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      Halloween was by far Keira Covington’s favorite holiday of the year, but not for the typical reasons. Sure, it was smack-dab in the middle of the best season with its crisper temperatures, crunchy leaves, and gorgeous New England autumn colors. She kind of liked the surge of tourists that packed the café where she worked. Nostalgia over back to school, football games, and hometown pride warmed her like a favorite old memory. But none of these things were the reason. It wasn’t even the dressing up in costume to escape real life, the opportunity to try on another persona for a while, though that certainly was part of the charm.

      Everyone expected that, because she was a professional baker, holidays like Thanksgiving and Christmas would outshine a culinary throwaway holiday like Halloween. Maybe it was geared toward kids satisfied by insignificant, commercially prepared bits of sugar covered in waxed chocolate, but that didn’t mean it couldn’t be fun. The more popular holidays gave her excuses to try more complex desserts for family gatherings, but how often did she get to play with her food creations? She smiled to herself at the offerings she’d come up with this year. Whimsical and fun, they’d be great advertising for the bakery portion of Sweet Memories Café, and the trick-or-treaters would love them.

      Keira had thrown herself headlong into Halloween prep. For two months now, she’d been dreaming up new concoctions—or at least dressing up old favorites. She’d spent hours sketching out ideas and then bringing them to life. It was pure joy, and tonight, she’d be sharing them with the town.

      She tugged on the side of her black dress, freeing the bunch of fabric that had collected over her right hip under her “Kiss the Cook” apron. Was it just her running around with last-minute preparations, or was it hot in here? On the verge of breaking out in a light sweat, she checked her makeup in the bathroom mirror. Her sister Claire had done an amazing job making her look literally like death warmed over; she didn’t want to risk messing up the effect.

      She reapplied her black lipstick and adjusted the three or four cooked spaghetti noodles she’d weaved into her teased hair. They’d dried nicely and shouldn’t fall out, but they gave the effect that her latest attempt at cooking had exploded all over her. It was a little too close to the truth, to be honest, as many of her dinner plans ended up going awry, but laughing at herself made it so no one else would. So she’d gone the ironic route, hoping she hadn’t pushed the line too far. She might not be the most skilled short-order cook, but her culinary creations wouldn’t actually kill anyone. Neither would kissing the cook with her black lips and pale skin—despite her apron’s implied threat. Even if it was fright night, her goal wasn’t to scare away customers.

      She tiptoed to the thermostat, careful not to let Aunt Ginger catch her adjusting the temperature, and then quickly returned to setting out the specially prepared treats for the trick-or-treaters at Sweet Memories Café. The small shop’s extended hours included remaining open late to welcome all of Hawthorne’s little goblins and their chaperones. They would be serving their usual array of sandwiches and paninis, desserts and gourmet cocoas to complement the cute fare prepared for their special guests. She could hardly contain herself.

      Tonight, she would share her goodies with the thrill-seekers who would fill Hawthorne’s lamplit, jack-o’-lanterned and mum-decorated, shop-lined main street through town. She surveyed the variety of treats, individually packaged in clear plastic sacks tied off with a ribbon and tags stamped with the café’s logo, laid out on various trays awaiting the influx of shop visitors.

      “I should have made caramel apples.” Keira bit one corner of her lower lip and narrowed her eyes.

      “Pssh!” Aunt Ginger waved off the comment with her hand and her characteristic huge smile. “You don’t think half a dozen adorable offerings are enough for kids to choose between?”

      Keira lifted one cheek in a worried half smile. “What’s Halloween without caramel apples?”

      “I’m sure Josie has that taken care of.” Ginger waved toward Maple Sugar & Spice, the candy store across the street.

      Keira bobbed her head from one shoulder to the other in an I guess so gesture. She hadn’t even thought to bring it up when she and her cousin had chatted earlier. Josie’s own treat list had been comprehensive almost to the point of exhaustive, so she’d probably included the Halloween staple. Now wishing she’d paid more attention, Keira had stopped listening when she’d learned they had no crossover, not that she had to worry about that much. Usually, the lines between candy shop and café menu were easily distinguishable, but ever since Keira had started working for Ginger and adding her own sweets to the menu, sometimes those lines got a little muddier—especially at times like this.

      “You’ve got Frankenstein Rice Krispies treats, chocolate witch cupcakes and white mummy ones, Reese’s spider peanut butter cookies, marshmallow zombies, and my personal favorite—the witches’ brew brownies.” Ginger kissed the tips of her fingers.

      The brownies were the coolest-looking for sure. Baked in muffin tins, they were topped with frothy, bubbly green frosting with round green sprinkles and a tiny pretzel stir stick.

      “I think we’re set,” Ginger went on, her eyes skipping quickly around the room. “I’m ready, at least.” She fluffed the bottom of her tulle 1950s diner waitress costume and flicked her gray ponytail with one hand dramatically.

      Keira gave her aunt a half smile and an eye roll. She was so used to the put-together, business-casual Ginger with her stylish medium-length cut and confident professionalism. “I can’t believe you still have the uniform you wore when you first started working here. You were what, seventeen? Eighteen?”

      Clutching her chest, Ginger gasped in mock offense. “In the fifties?”

      To keep from busting out laughing, Keira grabbed an oversized metal mixing bowl and began arranging the special bone-shaped cookies she’d baked for their canine friends.

      Ginger thumped her bicep. “I hope you know I’m not that old.” Her scowl didn’t hold any bite.

      Of course, Keira was well aware—which made teasing her aunt all the more fun. Ginger hadn’t been born anywhere near that decade and wasn’t even close to old. Healthy and lithe, she never hinted of stiffness or showed evidence of tiring. The way she outworked Keira proved she’d be running the café for several more good years before she’d even consider leaving the business to Keira, which was fine. Keira was nowhere near as skilled as Ginger at a grill. Dining at Sweet Memories Café with Keira under the chef’s hat wouldn’t be the same experience customers had come to expect. As much as everyone—the community, her family—expected her to follow in the family’s footsteps, and as much as Keira wanted to, she simply wasn’t that kind of Covington.

      The bell over the door tinkled as a pint-sized cartoon character and a couple of fairy ballerinas tumbled over the threshold. Two of the three preschoolers hung back, timidly eyeing Keira, but one of the ballerinas marched up, thrust her plastic jack-o-lantern into Keira’s middle, and said, “Twick or tweat.”

      Over the little girl’s shoulder, Keira picked up the tray she’d set with a few each of the different treats. “Oooh, I love your fairy wings!” She crouched to let the girl get a look at her options. Keira pegged her for a witch cupcake and was surprised when she chose a mummy instead. “How high can you fly?” she asked in a serious tone, curious to hear the answer she’d get. She was betting the girl would say To the moon.

      The girl gave Keira a stern look, completely ignoring her companions, who’d gotten brave enough to join her at the tray. “The wings aren’t weal, and you got psaghettis in you hair.”

      Keira shot her eyes wide in feigned shock and launched her free hand to her teased rat’s nest of brunette waves and dried noodles. Pretending to find it for the first time, she said, “Oh no! I think you might be right.”

      The fairy put a curved hand at the side of her mouth and leaned into Keira. “You has to be careful when you eat!” She imparted what had to be hard-earned advice, but her whisper was no quieter than before.

      “You’re right.” Keira nodded, whispering back. “I’ll do better next time.”

      The other two children made their selections, and Keira smiled and nodded at the moms as they rounded up their little ones, the cocoa they’d ordered from Ginger in hand. From that moment on, the shop held a steady stream of costume-clad customers and a brisk side business to adults.

      Well after dark, as the number of products and trick-or-treaters waned, six early-teenage girls scurried through the door, giggling. A stiff breeze sideswiped them, and they clamped pointy witch hats back on their heads as one of the girls yanked the door closed behind them. The smell of autumn leaves, sugar, and adventure rushed inside with them.

      “Whew! That was crazy!” One of the older girls dropped into a chair at the closest café table and smoothed her hair with her hands. Her costume bordered on too mature for a maybe thirteen-year-old, and she had the confidence to pull it off. Keira worried for her.

      The rest of her crew followed Miss Witch’s lead and took chairs around the table, leaving the youngest, most timid girl to stand off to the side, chewing her lip and leaning against the next closest table.

      Relating to the girl in the Hogwarts robe, Keira grabbed a sixth chair for her and scooted it over to the rest of the group with a “Happy Halloween.” Although slightly curious to know what had been crazy, she asked a more generic question. “Having fun tonight?” She could recall times when she’d been part of a group like this one, her heart beating with adrenaline and laughter. She blinked at the youngest of the group. What was she, eleven, twelve? Keira had to be at least a dozen years older. Twice their age. A reality sucker punch to realize time had passed that quickly.

      “Some boys are chasing us, but we pulled the slip on them!” In a traditional witch’s black dress and purple striped leggings, this spunky teen personalized her outfit with fun turquoise Chuck Taylors, chunky ’80s-style jewelry, and bright-orange sprayed hair.

      “Chasing you?” With the girls’ reactions, Keira wasn’t the least bit worried.

      Spunky Witch craned herself around the side of the window, excitedly looking for their pursuers.

      “They’re trying to convince us that even though we’re the witches, they have superpowers.” The first girl, the obvious ringleader, took great care to sound bored. “Like we’re buying that.” Miss Witch let out a long, frustrated breath. “If only I had that Covington magic . . .” She shook her head slowly as if she had some pretty good ideas what she might do with it. “If it was a real thing.” Her scorning laugh made it obvious she didn’t believe the rumors.

      Keira’s chest tightened reflexively, her body preparing to fight, as happened when someone brought up her ancestors, though rarely did anyone confront her. In Hawthorne, community members had lived with the legends of Covington magic their whole lives, but as far as she could tell, no one believed them. She wasn’t even sure there was truth to the stories, and she ought to know as someone with that last name.

      “Oh, but it is real! My mom swears by it.” While the other witches in her group ranged from Hocus Pocus-style to Charmed to Harry Potter, this one wore a sweet, innocent-looking witch costume. Good Witch-ish, if Keira had to label it.

      “Too bad I’m not a Covington, then,” Miss Witch said. “I could repel those boys.”

      “You wouldn’t say that if Jesse was one of them . . .” Spunky Witch teased.

      Miss Witch didn’t even throw her a glance. “I bet the Covingtons have a love potion or spell or something.”

      Keira stifled a chuckle. If only. If there was one, would she use it? She’d have to seriously consider it. Not like she was looking for a long-term relationship or anything serious, but a boyfriend, an attractive man to do things with? That might be kind of fun.

      “It’s not only the Covingtons, you know. You could have it if you were a Hawthorne too,” Good Witch murmured. “It all started with them—which was why they named the town after them—”

      Not exactly. But Keira wasn’t going to interrupt.

      “—but it doesn’t matter. I don’t think the magic works like that,” Good Witch said more loudly. If she’d been hesitant, it wasn’t that she was afraid to correct the head witch.

      The girl looked familiar. Contrary to popular belief, even in a town as small as Hawthorne, everyone didn’t know everyone else, though Keira did have a pretty good memory. She clicked through what she knew of the town’s families, and she finally came up with a match to the same shape of the eyes, the slightly crooked but thoroughly warm smile. Good Witch had to be Trina Hughes’s daughter. As a real estate agent, Trina was one of Sweet Memories’s best customers, bringing clients in to discuss possibilities and sign paperwork a couple times a week.

      Another memory struck Keira—her cousin Eden and her summer fling, Carter Hughes sitting at the same table his younger sister now occupied probably eight years ago. She should have noticed the family resemblance right away, but she only saw Carter a couple times a year. Interestingly, she hadn’t seen her cousin Eden at all after that summer.

      “Why don’t you tell us?” Miss Witch put a hand on her hip and glared at Keira. “Do the Covingtons use magic to get guys to fall in love with them?”

      Keira chuckled at the absurdity and shook her head. Instead of answering, she offered the tray with the last of the trick-or-treat goodies to the young Hermione.

      “Are you really a witch?” the girl asked as she reached for a cauldron brownie.

      Keira set the tray down in the middle of the table and shook her head. “Of course not.” She was answering both questions at once.

      Spunky Witch hooked a thumb at Miss Witch. “We bet since you two are real-live witches—” She threw a glance toward Ginger who was cleaning up so they could close the café soon. “—that you both would be dressed up as them.” She looked disappointed at having lost and ripped the cellophane wrapping from a marshmallow zombie. “But your costumes are way cooler.”

      Miss Witch cleaned the tray of the rest of the treats, dumping them into her satchel, which she then slung over her shoulder as she stood. “Let’s go. The boys have to be gone by now.”

      The other costumed teens followed her with the scraping of their own chairs against the tiled floors, and Keira watched them disappear in a flurry of black nylon and giggles. She didn’t miss that age for anything—all the insecurity over looks and boys, the worrying what everyone thought of her. She shook off the feeling. Of course, there had been some fun times as well, times of hope and anticipation. One in particular. She’d been around eleven, about Spunky Witch’s age, with a similar desire to be a witch. On an early spring evening under a full moon, she, along with her sister and four extended cousins, had wished for the Covington magic, gathering around the well at the bed and breakfast, where fantastical stories of their sixth great-grandmother Lavinia Hawthorne Covington swirled like mists over a morning pond.

      At the time, Keira had been serious in her longing, believing every word of the stories the women in their family shared, but with a baker’s dozen years of hindsight, it wasn’t like Covington magic abounded in Hawthorne. In fact, she had to wonder if any of the women had it. Okay, maybe Grandma Tansy, the herbalist, and Ginger’s insight into her customers was more than interesting, but at this point, Keira doubted there was actually anything to the legends. She’d settle for a little bit of talent and a lot of luck.

      If she could have her wish back, the one she’d whispered in the moonlight with her hawthorn berry tea, it would be a toss-up between a personalized marble-topped workstation and the ability to make it through a day at the café without something going wrong. As for the guy she’d wished for, the one she would have chemistry with, he hadn’t shown up either. Her heart longed for it, for him, and she tried to picture what he might be like. That was the thing. What if she missed him because she didn’t recognize he was the apple to her cinnamon, the tomato to her basil, the chocolate to her peanut butter?

      She felt his void like a hollowness to her chest like a craving for sweets that couldn’t be satisfied with fruit, but she pushed it away. She was young. She had plenty of time for that. Good things came to those who waited, and dessert came after dinner. Until then, she needed to earn Aunt Ginger’s respect so that one day Sweet Memories Café would be hers.

      Keira allowed the gaggle of witches to disappear down the sidewalk before she clicked the lock into place and flipped the sign to Closed.
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      The scent of apple pie smacked Brant Whitbeck so hard, he automatically licked his lips, fully expecting to taste sweet cinnamon sugar, buttery smooth caramel, and tart Granny Smiths before he realized there was no way that was possible. Not under his helmet’s shield and riding fifty miles an hour down a lonely highway. Not when he hadn’t eaten anything since the night before. He’d finished a fourteen-hour ride through the amazing New England landscape and capped it off with the perfect campfire and a utilitarian MRE before bed, but this morning, he’d gotten on his adventure bike and taken off without breakfast.

      Must be magic. He barked a short laugh. As if he believed in superstitions, paranormal, or anything otherworldly. He might be riding through Massachusetts in the fall, but he would pin this phenomenon on the profusion of roadside fruit stands and the plethora of orchards before any residual hocus-pocus left over from Salem in the 1600s.

      Magic. He shook his head. More like wishful thinking. He must be going crazy with the solitude. After all, he’d been riding through New England alone on his KTM 790 for nearly two weeks now, and sometimes, his brain did things like that—blurted out words or came up with entire conversations between made-up people, complete with accents, backstories, and conflicts, to entertain himself—but what specifically had he seen that triggered that word? It felt odd.

      In all, he’d traversed over 700 miles of some of the most beautiful forest land he’d ever seen, so why would a typical New England small town strike him as anything more interesting than a place to refuel his gas tank and stomach? The past weeks had been what was magical, if his brain felt compelled to use that word. The ride had been exactly what he’d hoped for, and it checked off probably his biggest bucket line item to date. When the opportunity to take this trip through one of the most amazing, historical places in the country had presented itself, he’d snagged it before it could get away, and he was thrilled with his choice of vacation.

      Taking no more pavement than necessary to connect the dirt roads through the forests, he’d started in the southwest corner of Massachusetts, taken his sweet time up the Trans-Mass Trail north to the state line, jumped onto the Puppy Dog Route over covered bridges, through hidden Vermont towns, and over old logging trails all the way to the Canadian border. He’d spent his nights moto-camping in state parks and campgrounds so far out of the way, fees were paid on the honor system. Whenever he found a good place, he stopped and pulled out the light pop-up tent that offered little more protection than a flimsy nylon barrier between him and whatever wildlife passed by in the dark.

      Since he’d aimed to hit the trail at the height of the autumn colors, nature had shown off for him spectacularly. Near the Canadian border, he’d headed east to another backcountry discovery route—the Hampster Ride—south through New Hampshire and back to Massachusetts, never tiring of the trip. He looked forward to every mud puddle in the road and anticipated what he might find around every curve. He’d made friends with a hawk who followed him for hours, but other than that, he’d been on his own. For a nature lover with introvert tendencies, it was the perfect escape.

      So what about this particular town was so magical after emerging from the hypnosis of the breathtaking backcountry? He couldn’t even remember which town he was in. Concord? Bedford? Lincoln, maybe? He shook his head. None of them struck him as right, though that was the general area.

      Then, like the flash of an old camera, an image came to mind—the latest town sign in the shape of an open book, indicating that he had crossed into Hawthorne. He looked around, taking his time down the narrow streets. Hawthorne was nice enough, full of all the New England charm tourists flocked east for. He rode past a boxy white church with its pointy steeple, a weathered graveyard that must have been perfect for Halloween a couple of days ago, a wide, green common area dotted with fallen leaves, and a gazebo. Like every other colonial town, there was even a statue at the diagonal crossing of two of the main streets. Most likely, it commemorated a revolutionary war hero—one he might have learned about in one of the history classes he’d snuck into while earning on his chemistry degree.

      As he got closer, the bronze figure was of a woman. That was unexpected. He was almost tempted to stop to read about her, but he hesitated. With so much real history in the area, he didn’t have a desire to read about an obscure event in some town he’d never heard of. He’d carve out more time for Lexington and Concord and leave the bulk of the day to check out Boston itself.

      He turned onto the main road through the center of town, feeling the weight of his bike as he leaned into the curve. The engine sighed and then choked, but as he pushed on the gas, it resumed its normal purr. Dismissing it as a one-off, he continued to ride into Hawthorne intrigued by its quaint appearance.

      He drove slowly down the shop-lined street, the sweet scent of baking getting stronger, but he wasn’t ready to stop, and he continued as the street went from lined with old brick buildings to a tree-lined, residential street. The town was fading behind him, and for a moment, a tug on his chest made him regret not checking out the town before moving on, but it was barely nine in the morning. Probably little by way of commerce would be open and what was he going to do? Walk around yet another cemetery with headstones so worn, he couldn’t even make out a year?

      Buildings stretched fewer and farther apart, blurring the lines between being in town and out in the country when sputtering rocked through his bike’s core. Reflexively, he shifted down and slowed to a stop. This was not a good sign and a terrible way to start the day.

      He pulled off his helmet so he could see better and crouched to check the connections on the engine. Nothing jumped out as being wrong. Fortunately, he’d noticed a mechanic’s shop not a tenth of a mile back, near the edge of town.

      Placing the helmet back on his head, he slipped the bike into neutral and started pushing it toward the shop, glad it wasn’t going to be much farther considering the weight of the bike. He blew out a breath. With only a few basic tools tucked into his saddlebag, Brant wasn’t equipped to take care of extensive repairs, figuring that if he ran into too much difficulty, he’d call the closest garage. He thanked his lucky stars he was in a town rather than out on a trail somewhere.

      Seeing a break in traffic, Brant pushed the bike harder, jogging across the street and finally stopping in the small parking lot of Bob’s Brakes & More. He paused to catch his breath. First removing his helmet, he wiped his forearm across his brow and then took a swig from his water bottle before leaving his bike. He walked to the building and yanked on the glass door to enter the office.

      A woman, mid-fifties with a pile of carefully curled prematurely gray hair, sat angled next to the front counter in such a way that he wasn’t sure if she was a customer or the receptionist. Since she was in dressed in designer slacks and a fancy blouse, he wouldn’t be surprised to find out she’d gotten stalled on her way into the city for work, but a quick double take at the empty garage bay discouraged that notion. She was the only person around. Maybe the mechanic was test-driving her car.

      Brant wasn’t sure what to do, but he had to start somewhere if he wanted to get somewhere today. “Is Bob around?” he asked her.

      “Yes.” She smiled with a slight lift to her eyes over her reading glasses.

      He wasn’t really in the mood for games, but he took a moment to breathe, exercising a little patience. He moved his head from side to side, indicating that he didn’t see anyone, and then raised his eyebrows.

      “You’re looking the wrong direction.” The woman crossed her arms and her demeanor remained passive, though her eyes went from amused to mischievous.

      He could look outside again, but Brant wasn’t stupid. She was pointing out the fact that he hadn’t asked her yet. Fine. He’d bite, though she clearly wasn’t dressed to help him, even if she was the mechanic.

      “I’m not sure what the problem is. It was running fine—has been for days.” Maybe he didn’t want to tell her he’d been running it straight for at least twice that. “Then it just—” He threw both hands into the air. “—I don’t know, quit when I was leaving town.” He sounded like a fool who didn’t know anything about motorcycles. He knew his way around an engine, had rebuilt a couple of bikes, but this problem had him completely baffled. “Before it stopped working, I did notice a little—” He curled his fingers as if he could grasp the words physically if he stumbled across the right ones to describe it. “—reluctance? A sluggishness. It was like the town didn’t want me to leave,” he finished weakly, and he instantly regretted it, though somehow it felt completely accurate.

      She quirked an eyebrow at him.

      He raised his hands to ward off her judgment. “Kidding.” Of course such a thing wasn’t possible, even if it had seemed like it. “Could you take a look?”

      The woman pulled off her glasses and laid them on the counter. “All you had to do was ask.”

      Oh, so now she was all warm and gooey and helpful. He almost growled with frustration. He didn’t have a problem with female mechanics, but he didn’t expect his mechanic to wear expensive grease-magnet clothing. If she’d been wearing coveralls, he would have figured it out without a hitch. Now he looked like some kind of misogynist. Whatever. If she thought that, she was the one who needed to stop judging.

      She walked him to the garage bay where she grabbed a thick, grease-stained apron that might have been purchased in the household section of a fancy cooking store and lifted the loop over her stiffly hair-sprayed head.

      “I can take a quick peek.” She walked across the parking lot with a long, sure stride. “I won’t even charge you for the diagnostic if you run down the street to the Sweet Memories Café and bring me back a sausage, egg, and cheese on brioche.” She nodded back toward the center of town and slipped her hands over his KTM’s gas tank lovingly. “She’s a beaut. Been riding the Hampster?” She crouched down, her eyes taking a thorough assessment.

      Brant watched, waiting for her to hazard a guess or ask him more questions about how the bike had been behaving when it went kaput. Searching through his recollection of what had happened, he was about to relay more details, if he could come up with any—it had all happened so fast—or negate the ridiculous insinuation that the town was trying to keep him here, when she stood up.

      “I wasn’t kidding about that sandwich.” She placed a hand on her hip, and he had flashbacks to the stern high school English teacher who’d scared him into a science field—any STEM, actually—so he could avoid taking her electives the following year. “By the time Ginger has it ready and you make your way back, I’ll have a diagnosis for you. Until then, I think you need to give us a little privacy so she can spill her secrets. Girl talk, you know. Not as effective with a guy hanging around.”

      He couldn’t think of any details to add to the situation, and if he wanted her help, he’d have to trust her expertise anyway. “Sausage, egg, and cheese on brioche?” He started walking toward the center of town.

      He wasn’t even to the street yet when the woman yelled at his back. “Tell her it’s for Bob, and she’ll get you the right thing!”

      Brant threw a thumbs-up over his shoulder but didn’t bother to turn around.

      For the first week in November, the weather wasn’t bad: no rain and mild temperatures. Brant was well aware it could—and would—change on a dime. He pulled in a deep breath, determined to enjoy this short furlough in town. Hawthorne. Probably a bunch of bookworms. The image of that English teacher came again, but when he couldn’t pull up the name to attach to her imposing form, he chuckled to himself. She’d made a lasting impact, just not the one she’d probably aimed for.

      The town was small, basically built off the crossing of two country highways. A handful of businesses had been built up near the crossing and a few smaller roads forked off. Getting lost wouldn’t be an issue, but even if he had found it at all confusing, he would have found his way with no trouble. A slight breeze lifted the leaves on the trees around him, the delicious smell of baking grabbing his attention. All he had to do was follow that scent.

      Half a block later, sugar crystals glistened in the air, tiny prisms refracting sunlight that illuminated a trail toward the bakery like the smoke trace from fireworks. He was transfixed at the sight. Never in all his years as a chemist had he seen molecules as heavy sugar crystals—even the lighter confectioner’s sugar—aerosolize like that. He couldn’t not follow.

      His growling stomach urged him forward. Considering it was now November, he ought to be able to find something with pumpkin—he wasn’t even picky. A muffin, donut, or pastry of any kind would hit the spot.

      Off to his right sat Sweet Memories Café. Robin’s-egg-blue double French doors nestled under a gray-and-white striped awning. Wood shutters on either side of large windows stood out from the worn brick. A chalkboard sign posted a menu of sandwiches, soups, and a few baked goods. He opened the door in anticipation only to step through a puff of purple gray—not of sugar, but of smoke.

      “Leave it open!” a voice frantically called out when he was about to pull the door shut.

      He peered through the haze to figure out who’d spoken. A pretty woman in a blue apron waved a pair of mismatched oven mitts through the air like she was trying to land a small airplane rather than shoo out the contaminated stench, her long, dark ponytail swishing along with the rhythm of her arms.

      “Thank you!” she called out before she went back to a grill issuing the smoke.

      With his hand still on the door, Brant hesitated. Maybe this wasn’t the best choice for breakfast. Would Bob be more offended if he brought her a singed sandwich or if he found a substitute elsewhere? There probably weren’t a lot of other options.

      “At least it didn’t set off the smoke detector this time.” A man probably in his seventies eyed him from a table nestled in the large front window. He must have noticed Brant’s hesitation. “Don’t worry about it. Happens all the time.”

      Brant wasn’t sure that should be a selling point. “Then I guess it’s a good thing I’m used to fire and smoke.” He appraised the man. Probably of Korean descent, he had an enviable head full of thick, straight gray hair, mischievous eyes magnified under stylish glasses, and an open smile. He sat with a couple of friends playing cards, mugs of steaming liquid cooling in front of them. This group was settled in for the long haul. They probably came in on a regular basis. Brant raised his eyebrows in question. “And you’re still here?” There had to be a better option in town.

      “Every day.” The man tugged down the sleeves of his heavily cabled sweater. “You’ll be fine if you order the Danish.”

      “Don’t tell him that.” The man across the table shook his head at his friend jokingly and then looked up at Brant, drawing him forward with a wave of a wrinkled hand. “Don’t you worry about Keira’s little mishap with the sausage. The food here’s the best—most of the time.”

      His comment was punctuated by the bang of a pan on the stove and a terse word Brant couldn’t make out.

      The third man in the group laughed with a raspy voice and then coughed. When he caught his breath, he nodded toward the cacophony. “As long as you don’t pay attention to the fireworks behind the counter.”

      Brant’s eyes flicked to the beautiful young woman now furiously scraping and muttering under her breath. She practically had fire coming out of her eyes and steam issuing from her ears, but as he wasn’t the source of her frustration—yet—he stepped to the counter to place an order.

      “Can I help you?” she snapped. Her dark eyes glared a reprimand for interrupting her, and she didn’t bother to pause in her scrubbing.

      “I need a sausage, egg, and cheese brioche, hold the charcoal,” he teased, watching her carefully so he’d know if he needed to back off.

      “Funny.” Her sarcasm was dry and her eyes held his for a moment. There was a sparkle on her cheek. More of those sugar crystals? “Anything else?”

      “The apple Danish looks safe.” He hadn’t actually checked.

      “So that’s a no on the brioche?” Her hint of a playful smile was punctuated with dimples. She was no longer looking at him but rinsing the soap off the pan.

      At least it didn’t look like his teasing was making things worse. The risk had been worth the smile she was barely holding back. “Yes, on the sandwich. B—” He hesitated. It felt wrong to call the plucky, gray-haired woman Bob, but that was how she’d introduced herself. “Bob?” The name came out in a question.

      “If you’re talking about the mechanic, her name is Robyn Hawthorne, and yes, she goes by Bob,” Keira supplied, and then she gestured for him to continue.

      “Bob—” He said it more confidently now. “— sent me here to get it, though I’m sure she’ll want it minus the extra carbon.” Keira’s mouth twitched in a held-back smile, so he continued, “Unless you practice pyrotechnics on your food as a rule?”

      “She’s used to my cooking.” Her eyes twinkled. “Can’t have anyone getting sick from undercooked meat.”

      “No one would accuse you of that.” Ah, she was quick, and he loved the challenge. “All I know is Bob sent me here specifically to get that sandwich, and I can’t disappoint her. She’s got my fate and my safety in her hands.”

      Keira gave a self-satisfied smirk. “So hold the sausage on your Danish?” She wiped a dishtowel over the pan and then set it atop the grill, her back to him. “But if you want, I could add bacon for an extra dollar.”

      Smart aleck.

      “I’m good.” He took a moment to look over the tempting pastries that filled the cabinet in front of him. He’d been drawn into Hawthorne by the apple scent he could trace back to this café and the man at the table had recommended it, but it looked like it wouldn’t be the only worthwhile treat. “Unless you have something pumpkin?”

      “You don’t know me well enough to call me pumpkin.”

      She delivered her witty comeback with such a straight face, it took him a second to catch on. Was she baiting him or flirting with him?

      He peered through the glass case. Any bakery worth its salt would make something pumpkin a staple on their fall menu. If they wanted to make money anyway. “Darlin’,” he said, playing off the endearment, “pumpkin is expected. It is November, after all.”

      “Exactly.” Her tone was dismissive, flippant. She grabbed a water pitcher and turned back to him with upraised eyebrows. “I don’t do pumpkin.” She murmured something under her breath. “At least not the way you expect.”

      “Oh, you mean edible?” He looked pointedly at the waste can where she’d tossed the burned bits.

      Her eyes went steely, and she turned away with a snap.

      What happened? Obviously, he’d hit a nerve, but how was he supposed to know he was getting close to some line he shouldn’t cross? Clearly this town was more complex than he’d pegged it for, but he didn’t need confusing. Just Bob’s sandwich, his own breakfast, and a bike that could get him out of Hawthorne and back on the road.
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      When the intriguing stranger asked for “something pumpkin,” Keira lost all interest in him. She held back her shudder, but barely. She couldn’t help it. She shouldn’t judge her men by their tastes—at least not in food—but it was an occupational hazard.

      Not an hour ago, she’d seen him ride down Maple Street on his motorcycle, and then, if she was honest with herself, she’d been mildly interested in their banter. It was fun to see if the backstory she’d made up for him meshed with what she learned firsthand. His complexities intrigued her. He was a mysterious stranger, a loner in a leather jacket and faded jeans with a cool motorcycle, yet he lacked the bravado she’d expected. Not one ounce of rebelliousness. She liked that he was willing to give her a chance despite the burned food that would push most customers right back out the front door. She’d expected long hair, or at least long-ish, but his was so short, so neatly trimmed around the back of his neck and over his ears that he had the air of a lawyer or Wall Street businessman. Clean-cut looked good on him—and the way he kept running his hand over his scruffy cheeks, she got the feeling he was also used to a close shave. Polite and charming were big bonuses. And yet, settling for the expected lumped him in with the rest of the tourists passing through Hawthorne—here today, gone tomorrow.

      His choice of pumpkin tipped the scales decidedly against him. Subconsciously, she might have been looking for an excuse to dismiss him. Which experience had taught her was for the best. It was fun to flirt with tourists, but pointless when she had so much work to do. Aside from his breakfast order, she still had others to remake—obviously—not to mention finishing the final touches on the day’s baking.

      Her snap judgment of him wasn’t necessarily fair, and she’d been about to excuse him—until he followed up with the crack about her food not being edible. “I’ll give you a minute to see what we have.” She nodded toward the menu board and display case. Determinedly, she reached for the hot cider pot to balance the water carafe and tried not to stomp away from the guy. She needed to take a breather from him. No better time to let her regulars know what had happened to their orders.

      “The only thing worse than a cook who can’t cook is one who’s incinerated her sense of humor,” the stranger whispered so low, there were a couple of words she had to guess at, but the meaning was clear enough.

      This time Keira did cringe. Either she wasn’t supposed to hear him or maybe he thought he was kidding. Either way, his comment stung.

      She could admit when she messed up, and it happened more often than not. But she didn’t need some judgmental customer to point out what was obvious to her. She didn’t have a magical bone in her body or she wouldn’t mess up things everyone else could do.

      Ugh! The handsome motorcycle-riding, sharp-tongued stranger didn’t know a thing about her. He had no idea about the morning she’d had or what had been on her mind. He didn’t know bupkis about her talent or deficiencies—despite what he thought was evidence of her failings.

      So she’d gotten distracted; it could happen to anyone. In all fairness to herself, when she stuck with the normal menu items, most of the time, customer orders turned out fine. Tasty enough, but nothing special. Which was exactly the problem.

      Maybe people were satisfied with okay, fine, expected. But Keira wanted more. Was there something wrong with wanting to put her own personal stamp on her dishes? Seeing a taster’s eyelids flutter closed, a smile on their lips and contentment relaxing every muscle in their face—now that was her personal triumph. That was why she baked.

      Taste wasn’t the only reason she baked, though. Mentally, she had to. The overwhelming need to create was a craving she couldn’t not satisfy. Ideas of new recipes gilded her dreams at night and tantalized her by day. The desire to come up with something amazing was quickly becoming a compulsion.

      Unfortunately, that compulsion trampled every one of her good intentions of doing her job—which was to cook what was on the existing menu, following orders exactly as requested by the customer. If only that wasn’t so absolutely, mind-numbingly boring, she wouldn’t forget what she was doing and burn the very thing she was supposed to be keeping an eye on.

      Which was how she’d landed in today’s predicament. She’d started the orders for the three men at the window table but forgotten to keep a tight leash on her mind. Somehow it had wandered away from sausage and eggs and into brainstorming new flavor combinations when the idea for a walnut and hawthorn berry biscotti somehow came to her mind. Before the idea for the recipe could disappear like the morning fog, she’d jotted down ingredients and amounts in the tattered and dripped-on spiral notebook she kept in the bottom shelf under the cash register. Until the acrid smell of meat turning to charcoal had brought her back to the sausage and the stove.

      She shook her head thinking about it. Aunt Ginger was never going to hand over the reins to the café if Keira couldn’t get it together. Seriously, they weren’t preparing difficult meals—a croissant here, a panini there. But the longer she worked at the café, the worse she was getting. It was like she had a black thumb when it came to short-order cooking. Of course, the good-looking, out-of-town customer would enter, smelling of adventure and crushed fallen leaves, just in time to witness her latest mistake. Not the best ego boost of the day.

      She tried to shake off his criticism as she turned her back on the motorcyclist and walked to the three retired breakfast regulars she called The Group. “I’ve got bad news, gentlemen,” she started.

      “I think we noticed,” Gene joked, tossing the seven of clubs onto the other two cards in the center of the table.

      Walter threw his card to a new spot and then swiped the first three cards toward him, apparently having won the trick.

      Keira shrugged innocently at Gene. “Not my fault the sausage wasn’t cooperating this morning,” she teased. “Could I get you refills while you wait?” She lifted the water pitcher in one hand and the cider pot in the other.

      “Thank you kindly.” The Judge nodded with a wink and absolution.

      She still felt guilty. “It’ll be a few more minutes. Unless you’d rather have something else instead of the sandwiches?”

      “That would be fantastic,” Judge said. “I was just thinking how maybe you weren’t supposed to fill our order.” His voice was calm and comforting. “It was like you knew I was waffling in my decision—pun intended, of course.” He rubbed a hand across his mostly salt beard, a striking contrast from his skin tone. “I could really go for one of your caramel apple Danishes, if you promise not to tell Ida. She likes me to have protein—”

      “She’s trying to get you to cut out the sugar,” Walter corrected.

      Judge leaned in, ignoring Walter, his eyes twinkling and focused on Keira. “—but you know I’ve got a particular weakness for your baked goods.”

      She could have planted a kiss on his bearded cheek right there.

      “Stop your pandering, Judge.” Gene took the next trick and led with a jack of spades. “People are going to think you’re running for reelection again. Didn’t work out so well last time.” At six tricks and since he wasn’t the dealer, Gene was sitting pretty to win this round.

      A few years back, Keira hadn’t recognized the card game they played every morning. Since then, however, they’d taught her Sergeant Major and even let her sit in a game or two if one of them was running late.

      “I’m not calling you Mayor, no matter how many times you win the election,” Walter gruffed, never looking away from Judge, though he threw the rest of his cards down on the table in a huff when Gene showed all he had left were trump. “You’ve been Judge as long as I’ve known you, and you’ll stay Judge to me.”

      “Wait,” Keira said with such surprise, all six eyes snapped to her face. “You’re not a judge?” She was floored. Something she’d heard her entire life, something she’d assumed she’d understood, and apparently it couldn’t have been more different. She’d never heard him called anything else; even his wife Ida called him Judge.

      Gene leaned back in his chair and grinned at Keira, arms crossed and the contentment of winning the hand plastered across his face. “He never has been. Not that that stops anyone from treating him like he is.” More than once, community members had met with him at this very table, explaining their sides and asking him to mediate or mete justice as appropriate.

      “But you were mayor?” Her eyebrows ran together with her need to make sure she got it right.

      “Longest six years of my life,” Judge said.

      “Yeah, mine too,” Walter sulked.

      From her periphery, Keira caught movement coming down the five or so steps between her sister’s connected bookshop and the café. Pinched between her index finger and thumb, Claire plugged her nose while Ginger waved her arms as if that would speed up the dispersal of the smoke.

      “Ginger!” Walter’s salutation was a plea, a hero’s welcome, and a tattle all at once. “We’re saved.” He clapped Gene on the shoulder in relief and then turned back to Ginger. “If you’re headed to the grill, I’ll take one.” His playful look didn’t soften the hurt. Neither did Ginger’s. Keira shrank back from the table.

      Turning away, Ginger quickened her steps to where her apron hung on the wall. “Coming right up, Walter,” she said as she turned back around. She slipped the loop over her head and began tying the strings. “Gene? Judge?”

      “Whatever you’re cooking.” It was as if Gene’s neck had suddenly gone stiff, because he wouldn’t even look Keira’s direction.

      “Keira’s got me covered.” Good old Judge.

      She smiled her thanks and refilled his mug, waiting to fill the others until they gave apologetic nods of permission.

      It took until she was safely behind the counter before Keira was ready to engage the new customer again. It made no sense, really. She was well aware she’d gone from friendly banter to senseless discord in a matter of seconds, and she blew out a breath of frustration. Nothing more than a short fuse. She just wasn’t sure whether it was hers or his. She pasted on a smile, which, as soon as her eyes locked on his soft hazel ones, she no longer had to force. “What can I get you?” He really was cute.

      “I, uh . . .” He was hesitant, and she didn’t blame him. He’d gotten too much of a taste of the community in those five minutes or less of being here. “Bob’s—”

      “—Right.” Keira looked over her shoulder at Ginger, but her aunt would know what to cook if she heard the name.

      “On it,” Ginger said, reaching for the sausage.

      Keira looked back at the man, waiting for his decision on the pastry.

      He nodded and ran a hand over his hair, spiking up a few locks. “After Judge’s ringing endorsement, I have no choice but to try that caramel apple Danish.” He reached for his back pocket to pull out a wallet. “To go, please.”

      Crazy that she felt a pang of regret that he’d be leaving so soon.
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      Once he stepped out of the cloud of smoke choking him inside the café, the fresh air cleared Brant’s mind. He shook his head, not sure what had come over him. He’d acted like a teenager with his first crush, fallen all over Keira and then insulted her, and just plain behaved like an idiot around the enchanting brunette. It wasn’t like it was the first time he’d seen a pretty barista. No, not barista, he corrected himself, Baker. But that didn’t excuse anything. If only he could blame his reaction on something external—like a spell or something equally ridiculous that would nevertheless absolve him of responsibility. He ran a hand through his hair and sighed.

      He might forgive himself if it hadn’t been for the crack about the cook who couldn’t cook. She was probably embarrassed enough; why had he rubbed her nose in it? What a jerk.

      Regret filled the pit of his stomach. Sometimes the comments he meant to be funny didn’t come out that way. Like an experiment that went wrong, he was tempted to go back in and try something different to smooth away the awkwardness. If only he could have a redo on the conversation that had been so promising to begin with. But personal interactions weren’t like chemistry labs, no matter how much he wanted to clear the air and go again. At least they’d ended on a good note when he’d complimented the Danish and she’d beamed and said baking was her thing.

      Not that it mattered. Brant probably wouldn’t get a chance to assuage the guilt. Depending on what Bob the mechanic was able to figure out, Brant would be on his way, never again seeing the baker with the laughing brown eyes and a touch of insecurity. Was it strange that he actually liked that she wasn’t perfect? A cook who couldn’t cook . . . This time, the phrase brought a lightness to his chest. This might be one of his favorite memories from his trip.

      With two white sacks in hand—one for Bob’s hot sandwich and another for his Danish—he retraced his steps toward Bob’s Brakes, hoping the bike was an easy fix. If he was lucky, he’d have a nice breakfast and be on his way. Just thinking of eating had his mouth watering, and he lifted his sack to his nose in anticipation. He breathed in the sweet tartness of caramel apple and the delicate buttery-ness of the flaky pastry, and his stomach growled. But he could be patient; he’d wait until he gave Bob hers.

      He rolled the top of the sack again and picked up his pace. The sooner he got there, the sooner he’d be out of Hawthorne, though why he was in a hurry, he wasn’t quite sure. He’d padded each day’s itinerary with extra time for unscheduled stops. What was the point of traveling if he couldn’t afford to explore when he discovered something interesting, to take pictures along the way to commemorate the journey? Tomorrow, he would check out Boston, maybe take a second day as well, then travel through the backroads of central Massachusetts and Connecticut, and end up on the beach in Rhode Island. As long as he got back to Arkansas for work on Monday, he was fine. Even that was a soft deadline, considering that as far as he knew, he didn’t have any client appointments lined up. He’d planned his vacation during his business’s slow season for a reason.

