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CeCe LaRue was wrist-deep in a mound of bread dough when she heard her cell phone ring. The trilling sound grated like a block of aged parmesan over a bowl of pasta. Mumbling a few choice profanities, she lifted her hands and attempted to answer with her elbow as Max’s smiling face beamed from the taunting device. After one more attempt at elbow poking, the phone went silent. “Come on,” she groaned, knowing the reason her boss called.

“He’s calling off again, isn’t he?” Evan Lawson asked from the doorway. He shrugged off his jacket and dusted a few snowflakes from his blond curls. Walking over to the table, he picked up her phone as Max called again. “Hey, Max,” he answered, watching CeCe roll her eyes from her spot at the table. She tried to push her hair back with her forearm and ended up covering her nose in flour. “Yep, it looks like sourdough this time.” 

CeCe could hear both men laugh at her morning routine. It wasn’t her fault she wanted the diner to have fresh bread every morning. “Put him on speaker,” she ordered while thrusting her hands back into the blob of dough. 

Evan shook his head and ignored her request. “Sure thing. We’ll get everything ready to go. See you soon.” He disconnected and put her phone back on the table. His blue gaze finally met CeCe’s, and he smirked. The guy had an unnerving ability to disarm her with just one of his goofy grins. Darn him. 

Now was not the time to evaluate Evan or his ability to short-circuit her brain. Ever since they went to the Christmas Jubilee together, CeCe was unable to bake her way out of Evan’s charms. It was just one night out, one night with a friend she thought she knew, but what she hadn’t expected was Evan’s dance moves, the way he filled out that tuxedo, the way he respected her boundaries yet still made her feel seen, made her feel special. They’d laughed and relaxed like they never had on the clock, and she’d be lying to herself if she thought it was a fluke. Evan was certainly boyfriend material, but she was not about to break her rule. You don’t date coworkers—or at least not again. 

Despite going back to their former routine of workmates, Evan wasn’t perturbed. He’d always been a nice guy, but over the last couple months she felt a shift between them. He’d linger at the end of shifts, taking care to make sure she was in her car safely before heading out. He’d move things off the higher shelves, keeping everything at her level, because it wasn’t easy being the shortest one on the team. Not that she’d give him the satisfaction of seeing her flustered by his charms. Nope, not going to happen. 

“I could have taken that, you know.” She huffed, turning her face down to her work. Slapping the now-formed ball of dough, she smiled as the sour tang hit her nostrils. This was going to be a good batch; she could feel it. 

Undeterred, Evan walked over to the sink and washed his hands. Within a minute, he donned an apron and started cracking eggs for the breakfast rush. “I know, but watching you flail around entertains me,” he said, smiling through his egg-cracking. 

“Ugh.” CeCe grumbled as she formed loaves of bread and covered them in a towel to rise. No matter her mood, she trusted the bread-making process. Life was complicated, but she knew that flour, yeast, water, and salt made terrific bread every time. “What’s his excuse this time?” 

Evan pulled down a few frying pans from above the stove and lined them up by the grill. Without being asked, he grabbed another tray for the fresh loaves and placed it on the counter. CeCe had been trying to reach that before he arrived, but she couldn’t find her kickstand. Such were the struggles of being barely five feet tall.

“Does he need an excuse? He’s been with Ginny every waking moment since Christmas.” There was no malice or accusation in Evan’s tone; the guy was a born romantic. 

Their boss, and friend, had finally gotten his ex-wife back over the holidays. While it was certainly heartwarming, it threw their usually predictable boss off his game and into the arms of love. Sure, Max was still devoted to the diner, but he’d found the work-life balance he’d been missing for years. In a matter of weeks, he was basically a new man. 

“No. You’re right. He doesn’t need an excuse.” CeCe wiped her hands on a towel and started icing a tray of warm cinnamon rolls, the cream cheese icing oozing into the cinnamon swirls. Like clockwork, Evan joined her side and leaned in for a closer look. His eyes practically sparkled as she handed him the pallet knife. “You can have the rest, but don’t eat it near the counter.”

Evan scoffed, but took the proffered knife. “I’m not a kid. I know not to drool over the customer’s food.” He took his prize and backed away to the corner. CeCe attempted to ignore the sinful noises he made as he licked the knife clean. Maybe she should invest in some earplugs? 

