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  Chapter 1

  
  




The sea smelled like burnt coffee.




Or maybe that was the café.




Mia Carter stood in front of The Lighthouse Spoon, her grandmother’s old seaside restaurant, staring at the weather-beaten sign that hung crookedly above the door. The paint had peeled in strips, the “O” in Spoon had completely vanished, and the front window carried the smudged fingerprints of time—and maybe a few seagulls.




It should have felt nostalgic, comforting even. But it didn’t. Instead, it felt like standing in front of a ghost that used to know her name.




She shifted the strap of her suitcase, trying not to think about the email that had started all this: “We regret to inform you that your position has been eliminated…” Eight years of restaurant reviews, deadlines, and tasting menus in Manhattan’s most pretentious dining rooms—erased in one HR-approved paragraph. And now here she was, in Willow Bay, Oregon, holding a key to a place that smelled like ghosts, salt, and grease.




Inside, the café was somehow still alive. The chalkboard menu listed “Today’s Special: Clam Chowder & Apple Pie Combo – $9.99” in neat handwriting. The tables were full, occupied by locals with weathered faces and easy laughter. The hum of conversation mixed with the soft clinking of spoons against bowls.




Behind the counter, bent over a simmering pot, was a man she didn’t expect to see again.




Jamie Brooks.




He hadn’t changed much. Same broad shoulders. Same dark hair, a little longer now, curling slightly at the edges. Same maddening calm. He looked up, and the moment his eyes met hers, something in her chest shifted—like the past snapping back into place.




“Mia Carter,” he said, his voice smooth, low, and annoyingly steady. “Didn’t think I’d see you back in Willow Bay.”




She forced a smile, the kind that tasted like salt and pride. “Trust me, it wasn’t on my vision board either.”




He raised an eyebrow, wiping his hands on a towel. “You’re here about the café?”




“I’m here for the café,” she corrected, setting her suitcase down with a decisive thud. “My grandmother left it to me.”




His jaw tightened, but he didn’t flinch. “She also left it running—by me. For the last two years.”




The words hung between them, sharp as the smell of lemon cleaner and old coffee. Mia felt her pulse quicken. She hadn’t expected this. She’d pictured walking in, maybe announcing that she’d come to fix the place, maybe even letting herself feel sentimental for a second. Not this. Not him.




“Well,” she said, slipping her sunglasses back on like armor, “guess we’ll have to figure out who’s in charge now, won’t we?”




Jamie gave a small, humorless smile. “We already did, Mia. You just haven’t read the fine print yet.”




The noise of the café returned, soft and steady—the scrape of a chair, the hiss of the espresso machine, the murmur of someone ordering pie. Outside, gulls cried above the crashing tide. The air between them thickened, like soup left too long on the stove.




And just like that, the girl who’d left everything behind met the man who’d stayed—and neither of them was ready for the heat that was about to rise.
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  Chapter 2

  
  




By the time the lunch rush died down, Mia had learned three things about Willow Bay: everyone knew everyone, gossip traveled faster than the tide, and apparently, Jamie Brooks had been elevated to local hero status.




She sat in a corner booth, her laptop open, pretending to type. In truth, she was just watching him. Jamie moved behind the counter with an easy confidence, like he’d been born in that kitchen. Every motion was fluid — the reach for the ladle, the flick of his wrist as he garnished a bowl, the way he smiled briefly at customers who thanked him. It was infuriatingly… competent.




“Refill?”




His voice pulled her out of her thoughts. He was standing there with the coffeepot in hand, expression unreadable.




“I’m good,” she said, though her cup was empty. “I’m still caffeinated from the flight.”




He nodded. “Right. Long trip from New York?”




She looked up, meeting his eyes. “You read the obituary too, huh?”




He hesitated. “Everyone did. Your grandmother meant a lot to this town.”




That stung more than she expected. “Yeah. I guess she did.”




For a moment, neither of them spoke. The air between them felt thick again, filled with all the things they’d never said — apologies swallowed, letters unwritten, summers lost. Then Jamie broke the silence.