      The sound of his feet crunching on the stray bits of gravel in the parking lot at Bob’s Brakes must have alerted Bob. She looked up from the bike, not a hair out of place or a smudge on her business attire.

      “Was Ginger there?” She stood and stretched her back. “Did she make my sandwich?”

      “You almost had Keira,” Brant warned. He handed her the paper sack with her sandwich, and she took it, a look of fear in her eyes.

      “But Ginger cooked?” It seemed neither of them was willing to say anything bad about Keira, though the meaning was obvious.

      Feeling guilty, Brant gave a slight nod. Now more than ever, he couldn’t wait to try the Danish, if for no other reason than to have something positive to say about Keira. He felt this strange loyalty to her, perhaps because nobody else seemed to. “And the verdict is?” He nodded toward the motorcycle.

      “Looks like—” She clicked her tongue. “I don’t have an answer for you yet.” She put a hand on her hip. “I was about to connect her to my diagnostics machine when I noticed the plug was smashed. No way to have that girl talk. But in a once-over, I didn’t see anything wrong.”

      Neither had Brant.

      “I’ll need to order a replacement plug before we will know anything definitive,” she finished.

      “Seriously?” Brant couldn’t help being slightly suspicious. There wasn’t a place in town that didn’t sell something like that? No automotive box store? “Are you sure?”

      “If I order the part now—” She opened the door for him. “—it’ll be here tomorrow morning. You’ll be back on the road by the afternoon.”

      He nodded his acceptance.

      “Until then, I guess you’re stuck here.” She laid her sack on the counter and walked to a sink to wash her hands. “Hawthorne’s a town full of history, and there’s lots to see. Did you notice the bookstore connected to the café? There’s also a gift shop on the other side.”

      Bookstores really weren’t Brant’s thing. He’d always felt reading was for prisoners. He’d much rather get out and explore the world first-hand. As for a gift shop, he didn’t have anyone back in Eureka Springs, Arkansas, waiting for a souvenir, either.

      “There’s also an antique store, gazebo, cemetery, town museum for the local history . . .” She listed the amenities like a realtor paid to sell the community. “I could send you over to Quin at the chamber of commerce and he could tell you more, if you’re interested.”

      Brant shrugged. Going inside the chamber wasn’t going to happen either. He was self-sufficient enough to stay occupied. That was what GPS, Yelp, and his own personal curiosity were for. “Sounds like a lot. I guess it’s good I’ve got the whole day to poke around.” None of what she said actually interested him. Now if he’d had his bike and he could check out the nearby Revolutionary War sites, that would have been another story. But then again, if he’d had his bike, he wouldn’t need to stick around.

      Bob pushed a curl off her forehead and then picked up the sack she’d set on the counter. “If you need a place to stay, there’s a lovely bed and breakfast: Covington House. A cousin, Liberty, runs it. I can call over and see if she has an opening.”

      The aroma as she pulled her sandwich from the bag distracted him, but he hit the pause button on his stomach so he could focus on the conversation.

      As far as the bed and breakfast went, Brant had his tent and sleeping bag. Maybe there was a nearby campsite, but within walking distance? Probably not. Besides, a soft bed with fresh sheets and a hot shower instead of the hard ground and cold river water sounded amazing right about now, especially as it seemed every night got colder. Although it was probably too early to check into the B&B, he’d see if it was a possibility. With some rest and a shave, and he’d feel a little more like himself. He’d still have plenty of time to check out the town, though what he would do . . .

      His mind immediately went back to the highly entertaining, beautiful baker who struggled with time and temperatures. Maybe he should go check out the bookstore—or at least look like he was—so he could see Keira again.

      The phone in his pocket buzzed. “Thanks for the info,” he said to Bob. “No need to call the B&B. I’ll head over now and check it out.” He pulled his vibrating phone out with his free hand, and noticing it was his business partner, he held it up. “Mind if I take this? Go ahead and order the part, and I’ll be back tomorrow afternoon.” He swiped at the phone before the call went to voicemail and lifted his other hand with the white sack as his goodbye wave. “Thanks, Bob. Enjoy your sandwich.”

      Not sure where the bed and breakfast was, he set out down a random side street, paying less attention to his surroundings to focus on the call. “Hey, Dave, what’s up?” Brant hadn’t expected to hear from his business partner at all while he was on vacation. Dave Beecher would have expected him to be out of cell range most of the time. The surprise of the call stretched over Brant’s nerves, and he hoped there wasn’t something seriously wrong.

      “How much do you like Massachusetts?” Dave said without so much as asking if Brant was in the middle of a ride.

      Brant sensed a trap. “Enough . . .” he said slowly, waiting for Dave to fill in the blank.

      Dave chuckled. “Enough you could stick around a while?”

      The quaint, quiet town was growing on him, though he wasn’t sure why. It still looked boring, but it did have that one perk, maybe two, if the pastry was as good as it smelled. “Depends. What’s up?” He could see himself here, at least for a few days. Why not?

      “It seems one of your calls landed.” Dave paused a beat, and Brant waited for him to explain. “One of the Boston companies you reached out to before your vacation spread the word. Some small town is looking for a New Year’s Eve display. I mean, I don’t know much about their plans yet . . .”

      “Could be good . . .” Brant encouraged, waiting for Dave to get to the point.

      “Exactly. You said you wanted to expand the company. If we get this gig, you’d have your foot in the door of one of the most patriotic, fireworks-loving markets in the nation.”

      Brant could barely swallow with excitement. Already, his mind was exploding with possibilities. He couldn’t wait to get to work. “You’re serious?” Of course Dave was. The guy was a brilliant businessman—Brant’s little chemistry-experiment fledgling fireworks business never would have left the ground had it not been for Dave’s development skills—but he had absolutely no sense of humor. “This is major.”

      “New England.” There was awe in Dave’s voice.

      This seriously was the next big step for Whitbeck Fireworks. When Brant started in chemistry, he hadn’t been sure where he was going with it, but eventually, all he’d wanted to do was explore firework development. Color, sound, height, and effect were all excuses to experiment with legal explosives. Mastering the art of building fireworks slipped seamlessly into every aspect of pyrotechnic engineering. The layering, timing, and choreography—there was nothing more satisfying than planning and executing an aerial show for an appreciative crowd. The satisfaction of seeing his own company’s logo in conjunction with it only heightened the experience. Bringing Dave on had moved Brant’s small business into the mid-range, and they’d made a name for themselves in northwest Arkansas and the surrounding area—even doing events as far away as Corpus Christi, Texas, and at the Indigo Pointe Plantation outside New Orleans. If he got a foothold in New England that logo would be surging well past his hometown area.

      Dave was still speaking. “Though you do know we could have started our expansion a little closer to home first—St. Louis, Columbus, Pittsburgh. What was it again about Massachusetts?”

      Brant wasn’t sure he could explain the connection he’d always felt with the original thirteen colonies, and Massachusetts in particular. It seemed everyone had their favorite historical period, and his happened to be colonial. “When the opportunity presents itself . . .” Brant let the sentence hang. He’d only sent out feelers because of his vacation. He hadn’t actually expected to hook a lead.

      “Said like a true businessman. See, I knew I could get you thinking past chemical compounds and Bunsen burners.” Dave let out a chuckle.

      From a chemistry standpoint, there was so much wrong with that statement, Brant wouldn’t even touch it. Someday, maybe he’d have to school Dave on Fireworks Development 101, but for now, he’d let him have his excitement.

      “This might be exactly what we need to move on to the national stage,” Dave continued. “I’ll forward the email. I just wanted to make sure I gave you a heads-up so you can call them back and set up the appointment. Some guy named Quinten, I think, in a town with some author’s name. Austin? No, that’s Texas.”

      And spelled differently.

      “Anyway,” Dave continued, “the sooner you get back to him, the better. He sounded a little panicked.”

      The name sounded vaguely familiar, but Brant couldn’t place it, and the timeline was much more important. The guy was crazy. “You said New Year’s? Dave, it’s November.”

      “See why the guy was panicked?”

      “Yes, I would think he’s stressed. I wouldn’t take the job if he wasn’t.” Not that he wanted to work with someone who might snap in the middle of things. He didn’t want that kind of stress—for either of them. “I mean, he needs to understand this isn’t the kind of thing you do last-minute.” Brant was preaching to the choir. Dave might not understand the chemistry behind what they did, but he knew timelines and logistics. “Shoot me that email, and I’ll schedule the meeting ASAP.”

      It was already November second. Planning for New Year’s Eve was pushing it, especially for a big client—and a town, even a small one, qualified. But Brant would make sure it happened and happened well. He wasn’t one to squander opportunities that could make his future.

      “I don’t have to tell you word of mouth is our most important marketing tool,” Dave said. “This could be the first step into expansion. Before you know it, you’ll be running Whitbeck Fireworks East and I’ll be running Whitbeck Fireworks South.”

      Brant laughed. “Not sure about the names.”

      “You know what I meant, though.” Dave wasn’t just blowing smoke. One or two big shows a year with the rest of the calendar filled in with corporate gigs, weddings, sports events, could be the full-time pyrotechnics job Brant had always dreamed about. “Okay . . .” Dave drew it out. “I sent the email.” His cadence was back to normal.

      “Thanks. I’ll keep you in the loop.” Even with the fantastic, world-changing news, Brant’s mind was back on the Danish growing cold while they talked. He was getting hungry enough he might want to double back to the café to purchase a second one.

      He was about to say his goodbyes when Dave spoke again. “Oh hey, Brant, how’s the ride?”

      “Amazing,” Brant said. Classic Dave, just being nice. He didn’t actually want to take the time to talk about it. “You ought to come ride it some year.”

      “Maybe I will.”

      Brant doubted that.

      As soon as the call disconnected, Brant entered Covington House into his map app. He’d been afraid it would be out in the country, which normally would have been his preference, but considering he was hoofing it today, the fact that it was only a few minutes’ walk away was a plus.

      He started wandering that direction, taking in the town. It looked and felt quite differently than when he’d driven through a couple hours before. Now that he was observing with the eyes of someone ready to discover its secrets, a tightness he hadn’t noticed before loosened in his chest. It was as if his body had been holding its breath, fighting to keep him from leaving Hawthorne, and as he looked over his shoulder at the Sweet Memories Café, he wasn’t sorry he’d have a chance to spar with the brilliant brunette again.

      To get her out of his mind, he started a mental list of ideas for the fireworks display. Small town, New Year’s Eve. He wouldn’t call until later, considering he had no transportation at the moment anyway, and he wanted to have at least a preliminary bid in mind before placing that call.

      He sighed with contentment and lifted the Danish from the paper sack. Things were falling into place, and the delicate pastry would taste even sweeter with his newfound success.
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      The day after the burned sausage fiasco, Keira needed time away from the Sweet Memories Café and every reminder that she was failing miserably. Ginger hadn’t said anything specifically, but that didn’t mean Keira didn’t feel her censure. Today hadn’t been that much better, but at least she didn’t have to worry about the smoke detector going off. Still, by ten, Keira was so desperate to step out of the shop that she’d taken her lunch break early. At least she could get a change of scenery and—hopefully—an added change of perspective.

      Keira walked determinedly down Maple Street toward Covington House, hoping her accelerated pace would somehow wear out her frustrations. It had not been her morning now two days in a row. Yesterday, she’d burned the sausage. Today, it was a string of simple, random mistakes. What was she doing? It was like fate was sabotaging any chance to appear competent in front of Ginger.

      The thing was, maybe she wasn’t the best cook, but it didn’t necessarily follow that she wouldn’t be a good manager and eventual owner of Sweet Memories Café. If she were in charge, she could—and would—hire another cook. There was nothing magical about throwing together an order. It was working with the customers that was the important part of the business, wasn’t it? And she could do that . . . if given the chance.

      Except she suspected that wasn’t exactly true. Good food was as important, or even more so, or customers wouldn’t keep coming back. Unless they were coming for different reasons. She’d seen the gift her aunt had with her regulars. Ginger had more than a talent for comforting food that nourished the soul. She had a knack of suggesting the perfect thing, making it exactly the way the customer wanted—whether they knew it or not. If that was what Ginger was looking for in an heir, Keira was toast. She didn’t have that kind of magic. Or any, for that matter.

      As she and her sister were growing up, it had been universally assumed within the family that they would each be considered to inherit one of the family businesses in the three interconnected shops on the corner of Autumn and Maple. While the type of stores housed in the old brick structure had varied throughout the building’s nearly two hundred years, the shops had always been owned and run by female descendants of Lavinia Hawthorne Covington, according to their talents and abilities. Currently, the anchor shop, the one with the most square footage, was Red Leaves Books, run by Keira’s older sister, Claire. It fit her, and Keira wasn’t begrudging her luck in having it. Not really. Even though a hard knot sat in the pit of her stomach when Keira thought about it. Because Great-Aunt Aster, the one who’d previously owned the shop, was a generation older than Ginger, Claire had been able to take over even before she’d finished her dual bachelor’s degrees in literature and business. Not that Keira was secretly planning Ginger’s death. When it came down to it, did Keira even want Sweet Memories Café?

      From the time she could crack an egg and not drop too many shells into the batter, food had been Keira’s thing. As a teen, she’d taken a keen interest in the café—though she’d rather it be a bakery—but it looked like her apprenticeship might extend a couple of decades. If Aunt Ginger ever turned it over to Keira. What if some other cousin came in and proved more skilled at cooking? All she needed to do was not burn the food, for goodness’ sake, and this unknown cousin could snag it out from under Keira. And then where would she be? She needed to quit burning her chances. Literally.

      It made absolutely no sense. Sure, cooking and baking were different. Technically. But were they really? And yet, Keira had no control over it. When it came to baking, everything she did turned out unusually amazing. When it came to anything else, not so much.

      But she would do it. She would find a way to prove she was right for Sweet Memories. She was a hard worker, and Ginger couldn’t find anyone more determined. Maybe Keira hadn’t figured out how to prevent the myriad mistakes that cropped up day after day, but she could start with today. And that meant eliminating the source of the blow-up between her and her sister. Her arms pumped alongside her body as turned down Covington Road, kicking at the leaves piled high to hinder her path. The city really ought to take care of those.

      Keira loved Hawthorne. She really did. She loved the history, her familial roots, and the legends and stories that tethered her here. She loved the tourists who came in, sprinkling a little of the unexpected into her day. One of her favorite pastimes was tallying the different accents she heard and guessing where they were from. She’d initiate conversations, and hearing what visitors liked about the town helped her see Hawthorne through fresh eyes. The juxtaposition of history alongside contemporary living was one of the things she appreciated most about living in this thriving small town.

      In fact, that was part of what threw her off this morning. Her mind had been furiously working through every gear, every argument she could craft to convince Claire they needed to update the apartment they shared, to the point that details like customers’ orders seemed to slip through.

      It bugged Keira that Claire argued about every little improvement to the place. Sure, tourists came to town because of the history, but they only saw exteriors. They wouldn’t have a clue what was going on inside the second-story apartment, or even that one existed over the shop. Nor would they care. She got that Claire liked to preserve things, valued the original and all that, but would updating a few aspects of the early-1800s space be that much of a travesty? If so, they shouldn’t have heat, a bathroom, or an electric oven. Would it wreck some grand design if they retrofitted a dishwasher?

      And yet Claire fought it all tooth and nail. Well, fine. If Claire couldn’t wrap her head around modern conveniences, Keira would happily leave the pile of dishes in the sink every night for her to deal with. Except she’d end up doing them all herself eventually. With Claire’s nose constantly stuck in a book, she wasn’t often bothered by the fact that there wasn’t a clean spoon in the kitchen or that the counter wasn’t clear for food prep.

      Jogging up to the front door of the bed and breakfast, Keira smiled at the pumpkins artfully displayed in incremental sizes, some white gourds intermixed with the traditional orange. With Halloween over, her cousin Liberty had removed all earlier holiday accents and left only the autumn harvest décor for Thanksgiving. Keira pulled open the B&B’s wide wooden door, and the heavenly smell of fresh maple syrup fed her soul with its smooth sweetness. As usual, Liberty had come by early that morning to pick up a small order of pastries, but she couldn’t go wrong with fresh apple pancakes, homemade cinnamon butter, maple syrup, and real whipped cream. If only Keira had come an hour before.

      She stepped inside and quickly closed the door behind her, shutting out the crisp midmorning air, and inhaled. She focused on the house sounds, judging the best place to find the B&B’s owner at this time of the day. The most logical possibilities were either her office working on the books and checking out guests or somewhere else in the house overseeing and assisting her staff.

      For the fun of it, Keira closed her eyes to see if she could guess which one. Dispelling any preconceived ideas, she focused on the smells and sounds of the still house around her. She pictured a small stack of pancakes on the dining room sideboard, cooling on a serving platter. From upstairs, she caught the scent of fresh laundry soap and lavender water as guest rooms were cleaned and made up. That was where the flurry of activity was—and, she suspected, where Liberty was. Heading toward the back stairs, Keira’s feet echoed on the wood floor of the entryway.

      For a colonial-period house, the bed and breakfast was massive. And gorgeous. Beautifully and carefully curated, it was Hawthorne’s best museum and her family’s ancestral home, not that her father had ever lived here. There were simply too many Covingtons in Hawthorne for everyone to lay claim to it, but that didn’t mean Keira didn’t feel a strong connection to it.

      She walked through, careful not to look too closely into the house’s common areas so that she didn’t disturb any of the guests. After a century of balls and musical evenings, the large parlor off to the foyer’s right now spent its days dressed in comfortable sitting areas and a cheerful fire. A man and a woman on opposite sides of the room—him focused his phone and her staring out the window—might have looked like they were either not together or not interested in being together, but Keira did a double take. Why was it she had the feeling they were perfect for each other, so in love that Keira’s chest felt like she was standing in front of that fire? Their relationship was so strong, they didn’t need to always be physically close to gain strength from one another.

      In the library on Keira’s left, a couple sat on the same loveseat, curled around an iPad, and yet they had the exact opposite feeling about them. Keira felt discord and strain about to snap, and she quickened her step to get past them, trying to keep from scrutinizing their body language and expressions to know why it was she knew at one glance they were not supposed to be together.

      These momentary impressions surprised her, and yet, she’d been noticing similar feelings about customers at the café. It was like she could sense chemistry between people as easily as she could sense which tastes would pair well in a new recipe.

      She made her way past the rooms and deeper into Covington House. If she was going to get back to work, she needed to find Liberty. She cut through the dining room, tempted by pancakes stacked on the sideboard exactly as she’d pictured them. She snagged one, still warm and spongy, and climbed the back staircase, nibbling on the pancake. She wasn’t surprised when she stepped in from the third-floor landing and found Liberty with an armful of fluffy, white towels.

      “Well, good morning, cuz. Didn’t expect to see you here.” Liberty gave her a suspicious look.

      Keira gave her a side-armed hug. “Hey there yourself.”

      Liberty sucked in her cheeks, either holding back a smile or holding back a complaint that she was busy. Probably both. Busy as always, she walked into a guest room but with a tip of her head signaled Keira to follow. “Not that I’m not glad to see you, but what’s up?” She set the stack of towels on the shelf in the en suite bathroom and then rearranged the small bottles of shampoo, conditioner, and lotion in the hospitality basket by the sink.

      “These are heaven.” Keira raised the remainder of the pancake, already scheming to grab another on her way out. “You need to give Ginger your recipe. Like, seriously. I can’t believe she doesn’t already have them on the menu. Apple pancakes would be a huge hit with the tourists and locals alike.” She chewed another bite, considering. Could she pull off pancakes? They were practically dessert, after all.

      Liberty gave Keira a half smile. “Ginger’s pretty set in her ways.” She narrowed her eyes at Keira, perhaps giving the idea a little more thought. “Although . . . maybe there’s a way we could use them to market for each other. I might have to consider it. Do you think she’d go for it?”

      “I would.” Keira popped the last bite into her mouth and relished the taste until she swallowed. “But that’s not why I came.”

      “I figured.” Liberty took an appraising look at the pristine room and then led Keira back into the hallway.

      “I wondered if you could recommend a handyman.”

      “For Sweet Memories?” When Keira shook her head, Liberty put a hand on her hip and raised an eyebrow. “And Claire is on board with this?”

      Busted. Liberty knew Keira’s older sister better than she’d given her credit for, but they were closer in age. “Please don’t say anything to her yet. I won’t do anything to the house that Claire isn’t completely on board with.” At least nothing permanent. She raised three fingers in a Scout promise. “But that doesn’t mean I won’t use any and all means of persuasion to get her to agree.”

      “Not sabotage, I hope.” Liberty gave her a look stern enough that she should consider turning the bed and breakfast into a boarding school. She could be that kind of headmistress.

      “No.” Though she’d been tempted, Keira knew better. “No breaking into anything centuries old, either.” She nodded toward the backyard, where the old well that they’d broken into as early teens sat, now filled in with concrete to keep it from being a hazard to teenagers who disobeyed rules. “But if I can get a handyman to convince her . . . you know, since apparently her little sister’s opinion isn’t enough . . .”

      “What are you talking about?” Liberty blew off Keira’s concerns.

      Keira hadn’t been kidding. “You know she never listens to me.”

      “Like when?” Liberty was distracted, looking at her tablet and counting something.

      “That night at the well, for one . . .”

      Although it was more than a dozen years ago, the memory of the night she, her sister, and four of their cousins had met under the full moon couldn’t be clearer. They’d been under the spell of a weekend of listening to stories about their amazing ancestor Lavinia Hawthorne Covington, how she’d kept the redcoats from marching on Concord one night and then later had nursed her true love back from certain death. With stars in their eyes and hopes for their future, the girls had excitedly been babbling about how they wished they had some of Lavinia’s magic. As one of the oldest there, Claire had been the bossy big sister, but she hadn’t shooed Keira away like some older siblings might have.

      That had been an interesting night. Too bad their little moonlit ceremony hadn’t actually done any good. She could use a bit of that Covington magic to her advantage right now. If only it could help her focus, cook slightly better . . .

      As for the wish she’d made that night, that true love would be as clear to her as a firework in the sky? Like that happened. She had to laugh at herself. Shy of her eleventh birthday, she hadn’t had a clue what to wish for when it came to her future love, which was why it had been such a straightforward, earnest wish. The intervening years had taught her that was nothing like how anyone knew they were in love.

      Which was completely and totally fine. Keira wasn’t looking for love. It wasn’t a complication she needed in her life right now. Not when her priority was convincing Ginger she wasn’t completely useless when it came to café management. As much as she struggled with that, she had to eliminate all other distractions she could—including the fact that her living quarters were falling apart and her sister was fighting her on fixing it, which led her back to why she was here, asking about a handyman. “So what do you say, Lib? Got a name you can share?”

      “I don’t know if I can.” The way Liberty shook her head and held her tablet over her chest like a shield, her body language was stronger than her words. “We’re a little protective of our help around here. If I give you the name of our handyman, and then all of the sudden he or she becomes unavailable when I need them . . .”

      Keira raised a hand to stop her. “I’m not talking home renovations here—just a couple of simple repairs. Claire won’t let me do anything major.” She ran a hand down her ponytail and then flipped it over her shoulder. “Though it needs it,” she grumbled.

      Movement from Keira’s periphery gave her only a couple of seconds’ heads-up as a figure turned the corner toward them. One of Liberty’s guests headed for the stairs.

      Keira recognized the leather jacket, jeans, and mischievous smile immediately. It was the stranger from Sweet Memories the day before.

      Instead of passing them by, he stopped. “Did I hear something about looking for a handyman?” He put his hands up to stop either of them from answering. “And before you start grumbling at me, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but since you were coming close to needing a referee—” He paused, getting both their attention. “Assuming I’m in town longer than this afternoon, maybe I can help. I know a little about construction and mechanics.”

      “Hmm . . .” Keira was still reeling in shock. She had so many reasons to say no, but she couldn’t make her lips form the words.

      “Just an idea.” He started to move around them. “I’ve got a meeting right now, but I think you know where to find me.” His hazel, brown-green eyes—the kind she could get lost in, the kind to make her forget what it was they were talking about—held hers. “If you want.” He flashed her a smile that made her insides melt before turning to Liberty. “I’ll be able to give you a better idea about my checkout date after this meeting.”

      Interesting. The possibility that he’d be sticking around a while . . .

      Liberty nodded, and he disappeared down the stairs.

      Keira’s lips tingled with her unspoken answer. Not only had she been holding back her words; she’d been holding her breath as well. It was probably for the best that she hadn’t answered right away. Her first reaction was that he was a complete stranger, which should have been reason enough to say no, but there was also something about him—some kind of draw she felt toward him—that defied reason.

      Several seconds after the last footfall, Liberty drummed her thumbs on the top of her tablet, pulling Keira’s attention back to her. She obviously wanted to get back to work, and Keira needed to as well. “Thoughts?” Liberty lifted a shoulder with the question.

      “I don’t know . . .”

      “Free labor and time spent with a good-looking guy?” Liberty opened her eyes wide. Clearly, Keira would be nuts if she didn’t do it. “I don’t see why not.”

      It was something to think about, that was for sure.
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      What in the world had made him offer to help Keira with home repairs?

      Brant closed the door to Covington House behind him, wishing he could close the door on the humiliation he’d opened himself up to. There were so many reasons he should have kept his mouth shut. He knew better than to insert himself into strangers’ conversations, especially ones between two independent young women who knew nothing about him. He’d probably offended them.

      Besides, he had no idea how long he’d even be in town or what kind of help Keira needed. It could easily be too major for him, though over the years, he’d picked up a thing or two about basic home renovations. It didn’t have anything to do with the chemistry part of his background, but the physics, mechanics, and common sense of running his very hands-on business helped. Unfortunately, the only tools he had with him were what he’d brought along to deal with simple motorcycle repairs.

      The tempting combination of doing something he enjoyed for a person he found interesting was too much for him to pass up, and his mouth had taken off with it before his brain had a chance to intervene. But that look that Keira had given him? It had told him everything he needed to know. Immediately, he wanted to knock himself upside the head for offering, except she’d done that with the why are you even asking me glare. He ought to be relieved. With his luck, she would have asked about some plumbing issue, and he’d have had to sneak a few YouTube videos in to make himself look good.

      He needed to get out of his head, away from the rejection that bruised his ego, and onto business if he wanted to make a good impression. The Hawthorne chamber of commerce was only a few blocks from the bed and breakfast, and he took his time walking there. The air was crisp and quieter than he’d ever noticed before. It was like there was something missing, and it took him a while to realize that was the sound of traffic and tourists who doubled as exuberant partiers. Though Hawthorne was roughly three times the size of Eureka Springs in full-time residents, the festivals, events, or races going on practically every weekend in his hometown left it abuzz with an influx of festival-goers who inflated the numbers significantly. There was hardly a downtime, always with something exciting and fun going on, but at the same time, it was taxing, like he always had to be “on.”

      Here, time seemed to have slowed down, starting with buildings at least a century older than they were down south. Even the quality of the tourist was different, more intellectual somehow. He liked both, but this new-to-him town was speaking to him in a way Eureka Springs never had. The main streets of Hawthorne were more country roads with buildings closer together for a few hundred yards as opposed to blocks of sidewalks and strips of tourist shops. American flags were shoved in with the froufrou pumpkins and fall wreaths. Brass plaques posted near buildings’ front doors gave names and dates of famous former revolutionaries. His chest swelled with patriotic pride.

      He was in Massachusetts. Freaking Massachusetts. The place had always fascinated him, which was why it was on his bucket list. To be able to expand his company here? To design the ultimate New Year’s Eve event here?

      And to think he’d almost driven through without stopping. The number of coincidences bringing and keeping him here blew his mind. It was almost as if Hawthorne itself had a plan for him. When Quin had contacted Dave for this meeting, neither of them had even known Brant was in the same town at the same time.

      Brant had barely walked into the chamber when a man in crisp clothes and a distracted look stepped up, hand out in greeting. “Brant Whitbeck?” He hardly waited for Brant to nod. “Quinten Kayhill. Thank you for taking the time to meet me.”

      Brant greeted him, and the two shook hands.

      “Call me Quin.” He led Brant into a small office of dark paneling and offered him a seat. “With less than two months before First Night, we don’t have time to waste, so I thought we’d dig in and talk details.”

      Including whether or not Brant would take the job? He would, as long as they agreed on terms, but Brant did have a few questions.

      “Great,” Brant said. “We have a lot to discuss, but first, Dave said New Year’s Eve, but I’m hearing you say First Night. Are we talking the same thing?” It was possible, but wouldn’t that technically be Last Night?

      “Kind of.” Quin drummed his fingers on the table. “Same day on the calendar, but we’re talking so much more your typical New Year’s Eve party. We’ve got booths, storytellers, food vendors, kids’ games, and—here’s the important part for you—not one, but two fireworks displays.” He held up two fingers. “The family celebration will be at seven so parents can get kids in bed and return for the midnight celebration as well.” His hands shook with excitement as he patted a stack of papers turned every which way. “I’ve got so many plans. Let me show you.”

      Within a few minutes, Brant and Quin were surrounded by maps, schedules, and Post-Its of every color, all funneling into Brant’s creative thought space, sparking ideas that burst into his imagination. He jotted down copious notes, so in a hurry to keep up that he risked not being able to read his chicken scratch later, and still, somehow the smiling dimples of a certain brunette with a sense of humor kept creeping in. He was thrilled with the New Year’s Eve—correction, First Night—event, and he would have taken it on even if he hadn’t met Keira, but a not-so-small part of him welcomed future opportunities to meet the challenge of winning a certain accident-prone baker’s interest. If nothing else, it would help pass the time in Hawthorne in an enjoyable way.

      He left the chamber of commerce with logistics swirling in his mind. Having a big job like this in Massachusetts changed the rest of his travel plans. While it wasn’t strictly imperative he be in Massachusetts for the next two months to plan something amazing, it wouldn’t hurt. He didn’t know the area, the cultural climate, or the weather. He’d need to scout out launch sites, do some practice runs, consider the height of the forest and other obstacles.

      With a New England winter coming on, there was no way he could do any of that on a motorcycle—not if he wanted to keep all ten fingers and toes, and in his profession thus far, he’d been careful to preserve them. He wasn’t about to lose them now to frostbite. Worse yet would be a spill on the ice while driving fifty miles an hour. Besides, he’d need his trailer of equipment to haul the supplies for the launch and his pickup to pull it, and those were back in Arkansas.

      Instead of walking back toward Bob’s Brakes, he started toward the bed and breakfast and called the mechanic instead.

      She answered on the third ring with enthusiasm. “Brant! I was just about to call you. I’ve got your ride ready if you want to come get her.”

      “Actually, I need to ask a favor. Looks like I’m leaving town for a few days, maybe a week to grab my pickup and trailer. Any chance you could hold on to it while I’m gone?”

      “Oh, I don’t know . . .” Her tone said she’d be thrilled.

      “I can tell this ask is going to cost me more than a breakfast sandwich at Sweet Memories,” he teased.

      “You better believe it.”

      “How about if I don’t check the odometer when I get back into town? The Hampster Trail was definitely worth it.” He dangled the carrot as best he could. “You ought to take advantage of it before the weather turns.”

      She hardly paused a moment. “You got yourself a deal, Mr. Whitbeck. My boyfriend and I might take you up on that. Be safe, and I’ll see you when I see you.”
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      Brant’s life had changed faster than a ghost shell. In just over three days, he’d gone from vacationing in Massachusetts to moving there temporarily, with all the craziness such an event required. Even in the midst of packing up his small toy hauler with the essentials to make it to the new year, details like which clothes to take and what he had packed in his cooking tub faded into the background. The most important part of this move and his hurried return to Eureka Springs centered on the fireworks.

      For years, he’d kicked around the idea of developing a snowflake-shaped aerial. Usually, manufacturers did nothing more complicated than hearts, stars, and smiley faces, but a couple of months ago, he’d succeeded in creating pattern shells with a couple of different snowflake designs. He couldn’t think of a better place to debut them than a New England New Year’s Eve celebration, and he wanted to take a few back to Massachusetts to test in case he needed to make a few more tweaks.

      The first morning back in Arkansas, Brant woke early and set off to Whitbeck Fireworks’s concrete bunker out in the country to get started on the long process of making the shells. He had pellets rotating in a drum when he felt a hand clap on his shoulder, and he jumped.

      “Dude,” Dave’s lips mouthed, the word muffled by the sound of the machinery.

      “Scared the tar out of me.” Brant stepped back so he could communicate better, his eyes never off of the product for long. “You shouldn’t do that to a guy who’s working with explosives.” He narrowed his eyes at his business partner. “Unless you want OSHA called out before the next scheduled inspection.” Of course, he was only joking. Dave hadn’t done anything dangerous.

      “I thought I might find you out here.” Dave nodded toward the pellets. “Working on stars for your magnum opus?”

      “I can’t wait to show off my snowflakes.” Brant might have just jinxed himself. “If they work.”

      “We tested them. They’re going to be great.” Dave snugged a filthy cap over his head and stepped in to help. “Are you on the second color yet?”

      The first thing Brant had done was mix the copper carbonate with the fuel, oxidizer, binder, and chlorine donor into one powder, making sure to throw in some antimony to add glitter effects to the blue color. He made separate mixtures for the silver sparks, switching copper for magnesium and aluminum, and then another using titanium for white. He’d have the fireworks burst blue first, then burn silver and end white as it rained down like real sparkling snowflakes. Which meant when he made the stars—the individual pellets inside the shell—they needed to be built one color at a time, starting with the last at the center, since they burned from the outside in.

      “Blue is next.” Brant stopped the drum so he could move the pellets into a bigger one.

      Mixing up the powders had been his favorite part. Although the chemistry of it could get prescriptive, weighing out certain amounts of each so the color and explosions would be perfectly controlled, he sometimes missed working with the chemicals themselves. Taking the sifted mixture and making the stars—where he was in the process right now—took about an hour for each color. But then, when it came to arranging these stars inside the shell . . . now that was where the magic would happen. He would need to be precise as he placed each pellet because when the shell exploded from the center, it expelled its contents at the same rate, taking whatever shape was inside and expanding it out.

      “You know, if we end up with a satellite office outside Boston, you’ll need another bunker like this for creation and storage.” Dave leaned against the counter, watching Brant transfer the star cores into the bigger drum.

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” Brant switched it on, and the pellets started tumbling again. “I know most pyros do one or the other—making the fireworks or setting them off—but there’s something so satisfying in every phase.”

      “Say what it really is,” Dave teased. “Control.” He smirked at Brant, his round face shining under the heat of the lights, the room, the machinery, and what was a fairly warm day for November in Arkansas.

      “Creation,” he corrected. Control might be part of it, though with as much of the business aspect he left to Dave, it was a good thing Brant trusted him. “But we’re getting ahead of ourselves. One job in Massachusetts doesn’t mean we need a satellite office or another bunker.” Though the possibility, no matter how remote, had his heart thumping in anticipation.

      “You’ve got a point there.” Dave nodded. “I’m working on getting you temporary housing. I should have that lined up before you leave next week.”

      “I guess it doesn’t hurt to look.”

      “You’re not going back to Massachusetts with product now, right?” Dave switched topics without a pause. “I assume you’ll come back closer to the show, like after Christmas?”

      “Right.” Brant added in some of the base powder for the blue a little at a time. “I’ll let you know what products I’ll need for the show as I design it. If you could figure out who wants a work trip, I’ll need someone to drive another truck and a few guys for the crew.”

      Dave pushed off the counter with a nod. “We’ve got time to work on that.” He gave Brant a goodbye chin tip. “Just thought I’d swing by and see how it was going.” His eyes cut to the rolling drum.

      “The stars will have to dry before I can start putting them together,” Brant said, though Dave knew the process.

      Brant’s mind, always several steps ahead, pictured the successful snowflake patterns he’d made over the summer. The stylized images of snowflakes reminded him of chemistry models and sucrose, the most famous molecule that chemistry molecule taught: sugar. Sugar crystals trailing through the streets of Hawthorne leading straight to Keira.

      What was it about her that always brought him back to her? Her laughing eyes and catch-me-if-you-can dimples, a dusting of sugar crystals barely visible on the apple of her cheek occupied his thoughts . . . He tried to push the image away. There was no point in thinking about her. With this temporary assignment, he wasn’t looking for relationship, but a part of him wasn’t sorry he’d have a chance to see her again in a week. Why was that, exactly? Now that was a question that could stave off boredom while he worked through the rest of building his stars.

      Sugar crystals and snowflakes. What a combination.
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      For a Monday afternoon, the café had been particularly busy, but Keira had finally made it to the midafternoon lull. Enjoying the fact that she only had a couple of lingering customers, she took her time serving the next order to Bethany Peterson, the last person in middle school she’d thought would become her almost friend. They’d once been best friends, but then they’d had some kind of falling out Keira still didn’t understand. But the middle school unpredictable backstabber had turned into one of the friendly faces she actually didn’t mind seeing in her café now. Since more than a decade ago, Keira had let bygones be bygones. Most of the time.

      She set the mug and plate in front of Bethany with a smile and a quick greeting and was about to retreat for her own much-needed drink of water when Bethany clamped her hand around Keira’s wrist.

      “Okay, spill it, sister,” Bethany said, voice low.

      Unfortunate choice of words. Keira was glad she’d set the hot chocolate and blackberry cream cheese Danish on the table. Keira had already been nervous about dumping hot liquid on Bethany’s winter-white sweater, and if she’d pulled on her arm with the mug in her hand, it easily would have come down with disastrous results.

      “Spill what?” Keira chuckled, pretty sure she knew what Bethany was going to say. They’d known each other for the better part of twenty years now, their childhood friendship swallowed up by that rough patch in seventh grade, and then had drifted to the background of their lives in high school. Now five years post-graduation, when things like sports and popular cliques didn’t mean as much, they were friendly enough for Keira to know Bethany was still as boy-crazy as she’d always been.

      “Don’t kid me.” Bethany set her napkin in her lap and then lifted the mug to her lips. She blew across the top of it, but with the mound of whipped cream crowning the hot chocolate, it probably didn’t make much difference. Instead of taking a sip—a wise choice until it cooled a bit more—she lowered the cup. “The cute out-of-towner.”

      “Which one? The one with the motorcycle?” Keira tried to look innocent. As if all of the single women in town weren’t talking about Brant Whitbeck. Admitting she knew, and doling out what little information she had, wasn’t nearly as fun as taking advantage of Bethany’s impatience and teasing her a little. “What’s to know?”

      Bethany gave her the nod, like there was any question, and pulled her into the empty chair next to her. “You have to know something.” She pouted. “A café’s as good as a hair salon for gossip. Come on, out with it. What do you know?” She gave Keira a pointed look. When Keira didn’t respond right away, she continued, “I’ve seen him in here a few times. What’s he like?”

      It wasn’t like he was the only one who made a habit of coming in on a regular basis, and she’d only seen him three, maybe four times. Come to think of it, and him—which she did more often than she wanted to admit—she hadn’t seen Brant around town for about a week and a half.

      Bethany was right, though. There were things Keira could say, things she knew that Bethany probably didn’t, but she hesitated. Wasn’t there some kind of waitress-customer privilege? She’d looked forward to his visits to the café for more than the good tip he left behind, and she wasn’t about to risk any friendship they might be on the edge of developing.

      Keira sighed. Who was she kidding? It wasn’t like she had one iota of a chance at snagging Brant if someone like Bethany was interested in him. If Keira was a seven on a ten-point scale, Bethany was most certainly a nine.

      “He’s nice enough,” Keira said, trying to keep it vague and wondering if she could slip away to check on orders, but no new customers had come in. “He’s from down South somewhere,” she said distractedly.

      Bethany’s forehead softened and her eyes grew wide, and Keira knew she’d slipped up. Darn it, she shouldn’t have said anything.

      “He doesn’t have an accent, though,” Keira rushed to add, in case that was what had piqued Bethany’s interest.

      “I haven’t seen him in a while,” Bethany observed, ignoring Keira’s tidbit of information, “but for the first while, he came in every day.” Using her fork, she cut a bit of the flaky pastry and took her first bite and smiled at the taste.

      “I don’t know why,” Keira said, finally putting the thought that had nagged at her into words. Noticing Bethany’s favorable response to the Danish gave her the courage to explain. “He says I’m a terrible cook.” Which was completely unfair; she hadn’t set off the smoke detectors for over a week now. “‘A cook who can’t cook,’ he says.” Though he’d only actually said something like that once.

      “So you have trouble with a few things on the menu,” Bethany dismissed. “Ginger’s got those covered.” She took another bite and chewed slowly. “Maybe savories aren’t your thing, because these—” She pointed with her fork. “This more than makes up for cooking an egg too long.” She twirled the tines of her fork in the cinnamon sugar and blackberry glaze and touched it to the tip of her tongue. “That’s it,” she said, as if she’d happened on an important secret. “That’s why he kept coming in—your cooking. You have him under a spell.”

      The words wounded, but Keira pushed them away. She wouldn’t take Bethany’s accusation to heart. Most likely, she hadn’t actually meant to insult Keira, hadn’t meant to insinuate that Brant wouldn’t be interested in someone like her. She chose to focus on the humor Bethany had probably meant. “A spell? Highly doubtful,” Keira scoffed.

      “What makes you say that?” Bethany looked truly curious. So the hurt had been unintentional.

      “No chemistry.” It was the truth.

      When Brant had walked into Sweet Memories the day of the burned sausage, she’d thought there’d been interest on both sides, despite her cooking mishap, or maybe because of it. She must have been mistaken, though, as he was apparently avoiding her now. Were her constant mistakes keeping him from coming, or was it something more personal? She’d tried so many times over the past few days to convince herself that his opinion of her burned food didn’t matter, but it kind of did. She pushed thoughts of Brant away. He must have left town, and she wouldn’t see him anyway.

      “Unlike those two,” Keira said. Speaking of chemistry . . . She looked pointedly on the other side of the room, where a man and a woman at adjoining tables were deep in conversation. “They haven’t stopped talking since they sat down.”

