up truck and they ended up there because Will bought them.

The moment is over as quickly as it started and we all lower our arms. He turns his head and goes back to his conversation with Will. Will crosses his arms over his chest and gets a big grin on his face. He nods and the other guy looks my way quickly once more.

Maybe I need to be a bit more sociable? It’s not like I don’t have time. Pretty much everyone who wandered out to get food and shop during halftime has gone back in for the game. I could potentially have a conversation with a decent human being of the opposite sex. He has to be decent if Will is spending time with him. Those are the rules.

I work up the nerve to leave my station. The money is all secure and the cupcakes I had on display are the only ones out so if someone else come along and steals another one I won’t be hurting too much from it. Slipping my keys and phone into my pockets, I climb out of the truck and check myself. It would suck to walk over there looking like a complete mess.

I hear him cuss as he starts toward the stadium, his steps hurried as he rushes toward someone coming out of the entrance to meet him.

“What’s up?” I ask.

I was already most of the way across the parking lot to his truck, and turning around would have looked odd. Plus, I’m nosy. Asking Will for information is always a good idea.

“Not sure, but it sounds like his daughter got hurt. Someone sent him a message from inside,” he says, taking a peek at his phone. “He said they had her up in the air and she twisted wrong coming down, so it’s anyone’s guess how bad or what actually happened.”

I bump into a small evergreen tree and when I try to step out of its way, I knock another one over.

“That’s horrible and scary. I hope she’s going to be alright,” I say, but what I’m actually thinking is I can’t believe he’s old enough to have a teenager. “Is his wife already in there with her?”

Will looks at me. It’s almost one of those sad looks people give when they pity you for asking how someone is doing after they’ve passed away but you didn’t know they had died.

“They aren’t together anymore, but Sawyer’s mom isn’t here tonight anyway,” he says, glancing at his phone again. “And Sawyer getting hurt doesn’t mean she’s going to bother to come back to check on her, either. Looks like they’re going to head to the hospital to get checked out. Can you help me put all these trees in his truck?”

And that’s the story of how I ended up briefly working landscape in October.

We work quickly, loading buckets of flowers and various little trees, and I’ve just finished moving the last bucket into the bed and closing the tailgate when I see him carrying his daughter through the parking lot.

Carrying. His. Daughter. A practically grown human. He’s just carrying her through the lot like he lifts heavy things all day every day. My eyes drift to the bed of his truck where I just helped load a lot of nature. I can see the irony in my thinking now.

“Will, get the door for me?” he says.

“Daddy, I’m fine. I can walk on it. It’ll be fine,” Sawyer says, huffing and annoyed.

Standing at the back of the truck I watch as Rick sets her down and tells her to put pressure on her left foot. She does, but barely, and crumples from the pain.

“That’s what I thought. Let’s get you to the hospital,” he says. “Will, man, thank you for loading everything up. You didn’t have to. I would have come back for it.”

“It’s nothing. Maggie and I had it under control,” Will says.

It’s the first time Rick notices me standing there, all decked out in my Bakery on Main apron and boots straight out of the L.L. Bean catalog.

“I, uh … you’re welcome. Don’t forget your cupcakes,” I say pointing to the hood of the truck where the bags still sit and it’s very much a when Baby meets Johnny for the first time moment. I’m damn glad I don’t have a watermelon in my arms.

He squints at me, nods, shakes Will’s hand, grabs the bags, and gets in the driver’s seat of his truck. The engine roars to life. When they pull away from his parking spot, Sawyer waves to me and Will, then holds up one of the bags and mouths, “Thank you,” as Rick turns to head toward the exit.

 


Chapter 4

Maverick

 

“I don’t like you being held up in the air by one leg, Sawyer. It’s not safe,” I say as I pull into the hospital parking lot.

She smiles sadly, because she knows how I feel about it. This isn’t the first time she’s been hurt doing a stunt of some sort. I could find a way to excuse it if it hadn’t happened before, but here we are at the hospital again and the season just started.