Pulling at the collar of her tunic, she tried to cool herself down. “Must be the ovens,” she muttered as she ambled into the walk-in fridge for the rest of the breakfast ingredients. As she opened the door with an armful of trays, Evan was there at the ready, reaching out and taking the load without even a grunt, carefully placing everything on the counter. “Thanks,” CeCe said as she handed him the second round of trays. 

Following a familiar routine, the pair stood side by side and chopped, mixed, and prepped what they needed for breakfast. CeCe used to do this routine with Max, but Evan had been taking more of an interest in cooking recently. Their boss getting struck by Cupid’s arrow only accelerated Evan’s time to test recipes and sharpen his knife skills.

CeCe had been at the diner for nearly three years, the longest she’d ever been at one job. She was a few months away from her thirtieth birthday, and she wasn’t too proud to say it got to her. Time never meant much to CeCe, who traveled around the Midwest finding kitchens where she could use her pastry chef diploma. A stint in Chicago and a stop in Ohio’s three-C’s, and she had somehow found her peace in the small Ohio town of Buckeye Falls.

The peace of their morning prep work was interrupted when Helen, their lead waitress, barged in through the back door. “Did you see?” she practically shouted as she ran over to them, the local paper clutched in her meaty hand. 

Evan hurriedly moved a bowl of eggs as Helen thrust the paper onto the counter, which she followed by slapping her hand over the headline. “What’s up?” Evan asked, craning his neck to see what all the fuss was about. Helen was usually more sour than excitable. 

“He’s coming to Buckeye Falls this summer for a food competition. Can you believe our luck? Someone like him coming to Ohio?” Helen exclaimed, her enthusiasm contagious until CeCe finally saw the “he” in question. 

Glancing down at the paper, CeCe felt her hands go clammy as she dropped her whisk. It clattered across the floor and landed next to Evan’s sneakered feet, a trail of pancake batter in its wake. Without saying a word, he retrieved it and tossed it in the sink. He pulled another whisk from the utensil holder and tried handing it to her, but she was lost in a slew of emotions. 

Feeling her throat close, she needed to get out of the kitchen and away from witnesses because she was either going to faint or puke. Her happy place had been invaded by a black-and white-image of her past, and she knew she couldn’t take it—at least not right now. 

“CeCe, what’s wrong?” Evan asked, stepping closer and resting his hand on her arm. Despite the warmth of his touch, she didn’t register the contact, just kept blinking. Her eyes brimmed with unshed emotion. And CeCe was no crier. 

Helen put her hand to her chest, finally picking up on CeCe’s mood. “You look like you've seen a ghost.” She grabbed a water bottle, opened it, and handed it to CeCe. She took it, but she couldn’t bring herself to drink. Her tongue was heavy, stuck to the roof of her mouth like she’d eaten a peanut butter sandwich. 

Staring up at her from the grainy front-page photo was celebrity chef Eric Watson. Over the last couple years, he’d moved from his own chain of successful Chicago restaurants to being the biggest star on the Food Network. His TV persona was part Gordon Ramsey and part Jamie Oliver, but with the Midwestern charm only Eric could master. He managed to both school someone in the kitchen and make them weak in the knees. Right now, CeCe was feeling his charms in a very unpleasant way—and she feared she was about to upchuck all over her sourdough. 

Before he was a celebrity chef, he was the love of CeCe’s life. There were too many conflicting emotions roiling through her in that moment: sadness, fear, and most importantly, disgust. Disgust that this man still had the power to make her feel this small. She was past all this Eric drama. Wasn’t she?!

“I need some air,” she said, forcing her feet to propel her toward the door. 

Helen and Evan stared after CeCe until the door slammed behind her. Stumbling out into the cool early March morning, she tried to fill her lungs with air, but she knew it was a losing battle. She paced back and forth, limbs shaking, as she stared unseeing at her feet. She heard the door open and knew Evan was behind her. He had the uncanny ability to be near when she needed someone, but this was not the time. 

Evan draped a coat over her shoulders and ushered her toward a bench, her feet faltering along the way. She leaned on him until they were seated. “Here,” he said, taking her shaking hands in his. He squeezed them and she felt the strength of his grip, of his presence. “What can I get you? You look terrible.”

CeCe chuckled, giving him the reaction he’d hoped for. “You always know what to say to make a girl feel special.” His hand raised to her face and gently swiped a dusting of flour from her nose. Ordinarily, she would tell Evan to keep his distance. It was a poorly kept secret that the guy had a little crush, but she didn’t have the energy now. “I’ll be fine. I’m just a little tired.” The lie sounded lame to her own ears, and she fought from rolling her eyes. 

