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Chapter One

 Lexington

With a heavy heart, I turn in my gear and
leave headquarters for the last time. I knew this day was coming.
However, I hoped it wouldn’t be so soon. Nearly six months ago, my
father, one of the three men carrying the Soren name, succumbed to
his disease. That is putting it politely. My father, Baldwin Soren,
lived to excess, and his body failed him. The official cause of
death was cirrhosis of the liver, but years and years of foregoing
exercise, choosing unhealthy foods, and an inability to abstain
from alcohol caught up with him. It’s as if he made the lyrics from
“Living in Fast Forward” by Kenny Chesney his reality.

“Keep in touch, man,” Séamus Penn, one of the
other paramedics here in York Beach, states.

We bro hug, and I reply, “Of course. I’ll
need to make trips back to get my latté fix at the Perk or inhale
the salty breeze off the water at Short Sands Beach.” My words are
sincere despite a niggling in my chest that they may be hollow. I
don’t foresee being able to return here frequently. Since I left
Mystic Cove, I have lived in numerous places around the world. York
Beach, Maine, was my favorite by far.

Thankfully, I’m able to slink away from the
building without any additional goodbye chats. After the short
drive to my rental, I load my SUV and leave my key on the island.
The ride to my childhood home isn’t overly long, but it allows me
time to stew in my thoughts. I’m scheduled to meet with my
grandfather first thing next week. Sumner Soren is the head of the
family business again after my father’s death, much to his utter
dismay.

I can only imagine the requirements he’ll
place on me as his successor in Celt Industries. My family owns and
operates a multi-national shipping company. Honestly, I’ve never
had any plans to go into the family business. I prefer to help
people. I always thought the honor would go to one of my sisters.
My grandfather’s antiquated notions of succession and business
won’t allow for the best and willing candidate to take the job.

My parents Baldwin and Cecile née Westwood
had five children—one son and four daughters. Arguably, my oldest
sister, Ellery would be the best choice to run the company. She’s a
shark in a custom-tailored suit and red-soled pumps. I don’t mean
that in a derogatory way. Elle was made for the boardroom. She’s
tenacious and thrives on minutiae in contracts and negotiating with
our clients. I’m more comfortable at a chaotic automobile accident
scene tending to injured people than a shareholders meeting.

I’m renting a quaint cottage with two
bedrooms near downtown Mystic Cove. It’s as close to my childhood
home as I’m willing to be despite an offer from my mother to live
at the compound at one of the guest cottages. No, thank you.
It’s enough that I’ve been summoned and gave up a job I loved to
return home. Living under the same roof as my mother again after
fifteen years… not a chance.

Pressing the five-digit code the realtor
provided, I step inside. I requested the furnished option until I
can determine how long I’ll be here. While rustic on the outside
with Shaker shingles in a regal blue hue, the inside is decorated
in neutrals like gray and beige with black accents. I’m pleasantly
surprised given when I rented this place as the photos that didn’t
include furniture.

After four trips to my SUV, I have
successfully hauled my belongings and some necessities inside.

I locate the laundry room and immediately
wash the linens for the bed. If our housekeeper, Cara, taught me
anything, it’s always launder your bedding at least weekly. While
that’s going, I sit down and order groceries for morning delivery
and takeout for dinner. With water from the refrigerator, I push
open the slider door and take in the view. This cute home sits on
the edge of an inlet. It’s on a curve, so it’s mostly protected.
The serenity is welcome, as it’s something I’ll absolutely miss
about my last home. True, there’s proximity to the shore here, but
I doubt I’ll find the same peace.

Forty minutes later, my pizza arrives.
Generally, I eat well, but upending my life calls for guilty
pleasure food. I sit on the rattan furniture, tear into the box,
and indulge. With nothing else to do but make myself comfortable, I
switch the bedding into the dryer and begin putting my clothes and
personal items away.

Once the dry cycle finishes, I open all the
windows in the master and make the bed. If my siblings could see me
now, they would laugh. The oldest two have large homes and staff.
Sera has a loft apartment in town. My youngest sister, Waverly, is
working on her graduate degree in Data Science for Public Policy at
Georgetown. The shortest explanation is she wants to work in the
legislature creating policies, which may become laws. After my time
volunteering in other countries, I had a cleaning service but
realized it was a waste of money for one person. While I have a
large trust fund, which I gained access to when I turned thirty, I
haven’t touched a dime of it. Aside from changing my accounting
firm, I don’t monitor it at all. Not completely accurate, I trust
Lily DeGaetano to do it for me. She opened her own accounting firm
a few years ago. Ellery’s college boyfriend knows Lily’s husband
Leo from his professional football days. Part of hiring her
requires me to at least check in quarterly. Otherwise, the money
simply gains interest. I may have been raised by wealthy parents
and have a sizeable net worth of my own, but I don’t subscribe to
the lifestyle.

