
THE BAKERY ON FROSTLINE STREET

Sometimes love rises where everything else has frozen.
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Lena

The rental truck's engine died with a sound like a sigh of relief, as if even the machine knew it had reached the end of something. I sat there for a moment, hands still gripping the wheel, staring through the windshield at a town that looked like it had been sketched in pencil and then forgotten.

Frostline, Alaska. Population: 847, according to the faded sign I'd passed ten miles back. Elevation: high enough that my ears had popped three times since leaving Fairbanks. Temperature: cold enough that my breath fogged the glass even with the heater blasting.

I stepped out of the truck and the cold hit me like a physical wall, sharp and immediate, stealing the air from my lungs. February in interior Alaska wasn't a season—it was a dare. The sky above was the color of old slate, heavy with snow that hadn't decided whether to fall. The street beneath my boots was packed ice, glittering with a thin layer of frost that made every surface look like it had been dusted with diamond dust.

The building in front of me didn't look like a bakery. It looked like a promise someone had made and then abandoned.

"The Midnight Oven," I whispered, reading the weathered sign above the door. The letters were hand-painted, curling at the edges, the kind of script that spoke of patience and care and time. Someone had loved this place once. That someone was my Aunt Margot, who I'd met twice in my life—once at my father's funeral when I was eight, and once when she showed up at my mother's apartment with a check and a suitcase, offering to take me away. My mother had refused. Margot had left the check on the counter and walked out, and I hadn't seen her again until her lawyer called three weeks ago.

She'd left me everything. The bakery. The debt. The building that was, according to the lawyer, "structurally challenged."

I approached the door, key in hand, the metal so cold it burned my palm. The lock stuck, resisted, then surrendered with a groan that echoed in the empty street. I stepped inside and the smell hit me first—flour and yeast and something else, something like memory, like the ghost of every loaf that had ever risen within these walls. Then the cold hit, because the heating system was apparently as dead as my aunt's lawyer had warned.

"Welcome to Frostline," I muttered to the empty kitchen, my voice bouncing off walls that seemed to absorb sound like they were hungry for it. "Population: me, a moose, and a death trap with a dough hook."

The main room was larger than I'd expected, with a counter that ran along one wall and display cases that sat empty, their glass cloudy with dust and age. Behind the counter, the kitchen opened up—a commercial space that had once been professional, now frozen in a kind of culinary amber. The oven was massive, industrial, the kind of thing that would have cost more than my car. It was also, I discovered when I approached it and turned the dial, completely non-functional. No click. No hum. No pilot light. Just the hollow sound of metal expanding in the cold.

I tried the lights. Nothing. The power was out, had probably been out for weeks. The lawyer had mentioned something about the electric company needing a deposit I couldn't afford until the estate cleared, which could take months.

I found the breaker box in a closet that smelled of mildew and old mops. The breakers were all in the "on" position, but when I flipped them off and on again, the building remained dark and silent. Not a power issue, then. Something deeper. Something expensive.

I made myself explore the rest of the building because not knowing felt worse than knowing, even when knowing was bad. The bathroom pipes were frozen solid, the toilet a block of ice. The back door had a gap at the bottom wide enough to slide my hand through, explaining the snowdrift that had accumulated in the corner of the kitchen. The roof, visible from a rickety ladder in the storage room, sagged in the center like a tired spine, and I could see daylight through gaps in the shingles that had no business being there.

I climbed down carefully, my hands shaking not from the cold but from the arithmetic of disaster. New roof. New oven. New pipes. New electrical. The inheritance was the building, not money. The building that the town council wanted to demolish for a parking lot, according to the lawyer's final warning.

I found the armchair in the small apartment above the bakery, a space barely bigger than a closet, with a bed that looked like it had been made by someone who expected to return to it. Aunt Margot's coat still hung on the hook by the door, a heavy wool thing that smelled of cinnamon and something sharper, something like the cold that lived in this place.

I sat in the armchair and pulled the coat around me, then added my own jacket, then my scarf. The temperature was dropping as the sun set, or rather, as the gray afternoon faded into a darker gray that passed for night this far north. I could see my breath. I could feel the cold creeping through the floorboards, through the walls, finding every gap in my armor.

I thought about calling my mother, then remembered the last conversation we'd had, the one where she'd asked if Margot had left money, real money, not just "some broken-down building in the middle of nowhere." When I'd told her there was no money, she'd hung up. That was three days ago. She hadn't called back.

I thought about calling my roommate from culinary school, the one who'd sublet my half of our apartment in Portland and was probably already planning which of my mugs to keep. I thought about calling anyone, but the truth was, there wasn't anyone to call. I'd spent twenty-four years being the capable one, the stable one, the girl who didn't make scenes or ask for help. I'd learned early that need was a currency that depleted quickly, and I was always careful not to spend more than I could afford.

