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When Jacob entered the bakery that morning, Lovina was already hard at work kneading dough. Sky blue eyes flickered up as she smiled at him, and Jacob couldn't help but grin back when he noticed flour clinging to her round cheek. He had barely been working there two months, but the sight of Lovina never failed to brighten his morning.

"Good morning, Jacob!" Lovina chirped, "would you mind helping me with these cookies?."

"Of course, Miss Verkler."

"How many times?" she grumbled, but he saw a smile flash across her face, "Lovina is fine. We know each other well enough, don't we?"

Jacob declined to answer as he fetched the apron from its usual hanger in the kitchen. He took his time tying it around his waist, hoping dearly that Lovina didn't catch the dark flush across his cheeks. His dark hair was long enough to shield the worst of his flush - but he still tilted his head away as he joined Lovina at the baking table.

"I know this looks like a lot," Lovina muttered. She was elbows deep in thick, soft dough, loose pieces clinging to her fingers. "We're always terribly busy at Christmas, so this lot will sell fast. We'll be run off our feet!" 

Jacob simply hummed in response as he leaned across the table to grab the cookie cutters. In his two months since working here he had made these exact sugar cookies a dozen times - but there was something so relaxing about the tediousness of it all. It was muscle memory now.

Of course, Lovina's soothing presence had something to do with it too. Jacob shook his head to dispel those thoughts.

"At least you can't say the next month will be boring," Lovina continued. She wiped a dash of flour from her forehead - only to smear it into her eyebrows. It brought a smile to his lips, but she remained oblivious. "It isn't ideal, since you've only just started, but you're a quick learner. And a fantastic baker too."

Jacob felt himself flourish under her praise. In all honesty he had never considered himself particularly skilled, but hearing those words from her lips made his flush darken. "Thanks," he murmured, head dipped low as if he was focused entirely on his task. In reality, he couldn't stop thinking about Lovina.

It was always like that, when it was just the two of them. Since the first day he started working here, Jacob had been smitten. All it took was a smile his way, or her musical laughter, or even just a look to make his chest flutter. She was almost ten years his senior, but what did that matter? She was perfect.

"...Jacob?"

He snapped to attention, hand tightening around the cookie cutter. "Yes?"

"Something on your mind?" She was looking at him now, direct eye contact that left him reeling. Her eyelashes were thick and dark, casting a shadow across her flour-stained cheeks.

It took physical effort to tear his gaze away, and by then he was simply scarlet. "I'm fine," he insisted, "it's nothing."

Lovina hummed, but her soft gaze was unconvinced. She watched him a moment later - a long moment, in which Jacob wished the ground would swallow him up - before shrugging. "If you say so," she replied innocently.

She was completely unaware of his affections, and he breathed a sigh of relief. He would tell her someday - but not this day.

They continued in silence. Lovina kneaded and rolled the dough, and then passed it on to Jacob to cut into tiny round shapes. They had a system, working wordlessly but perfectly in sync. By the time they were done, they had six whole baking trays of perfectly circular cookies ready for the oven.

"I'd say that's a good start to the day," Lovina chirped with a nod, "next up, pie. Apple is always a popular one, but I was thinking we could perhaps try rhubarb too..." she trailed off, scooping up the first tray for the oven.

Jacob helped, watching silently as Lovina scuttled about the enormous kitchen. He had seen her do this every day for two months, but it never ceased to amaze him. She knew this kitchen so perfectly, worked so flawlessly.

At least this time she didn't catch him staring. With the last tray gone she spun - and Jacob had barely enough time to avert his gaze. "So, pie! How about you start chopping rhubarb and I get the pastry ready?"

Once again they lapsed into silence. Side by side they got to work. Jacob sliced rhubarb with expert precision, but every so often his gaze landed on Lovina. She was so focused, eyes narrowed as she hummed a soft tune to herself, and Jacob smiled.

Until a shard of pain shot through his hand. A hiss escaped his lips as he dropped the knife, darting away with a gasp. Blood dripped down his hand, bright and crimson.

In a flash, Lovina was by hi side. "Oh, let me get a towel!" 