“Why don’t you go home and rest? I know what to do with the bread, and Max will be here before lunch. We’ve got this.”

CeCe hadn’t taken a day off work in a year, and only then because she got food poisoning at the community center potluck. A word to the wise, never trust Mrs. Sander’s chicken surprise casserole. Apparently, the surprise was E. coli. 

Taking a deep breath, CeCe got to her feet. “I’m fine, I swear. Why don’t you help Helen with the coffee maker? You know she always adds too many grounds.” 

Evan didn’t move at first, staring as she struggled to compose herself. She would not cry in front of him; she wouldn’t. Squeezing her eyes shut, she tried to picture something happy, something light. Like a perfectly whipped meringue in a pavlova. But it was no use; she felt vulnerable, right down to her core. The sensation made her skin prickle.  

“Are you sure you shouldn’t go home? CeCe, you work yourself to the bone for this place. The last thing Max wants is for you to faint on the job.” Bless Evan for his blind optimism. He took her at her word that she was simply tired, and it tugged at her heartstrings. 

“If you help Helen with the coffee, then I’ll be on my game. Seriously, Evan. I’ll be right in.” Her voice hitched at the end, a sure sign she was about to snap. 

Judging from the pat to her arm, he either didn’t notice or he trusted her. She’d wager it was trust. He approached the world with an openness and eagerness that CeCe didn’t share. If she was a bulldog, then Evan was a golden retriever. Over the years, CeCe wore her gruffness like a badge of honor. It kept her focused, and more importantly kept her heart protected. Maybe she was a grump, but she bet Evan was just a more positive, sweet person. Too sweet, like the cinnamon rolls she’d just frosted.  

Of all the things CeCe worried about in life, and there was a laundry list, seeing her ex again was at the bottom of the list. Eric ran in a different circle, and when she left Chicago, she knew he’d never follow. Living in Buckeye Falls had felt safe and comfortable. She had her life at the diner and had quickly become a member of the community. She helped cater events and was BFFs with the mayor’s wife. CeCe truly was a part of Buckeye Falls. But now her little town had betrayed her, inviting her enemy across state lines. 

She knew she needed to get herself together and read the article. She needed to know what brought Eric to Ohio and how long he was planning to stay. Standing and stretching, CeCe felt the coat over her shoulders. It was Evan’s coat, oversized and smelling faintly of cedar and too much spice, like his cheap body spray. Sniffing the collar, she tried to ignore what the scent did to her insides. She also ignored that he always knew what she needed. 

Evan was a nice guy, that’s all. And besides, right now, CeCe had bigger fish to fry. 
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“Here’s the Denver omelet for Mrs. Sanders,” Evan announced to Helen, who plucked the plate from his hand. “Remind her I left the ham out,” he said. 

Helen muttered, “Then it’s hardly a Denver omelet.” 

Evan couldn’t disagree. He’d learned so much since he met Max and CeCe. 

When he started, he was fresh off a hellish year interning with his father’s company. That gap year proved Evan wasn’t made for the corporate machine, and he began second-guessing his degree. Despite liking the process of creating websites, his diploma felt like a useless piece of paper. His father had pushed for Evan to follow in his footsteps, but managing a division at the largest tech company in Columbus felt as awkward as a Denver omelet without ham. Standing in a hot kitchen with egg yolk on his pants and bacon grease burns on his forearms, Evan knew his father would die if he saw his son like this. But damn it, he was happy. 

When he left home, Evan told his parents he needed to find his own way. So he drove far enough away to feel himself relax. Not knowing what he wanted to do, he had stopped at the diner for lunch and to clear his head. Helen had been griping about being short-staffed to a high schooler who could barely carry a bus bin. Evan looked around the space; it was loud, hot, crowded, and smelled like a cross between sausage and cinnamon. He’d been hooked. 

Inquiring about the vacancy, Evan had been introduced to Max, who was warm and friendly, offering Evan a job as soon as the ink dried on his application. It had felt like home from the first time he clocked in, and Evan couldn’t imagine being anywhere else. 

Naturally, there were other factors keeping Evan in Buckeye Falls, and one of them was standing behind him rolling out dinner rolls. He’d fallen for CeCe as soon as Max introduced them. From her messy blonde hair to her surly attitude and hilarious wit, he was a goner. The only problem being that CeCe saw him as a kid, someone to boss around. 

Their dynamic was changing, and he wasn’t deterred, or at least not yet.  