“Dad, I’ll be fine. It’s just a bad sprain. It feels a lot like the last one,” she says, looking at her ankle which is already pretty swollen. “You weren’t this protective when I was doing dance and tumbling. Not even when I broke my arm from landing wrong. At least this injury is less severe.”

“You hope. Sawyer, you hope it’s less severe,” I say emphatically.

My tone says I’m angry. I see it all over her face, too. She thinks she’s done something wrong by doing a thing she loves and I don’t want her to feel that way at all. 

I pull into a spot and put the truck in park facing the entrance marked “Emergency” in bright red letters. Leaning into and wrapping my arms around the steering wheel, I drop my forehead onto my hands. Parenting just keeps getting harder as she gets older. Wasn’t it supposed to get easier? Someone lied to me about this part.

“I saw Mom talking to you before the game. What happened?”

I don’t give her enough credit for how easily she picks up on what’s actually wrong. It’s not her getting hurt and she knows it.

“You’re home with me this weekend. She’s got something else to do,” I say, turning my head to watch her expression.

She covers her disappointment quickly with a smile. It’s a mask she’s learned to wear often and I hate it.

“Well, good. Then we can work on the design for the new greenhouse. I want a little section for tiny plants. All of your plants are big,” she says, pulling her braids over her shoulders so they curve around her ears. “Plus, we need to start thinking about Christmas. Tree season is upon us.”

“You been talking to Will?”

She rolls her eyes, but the smile tells me everything.

“A little. We want to do big decorations at the farm, maybe add a horse drawn sleigh once the ground freezes and a cocoa shop,” she says.

Her face lights up like it used to when she was little and my anger about her mother and her injury dissipates.

I look at her foot where she’s propped it up on the console between us and see the bruising that’s already started.

“Alright, Pumpkin, let’s get you in there and checked over.”

I pull the keys from the ignition and shove them in the pocket of my jeans as I climb out of the truck. Sawyer already has her door open when I get to the other side and is attempting to get out by herself.

“They’re going to give me crutches again,” she says, hopping on one foot while holding the side of the truck.

“Probably. Unless they see something more on X-rays and they boot you,” I say, and silently send up a prayer that isn’t the case.

We’re close enough to the entrance she could probably handle hobbling her way through to the waiting area, but I notice she keeps trying to put pressure on that foot.

“I’m not a baby, you know,” she says as I lift her in a cradle hold.

“I know you aren’t a baby, but you are my baby and you’re hurt, so deal with it,” I say, picking up speed to get us into the hospital and out of the chill that’s taking over the early October air.

The nice thing about this place is no one really knows me. We live outside of town so I don’t have to deal with the villagers. I’ve always been a bit of a loner anyway and it doesn’t bother me. My kid is a social butterfly, though, and is saying hello to every nurse we pass and they’re calling her by name.

“How do they all know you?”

“Well … I’m not a hermit like you. I go to school with most of their kids, or they volunteer at the school.” The tone tells me these are things I should have known. The message she’s sending me is that I’m the clueless father. “Don’t feel bad about it. Mom doesn’t know anyone either. She’s involved less than you.”

Ouch. That stings more than I think I’m willing to admit, but it’s definitely something I’m going to start working on. I don’t want to be absent, not during these years when things get even crazier between school and boys and hormones. I stop my thoughts. I don’t want to jump down that rabbit hole.

“Well, you just earned yourself more involvement from me. I don’t like not knowing what’s going on with my kid,” I say close to her ear.

“I know. That’s why I make sure you know all the important details,” she says softly. “Mom doesn’t care and I don’t tell her anything unless it’s necessary. Why do you think all the emergency contact forms only have you listed on them?”

I drop my head to hers. She’s a tough kid.

A nurse calls Sawyer into an exam room. She’s looking at us with an expression I can’t quite place, but I’m sure it’s because she knows the home situation and isn’t letting on.

“I love you, Pumpkin. Let’s get checked out so we can get home,” I say, carrying her into the room.