It wasn't bad, not really - little more than a nasty papercut. Jacob glared down at the offending knife - but when Lovina reappeared, his anger melted. She held his hand so gently, her touch barely there as she cleaned up the blood.

"You should be more careful," she scolded, but her smile was easy, "you can be so careless."

Only around you, he thought - but never spoke the words aloud. Instead h simply watched as Lovina bandaged his finger, a smile curling at his lips. His cheeks flushed in embarrassment, a now frighteningly familiar sensation, but Lovina barely spared his reddening face a second glance. 

Instead she brought his injured hand to her lips, gently kissing just above the bandage. "There. All set."

He was fairly sure his face was redder than the rhubarb he had been slicing. But as she sent him a wide grin and a lilting laugh, he decided it was more than worth it.

——————————

The day passed so quickly that Jacob didn't even realise the time until the sky outside began to darken. It cast soft pink light across the bakery, dancing over the glass display cases, turning Lovina's hair a gorgeous shade of amber.

"We had a good day today," Lovina said with a nod. Her apron was gone, her face clean of all residual flour, and her frizzy hair had been retucked beneath her kapp. With the waning light dancing across her fair skin, she was perfect.

Jacob let his gaze drop as Lovina ducked around the counter. He had been staring at her all day and he couldn't believe she hadn't noticed once. When he was sure he was safe, Jacob let his gaze wander once more. "We'll have to bake twice as many cookies tomorrow," he replied easily despite his flush, "and more rhubarb pie, too."

Lovina had been wiping down the counter top, humming gently, but she paused to grin at him as she nodded. "There's one slice left, if you'd like it. How's your hand, by the way?"

"Fine," he replied - too fast. he had never been good at socialising, had always been awkward and strange as a teen, but this was a new level of uncomfortable even for him. He shifted, hand darting out to take a damp rag just so his hands had something to do. He set to work on the nearest table. 

Lovina's gaze followed him as he cleaned. Yet she never brought it up, never asked why he was acting so odd. Was it because she didn't notice, or because she already knew why? He winced at the thought.

"Well regardless," Lovina carried on easily, "you might want to be careful from now on. I know I earned more than my fair share of injuries when I first started out."

He smiled at the thought. A young Lovina, hair a mess of curls beneath her kapp, welding a too-large knife with naive confidence. She was so calm now, so precise in every movement - it was difficult to think she could ever be prone to accidents.

The rag made a wet slap against the counter as Lovina let out a satisfied smile. She was rubbing her palms, relieving some of the pain from a day of hard work. "I think that's enough for tonight," she told him, "I'll lock up. You should get home."

There was no-one waiting for him at home, save for two cats who barely cared if he was there or not. But he smiled anyway and replied, "I can wait for you."

Her cheeks flushed then, and she looked so young it astounded him. There was a moment of elation, knowing he had caused such a pretty flush, before the moment was ruined. "That's sweet," she replied, "but I'm actually waiting on someone."

"Oh." How embarrassing. Jacob stepped back, avoiding her gaze. "Of course you are. Sorry, I assumed-"

She turned to him with a laugh, eyes sparkling. "Oh, nothing like that. I'm only waiting for a neighbour. A friend."

He hated how his face relaxed, how the relief spread through his chest. Lovina could do as she pleased, she didn't have to run anything by him.

The door jingled, the bell above chiming out a tune, and both Lovina and Jacob flinched. Yet when he turned, ready to tell the person they were closed, he saw a tall, dark haired man with his eyes fixed on Lovina. "Am I too early?" the man questioned with a quirked brow, "I can always come back-"

Lovina rushed to him, laughter bubbling in her chest. "Don't be ridiculous! You're just on time," she replied hurriedly, "in fact, I was just about to lock up."

"If we're quick, we can catch the coffee shop before it closes," the man offered with a grin.

Something heavy settled in Jacob's chest, then. A dark, twisting feeling that left him feeling ill. Jealousy. It writhed in his stomach, and even as he tried to ignore it it only became worse.

So this was Lovina's friend?