“Hey, gang,” Max greeted from the doorway. His dark hair was mussed, and he wasn’t wearing a coat. As he strode toward the group, Evan saw that his socks didn’t match. He looked happy and disheveled. He looked like a man in love. 

“Morning.” Evan waved over his shoulder with a spatula. “Helen’s out with the orders, but if you have the grill, I can help.” 

Max gave him a thumbs-up and headed toward his apron. He threw it over his head and stopped when he saw CeCe, who hadn’t looked up from her work. “Hey. I’m sorry to leave you guys hanging this morning. I’ll be better about being on time.” He waited for her to respond, but CeCe didn’t move. 

Evan motioned for Max to join him in the dining room, and the pair walked out of the kitchen. Helen had stashed the newspaper by the register, and Evan retrieved it to show Max. “Here,” he said as he waited for Max to read the headline.

“What’s this?” Max frowned down at the paper.

“I don’t know what’s up with CeCe, but it has something to do with this.” Evan stabbed at the headline with his index finger, smudging the ink with his greasy finger. 

Immediately, Max blanched. “Eric Watson is coming to central Ohio?” Max scanned the article, his hands tensing on the paper as he read. 

Still not sure what the issue was, Evan summarized the article. “Yeah, sounds like he’s doing a Midwestern food truck competition. It’s over a long weekend, just before your wedding. Sounds like the winner gets prize money and an item added to Watson’s menus in Chicago.” Max didn’t react, just kept staring, so Evan continued. “I think we should enter; getting endorsed by Eric Watson would put this place on the map. Plus, you always said you wanted to get a food truck for when fair season starts.”  

Max’s expression hardened, and he shook his head. “We’re not joining the competition,” he said firmly. “I’m going to help CeCe. Can you help Helen?” 

Evan wanted to argue, but instead nodded. Max had never led him wrong before, and Evan wasn’t about to start doubting his mentor. As he walked into the kitchen, Max snatched the paper, balled it up, and tossed it in the trash. 

“Something is definitely up,” Evan muttered as he watched his boss stomp up to the grill. Max was normally so quiet and easygoing. It jarred Evan to see him wound up. 

Helen approached with an empty coffee carafe and sighed. “Tables five, six, and seven need more coffee, and I forgot the side of bacon for table four.” Taking the coffee carafe, Evan refilled it and got into work mode. He knew there would be time to ask questions about the article, but that certainly wasn’t during their breakfast rush. 

When the diner closed after lunch, Evan was exhausted. He and Max installed a new tabletop in one of the booths before finally calling it a day. 

“Thanks for staying late for this,” Max said as he wiped sweat from his forehead. “It’s one of those things you put off until it’s too late.” The old tabletop was propped against the wall, a crack marring its otherwise smooth surface. 

“No problem.” Evan heard the front door open and Ginny walked in. Max’s face lit up, and he quickly joined her by the entrance. Evan felt a tug in his ribcage at the sight. He was so happy that Max had found his way back to Ginny, but he was also envious of that type of connection. Evan yearned to have someone who looked at him that way—someone who couldn’t wait to be closer. 

Growing up, Evan had seen his parents’ marriage ebb and flow. They were still together, but he would guess they wouldn’t say they were still in love. Raising four children and spending thirty-five years together shapes people, but it didn’t seem to bring them closer together. When Evan did visit home, his mother was her normal self, but his father wouldn’t bother with much, if any, affection toward his wife or kids. Evan always knew he wanted more from life, from a partner. 

“Hi, Evan,” Ginny greeted from Max’s side. Her hand sparkled as the light caught her engagement ring. “Thanks for covering this morning. You really are a lifesaver.” 

Evan flushed at her praise. “You’re welcome. You know me, happy to help.” He shoved his hands in his pockets and watched Max wrap an arm around his bride-to-be. “Want me to take this out back for trash day?” 

Max shook his head and gestured toward the kitchen. “Nah, we got it. You’ve done more than enough today. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

Evan nodded, waved to Ginny, and made his way back toward the back. “Wait!” Ginny shouted from behind him. She caught up to Evan and fished in her purse for something. Pulling out an ivory envelope, she handed it to Evan. His name was written in swirls of calligraphy. “It’s your invite to our wedding. I hope you can come.” Ginny’s smile was so sweet it melted Evan’s heart a little. 

“Wouldn’t miss it.” He peeled open the envelope to see it was addressed to Evan and a guest. Staring at the plus-one, he wondered who he would actually take. He knew who he wanted to take, but he didn’t want to make assumptions.