Listening to the sounds of nature, I wonder
what my life will look like over the next five years. It certainly
won’t be what I planned for myself. By now, I would’ve hoped to
have at least found someone to share my life with. No woman
survived longer than a year. My dating history is partially my
fault given my inability to remain in one place for much longer
than that. The kicker is none of them asked me to stay when I
indicated leaving was my next step. I took it as a sign those women
weren’t for me. Rather than worry about my lack of a partner, I
stew in the myriad of options my grandfather could throw at me.
None could have prepared me for the list of things he presents.

 



Chapter Two

 Keeley

In the wee hours of Sunday morning, I crawl
from my bed and into the shower. Owning a bakery has been my dream
since I was a child. Learning how to bake from my mother is
bittersweet, especially now. Instead of focusing on expansion, I
take little to no salary and pay expenses for my mother and
youngest brother.

Cara Finn is an amazing mother. Despite being
a single parent, my two older siblings, my younger brother and I
had what we needed. Did I spend most of my weekends in the kitchen
at her employer’s homes? Yes, but it was where I learned to bake
decadent desserts from scratch. She was the housekeeper and cook
for a few wealthy families when I was young. I always wondered what
it would be like if one of their fathers was my father.

After a scalding shower to wake myself up, I
twist my hair into a top knot and hustle downstairs to the bakery.
When I found this location in Mystic Cove, I was ecstatic. Not only
is the storefront in a prime area, but it has an apartment above.
It’s cute and functional. It has two bedrooms and a decent-sized
living room and kitchen. I use the extra one as a gym and office.
Liar. The gym equipment is covered with dust as is the
desk.

I key into the bakery’s kitchen and flick on
mood music. Then, I fire up the espresso machine. Each morning as
the sun rises over the river behind the shop, I create delicious
pastries for my customers. Once the caffeinated liquid finishes
brewing, I gulp it down and start the opening tasks.

This isn’t my first location. Seven years
ago, I opened a coffee shop and bakery in a small beach town in
York Beach, Maine. I was making a healthy profit and preparing to
expand to a second location. Unfortunately, my mother was diagnosed
with Alzheimer’s, and I was required to sell my business. A caterer
and small events baker purchased my café and has had continued
success in my stead. Mom was no longer able to take care of herself
and my youngest brother Cian, who has autism. He has made great
strides and currently resides in a group home with fourteen other
similarly situated guys.

I used the proceeds from the sale to start
over here. I found work at a local bakery and eventually bought out
the aging owner two years ago. Reusing the same name from Maine
wasn’t possible. When I reopened as the owner, I named the shop
Coffee & Confections. Since then, my mother’s condition has
deteriorated, requiring more care. She’s in a locked memory
facility with around-the-clock supervision. Unfortunately, I’m in
the same position I was when I sold Perk to Kelsey. So far, I’m
only behind on a few things. I send what I can to the business
payables after settling Mom’s care invoices.

Undaunted by the prospect of starting over
again, I pull out the anise-almond biscotti, shortbread, and
macaron recipes. Do I need them? Not at all, but my process remains
unchanged from when my mother taught me how to bake around age
seven. I also remove the fillings from the refrigerator. My
coworker, Jennie, prepared them last night to fill the crunchy
macaron shells when they are cool. Today’s flavors include vanilla
bean, mocha cream, passion fruit, cinnamon, and our signature
lavender blackberry. Pumping the music louder, I slide the first
batch of biscotti and shortbread into the oven and set a timer.
Then I make the batter for the macaron shells. Soon thereafter, I
pipe the rounds on the mat and add them to the oven as well.

Sixty minutes before the shop is set to open,
Jennie glides in through the rear door.

“Did you sleep at all?” I ask, noting her
exhausted look.

A huge smile grows on her face. “Nope.
Gustavo is not only a magician in the kitchen at the new Italian
bistro, but he’s a sorcerer in the bedroom.” Jennie is a sweet
local girl with flaming red hair. Her work ethic is equal to mine.
When she answered my ad, someone was looking out for me.