      They’d come into Sweet Memories only a few minutes apart. As soon as the second one had walked in, Keira had known they would be perfect together. The nice thing about being a big bungler was that she could use it to her advantage when she wanted to. She’d pretended to get their order mixed up and then left them to right the mistake themselves.

      “They do seem rather wrapped up in each other.” Bethany watched them out of the corner of her eye. At least she’d gotten the focus off of Keira and Brant.

      The door opened, and both Keira and Bethany turned to see who was coming in. Keira stood up from the table, using a customer as a perfectly reasonable excuse to get away. The customer, however, came straight to her. Even backlit, it only took a couple of steps for Keira to recognize Liberty.

      When she reached their table, she greeted them both. “Thanksgiving.” Liberty said that one word to Keira as if it was supposed to be an entire conversation.

      “Christmas,” Keira answered as dryly as Liberty had tossed out her word.

      Liberty scowled and pretended to backhand her on the arm, but she stopped short of touching Keira. “Fine.” Liberty’s gaze challenged Keira’s. “If you want me to come out and say it . . .” She put a hand on her hip and let out a huge, loud sigh. “Do you have plans for Thanksgiving, my dear third cousin four billion times removed?”

      Ah, now that was a much more complete question. In fact, the first hadn’t even been one. “I think we might be more closely related than that,” Keira said, though most of their “family” events didn’t include the other.

      “Only Makenna knows how all that family tree stuff works.” Liberty waved it away with her hand. “Anyway, were you and Claire planning on going to Florida for the holiday, or . . .”

      Keira pulled a face. She hated being reminded she wouldn’t see her parents over the holiday, but it was inevitable. “Not with Black Friday. Florida would be nice—some time when I can get lazy on a beach for a while.” With winter underway, anything close to tropical sounded amazing. “Between the café and the bookshop, we’ll be busy kicking off the holiday season, so Mom and Dad aren’t making the trip back this time either.” They’d only moved a couple of months ago, so it hadn’t been that long since they’d seen each other, when it came down to it.

      “That’s what I figured.” Liberty gave Keira a patronizing smile. “Which is why I’m here. I wanted to invite you to Covington House, if you didn’t have other plans. I’m having a catch-all misfits Thanksgiving dinner, if you’d like to come.” This time she looked at Bethany, who pretended not to notice that she was included in the invitation.

      “Misfits?” Keira was not at all happy with the classification.

      “Hey, don’t take it out on me that you’ve joined a new club.” Liberty lifted her hands in a don’t get mad at me gesture. “Also, don’t forget that I’m including my whole family. And me.” She crossed her arms and looked out the café window at Josie’s shop across the street. “Most of the cousins have their own family dinners to attend, so I didn’t want to assume you’d be free, but I didn’t want to leave you out either. Any guests at Covington House who don’t have plans are also invited, but I think that will only be Brant, when he gets back in town.”

      So he had been gone. That explained a lot. “He’ll be staying with you again?” Keira desperately wanted to press for details, but she held herself back. Barely.

      “When he called a few days ago, he said something about maybe moving into an apartment near the city, but I have a feeling . . .” Obviously unable to finish that statement, Liberty shrugged. “I just mentioned him as a possible addition to our dinner party.”

      And Keira was open to all possibilities.

      Liberty continued, apparently and thankfully oblivious to Keira’s special interest in the Thanksgiving dinner guests. “Grandma Tansy will be coming, so it makes sense to invite you, Claire, and Ginger as well.” She nodded toward Keira’s aunt, who happily chatted with a customer across the counter. “What about you?” Liberty looked at Bethany. “Have plans? The more, the merrier.”

      “Don’t I wish!” When she’d avoided the question before? Hmm. Now that Liberty had mentioned Brant, Bethany had changed her tune. “Thanks for the invite, but no, Mom’s got about thirty people from her side of the family coming. She’d flay me into a side dish if I tried to duck out of the obligation, no matter how much I’d like to.”

      “Keira?” Liberty pressed for an answer.

      It was nice of Liberty to remember that Keira was now a holiday orphan. “Yes, I’d like that. Thank you.” And it didn’t have anything to do with Brant being there. Well, not much. With as busy as business had been, Keira hadn’t even thought about Thanksgiving plans yet, so having a place to go for dinner, at least, sounded great. “What can I bring?” She didn’t want to assume they’d want something she made, but many hands made for light work.

      “We’ve got most of the meal covered, but if between the three of you, you bring a side dish and maybe a pie . . . ?”

      Whether she’d been assigned a pie or not, Keira would have brought one. “I’ve been wanting to try this new pear-berry pie . . .” Not very Thanksgiving, and she cringed. “Unless you need me to bring the pumpkin?” She could do one in her sleep. Please say no. There were too many more interesting options.

      Liberty waved her off. “No, thanks. My mom is making her famous pumpkin pie, so experiment away.” She stepped back and waved. “See you next week.” She glanced Ginger’s direction but danced from one foot to the other, obviously in a hurry. “I’ve got to run, but could you make sure to tell Ginger I invited her?”

      “Of course.” Keira reached out and gave Liberty a quick hug.

      “You know,” Bethany said as soon as Liberty was out of earshot, “I don’t think you realize how lucky you are to be a Covington. You’re basically Hawthorne royalty.” She tossed a lock of her dark hair over a slender shoulder, her green eyes pinched with what could only be jealousy. “Take this place.” Bethany waved gracefully around the café dining room. “Covingtons have owned the bed and breakfast and these three shops . . . well, since Hawthorne was established.”

      It wasn’t strictly true, of course, but Keira caught her meaning.

      “As far as real estate goes,” Bethany continued, “the properties are perfectly situated for attracting the tourists. And they get passed down from one Covington to the next.” She huffed out a breath. “All you had to do was be born.”

      Keira tried not to bristle at the unfairness of the comment. She wasn’t sure what Bethany was ranting about. It wasn’t like Keira didn’t work for what she had. She spent more late nights and weekends on her feet, dealing with grumpy customers, feeling grateful for lousy tips, and cleaning up more grease and sticky slop than she cared to admit. Though she couldn’t interrupt her self-pity of a rant when Bethany didn’t even pause long enough to get a decent breath.

      “Take Claire. Your sister is—what, two years older than we are?—and she’s the bookstore’s sole owner. She’s got employees, a profitable business.” Bethany ticked them off on her fingers and then lifted her palms in the air. “What did she do to earn it? All she had to do was wait for a great-aunt to pass away and leave it to her—she probably even used some of that Covington magic to make that happen.”

      Keira’s eyes opened wider. She was about to protest, but Bethany laughed lightly as she held up a hand. Keira ground her teeth.

      “I’m kidding, of course. What I mean is, Claire didn’t go away to college or even have to take out a loan to buy the place.”

      Bethany clearly didn’t know what she was talking about, but it wasn’t Keira’s place to tell her the details of her sister’s life. Claire would have gone away to college if she could have, but Great-Aunt Aster had needed her help so she’d run the shop while earning her degrees online. She’d worked her tail off and she’d earned every bit of what she had.

      Bethany took a moment to blow over the top of her cocoa but didn’t take a sip, though it should have been cool enough to gulp by now. “You’ll be as lucky as Claire.”

      If only . . .

      There was a pinch of truth to the notion.

      This time when Bethany paused to put her lips to the ceramic of the cup, Keira found her voice. “I am lucky,” she admitted. She had an amazing family. “You’re right. Not many families have the means to support each other the way Covingtons do.”

      She took a moment to watch Aunt Ginger deep in conversation with a new customer and heard snippets of their conversation. The customer requested adding avocado to a sandwich that Ginger suggested would taste better without it.

      “You seem like a pesto person to me,” Ginger was saying. She winked at her customer. “Trust me. You’ll love it. If you don’t, this meal and your next are on me.”

      Convinced, the woman gave the go-ahead for the sandwich, and Keira had no doubt the woman would, in fact, love it, despite the fact that Ginger never made that particular sandwich with pesto. Ginger was never wrong.

      “As much as I’d like to take over the café someday,” Keira said, “Ginger’s not going anywhere anytime too soon. Which is for the best for everyone.” She took a mental breath and calmed down. “How’s your cocoa?”

      That brought a smile from Bethany. “Fabulous.”

      At least she didn’t seem bothered by the direction their conversation had gone. Keira tipped her head toward the register. “I should help Ginger. Can I get you anything else?”

      Bethany shook her head. “Unless you’re hiding Brant in the back room, I’d better not.” She pulled her phone out to signal the end of the conversation.

      “If he was, I’d never tell,” Keira said saucily. She turned, swishing her ponytail as she sauntered away. Brant might be the one secret she’d keep to herself.
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      A week and some change after he’d left, Brant was back in Hawthorne, but only to pick up his motorcycle before dropping his load off permanently. He’d been pulling the toy hauler for a couple of days, and after being on the road with the motorcycle and driving up from Arkansas, he was ready to relax and offload the trailer. Since he was used to remaining hypervigilant while driving fireworks, the trailer he pulled wasn’t that difficult, but he was tired. He’d met Boston traffic right at the worst time of day, and his nerves were frayed.

      Even before he reached Hawthorne, he could feel it. He breathed in deeply and let the sweetness of the air settle into his lungs as he pulled his truck and trailer up Maple Street toward town. Had he actually missed this town, or was it just nice to have the long drive through the autumn rain over?

      Parking alongside the curb at Bob’s Brakes, he jumped out, ridiculously excited to pick up his bike, and surprisingly, to see Bob again. Since he didn’t know that many people in town yet, it was nice to have a friend. Dressed in coveralls this time, she intercepted him in the parking lot and met him with a large golf umbrella. If he’d seen her this way the first time, he wouldn’t have even questioned if she was the mechanic.

      “How’d she ride?” He didn’t need to ask if she’d taken it out while he was gone. The silly grin on her face told him she had.

      “Why don’t you take her for a spin yourself?”

      He looked up at the overcast skies, not sure he was in the mood to get wet.

      “I want to make sure you’re happy with the work,” she said, trying to convince him.

      As if he wouldn’t be. But she did have a point. “Fine. I’ll go. But because I’ve missed riding it.” He pointed at Bob. “Not because I don’t trust your work.” He glanced at his truck. “Just a short ride, because I’ve got to load it up and then head off to the closest RV park.” The words hit him with a finality that made no sense. It wasn’t like this would be the last time he’d be in town.

      Bob’s gray-streaked eyebrows mashed together in the middle. “Are you going all Henry David Thoreau on us?”

      “Ha.” He didn’t know much more about the man than he lived on Walden Pond for a couple of years and wrote a book or two about it. “I still like people.”

      To stay a bit drier, he zipped his jacket and tugged the sleeves farther down his wrists. When he’d come to ride the Trans-Mass Trail a few weeks ago, the weather had been beautiful. Overnight temperatures had been crisp, but with his sleeping bag, they’d been comfortable. Now at mid-November, Massachusetts was about to plummet into winter, and this cold rain was only the beginning. He hadn’t actually tested his camp trailer for more than a few days at a time during the winter months, and never this far north. Hopefully, he wasn’t going to regret his lodging decision.

      Bob sucked her cheeks, obviously trying to hold in a laugh, because part of it escaped as a cough. “Interesting.”

      “What’s interesting?” He shoved his hands into his jacket pocket.

      “It’s that—” She shrugged. “You’re a bit of an enigma. You take vacations alone to places where you might never run into another human being for days. On the other hand, you chose to take your education from being alone in a laboratory to creating shows that literally draw a crowd. Now you plan to live in an RV park over the winter and say you like being around other people.” She barked out a laugh that told him he was completely bonkers.

      Brant wasn’t sure how to answer. Everything she said was true. Except he wasn’t bonkers.

      “Better get a move on if you want that ride.” She looked heavenward. “It’s not getting any earlier, and if you prefer setting up camp in daylight . . .”

      “You’ve got a point there.” He retrieved his helmet, which would double as protection against the misty rain, and mounted the bike. With a press of the starter, the KTM came to life. Ah, that felt good. “See you in a few!” He raised a fist as his goodbye wave and drove out onto the road.
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      Keira finished her shift at Sweet Memories, dragged herself up the five stairs into the Red Leaves Bookshop, and slowly made her way to the French doors out to the courtyard behind the joined shops. She didn’t go here often, but today she needed a breather surrounded by nature.

      When she opened the right-hand door and felt cool, moist air slip around her, rejuvenating her skin and reviving her mind, she stepped out to get a calming breath. She closed the door behind her and leaned onto her hands, holding on to the doorknob.

      She was so bone-tired, she couldn’t even think straight. Who was she, and why was she abusing herself at this job again?

      Physically, twenty thousand steps kept her fit but wore her out every workday. That was over ten miles she walked every day. Emotionally, she was strung out even more. Most of the time, she loved the customers, joking with them, feeling fulfilled when they enjoyed their food. But this hadn’t been that day. Today, she’d had to put up with more than her share of complainers—both local and visiting from out of town. She could chalk it up to the stress of the impending holiday season, but she hoped with her whole nearly dead soul this wasn’t going to last for another five or six weeks. She couldn’t take it.

      After walking a short distance down the pathway, she dropped onto a bench, facing the backs of the café, the apothecary gift shop, and—in the corner—the bookshop where she’d just stepped out. With her level of exhaustion, she couldn’t make herself care that the wood was saturated after a drizzly, most-of-the-day rain. Water soaked into the seat of her leggings, easing her aching muscles, which was good, since she couldn’t find the energy to so much as tug her sweater down her hamstrings for more protection.

      Around her, plants bowed to the moisture and fog of the afternoon, many of them unchanged by the late-autumn temperatures. Of the three trees in the courtyard, only the hawthorn cycled through most of the seasons like an obedient New England deciduous tree on the normal time schedule, though it never went completely bare even in the starkest winter. For the moment, it held on to its bright scarlet leaves and drying berries, though the rest of the trees in eastern Massachusetts had already shed their leaves in the past couple of weeks.

      Across the courtyard, the red maple alternated through summer and fall leaves, seemingly on a whim. Every couple of weeks, its leaves would slip into a different hue as if changing its outfit for a special occasion. It could go from brilliant green to bright yellow to startling orange even in a single day, but its favorite seemed to be its crisp crimson leaves, especially during the snows of January.

      Keira had chosen her favorite tree. The magnolia, with its white flowers the size of her fist dotting the deep green waxy leaves, was in a state of never-ending summer. She leaned her head back on the bench to soak in its serenity. This was why Grandma Tansy loved this garden so much.

      Keira ought to come out here more often. It was open to the public during regular bookshop hours, yet few ever wandered into the courtyard. Today, Keira was glad she had. She breathed in the serenity and exhaled the stress that had been building up over the course of the day. Nothing had gone wrong—at least, nothing more than usual. This time, she’d grabbed the vinegar instead of the olive oil when she’d made pesto, but anyone could make that mistake, right? With the coming holidays, she felt her inner anxiety threatening to kick into overdrive. She didn’t want to quell it per se; a heightened intenseness would serve her well over the next several weeks, if she didn’t let it deplete her energy. Time spent in the courtyard could build it back up again.

      Closing her eyes, she concentrated on the scents of the herbs surrounding her. Rosemary, peppermint, and basil swirled in the courtyard’s unseasonably warm breeze. Peace filled her heart, and her synapses crackled and snapped with new vitality.

      “Keira?” Claire’s voice was gentle.

      And closer than Keira would have expected. She hadn’t heard the door open or close, let alone someone walk this close to her.

      “Aren’t you cold?” Claire slipped onto the bench next to Keira and burrowed her chin into her own coat.

      Keira gave her a half smile, protective of the energy she had left. “You know I don’t get cold.”

      “I do,” Claire admitted, a wistful quality to her voice. “It’s kind of not fair.”

      “This time of year,” Keira qualified. “You’re not too jealous in August when I’m melting and have to blast the air conditioning.”

      Claire laughed, not about to argue. “The heat of a baker. Your blessing and your curse.” She lifted a hand to caress the leaves of a magnolia branch that had reached out to her. “Are you okay?” she asked her sister.

      Keira straightened, trying to look less beat than she felt. “Just tired, I think. It’s been a long day. Needed some fresh air.”

      “I’m on a break myself. How about a walk around the common?”

      Keira’s first impulse was to turn her down, but the eagerness in her sister’s face convinced her otherwise. “Probably wouldn’t hurt to get off the property for a few minutes.” If she wasn’t careful, she could spend days never leaving this literal corner of Hawthorne. Stocked up with the right supplies, she didn’t have to. She had her work, her apartment, human interaction, a garden, even entertainment at the bookstore. In fact, maybe that was her problem. When was the last time she’d left? More than a week ago when she’d walked out to chat with Liberty at Covington House?

      Keira stood and stretched, shaking a vine from where it had started to slip over the toe of her boot, and followed Claire on the worn brick path through the garden toward the bookstore doors. “Did you start decorating for Christmas?” It had felt both odd and liberating for Keira to remove the fall harvest decorations she’d put up back in September and substitute them with red ribbons, evergreens, and white lights, since it wasn’t even Thanksgiving yet.

      Claire shook her head. “No.” She said it like Keira was crazy. Claire nodded to her employee who was completing a sale at the cash register and pointed to the front door. She held up both hands, fingers splayed to show all her fingers. “Back in ten?” she mouthed.

      Her employee nodded, seamlessly focused on the customer. Claire grabbed a purple umbrella from the stand and snapped it open as soon as she was through the front door.
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      From the first block of Brant’s test drive, it seemed Bob had fixed the issue. Not a sputter or complaint anywhere, but he wasn’t ready to head back yet. He passed Sweet Memories Café, forcing himself not to look, though he longed to seek out Keira. He hadn’t seen her in almost a week and a half, but he had thought about her way more than he should have. Tomorrow. He’d go to the café tomorrow.

      Down the street in front of him, two women were walking when one doubled over. Alarmed, he evaluated the situation at thirty miles an hour, deciding if he should render aid, but the woman she was with stood staring at her from under an umbrella. He was about to stop when the contorted woman sprang back up, rocking with laughter. It was then that he recognized Keira’s thick, almost black ponytail. She was laughing so hard, she couldn’t stand up straight.

      Seeing her happiness brought a lightness to his chest and a smile to his lips. Without making the conscious decision to do it, his hand shot up and he called out her name. Satisfied when she returned the wave, he rode away, forcing himself to focus.

      He needed to get the motorcycle up to highway speed. Knowing a couple of the roads led out into the country, he chose one he hadn’t taken before, so he could see more of Hawthorne. He passed a couple of stately colonial homes set back from the road on sloping rises, interspersed with a few businesses.

      When a sign indicated that the speed limit had increased, he blew out a breath. It was time to let the KTM rip. If it could sustain cruising speed, his joyride would be done. As he started to accelerate, an abandoned 1940s auto body shop caught his eye off to his left. He couldn’t help but stare. While he loved being surrounded by the history of colonial-period buildings, this one had his full attention. Renovated, it could be transformed into a unique home. It was a challenge he might want to take on someday—when he was ready to put down roots.

      As he kicked the bike up to speed, the motorcycle answered in a stuttering splutter again. Not good. Unwilling to risk more damage if something blew at high speed, he geared down, and the engine cut. He coasted it to the roadside. He didn’t appreciate this kind of déjà vu. Using his phone’s flashlight, he checked things over. Not surprisingly, nothing was visually amiss.

      Since he’d made it through town with no complaints, it was probably safe enough to ride back to Bob’s at low speed, but when he tried to start it, there was no reaction from the bike. Too far away from Bob’s Brakes to push the heavy motorcycle back to the shop this time, he pushed the numbers to call her instead. “Guess what, Bob?” he said when she answered.

      “No,” she groaned. “Don’t tell me . . .” Though she didn’t sound all that surprised.

      “You aren’t doing this on purpose to keep me in town, are you?” He was teasing. Mostly. With a pattern like this, he was going to start misspelling the shop’s name as Bob’s Breaks in his head.

      “Need a tow?” she asked.

      “Or a ride back to my truck so I can tow it.”

      “I got you,” she said.

      He told her where he was, and within minutes, she pulled her truck to the curb.

      “I can’t believe your motorcycle broke down again,” Bob said as she bent over to look at it. “Maybe it’s a sign. In fact, if it happens again, I’m locking your bike in my garage until spring.”

      “If this happens again, I’m leaving you a terrible Yelp review.”

      “Why would you blame me? You think this is my fault?”

      “Then whose would it be?” He lifted an eyebrow.

      “Hawthorne’s.”

      “You’re going to blame a town?” As ludicrous as the idea sounded, he couldn’t rule it out. In fact, he’d been wondering about it himself.

      Together, they began to load his bike. “So what happened?” she asked.

      “It was fine at the low end this time. It wasn’t until I got it up to speed that it did basically the same thing.”

      “Sputtering?”

      “You sound like you don’t believe me.” He tried not to get defensive.

      “Oh, I believe you.” She double-checked the connections, making sure the bike was snug for transport. “It’s odd, but hey, nobody’s perfect. Maybe I missed something.”

      She started her truck, and he felt that sigh of contentment in his bones again. It wasn’t simply relief. Somehow, Hawthorne had fundamentally changed him. Like a chemical reaction between oxygen and iron into rust, there was no going back. “No worries. I mean, I have a trailer. Maybe there’s somewhere I could park it while you’re fixing the bike.” Though he said it to her, he was mostly talking to himself, relieved that he had the excuse to settle into Hawthorne at least a little bit longer. “Like there—” He pointed at the abandoned auto mechanic’s shop. Boarded up and completely dark, it didn’t look like he’d be in anyone’s way. “What do you think?”

      Bob hardly turned the direction he pointed. “I’m sure it would be fine.” Had she even looked?

      “Okay. I’m sending the sheriff your way if I get a knock on my door tonight.”

      Bob chuckled. “Ah, Officer Hastings is a cream puff. You don’t need to worry about him.”

      Even if she seemed dismissive, he felt he could believe her.

      Reassured, he stared out the window the rest of the short drive, looking for the two women with the one purple umbrella and hoping he’d get one more chance to see Keira laugh.
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      It was one of those laughs that made no sense. Which made Keira laugh even harder, especially the way Claire looked at her like she was some kind of loon. Keira couldn’t even remember what started it.

      She almost had a hold of herself when a motorcycle going down Maple caught her eye. This time, instead of her gaze lingering on the sleek lines of the KTM, she couldn’t help but notice how Brant sat on the seat—his casual, comfortable posture, his broad chest, his strong hands guiding the bike.

      He called out a greeting and lifted one of those hands in a wave.

      Keira waved in answer before turning back to meet Claire’s eye.

      “Did he say, ‘Hi, Keira’?” Claire gave her a hard stare.

      Over the noise of the motorcycle, it was difficult to be sure, but she’d thought so too. “I doubt it.”

      Claire’s lip went up in half a smile. “Keira’s got a boyfriend,” she sang.

      It was hardly the truth. She and Brant had barely had a handful of conversations, almost exclusively about food. It wasn’t like the guy had asked her out.

      Keira blew it off. Saying hello was no big deal. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw him ride around the statue and back toward the other end of Autumn Road.

      Brant was back. Her heart sparked like a flare that settled in her chest, warm and comforting. It was an odd feeling. She hadn’t realized she’d been concerned about him. What was it, exactly? Worried, but about what? That he would get injured as he rode? Possible. That he wouldn’t return to Hawthorne? More probable. But why would that matter to her?

      Done laughing, Keira brought in one huge, hiccuping breath and sighed, refreshed and now exhausted in a completely different way. “Thanks, I needed that.”

      Claire shook her head and rolled her eyes to the sky. “I have no idea what that was about, but okay, I’ll take the credit. Laugh at me all you want.” In unspoken agreement, the two had ended up across from the monument where the main road forked. “Visit Granny?”

      “Of course.”

      Together, they crossed to the statue commemorating Lavinia Hawthorne Covington’s service to the town. They walked around the small triangle of land, not taking the time to read the plaques that told them all the things they already knew about their great-great-many-more-greats-grandmother. How their lives might have been different if Lavinia hadn’t used her special talents to benefit the community.

      “Liberty invited us to Covington House for Thanksgiving dinner.” Keira’s boots squeaked with every step she took.

      “That’ll be nice.” Claire seemed far away.

      “What? Didn’t want it to be just you and me?” Keira teased.

      “And have it be like any other day?”

      Apparently not. “We’re supposed to take a pie and maybe a side dish and coordinate that with Ginger.”

      “Any idea what you’d like to make? Or, I mean, I can, if you want,” Claire corrected quickly.

      As much as Keira made mistakes, asking Claire to cook was a disaster waiting to happen. If Keira occasionally got distracted, Claire was notorious for getting so wrapped up in whatever book she was reading at the time that it always burned. Just thinking that brought Brant and the charcoal sausage back to mind. What would he say about Claire’s cooking? She suppressed a smile.

      “You’ll do the dessert, of course,” Claire said, processing out loud, “and Ginger will do the side dish.”

      That was what Keira had expected, and Liberty too, as if that hadn’t been obvious. “Why? Afraid another dish will go awry?”

      Claire shrugged. “We called them ’stake pancakes in this family for a reason, you know. And it had nothing to do with meat.”

      Keira covered her eyes with one hand, wishing she could hide. Her most famous mistake, even though she’d been eleven at the time. It wasn’t her fault her mom had kept the oversized electric skillet in the utility room and it had somehow gotten dusted with laundry detergent. It probably was her fault, however, that she hadn’t washed the surface before she’d cooked on it. It had taken exactly one bite—immediately spat out, of course—for her mom to figure out what had gone wrong, and Keira’s “mistake pancakes” had become family legend.

      “The question is,” Keira said, “if I only stick with desserts, how am I going to convince Aunt Ginger to leave the shop to me when she retires?” Or more importantly, how would she ever learn to get things right?

      To Claire’s credit, she didn’t comment, and Keira barely saw her cringe.

      “Maybe we could do it together.” Claire rubbed her chin. “Sweet potatoes?” She lifted an eyebrow and seemed to gauge Keira’s reaction to the suggestion. When Keira was about to agree, Claire continued, “But only by the book. Nothing fancy, no adding ingredients or doing anything strange.”

      Keira crinkled her nose. Claire probably had a point, but it sounded dreadfully boring. “I’m not sure I can do something prosaic.”

      “Ooh. Nice word.” Claire gave Keira a fist bump.

      “So . . . ‘by the book’?” Keira questioned, hoping Claire would back down.

      “By the book,” she emphasized.

      Keira stared at her, feigning ignorance.

      “Book . . . you know, cookbook. Come on, it’s not that hard.”

      What wasn’t? Understanding what Claire meant, or following a recipe? Plenty of things that should be easy often didn’t end up that way. Especially when you really wanted them. Things like cooking, working in a café, relationships, and possibly, eventually, falling in love.
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      Late Thursday morning, sunlight streamed through a large picture window, flooding the mess of papers Brant had strewn across the small café table. If only the tables weren’t so small, he’d move into Sweet Memories Café—except for sleeping—and he wasn’t even kidding. The atmosphere was perfect. It was quiet, but not perfectly silent like a library or bookstore. The food was amazing, and since he didn’t have the best of cooking facilities in his little trailer . . . A natural people-watcher, he also had plenty of interesting characters to observe here, though he had his secret favorite. In fact, there were times he’d had to orient himself angled toward the window with his back to Keira so he wouldn’t get distracted.

      Inside Sweet Memories, he was getting so much done. Never before had the ideas flowed so seamlessly. His mind was clearer than it had been in weeks, and his pen could hardly keep up with the questions and possibilities as they occurred to him. At first, he’d thought it was Keira. She had to be his muse. But as their interactions were sometimes quite limited, it became clear that even if it weren’t for being near Keira Covington as she worked, there was something about the space that was conducive to his creativity. Part of it had to be the aesthetic: the exposed brick walls, the high arch over the front window, and the warm industrial feel. If he were choosing a permanent place for himself, something with this feeling would be it.

      “Is this how fireworks are made?”

      Startled from his thoughts, Brant found Keira standing across the table from him, a look of wonder on her face. “This?” He waved over his notes and brainstormed ideas. “This isn’t even close.” She couldn’t have seriously thought so. “It’s way cooler than this.”

      “But you know how?”

      Brant nodded.

      “Are you going to make all the fireworks you’ll shoot off for First Night, then?” There were stars in her eyes, and he wished he could keep them there. Would she be disappointed if he answered truthfully?

      He lifted a shoulder and dropped it. “I made a good portion of the special ones over the summer, but there’s no way I can make five thousand shells myself.” The number was slightly hyperbolic, but he didn’t have an exact number yet.

      “I could help you.” She rubbed her hands on her apron, as if she were ready to do it right then.

      Brant stared at her. Was she serious she wanted to help? He had so many reactions, so many answers going through his head, he didn’t know where to start. “I wish I could show you, I really do, but I won’t be making any fireworks here in Hawthorne, at least not for this event.” As if there were going to be any more. He might not be opposed. “I don’t have the facilities.”

      “Maybe Bob would let you do it in her garage?”

      He understood Keira’s excitement, but she had no true concept of the seriousness of what he worked with on a daily basis. With his training, and with the things he’d seen over the few short years he’d worked in pyrotechnics, the question was completely absurd, but she didn’t know that.

      “Fireworks are bombs,” he said as gently as he could, but he wanted her to understand. “Pretty bombs, but bombs.” He let that sink in. “So there are a lot of rules and regulations to ensure you take the necessary precautions.” And facility wasn’t the only consideration. There was absolutely no room for mistakes. Not when one meant life, death, or disfigurement. “But give me a week or two . . .” He would start to input his ideas into the scripting software. He’d have a simulation he could show her. “I might have something even more interesting to show you than this.” He circled his hand over the papers like a magician over his hat.

      “I can’t wait.” Her eyes sparkled again.

      She held his gaze for a moment. A moment he felt in his chest.

      All too soon, she looked away and down at the tabletop. “Can I get you anything else?” She nodded at the nearly full Sprite bubbling in front of him. “Trash can?” she asked. “Highlighter? Overhead projector?” Her eyes twinkled with amusement.

      He laughed. He’d never thought of using an overhead before, but it had its possibilities. “You’re joking, but—” He waved a hand over several balled-up sticky notes in a haphazardly constructed pyramid of crumpled color. “—a trash can might actually help.”

      She gave him a smirk. “They’re a little too big to set next to your table. It would throw off the whole look. Besides, would you really want people interrupting you all day long?” She barely paused a beat. “I mean, other than me.” She put a hand on her hip flirtatiously before going back to her usual playful self. “And if a health inspector were to come in and see one so close to a customer dining . . .”

      He had no idea if that was a real rule or if she was making things up, but he had to come up with some counterargument. “If it’s a metal trash can, it would complement the industrial aesthetic. We could make it look intentional.” He aimed to rebut each of her contentions. “I can’t think of a better way for me to get to know people in town, and I can charm any health inspector, don’t you worry. It won’t even hurt the café, if I take the heat for it.” He paused to gauge her reaction. “In fact . . .” He drew out the word and rubbed his chin as if deep in thought. “—I’m kind of doing you a favor by working here all day.”

      She brought her eyebrows together as if trying to puzzle out how he was helping. “Mighty magnanimous of you.” She pinned him with a stern stare she couldn’t quite keep steady. “How about this?” She bent forward slightly, one hand cupped and about to sweep his discarded sticky notes into her other hand. “How about I take them for you?” She waited for him to nod before filling both hands. “Anything else?”

      “Not right now.” He thought about it seriously for a moment. “If you could save me a Boston cream pie? I’m having dinner with Bob and her boyfriend. It would be nice for me to take dessert.”

      “I’ll put something aside for you.”

      “Why is it I get the impression it’s not going to be the Boston cream?”

      Her answer was a graceful half-shrug, half-coy look away, and half-curtsy. An admission that he was right—she wouldn’t give him what he asked for. She winked and turned, and the wink was like a fuse blowing in his chest.

      He couldn’t let her leave. “Oh, one more thing?”

      She stopped and turned back, a smile on her lips. She really did have the best smile, flanked by the deepest dimples he’d ever seen. Her smile, combined with the thick, dark hair that hung past her shoulder blades and the most expressive chocolate-brown eyes turned his insides to flame every time she bestowed one of those coveted looks on him—especially when she was teasing.

      It took him a second to remember what he was going to ask. “You don’t happen to know of any short-term rentals in town? Anyone who might let out a spare room or basement?” It hadn’t been too cold for his trailer, but he didn’t mind checking out other options if there was something.

      “Hmm . . .” She bit the right side of her bottom lip when she concentrated, and all that did was bring his focus to those lips again. “No one comes to mind,” she said, “but I’ll keep an ear out. Want me to give the realtor your contact info?”

      “Sure. Thanks.” This time he would let Keira go. She had work to do, and so did he. He was just grateful that the two of them could do it in the same room. Being the recipient of one of her smiles had become his new favorite pastime.

      “Take a look at Misty Hollow Pond,” she said over her shoulder.

      He wanted to ask her what she was talking about, but he didn’t want to call out across the room. Her timing and her departing smirk were unmistakable; she’d meant to be cryptic, so he might as well not ask.

      Did she know he was looking for potential launch sites?

      He looked at the papers in front of him and nothing jumped out as obvious. He returned to the map of the area on his phone and typed “Misty Hollow Pond” into the search. A clearing along one side of the pond appeared large enough for shooting the fireworks, and the distance and orientation from town seemed about right. He threw another glance her direction, but she wasn’t paying him any attention. He’d definitely have to check out the pond, but unable to assume she’d just so happened to give him the exact information he needed, he scrolled for other possibilities. He found a couple other sites, though none looked as promising as Misty Hollow Pond. How had she done that?

      He hadn’t meant to keep track of her across the room, but the sound of her laugh drew him in. She stood near a woman about her age, another brunette, slighter and more polished—too polished—and much more somber, almost snooty and grumpy-looking. Not his type at all, at least not in comparison to Keira’s happy countenance and contagious optimism.

      “No, I’m not going to set you two up,” Keira said to the woman in a low voice, but she wasn’t exactly quiet. Her eyes flicked to Brant’s, and he quickly retreated to his phone, hoping she didn’t notice he’d seen.

      Were they talking about him? Her body language seemed to communicate that, but he couldn’t hear what her companion said.

      “Well—” Keira hesitated. “Yes, I did set up Robyn and Cliff.” A pause, with Keira nodding. “And Taylor and Chase, but it’s not a superpower.”

      The other woman spoke, her hands gesturing so much, he caught the gist even though her back was to him.

      “I think there’s someone else for him,” Keira said. Another pause, and he got caught looking at her again. She gave him a quick grin and then looked back at her customer. “Trust me, Bethany, he’s not right for you. You’ll see.” Keira wasn’t even keeping her voice low anymore. If she was making sure he’d overhear, she was doing a good job. “My matchmaking is not something that can be forced; it’s something . . .” She threw up her hands, indicating that she wasn’t sure how to describe it. “. . . intuited, I guess.”

      Keira’s conversation was strange. Sometimes it was easy to forget she had this whole life he knew absolutely nothing about. He’d been getting to know her, but only here, at the café, at her work. All he saw was her public persona, the waitress-barista-baker who had to be careful what she showed the world if she wanted to reflect well on the café and earn herself some tips. There were times when he’d thought maybe he had cracked the surface of Keira Covington, and when he did get a glimpse of the person underneath, he only wanted more. This was one of those times. He was intrigued. Matchmaking? Superpower? Whoever she was protecting owed her, because Bethany looked like a mighty unhappy person he wouldn’t want to have to deal with.

      Feeling guilty about listening in, especially if they were talking about him, he pulled noise-canceling earbuds out of his pocket. He popped them in and hit shuffle on one of his favorite fireworks playlists. Deciding on the music for the event might help him design the aerial display.

      Instead of staying on his work, his eyes slipped over to Keira, and he chuckled at himself. He was hopeless. When she looked back at him and gave an embarrassed smile, he turned from hopeless to slightly hopeful. Cradling that spark of hope, he redoubled his focus on his work.

      It didn’t hurt that Dave called a few minutes later. “Are you sitting down?” he asked when Brant connected the call.

      He could tell by Dave’s voice it was good news, so he wasn’t worried. “What’s up?”

      “A couple of filler gigs if you want to stick around Massachusetts after the new year. There’s a small corporate celebration mid-January for a retailer who probably didn’t want to interrupt holiday sales to throw their annual party, and a high-society wedding on Valentine’s.”

      So far, Brant didn’t have anything on his calendar. “How are you doing in Arkansas? Can you handle things without me?”

      Dave let out a bark of a laugh. “That’s a loaded question if I ever heard one.” Brant could hear his smile. “Brooks is working out to be a pretty great lead in the field as long as you keep overseeing his designs.”

      Brant nodded, agreeing to everything Dave was saying.

      “So really, this is what we need if you want New England to work out.”

      “Agreed,” Brant said. “So far, so good.”

      “It’s about to get better.”

      There was more? “Oh yeah?” Brant had wondered which of the two was supposed to be his big, better-sit-down news. Now it was coming.

      “Connections through the Mountain Cove development got the head of Dihedral Aeronautics in touch with me. They’re coming up on a big anniversary—a hundred years? No, that can’t be right. Seventy-five, maybe. Something like that.” As always, Dave dismissed the details. “They want to go all out. A huge display in Seattle with a simultaneous display in Boston. We’re talking a little more than a year from now, but they wanted to see if Whitbeck Fireworks wanted to design and coordinate the aerial shows together.” Dave paused to let that sink in. “I could oversee Seattle, and you could do Boston.”

      “Wow!” Brant was literally speechless.

      After a moment, Dave spoke. “Is that a yes, we’ll do it wow, or an I need to think about it wow?”

      “It’s a how quickly can we sign wow.” Brant swallowed. “How did they hear about us?”

      “Not sure. The spy novelist Grantham Robbins, I think. And my sources say he’s using it as an audition to see if we could handle his escape mansion grand openings.”

      Brant’s throat went dry, and he reached for his Sprite. These were amazing opportunities. Opportunities that eventually wouldn’t require him to be in Massachusetts—unless he wanted to be. “I’m stunned.”

      “I know I don’t need to tell you, but I’m reminding us both—don’t count your chickens—”

      “—because you never know which ones will be duds,” Brant interrupted.

      “Not what I was going to say.” Dave chuckled. “But exactly.” Dave took a moment where he seemed to collect himself. “I forwarded you a couple of emails. I think it would be best if you answer Dihedral yourself, since you’re our creative brain.”

      “Thanks, man. I’ll get right on that.” Brant could have chosen worse when it came to a business partner.

      When he got off the call, Brant opened his email and read through everything to give himself some time to think and plan, and then he went back to his work on Hawthorne’s First Night. It felt like it was coming up so quickly. Time wasn’t simply slipping by; this was an avalanche, but the realization brought that much more excitement. Between Hawthorne and the future opportunities, he was doing it—living his dream. In a tiny, cold tin can of a trailer, but doing what he loved.

      Several minutes later, knuckles rapped on the table in front of him, pulling him from his work. Again, it was Keira, and he would gratefully take these interruptions all day long. Removing one of the earbuds, he looked up at her. Wow, she was pretty. And since she was standing this close to him, he could smell vanilla and brown sugar that seemed a part of her person.

      “Yes?” His heartbeat thudded in his ears.

      “How serious are you about your handyman services?”

      He hadn’t forgotten he’d mentioned them, but figured she had. “Fairly.” Did she mean she wanted to help her or to expand rental possibilities? It really didn’t matter.

      “Meet me here, 8 a.m. Saturday, and be ready to work.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He couldn’t help the comeback—he was from the South, after all—but it was said without derision.

      She gave him a playful stink eye anyway, and he watched her walk off, a trail of sugar crystals swirling in the air behind her.
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      By the time Claire got up Saturday morning, Keira had already done her morning baking for Sweet Memories downstairs, come back up to their apartment, showered, and tidied the apartment, but that was normal—well, at least the baking and showering parts. She and Claire had opposite schedules. Book clubs and evening guest lectures with visiting authors had her working later into the evening before she’d come home and do whatever it was she did to wind down for the evening. To make sure Sweet Memories had fresh-baked goods, Keira went to bed early so she could get up before dawn.

      “Morning, sunshine,” Keira said when Claire stalked bleary-eyed into the apartment kitchen, looking for an orange juice sugar rush to get her going.

      Eyelids mostly closed, Claire yawned and stretched. “I can’t believe you have me out of bed before eight in the sun’s-still-asleep o’clock.” She waved a hand at the window, which admittedly wasn’t bringing in much light.

      “It’s November, start of the ten hours or less of sunlight season.” To help bring in as much as possible, Keira walked to the window and pulled on the cord. The blinds flew up and slapped the top of the head of the window frame noisily. “Thanks for getting up. I assumed you didn’t want Brant messing with your bedroom door if you were drooling all over your pillow in your PJs.”

      “Got that right.” Claire blew a lock of hair away from her face. “But why are you doing this again?”

      “12:32.” Keira touched her index finger and continued counting each out on subsequent fingertips. “2:21 and 2:23. 3:45 and 3:48.” Unfortunately, the numbers weren’t randomly chosen. “In the wee a.m.”

      Claire cocked her head at her and blinked.

      “The times your door woke me up last night.” She needed to stop noting the time when she heard something. All that was doing was making her wake up more fully. But she couldn’t help it. Claire might be a weekend night owl, but her squeaky bedroom door and each successive slam it took to close it in too tight a space grated on Keira’s nerves. Add to that the banging radiator every few hours, and Keira would do anything for a good night’s sleep.

      “I’m sorry.” Claire’s apology was real.

      “Stop that.” Keira folded her arms and leaned against the countertop.

      “Stop what?” Dang it if Claire’s innocence wasn’t an act.

      “Being sincere. It makes it impossible to be mad at you.” Keira swallowed her frustration.

      “I’m sure I can come up with something else for you to get angry about,” Claire teased.

      It wouldn’t take much, but Keira ignored the comment. “Something has to be done if you don’t want to get murdered in your sleep.”

      Claire barely held in her laugh. “Feeling a little dramatic, are we?”

      “Telling you why you should be blessing Brant’s name instead of getting upset with me for bringing in a handyman.”

      Claire lifted an eyebrow. “So that’s why Brant’s coming here? He’s a handyman?” Her skepticism showed in her arched eyebrow.

      “Basically.” Keira did her best to keep a straight face. Technically, there wasn’t anything romantic between her and Brant, and there really was no reason for there to be. He was fun to be around, but transient. She just had to convince her heart that was a legitimate reason to keep things from going beyond friendly. And yet thinking about it made her heartbeat race.