"Let me get my coat," Lovina chirped with a smile - a smile for once, not aimed at Jacob. She darted off to fetch her things - leaving Jacob and the unfamiliar man alone.

A normal person would have started small talk, or at least asked for a name. Yet the man simply stood by the door, head tilted to gaze out into the darkening evening. 

"You're a friend of Lovina's, aren't you?" Jacob asked. The silence was too much; thick and awkward and stifling. But as soon as he opened his mouth, he realised he preferred the silence.

"I am," he replied in a tone of voice that conveyed I don't have time for you. He was taller than Jacob, his nose upturned and eyes cold. "Franklin Otto. You are...?"

Jacob suspected he didn't truly care, yet he replied, "Jacob Ramseyer."

"Hmm." The man - Franklin - let his gaze flicker across Jacob before turning back to the window. "You work here?"

"Yes, sir. I'm new - to the bakery, and town."

"I can tell."

Jacob fell silent. What was he to make of that? Even without Franklin's gaze on him, Jacob felt stifled. Shifting, he glanced down the hall.

Lovina reappeared a moment later, clutching her coat as she hurried from the staff area down the hall. "I'm ready!" she called, trotting over to Franklin's side.

The relief Jacob felt was immense, his head spinning with the force of it. One more moment alone with this man and he might have lost his mind. "Have a good evening," he murmured to Lovina as she passed.

"You too, Jacob," she replied sweetly.

Franklin simply rolled his eyes, opening the door for Lovina to step outside. He was quiet as Lovina locked up, quieter still as Jacob and Lovina said their goodbyes. 

He tried not to think too much into it, turning away as they retreated across the street. Yet he couldn't help but notice the way Lovina linked her arms into Franklin's, burying herself into his side for warmth.

——————————

Jacob didn't see Franklin after that, and he was put to the back of Jacob's mind. As Christmas approached he didn't have time to think anyway - his days were filled with constant baking, dealing with pleasant - and some less than pleasant - customers, and returning home well after dark. Neither he nor Lovina had even been taking breaks.

So, that Thursday afternoon, Jacob decided they needed to relax. It was normal practice to close the bakery for an hour for lunch - but over the last few weeks that had stopped. Perhaps today, they could go somewhere nice.

The bakery was unusually quiet that afternoon, a wonderful break from being run off their feet. Lovina took the time to put another batch of Christmas sugar cookies in the oven, flicking stray hair from her eyes.

"Lovina?" Jacob questioned lightly. He stood by the door to the kitchen, smiling gently as Lovina ducked to check the oven. He must have looked so awkward, face flushed as he rested one arm against the door frame. An attempt to look casual. A failed one. he was thankful that Lovina wasn't looking at him.

Until she did. Dark curls hung in her eyes, having come loose from her braid, and there was a streak of butter on her chin. "Yes, Jacob?"

Every time he looked at her, he fell more in love. Even when she looked ridiculous, apron a mess and hair frizzing around her face, she was beautiful. For a moment, words refused to form. Then he managed to stutter, "I-I was thinking today we could take an hour for lunch? We've been so busy, but today has been quiet so far..."

Tapping a hand to her chin, Lovina considered. Jacob's stomach rolled, preparing for rejection - and then a beaming smile dawned on her lips. "I'd love to! We deserve a break, don't we?"

The smile that Jacob returned was beaming, eyes lighting up. He didn't like to admit how worried he had been, how ready to accept her rejection. "That's great! Where would you like to go?"

Lovina turned back to the oven, peering through to see the cookies inside. "There's a lovely cafe just around the corner. You like tea, don't you?"

Jacob blinked, surprise lighting up his chest. He had only mentioned it once, in passing, that he enjoyed almost every flavour of tea there was. How had she remembered such a tiny detail? "Y-yes."

Lovina grinned at him from across the kitchen. "This cafe has over a dozen flavours, and their cake rivals our own. I think you'll enjoy it."

Ten minutes later the cookies were ready, and Lovina set them out to cool. Only two more customers arrived in that time, quickly dealt with and happily sent on their way. Before long Lovina was grabbing her coat, searching for the keys to lock up.