“Oooo-kay! Time to set up for the morning
rush. I need you to shelve the biscotti and shortbread. When you’re
done, these will be filled.” Am I the tiniest bit jealous that
Jennie and her new fling are tearing up the sheets the entire
night? Yes! I can’t recall the last time a man took care of
my needs. I attempt to shake away that wretched thought and remind
myself, I’m not at the top of the hierarchy at the moment. Then
again, my needs haven’t ranked in years. I mean all of them, not
only the sexual ones.

Refocusing on the macarons, I add the crème
to each shell and place them on the display trays. With moments to
spare, I bake croissants I prepared yesterday as well as cookies
and brownies for the case. I finish cleaning the counter just
before the bell chimes with our first customer of the day.

Coffee & Confections is open fourteen
hours a day from April to October during peak tourist season. The
rest of the year we scale back to ten-hour days during the week. By
one in the afternoon, the cases are nearly empty, and the customers
have dwindled. It isn’t quite that time of year yet. Thankfully,
Jennie is fantastic with the schedule, which will allow me to leave
sooner than normal today. It’ll likely be one of the last times I
can visit my mom more than once a week. Summer hours begin
soon.

“I’m heading out. I’ll see you in the
morning,” I inform her after hanging my apron. It’s the last gift
my mother gave me before she didn’t recognize me as her daughter.
Sadness stabs my heart. Each day I lose more and more of her. The
worst part is there’s nothing I can do. I hustle upstairs and
shower before driving to Elmcrest. It’s difficult, but I stop by as
frequently as I can, however, I can’t do it all. It’s a cyclical
problem. I need to work my ass off to pay for her care, which makes
it damn near impossible to visit.

I park in front of the building and check
into the locked unit.

“Good afternoon, Keeley,” the chipper
receptionist greets me.

“Hi. How is she doing today?” My stomach
twists while I wait for the answer. Lately there have been more bad
days than good days. It’s been a few months since my mother has
remembered me during a visit. It isn’t her fault or mine. I have
been showing up at the wrong times. My mother has been in stage 5
on the Riesberg’s scale for the last six months.

“Not sure. She was in the game room
birdwatching about an hour ago.”

“Thanks.” I refuse to have hope today’s visit
will be a good one until I greet my mother. I round the corner and
cross the threshold into the game room when I see her near the
window.

My mother looks exactly the same except for
the blank stare when she isn’t there.

“Key lime pie. How nice of you to visit me?”
She hasn’t called me that in years. I suppose now she doesn’t
recall I loathe that particular endearment and the pie equally as
much.

“Hi, Mom. How are you doing?”

“Great! We played cards. Then Elton helped me
to this chair so I could watch the birds in the feeder.” She turns
her head to look outside again. The feeder is empty. She frowns.
“They’re gone.”

“They’ll be back.”

My mother shrugs and returns her gaze
outside. “Now it’s pointless. I want to go back to my room. Nothing
to do here.” That’s how quickly her demeanor changes.

Ignoring the stab in my chest, I escort my
mother to her suite. It’s a nice space with a sitting area, private
bath, and bedroom facing the courtyard.

Once she’s settled in the chair, I offer her
a drink.

“No. Will you take me to my bed? I’m
tired.”

Saddened that my visit will be epically
short, I assist her and then leave. I pull out my phone and text
Cian.

Me: Hey there. How are you?

He’s younger, and his reply is nearly
instant.

Cian: Great! We just finished a game of
cards. Now, we’re going to get ice cream. How are you?

Me: Good. Love you.

Cian: Love you too.

Mindlessly, I pull away from the center and
drive. At times like this in my old home, I would park near Short
Sands Beach and listen to the waves crash on the shore. My second
option was to climb the winding road to Sohier Park and stare at
the majestic Nubble Lighthouse until my troubles melted away enough
to function. The reality is… my mother isn’t really there anymore.
Not true. I have been unlucky with the times. Even more
disheartening is my chances of a lucid visit will only decrease.
It’s as if Cara Finn is going to die twice. The first time was when
she was diagnosed and the second when the last breath leaves her
body.

In Mystic Cove, I park at home and walk to
the river behind the bakery. I sit on one of the rickety benches
and seek to quiet my mind. Ironic, I know.