      “It is not.” Claire must have seen evidence on Keira’s face because she laughed.

      Keira turned away so Claire couldn’t see her expression. “Until the Covington magic is more like Harry Potter’s, or even better, Sabrina’s from that old black-and-white TV show, I have to ask for help to get things done,” Keira complained. “Maybe when we figure out our magic, we could just wish for things and wiggle our noses and it would get done. Until then, when a handsome guy offers to help . . .” Ugh. Keira should have said that without the adjective. Shoot. She braced herself for another comment from Claire about him.

      Claire poured herself a glass of orange juice and put the jug back in the refrigerator. “What makes you think we have magic?” Ever the intellectual one, Claire would be the one to ask that. “We wished for it at least half our lives, but neither of us has seen any evidence of being able to do anything unusual.”

      Keira wasn’t sure what she believed about the family’s special talents. No one ever referred to it as actual magic, they didn’t cast spells or whip up potions, and it wasn’t part of any religion they practiced. Yet certain family members did seem to have some . . . interesting things about them that had become legendary in the community. Special talents. Knowledge that couldn’t be had any other way. Kind of a sixth sense.

      “I mean—” Keira’s mind spun for a possible explanation of why she thought it was entirely possible. “It is in our DNA, isn’t it? Think about it. Lavinia—”

      “Even if,” Claire interrupted. “Even if Lavinia Hawthorne Covington had magic—real magic, which is still up for debate—” Keira meant to rebut, but Claire raised a hand to stop her. “Let’s say she did,” Claire conceded. “Lavinia has a few hundred descendants. Approximately half of them are female. The narrative is that the magic manifests most strongly—maybe even exclusively—in the females. If it’s in the DNA, that’s a whole lot of people who should manifest this magic—a huge percentage of our little hamlet of Hawthorne—and I don’t see it.”

      “Maybe they’re hiding it?”

      “As in covering it up?” Claire put her hands on her hips and gave her sister a less-than-patient look. “You don’t actually believe that, do you? Because I don’t think the citizens of Hawthorne are that good at keeping secrets.”

      “You don’t see reporters milling around town,” Keira argued, “digging into Covington business. No TV cameras about the paranormal—because what’s going on is normal for here. Like Grandma Tansy, for example. Everyone in town goes to her for medical advice and herbs, and no one questions a thing. They know she’ll help them feel better. You can’t tell me she isn’t magic.”

      Claire nodded slowly. “Maybe. She’s definitely the most likely, but . . .”

      “Her courtyard.” They’d been there together a couple of days ago. “The plants don’t hibernate for the winter.” Come on, a magnolia tree that blossomed throughout the winter in Massachusetts? The dusting of snow on the deep green leaves was one of Keira’s favorite sights.

      “It’s protected from the harshest of the weather between all those tall buildings,” Claire said in her matter-of-fact way.

      Possible. Keira searched her recollection for proof of other inexplicable things, but she couldn’t come up with anything more concrete than Tansy’s garden.

      Claire waved Keira to follow her so they could continue talking while she got ready for work. She’d dressed in a free-flowing maxi dress in rich autumn tones before coming out, so she pulled out her makeup bag and hairbrush for the finishing touches.

      Keira, on the other hand, was still completely wrapped up in this conversation. They hadn’t actually spoken of magic like this since they’d been pre-teens. So what made Keira think any of the Covingtons actually had magic? She was starting to doubt it herself, but then she thought of their cousin. “Liberty.”

      “What about Liberty?” Claire narrowed her eyes at Keira in the mirror and then leaned closer to apply mascara.

      “She’s never been sick a day in her life.”

      “That you know of.” Claire’s expression of skepticism turned hard after a few seconds. She must be searching for proof to the contrary. “Maybe she’s just got a really good immune system.”

      “No one has one that good.”

      “Then what about us?” Claire asked. “If Liberty has magic, why wouldn’t we? We’re as close a relation to Lavinia as she is.”

      “And we were all there that night.” Why didn’t any of them ever talk about it?

      Claire ran a hand nervously through her hair, gently nudging her dark blond locks into the perfect beach waves, but uncomfortable in a way Keira knew something was up. She just waited.

      “You know,” Claire started slowly, “I don’t exactly remember much about the details of that night.”

      “What?” Keira stared at her. If Claire had said she hated books, Keira couldn’t have been more shocked. “You were the one who wrote it up after the fact so we wouldn’t forget what happened.”

      “I know.” Claire’s face crumpled as if she were in real pain. “It’s as if the act of writing everything down released all the memories out into the cosmos.”

      “Or gave your brain permission to forget them?” Keira asked. It sounded at least as plausible. Still, she felt awful for her sister.

      Never completely dressed unless appropriately accessorized, Claire placed a long necklace over her head and then threaded matching large loop earrings through her lobes, her eyes locked on Keira’s in the mirror. “It makes me a little nervous about wanting to write anything else down, you know?”

      “I can see why.” Keira followed Claire back into the kitchen. “Did that happen in college? When you wrote a paper for class, did you then forget everything you wrote about?” She shook her head. “How horrible if you couldn’t retain information for exams.”

      “Luckily, that didn’t happen.” Claire leaned a hip against the island countertop and breathed in deeply. “Wait. Do I smell apple cider donuts?”

      Apparently, Claire was done with the subject of magic. She walked around the small kitchen until she spotted the plate Keira had covered and hidden behind the cookie jar. She reached out to claim them.

      “Stop right there!”

      Claire let her hands drop and turned sad puppy-dog eyes on Keira. “You aren’t going to share?” She thrust out her lower lip in a pout. “First you drag me out of bed, and then you deny me breakfast?”

      Keira almost gave in, but she had only brought back enough for her and Brant from the downstairs commercial kitchen. “There are a whole batch of them down in the café.”

      Claire looked about ready to either argue or beg in an effort for Keira to change her mind when a knock sounded on the door. “Fine.” Claire turned and grabbed her sweater and keys. “I’m off to work.”

      “Already?” Not wanting to make Brant wait, Keira started toward the door. “The bookshop doesn’t open for two more hours.”

      “Inventory,” Claire teased. Their inside excuse for trying to get out of anything they didn’t want to do. “And breakfast.” She smirked at Keira, but then she leaned in to give her a quick hug. “Have fun,” she whispered in her ear.
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      Keira hugged her back. “It’s not like that,” she whispered back so he wouldn’t hear through the door.

      Claire put her hand on the doorknob. “It should be.” She opened the door and grinned hugely, holding it for Brant who stood with toolbox in hand. “Since you’re here,” Claire addressed him, “could you figure out why it’s so cold in here and fix that?” She gave Keira a playful glare, and then she turned back to Brant. She flashed a brief, innocent smile and flounced past them both and into the hallway. Then, as if suddenly remembering, she turned back. “Under no circumstances are you two allowed to cut into any wood—trim, floors, cabinets . . .” She glared a warning at Keira and then flicked her gaze to Brant.

      He turned his head in a half shake. “I’m sorry, I can’t make that promise.” He looked at Keira, and his expression softened a little. He’d just told Claire who he considered to be the boss between them and it wasn’t the older sister. Keira’s heart melted a little bit.

      Claire threw back her head and laughed, heading across the staircase landing to the door that entered Red Leaves Books’s loft. “I expect to find everything the way I left it,” she called over her shoulder.

      As soon as the door to the bookstore closed, Brant turned to Keira with a laugh. “O-kay. Then what am I doing here, exactly?”

      He loomed large in her doorway, and she swallowed. “Umm, not fulfilling her expectations?”

      “Sounds good to me.” His look at her was so accepting, almost adoring, that it sent tingles down her arms.

      With a beautiful blond older sister, Keira had always felt invisible next to Claire. It didn’t matter what they’d been doing; when they were teens, Claire was the one the guys’ saw. Not that Claire had ever taken advantage of it. She’d been good about finding a way to bring Keira to the forefront—like she’d just done with Brant.

      “But none of what we’re doing is going to cause problems between you two, right?” He seemed genuinely concerned.

      Keira waved that away. “She’s all pumpkin and no pie. All cannon and no fodder.”

      He shook his head, laughing hard and free. “All fire and no cracker?”

      “You got it. All shell and no lobster.”

      He shook his head sadly.

      “Okay. Maybe that one wasn’t the best.”

      They both laughed. He stepped inside and she closed the door.

      “Okay,” he said when he stopped laughing. “Where do we start?”

      This simple question along with his honest willingness to help her out, warmed Keira’s heart like a gooey chocolate chip cookie. Seriously, where had this guy come from? “You know, you don’t have to do this. We could do something—” She scrambled to come up with some kind of alternative, but her mind blanked. Until this moment, she hadn’t even considered not effectively handing him her honey-do list. “—fun.”

      In her efforts not to make him feel obligated, had she just turned this into an awkward-feeling date? She was on a teeter-totter of embarrassing emotions.

      “Who says home repairs aren’t fun?” He gave her a half smile, his eyes sparkling with humor.

      “I guess. I mean, you must like them if you offered to help. At least, I hope so—I wouldn’t want you to torture yourself.” This was getting worse by the word. Ugh. “I mean, you do have your own tools.”

      He lifted the toolbox slightly in acknowledgment. “I keep them in my trailer. One thing they never told me in chem was how I’d need a full set of mechanic’s tools as well as beakers and centrifuges.”

      She leaned back and looked at him quizzically. “Wait. I’d heard Quin talking about how you’re doing the fireworks for First Night—which is why I brought up fireworks in the café the other day—but now you’re talking chemistry?” She crossed her arms. “What exactly do you do?” she asked seriously, as if she were interrogating him.

      He set the toolbox down. “I blow things up,” he said dryly.

      Well, that cleared things up. “I got that.” She forced herself not to smile. “Too bad for the beakers and centrifuges.” She pictured beakers shattering, shards of glass like shrapnel flying through the air. She waved him over to the kitchen island as she spoke, and she gestured for him to take a seat at the bar. Silently, she set out plates, napkins, and mugs, still focused on the conversation.

      “Okay, fine. No centrifuges in fireworks chemistry.” He sat, his eyes transfixed on the plate of donuts she slipped onto a dessert server. “I’m an artist,” he continued. “The sky is my canvas and the fireworks my paint.”

      “Oh.” Keira pretended to suddenly understand. “So now you’re an artist. Chemist and pyrotechnic operator weren’t enough, so you added artist?”

      “Like the baker with her desserts—” He indicated the donuts on the raised serving platter. “—it’s all about presentation.”

      Keira pulled a face. “I hope mine look good but taste even better.” He hadn’t meant to insult her, and she didn’t take it that way.

      “Oh, believe me, you succeed on that. Pâtissier Keira’s breakfast treats are the real reason I took this gig.”

      And yet, his eyes never left her face. She felt heat creep up her cheeks and turned to pull the cider off the stove where she’d left it simmering.

      She turned back with the pan and poured some into each of the mugs. “I’m not sure how I’m supposed to feel about being slighted in favor of simple apple cider donuts.”

      “Complimented.” He smiled, and her heart flipped. “Also, did you say apple cider donuts?”

      He looked like he might drool, and Keira tried not to laugh. “A traditional New England specialty. To go along with the caramel apple cider.”

      When they were sitting on barstools with their breakfast in front of them, Brant brought their conversation back to the reason he was there. “What’s on your wish list? What would you like done?”

      Keira raised her eyebrows. “Those could be two very different questions.” She took a sip of the sweet, tangy cider, her favorite taste of fall. “Do you really want my wish list, or do you want what I was going to hire a handyman to do?” Now that he was actually here, her brain argued that this was crazy. She shouldn’t be taking advantage of him.

      Brant bit into the cake donut, and his expression relaxed into one of pure delight, sending a tingle of her own down to her toes. “Give me the whole list,” he said.

      “Let’s see. I would love a dishwasher, central air, a garage for my car—which means I would need to move out of an over-the-shop apartment, and probably out of the greater Boston area, since garages are premium here.”

      “Umm . . .” He was so focused on enjoying his donut and cider, she wasn’t sure he’d heard her. “A couple of problems there.” He cleared his throat and then faced her head-on. “One, Claire told me in no uncertain terms that I’m not allowed to cut into any of the woodwork. I’m assuming she knew you wanted a dishwasher.”

      Keira nodded, defeated.

      He pulled in a sharp breath. “No can do.”

      She gave him her best hurt look.

      “Not this time, anyway. No room for a major appliance in my toolbox.”

      Even when letting her down, he made it fun. “And second?”

      “As you pointed out, you’re living in the wrong apartment for—well, all of that. Apparently, there was a reason you were born in this century.”

      “You mean last?”

      He pretended to count on his fingers with an exaggeratedly confused look. “Whatever.” He shook his hands. “I’m saying that instead of making those kinds of changes, it would be easier to find something built in the last hundred years.”

      “Easier said than done,” she grumbled. “You know. You were looking for apartments. Did you find anything—this century or not?”

      “You have a point there.” He wiped his lips with a napkin, but a little of the glaze stuck to his bottom lip.

      For some reason, that made her smile. “Fine. If you won’t give me what I want, what I need is someone to please help me get Claire’s door to open without a squeak and close without a slam. If we could get the radiator to quit trying to screech me to—I mean, sing me to sleep, that would help as well. And then there’s the light over the stairs. I feel inept asking for help to change a simple lightbulb, but I’m afraid I might break my neck. Late at night, it’s kind of hard to see to unlock my door without it.”

      The longer her speech, the more she worried. Was she asking too much?

      Brant wiped his fingers on his napkin and took a swallow of the cider. “Yeah. So much for the wish list. So maybe the dishwasher, AC, and garage are on your long-term Christmas layaway plan. Taking care of the door, radiator, and lightbulb . . .” He nodded confidently. “Those I can do.” He eyed the plate of donuts between them. “These are amazing, by the way—”

      “Feel free to take another,” she encouraged, pleased.

      As he reached for the donut, he shuddered violently. “Wow. I don’t think I’ve had a shiver like that since I went snowmobiling up in Montana last winter.” He set the donut on his plate and then rubbed his upper arms with his hands. “Claire was right about it being cold in here.” As he picked up his donut again, he looked pointedly at her in her short sleeves.

      Feeling self-conscious, she got up from the island, carrying her dishes to the sink.

      “You aren’t cold?” He stood to follow, still munching on his donut.

      She liked that he wasn’t hurried about it, clearly still enjoying every bite. “I don’t . . . get cold.”

      “Ever?” He walked to one radiator, must have realized it was producing heat, and then went on to the next.

      “It’s not like I would wear shorts in January or anything, but—” She caught her bottom lip in her teeth. Would he think she was strange? Oh well, it was what it was. “My mom jokes that it’s some kind of chemical reaction. Like my baking.” She wrinkled her nose. It sounded dumb and maybe a teensy bit proud when she said it out loud. “I’ve been like this as long as I remember.”

      He went to the thermostat and turned off the heat, and now he knelt beside the radiator. Removing a crescent wrench from his toolbox, he started turning something she couldn’t see.

      “What about you?” She was talking way too much about herself. She needed to pull him into the conversation. “How did you learn to do this?” She waved at the radiator. She had no clue what he was doing, but he seemed to. “Did your dad teach you?”

      Brant ran a hand over his stubbled jaw, the scratching sounded like sandpaper against his palm. “I don’t think so . . .”

      What a strange answer. Intriguing, but strange. And completely confusing. “What do you mean, you don’t think so? Wouldn’t you know?”

      Averting his eyes, he went back to working on the radiator. “I don’t think Dad and I ever did anything like this. To be honest, I don’t remember doing much of anything with him—either of my parents, actually.”

      “What did they do, then?”

      He shrugged. “They worked, spent a lot of time together, didn’t have much time for me. We were happy enough, had what we needed.” He ran a hand through his hair. “I . . . don’t actually remember much.”

      “Of your parents?”

      “No.” He paused. “I mean, yes. Like I said, I don’t remember much interaction with them. Maybe we just never connected?” He shifted as if the uncomfortable conversation also hurt him physically. “But honestly, I don’t remember a whole lot about my childhood in general.”

      “Really?” Keira wasn’t necessarily questioning his truthfulness; she just couldn’t figure out how one could not have memories.

      He paused for a moment, tense. “Even things at school. It’s kind of weird, I guess, but I haven’t thought about it much. People tell me it’s strange I don’t remember much before college, but to me, it’s normal.”

      She would call it strange and so, so sad.

      He gave her a look and must have seen something there, because he dropped the tools to his knees. “It wasn’t abuse or anything,” he quickly clarified. “It’s like maybe I don’t have anything to anchor my memories to.”

      She considered the idea. “I can see how anchors like moving would be helpful. Memories in different houses or schools would help a person differentiate time periods and pinpoint ages.” Although she’d spent her entire life in Hawthorne—in one home growing up and now this apartment—she didn’t have too much trouble remembering things.

      He stood and picked up his tools. “Was this the only radiator not dispensing heat? It was a bit corroded, but I think I’ve got it. If it still doesn’t work, there’s something else we can try, but before we turn it back on, I thought we’d look at the rest.”

      She shook her head. “I think that’s the only cold one.” She threw her hands into the air. “But really, you trust me to answer that? After what I told you about never getting cold?”

      “Right.” He bobbed his head. “Are there any others Claire complains about?”

      Keira thought a moment before shaking her head.

      He stood, toolbox in hand, looking way too handsome. The heavy box exerted enough of his muscles that she could see the definition in his arms and chest through his long-sleeved shirt. “Which one is making the noise?”

      The one that woke her up whenever Claire’s door wasn’t. “In my bedroom, of course.”

      “Of course.” He gave a half smile. “Or you wouldn’t have noticed it.”

      “I might have. It’s loud. Like my ancestors are screeching at me all night long.” Probably because she was a little uncomfortable with leading him into her bedroom. She swallowed and tried not to think about it.

      “Why would they do that?” He followed her into the room and, without looking around, headed straight to the radiator. “They’re disappointed they can’t have any of your amazing s’mores skillet cookies.”

      “I’m sure that’s it.” Like her ancestors were sitting around a campfire saying, If only . . . Probably without even realizing it, he’d made her comfortable in a way he would never know. “Which came first, the chemistry or the pyrotechnic engineering?”

      “Both.” He was busy with the crescent wrench again. “I’ve always been interested in fire, blowing things up, and chemistry.”

      “Always? So you remember it as a kid? What got you interested in it?”

      “Well, as I said, I don’t actually remember. Sometime in my childhood, someone gave me a chemistry set.” He flicked his hands, palms up. “It wasn’t until I was halfway through my chemistry major that I realized that pyrotechnics would merge all my interests.”

      “Did they teach you the mechanics of pyrotechnics in college?”

      He shook his head. “Not specifically where I went. Only an introduction. But since I was interested, I got my first job as a chemist at a big fireworks manufacturing factory, and I’ve had on-the-job training ever since. A couple years ago, I connected with someone and we started our own company.” He barely took a breath, but his tone switched, signaling a change in topic. “Your problem was this knob here.” He motioned her closer.

      She knelt beside him so she could watch, but she immediately decided she might retain more of what he was going to tell her if she’d remained standing. Up close, he smelled of cedar and adventure.

      “This knob either needs to be fully open or fully closed.” He demonstrated. “It’s designed to be either off or on. It’s not where you gauge temperature.”

      “Oh?” She grimaced. Sounded iffy to her. Why wouldn’t partially open mean part of the heat?

      “Trust me. It just is. If it’s too cold off but too hot on, use a radiator cover to take the edge off the heat.” He jumped up and offered to boost her up.

      She slipped her hand into his and warmth like a lit fuse went up her arm and straight to her head, where she got woozy all over again. She stood and dropped his hand but offered a shaky smile of thanks.

      “Those were easy,” he said, seemingly unaffected by her touch.

      The realization dropped like a bomb in her stomach. Friendship. Friendship was enough for him.

      “Give me a challenge.” He walked out of her bedroom and stood, shoulders squared to tackle the next item on her list.

      Hands on hips, she looked up at him. Brant had a good five, six inches on her, but with his eyes on hers and standing this close, her heart started to beat. Loudly. She swallowed. “How are you with heights?” Time to tackle the lightbulb.

      “Are we talking with or without climbing gear?”

      “A ladder leaning against a rickety banister on a second-story stoop with me holding it steady?” She flexed her muscles.

      “Well, if you put it that way, how can I resist?”
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      The minute Brant left Keira’s apartment, he pulled out his phone and called Trina Hughes, the realtor. With both Keira’s and Bob’s encouragement, he’d contacted her a couple of days ago about finding a rental, but she hadn’t been able to find anything for him. Especially not short term. Since he had his toy hauler outfitted with a bed, couch, and kitchenette, he could make it the next six weeks, but the satisfaction of working on household repairs at Keira’s place was an epiphany. He might not know if he was staying—though things were looking good with the expansion—but if he invested in a place of his own, something he fiddle around with updating and renovating, he could always flip it if he moved back to Eureka Springs. He wanted a place of his own, and mentally, he was ready.

      “Hi, Brant,” Trina said, her tone subdued. “If you’re calling to ask about rentals, I’m afraid—”

      “Actually . . .” Brant interrupted gently and waited for her to pause. “I knew if you hadn’t gotten back to me yet, it was because there wasn’t anything available. So I had another idea. I might be crazy, but if you’re willing to help me . . .” He lifted the collar of his jacket around his neck against the biting breeze.

      “How can I help?”

      Her optimistic eagerness encouraged him. “Do you know that abandoned auto body shop out on—” Shoot. He couldn’t remember the street name. He’d stayed the night there when he’d gotten back to Hawthorne less than a week ago, but then he’d moved his trailer early the next morning. He hadn’t even taken the time to get a good look at the place in the daylight, but the thought of it persisted like a film over everything he did. He needed to go check it out once and for all. He just couldn’t remember the street name.

      “Autumn Road? The one on the way out of town?” she asked.

      “Yes!” That was it. He set his toolbox on the passenger seat of his pickup and then walked around the cab and climbed inside. Even if he couldn’t get inside the property right now, he wouldn’t mind taking a closer look at the exterior. He turned on the ignition and waited for the heater to do its job.

      “I do.” Trina sounded surprised more than hesitant. “I don’t think it’s for lease, if you’re looking for a place for your business, but I could check into it.”

      Brant could hear the squealing of a little girl and the laugh of an adult in the background of their phone call, and he immediately felt guilty. “I’m sorry for interrupting your Saturday,” he said, though he was disappointed. He really wanted to see it that afternoon while he was off work. “You’re spending time with your family.”

      There was a pause, but he was glad the background didn’t mysteriously get silent. He didn’t want her to leave what she was doing.

      “Oh, you hear my granddaughter.” She had a smile in her voice. “She was saying goodbye to my son Carter. He’s on his way to another seminar out of town. But don’t you worry,” she hurried to add. “I wouldn’t have answered your call if I didn’t have time to work.” Her voice held a finality to it that assuaged his guilt. “So, the auto body shop?”

      “Right. I wasn’t thinking leasing.” How bad did he want it? “I was actually wanting to take a tour . . . in case I’d like to buy it.” Brant had thought saying it out loud would bring on the anxiety of a potentially bad decision, but he felt nothing but calm.

      “Oh.” Trina’s voice sparkled with renewed interest. “It might actually be easier to buy than to lease. Let me make a call, and I’ll get right back to you. When would you like to see it?”

      “Honestly?” he asked, though that was obvious. “I’m just down the street.” Well, everything in Hawthorne was. “I’m willing to wait if I have to, but I was hoping to drive over now.” A car rushed past him, rocking his pickup in a blast of air and a swirl of crisp autumn leaves.

      “I’ll call you right back.” It sounded like he’d made her day.

      A few minutes later, he stood on the curb in front of the abandoned auto body shop, wondering how miffed the owner might get if he started snooping around, when a text buzzed.

      It was from Trina. Can pick up key from owner on my way to show you the property if now still works.

      Sure does, he texted back. He also took that as permission to step up and take a closer look.

      For obviously being abandoned, and probably for quite a few years, it didn’t appear to be in too bad of shape. He stood back, picturing how he could possibly put the space to use. There were so many options. His head reverberated with possibilities. He loved the mid-century modern lines to the building—the flat roof, the huge, angled windows that made up the walls of the office space, and the perfectly imperfect brick he hoped continued inside. Attached to the office space were two bays, and on the other side of those, there was an addition of another, larger bay with doors that opened on three sides. He could use the old offices and original two bays for his residence, and the third bay would be perfect for his garage. Poor Keira would be jealous.

      By the time Trina pulled in, Brant was ready to sign on the dotted line without even seeing the inside or discussing price. It was an insanely premature and irresponsible impulse he was able to temper. No matter how much he wanted the challenge of transforming this old piece of junk building into his ideal home, he should at least see the inside before making the decision.

      A trim woman in her mid-fifties stepped out of her luxury car and walked toward him as if wearing heels and slacks on a Saturday afternoon were the most natural thing in the world. Her small mouth and even smaller eyes were made up well, and her hair professionally smoothed to her shoulders. “First impressions?” She led him to the office door and shoved the key into the lock.

      “Haven’t seen anything about the property to scare me away yet.” Brant noticed it took a bit of work for her to turn the lock, but eventually she was successful. “What’s the zoning here? Is there a chance I could use this as my home?”

      Trina nodded. “You certainly could.”

      She pushed the door open, and he was hit by a wall of stale air. The good news was that maybe it was better insulated than he’d expected for an old garage.

      “Would the owner considering selling, then?” Dust motes clouded the air and covered the windows, but when he stepped closer, he noticed the seals were good and none of the panes were broken—a precious bonus in a building this old. “This would make a perfect office for me. The light is amazing.”

      “It certainly is,” Trina agreed. “As far as selling, you’re asking the right person at the right time. In the past, this owner hasn’t been ready to part with her husband’s business. It had been their whole life. But now she’s ready. Especially to someone who doesn’t have plans to level the place.”

      “Oh no.” The idea of eliminating this building came as a shock. “It’s perfect.” He was seriously in awe of it. “Well, not perfect perfect, obviously. To transform it into a home, I’ll need to repurpose rooms, add a kitchen, expand the bathroom, you know.”

      With every one of his ideas, Trina’s smile widened. “The owner would be thrilled to know it will still be here and taking on a new life. It really is the best of both worlds.”

      They walked through the space, Brant checking things as far as he could tell with the electric and water turned off, but it seemed in decent shape. Clear plans for the renovation came to him like a blueprint in his mind.

      They took their time, and Trina waited patiently as Brant took a second, closer look to make sure he wasn’t going purely off emotion. “It’s going to cost a fortune to get it where I want it, but it’s got great bones, and if the bathroom and the simple kitchen in the break room work, I could live here while I fix it up.” Heck, he could pull his toy hauler into one of the bays and park it permanently. He’d have the same pseudo-comfort as before, but with the added bonus of a roof over his head and some buffer from the wind.

      “I think it’s a really great idea.” Trina led him back into the bright office, the part that showed off the property at its best. “I love your creativity, your willingness to take on the project. Way to think outside the box.”

      Or inside. He wouldn’t change any exterior walls, after all. “Let’s talk money. Do you have any suggestions, where I should start?”

      As they discussed offers, Brant felt Trina on his side. She offered great advice about not only the number to offer, but also the other terms. They wrote it up electronically on the spot, and he signed.

      “Perfect.” Struggling once again with the door handle and key, Trina locked the door behind them. Replacing that doorknob would be one of the first things on his to-do list. “I’ll present this offer when I take back the keys. The owner hadn’t been actively selling it—as you know, since we had to come up with our own offer price—but I’m pretty confident from our discussion that she’ll be willing to entertain our offer.”

      Brant gave her a thumbs-up. “Here’s hoping!”

      “Does this mean you’re planning to stay in Hawthorne permanently?” Trina tucked the keys into her purse and put her attention back on him.

      Brant shrugged, uncomfortable for the first time since he’d started considering it a few days before. Was he going to cave to buyer’s remorse? If so, better now than later. He needed a place to stay, and this would be the perfect building for that, but if he didn’t stick around, would it be difficult to sell? “I don’t suppose you’d give me a discount if I ended up needing to flip it.”

      “You’re not going to need to.” She gave him a tight-lipped smile. “If you do, and if you renovate well, it could be an excellent investment.”

      He noticed her slight emphasis on the word could. Why couldn’t she have changed that one letter? No realtor would give him a guarantee because there weren’t any in real estate.

      Trina unlocked her car door but eyed him over the roof. “Are you going to stick around?”

      Brant nodded. “I think I’m going to walk around the neighborhood a little. You know, scout it out.”

      “Wise idea.” She gave a quick wave. “I’ll let you know when I hear something.”

      No doubt. He waved to her and then walked around the property again. The property was situated at the edge of a forested area. He had no idea what was on the other side or who owned the trees, but they made for nice privacy. Despite the fact that the street was one of the main roads out of town, it was quiet, and the closest neighbors weren’t actually all that close.

      He felt good about the decision to place the offer. One way or another, buying the property was the right thing to do for now. Whether or not he would stick around long term might hinge on a certain baker brunette he couldn’t get his mind off of, and considering how little he knew her, and how little their interaction had been so far, that was the scariest part of all.
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      The day before Thanksgiving, Keira had the afternoon off to work on their dishes for the family meal the next day—her trade-off from Ginger. One problem: she still hadn’t decided what to cook. And that was after riffling through everything in her spiral notebook, outdated cookbooks from the 1970s passed down from her mom, and even online blogs and social media.

      Grasping for inspiration, she slipped into the bookstore’s loft area through the secret door by her apartment. Hidden behind what appeared to be a heavy bookcase, this was the door Claire took whenever she went in to work, and Keira had to admit it was the best commute ever—like time-traveling into work every day. Keira, on the other hand, usually took the boring old stairs to the first floor and into the café’s kitchen from the back.

      Before opening the door, Keira checked the camera to make sure the loft was empty so she wouldn’t unwittingly expose the door to bookstore patrons. Seeing that the loft was devoid of people, she turned the knob, releasing the latch, and the heavy bookcase swung into the loft. She browsed the upstairs shelves for cookbooks, but the loft only housed sections for nonfiction science on one side and cozy mysteries on the other. She gave up and dropped into an overstuffed chair.

      Four days after her conversation with Brant, Keira was still thinking about what he’d said about not having memories. How was that even a thing? Her own experience was vastly different. While she didn’t have a perfect memory of everything, which had to be for the best, give her a situation or an age and she could come up with a dozen examples. Apple picking? Which year? There was the year Claire fell off the back of the tractor’s wagon, or the year her parents freaked out because she’d followed her nose and wandered to a row all her own. That year, she’d picked the sweetest apples anyone could remember. Ask her to isolate something from when she was in the third grade? No problem. There was the time she couldn’t read the whiteboard and needed the jerk boy next to her to help. She’d also been the first to pass off multiplication tables. Those were just off the top of her head, but if she dug down deep, she could provide just as many more obscure and seemingly inconsequential ones.

      Curious, she typed out an internet search on her phone to figure out if what he described was unusual—or if she was.

      “What’s up, sis?” Claire startled Keira from her thoughts.

      She flipped to another browser tab she had open: “Thanksgiving Dishes that Don’t Cower to the Turkey.” She could get back to what she was supposed to be doing. “Trying to come up with a side dish that’s not boring.” As someone who supposedly had talent in the kitchen, Keira felt this responsibility to bring something unexpected, something spectacular. “The pie’s already cooling.” She let her eyes scan the list of dishes and then clicked off the phone. She was getting nowhere. “Any suggestions?”

      “Not really.” Claire leaned over the railing and looked down at the shop below. “I’m looking forward to all the traditionals, but they’re already covered, right?”

      Keira nodded, stuck on the word traditional. The canon of what was acceptable and expected had evolved over the years, right? What had their Covington ancestors served? “Too bad we don’t have Great-Grandma Lavinia’s cookbook. I bet she’d have something in there I haven’t thought of.” As Lavinia had been born in the 1750s, her Thanksgivings were over a century after the first one.

      “I have that.” Claire said it like Keira should have known.

      Maybe she hadn’t understood what Keira was asking for. “You have Lavinia’s cookbook? Like from the 1780s?” Surely Claire was kidding. Or wrong.

      “Yes.” Claire walked over to a locked secretary desk tucked away in a quiet corner of the loft and fished out her keys.

      Keira stepped forward, intrigued. She’d seen the desk many times, but never the inside.

      After unlocking it, Claire gently lowered the drop front to reveal several cubbies, a couple of small drawers, and a larger open space with only a few fragile, leather-bound books with thick paper. She pulled one out and set it gently on the desktop, caressing the cover as she looked up at Keira. “It’s more of her personal journal, but I remember a section with recipes.” She opened the book about two-thirds of the way back and carefully flipped a couple of yellowed, handwritten pages. “Here’s one.”

      Hand trembling with excitement, Keira reached out and traced a finger over the title: Memory Scones. A happy chill went down her arms, a connection she—twenty-three-year-old Keira Covington, born, what, two hundred and fifty years later?—had with her ancestor.

      “This is it,” she whispered reverently. She had no desire to even look for another recipe. Someday she would, but this was the right one to start with. She was sure of it. “This is the one I’ll make.”

      Keira bent over the book, analyzing the ingredients and instructions, but Claire pulled the book out of the desk and handed it to her. “I need to get down to the sales floor. Why don’t you take the book to the apartment and do your magic?” She closed up the desk and flicked the lock before retracting the key. “See you at home.”

      “Thanks.” Somehow, the word didn’t seem enough. Keira stood with the priceless, fragile book in her hands. The emotional weight of it far exceeded its slight heft. What if something happened to the book at the apartment? Talk about bad juju.

      How had Keira not known this book existed? Did the rest of the family know about it? How had Claire gotten to be the keeper of the memories? And yet she’d been generous to share it with her little sister and completely without concern or lecture about its care. That simple word of thanks didn’t convey the feelings coursing through Keira at that moment, but it was a start.

      Carefully protecting the book, Keira slipped back through the hidden bookcase and into the apartment. In the light of her kitchen, she read over the ingredients and instructions once again, following the recipe exactly as written, almost as if in a trance. She’d made enough scones and other pastries that she could have looked at the ingredient list and put them together instinctually, but Lavinia’s handwriting pulled her in. It was as if she could feel her great-grandmother by her side, guiding her. Keira could almost hear her gentle instructions. A pinch of salt, dear. Enough to bring out the taste, but not enough to overpower.

      This was the simplest—and possibly the blandest—recipe Keira had taken on in years. Not one mention of zest, fruit, extract, nuts—nothing except a tablespoon of ground hawthorn berry. If she weren’t so inexplicably drawn to the recipe, she wouldn’t have bothered.

      Beneath the recipe, in the same careful handwriting, were another couple of lines. It was written in a slightly different color of ink and was darker as if it had been added years later. Keira squinted at the words, trying to make sense of them.

      Excess of salt be somebody’s fault: ’tis contemptuous eater, blameless beater.

      Great-Grandma Lavinia had really been fixated on making sure the salt was right. Feeling paranoid, she pinched off a corner of the dough and dropped it into her mouth. She mashed it against the roof of her mouth and allowed it to languish on her tongue so she could be certain, but the salt content was just right.

      The salt warning wasn’t the only thing odd. The recipe’s name intrigued her. “Why are they called Memory Scones?” she asked under her breath, as if someone could answer, and she found herself thinking about her conversation with Brant again. If only she could help him in some way. He’d seemed so down, so sad as he recognized this deficiency in his life. She felt awful. What if he’d been fine before she’d brought it up? She hadn’t meant to cause problems where there weren’t any. The thing was, he probably had memories; they just needed to be uncovered.

      It wasn’t until she’d counted out the prescribed number of strokes that Keira realized she’d actually mixed the entire thing by hand when she had a perfectly good mixer that would have saved her the sore muscles. She smiled to herself, pleased with the texture of the mixture, and prepared the island’s surface to roll the dough into a disc that she then cut into triangles.

      Great-Grandma Lavinia’s scone recipe.

      She arranged them on her baking stone and set them in the center of the oven, then washed her hands and dried them completely, while mentally converting baking time from a hearth stove to a gas one. She set a time with her best guess and then dove into the book, looking for more recipes she could try from her ancestor. She’d been so excited to find this recipe, she hadn’t thought about how it wasn’t actually a side dish, so she still had to figure that out.

      She’d only gotten a few pages in when a knock rattled the old wooden door. There stood the one everyone called Grandma Tansy, though she was Keira and Claire’s great-aunt. Keira greeted the octogenarian with a firm hug, eyeing the canvas sack over her shoulder. “Grandma Tansy! What are you doing here—and during a workday?”

      “I put a sign on the counter telling everyone I’d be back in the apothecary momentarily.”

      She did that often. And somehow, her customers expected it. They either waited for her, sought her out in the courtyard garden, or came back to the shop later; never had Tansy had to worry about theft, even though the shop was left unlocked.

      “I ran into Claire a few minutes ago. She told me you’re looking for ideas for your side dish for tomorrow.” Tansy marched into the room, a slight shuffle to her feet and roundness in her shoulders, but otherwise moving pretty well. She pulled the sack off and set it on the island. “I grabbed a few things from my courtyard garden. They’re exactly what you’ll be looking for.” She pulled an assortment of fresh and dried herbs from the bag and separated them into piles on the counter.

      “Tansy, you know you’re going to have to remind me what these are, or I’m liable to mess something up.” Keira said it lightheartedly, making fun of her cooking foibles, but she wasn’t kidding in the least.

      Tansy cocked her head and gave Keira a look that could have withered rosemary. She clicked her tongue. “A chef who doesn’t know her herbs.”

      “A pastry chef,” Keira reminded gently. “A baker.”

      “Bakers use herbs too, Miss Smarty Pants.”

      Keira wished that weren’t true, because it made her look inept, but it was. “I’m learning,” she said defensively. “Until then, I’m thinking better safe than sorry.”

      Tansy gave her a soft grandmotherly smile and patted her cheek. “Sassy, aren’t you? It’s a good thing you aren’t my flesh and blood.” She gave Keira’s cheek another pat, this time a little harder.

      “We are kin.” Keira couldn’t make herself stop. If Tansy wanted sassy, she could be sassy.

      Tansy’s laugh was a full-on bark. “I know that. And I love you as much as I do my own Eden—at least I see you, since I never see her,” she grumbled the aside under her breath. She pointed to the herbs on the counter. “Make sure you pay attention, Miss Baker. I wouldn’t want you to mess anything up. We’ve got your coriander, garlic, mint, scallions, and parsley—”

      “Wait.” Tansy listed the plants so quickly, Keira had no hope of ever remembering. Except the garlic. Maybe the mint. And she could distinguish scallions from the others as well, of course. But the other two . . . “The coriander and parsley look the same,” she whined.

      “Bite your tongue, young lady,” Tansy snapped. “I’m not even going to answer that.” She didn’t stop before returning to her herb list. “Then you’ve got your powders—cumin, black pepper, cinnamon, sea salt.”

      Sure, while Tansy was saying them, she could differentiate one from another. The real problem was going the other way. “Okay, this would all make sense if I had a recipe in mind. Were you working off of one?” Keira wasn’t hopeful.

      Tansy gave her a side-eye and lifted a bent index finger into the air between their noses, with Tansy’s an inch or two lower than hers. “I can’t do your job for you.” She put her fingertip on Keira’s nose. “I know you’ll get it right.” She turned back to the island. “Now, is that—” She walked to Lavinia’s book, again without so much as a pause in between sentences to signal a change in the subject.

      Keira threw a dishtowel over the leather-bound book. “Top secret. You’ll see.” Or smell, if she stayed much longer. Delicious buttery-ness dripped in the air like summer raindrops in the sun. “Tomorrow.”

      If Tansy wasn’t going to give her the recipe for the side dish, Keira had to rush her from the apartment so she could google the ingredients in one search. Maybe a recipe would pop. That was assuming she could remember the names of everything in front of her.

      “Thank you, Grandma Tansy.” Keira walked her to the door, taking great care to match the older woman’s pace, though she was in a hurry. At the door, she kissed Tansy on the cheek. “Shall we pick you up tomorrow?”

      “Why? Are we expecting snow? I’m not dead yet. I can walk.” The crotchety woman hitched her now-empty canvas bag up her shoulder.

      Typical Grandma Tansy. “See you tomorrow,” Keira said with a smile.

      “See you tomorrow,” Tansy echoed. “And make sure you use all the ingredients.”
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      After eleven nights in his camp trailer, Brant had almost forgotten the opulence of heat, the elegance of a cheery fire, and the effervescence of a happy family conversing over a decadent dinner. It was so gracious of Liberty to invite him to Thanksgiving dinner at Covington House even though he wasn’t a guest at the bed and breakfast. He looked about the table, still iffy on most of the names of his dinner companions, but the ones his own age he was getting to know fairly well. He smiled at Keira across the table when she caught him looking at her.

      “So Brant,” Ginger said as she passed the mashed potatoes, “I understand you’ll be doing our First Night fireworks for us this year?”

      “I am.” He nodded, thankful for the conversation topic thrown out like a slow-pitched softball. He could field this one without breaking a sweat. “I’m excited about it too. Small-town holiday fireworks are the best. It’s . . .” He paused to choose his words. “. . . satisfying.” He loved the crowds, the appreciation, the clapping at the end. But professionally, they helped because they generated a buzz for recommendations.

      “You’ve done this before, then?” Liberty’s mom asked.

      “I have.” Now that the bowl of mashed potatoes had made it to him, he served himself a dollop and passed it on. His stomach growled in anticipation. “Many times, many places. My last big one was Eureka Springs’s Fourth of July.” It had been a beautiful night for it too. Homemade cranberry sauce was next, and the fact that it wasn’t a gelatinous can-shaped mass had him scooping up a spoonful of that as well.

      “Eureka Springs? As in—” Makenna? Makenna. He was sure of the name, and that she was another of Keira’s distant cousins, but what did she do again? Oh, right. She owned the antique store.

      “Arkansas,” he supplied. Apparently, the Victorian-era tourist town wasn’t as well-known as he’d grown up thinking. Unless someone was from the area, the reason most new people heard about it now was on podcasts about the town’s checkered medical past and one of America’s most notorious haunted hotels.

      “How did you end up doing fireworks in Hawthorne?” Liberty asked.

      He loved how everyone seemed interested. “Got lucky, I guess. Somehow my company’s name got to the right person at the right time. Fate or something.” He chuckled to show he didn’t actually believe that, but there were so many strange coincidences. “If my motorcycle hadn’t broken down when it did, I would have been well past the area. I probably wouldn’t have made the trip back since Quin needed someone ASAP.”