“And you’re not working the event,” Max teased, joining Ginny and wrapping his arm around her shoulders. It was as if they couldn’t survive in the same space without touching. “We’re going with a caterer from outside Buckeye Falls.”

Ginny interjected, “Highly recommended by Natalie, so we know it’s good.” Natalie was the mayor’s wife and founder of Buckeye Fall’s only event planning business. Ginny had joined Natalie’s team at the beginning of the year as their head of marketing. Evan knew Max was proud of his wife-to-be for starting over, especially since it brought her back into his life. 

“I’m sure it’s going to be great. I’ll RSVP yes right now.” Evan beamed at the pair. 

Ginny lowered her voice and bowed closer. “You can bring a date too. Just let us know.” She winked, and Evan felt his heart sink. CeCe was the only person he wanted to go with, but he couldn’t ask her outright. With CeCe, patience was key. 

“Uh, yeah, I’ll let you know.” 

Max waved as Evan backed into the kitchen. Expecting to find it empty, he was surprised to see CeCe measuring a spoonful of vanilla and standing over a pot of boiling sugar. “You sure that’s a good idea? Shouldn’t you be resting?” he asked as he joined her. 

CeCe didn’t look up; she kept swirling the pan as the sugar turned amber. “I’m fine, just needed to get started on these candies.”

Evan surveyed the detritus on the counter, proving CeCe had a long day ahead of her. “What are they for?” He picked up a bowl of something beige and sniffed it, nearly choking on the strong orange scent.

For a moment, CeCe didn’t reply. She plunged a thermometer into the molten sugar and pulled the pot from the heat. “I’m trying some candies for Max and Ginny’s wedding. I thought it could be their favor.” 

“That’s really nice of you, but the wedding isn’t for a couple of months.” 

Lifting a shoulder, CeCe never took her eyes off the sugar. “Yeah, but Natalie wants to see a few of them to decide what the centerpieces will look like. Now seemed as good a time as any to get cooking.” 

Evan looked at the clock on the wall. He had hours of nothing ahead of him and hated the notion of CeCe overdoing it. “Can I help with anything?” 

He braced himself for CeCe to say no, to wave him away like she usually did. Instead, she gestured to a stack of colored papers on the counter. “Can you cut those into two-inch squares? I’m testing the wrapping as well as the candies.” 

With a nod, Evan washed his hands and got to work. At first his big hands were too much for the delicate paper. A few sheets stuck to the pads of his fingers; another had fused to a blob of sugar on the counter. Finally CeCe came over and cut out a template. 

“Let me show you,” she said, taking the scissors and deftly cutting the shape she wanted on the first try. 

When Evan reached to take the scissors, their fingers grazed and a shot of awareness jolted him. It reminded him of the time he stuck his hand in a bug zapper on a boy scout camping trip, the sensation nearly singeing him. He blindly hoped CeCe felt the charge, but she didn’t show any indication that she had. Her attention was on the candy, and he needed to focus on the matter at hand. Otherwise he’d be cutting more than paper with those scissors.  

Twenty minutes later, the papers were cut and CeCe poured out the last of the candy to cool. “Thanks for your help. That saved me some time.” She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and surveyed her work. A dozen rows of tiny candies shone in the fluorescent lighting. A smug look of satisfaction crossed her lovely face, and Evan had to stop himself from documenting the moment with a photo. Nothing looked as gorgeous as CeCe after a successful day in the kitchen. As far as he was concerned, she was the eighth wonder of the world.  

Evan loved watching her come alive like this. Her normally gruff exterior vanished when she created sinful confections. She practically glowed, radiating a heat that brought him—and his appetite—to life. And there was a particular smile CeCe had when she cooked—her nose wrinkled and her bottom lip jutted out slightly. He’d only seen it outside of work a few times, and he’d give anything to be the reason it was on her lovely face. 

“Happy to help. Is there anything I can clean up?”

CeCe shook her head and carried her pot to the dishwasher. “I’ve got it. You go out and be young and carefree.” 

Her words felt heavy to Evan, like she couldn’t handle their normal banter. CeCe loved to remind him how he was younger, but he wouldn’t let it go. She wasn’t that much older than him, and, frankly, he didn’t care either way. Age didn’t matter; it was the person who mattered. 

“Well, this young and carefree guy is going home to nap and read a book. I have a feeling you’re living it up more than I am.” He meant to tease her, but CeCe only looked sad. 