“You planning to sell?” he asked, keeping his tone casual, but his shoulders tensed ever so slightly.




“I haven’t decided,” she replied. “First, I’m going to see what kind of shape the place is in.”




He smirked faintly. “Shape’s fine. I’ve been keeping it running.”




“Right,” she said, her tone sharp. “Running it your way.”




He met her glare evenly. “You saying that’s a problem?”




“I’m saying,” she replied, standing, “that if my name’s on the deed, I get a say in how things are done.”




Jamie crossed his arms, leaning slightly against the counter. “Sure. Except, see, people like the way things are done now. Business is good. Regulars are happy. So, unless you’ve got a better idea—”




“I do,” she cut in. “We’re reopening with a new menu. A real one. Something this place can be proud of again.”




That earned a few glances from nearby tables. Willow Bay wasn’t a big town; privacy came in whispers. Jamie’s brow furrowed. “You’ve been here for one day, Mia.”




She gave a tight smile. “Guess I’ve always been a fast learner.”




He exhaled slowly, the kind of sigh that said this wasn’t over. “You really haven’t changed.”




“And you really have,” she said softly, almost to herself.




For a second, his gaze softened — and then it was gone, replaced by the same cool, professional distance. He turned back to the counter. “If you’re staying, you should find a place. The guest room upstairs is still empty.”




She blinked. “You want me to stay here? Above the café?”




He shrugged. “It’s what your grandmother would’ve wanted.”




Mia hesitated, torn between pride and practicality. The thought of living above the same kitchen where he cooked every day was both unbearable and… inconveniently tempting.




Finally, she sighed. “Fine. But don’t think that means we’re business partners.”




He gave the faintest hint of a grin. “Wouldn’t dream of it.”
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By morning, Willow Bay smelled like salt and cinnamon.




The market square was already alive — the chatter of vendors, the soft bark of a dog, gulls circling above the smell of frying batter. It was the kind of small-town morning Mia had sworn she’d never wake up to again. And yet here she was, standing in front of a booth full of peaches, trying to remember the last time she’d smiled without an agenda.




“Didn’t think city people woke up this early.”




She turned. Jamie stood behind her, hands in his apron pockets, looking annoyingly well-rested. His forearms were dusted with flour, his shirt rolled up, and he carried a basket filled with herbs and fresh bread.




“Didn’t think small-town chefs shopped this late,” she replied, nodding toward the line forming at another stall. “You’re losing your touch.”




He gave a faint grin. “Still sharp, I see.”




She ignored the warmth that crept into her chest and studied his basket instead. “Let me guess — you’re cooking for the festival?”




“Yeah,” he said, glancing around the square. “The town’s holding the annual Harvest Festival next weekend. Big deal around here. Every restaurant competes. I’m entering for The Lighthouse Spoon, like always.”




Mia froze. “My café is entering?”




He frowned. “It’s been our café for two years, Mia.”




“Not anymore,” she said, folding her arms. “If the café’s entering, it’ll be with my menu.”




Jamie stared at her for a long beat. Then, slowly, infuriatingly, he smiled. “Then I guess we’re competing.”




The words hit harder than they should have. The crowd around them blurred into background noise — the laughter, the music, the market’s easy rhythm — all fading into a sharp pulse that beat between them.




Mia tilted her chin. “Fine. But when I win, you’re taking that outdated chowder off the menu.”




“Deal,” he said. “And when I win, you’re staying for the rest of the season.”




The challenge hung in the air like steam.
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By Thursday morning, Willow Bay’s gossip mill had already churned to life. Word spread faster than the ocean breeze: Mia Carter and Jamie Brooks were cooking together again.




The phrase made it sound like a choice. It wasn’t.




Mia stood in the café kitchen, sleeves rolled up, hair tied high, and patience unraveling. Jamie leaned against the counter opposite her, arms crossed, watching as she reorganized the spice rack for the third time in ten minutes.