      “Oh, Quinten Kayhill.” The older woman everyone called Grandma Tansy placed a hand, shaking with age, to her chest. “I like him. He’s a good boy.” Like he was twenty years younger than he actually was.

      Brant almost wasn’t able to hold in his laugh. “Quin’s great. He has high expectations, but he’s pretty easy to work with.”

      Across from him at the table, Makenna rolled her eyes. Either she thought he was pandering, or there was a story between her and Quin.

      As the conversations turned to other guests around the table, Brant took a bite of the sweet potatoes and decided he was in heaven. Enjoying every bite, he looked around at the people surrounding the table. It was obvious to him from watching their interactions that some of the guests were more closely related or knew each other better than others, but everyone seemed to get along—as if some magic spell for happiness had been sprinkled over the food while Liberty’s grandfather pronounced the blessing.

      Had Brant ever experienced a family holiday dinner like this? Sometimes his lack of memories was merely a curiosity, but at times like this, the void echoed in his head. If he could only remember what his family holidays were like . . . but he couldn’t remember one. Not one busy, chatter-filled, squeeze-one-more-in-to-the-table dinner. His heart panged with regret. There had to have been joy like this in his life sometime, right?

      Unable to do anything about it, he pushed the regret aside. He might as well focus on enjoying this festive dinner. Everyone had welcomed him in like one of their own, and that was something to be grateful for this holiday. It could have been a lonely day, fourteen hundred miles from home. He was thankful to have been seen and his need recognized.

      Near the end of the meal, when they sat surrounded by bowls piled more than half full, Tansy lifted her chin at Keira. “Did you use all the herbs like I asked you to?” Her mouth pulled down in a frown, and she glared, probably at one of the bowls in particular, but Brant wasn’t sure which.

      “I did.” Keira inclined her head. “Though it took me the better part of an hour to figure out a dish that called for that specific combination.” She didn’t look happy about it either. After a slight pause, Keira stood. “If you’re anything like me,” she said to the table in general, “you don’t even want to think about eating anything else right now, but can I ask a big favor? All I need is one more bite before you leave.” Her shoulders tensed. “I’m trying out one of Great-Grandma Lavinia’s recipes for the shop, and I could use everyone’s honest opinion.”

      Grumblings, headshakes, and a few pats on the stomach ensued.

      “Why don’t you wait a few hours?” Claire tucked her napkin next her plate in a clear signal that she was done.

      “Later is for pie,” Keira said with a light tone. “I wouldn’t dare encroach on sacred Thanksgiving pie. Scones—even Great-Grandma Lavinia’s scones—could never substitute for pie.” She raised her index finger. “All I need is one bite from each of you.” Her eyebrows went up, pleadingly.

      With a general approval, she disappeared into the kitchen. When she returned, she brought out a plate with a couple of beautifully perfect triangular scones along with bite-sized pieces for samples. She passed the plate to the elderly man at the head of the table and stood, chewing her bottom lip while she watched the plate make its way around.

      “Is it pumpkin?” Liberty’s grandfather asked through his bite.

      “It doesn’t taste like pumpkin to me.” Liberty took a second nibble. “More like hawthorn berries.”

      The idea of hawthorn berries made Brant uneasy. Outside this region, he’d never heard of eating berries from a hawthorn tree. If it wasn’t popular anywhere else, there was probably a reason. They could be poison, for all he knew.

      “Are they all the same flavor, Keira?” Ginger looked at the plate with curiosity. “Because mine doesn’t taste like hawthorn berry at all. I’m tasting chocolate pecan, but it’s not brown.” Instead of looking confused, Ginger sounded like she understood completely; she was simply stating a fact.

      Keira smiled and shook her head. “You guys know I can’t say. That’s part of what I want from you.”

      “Parsley, thyme, and rosemary,” Tansy said with authority. “They taste exactly like Grandma Lavinia’s.” Tansy licked a crumb from her lip and then reaching for another sample bite. “It reminds me of being in the garden with her. Did you know she’s the one who taught me about herbs?”

      Claire leaned toward Brant like she wanted to tell him something, and he leaned toward her. “Umm, that’s not actually possible,” Claire whispered. “Lavinia died about a hundred years before Tansy was born. Ginger said Tansy’s starting to forget things.” Sorrow pinched around her eyes.

      “It reminds me of a book club I used to attend at Red Leaves.” Liberty’s mom looked at Claire. “I don’t remember if they served them, but they must have. Otherwise, why would I think about it?”

      “Reminds me of that night at the well.” Liberty looked significantly from Keira to Claire and then to Makenna. They all nodded at each other.

      Crazy. Brant wanted to shake his head. The rest of everyone else seemed to be enjoying the scones, but they had a personal connection to the recipe and, judging by the varied memories associated with them, had had them many times in the past. He’d probably be the only objective taster in the room. Hoping it tasted more like pumpkin than hawthorn berries, he sucked up his worries and took a bite.

      The taste of lemon was so powerful, it was like drinking lemonade. How could everyone be so unsure of the taste when it was clearer to him than a full moon on a cloudless night? A warm blast of air like summer pushed against him. The fire on the hearth didn’t even quiver in what had to be a downdraft, but the feeling made him think of Independence Day in Eureka Springs. Only he wasn’t the one shooting off fireworks. He was sitting cross-legged on a picnic blanket, slightly in front of his parents, who sat holding hands behind him. They’d been waiting for what felt like hours for the sky to be dark enough. Finally, his father leaned into his shoulder to point at something in the sky. “Do you see that, son?”

      The memory was so vivid, so present, Brant closed his eyes and could almost smell the sulfur and spent gunpowder from the fireworks lingering in the air. Had this been the moment fireworks had become his life’s passion? Had this connection with his father been strong enough to be the catalyst of everything important in his life, and if so, how had he forgotten?

      Experiencing a lifetime of feelings condensed into those few seconds hit Brant with such force, his eyes threatened to tear up. So he had had a happy childhood—at least in that moment. He chewed his bite of scone slowly, not wanting the feeling to leave. Swallowing past the lump in his throat was difficult. It wasn’t just what he’d seen, smelled, and tasted; he had felt it. He’d felt security, curiosity, connection. Love.

      Around him, the Covington family continued to share memories, joke about flavors, and from what he could tell in his haze, give Keira positive feedback. He was too stunned to respond, but this scone was by far his new favorite dessert.
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      The scone samples were nothing but crumbs, but Keira still couldn’t comprehend what she’d seen. She caught Makenna’s eye and tipped her head toward the kitchen before she grabbed Claire’s hand and dragged her out of her dining chair. Knowing that Liberty, as hostess, would join them, Keira pulled Claire toward the kitchen. Liberty’s eyes flew open in question, and Keira gave a quick nod and looked at the kitchen door.

      “What just happened?” Keira hiss-whispered when the four of them were safely ensconced in the kitchen. She stood at an angle to keep an eye on those in the dining room so they wouldn’t be interrupted.

      “That was so cool, Keira!” Claire practically bounced with excitement. “How many flavors were mentioned?”

      Always full of nervous energy, Liberty went to the stove and started stacking dirty pots next to the sink. “I think it was different for everyone.” The awe in Liberty’s voice said she wasn’t sure what to think.

      “We’re overreacting. I know we all wish it was something, but it can’t be.” Makenna leaned languidly against the counter. “People’s taste isn’t as strong as we think. I don’t know about you, but sometimes, I can’t recognize a flavor until I’m told what it is.” She brushed some crumbs into the sink and leaned back again.

      “It wasn’t just the flavors,” Keira said, though that was the most obvious one. “I noticed that everyone mentioned a memory connected to the flavor they tasted. Did anyone else get that?” She rubbed her forehead with one hand. “Maybe it’s because the recipe was from Lavinia’s book, but—” She dropped her hand and stared at the other women. She really needed their support, because she was kind of freaking out here. Was it possible? Had she— Even her thoughts couldn’t finish that statement. “Either I’m going crazy and trying to make connections that aren’t there, or something special really did happen.” Her throat went dry and she cleared her throat.

      Makenna’s calm down gesture did nothing to lessen Keira’s mounting frenzy. “Talking about memories has a domino effect. You bring up Lavinia, then Tansy latches on—”

      “Don’t discount it just because it’s Tansy,” Claire interrupted her. “Something happened out there.” Thank goodness Claire was so sure; it kept Keira from doubting herself so much.

      “I’m just saying that when someone starts talking about memories at a family holiday,” Makenna continued, “nostalgia rages and everyone joins in.”

      “That’s true to a point,” Keira agreed. The oddest part about it was what she was experiencing at the same time. Even before someone mentioned a flavor, she could smell it—only a hint, but she’d gotten it every time.

      “Did it remind anyone else of that night at the well?” Liberty looked at each of them in turn. “My scone was the same hawthorn berry taste as those cookies.” She touched her lips as if she could still taste her scone. “Did you get the hawthorn berries from here or Tansy’s courtyard?” She looked at Keira, expecting an answer.

      “That’s the thing,” Keira said. “The scone is deliberately bland—it’s a base. In a normal scone recipe, when I’d be adding whatever the flavor is—cheese, berries, zest, something—Lavinia’s recipe just . . . stops. It specifically says not to add flavor.” She tucked a loose lock of hair into her up-do. “That’s why I had to try it out here first. I can’t serve it at the café if it’s bland. Customers would hate it, but—” She swallowed, thinking back to the reactions of Covingtons who were used to the occasional bizarre experience, but . . . She shook her head. “Do you think?” She raised her hands, palms up. She almost couldn’t say it. “M—”

      “Maybe.” Liberty shrugged and turned to the sink to fill the sink with water.

      Brant stepped through the doorway, a huge pile of dirty dishes in his hands. That was sweet of him to be helpful, but his timing was bad. Liberty stepped away from the sink, and without a word, he set the dishes under the faucet in the ever-growing sudsy water.

      That was it? That was all she was going to get? Keira was asking about the very thing all four of them had wished for that moonlit night, and all Liberty was going to give her was an accepting shrug and a maybe?

      “Thanks, Brant, but you don’t need to do that.” Liberty crossed her arms over her chest, standing guard in front of the sink like she wouldn’t accept any more.

      “Sorry, you’re stuck with my help.” Brant shrugged and sauntered out of the kitchen. No doubt he’d realized he’d interrupted something and didn’t want to stick around long.

      “If we all help, it’ll be done quickly,” Keira said, thinking about Brant. He really was a great guy and trying to be helpful. It wasn’t his fault he’d come in when he’d been abandoned with the guests he barely knew, and she aimed to fix that. They’d clear off the dining table, and then maybe they could spend some time together—if she could figure out what that should be.
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      In the dining room, the Thanksgiving dinner guests lingered at the table, plates pushed to the center as they visited with one another. When Brant and Liberty started reaching to clear the table, Tansy, Liberty’s grandfather, and her mom all exited toward the living area.

      “There are so many leftovers,” Liberty said, looking at bowls more than half full on the sideboard. “This one hardly looks touched.”

      She lifted a colorful mostly rice salad of some sort. As colorful as it was, it had been tempting to Brant, but he’d skipped it based on lack of real estate on his plate—and later, in his stomach.

      “Keira made that, I think,” Ginger said.

      Now Brant felt that much worse for not having at least tried it. Liberty shrugged and turned away quickly as if that was precisely the reason she hadn’t.

      “It was quite good—especially the dressing. A zesty mix of citrus juices, olive oil, and warm spices.” Ginger’s defense of Keira sounded sincere.

      “Would you like to take it home?” Liberty asked her.

      “No.” Ginger glanced about the room, but only Brant, his arms laden with a second load of dishes, and Liberty were in the room with her at the moment. “There was something . . . a little off,” she whispered. “Maybe you should let Keira take it home.”

      Liberty chuckled and nodded, taking the bowl and setting it off to one side.

      A moment later, Keira stepped through the doorway, carrying bags of rolls and the cranberry-apple sauce. “What about the rest of these leftovers? Will you be able to use them here for the bed and breakfast?”

      Liberty gave Brant a sideways glance, and he wasn’t sure if it was an acknowledgment that they’d almost got caught talking about Keira’s cooking, or a warning that he shouldn’t tell her.

      “I’m sure I’d eat some later if you’re trying to get rid of it,” he said.

      “Sold.” Liberty flashed him a grin. “Be sure to make up a plate.”

      “Judge and Ida planned to have dinner with their son at the hospital—isn’t that sweet?” Ginger said. “They wouldn’t let him eat in the cafeteria alone just because he was scheduled to work today. But that also means they didn’t get leftovers. You could try them.”

      If Brant remembered correctly, Judge was the friendly one of the three men he saw most mornings at the café.

      Keira turned to Brant, both of them with hands full and carting bowls and plates to the kitchen. “Want to take a walk?” she asked him. “We could make some deliveries.”

      “I could use the exercise after all that amazing food.”

      “Let me wrap up plates first.” Except they weren’t plates so much as to-go boxes she heaped food into.

      A few minutes later, armed with a balance of healthy food and thick slices of pie, Brant and Keira set out to make their deliveries.

      “I feel bad we never asked you what your family is doing today,” Keira said apologetically. “After our conversation last week, I was hesitant to bring it up in front of everyone in case it made you uncomfortable.”

      Dusk was rapidly approaching, and with the loss of sunlight, the temperature was dropping, but Brant couldn’t think of anywhere he’d rather be. Exactly like that day in his newfound memory, today had been a really good day. The thought struck him as poignant. Maybe this would be a memory that would stick. Was there some way he could ensure it would?

      “You are one of the most thoughtful people I’ve met.” Brant looked over in time to see her blush at the compliment. He hadn’t meant to embarrass her, but he was a firm believer in telling someone when they did something well. “To answer your question, I’m not sure what my dad is up to today.”

      He paused and swallowed. How much should he say? He didn’t want to put a damper on the day, but he wanted to be up front, and his lies of omission the other day when they’d been talking about his memories weighed heavily on his conscience. “My dad and I haven’t spent a lot of time together since my mom passed away.”

      He hadn’t meant to pause long, but it was significant enough that she squeezed in a heartfelt “I’m sorry to hear that. It must have been hard.”

      He nodded his thanks but then took a big breath. “You know, when we were talking about memories the other day, and I said I didn’t have any anchors?”

      “Yes?” She encouraged him to continue.

      “I should have had one, at least—her funeral. It should have been the most basic one of all, with a very distinct before and after. And yet, it wasn’t until today, when your family was sharing memories around the dinner table, that I remembered something.”

      “Wait. You had a memory?” Keira seemed more excited by this than he’d expected.

      He nodded slowly, worried the memory would have escaped like the smoke after a firework dissipates, but the details came as he willed them. He let out a breath of relief. “It was a Fourth of July—when I was about ten maybe? The three of us were having a normal, happy family moment, and it was . . . nice.” It had been so long since he’d felt that loved. “I don’t know where that memory came from or why it showed up today. I don’t understand why it hasn’t been waiting to be recalled whenever I wanted it to be, but as far as things to be grateful for this Thanksgiving, I have to say that one’s mine.” He breathed out quickly and brightened his tone. He’d gotten too serious mired in the unfamiliar nostalgia. “Anyway. Thank you for that.”

      She gave him a quizzical look. “For what?”

      “I guess because—” Should he say what he was thinking? How would she take it? “—I think your scone is what did it. The lemon zest brought me right back to that day. We got this amazing lemonade from a vendor that day.” He shook his head. “I’d always heard that smells were hardwired to trigger memories, but since it’s never happened to me before, I didn’t realize tastes could be that strong too.” He smiled at her. “You wanted an honest opinion about the scones—I can’t wait until you make them again.”

      He followed as she turned up a front walk toward a modestly sized home. “Also, thanks for sharing your family with me, and the walk . . .” He bumped his shoulder into hers. “And for getting me out of dish duty.”

      She rolled her eyes, and her smile brought out her right dimple. “You wouldn’t have had to do the dishes. You were a guest. I, on the other hand, should be thanking you for agreeing to help me deliver these so I didn’t have to wash.”

      After they’d dropped off goodies to Judge and Ida, they went to deliver to Gene and his wife Dea, not far from what was soon to be Brant’s new property. Before they turned back toward Covington House, Brant laid a hand on Keira’s arm to stop her. “Are you in a hurry? There’s something I want to show you.”

      A quirk of her eyebrow and the lift to her smile showed her curiosity. “I’ve got time.” She turned her head, looking around her, but obviously had no idea what she was looking for. “Are you going to give me a hint?”

      They were almost upon it anyway. “What do you know about the old garage?” It was a little late to be asking anyone’s opinion since it was officially under escrow, but he could still back out if he needed to.

      “Thinking of changing professions?” She cocked her head at him.

      “Just addresses.”

      She stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and stared at him. “For real?”

      He chuckled. “For real. I had Trina Hughes research the property for me and made an official offer last Saturday.”

      Was he making things up, or did she look pleased at his news?

      “What? You’re kidding! Like you’re buying the place? Is that where your company will be?” She started walking again, this time with even more of a spring to her step.

      “Sort of. Company headquarters will stay in Eureka Springs for a while, but I thought I’d give expansion a shot, you know? I have some leads on a few more gigs—weddings, corporate events, that kind of thing—on top of Hawthorne’s First Night. Either way, I wasn’t finding housing.” He shrugged. “And now I’ll have a garage to park my trailer in while I’m renovating.”

      “You bought an old, falling-down building so you’ll have a garage?” She thumped him on the arm of his jacket.

      “Yes, I did, so I can rub it in that I have a garage and you don’t.” Teasing her was so much fun.

      “You’ll probably install a dishwasher too, to spite me.” She glared at him playfully.

      “My reasoning exactly.”

      “What if you don’t decide to stay in Hawthorne? What if you miss Eureka Springs?”

      “Miss it enough to move back?” He doubted that would happen.

      She nodded earnestly.

      “Then I flip the property. I happen to know a young lady who was looking for something built in the last century with a dishwasher and a garage.” They’d stopped in front of it on the old concrete pad, where weeds sprouted through the cracks. He surveyed the property, feeling like this was the best decision he’d made in a long time. “After helping at your apartment the other day, I realized I really wanted to do this.”

      “You’re going to transform it into a house?” Unable to recognize the potential, she sounded skeptical.

      “I think it’ll be a great home. Unique. The bones are there—even the kitchen that I’ll build out of the break room.” He had no problem picturing it. “It’ll be like a big man cave.”

      Keira smirked at him. “Don’t you live alone? By definition, anywhere you live is a man cave.”

      “Technically.” He thought about the toy hauler, which was feeling smaller every night he slept in it. He shrugged but could feel the excitement all over his face.

      She stared at the building, her eyes narrowed. “It’s the biggest fixer-upper I’ve ever seen.” Brant was glad it wasn’t him she was critiquing so harshly.

      She wasn’t exaggerating. Fascia was falling down, the concrete was cracked, the pumps had long since been dug out of the ground, leaving huge holes in front of the building, and even the roof looked more like a wave than a strong line.

      “But yeah.” She nodded her head, and relief melted over him. “As good as you were with my apartment, I’m sure it’ll turn out great. I can’t wait to see it.”

      He chuckled. “There’s a big difference between simple repairs and a transformation this big.” When he’d made the offer, he’d been confident he could pull this off. Why was he faltering now?

      She turned toward him, her smile and those amazing dimples softening her face. “I believe in you.”

      Those simple words, ones he wondered if he’d ever heard from someone important to him in his life, shored up his confidence. “It’ll be a fun challenge.” His biggest concern was when he would find the time to work on it enough to make it habitable for the harsh New England winter, but it was better than the RV park.

      He should have just thanked her, but he bumped her shoulder again instead. This time when he did so, she started to fall, and he reached out to catch her. He might have pulled her closer than what was needed to steady her, but she didn’t step away. She smelled of peppermint and lemon, her breath quickening.

      She stared up at him with wide, beautiful brown eyes, and his heart flipped. She caught her lower lip between her teeth, and he couldn’t look away. He wanted so badly to kiss her. Cupping her cheek with his palm, he ran his thumb over her bottom lip. She responded by letting it go, her skin so soft and warm under his touch. He hitched in a breath and leaned in to kiss her, only to have her pocket buzz. He could have easily ignored it, but she jumped, laughing, and his stomach sank with disappointment.

      With embarrassment, and—he hoped—a touch of guilt, she looked up at him, phone in her hand and lip again caught between her teeth. An apology lit her eyes. As much as it was killing him not to be able to kiss her right then, her mixture of excitement and embarrassment was endearing. That text had better be worth it for completely annihilating the moment.

      “Sorry.” She dropped her eyes from his as she swiped the screen unlocked. Reading, her eyes flew open wide. “Claire’s taking Ginger to the hospital.”

      “What happened?”

      “Food poisoning, they think, but it hit so hard, they want to make sure.”

      “And fast.” Brant shook his head. “She was fine when we left, wasn’t she?” He didn’t bother to wait for her to answer but closed his hand around hers, offering whatever strength he had to her. “Let’s get you back with your family.”
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      Fear clutched at Keira’s insides. Ginger didn’t get sick often, and if she was bad enough they were rushing her to the ER on Thanksgiving night . . .

      She walked faster, trying not to allow herself to worry.

      Brant matched his pace to hers. “Would you like me to drive you to the hospital?”

      Keira felt torn. Hawthorne wasn’t big enough to have much of a hospital, which meant they’d be driving a town or two over. Not that it was a big deal—it wouldn’t take that long—but was that the best use of her time? She and Ginger had made plans for that evening to prep food in advance of a busy Black Friday. Would she rather have Keira working on that or sitting in a waiting room, unable to see her? She didn’t want to make this decision. What she wanted was to know that Ginger would be okay.

      The weight of carrying Black Friday for Ginger’s sake felt heavy. Of course, Sweet Memories had other employees to help out when either Keira or Ginger was gone, but Ginger loved kicking off the Christmas season. And as much as Keira wanted to think she was ready to take over the café, the thought of running the shop for basically the first time all alone on arguably the busiest weekend of the year? That not only scared Keira, but it would most certainly make Ginger nervous. How was she going to get better if she was stressing over her business?

      Which meant Keira had to chef up and fill in for her aunt’s sake. Ginger needed to rest and get better, not worry if she’d still have a business to return to when she was feeling back to normal.

      “Keira?” Brant stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and turned to look at her, his concern evident.

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” She couldn’t believe she’d forgotten to answer him. “No, thank you.” She tugged her jacket more tightly around her shoulders like a hug. “I’d be in the way at the hospital. Claire will keep me in the loop.” She cleared her throat, determination taking over. “I’m going to head back to the café and get started on tomorrow’s baking. That way, I’m free to fill in for Ginger if she’s not back. Tomorrow’s going to be a long day.”

      “Makes sense.” He gave her hand a gentle squeeze.

      She felt him watching her reactions, scrutinizing every flinch and tensed muscle. She shook her phone. “Mind if I—”

      “Of course not. Please do.” Instead of turning in the direction of Covington House, Brant led her toward the corner of Autumn and Maple and the café.

      As they went, Keira responded to Claire’s text. “You don’t need to walk me home,” she said to Brant, but she kept her eyes on the phone as her thumbs flew over the glass surface. Tell Ginger I hope she feels better quickly and not to worry about—

      A sharp tug on her arm pulled her back, and Keira looked up to see they were at Maple with a car speeding in their direction.

      Maybe she did need his help. “Thank you.” She took in a soothing breath, allowing the near-miss jitters to subside before she finished her message to Claire. —the café. We’ll keep it running till she’s ready to return.

      If Ginger was sick enough to go to the ER on Thanksgiving, the café would be the last thing on her mind, but eventually it would occur to her. In case Ginger said something to Claire, Keira wanted her to be able to reassure her.

      Please let me know as soon as you know ANYTHING about her condition.

      Brant stopped her at the café doors. “Are you going to be okay?”

      He really was the sweetest. She forced a smile. “I’m sure she’ll be fine. And so will I. I just have a lot of work to do tonight to prepare . . .”

      She had all the ingredients, had all the time. What she needed was to juggle the schedule she’d planned. Not the way she’d planned to end the evening, especially when she’d been having such a great time with Brant.

      “Can I help somehow? Prep work or anything? Keira?”

      She hadn’t realized she’d spaced out again. “No, thank you.” She looked into his eyes, those warm hazel irises she’d practically fallen into half an hour ago. “Really. Thank you for walking me home and for being here for me.”

      He took one step back. “You’re sure you’ll be okay?” He repeated his question from before.

      She put on a brave smile. “I will.” There was no sense panicking before she knew anything

      The hand he placed on her forearm sent a comforting reassurance through her. “I’ll be in sometime tomorrow—”

      “I hope so,” she interrupted.

      “—and I expect an update on her condition,” he finished without missing a beat.

      “I wouldn’t expect differently.” His concern warmed her heart.

      He didn’t leave until she was safely inside the shop with the doors locked behind her. She’d never needed a gesture so gallant before, and yet that one thoughtful act of lingering a moment or two longer to make sure she was safe had to be one of the sweetest things a guy had ever done for her.

      When he was gone, she made her way into the café’s kitchen. What could easily have been several minutes later, she found herself staring blankly at the stainless-steel island. This spacing out thing wouldn’t do. Her best distraction would be baking. What would make a tasty breakfast she could have prepped and cooked tonight?

      The scones had gone over well with her family, so that seemed the logical place to start. She’d need the recipe . . .

      “Ugh!” She pinched the bridge of her nose and scrunched her eyes tight. After Keira had made the scones the night before, Claire had locked Great-Grandma Lavinia’s book back in the antique desk. The key, unfortunately, was on the ring with Claire’s car keys. At the hospital. With Ginger.

      Either Keira would have to come up with something different, or she’d have to remember the recipe. She closed her eyes, picturing herself at her sunny apartment island upstairs. She saw the handwriting, the spacing on the page, and then the words and measurements came into focus. “Got it.”

      She rushed into the shop front room and pulled her battered spiral notebook from the bottom drawer under the cash register. Grabbing a pen from the tip jar on the counter, she jotted down the ingredients and amounts before they spilled from her memory.

      When she was sure she’d remembered every last detail, she took the notebook into the kitchen with her, ready to start mixing up another batch. This time, however, she’d need more scones—a lot more scones—and she did the math to triple the yield before dumping ingredients into the commercial-grade mixer.

      She was nearly done baking when Claire came in, letting herself through the locked door at the bookstore side and wearily taking the steps into the café. She slumped into a chair at the first table as if she couldn’t go a step farther.

      Keira shoved the last tray of scones into the oven and set the timer. On her way to talk, she grabbed a glass of milk and cut a slice of pecan pie. When she got to the table, she placed both in front of her sister before slipping into the chair next to her. “How is she? Do they know what’s wrong?”

      Claire picked up her fork but left it held over her pie as if she’d forgotten it was there. “Kind of. Not really? At the house, we’d been worried about her persistent vomiting, but when they took her vitals at the hospital, they were more concerned about her heart. In the end, they decided it was a particularly wicked food poisoning—not your typical undercooked Thanksgiving turkey. They’ll keep her overnight to make sure she stays hydrated, and tomorrow they plan to do a full cardiac workup.”

      “Oh, no.” Keira leaned forward, her exhaustion and worry sinking deep into her bones. “Did she have heart issues before?” Ginger hadn’t mentioned anything that Keira remembered.

      “No, she had a checkup earlier this year. Which—” Claire paused, obviously hesitant to go on. Her eyes flicked to the door and then down to her plate.

      Was Claire was trying to spare her feelings? Did this somehow tie back to her? Keira wasn’t about to start saying something and then not finish. “Which . . .” she prompted.

      Claire sighed and looked up at her. “Which led the doctors into thinking that the cardiac issues could be tied to the food poisoning.”

      Back to food poisoning. Keira mentally ran through the various dishes served at dinner, cataloging a list of possible contaminants. “No one else got sick?” The culprit was more likely to be something Ginger ate for breakfast or the night before.

      Claire turned her fork over and over again. “Unless you heard something I didn’t?”

      Keira shook her head. No texts or phone calls from anyone but Claire and Brant.

      Claire took a drink of the milk and sighed. “I hate to tell you this, but . . .”

      “But . . .” Keira’s heart pounded. What was Claire not telling her? Was this more serious than Keira had assumed? Would there be permanent damage? Was she so dehydrated that her organs were shutting down? Keira’s own mouth was too dry for her to speak any of her questions. She commandeered Claire’s milk and took a sip.

      “The current theory is the pomegranate salad.”

      Her heart sank. Of course. The side dish Keira had made. “But no one else got sick, and Ginger couldn’t have been the only one to eat it.” Or was she? Keira couldn’t actually picture it on anyone else’s plate. Even she had decided against it, figuring she could try it later. Of course, she’d left it at the bed and breakfast, but even if she hadn’t, she wouldn’t be eating any now. She jumped up from the table to find her phone. “I’ve got to call Liberty before someone else eats the salad.”

      “I already did from the hospital, just in case.” Claire pushed the plate away from her. She hadn’t taken more than a token bite.

      Poor Ginger.

      Keira sat down again, a knot forming in her stomach. She’d wanted to take over Sweet Memories eventually, but this was an ugly way for fate to push her into it. It was like being set up for failure. And looking like she’d done it on purpose. “Do you think Tansy has something that could help Ginger recover quicker?” Keira wasn’t beyond grasping at straws if there was nothing else to hold on to.

      Claire gave her a you’re crazy look. “I’m not sure I’d count on Tansy’s talents at the moment.” She rubbed her temples. “Not that we need anything else to worry about right now, but at dinner, did you get the feeling that Tansy’s a little . . . off? She’s not developing dementia, is she?” Worry lines creased her forehead.

      Keira thought back to the completely lucid conversation she’d had with her great-aunt when Tansy brought the herbs over to her apartment the day before. “I don’t see it.” She shook her head. Sure, Tansy was closer to ninety than eighty, but she’d been as sharp as wild chicory.

      “You don’t think her asking if you used all the herbs she gave you was weird?”

      Keira gave a half shrug. “No more than giving me those specific ones and then telling me I needed to find a recipe that used them all.”

      “Exactly.” Apparently, that made Claire’s argument, but there was a difference between mystically eccentric and losing her mind. “She said some real off-the-wall things after you and Brant left too, talking about how in August she’d planted some certain flower for your wedding next September and she hopes Brant likes them too.”

      “I guess that proves it, then.” Keira let her sarcasm show she wasn’t convinced. At all. “She’s completely lost it.”

      “Why? Because a groom wouldn’t care about wedding flowers, am I right?”

      Keira gave her an extra-long glare. Not even counting the fact that none of them had known Brant in the summer, why would the family assume Keira would be marrying anyone next fall? Of all her unmarried cousins, she was one of the youngest. Besides, if there would be something between her and Brant, she wanted to explore it on their own, not with a family audience. She opted for sarcastic dismissal of Claire’s and Tansy’s insinuations that Brant was interested in her. “Because obviously a good-looking single man new to town must be looking for a relationship,” she said dryly.

      Other than a twitch of her left eyebrow and the tightening of her lips to hold back a smile, Claire didn’t respond for the longest time. “Doesn’t mean you couldn’t have fun getting to know him.”

      “You have a point there.” If Brant had leaned in to kiss her when they’d locked eyes earlier that evening, she wouldn’t have pushed him away. There was no denying he was handsome. “But why would Tansy say something like that?” Keira couldn’t help being a little bugged by it. Was it that the family had been talking about her behind her back, or because they’d been setting her up? “But I guess that was your original point—your proof that Tansy is showing signs of dementia.”

      “You’re asking why she would say that about you and Brant?”

      Keira hesitated and then nodded.

      Claire looked at her as if she’d asked if frosting goes on cupcakes. “Because of the chemistry between you two.”

      Keira felt her cheeks go up in flames. “There is no chemistry.”

      Silently, Claire continued to stare.

      “Wishful thinking, then?” Had Keira ever mentioned she’d always wanted a September wedding? “Extrapolating?” She gave a half shrug. “Tansy saw me and Brant talking, and because we left on a walk together—” She shook her head. “Of course, we’re practically engaged.” She forced a chuckle. “That makes her a busybody old romantic, not forgetful.”

      Claire tossed her hands up. “I’m just saying I’m a little concerned.”

      Keira’s eyebrows shot together as she tried to figure out what concerned Claire about Keira and Brant.

      “About Tansy,” she clarified. “But maybe it’s from the stress of the day.” She pushed away from the table. “How much more do you need to do before bed?”

      Keira checked her watch, something she’d been doing about every thirty seconds the last couple of minutes. “Almost—” The timer dinged, and Keira rose to get the last of the scones out of the oven. “This was the final batch. A little clean-up and drizzling them with glaze before they cool too much, and I’ll be up.” She gave her sister a long hug. “Thank you for being there for Ginger.” Tears pricked at the back of her eyes. “I don’t know what I’d do—”

      Claire pulled away and held her at arm’s length, staring into her eyes. “Don’t go there. It’s a little bit of food poisoning. She’ll be fine.”

      “I—” Keira swallowed the lump in her throat. “I don’t want her to think it was my fault.” Even if it was. And it certainly wasn’t on purpose.

      “She doesn’t.” Claire gave her shoulders a slight squeeze. “Don’t be too long. I’ll leave the light on.”
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      The next morning when Keira opened the doors to more customers than usual without Ginger’s help, she was relieved she’d prepared as much as she had the day before. Muscle memory and two mugs of her favorite peppermint hot chocolate in quick succession had her powering through the few hours of sleep she lacked.

      It’s no different than working on Ginger’s days off, she told herself, and she almost believed it. Noah was at the grill, and although he’d only worked at the café a few weeks, he was more consistently plating customers’ orders without issues, and Keira could run the cash register in her sleep. By the time Brant came in around eight, the café workers had fallen into a rhythm.

      Catching a glimpse of his familiar form—the confident set of his shoulders, the tilt of his head like he was looking up at something—sent Keira’s into double time in anticipation, thinking of their walk the previous night, their conversations and joking, and the way she was pretty sure he’d been about to kiss her. She bit down on her lower lip to keep from smiling too broadly when their eyes met across the room.

      Brant greeted her with a chin tip and no smile, like he was any other customer. He stepped into line behind the mom and seven-ish-year-old daughter for his chance at the glass-topped case and buried his nose in his phone, and Keira had to temper her disappointment. What had she expected? That he would cut in line, rush over and pull her into a hug? The idea was laughable.

      He barely looked up when it was his turn at the counter, instead scrutinizing everything in the case until finally, his head shot up. “Are those your scones from yesterday?”

      “Same recipe, different batch.” She smiled, grateful for his enthusiastic reaction.

      “They look like they’re selling well.”

      It was true. The tray of scones only had a few remaining, whereas her plate of Danishes was almost full. She needed to take a moment to replace the tray with another from the back. “It’s not going too bad. I’ve already sold more than three dozen, and considering it’s not even eight in the morning . . .”

      He rubbed the back of his neck. “I’m lucky I got here when I did, then. I didn’t realize I’d have to fight everyone else off to get one.”

      Keira smiled at the intended compliment. “With your dark-chocolate coconut hot chocolate?” It was a given. His morning pastry order changed almost daily, but he always had the hot chocolate made with the coconut milk.

      He paused as if he needed to think about it. “I guess it would go okay.”

      “Go okay?” Why wouldn’t it?

      “With the lemon in the scone,” he explained.

      Right. He’d mentioned the lemon flavor he’d tasted. “I never said there was lemon in the recipe.”

      “Right. Either way, I knew I needed another scone this morning.” He leaned over the counter and lowered his voice. “I couldn’t stop reliving that memory all night.”

      Goose bumps sent tingles down her arms.

      He stood back up straight. “With all the reminiscing your family was doing and then my having an actual memory . . .” He laughed. “I would say it was because of the scone, but that’s not possible.” He ran a hand through his hair. “However, that doesn’t mean I would turn away the opportunity for another scone. If I happen to have another memory at the same time . . .”

      Clearly, he considered it a real possibility. And after her conversation with her cousins the evening before, she did too. In fact, she expected it.

      In the bustle of the morning, she’d tried to keep an ear out for customers’ reactions, but she hadn’t heard anything yet. At least now she’d have someone to ask. She plated his scone, asked if he wanted it warmed—he did not—accepted his payment, and told him she’d bring his drink out when it was ready.

      A few minutes after he retreated to his favorite table, she served his mug of hot chocolate, the whipped cream piled high. She’d even garnished it with a couple of toasted coconut flakes. “How’s the scone? As good as yesterday?”

      “It tastes a little different today.” His expression never changed, but the way he lifted one shoulder and dropped it said what his words didn’t.

      Not the response she’d expected. “Different in a good way or a bad way?”

      He took a sip of his drink. “In a different way?”

      She stared at him, trying to read between the lines, to see if she could figure out exactly what he was holding back.

      “It tastes fine, only . . .” He took his time smoothing the paper napkin over one denim-clad thigh.

      “Only . . . ?” she prompted.

      He looked at her straight on. Apparently, he’d decided to give her a straight answer. Finally. “Only it’s missing something.”

      She bit down on her lip to keep from looking as crushed as she felt. She never messed up baked goods. Desserts were her thing. They were always perfect. Always.

      And now Brant Whitbeck was saying that she’d messed it up. Well, what did he know?

      She wanted to think it was him. Maybe he’d suddenly developed a cold and lost his sense of taste or something. More likely, her bad luck, rotten mojo, black thumb of cooking was spreading. She already couldn’t prepare normal foods with any degree of proficiency, and now she was losing her talent when it came to what used to be her specialty? She wanted to rage that he was at fault, that he didn’t know anything, but she swallowed the impulse. This was feedback she’d needed. No one else that morning had told her anything was off.

      “Did you maybe forget an ingredient or something?” he asked.

      She was fairly certain she hadn’t. She’d make sure to see how what she wrote down from memory the night before compared to Grandma Lavinia’s original.

      “Don’t give up.” It was almost a plea. He looked pointedly around the room so she would notice the others eating scones. “They’re all happy. That should tell you enough. The scones are fine.”

      What could possibly have gone wrong?

      “And if fine’s not what you were going for,” he hurriedly added, “you could experiment. Add a little fruit zest or berries, or whatever you had in it yesterday.”

      That was the one thing Keira was sure she hadn’t messed up on the recipe. Since Lavinia’s recipe didn’t call for fruit or zest, she hadn’t added it either time. “And what if that experiment fails as well?” Was it possible that using her electric mixer instead of killing herself by hand made a difference? The idea didn’t sound plausible.

      As if to prove that he still liked it, Brant took another bite of the scone, chewed, swallowed, and chased it down with some of the hot chocolate. “I wouldn’t call this a failure, Keira. Maybe it’s me.”

      She knew what he was saying—he was disappointed that no new memories had come to him, and she felt as let down as he did.

      “I bet the next time you make it, that same wow factor will be back.”

      He couldn’t know that. She didn’t know that. If she had no influence on the magic—or whatever it was—the first time, how could she guarantee she would again? “I’ve got to get back . . .” She indicated the front counter and the new customers who’d walked in.

      He reached out and touched her wrist, halting her before she left. “Your scones are amazing—everything you make is amazing.”

      Now he was patronizing her. “Because I am amazing,” she joked with more confidence than she felt.

      “My thoughts exactly.” His sincerity on that point, at least, was so earnest, it was almost palpable, and her cheeks flushed.

      “Whatever,” she teased. She walked away, chuckling and shaking her head.

      Brant Whitbeck was good at building her confidence. Even while telling her she’d messed up, he’d complimented her talents. She admired his honesty and if she wasn’t careful, she could fall for that motorcycle-riding, rebellious pyro-boy charm.
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      The morning the calendar turned from November to December, Brant woke, infused with an excited energy. He had less than a month to finalize the two shows that his company’s name and any future opportunities hinged upon, but he would be ready to make an impression. He had the bones of both shows in the scripting software and had spent the day adding in the special effects that would take the show from decent to dazzling.

      With his mind so focused on the project, he hadn’t left the trailer that day. Not wanting to take time away from his work, he hadn’t even gone into Hawthorne’s café, subsisting instead on a peanut butter and jelly sandwich and a couple of clementines and making great progress. When his phone rang just after three in the afternoon, he couldn’t believe it was already that late.

      “Brant, I need your help,” were Keira’s first words when he said hello.

      At least she hadn’t sounded like it was a true emergency. There was no actual panic, no fear or trauma tinging her words—not an actual emergency of any kind.

      He laughed. “If it involves food, I’m in.” He put a pair of ghost shells into the program and watched that segment of the simulation, pleased with the effect. “If it involves tools, promise me food and I’m still in.”

      Though it was chilly in the trailer, her full laugh warmed him through. “Wait,” she said. “I’m a quick learner, and I sense a pattern here. Let me see if I have it right . . . As long as I offer you food, you’re in?”

      “Exactly.” He felt a trap and jumped in anyway.

      “Hmm . . . how do I use this to my advantage? Though really, I’m surprised you aren’t a bit more cautious after Aunt Ginger and the fated Thanksgiving pomegranate rice salad.”

      At least she could joke about it. Ginger must be doing better. Keira had told him Ginger had been released from the hospital Saturday, though Brant hadn’t seen Ginger in the café for almost a week now.

      “Is that what called that? A salad?” Not a heck of a lot of leafy greens or Jell-O. “It looked a little . . . interesting.”

      “Hey, watch it!” she teased.

      Whenever she was saucy like this, her efforts to hold back her smile made her dimples pop. It was one of his favorite looks, but since they were on the phone, he could only picture it. “So what you’re saying,” he circled back to the reason she called, “is you need my help but it doesn’t involve food?” He paused a beat. “I’m going to have to seriously consider if I’m available.” He was busy, but he could—and would—make the time.

      “That doesn’t sound fair,” she tried to pout, but the laughter in her voice didn’t convince him. “And I didn’t say that about it not being food.”

      Ooh. So it was food. Good. “And what do I get out of it?”

      She was the one looking for a favor. “Whatever it was you wanted,” he reminded her.

      “Oh, right,” she conceded.

      “Victory!” He placed a few mines into the program as they talked and had it play, shooting off fireworks to celebrate his win.

      “You don’t think it’s odd we’ve had all this discussion and you still don’t know what I need your help with?” she asked. And rightly so.

      “I figured you’ll let me know eventually.” With as casually as their banter had gone, he guessed it wasn’t a big deal.

      “Does that mean you’ll do it?” she asked earnestly.