With a sigh, she turned on the dishwasher and reclined on the counter. She crossed her arms over her chest and stared down at the tiled floor. “Yeah, I guess.” 

Evan stepped closer and kept his voice even. “CeCe, if you need something, you know I’m here. Right?”

She kept quiet, following the grout lines on the floor with her eyes. She was a million miles away, and Evan wanted to pull her close and comfort her. Something was clearly wrong. 

“Sure.” CeCe offered a small smile before turning and continuing with the dishes. 

Evan decided not to push things. He wished her a good night and stepped out into the chilly winter air. 

The wedding invitation burned a hole through his pocket as he hopped into his beat-up SUV. He wanted to be optimistic, to RSVP for two and tell Max to save CeCe’s invite for someone else. Having taken CeCe to the Christmas Jubilee Ball, he knew they would have a great time together. They’d laughed, danced, and eaten way too much. It was the best date of Evan’s life. The trouble was, CeCe needed to admit that she had fun in the first place. 

Evan turned the car on and waited for his K-pop tunes to blast through the speakers. Pulling out onto Main Street, he lost himself in the cheery pop music. Deep in his soul, he knew CeCe was the woman for him. He just needed to be patient and find a way for her to see it too.
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CHAPTER 2
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When CeCe got back to her place, she texted her friend Natalie. The candy samples were ready and CeCe needed a little girl time. She invited Natalie over for a drink, since girl time was more fun with sugar and booze. CeCe poured herself a shot of whiskey and plopped down on the couch, her feet kicked out on the coffee table. Beside her sat the whiskey bottle and the crumpled article she’d taken from the kitchen’s trash. Max, bless his heart, thought that throwing the article away would save her from herself. But she wasn’t beyond a little dumpster diving if the situation warranted it. And her piece-of-crap ex coming swooping into her life certainly warranted it. 

Slugging back the whiskey, CeCe coughed at the burn before facing her past head-on. With trembling fingers, she smoothed the paper and read the article. Fortunately, it only had one picture of Eric’s smug face on it, but even that was too much. Since she left Chicago, she had been very good about avoiding any reference to Eric or his growing restaurant empire. She wasn’t on social media and hadn’t stayed in touch with most of the Chicago crew. 

The article showed that her past was about to intersect with her present, and right before Max and Ginny’s wedding. The competition was open to any restaurant or pop-up with a food truck, and the list of prizes was enough to make her mouth water. The publicity alone from participating would entice diners from outside Buckeye Falls, and she couldn’t argue with that much free marketing. 

As CeCe finished the article, there was a knock at the door. Natalie didn’t wait for CeCe to open it, letting herself in and joining CeCe on the couch. Not so long ago, familiar gestures like this would have caused her to bristle, but now she treasured having someone this close. Natalie was a friend CeCe didn’t see coming, busting into her life with as much grace as a runaway freight train.

“What’s up?” Natalie asked as she kicked her boots off. She was still dressed for work, her fair hair pulled into an artful bun, her designer outfit costing more than CeCe’s monthly mortgage payment. 

“Candy is ready. Let me show you what I’ve got.” CeCe stood and stretched before walking over to where the boxes of candy waited for Natalie’s approval. “I have butterscotch, orange cream, and caramel.” She pointed at each confection as Natalie drooled. 

“I’m assuming this is a taste test too? They all look stunning.” Natalie snapped a few pictures on her phone before plucking one of each candy. Before she dove in, she sauntered back to the couch. With a manicured hand, she gestured to the whiskey and newspaper on the coffee table. “I’m guessing this is the real reason I’m here. Max told Ginny something was up with you.” 

CeCe didn’t begrudge her boss his happiness, but damn, this small town and its lack of privacy. “Yeah.” She sighed into her second glass of whiskey. 

Natalie eyed her friend carefully, stealing another candy from the box on CeCe’s lap. “Want to talk about it?” Natalie asked around a melted caramel. Covering her mouth with her hand, she groaned. “Before we dive into girl talk, it’s definitely the caramels for me. I’ll bring a sample for Ginny to try, but she’s going to love these.”

Usually praise over a recipe brought a sense of satisfaction to CeCe, but today it wasn’t cutting it. She rubbed at her chest with her hand and leaned back on the couch. Since this morning, she’d had a case of heartburn she couldn’t shake. She hated how her body still reacted to him, especially since he’d caused enough indigestion over the years. 