The armchair was uncomfortable, its springs protesting my weight, but it was better than the bed that felt too intimate, too much like taking something that wasn't mine yet. I curled into it, wearing three coats and a scarf, and tried to sleep.

I dreamed of ovens that worked, of heat that rose and surrounded and held. I dreamed of my mother, young and laughing, before the boyfriends and the bottles and the mornings where I had to check if she was breathing. I dreamed of her staying, of waking up and finding her in the kitchen, making breakfast like mothers did in movies. I dreamed of Aunt Margot too, though I barely remembered her face, just the impression of someone solid and certain, someone who didn't need saving.

I woke to a sound that wasn't the wind. A knocking, sharp and insistent, coming from somewhere below. For a moment, disoriented in the dark, I thought it was the pipes, or the building settling, or my imagination. Then it came again, three hard raps, and a voice, male and deep, calling out something I couldn't make out through the floorboards.

I stumbled down the narrow stairs, still wrapped in Margot's coat, my boots untied, my hair probably wild from the static of wool and cold. The knocking continued, patient but persistent, and when I reached the front door and pulled it open, the light that flooded in was gray and diffuse, the Alaskan dawn that wasn't really dawn at all, just a slightly less dark version of night.

The man on my porch was tall, broad-shouldered in a way that spoke of physical labor or athletic training, with dark hair that curled slightly at the collar of his jacket. He held a clipboard in one gloved hand and a measuring tape in the other, and he looked at me with eyes that were the color of the sky outside—gray, assessing, already halfway to somewhere else.

"You're the niece," he said. Not a question.

"I'm Lena Brooks," I said, because claiming a name felt like claiming ground. "This is my bakery."

He glanced at the clipboard, then back at me, and something in his expression shifted, not quite sympathy, not quite its opposite. "You've got thirty days," he said, and his voice was not unkind, which somehow made it worse. "Town council order. The building's been condemned pending demolition. I'm here to measure for the wrecking ball."

I looked at the clipboard, at the official letterhead, at the stamps and signatures that made this real. I looked at the measuring tape in his hand, the yellow metal extended like a weapon. I looked past him at the street that was empty except for his truck, at the mountains that rose in the distance, white and indifferent.

And then I looked at him, this stranger with his official documents and his deadline, and I felt something shift in my chest, something that had been sleeping since the lawyer's call, since my mother's hang-up, since the moment I'd decided to drive north instead of admitting defeat.

"You're early," I said, and my voice didn't shake. "Thirty days means I have thirty days. Come back on day twenty-nine. I'll have coffee cake ready."

He blinked, actually blinked, as if no one had ever talked back to him before. "The building's not safe. The roof alone—"

"I'll fix the roof."

"The electrical—"

"I'll fix the electrical."

"The oven doesn't work. I checked the records. It's been non-functional for six months."

"Then I'll fix the oven." I stepped forward, out of the doorway, into the cold that matched the temperature inside. "Or I'll replace it. Or I'll bake in a campfire. But I'm not leaving, and you're not measuring, and you can tell the town council that Lena Brooks doesn't abandon things just because they're broken."

We stood there, facing each other in the gray light, and I could see the moment he decided I wasn't worth arguing with. Not yet. Not on day one. He had thirty days, after all. Plenty of time to wear me down.

He retracted the measuring tape with a snap that made me flinch, slid it into his pocket, and tucked the clipboard under his arm. "Day twenty-nine," he said. "I'll expect that coffee cake."

"Day twenty-nine," I agreed. "And it'll be terrible, because I won't have a working oven. But it'll be mine."

He turned to leave, then paused, looking back at me with an expression I couldn't read. "The moose," he said.

"What?"

"You mentioned a moose in your population count. There's one that sleeps behind the dumpster most nights. Don't startle it. They're faster than they look."

And then he was gone, walking to his truck with a slight limp I hadn't noticed at first, his boots crunching on the packed snow. I watched him drive away, the truck's exhaust a white plume that dissolved into the gray sky, and I stood there until I couldn't feel my feet anymore.

Then I went back inside, closed the door against the cold, and leaned against it, breathing hard. My hands were shaking now, the adrenaline of confrontation fading into something more complicated. Thirty days. A condemned building. A town that wanted me gone.

But also: I'd stood my ground. I'd claimed my space. I'd looked at a man with official power and told him no, and he'd listened.

I pushed off from the door and walked into the kitchen, my kitchen, and began to take inventory in the dim light. Flour, old but possibly salvageable. Sugar, crystallized but intact. Spices in jars that smelled of memory. And in the corner, half-hidden
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