      She obviously was trying to trap him, but he wasn’t concerned. “You haven’t answered my question—does it involve food?” With all this talk, his stomach was joining the conversation. Loudly.

      “It actually does. And not as a reward.”

      “Oh.” She’d surprised him there. “Then I guess I’m in.”

      “I thought that’s what you said. Way back at the beginning of this conversation.” She laughed. “I wanted to borrow your distinguishing palate.”

      Ah, the scones? He would have done whatever he could to help her out, but if it included the scones, he was doubly interested. “In that case, maybe you have a deal.” He inserted a run of comets and adjusted the timing while she paused.

      “Wait.” She sounded suspicious at his sudden acquiescence. “There was a deal involved?”

      “Like you said, you need something out of it too.” A vague idea was starting to form. “I might throw in something to sweeten the pot.”

      “Really? What?” Now she was intrigued.

      “I don’t suppose you have the evening off?” She’d been working hard to fill in with Ginger still recuperating, but Keira had to have some time off too.

      “I might be able to manage it.” She paused, and he heard her clicking, probably checking if an employee could cover for her.

      While he awaited her answer, he tried out some rapid-fire cakes in the simulator, the sound like gunfire as the shots zipped from side to side. Her answer was slow in coming. He should have prepared this better, but spur of the moment was always more fun.

      “Looks like I’ve got it covered.” She sounded relieved, like she’d gotten permission from her parents to stay out late. “Where will we be going?”

      “Nope. You only get pertinent details, and that is not one of them.” Was there anything she did need to know? “Dress warm. We’ll have a blast. I promise.” He waited until she murmured her approval, hoping he hadn’t revealed too much. “Now about this . . . thing . . . you want help with. Two questions: Is it portable? And would it mess anything up if I plan an early dinner for us?”

      “Yes, I’ll make sure it’s portable, and dinner would be fantastic.” She sounded relieved.

      They arranged a time and hung up. Now that he had new details to fit into the evening he’d already scheduled for work purposes, he needed to get moving if he was going to fit it all in. Timing would be tight, but the extra work would be worth it. He saved where he was in the scripting software and made a few calls.

      The time passed so quickly, he almost didn’t get everything set, but Brant pulled up to Sweet Memories Café on his bike at four as planned. The KTM wasn’t the best bike to two-up on for a long drive, but the thought of having Keira’s arms around his waist for the short ride had his motor running in overdrive. Since he’d come to town, she’d made a few remarks about the bike, and though she’d never come out and asked specifically, he was pretty sure she wouldn’t turn down an opportunity to ride. Maybe he’d even get a chance to teach her to drive it, if she was brave enough. At least the weather was perfect, or as perfect as could be for the first of December—dry with a slight chill.

      He stepped off and removed his helmet to enter the shop, but Keira came rushing out, small paper sack in hand. It had to be scones. Bless her for making it easy for transport. He was already pushing it with two riders; there was absolutely no room for saddlebags as well.

      “Ready?” he asked.

      “Absolutely!” She twisted her thick hair into a low ponytail. “Can I drive?”

      Brant tried not to gawk at her as she traded the paper sack for the second helmet he held. He was smart enough not to question. If she was comfortable enough to ask, chances were she had the experience to do it. “Sure.” So much for having her arms around his waist.

      He stepped back so she could mount first. The bike would be a bit harder for her to maneuver with his heavier weight on the back instead of in the middle of the frame, so he’d have to lean more into her. Thinking about having his chest at her back, more than made up for the slight loss he’d felt a moment before.

      “Where to?” She turned her dark chocolate eyes on him, and his stomach flipped. A woman who baked and rode a motorcycle. A dream come true.

      “Misty Hollow Pond.”

      “What?!” Her eyes flew wide. “Please tell me we’re shooting off fireworks. Or are you scouting out the area? I guess it could be that.” She barely took a breath. “But I hope it’s fireworks. That would be awesome!”

      He grinned, happy there was still some surprise. “Let’s go find out.” He climbed on behind her, holding the scones and the seat.

      Within a turn or two of her driving, his nervousness disappeared, and he settled in for the experience. He probably hadn’t been on the back of a motorcycle behind another driver since he was taught how to ride—by . . .

      He pushed his brain to remember. Had his father taught him? An uncle or a family friend? Seriously, how could he not remember something so important? Typical.

      Although his lack of recall was frustrating, he was used to it. The point was, riding backseat to a woman driver was kind of fun. As soon as he trusted her driving, he relaxed into the ride, experiencing every turn, enjoying the wind sluice around him, the smell of brown sugar and vanilla emanating from the warm body he held on to. For the first time probably ever riding, he closed his eyes, content to be in the moment.

      After a moment, he opened his eyes to take in the mesmerizing, if bare and dormant scenery. Catching sight of a deer off in the brush, he turned to watch it run away. As he was about to turn back to the front, Brant saw a tail following behind them like a comet—not of dust or exhaust, but something lighter, more sparkly. Sugar crystals? He leaned back to pinpoint the source of the trail. Light from the setting sun refracted through the molecules rising from Keira like sugar dust evaporating from her skin. Was he the only person who ever saw this about her?

      Inside the park, Keira slowed as the main road intersected the gravel loop around the pond. She turned her head slightly, and he leaned in. “Which way?” she yelled over the rumble of the engine.

      He reached over her right shoulder, pointing that direction. Her moderate pace over the trail gave him the perfect opportunity to scope out the terrain. This could definitely work for the fireworks. He’d have to inform the closest ranch owners of the time and date of the event so the horses wouldn’t get spooked, but the nice thing was there weren’t any buildings or hills to get in the way.

      She flipped up her visor. “Tell me where to stop.” Since she was going so much slower, it was easier to hear.

      “You’ll know when you see it.” While Keira said she didn’t get cold, Brant had decided to err on the side of it’s winter—for himself and for ambiance, especially with the sun going down over the next half hour. If he was remembering the road correctly, she’d come upon the arrangements he’d made around the next bend.

      Sure enough, she pulled in next to his pickup and trailer he’d set up earlier and cut the engine. The sudden silence took a moment to adjust to—one of his favorite parts of motorcycle riding, actually. There was nothing like the lack of noise to highlight the beauty of quiet.

      “Are you actually going to shoot off fireworks?” She waved a hand at the trailer with its huge black, gold, and silver Whitbeck Fireworks’s logo.

      Her enthusiasm was the best part of it. Honestly, doing this test shot kind of annoyed him, because it was as if Quin didn’t trust his professional judgment. But hey, if he wanted a test shot to reassure him the distance would be fine, so be it.

      Drawing out her suspense, he deflected. “I’m hungry.” It wasn’t untrue. All that talk about food, and this would be his first decent meal of the day. He started to unroll the paper sack he’d held the entire way over, but she jumped over and clutched the top of the bag.

      “Not yet.” She clamped her lips together in silence before timidly chewing on her bottom one. “I think you promised me dinner.”

      He pretended shock. “Me provide it? I thought you were doing the food.”

      “I—” Her mouth opened and closed soundlessly. “I, uh . . .”

      Smiling, he gently closed his fingers around her hand and led her to the other side of the truck, where everything was prepared. A picnic table was dressed with a tablecloth and food basket, and folded throw blankets added padded insulation, with another set aside for draping over their laps. A campfire was set and ready for him to light. He would have preferred to have it crackling by now, but he hadn’t felt right about leaving it unattended.

      “Oh,” she breathed.

      Lighting the fire only took a minute, and then he returned to his date. “I convinced Liberty to pack us some dinner.” He led her to the table and then threw open the basket’s lid. Inside, there were two regular mugs for drinks, two bowl-sized mugs for the main dish, and two spoons. A couple of thermoses, some napkins, and a plastic storage box were also inside. He opened and unscrewed tops to find hot mulled cider, steaming beef stew, and thick slabs of fresh bread.

      “It smells amazing. I can’t believe you arranged all this in an hour.”

      “Good thing Liberty had a huge pot of stew already ready.” The campfire had only taken a few minutes, and everything else—what she hadn’t seen yet—had already been planned. The warm food filled their bellies as they listened to the crackling of the campfire, the occasional chatter or twitter of a bird, and the clacking of bare tree branches. “Thanks for the hint to check this place out—it’s the perfect spot to shoot from. I came out here at dawn yesterday—”

      “You?” she interrupted. “You were up at dawn?” She raised an eyebrow at him.

      He chuckled. “Is that so hard to believe?” What did she think of him? That he was one of those people who slept the day away? It had been a workday, after all, and technically even now, he was still working. “I needed to get measurements so I can figure out how to lay out the racks, check out different firing sites and orientations—all of which I could have done anytime during the day, but I was a little curious about fog, in case.” Chances were the fog wouldn’t be an issue unless it was a really messy weather day.

      “Up at dawn, huh?” She sounded way too impressed.

      “Before dawn.” He corrected her and rose an eyebrow to match hers. Just because he usually stayed up late for work didn’t mean he couldn’t get up early occasionally.

      “Welcome to my world,” she said. “It’s not that bad, is it?”

      Yeah, 4 a.m. on a regular basis like she did was not happening. He gave a half smile. “Sunrise has its times. Like when I’m camping. You’re standing there when the world is waking up, just you and nature.” What would it be like to share those silent mornings with someone he loved? Someone who loved moto-camping—if she had her own bike. Someone who resembled this spunky baker at his side. “Early mornings are nice, but late nights are the best.”

      “Late nights under the stars?” Her wistful question fit right in with his daydream about camping.

      “Those are nice, but I prefer pyrotechnic stars.”

      She chuckled lightly and gave a slight nod. “If you’re talking about fireworks, yes, those are nice too.”

      “Nice?” he grumbled. “Nice?” He rubbed his lips with a napkin and then stacked their bowls back into the picnic basket. “Would you be happy if someone called your art nice?” Though he wasn’t truly offended, he sneered the word so she would get the full effect of how insipid he thought the adjective she chose.

      She held up her hands to stop him. “Hold on there, friend. If I’m not mistaken—and believe me, I recall it quite clearly—you did exactly that.”

      He gave her a quizzical look.

      “Black Friday. My scones.” She crossed her arms and stared him down.

      “I didn’t insult your scones. I simply said—”

      “That I’d forgotten an ingredient.”

      He shook his head hard. “I don’t think I said that. I think I said they were missing something.”

      “Same thing.”

      He blew a raspberry. “I said they were different than they’d been the day before. Different isn’t bad.”

      “You used the word fine.” She let that sink in.

      “Okay,” He backed down. “Fine might actually be worse than nice.”

      “Victory!” she yelled, exactly as he had a couple of hours ago, and raised her fists into the air. She smirked at him, but he knew better than to say anything else. “Now that you know what words you’re allowed to use . . .” She opened the sack from the café and pulled a scone from inside. “Since you know what supposed to taste like and what it isn’t, I wanted to see what you thought of my latest batch.”

      “We’re saved!” Brant sighed exaggeratedly. “I told Liberty we didn’t need dessert, and I was just now realizing the error of my ways. If you hadn’t brought this, we would have been completely dessert-less.” He clutched his chest like he’d either been shot or was having a heart attack. He was about to take a bite when he stopped. “Where’s yours?”

      Keira sat with her hands under her thighs, her eyes fixed on him. “I don’t seem to have the same experience the rest of you do.” She lifted both shoulders. “When you said the second batch tasted like I left something out? Well, that’s how every batch has tasted to me.”

      So she understood when he’d described them as fine.

      She leaned slightly his direction, lip caught between her teeth again, intent on his every reaction. Oh, the pressure. His mouth went dry. Maybe he couldn’t tease her about the scone anymore, but he had to lessen the tension or he wouldn’t be able to swallow.

      “Where did you learn to drive a motorcycle?” He paused, but just as she opened her mouth to answer, he lifted the scone in the air to stop her. “Let me guess. Cousin Bob?”

      She breathed out a laugh. “How did you guess?” She laughed softly. “She and I go out sometimes, when we get a chance. What about you?”

      While she was distracted answering his question, he took his first bite, and his mouth burst with joy. “Blackberries?” He turned the scone, fully expecting to see blackberries embedded in the dough, and yet all he saw was the off-white, lightly tanned tone of a perfectly baked scone. “I don’t—” He’d been about to admit he couldn’t remember the first time he’d ridden a motorcycle, but he did. Again, he could see clearly the man he’d called Dad his whole life—the man, it seemed, he barely knew. “My dad taught me, when I was about twelve.”

      The memory was as sharp in his head as if he were reliving the moment—the trees, the sound of the late-summer cicadas, the taste of the wild blackberries they pilfered from a spreading bush, but he couldn’t pinpoint an exact age.

      “Dad wanted a bike so bad, but Mom didn’t want him to have one. She was terrified that he’d get in an accident and leave her a widow.” The irony of the situation stung. She’d been the one to pass away much earlier than was fair. “Anyway, he had a friend from work selling a dirt bike, I think it was, and one Saturday, he took me with him so he could test-drive it. It was a quiet, back road in the woods near his friend’s house. We rode for a little while, but after I’d asked probably too many questions about it, he stopped by the side of the road, swapped me places on the seat, and gave me my first lesson.” He clutched at the memory, each detail becoming more solid as he nibbled on the scone.

      “That sounds amazing,” she whispered with a sense of awe.

      “It was.” He kept his voice low, unwilling to disturb the feeling around them. Did she realize what a miracle his remembering this was? How was it that he only had these experiences around her?

      The moment between them stretched long but comfortable.

      “So—your verdict?” she asked when he was on his last bite. “Is this scone as good as the first, or at least better than Friday’s?”

      He popped the last bite in his mouth, the taste of blackberries so real he expected to have sticky, purple-stained fingers and scratches on his arms. “Amazing, Keira. I don’t know how you do it.” He sighed with pleasure. “I loved the lemon and the blackberry—actually, they’d be good together too. What flavor will you do next?”

      She gave a noncommittal shrug. “I guess we’ll see. But you think I should add it to the menu?”

      How could she have to ask? “You better.”

      What made no sense to him was the fact that two scones—which she treated as if they were exactly the same—could taste so different. And hadn’t the others at Thanksgiving dinner each mentioned other flavors as well? If this actually was a blackberry scone, where were the purple splotches and clumps of berries? How could a scone that appeared tasteless and bland hold flavors strong enough to elicit memories he’d long forgotten?

      The only explanation he could come up with wasn’t even a possibility. He was a man of science. He’d studied it extensively. In his work, he utilized physics daily and staked his life on chemical reactions being consistent. No combination of chemicals he was aware of could produce the results he was experiencing, and yet, somehow it had happened. Twice.

      “I have to ask.” He took a deep breath. “I tried to ask before, but you deflected. I should have been more direct, even though you’ll tell me I’m crazy.”

      He looked into her eyes, took in the softness of her cheek. She really was beautiful. Knowing she waited for him to ask his question after that lead-up, he let his gaze drift to lips that looked like candied cranberries—dark red with the glitter of sugar.

      Heart pounding, he couldn’t stop himself from reaching out to cup her cheek. Barely touching her skin, he ran a thumb over her lips, which were warm and soft under his touch. When she didn’t pull back, adrenaline and desire rushed through him. He longed to press his lips to hers, to see if they tasted as sweet as they looked. Like an ion that couldn’t resist bonding, he leaned forward, his pulse racing, and brushed his lips ever so lightly across hers.
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      Time stood still at Brant’s completely unexpected yet perfect kiss. As if under some magic spell, Keira couldn’t move, afraid that if she did, this daydream of a kiss would disappear. Which was why she didn’t respond to the feathery touch he brushed across her lips. Her eyelids fluttered closed as she felt every one of his micro movements—his thumb at her jawline, the light pressure of his lips on hers, the smile she felt as they touched. Every delicious feeling as they connected sent tingles deep into her chest.

      Until she hesitated a moment too long.

      Brant pulled back gradually, but not slow enough for her to reach out and pull him back to her as she should have done. She should have thrown herself at him, apologized for not kissing him back, begged him to do it again. But she didn’t.

      By then, he’d leaned back onto his bench across from her. His expression was unreadable, but she could feel it in his eyes: questions, confusion, desire, patience. “I wanted to ask . . .” He shook his head sadly, and she wanted to crawl under the table and hide.

      Was kissing her what he’d meant to ask?

      She hadn’t meant to reject him, though that was clearly what he assumed. She’d actually enjoyed that kiss more than any she’d had in her life. It had felt so honest, so impulsive, like he couldn’t hold himself back. “I didn’t—don’t think—”

      She was going to tell him she didn’t think he was crazy, that she felt it too, but his phone rang. He grabbed for it, a look of relief filling his face. If she got the chance to be alone with Brant again, she might have to impose a no-phones deal. Except that would bring up this awkwardness she’d just as soon forget.

      He held it up. “It’s Quin,” he informed her while he swiped to answer without even asking her permission. “Hey, boss.” His eyes flicked away from hers.

      Work stuff. She got up and walked to the fire to watch it burn.

      “Everything’s set on my end.” Brant paused a beat. “Soon, but we can’t shoot them until I’ve got the fire marshal at the ready too.”

      Keira watched Brant’s body language closely as he listened to Quin. He was turned away from her, his body stiff. If she was reading him correctly, he was as uncomfortable with the misunderstanding as she was.

      “Did you find where I marked on the common? If you’ll stand there recording video when I shoot them off . . .”

      She caught Brant’s eye for a moment, but he quickly looked away.

      “I was thinking close to the gazebo, but not—” He shook his head, his shoulders tensed and his jaw set.

      As much as Keira had wanted to see the fireworks be set off before, the magic of it had worn away under the abrasiveness of the strain between them. Maybe another time would be better, sometime when Brant wasn’t already frustrated.

      “I completely understand, Quin. It’s a big investment, and you haven’t had the chance to watch Whitbeck Fireworks at work.” Brant sounded frustrated and looked even more so. His whole body had gone rigid, his jaw set. “I want you to be completely comfortable with this. We’ve got the permits, and we’ll only be sending off two basic shells.” Brant’s eyes found hers.

      She hadn’t realized she’d been listening in. Her stomach lurched, and her cheeks flamed in embarrassment. “I should head back to the café. Do you mind if I take the bike?” With his pickup there, he had other transportation, so it wasn’t like he’d be stranded.

      His eyes held hers for a moment, and then he gave a quick nod before he turned away, talking again to Quin. “I doubt anyone in Hawthorne will even notice, and if they do, it’ll get them excited about what’s to come. Let me get the fire marshal on the phone—”

      Was that it? Was that how it was going to be between them now? Should she just leave? What did she know about relationships? She was twenty-three. She’d had her share of dates and even boyfriends, but this one had the potential to be real.

      Her mind jumped back to that night and the wish she’d made back when she wasn’t quite eleven. All of her older cousins had been wishing for the kind of man they would marry. At that age, boys were interesting, but she’d never had a serious crush—that she knew of. Which was why when it was her turn, she’d asked that her true love would be as clear to her as a firework in the sky.

      At this point in her life, Keira still hadn’t been looking for a relationship, hadn’t wanted one, but now that she and Brant were going their separate ways, she couldn’t do it. She didn’t know what it was she wanted, but she did know she wanted him around. She wanted a chance to feel that feathery kiss one more time.

      She walked over to him, allowing her feet to crunch on the gravel so he’d know she was coming. Brant was silent, listening to Quin, and he turned at her approach. Gently, she laid a hand on his forearm. “Later?” she mouthed.

      He gave one quick nod, his eyes unreadable in the twilight.

      She motioned between them. “Are we good?”

      After a slight hesitation, that nod came again.

      She squeezed his arm lightly. “Thank you.” She raised up on her toes to kiss his cheek, lingering a moment to take in the smell of his aftershave, and then walked away without looking back.
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      The nice thing about being back at the café when she wasn’t scheduled to work was that Keira could offer samples of the scones and watch customers’ reactions. At least she could focus on them rather than stewing about the horrible way her date with Brant had gone. It still made no sense whatsoever, but she had to quit trying to make sense of it. It was what it was. Maybe if she didn’t hesitate next time, if she reached out for what she wanted, she wouldn’t lose it. If it wasn’t too late already.

      Usually when she added a new dessert or pastry to the menu, Keira didn’t do much product testing, but Brant’s experiences had her curious. With the exception of the flop of a batch on Friday, Brant was two for two having different flavors and memories corresponding with each. The magical component she and her cousins had observed on Thanksgiving was becoming less of something to question and more of something to accept. The scone had worked on her family and had worked on Brant, but would it happen to random customers she didn’t even know?

      Standing at the stainless-steel island in the café’s kitchen, Keira cut scones into bite-sized pieces and dropped them into tiny cups. When she walked through the café and then around the bookshop and apothecary as well, not surprisingly, she had a lot of takers. When offered samples, nineteen people out of twenty said yes.

      “I hope you don’t mind if I ask what you think.” She offered the tray to each of five women in a circle in the bookshop. “I’m trying to figure out what to call it.”

      A middle-aged woman with too-dark hair chewed thoughtfully. After she swallowed, she rubbed her tongue on the roof of her mouth for a moment, looking pensive. “I would say name it after the flavor, but I’m having a really hard time distinguishing what that is.”

      The woman to her right stared at her friend. “I didn’t think it was all that subtle.” She turned kind eyes on Keira. “Maybe call it Autumn Festival or something. The caramel apple takes me right back to fall leaves and the orchards my grandparents owned when I was a kid.”

      The woman dressed in a fuzzy sweater with the picture of a cat in a Santa hat shook her head vehemently. “That’s interesting. You must be smelling a candle.” She looked around the bookshop, leaning around people to see into as many crevices as possible. Eventually, she gave up and nibbled her sample again. “It’s not even sweet.” She smacked her lips a couple of times as if trying to taste it better. “It’s got herbs.” She looked over at Tansy’s apothecary shop. “Probably got them from her.” Using her napkin, she wadded up what was left of the bite-sized piece she’d barely touched and held it tightly in her fist. “I would be careful selling these. I hear old Tansy Covington’s—”

      “Noyes,” another woman corrected. When she caught a questioning glare from the woman in the cat sweater, she clarified. “Tansy Covington Noyes. Has been for sixty years. You ought to be used to it by now.”

      “Whatever.” The cat-sweater woman waved off the interruption. “Old Tansy Covington Noyes’s magic is malfunctioning, and you could end up in the middle of a lawsuit if you aren’t careful.”

      The woman tugged on the hem of her jacket and straightened her pearls. “There is no such thing as Covington magic, and you know it. You just never liked her.” She cleared her throat and then reached out for the tray. “Here, let me try it.” She took a bite of her sample and spit it promptly back into the cup. She glared at Keira. “Why on earth would you serve something so bitter? It’s like that time my ex tried to do me in. Fed me aspirin and my heart started constricting.”

      “He was a doctor, Janice. One of those smart heart doctors. He wasn’t trying to kill you.”

      “Then why did he divorce me?”

      The first woman, the one who hadn’t detected a flavor, looked at Janice so calmly she looked like a psychopath. “Maybe he had a better option.”

      Keira hadn’t meant to stir up trouble, and she wasn’t all that comfortable where this conversation was leading. She’d gotten all she could from them anyway. “Thank you for your time, ladies.”

      She headed back into the café. Several customers had come into the shop since she’d made the rounds, and she braced herself for more research. So far, she wasn’t sure if the scones were a go or not. Either customers loved or hated them, but they certainly seemed to taste different to everyone. How would she market them if she couldn’t even label them?

      A young man sat at the table closest to the bookstore, a battered leather-bound journal open in the hand resting on the tabletop, but he stared absently at the bookstore’s loft area. Keira almost didn’t want to interrupt him in case he was thinking deep, important thoughts, but he looked pleasant enough. “Would you care for a sample of our new scone?” She offered him the tray.

      “Thank you.” He had kind eyes, though a bit vacant, and wore a plaid button-up shirt and gray slacks. He took a bite, not even seeming to realize Keira was lingering, and a slow smile spread across his face. All of the sudden, his vacant gaze snapped to attention. “Could I—?” He started to reach for another sample, but then he pulled back and looked over at the display case instead. “Are these for sale? I don’t think I’ve had a snickerdoodle scone since summer camp when I was thirteen.”

      “Ah, a snickerdoodle fan.” She could think of another, her sister. She wiggled the tray in front of him. “Take the rest. I don’t have any for sale today, but I plan to add them to the menu real soon.” Claire would have shredded her for that grammar, but Keira didn’t exactly care. She needed to get Claire in here to talk to this guy.

      He took the last three cups off her tray, and Keira smiled at him. “Can I get you something to drink as well? A spiced cranberry cinnamon Italian soda, perhaps?”

      He eyed her carefully. “That sounds amazing.”

      “Coming right up.”

      As soon as she got behind the counter, she pulled out her phone to text her sister. The question was how to get her here. If Keira was honest and said it was about a guy, Claire most certainly would run the other way. She could lie and say something about Ginger, but Keira needed something semi-honest to lure her all the way in. She couldn’t figure it out.

      Got a minute? She decided she’d go for simple. I’m in the café.

      After only a couple of seconds, Claire sent back the “okay” emoji. She scrambled to figure out a way to get Claire to talk to the guy Keira was convinced was her soul mate. If she took her time mixing up the guy’s drink and then had Claire deliver it . . . Except that didn’t exactly work. What excuse would she give for having texted?

      “Keira—”

      She recognized the voice and held back a sigh. Barely. Keira only had so much patience with Bethany, depending on the day, and today just wasn’t one of them. Not when Keira was trying to figure out this scone mystery. Bethany would say it proved the Covingtons did have magic, but Keira wasn’t so sure. If she had magic, wouldn’t she feel something? Wouldn’t she have to add weird things like eye of newt or toe of frog to the recipe? As far as she knew, she hadn’t cast any spells on the scones.

      Keira pasted on a smile and turned to face her high school nemesis.

      “Those samples you were giving out earlier—I wanted to place an order.”

      Surprise lit Keira from within. “We can do that.” She located the order pad and pulled a pen from her apron pocket. “What are you thinking?”

      “You probably don’t remember, but I had the parmesan-pumpkin scone just like the ones I had in Paris. If you’ll make two dozen of those for my brunch at my house on Tuesday?”

      Parmesan-pumpkin? That was a thing?

      A very specific thing. If each person tasted a different flavor, as it seemed was actually happening, there was no way she could guarantee Bethany that was what her guests would taste. In fact, Keira could pretty much guarantee Bethany would be the only one to taste it, if she even did. Brant had tasted two different flavors on two different days. This magic—if that was what it was—was becoming more complicated than almost-eleven-year-old Keira had dreamed about all those years ago. “I can mark you down for two dozen scones, if you want them, but I can only sell them in a variety batch.” Keira prayed Bethany wouldn’t actually think about how unlikely something like that would be.

      “Fine. Fine.” Bethany waved it off, losing interest in the conversation as her eye caught on the guy Keira had pegged for Claire. “Who’s he?”

      “Who?” Keira pretended not to notice, all the while silently begging Claire to get her bespectacled bohemian reader-hippie self in to claim her guy.

      “The adorkably handsome man at the corner table.” Bethany all but lifted her arm into the air to point him out.

      To keep that from happening, Keira pretended to finally understand. “Oh, him! I was supposed to mix him an Italian soda.” She actually had forgotten to get his drink. “Sorry, Bethany, I’ve got to go, but I will have those scones ready for you to pick up Tuesday morning. Thanks.”

      Not wanting to risk stalling any longer for Claire to show up, Keira mixed up the man’s drink and delivered it to him. “Anything else?”

      “Nope.” He sipped his drink and showed his approval with a crescent smile. “Thanks.” He raised the cup. “I’ve got to go, but I’m sure I’ll be back for those scones if they’re on the menu.”

      “They will be.” With a reaction like his, Bethany’s, and especially Brant’s, how could she not?

      Brant. There he was in her thoughts again. Keira’s chest constricted. Would he even come in the next morning? Why was it just when something seemed to be going right, Keira messed it all up? Was she stuck with that pattern in her life? Her heart and now her head hurt from trying to figure out exactly what had happened, why, and exactly how she was going to fix it. If only she could take a nibble of one of Grandma Lavinia’s scones and bring back the memory of the happy part of Brant’s lips on hers. If only she had the ability to change the past.
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      Moving into the auto body shop the evening he closed on the property maybe wasn’t the most glamorous of occasions, but it certainly was in the top ten events of Brant’s life. The idea of transforming this commercial property into his home and office thrilled him beyond belief. The biggest question was how comfortable it would be for a Massachusetts winter, but it had to be a thousand percent better than the trailer he’d been living in at the RV park. Luckily for him, the home inspector he’d hired told him the pipes were good and the electrical was stable and adequate for now. Brant’s first priority was getting the ductwork done for the new heater, and he was pleased he’d been able to schedule the work to begin the next day.

      Now, a week after Brant had received the keys to his new property on Autumn Street, just over a month after first learning about the town, he couldn’t imagine living anywhere else other than Hawthorne. Abandoning his apartment in Eureka Springs, Arkansas, and signing on the dotted line in a completely different region of the country made him feel like he was finally grown up, which of course, as a successful business owner of several years already, was ridiculous. Perhaps it was being completely on his own without family or childhood ties and starting off on this huge, risky new project.

      His only regret, between the stresses of First Night pressing in on him quickly and getting the auto body shop functional enough not to freeze to death should Mother Nature decide to blow a nor’easter his way, was that he hadn’t taken the time to stop by Sweet Memories Café as much as he’d wanted to. In fact, he hadn’t had a real, alone in-person conversation with Keira since that day at the pond. Kissing her had been the dumbest thing he’d done in a long time. There was risk-taking and taking risks, and at the moment, investing his life savings and mortgaging the rest on a dump of a property seemed less like a gamble than trying to get into Keira’s good graces again, but he had to do it.

      Seeing that it was almost six already, Brant put away his work. Although he’d already eaten and wasn’t exactly hungry, he’d take a chance on whatever Keira had cooking at the café tonight—at least one of her desserts—if she was around. Only, he got intercepted at the corner of Autumn and Maple, in front of Red Leaves Bookstore, before he turned right to enter the café.

      “That you, Brant Whitbeck?” It was as if Keira’s great-aunt “Grandma” Tansy had been waiting for him.

      “Yes, ma’am. That’s me.”

      He inclined his head in greeting, and she pointed her finger at him, lips drawn up in a grouchy pucker. “Don’t you call me ma’am, Brant Whitbeck. I won’t stand for no sass from the likes of you.”

      Brant’s first instinct was to say, “yes, ma’am” again, as he’d been taught growing up, but he successfully bullied his tongue into refraining. “What can I do for you, Miss—” It wasn’t Covington like Keira, but he couldn’t for the life of him remember what her last name was.

      “Call me Grandma Tansy. Everyone does.”

      He offered her his elbow. “May I walk you to your apothecary, Grandma Tansy?”

      “Don’t you see this bouquet I’m holding? I need you to take this to Keira. I’ve been over helping Ginger get better, but Ginger is so worried about Keira, we decided a little pick-me-up from the garden was warranted.”

      “That’s sweet of you.” He turned to her other side, still holding out his elbow for her. “Don’t you want to deliver them yourself? I’ll go with you.”

      “No, I don’t want to deliver them myself or I would have already done so.” He swore he could hear the tag “you ninny,” on the end of her statement, though he wasn’t sure what that would actually have meant.

      “I’d be happy to deliver them for you, Grandma Tansy, but may I walk you home first?”

      “No, you may not. Carter Hughes will be by any minute, and I’ll have him take me. He has to go that way anyway.”

      Trying to keep up with this woman made Brant’s head spin. “Hughes? Is that Trina’s husband?”

      “Her son. He’s been gone since Thanksgiving, and he’s coming in to surprise his mom for a few days. He’s such a dear boy. Helps me with my yard in the summers.”

      “Sounds like a good guy.” Brant looked around but didn’t see anyone. How imminent was Carter’s arrival, and could Brant possibly leave an eighty-something-year-old woman standing on a street corner alone in the dark? “Would you like to wait inside where it’s warm?” He motioned to the doorway of the bookshop only a few steps away.

      “Then how will Carter know I need a ride home?” She spoke slowly, as if he hadn’t grasped what she’d said before. And maybe he hadn’t. “There he is now.”

      As a silver sedan drove slowly past, Tansy raised a hand as if hailing a cab. The car stopped and then slowly backed up until it was curbside. A moment later, the driver jumped out and ran to open the door for her. “Grandma Tansy! Are you headed home? I could give you a ride.”

      Brant hadn’t realized Tansy had two bunches of flowers together until she handed half of the flowers and a smirk to him. “Now go in there and make peace with Keira. She needs it after what you’ve done. She’s stuck between a rock and a hard place that she has no experience with. Ginger won’t be coming back to work for a couple more weeks, and my grandniece needs a good person by her side to support her.”

      He barely held back the “yes, ma’am” as he dissected her words. There was a lot in there. For one thing, if he wasn’t mistaken, Tansy had green-lit him to date her grandniece. That ought to make him feel better, except he wasn’t sure what to make of Tansy. “Thank you for the flowers, Grandma Tansy. Enjoy your evening.”

      “Oh, I will.” She turned to Carter and pushed the remaining bunch of flowers at him. “These are for your mother when we show up to dinner.”

      “Thank you, Grandma Tansy. As always, you’re one step ahead of me.” Carter shook the flowers gently. “Mom will appreciate these. Maybe it’ll distract her from having a heart attack when I show up a day early.”

      “Oh, now, you won’t need the flowers for dropping in on your mother; I will.”

      Once Tansy was seated in the car, Carter closed the passenger door and gave Brant a chin nod goodbye. But Brant couldn’t get Tansy out of his mind. There was something going on in this town, and it wasn’t just the scones. Why did he get the feeling Tansy knew more about what was going on in Hawthorne than people told her? No one in town had known Carter was coming in tonight. And what did she know about what had gone wrong between Keira and him? He doubted Keira had gone to her great-aunt for relationship advice.

      Relationship. As if that wasn’t jumping the gun.

      He watched them drive away and then stepped through the doors of the bookshop since he was already on its front step. He’d go through to the café from the inside, looking like a fool for carrying a bouquet of flowers he hadn’t even picked out, desperately hoping they would smooth the way with a certain brunette who was never far from his thoughts. He’d try anything to make it better, and maybe, this once, it meant betting on an eccentric octogenarian to know what was best.
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      The last two weeks since Ginger had been out of commission were a blur to Keira—except for the low and high points of spending time with Brant outside the café.

      The café kept her more than busy, though she wasn’t sure Ginger was going to be altogether excited about the success she’d been having. It wasn’t that Keira had suddenly learned to be a flawless short-order cook or even a stellar waitress, but the bakery side of things was taking off like a spooked horse without a bridle.

      Thanks to Bethany’s brunch with the society ladies of Hawthorne and Sweet Memories’s regulars, word about Keira’s new mystery scones had spread so fast, Keira had trouble keeping them in stock. She still didn’t get it herself. Curious, she’d had one or two of the scones with her hot chocolate and a nibble or two of Claire’s, and they never tasted like anything other than chewy bland dough with a slightly crunchy exterior. If she’d had to be the one to pin down a flavor, she’d have been tempted to say flour. But hey, since everyone else was enjoying them so much, it almost felt like she was doing the town a service by providing them.

      Six-fifteen Wednesday evening, she was done for the night. She slumped into a chair, considering her options. What should she do with the evening off? She had plenty of energy, but mentally, she was tired of trying to figure it out. Over and over, she got stuck in the loop of the subject of a certain pyrotechnic operator she hadn’t seen for a while. She’d heard he’d closed on his property and was spending more of his time there than at the café, but she missed having his coconut hot chocolate ready for when he would come in for breakfast.

      Had she ticked him off that much? If only she could go back and redo those minutes at the pond. What had started out as one of the best moments of her life had quickly spun into the worst, and not for any real reason. She needed to figure out how to talk to him about it, but how to start that conversation?

      She was this close to piling the last of the scones onto a plate, marching down to the auto body shop, and making him talk to her. Except, obviously, he was no longer interested.

      She huffed out a breath and mentally grabbed her courage to do it anyway when a large bouquet of her favorite orange lisianthus made its way down the stairs from the bookshop and in her direction. It took her a moment to realize that, of course, someone was carrying them, and it just so happened to be the guy she’d been thinking about. Without a word, he slipped into the chair next to hers.

      “I’m sorry—” they both said at the same time, and then they both started to laugh.

      “Why are you sorry?” she asked.

      “You have no reason to be sorry,” he said.

      He leaned forward, looking straight into her eyes, and she just about melted. “Because I shouldn’t have kissed you,” he whispered, “until I knew you wanted me to.”

      Her heart gave a flutter. “And that’s why I’m sorry.”

      His eyes flared, and he sat back, slowly retreating.

      She repeated her words in her head and sighed audibly. “See? I did it again.” Her heart, all aflutter at his words, pounded hard in response to her own. She was messing this up and she was going to lose him if she didn’t fix it. “I’m sorry that you didn’t know I really wanted you to kiss me.” Heat flamed her face, but she forced herself to continue. “I loved it so much, I couldn’t respond.” She couldn’t believe they were talking about it. “Do-over?”

      He blinked at her, and this time his slow reaction was a smile growing exponentially.

      Again, she hadn’t planned her words well enough. “That’s not what I meant.” Though she wouldn’t have been upset with having a do-over for the kiss, that wasn’t what she’d been talking about. “Well, not exactly.”

      He grinned even bigger.

      “I meant . . .” She sighed, stood up, and reached her hand out for his. “I’m not working tonight. What about you?”

      “Coincidentally, I’m not either.”

      She lifted an eyebrow, asking if he was telling the whole truth. Now that they’d apologized to each other, she felt freed from an anchor she hadn’t realized was weighing her down.

      “Okay, I’ve been a little busy lately, but not tonight.” He cleared his throat. “These are for you.”

      She reached for them, cuddling them up close and touching a petal. “They’re beautiful.”

      “I thought so too, though I can’t take the credit for them.” Brant gave her a weak smile.

      “Tansy,” they said in unison.

      “She does know me.” Were these the flowers she’d planted for Keira’s supposed fall wedding in less than a year? She was too superstitious to even think about who the wedding was supposed to be for. “Let me run upstairs and put these in water, and then we can go somewhere?”

      “In the big metropolis of Hawthorne?” he teased.

      “The nightlife is hopping.”

      “Hoping, maybe. Hoping to someday qualify as hopping, but if you say so . . .”

      “You goof.” She swatted him playfully, but not with her precious flowers.

      “If nothing else, we can take a walk.”

      “True.” Anything with Brant sounded great.

      She lifted the flowers in salute and hurried off to her apartment. She took a few extra minutes to change her shirt, check her makeup, pull her hair out of the elastic, and run a hurricane-speed toothbrush.

      The smile that greeted her when he met her at the bottom of the stairs made her glad she’d invested the extra time.

      “Have you done your Christmas shopping yet?” he asked.

      She glared at him. “Did you follow me into my apartment? Tell me you didn’t see the tiny, three-foot tree we have leaning in the corner that hasn’t even been decorated yet.” At least they had it resting in a pot of water. With as busy as she and Claire had been, that might be as festive as they got this year.

      “It’s safe for me to assume that’s a no?”

      All she had to do was press her lips together, and he responded with a disappointed look. “But I have a really long shopping list, and I’m a terrible gift-giver.” She gave him her best puppy-dog eyes so he would feel sorry for her. “It’s hard.”

      “It’s not hard when you have expert help.”

      “Meaning you?”

      “Maybe.” He stood up straighter. “But you’ll never know, because there’s nowhere in Hawthorne to shop.”

      “Ah, now, Brant, that’s not the kind of thing a true Hawthornian says about their beloved town.”

      “That’s because I don’t qualify yet. There’s a sixty-day waiting period.” He offered her his elbow. “You say there are places in Hawthorne to check off everyone on your list?”

      “I know a place, if you’ve got the skill.” She took his arm, and they walked to the door which he opened for them.

      “Sounds like a challenge I can’t refuse,” he said as she passed close to him.

      While the last few days had grown significantly colder, she stepped out into a warmer calmness. “It’s going to snow.” She was sure of it.

      “Ha, ha. No. Nice try, but it’s actually warming up.”

      “Exactly why I say it’s going to snow.” Not only could she feel it, but if she closed her eyes, she could smell it as well. In at least the last decade, her senses had correctly predicted the first snowfall with one hundred percent accuracy. This was it.

      She guided him to cross the street.

      “How are things without Ginger?” he asked. “Business seems good, but how are you?” At the window of Maple Sugar & Spice, he paused and practically pressed his nose against the glass.

      “Should we go in?” She started to guide him inside, fairly certain Josie would prefer he buy something than leave prints on the glass.

      “I’m not hungry.” His body language said otherwise.

      “Since when has chocolate been about hunger?” In her experience, it was primarily for comfort. And because it just tasted good.

      “Maybe later.” He dismissed the subject.

      They continued down Maple under strands of white lights and old-fashioned lampposts decorated with wreaths and red ribbons. The sidewalks and storefronts looked amazing, dressed in their Christmas finery.

      “You were saying about the shop?” His hand bumped hers, and he threaded their fingers.

      If she’d been about to answer, her mind had emptied of everything except his touch. He’d asked her a question . . . oh, about the café. “It’s been going really well. Holiday orders are up significantly. I need to figure out some more recipes to add some variety. Any ideas?”

      “I’ve always thought there should be misfortune cookies.”

      They laughed at his joke, but a thought she hadn’t considered niggled at the back of her brain. What would happen if she made fortune cookies? If the scones had a special effect, was it possible any of her other desserts could have other, unintended results? Was there anything in particular she should avoid? Just to be safe, fortune cookies would top that list.

      “Here we are.” Keira swept her arm out toward the door decorated with a simple evergreen wreath.

      He looked up at the sign. “Abigail’s Antiques.” He gave a quick nod. “Good choice.”

      “I know,” she said, pride inflating her tone, though discovering it wasn’t an accomplishment. There weren’t a whole lot of other places to shop downtown, especially ones owned by her cousin. “I picked the shop; now it’s time for you to do your magic.”

      He gave her a sideways glance and then opened the door, a bell above it signaling their entrance. “This will be easy.” He skipped the case of old coins and political buttons and went straight to the big things.

      She waved to Makenna on the other side of the shop and followed Brant. “Furniture’s always been my favorite part of antique shopping,” Keira admitted, “but I don’t think I can afford to spend that much on any one person this year.” Or any year.

