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      The ancient oven makes a sound like a dying whale, and I'm pretty sure that's not normal. I stare at the temperature gauge, which seems to think it's having an identity crisis, swinging wildly between two hundred and four hundred degrees. At five in the morning, with flour in my hair and panic in my chest, I'm starting to wonder what the hell I've gotten myself into.

      Three months ago, I was climbing the corporate ladder in Boston, wearing power suits and pretending I knew what I was doing in boardrooms full of men who talked over me. Now I'm standing in Grandma's bakery in Evergreen Falls, Vermont, population 2,400, trying to figure out why her prized sourdough starter smells like something died in it.

      "Come on, Beatrice," I mutter to the starter, because yes, Grandma named her forty-year-old sourdough starter, and yes, I've inherited the family tradition of talking to fermented flour. "You've been alive since the Carter administration. Don't die on my watch."

      Beatrice bubbles ominously in response. I think she's mocking me.

      The bakery feels enormous in the pre-dawn darkness, all shadows and the lingering scent of yesterday's cinnamon rolls. Main Street is still asleep outside the windows, and the only sound is the ancient radiator's rhythmic clanking. Back in Boston, I'd already be dressed and caffeinated by now, checking emails and pretending I wasn't dying a slow death in my corner cubicle. Here, I'm in pajama pants and one of Grandma's old aprons, and somehow it feels more honest.

      But honest doesn't pay the bills. The bakery's been losing money for months, and the Christmas Festival contest is my last shot at saving it. First prize comes with a five-thousand-dollar cash award and enough publicity to turn things around. All I have to do is create the perfect holiday treat that'll wow the judges and convince the town I'm not the granddaughter who ran away and came crawling back because she couldn't hack it in the real world.

      No pressure.

      I peer into Beatrice's container again. She's supposed to be bubbly and smell like fresh bread, not like a swamp. The recipe book is open next to her, pages yellowed with age and splattered with decades of baking adventures. Grandma's neat handwriting covers the margins with notes like "add extra flour on rainy days" and "Beatrice gets cranky in winter."

      Apparently, Beatrice is having a mood.

      "Okay, let's try feeding you," I tell her, measuring out flour and water. "Maybe you're just hungry. I get cranky when I'm hungry too."

      The flour hits the water with a satisfying plop, and I start stirring. This should be simple. I've been baking since I could reach the counter standing on a step stool. But everything feels different now that it matters, now that Grandma's legacy rests in my flour-dusted hands.

      That's when I notice the problem. The container I'm using is too small. Way too small. I couldn't find Beatrice's proper crock this morning, so I grabbed what I thought was a large enough bowl, but apparently, a forty-year-old sourdough starter has very specific space requirements.

      Beatrice is growing. Fast.

      "Oh no, oh no, oh no," I whisper, stirring frantically as the starter expands beyond the bowl's rim. "Stay in there, Beatrice. We can work this out."

      But Beatrice has other plans. She's been cooped up in the fridge for three days while I figured out Grandma's morning routine, and apparently, she's done being patient with my incompetence.

      The front door bell jangles just as Beatrice makes her escape attempt. Heavy footsteps rush across the old wooden floors, and I turn toward the sound, spoon still in hand, just as my makeshift container gives up the fight entirely.

      Sourdough starter explodes everywhere.

      And I mean everywhere. The counter, the floor, the front of my apron, and all over the tall, ridiculously gorgeous man who just burst through the door carrying what looks like a tiny, injured kitten.

      For a heartbeat, we both freeze. Him, dripping with fermented flour paste and looking like he stepped out of a Vermont tourism brochure with his dark hair and work jacket. Me, mortified beyond the capacity for human speech, holding a dripping spoon like the world's most incompetent fairy godmother. The kitten, mewing pitifully from its nest of paper towels.

      Then he starts laughing.

      Not polite customer laughter or the kind of laugh that says "crazy lady with the exploding baking supplies." This is warm, genuine, the kind of laugh that makes my stomach flip in ways that have nothing to do with early morning hunger.

      "Well," he says, wiping sourdough from his cheek with the back of his hand while protecting the kitten with the other, "I was going to ask if you were open, but I think I got my answer."

      Heat floods my face. "Oh my God, I'm so sorry. I didn't hear you come in, and Beatrice was having a moment, and I couldn't find her proper container, and..."

      I'm babbling. I'm actually babbling while this man stands in my bakery looking like he took a sourdough shower. I grab the dish towel from my shoulder and start toward him, then stop when I realize I'm probably just going to make it worse.