Chapter Three

 Lexington

After spending the majority of the night
tossing and turning, I get out of bed before six to go for a run.
My memory of the area is stellar. Mapping a five-mile route is a
piece of cake. Pushing my earbuds in after stretching, I take off
down the road. The only way to enter a meeting with Sumner Soren is
after an endorphin rush and with a clear head.

Frankly, I’m pissed my family summoned me.
Arguably it was my grandfather and mother. I was happy in York
Beach and didn’t want to give up my job. Yet… when Grandfather’s
assistant demanded my presence, I came. Trudie, who is nearly as
old as my grandfather, warned me at the repast after my father’s
funeral.

“You aren’t going to be able to avoid your
responsibilities much longer, young man.” She reminded me with her
arthritic finger pointed in my direction.

I politely nodded and walked away. The terms
of my trust are simple. Tuition and living expenses are paid
through college and graduate education, if applicable. Once I
finished school, I received a monthly living expense amount as long
as I was employed. At thirty, I was granted complete control of the
funds with a degree and a job. I would be bored to tears if I
didn’t work. There are no other stipulations. It’s laughable that
employment is required considering the value of my trust is north
of five billion dollars. Did you forget I have four sisters? My
family has set up my siblings and I with generational wealth. More
importantly, my mother and grandfather are alive. Meaning
additional funds will be added to the corpus when they die. My
family is filthy rich. I suppose I am as well. The difference is I
don’t use my trust fund.

If my family or others in the coveted inner
circle realized I wasn’t spending the money, there would be a
barrage of questions. Aside from my desire to help others rather
than make the older generation of my family richer, I don’t see the
need for multiple houses that are rarely used or flashy cars. I
prefer a quiet, press-free life. Unfortunately, I have a hunch much
of what I want will be dictated by the patriarch of my family.

After a protein shake and a shower, I don my
nicest suit. The last time I wore this was to my father’s funeral
services. The irony is this meeting could very well be the death of
my life as I know it. At a minimum, I’ll be working a job I loathe
for the foreseeable future.

The echoes of responsibility jostle in my
mind as I drive to the compound. Sumner Soren may have taken over
the reins of the company again, but he refuses to set foot in the
actual office. I ring the bell when I reach the top of the
staircase.

“Good morning, sir,” Walter, my grandfather’s
butler, greets me.

“Hello, Walter. Nice to see you again.”

Walter is a tall man with a rotund belly,
which is nicely camouflaged in his uniform. He checks left and then
right to confirm we’re alone. Then he hugs me close. Aside from the
housekeeper when we were young, Walter was more of a parent than
mine ever were. He whispers, “Good to see you, Lex. You look well.
I would prefer it to be under more palatable circumstances.” His
break in protocol is welcome.

I relax slightly and then pull back. “As do
you. Thank you. I agree.” I know it won’t happen, but hope is all I
have left.

“Your grandfather is on the veranda. Would
you like a cup of coffee?”

“No, but a bottled water would be great. Is
my mother home?”

“I’m afraid not. She’s at the house in
Southampton and has been for the last few months.” I’m not
surprised. My parents lived here for the majority of my childhood.
However, the house in Southampton was a wedding gift from my father
to his blushing bride. The story I recall includes my mother being
unable to find a suitable venue for their waterfront nuptials. My
father had realtors scouring up and down both coasts in search of
the perfect location.

Walter nods and leaves me to my own devices.
The main house is massive with eight bedrooms and more bathrooms
sitting on ten acres of land with a private beach on the southern
end. The décor is gaudy and ostentatious. However, that’s to be
expected, or so my mother believes. There’s also a screening room,
three bowling lanes in the south wing as well as an inground pool
and two guest cottages.

“Morning, Lexington. Good of you to show up,”
my grandfather greets me.

I frown. “You requested my presence and
indicated it was of the utmost importance.”

My grandfather is pushing eighty, but he’s
spry and active. “I suppose I did. Please sit.” He gestures to the
chair across from him.

Walter joins us, leaves my water, and exits
quickly and quietly.

On the wrought iron and glass coffee table is
a silver tray of pastries as well as two thick file folders. Beside
the table is a Bankers Box of files as well.

My grandfather jumps right in. “The blue one
is the current status of Celt Industries. It was prepared by
Ellery. She has been working beside me since Baldwin’s death.”

“Is there a particular reason she can’t head
the company?” As fervently as I’m against running the company,
Ellery is all for it.