      Brant’s answering smile was part grimace. “Too bad, because I’ve got a whole building to furnish and I’m going to have to go slowly. I could only get so much of the renovation covered with the mortgage. Which means I was thinking of putting this—” He pointed to the most ridiculous, frilly porcelain lamp she’d ever almost gagged at. “—on my Christmas wish list.”

      Yeah, right. “I’m sorry. That’s perfect for my mother.” She quickly glanced around the room for some huge, expensive thing he might actually like. She pointed at a mid-century chifforobe. “Does the auto body shop have closets? Because I was thinking of getting this for you.” She shrugged. “But since it wasn’t on your list . . . I guess you missed out.” She actually wished she had the money to get it for him. It would have been perfect.

      “Hey! I’m still right here.” He waved his arms in a big X over his head and then pointed with both arms to the chifforobe. “And it’s still right here . . .” His meaning was clear: the opportunity to get it for him was not past. “I can pretend we never had this conversation if you want it to be a surprise.” He took steps away, looking at other things, clearly communicating that he’d only been kidding. “Oh, but this—” Brant strode purposefully over to a wreath made of metal matchbox cars. “This would go great on my front door.”

      It took Keira a minute to decide if he was being serious or seriously pulling her leg. “You do realize putting a wreath on the door of a commercial building does not make it residential.”

      “Ah, come on. Don’t all those decorating shows say to start with décor that speaks to you?”

      “I can see that it would talk, but what exactly is it saying to you?” she teased, but in reality, it was kind of perfect for him.

      “What else should we look at?” he asked.

      “Jewelry. For my mother.” They walked over to the display case and perused the items. Her mom loved jewelry, but finding something she would like proved more difficult. “She’s not much of a vintage person.”

      “What about these earrings? The dangling silver ones right there?” Brant pointed to a set of snowflake earrings. “The ones that look like sugar crystals.”

      Intrigued by his description, she studied them for a moment, the snowflake burst at the end of each dangling chain glittering in the shop light. “They are absolutely gorgeous. Like little fireworks.” He raised an eyebrow, and she shook her head. “Mom’s a little picky about her earrings—small, nothing dangling. She’s afraid she’ll get them caught on something when she’s working in the yard.”

      Brant nodded. “I can see that.” He kept looking through the glass top, slowly inching his way through the case. “You said she likes gardening?”

      “Well, not like Grandma Tansy or anything. More just nature. It was killing her not to be up here for the fall colors.”

      Brant smiled, reminding her that was what had brought him into town as well. “If you want jewelry for her that’s a little more modern, I know a jeweler in Eureka Springs—great person, fantastic designer. Nature is her specialty.”

      What a thoughtful idea. “Thanks. I’m assuming she had a website?”

      He nodded.

      “I’ll have to check that out.”

      The joking around continued as they walked through the store, occasionally giving real suggestions and finally picking out a few gifts for those on her list.

      “I still can’t believe we found this clock. It will be perfect for Claire.” Cradling it in the palm of her hand, Keira turned the small wooden object over and examined the etching on the back.

      “I did notice she’s got that clock thing going on in her shop.”

      “Thing?” Keira exhaled a laugh. “Try obsession.”

      “Which makes it easier to find something to give her.”

      True. And Keira could have probably found that one on her own without her “expert shopper” as well as the antique hawthorn-wood mortar and pestle for Grandma Tansy, but shopping was way more fun with Brant, not to mention he’d been the motivating factor behind finding the time to shop.

      “Are you ready to check out?” Brant asked when they’d gone over everything in the store at least twice.

      Keira nodded. “I’m really excited.” Now she couldn’t wait to decorate her tree so she had something to put her gifts under. They took the selected items to the counter, but before she laid anything down, Keira eyed her cousin. “You have to promise not to tell,” she teased. Even as she said it, she laid each item on the counter.

      “Of course.” Makenna picked up the items, wrapping each carefully. “I think I can guess who they are for, too.” When she picked up the clock, she paused. “It would be amazing if this replica of the Prague astrological clock did more than tell time.” She sighed, studying the clock’s face with a look of adoration. “But somehow I still knew it would find its way to the right person. Claire’s going to love it.”

      After paying, Keira and Brant told Makenna goodbye and headed out.

      “That was fun,” Brant said, taking her free hand as if their being together was the most natural thing in the world. “Now how about some food? Isn’t that our arrangement?”

      “I’m going to buy you a sign that says, ‘Will work for food.’”

      “No truer words.” A light snow started as they walked, the tiny, delicate flakes reflecting the Christmas lights down the street.

      “Because I know this about you, I might have a scone tucked away with your name on it.”

      “Yes!” His step quickened, as he jokingly took off toward the café. It was sweet how excited he got about her food. What she appreciated even more, though, was that he slowed, willing to wait so they could spend more time together. “What’s next for you at the café? You have your scones, and I’m guessing you’re not doing the misfortune cookies.” He frowned. “What’s your goal?”

      “To not be a screw-up.” She meant the answer to be glib, but it stung with truth.

      Brant stopped in the middle of the sidewalk and balked at her. “Seriously? How can you think that?”

      “‘Sausage charcoal’ ring any bells besides the smoke detector?” She pulled a face. He had to remember that one. It was how they’d met.

      “Oh, come on. It was funny. I haven’t seen any mistakes serious enough for you to think of yourself as a screw-up.”

      If only that were true. Guilt soured in Keira’s stomach. “Besides the normal things I mess up all the time—mixing up orders, forgetting to make requested changes—don’t forget Ginger and Thanksgiving.” Her chest felt like there was an elephant sitting on it. She’d thrown herself into working off her culpability in Ginger’s illness, but it wasn’t clearing her conscience any. She’d have to make a visit the next day to ask her forgiveness.

      “So they don’t ask you to bring a side dish next year—I’d count that as a win for you,” he teased gently, but then his face turned intent. “Whatever happened to Ginger is not your fault.”

      Tears sprang to her eyes, and even in the twilight, he had to see them. “We can’t be sure.”

      “We don’t need to be. Does Ginger blame you?”

      She shook her head slowly. “I don’t think so.”

      “Then you shouldn’t either.” He reached for a lock of her hair and then softly caressed her cheek. “Why do you think these things about yourself? You’re really your only critic, you know.”

      She could tell he was being sincere, but it was hard to shut off the bully in her brain fighting against every positive thing she heard. Why did she think this about herself? Maybe because she was cursed. Well, probably not literally, but she didn’t have the special touch her great-aunts did.

      But Brant couldn’t hear what was going on in her head.

      “You are crazy talented.” His whispered, like a warm scarf, was comforting and soft.

      She leaned in to accept his words. If she could believe him instead of the negative thoughts that had been going through her head . . .

      “I might even say magical, if I believed in such things.”

      She swallowed. Did he believe she was magic? If so, he didn’t seem freaked out by it.

      The intensity of his eyes said this was an observation, a question if what he saw was truly happening, the possibility of which she herself was only starting to recognize and accept.

      He brushed a lock of hair from her face, his touch gentle but sure. “Please don’t do this to yourself anymore.” He searched her eyes. “Believe in the beautiful, capable, talented woman in front of me as much as I do.”

      This time, his approach was slow, measured, and just as much wanted as the feathery kiss from the pond. This time, Keira made sure to meet him with the same sweet intensity. Despite not being cold, his kiss brought a warmth to her chest that burst like a firecracker when his hand slipped into her hair. Gently, he pulled her closer, and they kissed in the first snow of the season.
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      If a kiss could be a firework, this one with Keira was better than a thousand mines going off at once. His heart hammered in his chest. This was a kiss worth every one of their false starts. Now that Brant finally had her in his arms, he really didn’t want to let go, and when the kiss ended, he tipped his forehead to hers. “Maybe you believe me now?”

      “About what?” She blinked, a blush warming her cheeks.

      If their kiss scrambled her memory so completely she didn’t know what he was talking about, he would call that successful. He chuckled. “About how amazing you are.”

      “Oh, that. Right. I was telling you about my goal—until you distracted me.” She smiled and backhanded his bicep lightly, but with his quick reflexes, he grabbed her hand and held it, gently linking his fingers through hers. Her smile deepened as she lifted one shoulder. “What I am trying to do is make my bakery niche so successful that Aunt Ginger will let me take over the shop when she retires.”

      “Mission accomplished there.”

      “Maybe not mission accomplished quite yet, but I’m working on it.”

      He grinned at her. It might take some time to get her to take a compliment, but that was good enough for now.

      He looked over at the Sweet Memories Café. “I know it’s kind of difficult to remember what we were talking about, but wasn’t there some mention of food?”

      Keira exhaled a laugh and put both hands on her hips in a darling, challenging way. “You are such a teenage boy.”

      He rubbed a hand across his day’s stubble and offered his best smolder. A couple days’ growth was nowhere near a full beard, but this wasn’t something he could have done in his teenage years. Without another word about food, he opened the door and held it for her.

      They walked past a couple of customers, Keira guiding him by the hand to behind the counter. She reached under the cash register and pulled out a notebook. She shook it. “This is my everything,” she confided in a low voice. “Every new recipe I come up with gets scribbled in here. I’d be lost without it.” She gave him a smile that made him know he’d been trusted with important information. “Come on, let’s go into the kitchen.”

      He was more than willing to follow where she led.

      “I don’t know if it was the first snowfall, the Christmas decorations, or . . .” She hesitated, and her cheeks flushed.

      “Me?” He gave her the smolder, and she blushed even brighter. That had to be a yes.

      “Anyway,” she emphasized, “I had an amazing idea when we were outside—I can’t wait to try it.” Her smile was dazzling when she was excited like this. “I just need a minute to write it down.” She plopped the notebook onto a countertop and picked up a pen. “Do you mind?”

      He shook his head, fascinated to watch her at work. “Go right ahead.”

      Her forehead wrinkled as she concentrated over the page, and she chewed on her lower lip.

      He could hear customers out in the dining room, but the two of them were alone in the kitchen. “I feel special to be allowed back here.”

      She looked up from the page and quirked an eyebrow at him. “Special enough that I could hire you and put a hairnet on you?”

      He made a face and was careful not to scratch his cheeks or chin again.

      She closed the notebook and returned the pen. “Give me a second while I put it back? I’m one of those people—if I move it somewhere else, I’ll never remember where I moved it to.” She laughed in a self-deprecating way.

      “What about your employees?” Who was it that was working tonight? One of the teenaged girls, but she’d been on the other side of the shop when the two of them had walked through. “Aren’t you worried any of them will snoop?”

      Keira laughed. “Are you kidding? Even if they did, I don’t think they’d realize what I have here. They’d get bored looking through it.” She flipped through a few pages of drawings of people that looked like they’d been sketched by a third grader, and he loved that she unapologetically showed him. “Only Ginger knows what it really is.”

      She disappeared for a moment. When she reemerged, she went to a cupboard, retrieved two scones that had been hidden away, and popped them in the microwave. “Hot chocolate?”

      “Of course. Thank you.” Wanting to be helpful, he looked around the kitchen for ideas, but he decided it would be better not to touch anything.

      She finished preparing the snack and led him back out to the nearly empty dining room to one of the open tables.

      “You think you make cooking mistakes? Tell me your worst,” he said. “I bet I have you beat.”

      “I doubt it.” She cocked an eyebrow. “Let’s hear yours first.”

      “Okay, true story . . .” He shook his head. “When I was in college, my stove quit working. While I was waiting for maintenance, I tried to cook sausage on my iron.”

      “Ew.” She paused, trying not to get sick. “What a mess that must have been!” She chuckled. “Though I have to say that I’m actually impressed you had an iron.”

      “Doesn’t mean I knew how to use it.”

      “Or what exactly it was for.” She smirked at him, her dark eyes shining with delight.

      He loved how they could laugh together. “Okay. Now yours. Give it your best shot.”

      “My funniest ones were not here at the café. Let’s see.” She tapped her finger on her chin. “There was the time I caught the microwave on fire.” He raised his eyebrows, and she continued, “I was trying to make a s’more. Instead of nuking the marshmallow, I put the chocolate in the microwave. Figuring the mini chocolate bar could get messy, I left it in its wrapper. Didn’t know they were metallic and would start a fire.”

      He laughed and realized he needed an age so he could picture it appropriately. “Tell me you were a kid.”

      She nodded. “I was probably eight or nine.” She bit absently on her lower lip. “If that wasn’t good enough, how about one of my foibles at the café?” She scrunched up her face as if deciding. “The first time Ginger trusted me to make the croissants.”

      This story had promise. He settled back in his chair, arms crossed, ready for a long story.

      “I had them on the baking stone, folded precisely and lined up like little soldiers I was sending off to war. I put them in the oven, set a timer on my phone, and when I came back to check on them, they hadn’t changed much.” She paused and closed her eyes as if the admission was painful. “Baking those croissants took much longer than I expected.” She paused, holding back the punchline. “Because I forgot to turn the oven on.”

      Brant snorted and shook his head. Hearing these stories about her didn’t make him like her any less; in fact, it had the opposite effect. None of the stories were all that bad when it came down to it either, and he hoped that somehow he’d be able to help her see that.

      “Hey, I thought you were hungry.” She looked pointedly at his untouched scone.

      Being with her, he’d completely forgotten his stomach. When she picked up her scone and took a bite, so he did the same. He lifted his pastry, preparing himself. This was his experiment. Twice now when he’d eaten Keira’s scones, memories he hadn’t known resided within his recollection came to him with such detail and clarity, he couldn’t question their veracity. Only one time had that not happened. In his scientific mind, this time was the clincher.

      What he couldn’t figure out was what he wanted the result to be, which, to be fair, fit the scientific method better. He had his theory—that a memory would come to him when he took a bite—but what would he do if that theory proved correct? What would that mean? That Keira was somehow magic?

      He braced himself and took a bite. Expecting something sweet because of his previous experiences, he was thrown by the bitter zing of chocolate so dark his first thought was that it was burned. It tasted like the awful ninety-five percent cacao bars his father bought from a chocolatier in Bentonville. The taste immediately immersed him in the spiral of an emotional memory.

      There, he’d sat, a confused and frustrated fourteen-year-old, leaning against a tree trunk in his back yard, stabbing the grass repeatedly with a broken stick. In that way she had, his mom had come and sat down next to him, silently observing and waiting until he was ready to speak.

      “Why doesn’t he like me?” His question had come out in a bark of anger—the only way he could keep himself from breaking down into sobs.

      “Your father loves you. You and I are his everything.” Her words had been as smooth as cool sheets on a hot summer night.

      His teenaged self had started to argue, but his mom had lifted one silent finger.

      “Not only does he love you, but he likes you too. I wish you could hear how he talks about you. He is so proud of you.” She’d leaned over then and kissed his temple, and though he’d squirmed, he hadn’t moved away. That part of his memory made him smile with the bitter sweetness of missing her.

      “You’re smart, and you work hard,” she’d reassured. “He sees that; he loves that about you. He admires your curiosity and your intuitive understanding of complex issues. As you grow and your interests change, he’s struggling with finding a way to connect with you—or maybe to the point he’s worried that you won’t connect with him.”

      Brant had swallowed, thinking about what she’d said, the assault on the defenseless ground growing slower.

      “He really is trying, honey.” His mom had put her arm around him, snugging him close to her. Brant relived that moment so fully he could almost feel her there next to him, whispering to him what she’d said then. “Give him another chance.”

      Stunned, Brant could almost not finish swallowing the bite, which had gone from bitter to sweet with raspberry added to the dark chocolate—his mother’s favorite combination.

      Keira leaned forward, looking intently into Brant’s face. “Are you okay?” She reached for his hand.

      He swallowed the bite and the accompanying emotion, though his throat was tight. “I . . . I think so.” His words felt strangled, but the memory was vivid. “I think I need to call my dad.” She pulled her hand away, perhaps to give him space, but he needed her. He captured her hand, her touch soft and comforting, and felt a wave of peace wash over him. “You know you have a gift, right?”

      She blinked at him.

      The comment probably felt like it had come out of nowhere. “You have no idea how much you’ve given me through that gift.” He squeezed her hand, not wanting to tell her he needed to leave, but a pounding in his chest reinforced the feeling the memory had brought.

      “You don’t have to tell me what it was, but did you have a memory?” she asked gently.

      He nodded, not trusting himself to speak.

      “Grandma Lavinia’s memory scones,” she whispered in awe.

      “I don’t think it’s just the recipe, Keira.” He needed her to hear him on this. “If we gave this recipe to any other professional baker, I’m willing to bet none of their scones would have the same effect.”

      She lifted one shoulder in a defeated shrug.

      “Nope. That’s not good enough.” He lifted her chin with his finger so she would look him in the eye. “You are the difference. Magic or not, you are the difference.” When she nodded and gave him a real smile, he stood and kissed her temple. “Thank you for an amazing night.” The words didn’t come close to encompassing the whole of the complex evening of emotions, but it was a start. “See you tomorrow?”

      She gave him a smile, and he left with spirits so high, he could have soared to the stars.
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      “It’s so good to see you!” Ginger opened her door wide to envelop Keira in her embrace.

      Careful to hold the blue cupcake box level, Keira gave in to the hug, a strong sense of relief buoying her up. “You’re looking so well.” She stepped back to check Ginger’s coloring and posture. “Almost back to normal?”

      Ginger turned sideways to usher Keira in. Once she had the door shut, she clapped her hands and rubbed them together. “What did you bring me?” she asked eagerly.

      “Something new. For the café, if you approve.” She handed the box to Ginger, who took it into the kitchen.

      “Oh?” Setting the box on the kitchen peninsula, Ginger lifted the lid and ahh-ed at what she saw.

      Her enthusiastic reaction did wonders for Keira’s spirits.

      “Please tell me this is a coconut cupcake through and through, and not just vanilla with shredded coconut on white frosting.” Like Ginger even needed to ask.

      Keira gave her a disappointed look. “Do you think I would do that?”

      Ginger smiled. “Of course not. Which is why I could say it the way I did.” She pulled two small plates out of her cupboard, along with a knife and two dessert forks. After cutting the cupcake in half, she set a piece on each plate and handed one to Keira. “Let’s sit. I need to see this in all its glory.”

      Keira couldn’t help but beam from the inside. Maybe Brant was right. Maybe she had been a little hard on herself. That thought had her wanting to cross her fingers for luck, but since she was carrying porcelain, probably not the best idea. They sat in Ginger’s breakfast nook, the early-afternoon sun spilling onto the white wood tabletop.

      “The presentation is amazing, and it’s even better cut in half.” Ginger poked the coconut ganache filling with the tines of her fork and then lifted the utensil to her tongue. “Mmm. I love the all-white look.”

      “I thought of it the night of the first snowfall.” When she’d been on top of the world. It was amazing what a good first kiss would do. When Brant had returned home, Keira had been so wound up with excited energy that she’d stayed up half the night, full of wonder as she’d watched the snow fall under a waning crescent moon. The glistening powder of snow and the reflection of moonlight, along with a certain someone and his penchant for dark-chocolate coconut hot chocolate, might have had everything to do with the recipe she’d concocted.

      “Seriously, you’ve outdone yourself.” Ginger found nothing to critique? “Now give me an update while I enjoy this magnificent offering.”

      Keira took a bite of her cake, the delicate taste one of the favorites she’d made. “Things are going pretty well. Because of the holidays, bakery orders are up significantly—”

      “Don’t be modest. I hear that’s not just the holiday, my dear.”

      Keira blushed, her cheeks hot under Ginger’s praise.

      “And you forget I have access to the financial records online.”

      Keira would never forget that.

      “So I can see the shop is doing better than fine. Mostly because of you. In fact—” Ginger stood and went to the cupboard. “—I think you’re doing well enough you probably don’t even want me to come back.”

      Keira blanched. “That’s not true!”

      Ginger laughed, which made her cough, and she held her side until she caught her breath. “See? I’m not quite ready. Yet.”

      The whole thing seemed too forced to believe completely.

      Ginger poured two glasses of water and brought them back to the table. She set one in front of Keira, took a sip of her own, and then returned to her cake. “Keira, I can’t quit saying it, but this is amazing. I was already having a pretty decent day today, but starting with my first bite . . .” She paused and sighed, a look of elation she didn’t put into words. “For some reason, I feel like everything is going to be great. It’s Christmastime, sales are up, I’m feeling better . . .” She smiled. “It’s joy.” She looked at Keira straight on. “I associate these cupcakes with joy.” She finished her last bite and pushed her plate away from her. “I hope you added those to your holiday orders. We can all use a little more joy in our lives.”

      “I’m glad you liked it.” Keira slumped with relief.

      “Now,” Ginger continued, “did you know Claire came to see me yesterday?”

      Keira shook her head and looked out across Ginger’s yard to a young hawthorn tree. Unlike the one in the courtyard, it had lost its leaves.

      “Two things. First, she told me about some amazing Christmas sugar cookies you made. She said they create a feeling of childlike wonder?” She looked over the top of her readers at Keira, who shrugged.

      Maybe Ginger thought she was crazy. But it wasn’t Keira making these claims about her newest recipes. Since she never experienced anything beyond the taste—the actual one for the scone, not a different one associated with a memory—Keira had to believe what others told her, and Claire had loved Keira’s newest cookie.

      “Why didn’t you bring me one of the sugar cookies?” Ginger narrowed her eyes at Keira. “I’m intrigued.”

      “Why don’t you come down to the café and try it then?” she challenged. “I won’t put you to work. Too much.”

      “Like I could keep from stepping in.”

      “I can. Stop you, that is.” Keira paused, waiting for Ginger to continue. “Second thing?”

      “Second thing?” Ginger’s eyebrows knit together. She took a moment before she seemed to remember that she’d said she had two things to say. “Oh.” She waved it off. “I might have more than two.” She held out her hand and counted them on her fingers. “The cookie.” She tapped her index finger, and then moved on to the second finger. “What’s this about people coming in, ordering the mystery scone because they’ve forgotten things?”

      She laughed, and Keira joined her. “Crazy, right?” Keira shook her head. “I don’t have control over what they see in their memories.”

      “Yet.” Ginger said this so simply, so matter-of-factly, Keira had to stop her.

      “Wait. Are you saying I’m actually . . . I mean, that I have . . .”

      “Magic, my dear. Say it with me.” Ginger laughed and winked at her grandniece. “It was only a matter of time before you started believing in yourself.”

      Keira sucked in a breath, her mind whirling with what Ginger was implying, but before she could fully process it, Ginger continued.

      “I said two things, but actually, there’s a third.” Her grin widened. “Brant Whitbeck.”

      There was no question, no commentary, no congratulations even. Just pure happiness. And Keira couldn’t help smiling just as big back at her.

      “Also, I have a favor to ask.” Ginger stood and walked Keira into her living room. “Have a seat there on the couch.” While Keira did so, Ginger retrieved a large wooden box from the top of a built-in bookcase and brought it to the coffee table. She set the box down with a thunk in front of Keira. “Now that I know you’re ready, you need to open that.”

      Keira let her fingers trail over the intricate hawthorn tree carved into the lid. “It’s so beautiful!”

      “Your great-great-grandpa Josiah carved that for his wife.” She nodded at the lid, urging Keira to remove it. “You’ll see why.”

      The wood squeaked as Keira wiggled the lid back and forth to separate it from the bottom. When it was finally open, she could see that a ragged stack of old cotton paper sat inside. Unlike Claire’s book, which included poems, journal entries, and sketches along with the occasional recipe, each page in this box held only the instructions for one dish after another. Some of the handwriting seemed to match the book Claire had, but other, newer papers were also in there.

      “Great-Grandma Lavinia’s cookbook, such as it is,” Ginger said.

      Such as it is. “Amazing is what it is.” So much better than pins in social media or text printed from off the internet.

      Ginger smiled. “I thought you might like it. When the time came.”

      “They don’t all look like they were recorded by the same person.” Keira compared two pages, holding them side by side. The handwriting was distinctive to each, and the paper itself appeared to be different in age by even a hundred years.

      “I’m glad you noticed that.” Ginger’s eyes sparkled with delight. “Only a few in the family have had the privilege to add to this collection, and you, my dear, will be one of them.” Ginger sifted through the pages until she pulled up the one for Lavinia’s Memory Scones, written exactly as Keira had seen it in Claire’s book. “I would like you to write down your two latest recipes—your Coconut Joy Cupcakes and your Christmas Cookies of Childlike Wonder.”

      Keira blinked. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. She was barely catching up to what she was seeing, right there in her hands. Covington family recipes—magical recipes—handed down from generation to generation. And Ginger wanted Keira to add hers? “Are you sure?” The weight of the responsibility felt poignant. She wasn’t being asked to do anything that couldn’t be undone—like writing in Lavinia’s book that Claire kept at the bookstore—but it felt almost as important.

      “I couldn’t be more sure.” Ginger gave an assertive nod. “Write them down so that your descendants will also be able to make them someday. Life is unpredictable, and it’s best to write things down while they’re fresh in your mind.”

      It wasn’t likely that Keira would forget, and she didn’t plan on going anywhere, but she would do this for Ginger. “I’ll work on it.” She’d be honored to.

      “Thank you.” Ginger’s relief was evident and deep. “Bring me your final copies, and we’ll add them to the box.”

      After a quiet moment, Keira stood. “Thank you, Aunt Ginger.”

      Ginger stood and hugged her. “Thank you, dear girl.” Her smile was huge. “I never thought I’d see the day.”

      What did she mean by that—that she hadn’t believed Keira had that magic? “Which recipes do you have in there?”

      Ginger shook her head. “None yet.”

      That Ginger wouldn’t have any hadn’t even occurred to Keira, and she hoped the question wasn’t hurtful, but she liked the hopefulness Ginger expressed in those two words. “When are you coming back to the café?”

      “Soon. When I’m all better. Until then, know that you’re doing an amazing job.”
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      If someone had told Brant all he needed to do to reconnect with his father was to call and tell him he’d sunk his life savings into a money pit of a property, he never would have believed it. Yet that was all it took.

      It wasn’t like Brant and his father didn’t know each other—they lived in the same small town, after all—but after Brant’s mother had passed away, the two men just kind of let their relationship slide. She’d been the electrostatic bond between them, and when her presence was gone, they were simply two molecules, each going their own way. But when Brant decided to reach out to Vance, it was just like his mother had said in the memory. Brant had to give him another chance to connect.

      As Brant left the café the night of that memory, he pulled out his phone and stared at his dad’s contact for several seconds. Before he could change his mind, he touched the name to initiate the call. He only had to endure a few moments of awkwardness, and by the time he gave Vance the latest highlights of his life, his dad was arranging a visit to Massachusetts to check the place out. That had been about a week ago.

      “Hey, Dad,” Brant called from his new office. The old linoleum tiles were cracked, with several missing, and it desperately needed a paint job and furnishings, but it had electricity and a surface for his laptop.

      “Yeah, son?” Vance poked his head out from the bathroom area, plumbing fixtures in hand.

      “Any chance you’re at a stopping point?”

      His father shrugged. “Only if you don’t want to shower tomorrow.”

      “I didn’t mean for the day.” Brant’s tone was light. “I wanted to see if you’re up for brunch since it’s a little early for regular lunch.”

      “Now that I might be able to handle.” He shook the part at the same time he emphasized the word.

      Brant shook his head and rolled his eyes at the dad joke. His father’s visit had been the right help at exactly the right time. After working in the oil field most of his life, Vance had spent the last year mostly fishing—and throwing in the occasional odd job when he felt like it. Which meant that as soon as Brant had told him about his new project house, Vance had offered his services and left first thing the next morning.

      Although Brant had been nervous how two near-strangers might get along living in a construction zone with minimal creature comforts, things couldn’t have gone smoother. Every evening, they tackled the most pressing house issues, and while Brant worked on the fireworks show during the day, Vance continued with the construction, seemingly pleased as punch just to be there.

      “Dave Beecher made it into town and wants to meet at Sweet Memories Café for a business meeting, but I think you ought to come along.”

      “Sounds good.” Vance looked down at his work clothes and grubby hands. “Give me a second to wash up and change my shirt, at least?”

      “Of course.”

      Brant hit save on the slideshow for Dihedral Aeronautics. Dave had sent over the spreadsheet and bid information, but Brant had been the one to finalize the presentation. After lunch, the two of them would go over everything to prep for their pitch to the Boston branch VP the next day. If she liked their plan, the two of them eventually could end up going to Seattle to meet with CEO Ryland Neilson.

      Brant couldn’t believe things were progressing this quickly and this well. If getting gigs like the Hawthorne First Night event took Whitbeck Fireworks to the next level, landing the account with Dihedral would skyrocket it.

      The large brute of a man lumbered off to the bathroom, where Brant pictured him lathering up to his elbows as he did every time he left a project like this for a meal. For someone who “didn’t get into” science, the man sure was careful about some things he couldn’t even see.

      “I’m sorry to leave so much of the construction to you, Dad,” Brant called from the front room when he heard the water turn off.

      “You need to do the work you get paid for. I understand that.”

      Of course he did. Vance Whitbeck was one of the most hardworking men out there. In addition to driving a truck for the oil field, he’d done shorter stints in construction, which was why he had the experience to help Brant with some of the more challenging renovation projects.

      “I just feel bad. I didn’t invite you out here for free labor.”

      “You didn’t have to because I offered. It’s my pleasure, really.” Vance came out of the bathroom in a clean shirt, and drying his hands on a folded paper towel from the commercial box still hanging on his bathroom wall.

      The short walk to Sweet Memories was spent with his dad filling him in on construction workers’ secrets and how to find rock-bottom prices on decent construction materials. “No sense going in debt more than you have to. Not when there are plenty of ways to save a buck when you’re doing your own work,” his dad said. “Once you get it all done, that auto body shop is going to make one heck of a really nice house, son—like go ahead and ask that pretty waitress to be your wife nice.” He gave Brant a significant look, which he ignored.

      Brant chuckled to himself, unable to believe what he was hearing. He and his father might be mending some fences in their own relationship, but that didn’t mean he was ready to let Vance give him advice for proposing just yet. He let his dad continue to talk as they walked.

      “I know you have a lot of plans for the place, but it’s in really great shape. After you get your kitchen finished, you’re just looking at finishing work for the rest of it—cosmetic stuff. But I’ll make sure you get all the contractor deals.” Vance shoved his hands in the pockets of his jeans. “I picked up a trick or two over the years.”

      Brant didn’t doubt that.

      When he opened the café door, and smoke billowed out, he was assaulted by the acrid smoke of food past the crispy side. It had been a while since that had happened, and the thought of Keira being behind it made him smile. Brant pumped the door a couple of times, trying to force fresh air in, and then gave up, going to the table where Dave sat with a look of stricken terror.

      Dave saw him coming through the haze and stood when Brant got there.

      “Hey, don’t worry about it, Dave. Sweet Memories Café has the best food in town.” He stuck his hand out for his buddy and partner to shake.

      “Best food in town? Is that really saying much?” Dave said, his voice low. “I can’t believe I talked you into taking this job. The town is tiny.”

      Brant decided he could address that comment in a minute. First, introductions. “Dave, have you met my dad, Vance?”

      “I’ve seen you around town.” Dave shook Vance’s hand. “Nice to officially meet you.”

      Brant signaled for them to walk to the counter to place their orders.

      “What’s good here that’s not burned.” Luckily Dave and his big mouth were still far from Keira’s earshot.

      Vance beat them to the display case. “They have scones,” he said over his shoulder to Dave.

      Brant had been vacillating whether he wanted to encourage or discourage his dad from having one. While the memories that had come to Brant were happy, what if his father’s weren’t?

      “Sounds good to me,” Dave said. “Brant?”

      Trying not to picture what a fiasco this could be, Brant nodded his head. Still about ten yards from the counter, Brant gave Keira a hello smile. She returned the greeting before Dave stepped up to the counter to order.

      “Three scones—hmm . . .”

      Apparently ordering for everyone, Dave must have been deciding on flavors. Brant held his breath, hoping he’d try one of the blueberry-cream scones just to be safe.

      “Let’s go with mystery for all three. With orange juice.” Dave pulled out his wallet, though he’d most likely use the company card.

      With the order placed, they went back to the table where Dave had waited for them. “How’s it going for New Year’s Eve?” Dave asked Brant.

      “You mean First Night.”

      “Wouldn’t it be Last Night?”

      “One would think,” Brant said dryly.

      Dave chuckled. “Okay then, how are First Night preparations going? Do you need any help from me?”

      Excited to have someone to tell who actually would know what he was talking about, Brant gave him a rundown of his plans. “You did get the numbers I sent you, right?”

      Dave nodded. “We’ve got them set aside for you. Did you want me to ship them, or . . .”

      Transporting fireworks was a sticky process with all the regulations, but Brant had designed his show around some of his special shells. Some of the others he’d buy locally. “I’m planning to come down after Christmas to pick them up,” Brant said. “Do you have a crew assembled who don’t mind traveling?”

      “Still working on that . . .”

      Dave sounded completely distracted, and Brant looked up to see why.  Keira, looking as lovely as ever, walked toward them, a tray full of their scones and orange juice on her upturned palm.

      “Don’t you get any ideas, man,” Brant whispered to his buddy. “She’s dating someone.”

      “Someone like who?” Dave teased. “You?”

      “Jealous?” Brant got the word in just before Keira was close enough to start emptying her tray.

      “Good morning, gentlemen.” She saved the last plate to put in front of Brant, allowing her hand to brush across his shoulder as she pulled away.

      He met her hand and gave it a gentle squeeze. “Thank you.”

      “Of course.”

      Her voice sent his heartbeat racing through the room. He no longer had any interest in rehearsing the details for the Dihedral presentation; he would have been fine with taking the day off to spend with her.

      With Keira still saying her goodbye, Brant forgot to prepare himself for his companions’ reactions to their scones.

      “Wow.” Dave swallowed his first bite and lowered the scone, his eyes as round as the plate he set it back down on. “Did you—” His look accused Brant of nearly depriving him of something spectacular. “That is the most amazing scone I’ve ever had.” He took another bite, closing his eyes. “Bacon, pepper jack, and jalapeño, I think.” He opened his eyes. “It can’t be locally grown.” He shook his head. “Not in the winter. But seriously . . .” He quit talking to himself and took another bite. “It’s the taste of money.” He chuckled to himself, lost in his own thoughts.

      “Bacon or money? I’m confused.” Brant’s dad held his scone aloft, poised to take his first bite. “Because I’m not sure I want to taste money.”

      “I was speaking metaphorically, of course.” Dave seemed to snap out of whatever trance he’d been in. “The taste reminds me of the restaurant my grandpa owned.” He tipped his chin to Vance’s scone. “Try it.”

      Brant braced himself as his dad took his first bite. He wouldn’t taste bacon, whatever, and jalapeños; he only hoped whatever memory his dad got wasn’t too painful.

      As Vance took a bite and chewed slowly, Brant’s hands got shaky, waiting for a response. Just as slowly as he’d chewed, the corners of his lips turned up in a smile. At least whatever he was seeing was pleasant.

      Dave slapped the table. “Amazing, am I right?”

      Vance stared at Dave like he was speaking a foreign language. “I agree it’s amazing, but—” He moved his plate so his scone lined up closely to Dave’s. “Do they look the same to you?” He looked at both Dave and Brant.

      “Yeah.” Dave turned each of the two plates, looked at them from different angles and in different light. “They’re exactly the same shade and everything. Why?” He looked at Vance suspiciously.

      “Stands to reason they’re the same flavor, right?”

      Dave gave a quick nod.

      “They can’t be. No bacon, cheese, or pepper of any sort. Mine was most definitely honey. I would know that flavor anywhere.”

      Fighting him on it, Dave gave an emphatic shake of his head. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      Vance stood and pushed his sleeves up to his elbows. “I’ll be right back. I’m going to ask that employee.”

      With a tip of his head, his father pointed toward a classy late-middle-aged woman in business casual attire kept clean with the blue Sweet Memories Café apron tied around her. Ginger Covington was back at work? Keira hadn’t mentioned it when they’d been texting the night before.

      Vance’s question to Ginger precipitated a longer and more involved conversation than should have been necessary, but Dave wasn’t holding his breath awaiting Vance’s verdict. “Let’s ask your girlfriend.” He waved Keira over. “What are you calling these again?” he asked.

      “Mystery Scones.” Her facial expression was what Brant was starting to recognize as her working mask—personable but guarded—but there was also something a little more. She was waiting for a reaction.

      “Mystery Scones. Interesting. And why do you call them that?” Dave sounded like a TV lawyer cross-examining a witness. At least she hadn’t called them Memory Scones. That would have brought a slew of questions before the first bite.

      “That’s the mystery part of it, isn’t it?” Brant quipped quickly to take the heat off Keira.

      Without turning away from her, Dave cut a look in Brant’s direction in a quick reprimand. “Well, I think they’re amazing.” Dave leaned into the compliment, like no one else shared his opinion. “I don’t suppose you’d be willing to share the recipe?”

      Keira blinked in shock, and Brant jumped in again. “She can’t do that.” He tried to laugh it off as a joke. Dave’s question was probably just a reflex, but did the guy even cook?

      When Keira shook her head no, Dave shrugged, still watching her. “It was worth a shot. I figured maybe you’d be interested in a little business venture. We could put this little mom-and-pop shop on the map if we sell the recipe to a national bakery or supermarket chain.” He looked at her with raised eyebrows.

      She shook her head again.

      “It wouldn’t hurt business here at the café at all—might even help it, since customers would flock to have the original—and selling the recipe would make a boatload of money in one fell swoop.”

      “What a thoughtful offer.” Keira’s smile didn’t reach her eyes. “I’m not ready to do that at the moment, but I’m glad you enjoyed it.” Changing the subject, Keira asked if they needed anything else.

      Dave gave a loud, frustrated sigh, communicating his belief that she was missing out on a good opportunity. “You could bring me another scone, though.”

      Brant wanted to slug him; instead, he pushed his plate toward his partner. “You can have mine.” He wasn’t in the mood to risk memories—good or bad—in this situation.

      Keira turned to leave.

      “Kara—”

      “Keira,” Brant corrected quietly so only Dave would hear. “And tread lightly, please.”

      “I’m sorry, Keira,” Dave called, more politely this time.

      She turned with an insincere smile. “Yes?”

      “I’m sorry about that. No hard feelings?” He raised his hands in front of him. “I’m a businessman. When I see an opportunity to make money, I . . .” He let his shrug finish that sentence for him. “If you change your mind, this guy here—” He clapped Brant on the shoulder. “—can get you in touch with me.”

      “Thank you.” She wasn’t smiling for real yet, but at least the fake one was gone.

      “You’re welcome. To make it up to you, I’d like to buy a dozen to go—” He looked sideways at Brant. “For our meeting this afternoon,” he said softly. “If you’ll get them boxed up, I’ll pay for them on my way out.”

      Keira looked to Brant, and he nodded. She lifted her shoulder a fraction and gave him a weak smile, which he answered with a slight nod. Yes, he would make sure Dave didn’t skip out without paying, or he’d pay it himself.

      When she was out of earshot, Brant turned to give Dave a what-for. “I can’t believe you did that. That’s like asking us to hand our fireworks schematics and choreography off to the highest bidder.” He had to understand it was wrong, didn’t he?

      “I was going to split the money with her. It wasn’t like I was trying to steal it.” Dave raised his hands like he really didn’t care. “But if she’s not interested . . .”

      Brant wanted to snap back that she wasn’t interested, but he took a mental breath. No harm, no foul. All Dave had done was ask. It was complimentary, really. “Okay.” Brant was more than ready to change subjects. “Dihedral.” He pulled his tablet from his bag and set it up on the tabletop.

      “You are a chemist, Brant.” Why did it sound like Dave was still back on the recipe idea? “You could figure it out. The money would come in handy with our company expansion and that little home reno project you’ve been telling me about.”

      Keira came back with the box of scones and a scowl, but Dave didn’t even acknowledge her.

      “We could be rich,” Dave whispered.

      Brant glared at him, and Dave looked at Keira.

      “Just kidding,” he said, probably for Keira’s benefit, “but purely from an intellectual standpoint, aren’t you at least curious?”

      “Not really.” Brant woke his tablet.

      “At least tell me the secret ingredient,” Dave begged Keira.

      “Let it go,” Brant said with finality.

      “Okay, okay. I was just kidding.” He looked at Keira, who held her jaw tight. “I can see I took it too far. My apologies.”

      Keira gave one simple shake of her head.

      Brant would have to seek her out later and apologize for Dave. For now, it was best they get back on track for their meeting with Dihedral in a more peaceful climate. He just hoped Keira wasn’t upset with him. As she started to walk away again, he grabbed her hand and squeezed it until she looked him in the eye and gave him a smile. The tension and worry he’d felt for her melted, and he smiled back. He didn’t want her to leave upset.

      “Ginger’s back to work?” he asked. If she was, that would bring a lot of relief to Keira—not only in taking some of the responsibility off her shoulders, but also in the misplaced guilt from the Thanksgiving incident.

      “On a very limited basis.” She looked over in her aunt’s direction. “She’s still not looking one hundred percent. But . . .” She leaned into him, and he smelled the familiar tantalizing brown sugar and vanilla. “I think there’s a little chemistry going on here.” For a second, with her breath tickling his ear, he thought she meant between the two of them. Until she tilted her head in Vance and Ginger’s direction. “Something might be cooking.”

      He looked at the two of them a little more closely. It would be naive of him to think his dad would never move on from his mom, but he hadn’t been expecting it here. Today. With Keira’s aunt.

      Keira sauntered off toward her friend—Bethany, maybe?—only a couple of feet away at the next table. Even though Bethany caught him staring, Brant couldn’t keep his eyes off Keira. She’d become the best part of his new world.
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      The frost that decorated the edges of the café windows sparkled when Keira flicked on the lights the next Monday morning. Not wanting to confuse customers, she illuminated only the bare minimum lights in the front of the shop but flooded the kitchen for her early-morning ritual. She took a deep breath and smiled. The café kitchen was truly her happy place. At this time of day, the space was all hers, cocooned from the outside where the rest of the world slept. She could turn on whatever music fit her mood—today was upbeat Christmas music, because she was feeling contented and a little bit playful.

      She’d woken up inspired with a variation of that hawthorn berry biscotti she’d come up with that first day she’d met Brant. Something had always felt off about that recipe. She’d never taken the time to figure out what, and after she’d found Grandma Lavinia’s scone recipe, she’d forgotten all about it. Until she’d woken up before the alarm this morning, already thinking about it.