      "Here, let me..." I gesture helplessly with the towel.

      "It's okay." His voice is calm, patient, like he deals with flour explosions on a regular basis. "Accidents happen. Is Beatrice the starter?"

      "You know about sourdough starters?" I ask, surprised enough to stop apologizing.

      "I'm learning about all sorts of things since I moved to Vermont." He shifts the kitten gently, and I notice how careful his hands are, how protective. "I'm Ben Matthews. The new vet."

      The new vet. I've heard about him from Grandma and half the town, but somehow everyone forgot to mention that he looks like he could model for outdoor gear catalogs. Dark hair that's a little too long, broad shoulders filling out that canvas jacket, and the kind of steady green eyes that make you forget what you were saying.

      "Kenna Vargas," I manage, finally remembering my manners. "I'm Helen's granddaughter. And this is a disaster."

      "Nice to meet you, Kenna. And I'd say this is more like an adventure." He glances around at the sourdough carnage with what might be amusement. "Though I'm guessing Beatrice wasn't supposed to redecorate your bakery."

      Despite everything, I laugh. Actually laugh, not the nervous giggle I've been producing since he walked in. "No, definitely not part of the plan. Is the kitten okay?"

      "She will be. Found her by the side of Route 7 this morning on my way to check on the Morrison's mare. Figured I'd stop by here first since you're the only place open this early, see if anyone's missing a kitten."

      He holds up the tiny orange ball of fluff, and my heart does something embarrassing in my chest. The kitten can't be more than six weeks old, all huge eyes and tiny paws, and Ben's cradling her like she's made of spun glass.

      "Let me help you get cleaned up," I say, finally snapping into action. "And we can make the kitten a little bed while you figure out what to do with her."

      I grab clean towels from the shelf and start wiping down the counter, acutely aware that Ben is watching me work. My pajama pants have cartoon coffee cups on them, my hair is escaping from its messy bun, and I'm pretty sure there's flour on my nose, but something about the way he's looking at me doesn't make me want to hide.

      "So you're Helen's granddaughter," he says, moving to let me clean the sourdough off his jacket. "She talks about you all the time. Says you gave up some fancy job in Boston to come help with the bakery."

      "Something like that." I focus on cleaning instead of meeting his eyes. The fancy job feels like a lifetime ago, and I'm not ready to explain how spectacularly I failed at corporate life. "I've been learning the ropes. Obviously, I still have some work to do in the sourdough department."

      "We all have learning curves. I've been here six months, and I'm still figuring out which roads turn into mud pits when it rains."

      There's something easy about his voice, like he's not judging me for the flour explosion or the cartoon pajamas. I risk a glance up and find him smiling, not the polite customer service smile I'm used to, but something genuine and warm.

      "Let me make you some coffee," I offer, then immediately regret it. My coffee is terrible. Legendarily bad. Even Grandma won't drink it. "Actually, maybe not. I'm still working on that too."

      "I'd love some coffee," he says, and when I look skeptical, he adds, "I've been up since four dealing with a colicky horse. At this point, I'll take anything with caffeine."

      I busy myself with the coffee maker, hyperaware of his presence as he explores the bakery with his eyes. It's not much to look at right now, all mismatched furniture and faded paint, but Grandma built something special here over the years. The regulars who come for their morning coffee and gossip, the birthday cakes that mark every celebration in town, the way the whole place smells like cinnamon and possibility.

      "This place has good bones," Ben says, like he's reading my thoughts. "My grandmother would have loved it. She was a baker too."

      "Was?"

      "Cancer, five years ago. She taught me that the best recipes aren't just about ingredients. They're about the stories that come with them."

      There's something in his voice that makes me look up from the coffee maker, something that suggests he understands about carrying on family traditions and the weight of living up to someone else's legacy. Our eyes meet for a moment, and I feel that flutter again, stronger this time.

      The kitten chooses that moment to mew plaintively, breaking the spell. Ben looks down at her with such gentleness that something warm spreads through my chest.

      "Poor baby," I murmur, abandoning the coffee to grab a clean kitchen towel. "Here, let's make her comfortable."

      I fold the towel into a nest and place it in a shallow box I find under the counter. Ben settles the kitten inside, and she immediately curls into a tiny orange ball.

      "She seems to like it," he says.

      "What'll happen to her?"

      "I'll ask around, post something on the community board. If no
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