 

*****

 

Sawyer has earned herself a six-week hiatus from cheer, a wrapped and booted ankle, and a decent dose of pain reliever. That break from cheer gets her through the football season and maybe, if I’m lucky, I can talk her out of being on the squad for basketball season. If I can’t, maybe the doctor will be able to.

I get her home and settled on the couch with a mug of hot chocolate, hand her the remote to the TV and her cell phone, kiss her on the forehead, and head back out to the truck to unload.

The few hours I was at the school weren’t as profitable as I had hoped, but they were better than nothing. I had a few people from our rival school take business cards. Good for me because it’s a pretty wealthy district out of Rochester. They seemed like the kind of families who can afford to get quoted for a project that costs thousands of dollars.

I open the back door to the cab and begin pulling smaller potted plants from the seat and floor when I notice a brown paper bag with a cellophane front. I grab it thinking Sawyer left something behind, but an empty bag falls on the floor when I move it. Cupcakes from Will. In all the chaos of getting her to the hospital I forgot he brought food over for us. They would have been left on the hood if that woman hadn’t reminded me they were there.

I feel my eyebrows pull together as I try to place where I could know her from, but come up empty. Who was she? Will seemed to know her, but he knows everyone. The way she was dressed tells me she was definitely a food vendor, but I’m clueless. We’ve established this. There’s only one way to find out.

The phone rings three times before he answers with a, “Yeeellow.” I shake my head, but proceed.

“Who was the lady helping you get the plants in the truck?”

“Oh, her? That was Maggie,” he says, as if I am supposed to know who that is. He waits a beat before saying, “The cupcakes.”

“The cupcakes.”

“Have you tried them yet? She and Delilah make the best,” he says.

I can hear him practically drooling over the thought of them and it gets a short chuckle out of me.

“Not yet, but Sawyer ate one on our way to the hospital. She’s got a pretty nasty sprain, but should be okay with some rest. They booted her anyway for when she’s out and about because she’s such a repeat offender and we know she’ll listen to the doctor. It’s only for a week, but hopefully that’s all it needs,” I say. “I guess I should try this other cupcake so she doesn’t steal it on me.”

“And then go buy yourself a dozen because one just isn’t enough,” he says. “Tell Sawyer to get better quickly. I’m going to want her to help with the greenhouse as soon as she’s mobile.”

She’s going to love that. Sawyer has been excited about getting the new greenhouse up since I first mentioned it. This business is as much her life as it is mine and we’re hopeful it’ll be ready before the first heavy snowfall. Now that she’s injured, we’ll just have to play it by ear.

I grunt a response and we hang up so I can continue putting plants back where they belong, but keep glancing at the bag I placed on the tailgate. Will knows everyone here and I’m a transplant. Sort of. I grew up closer to the Finger Lakes, so I always went to Rochester or Syracuse for anything I couldn’t get locally.

When I met Hannah, I was working with my parent’s business still. They owned a Christmas tree farm and always did a great job, but I wanted more than just one season to work. Not that working only happened in the fall and winter. There was plenty of planting and tending to the trees during the rest of the year, but the only time we were busy was the end of November and December.

But Hannah … I had just turned 20, and we were overrun with families trying to get their trees right after Thanksgiving. My dad sent me out to help anyone who needed a hand and I happened across her family. Before I knew it, we were exchanging numbers and had made plans to go see a movie the next night. She was almost 19. Things moved quickly with us and before I knew it, we were staring at a positive pregnancy test and the expectation that we were going to get married to raise this baby “the right way,” as her father so eloquently put it.

In hindsight, I don’t think he really knew much about his daughter. That’s a mistake I’m not willing to repeat.