The whiskey was finally doing its job, numbing the edges of her brain as she closed her eyes. She listened to the smacking sounds of Natalie devouring more sugar. She’d be buzzing off the walls by the time she left. At least she’d have the energy for her two rambunctious kiddos.

Natalie snatched the paper before CeCe could stop her and her eyes grew. “Wait a minute,” she breathed. “Is this Eric? The Eric? As in, horrible, lying, cheating, pseudo-stalker Eric?” Natalie dropped the paper like it was on fire, nudging CeCe from her perch on the couch. “Talk to me. This isn’t like you to pout and hide.”

Her friend was right, but she couldn’t quite articulate the problem. How do you open your heart and share the most painful memories? CeCe was the person you went to with your problems. She didn’t have problems. Her life was simple—cook, eat, sleep, repeat. The only variation being bake, eat, sleep, repeat. Since moving to Buckeye Falls, her life had found a familiar and comfortable routine, and CeCe clung to it for dear life. 

“Max said we’re not doing the competition,” CeCe finally said. She plucked a candy from the box and popped it in her mouth. The orange flavor coated her tongue as it slowly melted. “And I think Ginny might prefer the orange cream.”

Natalie moved the box out of reach and poked the paper with her finger. “Don’t change the subject. You’re not doing the competition? That’s insane.”

Raising an eyebrow, CeCe turned to see her friend. “What are you talking about?”

“It’s insane not to show up and show off,” Natalie declared with the certainty of a woman who truly never experienced that kind of heartbreak. “You and Max are going to join the food truck event. Weren’t you already looking at trucks to rent?” Natalie waited for CeCe’s sad shrug before continuing. “Exactly. Don’t let this jackass put you off your game. You two are the best chefs in Central Ohio; no, likely all of Ohio. Once that idiot rolls in, he’s going eat his heart out when he sees how amazing you are.”

CeCe let out a deep breath; Natalie wasn’t making this easy. “I thought of that already,” she said, reaching a hand up to silence her friend. “But here’s the thing, I don’t have to show off for him. I don’t need to prove anything to him. Being around Eric is going to be too—” She hesitated, feeling the lump in her throat grow three sizes. It was like trying to swallow past a grapefruit. “It’s too much. I left Chicago to get away from him. Once I landed in Buckeye Falls, I found my happy place. I don’t want to engage with my ex in my happy place.”

Natalie huffed out a breath. “I love that this is your happy place. I sometimes take for granted how special Buckeye Falls really is.”

CeCe sipped from her whiskey, debating how much of her old wounds to open. There was something to be said for keeping it all bottled up. Judging someone for their actions, or inactions, wasn’t possible if no one knew the truth. But then she watched her friend, sitting there waiting on CeCe to open the Pandora’s box of her dating history. It didn’t seem right not to share a little more of the burden.

“I hated myself after Eric, and I think if I were honest I still hate myself about Eric.” 

Natalie eased back into her seat, resting her head in her hand. “What does that mean?” The question held no judgment, only concern, and it bolstered CeCe to open up more. 

“I’m embarrassed that I fell for Eric’s crap. He was a two-faced liar, and everyone knew it but me. I dated a married man for nearly a year without realizing it. I mean, how stupid could I have been?” CeCe brought her hands to her face, covering her eyes from her own story. 

Natalie wrapped her arm around CeCe’s shoulders, drawing her close and mumbling words of encouragement. “You didn’t know, honey. And didn’t you break up as soon as you found out?”

CeCe wiped at her eyes with the sleeve of her shirt, feeling the dam burst as the tears fell. “I did, but that doesn’t change the outcome. I lost my career in Chicago, and I lost a part of myself. I let a man dictate my life, and that’s not who I am.”

“We all have a story or two from our pasts that we’d like to avoid,” Natalie offered, but CeCe wasn’t letting herself off the hook yet. 

“Yeah, but mine literally crippled me. Nat, I was a different person. I am a different person now. I know I don’t let people in as much, and Eric’s to blame.”

“You let me in, and Max. I’m pretty sure there’s a cute waiter who is dying to have you let him in more.” Natalie winked as she playfully nudged CeCe’s side. “You do let people in, but you’re choosey about it. Guarding your heart isn’t a crime.”

“Then why do I still feel like Eric took everything from me?”