“Yes. When the company was founded, the
original board felt it wise to require all-male succession. Since
you are the only male, it falls to you.”

“That’s antiquated and quite frankly unfair
to me and my sisters. Two of whom would be jumping at the chance to
run our billion-dollar legacy.”

“I agree with you. If the British Royal
family can make changes for Princess Charlotte, then we should be
able to as well. However, the board of directors won’t budge.”

Confusion ripples through me. “Correct me if
I’m wrong, but isn’t the board made up of family members?
Specifically, you, my mother, me, and my sisters. Right?”

“Yes.”

Anger replaces the confusion, and I feel my
blood pressure rising by the second. “Who?”

Grandfather turns to make sure he’s fully
looking at me then he drops the second bombshell of the morning.
“You would know the answer already if you hadn’t given your proxy
to Ellery.”

“That should tell you and the rest of the
board everything you need to know. I don’t want this job. I left a
fulfilling position where I helped people every single day. Now, I
need to hustle to increase corporate profit. It sucks! Who?” I
reiterate.

“Your mother.” The hits keep coming.

I appreciate his willingness to divulge my
adversary in this instance. I push to my feet and walk toward the
French doors overlooking the manicured lawn. “Why?”

“She didn’t share her reasoning but has voted
against the proposed change since Baldwin’s health began to decline
over five years ago.”

“I see. What does that mean for me?”

He steeples his fingers. “At this moment,
you’re to take the helm of Celt Industries and provide a male heir
to continue the Soren lineage,” Grandfather states
matter-of-factly. “The second folder contains a pre-screened list
of debutantes with excellent pedigrees.”

Threading my hand through my hair, I remind
myself not to pull it out in frustration. “I’m not buying a horse.”
I let my hands drop to my sides in disgust with this entire
conversation. “Does what I want matter in the slightest?”

“What do you mean?” His query seems
sincere.

“I don’t want just any woman who checks off a
bunch of boxes. Ivy League educated… check. Pretty face and
childbearing hips… check. Willing to give up her hopes and dreams
to carry the Soren heir… check.” I turn to face him. “I’m not
foolish enough to think my parents were soulmates. Their marriage
looked good on paper. I’m not even sure they were ever friends. I
want what you had with Nana, not a business arrangement.”

Sumner and Collette had an epic love story.
They met in high school and stayed together while my grandfather
honorably served our country. Their letters are romantic and
poignant. Nana was keen to share their contents minus the spicy
bits before her death. Their bond was what classic romances are
made of. Aside from their mutual love of movies and each other,
they were truly friends. Their friendship carried them through many
tough times, including the tragic loss of two children at once and
a hostile takeover attempt of Celt Industries.

At the mention of his late wife, my
grandfather smiles. “What are you proposing?”

“Does it have to be one of those women?” I
point to the folder as if the names will jump out and bite my
finger off. That isn’t even fair to the probably nice women who
merely want to marry a billionaire.

“No, but… I suggest you make a good showing
of it before you pick someone not on that list. Are you in a
relationship, Lex?”

There’s a reason he’s delivering this news.
We get along great and always have. My relationship with my father
was rocky at best. My mother has been hands-off in the parenting
department my entire life. “No. I’m not. Being forced into marriage
and parenthood seems archaic. How long do I have?” Resignation is
evident in my voice. I don’t have a choice.

“One year to be engaged. Then another to get
married and start a family.” He informs me.

“What are the consequences?”

“The company will be sold for parts, and
you’ll forfeit your inheritance from your father,” he answers.

I don’t need the money. “What about my
sisters? Will they be divested as well?”

Grandfather shakes his head. “I don’t
know.”

I eliminate the space between us and extend
my hand to him. “Thank you for attempting to soften the blow.”

He rises and takes mine. “Stand firm, Lex.
You deserve to choose your own path despite your mother’s plans for
you. If you truly don’t want a marriage of convenience, don’t enter
into one unless it’s an absolute last resort.”

I swipe the folders from the table and stack
them atop the box.

“There’s a list of your staff on the inside
cover of the Celt Industries folder,” he calls after me. “The rest
of the files are in your office at headquarters.”

I raise my hand in acknowledgement and
continue to the front of the estate. Once I settle into the
driver’s seat of my SUV, I flip open the cover of the work file. As
noted, my assistant—who served my father—Andrew is listed at the
top. I dial his extension.