“You know,” he said finally, “most people cook with the spices, not just alphabetize them.”




She shot him a glare. “Most people don’t keep cinnamon next to paprika. It’s culinary chaos.”




He smirked. “It’s my chaos.”




“Not anymore,” she muttered, reaching for a pot. “We have to come up with something for the festival — something that says ‘The Lighthouse Spoon belongs to both of us,’ or whatever sentimental nonsense you told the town council.”




Jamie tilted his head. “Sentimental nonsense works around here.”




“Not on me.”




He grinned, but said nothing. The silence stretched. Only the faint hum of the refrigerator and the rhythmic crash of waves outside filled the space.




Finally, he pushed off the counter. “All right. Show me what you’ve got.”




Mia turned toward the stove, her confidence steadying as the burner clicked to life. “Lemon thyme soup. My grandmother’s recipe.”




He raised an eyebrow. “You’re leading with soup?”




“It’s not just soup,” she said, stirring the pot as it began to warm. “It’s memory. Comfort. Home.”




He leaned closer, watching her hands. “Sounds like something you’re still figuring out.”




She froze, spoon in mid-air. “What’s that supposed to mean?”




Jamie shrugged lightly, but his eyes softened. “You left this place like it was on fire, Mia. Maybe you just forgot how to stand in the heat.”




Her pulse skipped. She wanted to argue — to remind him that she’d built a career, that she’d survived in a world much harsher than this sleepy town — but something about his tone stopped her. It wasn’t condescending. It was almost… wistful.




Instead, she focused on the pot. “If you’re done psychoanalyzing me, we should test your entry. Let’s see if that ‘famous chowder’ of yours still deserves the hype.”




He grinned. “You sure? I wouldn’t want to ruin your self-esteem this early in the morning.”




“Bring it on.”




For the next hour, the kitchen turned into a storm of steam and sarcasm. They moved around each other in practiced chaos — chopping, stirring, dodging elbows. Every brush of their hands sent an unexpected jolt through her. At one point, she reached across him for the salt, and he didn’t move. The space between them shrank until she could feel the warmth of him, smell the faint mix of sea air and rosemary on his skin.




Their eyes met — a moment suspended like steam over a simmering pot.




“Salt,” she said quietly, holding out her hand.




He handed it over slowly, their fingers grazing. “Careful,” he murmured. “Too much, and you’ll ruin the balance.”




“I know what I’m doing.”




“Do you?”




Her breath caught. The question felt heavier than it should have. She turned back to the stove, heart hammering, trying to ignore the way her chest tightened — not from anger this time, but something she didn’t dare name.




When they finally tasted their dishes, neither spoke at first. The silence said enough. Both recipes were good — maybe even great. But something was missing.




Jamie broke the silence. “They’re both fine,” he said. “But not… together.”




Mia sighed, rubbing her temples. “So we’re still stuck.”




He smiled faintly. “Maybe not. What if we combined them?”




She frowned. “Combined soup and chowder?”




He nodded. “A fusion dish. Your lemon thyme broth, my clam base. Something new — something neither of us could make alone.”




Mia hesitated, then smiled despite herself. “A partnership, huh?”




“Just a recipe,” he said, but his eyes said otherwise.




Outside, the wind rattled the café windows. Inside, something far less stable began to take shape — an uneasy, undeniable warmth that had nothing to do with the stove.
That night, Mia couldn’t sleep. She lay awake upstairs, listening to the soft clatter of dishes below, the distant sound of Jamie’s voice humming again. Somewhere between irritation and curiosity, she realized she wasn’t sure anymore which one was winning.




And for the first time since she’d arrived, she didn’t entirely want to.
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The rain came in just after closing.




Not the polite, misty kind that Willow Bay usually got, but a true coastal downpour — steady, relentless, alive with wind. The café windows fogged almost instantly, softening the glow of the lamps inside. The rest of town had gone dark hours ago, but The Lighthouse Spoon still hummed quietly, a single pool of golden light against the storm.