Natalie rested her head on CeCe’s shoulder as the tears silently fell. Natalie didn’t offer any more platitudes, just rocked CeCe back and forth as they watched the light outside the window dim with sunset. A quiet hum from Natalie’s purse broke the moment, and she shifted slightly to check her phone. “Ugh, I need to get home. Anthony got called into an emergency meeting with town council.” She took CeCe’s hand and brought it up to her lips, kissing it before cradling it against her chest. “I’m sorry. You’re right; you don’t have to prove anything to anyone. Least of all that asshole.”

Caught off guard by Natalie’s complete 180, CeCe blinked a few times. The tears would continue to fall, but she did feel slightly better after opening up to Natalie. There was a lot to work on, but CeCe didn’t have to do it all tonight. “I’ll remember you said that,” she finally croaked. “You never say that I’m right.” 

Natalie released CeCe’s hand and swatted at her with a pillow. “Ha, ha,” she said as she got to her feet. Natalie pulled on her boots and headed toward the door. “I’ll call you tomorrow. In the meantime, do me a favor?”

“Favor?” CeCe braced for impact, unsure where Natalie was going with this. 

“Remember, you’re allowed to be happy. Whether it’s with someone or by yourself. Don’t forget that, okay?”

“Happy?”

Natalie soldiered on. “Yes, happy. I know you like to be stoic, but you’re allowed to be happy.”

Repeating the word like a mantra, CeCe pulled a blanket from the back of the couch and curled into a ball. Now that she was alone, her muscles unclenched and the tears truly fell, ugly tears that caused her to heave with the release. She hoped the happiness would come after the tears dried, but still, she was uncertain. 

It had been years since she gave Eric this type of power over her. CeCe was no-nonsense, both inside and outside the kitchen. She’d broken her rule of not dating at work with Eric, and it ended worse than she could have imagined. “Ugh,” she groaned as she stood and paced into the kitchen. Few things calmed her like creating something delicious. 

By nature, CeCe loved feeding people. When she cooked and baked, she got satisfaction from other people’s enjoyment. But sometimes she needed to get into the kitchen and make a mess for herself—needed comfort food just for her. Opening the pantry and her fridge, she sadly realized it had been ages since she had made it to the grocery store. Messy comfort food would be a problem. 

Slamming the door shut, she padded out to the living room and dug around the couch for her phone. Takeout would have to do. As she dialed her favorite pizza place’s number, she heard a knock at the door. Freezing in place, she hoped she’d misheard. 

“CeCe, are you home?” a familiar voice came through the front door. CeCe frantically checked her reflection and walked toward her visitor. Her eyes were red and puffy, and it was pointless to pretend she hadn’t just fallen apart. 

Pulling open the door, she saw Ginny, wrapped in a coat and holding a huge paper bag. “I brought you some dinner,” she said with a sheepish smile. 

Not wanting to be rude, CeCe stepped back for Ginny to enter. “Come on in. Your timing is actually perfect. I discovered I have no food in this house.”

Ginny giggled nervously and placed the bag on the counter. “Max said you might need a few things.” She kept her gaze down and emptied the bag onto the counter. CeCe recognized Max’s famous cheese enchiladas and had to stifle a moan of delight. She was touched because those were Ginny’s favorite too. 

“Is that what I think it is?” CeCe peered into the plastic to-go box. The heavenly aroma of cumin, cheese, and lime hit CeCe square in the face, and she was a goner. “Let me get you a plate too.” 

Ginny held her hands up and stepped back. “No, this is a delivery service. I need to drop off another tray to Dad and Mona. I don’t mean to keep you.” 

CeCe studied Ginny for a moment. At first, when Ginny came back into town, CeCe wasn’t sure what to think. Max had been brokenhearted and pining for his ex-wife for what felt like an eternity; his loss had been a part of him. Now that they’d reconciled, CeCe saw such a change in Max. She wasn’t the sentimental type, but it made her happy to see Max so happy. Plus, Ginny really did seem like a nice person.  

Fidgeting, Ginny finally met CeCe’s gaze and asked, “Are you all right?” CeCe appreciated Ginny’s directness, even though her expression soured. “It’s none of my business. Forget I said anything. I’ll leave you and your dinner in peace.” Stepping back, Ginny nearly tripped on her own feet. “Ack, sorry,” she muttered as she made it to the door. 

“Ginny, wait,” CeCe called out as she met her at the threshold. “Thank you for bringing dinner, and thank Max for me.”

Ginny shrugged. “You’re welcome. Once we’re unpacked, you need to come over to our new place. We want to throw a dinner party.”

“Sounds nice,” CeCe said, meaning it even though her tone was flat. Supporting Max was important to her. 

“Well, uh, good
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