“Good morning, Andrew speaking. How may I
assist you?”

“Hello. This is Lexington Soren. I met with
my grandfather, and he gave me some files to review. I’ll be in
tomorrow morning. Please block off as much time as you feel
necessary to discuss the status of these files in the morning
beginning at nine.”

“Welcome aboard, sir,” Andrew replies.

I bristle at the formality but don’t
acknowledge it. “Thank you.” I end the call. Tugging on my tie, I
loosen it and take a deep breath. When I get home, I have a few
tasks to handle. Get up to speed with these pending matters and
then… find a wife. Truthfully, not looking forward to either one,
especially the latter.


Chapter Four

 Keeley

“No! No! No.” This can’t be happening.
First thing this morning, I pulled the recipes and blasted my
music. I pressed the preheat button and mixed the batters. Nearly
an hour later, I approach the oven with a tray in hand and find it
cold as ice. Crap!

Frustrated, I stamp my way around the prep
counter and settle my nerves before attempting to fix the problem.
A few deep breaths later, I power down the oven and pull the plug.
Grabbing the keys for the basement, I bound downstairs and look at
the circuit breaker. Maybe it was tripped.

I frown when everything appears as it should.
Then I reset the switch for the oven anyway and continue to
troubleshoot. Then I check the meter for the propane. Not empty and
it isn’t one of the bills I’m behind on. Confident the answer isn’t
down here, I lock up and return to the kitchen.

“Hey, girl!” Jennie shouts as I return.

“Not now. The oven isn’t working.” I can’t
deal with her amazing post-sex glow.

“All of them or just one?” Jennie asks.

Good question. Scrambling, I move to the next
bank and find it fully preheated. Progress. “Jennie, can you get
those started while I figure out the problem here?” I gesture to
the offending hunk of metal.

“Sure.”

I check all the connections behind the oven,
plug it back in, and try again. Ideally, the reset will help, and
it’ll fire right up. I set the temperature and wait. It feels like
the dial is increasing at an excruciatingly slow pace. It’s
snail-like in my opinion. Just like earlier, the temperature
indicator is rising, but the oven isn’t getting hotter.

Damn it! I power it down again and
unplug it. Before I can overthink it, I close myself into the
office and call the repair shop. How I’m going to pay this invoice
is another more difficult question.

“Sal’s. How can I help you?”

I explain the situation, and they indicate
someone can stop by later today. I attempt to press for an earlier
time to no avail. With an appointment set, I refocus on getting the
pastry cases filled for our morning customers.

“It’s going to be okay. I started the quiches
at a lower temp. When the brownies and peanut butter blondies are
done, I’ll move them to finish baking.” She attempts to ease my
concerns.

I’m pissed, and it isn’t her fault. “Thanks,
Jennie.” Side by side, we scramble to get the pastries finished
before the shop is set to open. When the first customer enters,
we’re only missing two offerings from the display case. It will
have to do.

The morning regulars pop in, place their
orders, and head out to tackle their days.

“Good morning. How may I help you?” I utter
before looking up. My eyes lift from the counter toward the
ceiling. Whoever this man is… holy hell! His navy tailored suit
fits like a glove, the crisp white shirt is perfectly pressed, and
his tie is a modern paisley.

“Morning. I would like a large coffee with
cream and two sugars and a chocolate croissant.”

That deep and admittedly dreamy voice sounds
vaguely familiar. When I finally focus on his face, I’m floored.
It can’t be. The tall, gawky, but still good-looking boy is
now a man with a chiseled jawline and the same piercing blue eyes.
Let’s not forget the broad shoulders and lean waist his suit
accentuates with ease. “Lex?”

He smiles and replies, “Keys! It’s great to
see you!”

That sexy grin could make any girl swoon
then. Now, it’s lethal. I wave him to his left so I can prepare his
order and continue talking. “You too! When did you return
home?”

“Two days ago.” The tone of his voice
indicates it wasn’t his idea nor in his plans.

“Sorry about your dad.” I hand him his
croissant and then his coffee.

“Thank you. I would love to catch up. You
work here?”

“It’s my place actually.” A twinge of pride
is in my voice.

“You did it, huh?”

Even back then, I knew owning my own bakery
was the ultimate pie-in-the-sky dream. I wave him off. “Yes, but
it’s a long story.”

“So is my return home. Let’s set up a time to
get together and
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