Mia sat at the counter, a bowl of half-finished soup cooling in front of her. She’d told herself she was staying late to test recipes, but really, she just couldn’t bring herself to go upstairs yet.




Jamie moved around the kitchen behind her, cleaning up, humming something low and familiar. When he finally turned off the faucet, the quiet between them thickened.




“You should get some rest,” he said, drying his hands.




“I will,” she replied, not looking up. “I’m just… thinking.”




He leaned on the counter across from her. “That’s dangerous.”




She smirked faintly. “You still think I overthink everything?”




He shrugged. “I think you think too much when you should feel.”




She gave a quiet laugh. “That sounds like something you’d say right before burning a perfectly good sauce.”




He grinned. “Maybe. But I’ve learned sometimes mistakes make the flavor better.”




The thunder rolled in the distance. Mia turned her spoon slowly in the bowl, watching the ripples. “I used to call her every Sunday,” she said softly. “Grandma. No matter how busy I was. She’d tell me what she made that week, and I’d pretend I was taking notes. But I never came back.”




Jamie didn’t interrupt. He just listened, his expression open, patient.




“She sent me photos once,” Mia continued. “Of the café, of you. Said you’d been helping. Said the place was doing fine. I told her I was proud. I wasn’t. I was jealous. I think she knew.”




When she finally looked up, his eyes were on her — not judging, not pitying, just… there.




“She never blamed you,” he said quietly. “She talked about you every day. Said you were chasing your own recipe for happiness.”




Mia swallowed hard. “She said that?”




He nodded. “Her words, not mine.”




The clock on the wall ticked softly. Outside, the rain eased, leaving only the sound of waves and wind. Jamie walked over, pulling two mugs from the shelf. He poured tea, steam curling up like breath.




“You can’t fix what’s gone,” he said, sliding one mug toward her. “But you can finish what she started.”




She took a sip. It was warm, with hints of mint and honey. The kind of drink that slowed your pulse.




When she looked at him again, the light caught his face differently — softer, warmer. The years between them didn’t feel so heavy anymore.




“Thank you,” she murmured.




He smiled gently. “You’re welcome.”




For a long time, neither moved. The clock kept ticking, and the storm began to fade into the sea. The silence was no longer uncomfortable. It felt like something alive, something patient, something waiting to be named.




Finally, Jamie pushed back his chair. “I’ll lock up.”




Mia nodded, watching him disappear into the kitchen. She sat there a moment longer, tracing circles in her tea, her heart lighter than it had been in years.




Maybe it wasn’t too late to start over.




Maybe warmth, once lost, could still be served again.
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By the time the clouds cleared, the whole town was talking about the Harvest Festival. Posters were taped to every lamppost, strings of fairy lights dangled between shopfronts, and the smell of roasted nuts and sea breeze mixed in the air. Willow Bay came alive this time of year — families visiting, vendors setting up, everyone chasing the comfort of something warm and familiar.




For Mia, it was chaos disguised as charm.




The café had never been busier. Orders piled up, flour coated the counters, and her grandmother’s old mixer groaned under the weight of too many new recipes. Jamie moved through the madness like he was built for it — sleeves rolled, hands steady, voice calm. He didn’t look like a man under pressure. He looked like someone exactly where he belonged.




And it drove her absolutely insane.




“Jamie,” she said, waving a spatula like a weapon, “did you double the butter in the pastry batch again?”




He didn’t even look up. “You’re welcome.”




“That’s not a thank-you moment!” she snapped, pushing a strand of hair out of her face. “Do you even measure anything?”




He smirked. “By instinct. It’s called talent.”




“It’s called heart attack.”




He chuckled under his breath, and she felt that now-familiar twinge in her chest — irritation tangled with something warmer, something she wasn’t ready to name.




Their banter had become its own language: part argument, part rhythm, part flirtation. Every glance, every sarcastic remark carried an undertone neither dared acknowledge. But it lingered in the air like heat rising from the stove.