When Jacob had first started working there, Jacob had dreaded going to lunch with Lovina. Not because he didn't like her - he had enjoyed her company since day one - but because he feared what people might think. She was so informal, so friendly, and didn't care what people thought.

Now, though, it had become such a common occurrence that Jacob missed it. His heart leapt at the knowledge they were picking up that tradition once more. If it could be considered tradition. It had only been a few months.

Lovina returned, keys in hand, and she sent him the most beautiful smile. He opened the door for her, stepping back to allow her room to leave - and she almost ran right into Franklin.

She let out a little gasp and stumbled back - but Franklin's slender arm wrapped around her thick waist, steadying her. "Careful there!" he laughed, setting her back on her feet. Then his eyes landed on Jacob, and the smile dimmed. "Going somewhere?"

"We're just stepping out for lunch," Lovina replied cheerily, "we've been so busy with the bakery, I think it's fair."

"Of course, of course. Would you mind if I stepped inside? It's terribly cold." He didn't wait for a reply, shoving Jacob aside as he strode into the bakery. 

Lovina followed with an apologetic shrug, eyes curious. "Franklin, is this really the time? We'll have to get back to work soon-"

Franklin huffed, spinning on his heel to face her head on. He had that look again, narrowed eyes and upturned nose. Arrogant. "What I have for you is more important than any lunch break. In fact, it could quite be the most important moment of your life."

Jacob's brows furrowed as he stepped inside. The door chimed, but neither Franklin nor Lovina noticed he had re-entered. His heart skipped, stomach tense as he watched. Although he had the feeling this wasn't something he should be here for, he couldn't bring himself to leave.

Lovina's brow quirked, head tilted to the side in the sweet way only she could manage. "I don't understand," she admitted with a frown, "why would you come here, during work hours? I thought you would be at the-"

"I took the day off," Franklin interjected, "I know this isn't the most romantic of situations, but I simply can't hold back any longer."

Jacob's eyes snapped wide as Franklin produced a tiny box from his coat pocket. He flipped it open to reveal a beautiful silver ring, one the perfect size for Lovina.

For a long moment, no one spoke. Jacob's cheeks flushed as he looked away, wishing for all the world he had just left like he should have. This was supposed to be private, he shouldn't be here-

But Franklin's eyes darted up, his smile turned sour, and Jacob realised. Franklin wanted him there. Wanted to see the disappointment and embarrassment on his face.

"Franklin, I..." Lovina's soft voice shattered the silence, and once again Jacob was invisible. "Where did this come from? We aren't... we've never-"

"I love you, Lovina Verkler. Would you do me the honour of becoming Lovina Otto?" His smile was slimy, unsettling against his pale features and dark eyes. 

Her lips parted once, then closed, as if she couldn't form the words. Her gaze dropped to the ring, sparkling in the light, and she sighed. "Why?"

Why? Jacob shivered at that simple word, frown deepening when he caught sight of the scowl across Lovina's pretty features.

"Because I love  you. Didn't I just say that?" Franklin's smile never dropped, but it was tinged with impatience. "You and I won't be young forever - some would already consider us past marrying age. Why hold off on something we know is right?" 

Lovina's eyes might have flickered to Jacob, just for a moment - but then her lips spread into an uneasy smile as she wrapped thick arms around Franklin. "Yes," she murmured against his collarbone, "yes, I'll marry you."

Jacob's stomach dropped. What did she see in him? Did she even like him at all? He remembered the way she had grinned when he arrived - but the way her face fell when faced with the proposal, it was difficult to believe it's what she wanted. Eyes downcast, Jacob shuffled to the kitchen.

He heard their murmurs, but the words were lost to him. He should have seen this coming, really. Not this exact scenario of course, but he should have known Lovina would be swept off her feet at some point. Should have known she wouldn't have been interested in him.

After a moment Lovina's head poked around the door. She didn't meet his eyes, biting on her lower lip as she saw him. "I'm taking the rest of the day off," she mumbled, "Franklin is taking me out for lunch and to... meet his family."