At first, I tried to make it work. Her family lived on the other side of Rochester near a college town on the edge of Monroe County, so that’s where I went. We started our little family in a two-bedroom single-wide trailer on a 3-acre lot and I commuted every day back to my parent’s house to work the farm. Eventually they asked if I wanted to plant some trees on the property I’d bought. There was plenty of room, so I said sure. I was 22 when I made the shift from working for the family business to damn near taking it over. The original farm is still operating with the help of my sister and brother, but where I planted those first trees just outside of Brockport has blossomed into so much more than just a Christmas tree farm. We’ve slowly turned it into a proper landscaping outfit with trees, flowers, mulch, and pretty much anything else you can imagine. Sawyer likes to get on the computer and see what the trends are, then she gets to designing something new. More than once I’ve had someone come in with one idea and leave choosing something my kid originally drew up on a napkin.

I tell you what, though. It’s worth it. I wouldn’t change a thing. It’s happened the way it was supposed to and changed as it needed to so we could evolve. Over the years, I’ve divorced the wife, expanded the acreage and changed the business name just enough to make it mine. I also took that single-wide and turned it into the business office after Sawyer and I built what is now our home. Since she was a little girl, she has dreamed of living in a log cabin and I was able to make it happen for her. It’s big enough for us and maybe a couple others if life ever gives us someone else to fill the extra rooms.

The cupcake catches my eye again as I walk past with a clipboard tucked in my armpit and a mug of cold coffee in my hand. I snatch the bag from the tailgate, open it, and inhale deeply. Chocolate and oranges … and mint. That’s an interesting combination. I open the door to the office and kick it shut once inside. Dropping the clipboard on the table, I reach into the bag and pull the cutest little cake from inside. Peeling the wrapper down the sides, I take a large bite and am surprised by how spongey it is after sitting out all day. A bit of frosting gets caught in the stubble along my upper lip and I wipe it away with my hand. I don’t remember the last time I had something from a bakery — a real bakery. I get doughnuts and muffins from the grocery store once in a while, but this is no grocery store cupcake.

Grabbing the bag, I look at the back and then turn it over searching for the name of this place.

“The Bakery on Main,” I read aloud. “Not a very unique name, but I’m sure no one forgets it.”

I take another bite, savoring the taste of mint and orange mixed with the richness of dark chocolate. I tack the bag up on my corkboard, then stand staring at some of Sawyer’s designs. It’s more than her landscape designs that decorate the board. There’s a note telling me she’ll be late to work because she has homework. Then there’s the drawing she did when she was eight of Santa and a few elves with a tree in the sleigh. Having Sawyer as a kid has been the biggest gift I ever could have received.

“You’re studying the wall again,” she says from the door.

I heard it open but didn’t acknowledge it. If I had, it might have come out sounding more like I was scolding for being off the couch and I don’t want to make her think she shouldn’t be out here.

“I am,” I respond without turning. “You’re really good at this. Have you thought about doing it after high school?”

“Dad, I’m fifteen. I haven’t thought about much past this cheer season,” she says, but I know my kid better than that. I turn and tilt my head as I look at her. She rolls her eyes and says, “Okay, so I’ve thought about it a little. I don’t know how someone goes to college for landscape design though. We need to look into it.”

She shrugs and adjusts her crutches, brushing a piece of hair behind her ear.

“You ate your cupcake?” she asks, pointing to the board where I’ve pinned the bag.

“It was the best cupcake I’ve ever eaten. I think that’s where I’m getting your birthday cake from next year,” I say. “What flavor did you have?”

We swap reviews of the treats Will sent home with us and I flip through the pages attached to my clipboard. They’re all orders I’ve looked at a hundred times, most I can’t do much about until spring. I grab a folder so I can put them in the file cabinet to review in a couple months. Some people like to plan way far ahead. I’m thankful for that. It’s job security, and when your job often depends on the weather security is necessary.

“The woman from the cupcake truck was really pretty,” Sawyer says, fiddling with a pen on the desk.

Closing the cabinet, I look at my daughter. This kid ran off most of the women I thought about dating from the time I started dating again until last month.

“I hadn’t noticed,” I say. It’s not a lie. When she was standing at the truck with Will, I was kind of in a hurry to get out of there and get Sawyer to the hospital.