The next morning, a letter arrived from the festival committee.




Jamie was the one who opened it — flour still on his hands, expression unreadable as he scanned the page. Mia waited, impatience buzzing.




“Well?” she asked.




He looked up, brow furrowed. “They changed the format this year. It’s no longer solo entries.”




“What?”




He handed her the paper. “They’re pairing each restaurant with a ‘creative collaborator’ for the final round. Joint presentation. Combined dish.”




Mia read it twice. “So we’re—”




“Partners,” he said flatly.




The word landed between them like a dropped pan.




For a long moment, neither spoke. The ocean roared faintly outside the windows. The scent of coffee filled the silence.




Finally, Mia exhaled. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”




Jamie’s lips twitched. “Guess the universe has a sense of humor.”




“Or a death wish.”




He leaned on the counter, arms folded. “Come on, it’s not that bad. We already survived the kitchen without homicide.”




“Barely.”




“But we did,” he said, his voice softer now. “And we made something good.”




Her defenses flickered. He was right — their test run, the fusion of her lemon thyme soup and his clam chowder, had been surprisingly perfect. Balanced, bright, alive. The kind of dish that told a story.




Still, she crossed her arms. “You’re impossible.”




“And you’re stubborn.”




“See? That’s why this won’t work.”




He stepped closer. “Or it’s why it will.”




She met his gaze — sharp blue against dark brown — and the world seemed to narrow down to the space between them. The sound of the kitchen faded. The air thickened. Her pulse tripped.




For a dangerous second, she thought he might kiss her. And even more dangerously — she thought she might let him.




Then the bell over the door jingled.




They sprang apart as Mrs. Donnelly from the bakery bustled in, cheerfully waving a clipboard. “I hear you two are the talk of the festival!” she announced. “Finally putting that chemistry to good use, huh?”




Mia blinked, cheeks flushing. “We’re— it’s— culinary chemistry.”




Jamie grinned without missing a beat. “The best kind.”




Mrs. Donnelly winked. “Mmhmm. Just don’t burn the kitchen down before Saturday.”




When she left, the silence that followed was thicker than before.




Jamie was the first to speak. “She’s not wrong, you know.”




Mia frowned. “About what?”




He hesitated, eyes steady on hers. “About there being chemistry.”




Her throat tightened. “Don’t start.”




“Too late,” he said quietly.




For a long, impossible moment, neither moved. The rain had stopped, but the air outside was still heavy, the horizon bruised with the promise of another storm. And this time, Mia wasn’t sure if it would come from the sky — or the kitchen.
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The morning of the festival arrived bright and deceptive — sunlight glinting off wet pavement, the air sharp with the scent of sea and salt. Willow Bay had never looked more alive. Booths lined the pier, musicians tuned their guitars, and the sound of laughter carried on the wind.


Inside The Lighthouse Spoon, however, things were less cheerful.


Mia paced the kitchen, double-checking the ingredients for the tenth time. “We’re missing the thyme,” she muttered, rifling through drawers. “It’s not here.”


Jamie glanced up from the stove, calm as ever. “Check the prep shelf.”


“I did.”


“Then maybe check again.”


She glared at him. “You’re enjoying this.”


“A little,” he admitted. “You’re cute when you panic.”


Mia froze, the spice jar halfway to her hand. “Did you just—”


“Say you’re cute?” He grinned. “Yeah. Shocking, I know.”


Her heart skipped, traitorously. “Focus, Brooks.”


But his smile lingered, and so did the heat rising in her chest.


They worked side by side through the morning, a choreography of clatter and rhythm. It shouldn’t have worked — two stubborn people in one small kitchen — but somehow it did. They moved around each other with wordless precision, finishing each other’s motions the way they once finished each other’s sentences.


For a fleeting moment, it felt almost easy.


Then the doorbell rang.


A tall man stepped inside — pressed shirt, slick smile, the kind of confidence that came wrapped in a Manhattan accent.


“Mia Carter,” he said, spreading his


























































