Jacob winced. Here he was, wallowing in self pity like a child, when Lovina must have felt so much worse. He saw it then, the disappointment in her usually bright eyes, the way she balled her hands into fists. 

"You don't want to marry him," Jacob replied without thinking. It wasn't until the words left his lips that he gasped, clamping a hand against his mouth as it to stop the onslaught of words. Cheeks scarlet and eyes wide, he couldn't even stutter out an apology.

But Lovina wasn't angry. She just sighed, shrugged, and dipped her head. Never, not even once, had he seen her happy demeanour slip. "I need to marry eventually," she muttered, "I'm already thirty-eight, and Franklin is even older. I might not love him, but he can provide for me in a way I can't on my own."

"That's not a reason."

Another shrug. "It's as good an opportunity as any," she snapped, "he'll treat me right, and I won't have to change my life for him like some men might demand."

Well, Jacob couldn't argue with that. What else could he suggest? That she marry him instead? The thought almost brought a startled laugh from his lips, but he fought it down. 

Lovina's eyes darted up, narrowing as she huffed out a sigh. "I know you don't understand. I don't expect you to. But don't judge my decisions because they aren't the one you would make."

This time when Jacob winced, Lovina saw. Her expression softened, but she said nothing more.

Behind her, in the cafe area, Franklin sighed loudly. Pointedly. "Lovina, darling? Are you finished talking to that man so we can go?"

That man. Franklin knew his name, but apparently he wasn't worth the effort. Was he this horrible to everyone, or was Jacob a special case? Honestly, he didn't know which was worse.

"I really am sorry," Lovina murmured, "tomorrow, once we're back at work, can we not talk about today?"

Soundlessly he agreed. The embarrassment was welling up inside him, overwhelming. He just wanted to leave, to forget about this entire conversation. Entire day.  Then, maybe, he could pretend he was okay.

"Lovina! I'm growing impatient."

A scowl crossed her lips, but Lovina gave him a weak smile as she turned to go. "I'll see you tomorrow Jacob, usual time," she informed him. This time, when she smiled, it could have been mistaken for genuine.

He watched Lovina go from the safety of the kitchen doorway, wincing at the chill that spread through the entire bakery. She turned to look back at him as she locked up, but didn't meet his eyes. Then she was gone, Franklin too, and Jacob was completely alone.

It didn't settle in, at first. Jacob managed to put the cool cookies in the display before it really hit, and it wasn't until he started wiping down the surfaces that he really realised the implications.

He paused, rag still in hand, fighting back the sudden urge to cry. How childish. Yet it didn't stop him from huffing out a strangle sigh - or from slamming the wet rag onto the counter top with a wet slap. He stood there for a moment, mind foggy, before forcing himself to continue.

Lovina is an adult, he reminded himself, she can do as she pleases and I don't have a say. 

But it hurt, and there was no denying that. Even if she didn't want him, even if she married someone else, why Franklin? Why marry such a vile, arrogant man? Surely remaining unmarried was better than spending life with someone like that.

Jacob continued in silence, studiously wiping down every surface with utmost concentration. He didn't have the heart to reopen the shop, however, so he scribbled down a note saying, sorry, closing early and stuck it to the window.

He left alone, walked home alone, and entered an empty house alone. Jacob had never minded being by himself, but as he locked the door behind himself he couldn't help but feel loneliness creeping in.

——————————

True to his word, Jacob didn't mention the previous day to Lovina that morning. Or the next. Or the next. Instead he let it simmer, shoving it to the back of his mind where it resurfaced at the worst moments. But he was a good friend, so he didn't breathe a word of it at all.

But, sooner or later, he was bound to slip up. He always did. 

Lovina arrived late one morning - and Jacob was silently thankful he now had keys to open up. She rushed in with her hair a mess, skirts whirling about her ankles, cheeks flushed. She gave him an apologetic smile and dove right into baking, twisting the messy strands of hair underneath her kapp.