“You should take notice next time you meet her,” she says.

“You don’t like when I date,” I say matter-of-factly, moving back to the table where I shuffle more papers and don’t look at my daughter’s face.

“Not true. I just haven’t liked any of the women you’ve picked. There’s a difference. Stop picking people who give off bad vibes like Mom and I’ll stop making them not want to date a guy with a teenager,” she says, quirking an eyebrow.

I can’t help but laugh.

“Fair enough. I do tend to date people who remind me way too much of your mom, but it’s not on purpose.”

Sawyer turns and starts back out the door, but looks over her shoulder to say, “Time to break that cycle, Daddy. She’s not worth it.”


Chapter 5

Maggie

 

“He has a kid, Lilah. Not just a kid … she’s practically grown,” I say into the phone as I unpack what’s left from the day.

“So? A lot of people have children young and are our age with teenagers,” she says. “I think what’s thrown you off is you want to get to know landscaper man but don’t know how because you’re afraid to let anyone know the real you.”

I stand up straight, smack my head on the roof of the food truck, and call her a liar. She laughs at me. Always laughing at me.

“Okay, say I do want to get to know him. I don’t think it’s for lack of wanting anyone to really know me. I think, in this situation, it’s more because I have a first name to go off of and that’s it. I don’t even know the name of his business.” I rub the spot I hit on the top of my head and think about the complexity of dating in my thirties. Well, my almost thirties. “No, actually, I don’t want to find out more about him. I’m perfectly fine waiting for him to randomly show up at the bakery after pining for me and my cupcakes.”

“You’re delusional. I love you. Goodnight, Maggie,” she says, but I hear the teasing tone.

“See you in the morning, boss lady. Love you, too,” I respond and end the call.

Working quickly, I finish moving food back into the bakery through the rear entrance. There isn’t much left and once everything is inside, I place half-price stickers on each of the bags. We never sell yesterday’s goods for full price. If it’s still there after two days, it all goes to Father Murphy for his soup kitchen initiative. We don’t usually have a lot that’s been left for two days in a row, but what does go to Murph is definitely appreciated.

There isn’t a whole lot to get done before fully shutting down for the night since Lilah and her daughter took care of most of it, but I waste no time in turning on the audio system and blaring a little Taylor Swift while I wipe down a counter and premeasure dry ingredients for tomorrow’s specialty flavor cupcake. I would tell you what flavor that is, but it’s a secret and I’m good at keeping secrets.

Humming along with the music, I let my mind wander and it wanders right into manly man, landscaper territory. He really does not look old enough to have a teenager and I’m not sure why I have such a difficult time wrapping my head around that. Growing up here, I know plenty of people who started families when they were in their late teens. Maybe it’s hard to comprehend because I haven’t seen myself as being ready for kids and I’m as old as I am. Not that there’s ever even been a guy I want to raise a family with, but that’s beside the point.

I’m mid-thought when my phone starts ringing. It’s Gram’s ringtone, and I immediately get a sinking feeling in my gut. She doesn’t usually call me after 7 p.m. because she’s busy watching reruns of M*A*S*H and Golden Girls, and lord help you if you interrupt her TV time.

“Gram, what’s wrong?” I say as soon as I answer.

“Why would anything be wrong, Rebecca? I can’t give a call to my favorite daughter for no reason?”

Rebecca. Daughter. I had started to smile, calmness washing over me, until she said those words. I feel my face fall as I pivot and try to put the smile back in my voice, hiding the concern. It’s getting more difficult.

“You can call me any time, Gram. How are you tonight?”

I don’t correct her, because the last time I did it stressed her out and I don’t want to do that to Gram, especially not over the phone when she’s home alone. I begin quickly putting my ingredients away, making sure lids are on tight and lights are off, as my grandmother tells me about her day shopping in the city.

The only issue is, Gram doesn’t drive anymore, she hasn’t been to Rochester or
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