They fell into tense silence, Lovina staring hard at the ingredients on the table while Jacob brushed an egg glaze over fresh scones. With half an hour to go until the bakery was open to customers, Jacob didn't know how he was going to survive the thick, awkward air between them.

It had never been like this before. Why now?

Eventually Lovina huffed out a sigh, one that echoed throughout the silent kitchen, and dropped her hands onto the table with a flourish. When Jacob turned to her she winced, lips pursed. "Sorry," she murmured, "it's been a tough morning."

Jacob's heart ached for her. Lovina was frazzled, eyes dark and for once, she looked her age. He frowned, reaching out a hand for comfort - only to reel it back in before he could make contact. Awkwardly, he let it drop back down to his side. "How so?" he managed to ask.

A shrug, an averted gaze. He had never seen Lovina truly uncomfortable until Franklin - but the way she turned in on herself made him wish he hadn't asked. "It's nothing," she murmured, "just... personal issues."

He could have pursued the topic. He could have insisted. But he didn't need to, because Lovina wiped floury hands on her apron and turned to him fully. Under the force of her gaze, he let his own eyes drop.

"Franklin wants us to be married next month," she stated sourly, "right after New Year. It's too fast, I told him, but he's having none of it." She shivered, head ducking in a rare show of shyness. With her hands clasped in front of her, she looked so tiny. Frail, even, in a way he had never seen before. "He's a friend, and I always knew he was... interested. I just never thought he would do anything about it, never mind so soon!"

Somehow, Jacob hadn't noticed his hands were clenched until his nails began digging into the soft skin of his palm. Forcing them to relax, Jacob winced at his stiff fingers. "I'm sorry," he murmured, "is there anything you can do?"

"Unless you know someone I can marry instead, I'm afraid not," she muttered with a scowl, "I wouldn't even marry at all, if it wasn't expected. But every woman in my family married young, and I'm the exception. I'm the disappointment." Her scowl darkened, usually friendly face so different to anything Jacob had ever seen.

He wanted to scoop her up in his arms, to pull her close and whisper empty reassurance that everything would be okay. But those reassurances were just that; empty. Yet even so, he craved the chance to feel her soft skin, to brush his fingers through her beautiful hair.

The next thing Jacob knew, he was moving toward her. Long arms snaked around her waist without thinking. His free hand tilted her chin up to meet him, dark eyes boring into hers. His head bowed to press a gentle, feather-light kiss to her lips. Lovina was so tiny against his tall frame, her body soft and delightfully curvy. Jacob smiled against her lips as his grip around her waist tightened - and then he realised she wasn't kissing him back.

There was a moment of awful silence. Silence in which neither of them dared move. Then Lovina shoved him away with enough force to send him stumbling, her eyes wide with shock. "Jacob!" she hissed, "what are you thinking?"

"I-I was thinking.." What was he thinking, really? This wasn't how it was supposed to go, wasn't the beautiful confession he had imagined. Here it was, all out in the open with no way for him to save himself now. He flushed scarlet, shielding his face with one tanned hand. "Lovina, I-"

"You had better explain yourself," she snapped - but there was resignation in her voice.

He shifted, shrinking under her gaze. How was it that Lovina could do that to him so easily? His hands tugged at the hem of his apron, stretching out an old hole. "Do you want to know the truth?

A nod. Then silence.

"I... I love you," he admitted. It was impossible to look at her, impossible to acknowledge the fierceness in her normally soft gaze. It was as if she was burning into his very soul. "I haven't even allowed myself to think about it, not really, but I love you Lovina. You're a beautiful, incredibly intelligent woman and you deserve better than someone like Franklin."

"You mean I deserve someone like you?" she whispered. Her voice was almost lost to the blood pounding in his ears. When he risked a glance up, her expression was a mystery.

His flush darkened, and suddenly he wished he hadn't said a thing. He was making this worse, being too awkward and strange and uncomfortable. Why was he always like this?

"You're a wonderful guy, and it's a nice dream," Lovina continued, "but a dream is all it is. Franklin has already made himself clear, and I can't turn back now."

"You need to stand up to him," Jacob muttered - and immediately winced.

Once again, her
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