      Still musing over what she could do to tweak the recipe, autopilot took her to the cupboard to retrieve her favorite bowls, measuring cups and spoons, as well as her trusty spatula. She needed another flavor to pair with the tart hawthorn berry, something traditional to go with the unusual berry. What was it Brant had wanted that first day? Pumpkin, and she’d turned her nose up at it because pumpkin anything was expected. If she paired the two, however, wouldn’t that be unexpected?

      Inspiration led her one step at a time. She gathered ingredients as they occurred to her, allowing her muscle memory to take over crafting the dough, enjoying the kinetic feel. Using only the best ingredients, she whisked pumpkin pie spices into the organic whole wheat flour, hawthorn berry powder, and other dry ingredients. In the mixer, she combined the wet ingredients—no hand-mixing for her recipe, even if Great-Grandma Lavinia’s memory scones required it—taking her time. With only a slight hesitation, she added fresh pumpkin puree.

      Beyond being a treat, an accompaniment to a warm drink on a cold day, what purpose did she want the biscotti to serve? What feeling was she going for? She thought about Brant, who had inspired this recipe. What feelings did he stir in her? What qualities did she see in him? Certainly, there was the friendship and warmth she felt in all their conversations—both in person and over text at the end of a long day. But there was more than that. There was the unexpected, the sense of adventure, the search for beauty and meaning in the everyday.

      She stirred the pecans in with the wet ingredients and then poured it into the dry. Combining the two, she mixed just until she couldn’t see any dry ingredients, and then broke the dough into baguette-sized sections, rolling them into long loaves. She popped them into the oven to bake.

      “Let’s see how this goes,” she said to herself, and she leaned against the counter, looking over the mass of used measuring cups, sticky spatulas, and dirty beaters left in the wake of her baking. At one time in her life, she might have seen it as a drudgery to clean up after having all her fun, but as Keira pondered, she saw something different: evidence of creation, and it was a beautiful mess.

      She ought to jot down the ingredients and amounts before they evaporated. If they tasted even close to okay, she would need the information either in case it worked and she wanted to use the recipe again, or in case she needed to tweak the amounts the next time around.

      Over the past week, she’d been working on writing down the cupcake and cookie recipes for Ginger and the special wooden box. Maybe the biscotti would be another addition? It smelled great, and she hoped it would taste even better, but she had no idea if it would have any special qualities. With a good half hour left on the timer, she went to grab her spiral notebook and the loose sheets she’d been carefully writing to add to Lavinia’s box.

      The notebook she pulled out from the shelf under the cash register was stiffer than it should have been. Dread clamped over her chest. She inhaled slowly in an effort not to panic. Her mind was playing tricks on her, that was all, and she looked down at the notebook in her hand. The single-subject spiral was the same brand she always bought on back-to-school sales, but hadn’t hers been purple? She flipped open the black cover to a hundred pages of blank paper. Her heartbeat accelerated with panic.

      She dropped to her knees to look at the contents of the shelf more closely. Maybe one of the employees had cleaned and organized under the counter in an effort to be helpful. Her notebook might still be down there, just not where she’d left it. Her mouth went dry. Not finding it wouldn’t be the end of the world; she could remember the recipes she’d made over and over, and the rest of the notebook was filled with scratched-through, half-baked ideas, sketches, or other random thoughts she didn’t necessarily need. It was probably okay if it got tossed out in the trash, but in the wrong hands . . .

      What if someone had taken it so they could copy her recipes?

      She exhaled and held her breath for a moment. No need to jump to that conclusion.

      She sifted through the other papers under the cash register and stood the binder of emergency procedures up on its side. This wasn’t looking good. If someone had cleaned up, they would have tossed the flyers from Hawthorne’s 5K fun run six years ago. With shaking fingers, she went through every loose paper, one at a time, hoping to at least find the pages she’d written for Lavinia’s box, but they weren’t there.

      Keira stood, dizzy with emotions: regret for not keeping her recipes safe, nausea that someone could upload them onto the internet, and mental exhaustion at the loss of what she’d worked so hard on.

      Her own special recipes, especially the ones with that little extra something, were gone. Could she even come up with more? Her only hope was Ginger. She’d been here. Maybe she knew what had happened to them. Holding her breath, she pulled out her phone and typed out a quick text.

      Any chance you picked up my recipes for Lavinia’s box? And/or have you seen my spiral notebook?

      She waited, her heart pounding loud enough to rival the ticking of the egg timer.

      At this hour, she hoped her aunt had her phone on do not disturb if she was still sleeping. In her heart of hearts, though, she couldn’t help hoping that after years of working early hours at the café, Ginger was awake. Maybe luck would be on Keira’s side and she’d get a reassuring answer right away.

      Of course, if luck had been on her side, the notebook and recipes wouldn’t be missing at all. Ginger would have told her before taking them and at least asked if they were ready. Keira’s hopes sunk like a deflated soufflé.

      If not Ginger, who would have run off with her recipes? Brant was the only one who knew about the notebook and what it meant to her, and his business partner had been awfully persistent in wanting to get his hands on the scone recipe. The way he kept pushing Brant, had he convinced him to get them another way when she’d turned them down? The more she thought about it, the angrier she got. Those two—or three, if Brant’s dad was in on it, and he probably was—were the only suspects who made any sense at all.

      The timer on the pumpkin-hawthorn berry biscotti dinged, and Keira stomped into the kitchen to check the loaves. Finding them ready, she pulled them out of the oven to cool, but under her skin, her temper was flaring with heat. Brant was strapped for cash, but he wouldn’t do that to her, would he? Unless he didn’t think it would harm her. He’d defended her pretty strongly, but was it over the top to throw her off? No. She shook her head. She couldn’t believe that. Even if Dave had somehow convinced him later, he couldn’t actually believe it was a victimless crime.

      Frustrated, she walked back out to the store area and flopped into a chair at one of the tables. She dropped her head into her hands, desperate to figure out what to do. Was she making too big a deal of this? She had no proof anything was actually happening, but she couldn’t be sure. Even now, contracts could be in the making. If the recipes were in someone else’s hands, the longer she let it go, the more probable it was that it was being shared. Every minute she didn’t know where the recipes were, they were getting farther out of her control.

      If Brant had anything to do with it . . .

      She didn’t want to think about the betrayal such an act would be. Heat soured her stomach. If she hadn’t shown him the notebook, she wouldn’t even think it could be him, but it had to be. No one else had known where she kept the recipes. The sharp taste of disappointment, metallic and cutting, burned her mouth like acid. She’d trusted him.

      A playful pounding on the front door made Keira jump. She checked her watch—about eight minutes after opening time. She jogged over to the door and turned the lock. From the outside, Judge pulled it open and held it for his friends.

      “It’s about time.” Walter pushed his way through first. “It’s freezing out there.”

      “Caught you catnapping, did we?” Gene patted her cheek with a rough hand.

      Keira put on her game face, determined not to let anyone know her world was crashing in on itself. “Good morning, gentlemen. Come on in.”

      She got the group seated and got to work on their orders, determined not to mess anything up despite her emotional state. She successfully juggled their orders—without burning the sausage—and got the biscotti back in the oven to finish it off once she cut it into pieces.

      Thankfully, other than questioning and then ruling out her two employees when they came in, Keira was so busy, she barely had time to think about the disaster she had no idea how to fix. Until Brant called around eleven. When she saw it was him, she had an employee watch the rather empty floor while Keira stepped out to take the call, her heartbeat thumping in her ears.

      “Hey, there.” Brant’s voice was as smooth as warm caramel. Normally, it soothed and delighted her, but today it felt suspicious.

      “Hi.” She wanted to blurt out her accusation, but over the phone was not the time or place. They needed to be face-to-face so she could hint at it, ask with some finesse, and then observe his body language.

      “My guests are gone, so I wanted to see if you’re free for dinner tonight?” He sounded so hopeful.

      She didn’t want to accept and then blindside him with an accusation, but what should she do? Either he didn’t do it, and she’d want to be with him, or he did do it, and he deserved to be made uncomfortable. “Sounds great.” She couldn’t keep back a sigh. Maybe she’d do the whole we need to talk bit before they left for dinner. They could discuss it as they walked through the common, around Lavinia’s monument, the gazebo, even the cemetery if they needed that much time. “I’m off at four, so whatever works for you.”

      “I know you probably got up early; would six be too late?”

      Why did he have to be so nice? Her heart melted a tiny bit at his thoughtfulness. He’d better not be the dirty rotten thief. “That would be perfect. Thank you.” Seven more hours to stew over it before getting her answer—at least about his involvement.

      “Keira.” He said her name in a tenuous whisper.

      The way he hung on to her name meant he wasn’t waiting for her to answer, though his hesitation sent her anxiety about the situation into overdrive. Was he about to confess? “Yes?”

      “Is something wrong? I—” He paused. “It felt a little tense when you first answered. Are you okay?”

      Keira had been gripping the phone so hard, her fingers started to cramp. Dang it, the guy was sweet. “I’m fine for now; don’t worry. I’ll tell you about it when I see you. It’ll be nice to talk.”

      “Okay.” He sounded relieved.

      Keira just wished she felt the same way. “See you at six.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Now that he had a date secured with Keira tonight, Brant could finally focus on his work. An hour ago, he’d walked down to the Hawthorne common with Quin’s First Night map pulled up on his phone, ironing out final details. Quin had asked if he could shoot off a few gerbs—fountains, he called them—at the edge of the common, but the added security to keep people out of the safety zone would add more headache than it would be worth. The cushion just wasn’t there with as many vendors as Quin had scheduled. The rest of the plan, though, should work.

      What should have taken him ten to twenty minutes had already stretched too long. He didn’t want to admit it was his wandering thoughts rather than trying to figure out what to do about excess vegetation or wind blocks. Every step he took through the town center sent his mind returning to that walk in the first snowfall with Keira—and the kisses that had followed. When his dad and then Dave had shown up, Brant hadn’t had any chances to spend time alone with Keira. But tonight, he would—if he kept his mind on track and finished his work.

      Misty Hollow Pond was the perfect distance and a natural barrier separating the launch area from the crowd. The fireworks would be shot from a close enough distance for the crowd to get the full effect, with sounds and bursts feeling like they were practically over their heads. The gerbs, though, that wasn’t going to happen. Quin wasn’t going to be happy, but safety came first.

      “Are you lost?”

      Startled, Brant hadn’t realized anyone else was around. Inside the gazebo, Walter and Gene sat at ten and two around the railing. They’d probably been watching him for a while as he crisscrossed back and forth, trying to make sense of Quin’s map. Brant shivered. “Good morning, gentlemen.” He nodded in greeting.

      “Planning for the big celebration?” Gene folded his arms over his puffy coat, a satisfied look on his face as if he’d figured out a major mystery.

      “Either that, or he’s on some treasure hunt and isn’t doing so great,” Walter grumbled.

      Brant ignored Walter and answered Gene. “First Night,” he said with a nod. “Are you going to be there?”

      “I guess I am. The missus and I will leave after the family fireworks at seven. She’d watch both shows if I let her, but I think I have her convinced we’ll turn into pumpkins if we stay through midnight. That’s the best thing about First Night celebrations—they make it so us older folks can celebrate and still get a decent night’s sleep.”

      “Until you wake up at midnight because your dog is whining and digging to hide under your bed,” Walter complained. “Because you know he’s still shooting more off at midnight.” He pointed an accusing finger Brant’s direction.

      It wasn’t Brant’s fault; it was the job he’d been hired to do—shoot fireworks off at midnight, not scare dogs. Though the second almost always accompanied the first no matter how unintended.

      Gene glared at his friend without turning his face fully to the left to face him. “You know I don’t have a dog.”

      “You want one?” Walter offered.

      “Not particularly.” Gene smirked at him. “Guess you’re stuck with the old mutt.”

      Walter shot Gene a hard look.

      “Come off it,” Gene chided. “You know you’d miss him.”

      “Maybe,” Walter grumbled at about half volume. “I suppose you heard what happened to Keira.” The grumpy old man aimed this comment at Brant.

      Brant hadn’t been ready for the abrupt change in subject, and he shook his head, waiting to hear and hoping it wasn’t too bad.

      “I can’t believe anyone would do that to her,” Gene chimed in.

      “Do what?” Brant clenched and unclenched his fists. One word and he’d be off to the shop to see for himself. “What happened to her? Is she okay?”

      “Calm down, son. She’s fine—physically.” Walter looked at him like he was crazy. Admittedly, his reaction might have seemed a little over the top. “Someone stole her recipes.”

      It took a second for the information to register. That had not been what he’d been expecting. “Her recipes?” he asked, confused at the seriousness of the lead-up to this revelation.

      “We’re not talking her blueberry-cream Danish, though that is amazing and worth far more than the four bucks she charges for it,” Gene said. “We’re talking her recipes.” The way he leaned heavily on the word made his meaning obvious.

      Yikes. Brant cringed for Keira. “When did she realize they’d gone missing?” He’d only talked to her a couple of minutes ago, and the guys were already here at the gazebo.

      “First thing this morning,” Walter said. “Opened late because she was so distraught about it.”

      So she had known before their phone call. The missing recipes must have been the source for the upset he’d heard in her voice, but why didn’t she just tell him? He swallowed, trying not to take it personally. “I don’t suppose she has any idea who did it?”

      Gene shook his head, but Walter’s eyes bored into Brant. “We don’t have any idea, but do you?”

      He seemed to insinuate something, but what? Was Walter accusing Brant of stealing her recipes?

      It wasn’t like Keira kept them under lock and key; her notebook was under the cash register, out in the open for anyone who made it around the counter. Dave had looked straight at it as he’d gone to pay for the extra dozen scones, but he couldn’t have known what that spiral contained. What if he had? What if something had tipped him off? What if the spiral had been open to a recipe? Dave had been rather insistent about getting his hands on it.

      The situation—and his own involvement, no matter how tangential—was a sucker punch to his gut. Dave had been kind of a jerk about the recipe when he’d let his business sense get the best of him. He’d latched on to what he considered a good opportunity, but he wouldn’t go behind Keira’s back and do it. His goal had been to help her sell it to a chain store, not steal it from her. He wouldn’t stoop that low, and he certainly wouldn’t drag Brant into it with him. And yet the odd way Dave had gone about it, and the look on his face when he’d left, did nothing to eliminate Brant’s suspicion.

      He ran a hand through his hair, ready to pull it out. Dave wasn’t the only one who’d fixated on getting that scone recipe. Vance had jumped on the idea with Dave, and the whole way back to Brant’s place, they’d joked about what they’d do with the extra money.

      “Money’s been tight,” Vance had admitted. “I need to find a permanent somewhere, but in the meantime, if I could convince her to sell that recipe—” He thumbed his chest. “—I could get a nice little finder’s fee, and you—” He pointed at Dave. “—could get a nice chunk of change for hooking her up with a big corporation . . .” He shook his head, which was full of stars and dollar signs. But it had all been good fun, hadn’t it?

      Brant had let the two of them talk about it—scheme about it was more like it—but he’d dismissed it as harmless talk between a couple of guys getting to know each other. Then Brant and Dave had gone into Boston for their meeting with Dihedral, and when they’d come back, Brant had sat down to catalogue the client’s wishes while Dave and Vance offered to pick up sandwiches.

      “I’ve got to go talk to Keira.” Brant excused himself from Gene and Walter with an apologetic wave.

      Now that he was looking for clues, he couldn’t stop seeing them. The biggest red flag should have been the way this morning had played out. Last night, neither Dave nor his dad had told him their plans for leaving. This morning, each had made a jarring, last-minute exit. It made sense for Dave to leave—their meeting with Dihedral was his only business in Massachusetts—but he’d been jittery, not looking Brant in the eye.

      As for his dad’s disappearance, Brant had been surprised to find him gone when he’d gotten up this morning, but it wasn’t entirely unexpected. Since Brant’s mother had passed, his dad had become a free spirit, wandering the country as he pleased, like when he’d come to visit Brant on a whim. But he could at least have said goodbye. Unless he was feeling guilty about something and needed to make a quick run out of town.

      Brant sighed, wishing he didn’t think it could be either of them, but circumstances weren’t looking good. He needed to eliminate them, and as soon as possible, but his first instinct was to run to Keira. He wanted to wrap his arms around her, offer condolences, and brainstorm solutions with her if that was what she wanted, but she hadn’t asked for his help.

      It didn’t matter. He had to see her. With the wind pushing against him, he fought to jog to Autumn Road and crossed in front of Red Leaves Books, where he collected his dignity. Slowing down to a brisk walk, he made it to the doors of Sweet Memories Café at the same time as Keira’s friend.

      “Good morning, Bethany.” He held the door for her. “Late breakfast or early lunch?”

      She lifted an eyebrow and one shoulder in an apathetic shrug. “Anytime is a good time for Keira’s scones.” As she passed through the door in front of him, she was trailed by the scent of cloves, and Brant stepped back involuntarily.

      “True.” He forced a smile.

      Keira’s eyes locked on his as soon as he stepped inside and let the door close behind him. With shaking hands, she took care of Bethany’s order, her eyes snapping back to Brant in between every movement. He had the feeling her interest had nothing to do with attraction. Accusation was more probable, with a big helping of distrust.

      When it was his turn at the counter, she stared at him, stony faced and expressionless.

      “I just heard.” The words fell out in a rush. “Walter and Gene.” He shook his head to show he couldn’t believe what she was going through. “I know what that notebook meant to you.” He reached out for her hand.

      She pulled back, her cold eyes piercing him with a glare before she turned her back on him. She wiped her hands on her apron and then set about getting Bethany’s scone and hot cider.

      “Keira?” She stiffened when he said her name, and it stabbed him through the heart. He couldn’t force her to listen to him, let alone believe him when he said he wasn’t involved, but he had to try. “Can we talk?” he implored, keeping the volume down.

      She slipped between him and the counter, so close he could smell her brown sugar and vanilla, her hands full and her eyes straight ahead. He swallowed and took slow breaths as he watched her serve the mug and plate to Bethany. He was sure she was about to continue to ignore him, returning to her post the way she’d left it, but she grabbed his elbow and dragged him into the corner of the room. “You have to be involved. I can’t figure out any other way.”

      Her eyes said she didn’t want to believe it, and he held on to that, clung to it. “How could you th—”

      “You were the only one who knew what that notebook was. You’re the only one I told.”

      “That doesn’t mean I—”

      “Maybe you didn’t take it,” she cut him off again.

      He couldn’t even bring himself to mind her interruptions. He’d let her say what she needed to.

      “But did you tell someone who could have taken it?” Her eyes grew glassy, and she blinked hard. “I’ve been over everything between then and now and . . .” She took a breath and cradled her heart. “It had to be you.”

      She looked at him with such fragileness, and he again reached for her hand. In a similar reaction as before, she evaded, but less forcefully this time. He did his best not to react, though his heart pounded like rapid-fire cannon blasts. He shook his head slowly, his eyes never leaving hers. “I didn’t,” he whispered. “It wasn’t me.”

      Her lip quivered at his assertion and her eyes searched his. When she seemed to believe that, she went on. “When they came back for sandwiches, Dave kept me preoccupied.” She swallowed and got more in control of her emotions. “He was apologizing for coming on so strong about what he kept calling a great opportunity, but he didn’t mean it, did he?” She blinked a couple times again. “It was all a distraction.” She put her hand over her eyes and shook her head. “I let Dave pull me away from the counter to talk to me in private, but I have no idea where your dad went during all that.”

      The insinuation was obvious. “I’m really sorry this happened to you, and if Dave or my father had anything to do with it, I will find out.” This time when he reached for her hand, she let him. “As soon as I leave here, I’m going to call them. We’ll get to the bottom of this; I just had to see you first.”

      He let his eyes roam over the curve of her cheek, the bow of her lips, the edge of her jaw. What if he never had the opportunity to kiss those lips again? What if this was the last time she let him hold her hand?

      “I haven’t talked to them yet, but you can bet I’m going to call them as soon as I set out of here.” He looked into her eyes, the warm chocolate color sweeter than anything else he could think of. “Please believe I wouldn’t do this to you. I l—” He swallowed. He’d been about to say love, but was this really the time? “I care about you too much to jeopardize what we have.” He squeezed her fingertips softly.

      Her eyes started to fill with tears again, and her smile came out more like a grimace. She gave a quick nod.

      He leaned forward and gave her a quick kiss on the cheek. “I’ll let you know as soon as I know something.” He left disappointed that she didn’t even say goodbye.

      The light glinting off the couple inches of snow outside the café was blinding. Brant squinted against it and pulled out his phone, bracing himself for the conversation he was about to have with Dave. Hoping he was on a layover somewhere, he placed the call, but after a few rings, it went to voicemail, and Brant hung up without leaving a message. It had been a long shot, but maybe seeing that he’d called, Dave would get back to him when he landed.

      He blew out a frustrated breath and tried his dad next. Vance picked up right away.

      “Hey, what’s up?” His dad’s teasing subtext implied that Brant was missing him already. “I’m somewhere in Pennsylvania.” He spoke loudly over the sound of his tires on the road and wind outside his windows.

      Having no patience for small talk, Brant barreled ahead. “What did you do, Dad?” He pushed the heel of his hand against his forehead, trying to slow his mind, racing with questions and various ways to approach the situation.

      “Umm, not sure what you mean.” His words were calm, unhurried, and maybe a little curious.

      “Keira’s recipes. They’re missing. Including the coveted scone recipe.” He let that thought sink in. “Tell me you didn’t have anything to do with its disappearance.”

      “I didn’t have anything to do with its disappearance,” his dad repeated, almost verbatim.

      Brant made a sound akin to a growl. “I’m being serious.”

      “I am too.” For the first time in their conversation, his dad sounded like he was. “I’m sorry to hear they’re missing—and not just for the bad timing.”

      “She thinks Dave might have distracted her so you could nab her notebook?"

      “Pretty hard to do since I don’t know what notebook you’re talking about.”

      Everything in Brant told him his dad wasn’t lying, but was that only because he really wanted to believe it? “Thanks, Dad.” Relief eased his tense muscles. “And Dave?”

      “Wish I knew. Like your girlfriend said, I had to make a quick stop in the boys’ room and wasn’t with him the whole time.” The road noise changed pitch for a few seconds, and then he went over a rumble strip. “You’re going to have to call Dave. Hey, I’m heading into construction. I’m going to need to go.”

      If only Brant could get a hold of Dave. That didn’t change the fact that he would have to go to Arkansas for the fireworks anyway.

      “Sorry I couldn’t help you more,” his dad said, “but kind of glad I can’t.”

      Brant breathed out a laugh. “I know what you mean. I’ll let you go, but it looks like I’ll be coming down to Eureka Springs to pick up fireworks. You good with company for Christmas?”

      “You’re welcome whenever.”

      “Thanks, Dad.”

      He hung up and started the walk to his place. He pushed Dave’s number again, but he wasn’t surprised when he still didn’t answer. Today was as good a time as any for a road trip. There really didn’t seem to be a way around it. If Dave had the recipes, Brant had to stop him before he made any deals with any companies, so sooner really was better.

      Before putting his phone away, he sent Keira a text. I’m heading out to AR in an hour. Dad denies involvement—I believe him. Dave’s on a plane, not picking up calls. If one of them has the notebook, I will get it. We will fix this.

      Before she could respond, Brant was in his pickup, pulling a mostly empty trailer on his way to Arkansas, hoping he wouldn’t run into any of that festive holiday snow. Keira was beside herself, and he was on a mission to clear up whatever he could to help her.
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      A day and a half of driving interstates and winding country highways should have given Brant plenty of time to cool off, but the more he thought about it, the more convinced he was that Dave had something to do with Keira’s missing recipes. The good thing was that righteous indignation turned out to be an effective sleep deterrent. He spent the solitary drive running through various scenarios of the confrontations that had been postponed a day. But the delay was like lighting a slow fuse. It might take longer to get there, but the explosion was going to happen one way or another.

      His first morning in Arkansas, Brant pointed his pickup toward Whitbeck Fireworks in the old barn and bunker out in the middle of nowhere, hoping Dave would be there and not on site somewhere. He parked and barged through the front door, his jaw set. It was a good thing no one else was around, because now that he was lit up, Brant wasn’t about to hold back.

      “Where are they?” Brant demanded.

      “Brant.” Surprised, Dave looked up from his computer and over his glasses at him. “I thought you weren’t coming home till after the holidays.” He paused, done with the niceties. “Where are what?” His voice registered neither anger nor subterfuge, though he quickly closed the computer as if hiding what he was working on.

      For all Brant knew, he was drafting an email to potential buyers for the pilfered recipes. Or maybe he was still in the research phase, making sure he’d get the most buck for the bang. “Don’t act innocent. I know it was you.”

      Dave cocked an eyebrow at him. “You know you’re not making sense, right?”

      Anger flared through Brant’s veins. “The recipes. Keira’s recipes.” He leaned on the words, scrutinizing Dave’s every physical response. “You were dying to get your grubby little opportunist hands on them so you could make some profit. When did you steal them? We were together when we left the store. But you can be sneaky. Was it when you went back with my dad later, or did you break in overnight?” Hands gripping the edge of Dave’s desk, Brant leaned in closer. Adrenaline coursed through him, and Brant glared at Dave, challenging him to answer.

      Dave took a deep breath, and Brant could see the agitation growing in his eyes. He exhaled. “Still not sure what exactly you’re talking about,” Dave managed as calmly as if they were talking about the whereabouts of city permits for an upcoming show.

      “Was it worth ruining my chances with the woman I love? If I lose her over a few lousy bucks—” He opened his wallet and tossed all of his cash onto Dave’s keyboard. It didn’t amount to more than maybe forty-two dollars. “Somehow, I doubt it.”

      Saying nothing but rather simply leaning back in his chair, Dave stared at him for over a minute.

      As the silence between them wore down the sharp edges of the argument, Brant started to feel the tiniest bit of doubt about Dave’s involvement in the recipes’ disappearance. He shifted uncomfortably.

      “You love her? Keira?” Dave smiled at Brant in that way only a close friend could.

      Brant gave a half shrug. “Obviously.”

      “Obviously you’re out of your mind crazy for her.”

      Brant breathed out a soft laugh. He felt like an idiot. “You really didn’t have anything to do with it?”

      Dave shook his head slowly. “Nope.” He sighed. “The timing is certainly coincidental. Sorry to hear there’s been a problem.”

      “Then why didn’t you pick up when I called?” Brant dropped into a chair across the desk from Dave.

      “My phone died on the flight home—watching movies, you know. And then I was dead yesterday. I had so much to catch up on, and I figured if it was urgent, you would have left me a message.”

      Dave went on as if nothing had happened. His forgiveness to Brant, coupled with his understanding and compassion for Keira, was comforting, especially when Brant hadn’t earned it with the way he’d come storming in.

      “I already talked to him, but you don’t think my dad . . .” Brant was ninety-nine percent certain Vance was innocent in all this, but he wanted Dave’s reassurance.

      Dave scratched his beard, a pensive look on his face. “I don’t see how Vance could have done it either. Remember, man, we were all together. We were talking tough, but none of us would actually do something to capitalize on her baked goods. Come on, do you really think I was serious about it? What do I know about marketing food products? Wouldn’t even know where to start. And your dad?” He shook his head and chuckled. “He was way more interested in the blond woman with the mom haircut, or didn’t you notice?”

      Brant had tried not to notice, though him flirting with Ginger Covington was better than him stealing Keira’s recipes.

      “I’m not sure I get how this ruined your chances with the girl, though. Care to explain? And then, since you’re here, I could use your brain on one thing for New Year’s Eve.” When Dave opened up his computer, all of the tabs, spreadsheets, and open apps were exactly in line with any other workday.

      They brainstormed both the Eureka Springs display and the Keira situation as if nothing strained had happened between them, and a few minutes later, Brant stood and clapped Dave on the shoulder. “Hey, man, I’m sorry about before.”

      Dave gathered the cash, tapped it into a tidy stack, and handed it back to Brant. “I get it. I do. I hope you help your girl get the guy who actually did it. But tomorrow is Christmas Eve. You need to work things out with your dad, send that woman a Merry Christmas text so she knows you’re still interested in her, and get yourself back on the road to Massachusetts, you fool.”

      “I am cutting it a little too close to my show, huh?” Brant clicked his tongue.

      “Not smart if you’re wanting to make a name for yourself up there,” Dave agreed.

      “Not a good one, anyway.” Brant could laugh at himself, but he really did need to get going in case he ran into any bad weather. “Merry Christmas, and good luck on your first solo show.”

      They fist-bumped, and Brant drove back to his dad’s place. Because he’d driven in so late the night before and then left so early that morning, they hadn’t had much of a chance to chat.

      “Hey, Dad?” Brant stepped through the garage and into the kitchen, the stale smell of grocery store deli fried chicken a stark reminder that his mom wasn’t around this or any of the previous six Christmas seasons. The house was quiet—no TV, no holiday music, nothing. “Dad?”

      “In here.” Vance sat on the couch, a copy of Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol on his lap, his thumb holding his place. “How’d it go with Dave?”

      Brant rubbed a hand across the back of his neck. He wasn’t about to tell his father the fool he’d made of himself bringing on that fight. “He wasn’t involved either.” He was sure of it.

      “I didn’t think so.” Vance stuck a pen between the pages of the book and set it on the end table. “Now what? You hungry?” His eyes were hopeful, almost desperate for Brant’s approval.

      How had Brant not seen it there before? Brant had spent so much time during his teenage years thinking he didn’t live up to his father’s expectations, but he’d been wrong. His father wasn’t judging. All he wanted was for the two of them to be together.

      “Dinner sounds good, but there’s something I want to run by you first.” Brant dropped into a recliner, elbows on his knees and leaning forward. The idea he was about to present had just come to him, but he was certain it was the right thing to do. “I know you’ve got your life here, but I was wondering . . .” Peace filled his chest, and he continued, “Are you interested in moving to Hawthorne? I’m looking for a crew and could really use your experience. On the remodel too.” Wasn’t that the truth?

      Vance looked around the room, his eyes sad. The void wasn’t just in his house; it was also in his heart. Brant couldn’t fill it, but he wanted to help his dad navigate around it. Maybe Vance wouldn’t go for the move, but at least Brant offered.

      With resolve, his dad stood. “You know, I think that’s a really good idea.” He walked to a family photo on the wall Brant didn’t remember ever sitting for, though he looked to be about fourteen. “I miss your mom something fierce, but—”

      “She would want you to be happy, Dad.”

      Vance turned to look at him. “She would. And us being together would make her very happy.” He motioned to the kitchen, and Brant followed him. “I’ve been feeling for a while now that it’s time for a change in scenery. If you’re serious that you can use me, I’m in.”

      Brant went to the cupboard to get plates and started setting the table.

      “One thing, son.”

      “Yes?” Brant stopped, mid-motion, and looked up.

      “I think we need to leave tomorrow. You need to be there for Keira, and I don’t want to spend another Christmas here.”

      Brant couldn’t hide his grin. “Can you pack what you need tonight? First thing tomorrow, we’ll have the guys load our trailer and we’ll take off.”

      “Sounds like a plan.”

      It wasn’t the Christmas Brant had imagined, but it did end up better than he’d expected. He’d spent the day with family, remembering the past and looking forward to a new future ahead. Of course, for part of that future, he hoped he could include the beautiful brunette he was driving halfway across the country to be with. Maybe he couldn’t solve her problem, but he could go to her with a clean conscience and an open heart.
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      This year in Keira’s world, it made perfect sense that the beautiful white snow they’d had only a few days before would gone by the time Christmas Eve came. Everything else good in her life was gone. The special recipes that she’d worked so hard on? Gone. Stolen by some reprobate who was undoubtedly selling, posting, or plagiarizing them at their will. The only guy she’d ever cared about? Gone. Apparently, if you like a guy, you shouldn’t accuse him of underhanded treachery. And now the magic she’d just started to develop? Gone.

      Keira gave up trying to eat the Coconut Joy Cupcakes she’d made for the family get-together, and she took hers to the kitchen. She surreptitiously opened the cabinet under Ginger’s sink to toss it in the trash, only to find hers wasn’t the only rejected dessert. She tried not to count, but if she had to guess, nobody had eaten theirs.

      This was a first. When it came to real food—entrèes, side dishes, and that kind of thing—Keira was known for getting distracted and not being much of a cook, but her desserts were always flawless. Until now. It was a good thing she wasn’t the only one to bring dessert.

      Tonight was nothing like she’d pictured it a couple of weeks ago when she and Brant had gone Christmas shopping. It had turned into a complete and utter wreck. She had turned into a wreck—an emotional one. She didn’t know what to think anymore. When Brant had come to talk to her about the missing recipes, he’d sworn up and down he’d had no hand in their disappearance. At the time, she couldn’t accept it. Dave had to be the one behind the theft—and he only could have done so with information he’d gleaned from Brant. Whether he’d meant to give him that information or not, Brant was responsible.

      So at first when he’d taken off to Arkansas, she hadn’t answered his calls. He’d sent a text saying he believed his father wasn’t involved, and then a couple days later, when he’d tried to call again and she’d ignored him, he’d texted to say that Dave hadn’t done it either.

      Then who?! she’d texted back in a fury.

      Since then, he hadn’t texted or called. That had been more than twenty-four hours ago.

      She could worry that something was wrong, that he’d been in an accident—automobile, or worse, pyrotechnic—but she couldn’t let herself go there. It was probably something minor keeping him from communicating. He could be busy with work, having family time with his dad. Maybe he was giving her payback for ignoring his calls, but the fact that he wouldn’t text her back? Uh-uh. She didn’t need that kind of headache in her life. The problem was, missing him created more heartache than headache, and the emotional roller coaster was killing her.

      It added to the whirlwind of other emotions swirling through her as she tried to solve the puzzle of her missing recipes. Worry, betrayal, anger, abandonment, suspicion, and hurt—a terrible cocktail of emotions that made her feel like she could explode with fury at any moment.

      But tonight was Christmas Eve, she was with family, and she didn’t want to think about the dirty, rotten scoundrel who’d stolen her recipes, whoever that person was. She pushed the negativity out with a short exhale and starting rinsing dinner plates and loading them into Ginger’s dishwasher. She would not spend another moment thinking about the stolen recipes or a certain mysterious, handsome, motorcycle-riding pyrotechnician/ chemist whose kisses had lit up her life like the Fourth of July. Nope. She couldn’t let herself go there. It was Christmas, she was with her family, and she was going to have a happy, warm, merry holiday, even if she had to force it. Too bad the Coconut Joy Cupcake didn’t work on her. Of course, it hadn’t worked on anyone else tonight either.

      “May I have everyone’s attention?” Ginger called from her small living room. Keira only had to look over her shoulder to see Ginger standing in front of the Christmas tree, vintage glass ornaments twinkling in the white lights behind her. “Can everyone come in here for a minute, please?”

      Keira hesitated, her hands wet. She only had a few more dishes to finish this chore.

      “Keira.” Ginger’s tone was stern. “That means you too.”

      Keira pumped some soap into her hands and washed them thoroughly, not wanting to smell like oysters. By the time she’d dried her hands, every chair and space on the couch was filled with family staring at her like they knew what was up, but she had no clue. She was considering scooching Claire over on the hearth when Ginger intercepted her.

      “Keira, honey, you might as well stay up here with me.” She pulled her in with a side-armed hug. “I have something special for you.”

      Never one who wanted to be the center of attention, Keira’s cheeks flared with heat. This had better not have anything to do with recipes. If anyone tried to make it up to her somehow . . . She wouldn’t be able to take it.

      Her family gathered around her, and she forced a smile past her worries. They were her support group, the ones who loved her unconditionally and didn’t abandon her when she needed them the most.

      Claire jumped up from the hearth and tugged a large, flat, rectangular package from behind the tree. Instead of picking it up, she held one edge and slid the bottom across the carpet to Ginger’s outstretched hand.

      “Thank you, dear.” Ginger winked at Claire, who beamed like a kid pleased to have a small part in something special. Ginger turned to Keira. “Before I give you this, I wanted you—and everyone else—” She smiled at their audience. “—to know how impressed I’ve been with you this past month. What an insane time to take over for me. You had no warning and no extra training. Without complaint, you jumped in and did what you needed to on the busiest day of the year, and then you kept plugging along through the entire Christmas season, taking on all the responsibility as I convalesced.” She smiled at Tansy, who was grinning at her like a crazed bat. “Not only did you run the café spectacularly, you went and added, what, three new amazing—”

      “Magical,” Tansy added.

      “—magical,” Ginger repeated, “items to our menu. When people tasted them, your holiday catering orders doubled.”

      “Tripled!” Claire called out proudly.

      Enough already. The praise was past excessive. To keep from ducking and hiding, she gave Ginger a glare that said she needed to wrap things up.

      Ginger smiled but continued speaking, “I don’t know what you learned from this experience—” She chuckled a little but didn’t pause for an answer. “—but what I learned was quite valuable. I learned that when I retire and hand this shop over to you full-time, you’ll take the store and make it into something even more amazing. As a show of my deep appreciation and the faith I have in you, I got you this.” Ginger pushed the gift to Keira.

      As soon as she had it in her hand, Keira realized why they were pushing instead of picking it up and passing it. Not only did the dimensions make it ungainly, but it was solid and heavy. Keira carefully started peeling away the paper. In that moment before she could tell what the gift was, she looked up at her parents, her sister, her great-aunt, and Ginger. Not one of them had a look of curious anticipation; they all knew what was behind the paper.

      Knowing there was no point in building anyone’s suspense, Keira ripped the wrapping paper down through the middle. A sign, made of the same material with the same colors and fonts as the one hanging outside the shop, stood sideways, propped up by her hand. “& Bakery.”

      She turned wide eyes to Ginger, her heart thudding loudly in her chest, pulsing with the questions that came to mind. Was this what she thought it was? What did this mean?

      Ginger laughed and gave Keira another side hug and a kiss to her temple. “Oh, dear girl, that was exactly the reaction I was going for!” She stepped back and clapped, laughing some more. “We’ll add it to the sign as soon as possible, but what do you think? Sweet Memories Café & Bakery has a nice ring to it, doesn’t it? And describes our shop so much better. Especially if you’re going to be my partner.”

      Keira couldn’t breathe, and one tear leaked from the corner of each of her eyes. Family members jumped from their seats to hug her and shower her with congratulations.

      An hour later, when Keira was the last one at Ginger’s, the two of them sat with Lavinia’s recipe box between them on the kitchen table. The uneven application of the ink and the delicate feel of each piece of paper reminded Keira of the documents’ age. She set the paper she’d been holding down on the wooden tabletop and retracted her hand. “Should we be wearing cotton gloves to handle Lavinia’s recipes, for preservation’s sake?”

      Ginger reached out and put a hand on Keira’s. “Just one more thing to love about you.” She smiled. “I like that I can see how much they mean to you.” She put her hands over her heart. “I know you’ll protect them when they’re under your care.” She leaned back in her chair. “But just to ease your mind, I want to point out a couple of things. First, no yellowing.” She gestured toward the edges of the paper. “There’s variation in the ink, but no actual fading. It’s inconsistently applied because of the pens they used, but it’s not going anywhere. No brittle corners or dryness to the pages.” She shrugged. “I too had worried about the oils of my hands damaging the pages, but I have to tell you, in the decades since I first laid eyes on the recipes, nothing has changed. It’s like Lavinia wrote them yesterday.”

      Keira’s eyes roved over the pages, agreeing with Ginger’s assessment as far as she could tell. She nodded and picked up the pages in front of her again.

      “When are you going to add your recipes to the box?” Ginger asked, as if nothing had happened this week to derail that goal.

      “What? With recipes that who knows how many people have? They’re no longer mine.”

      Ginger shook her head vehemently. “The recipes are still yours. You created them, and they’re special. No one else will be able to make them the way that you do. No one else’s cupcakes will have the same effect. Well, not no one, exactly. Someday, another Covington descendant will.” Her eyes twinkled as she held back a smile. “Maybe one of your own daughters.”

      Keira chewed her bottom lip, considering. Was that true? They went back to looking at the recipes in silence for a moment.

      “Any new developments in the search for your recipes?” Ginger asked gently, barely looking up from the stack of pages she was carefully considering.

      “Not really. If I’m to believe Brant, we’ve ruled out my top suspects, and there’s still no clue who took them.” The question was if she trusted him and his judgment. “How can I not think he was involved?” Her blood started to boil, as it did every time she thought about the whole situation. “He’s the only other person besides you who knew I kept recipes under the cash register.”

      Ginger squirmed. “Probably.”

      Keira glared at her, and Ginger shrugged.

      “You might want to reconsider where you’ve been keeping your notebook.”

      “Clearly.” Keira gave a self-deprecating laugh. “But what do I do about Brant? How do I know if I can trust him?” She shoved her fingers into her hair and cradled her head. “If we could just have a conversation . . .”

      “What makes you think you can’t?” Ginger took the top page and discarded it behind the rest of the stack, scanning the next as they talked.

      “Since he left, communication has been a bit . . . strained?” That probably wasn’t the best word to describe it. “If we could start with a clean slate . . .” She leaned into the back of her chair and traced the Christmas pattern on the tablecloth.

      Ginger shuffled through the pages in front of her with purpose, and when she didn’t find whatever it was she was looking for, she held a hand out for Keira’s. When she was given that stack as well, she scanned a few until she stopped. “Here it is.” She took the sheet off the top, turned it around, and placed it on the table in front of Keira. “I bet you never got the chance to try one of my mother’s fruit tarts. They used to be a staple at town meetings whenever she needed the council to keep an open mind and deal honestly.” Ginger chuckled at her memory. “She called it Tart Politics.” She tapped at the page. “Might be worth a shot to have on hand for Brant when he comes back.”

      Keira couldn’t believe what she was hearing. “Wouldn’t hurt.” She laughed. “But I have a question.”

      Ginger raised her eyebrows. “Yes?”

      “Why haven’t you made the fruit tarts?” Maybe not all the time, but if Ginger had access to these recipes, how come none of them were on the café’s menu?

      Ginger tipped her head to the side. “I’ve made them on occasion. They’re nice for baby and bridal showers, that kind of thing. They turn out okay, people like them, but they’re nothing like my mother’s—and, I suspect, yours.”

      Keira blushed, humbled by what felt like both a compliment and an acknowledgment of a truth she was just lately starting to recognize in herself.

      Ginger handed Keira a couple of sheets of linen paper and a calligraphy pen. “Do you think you can remember your recipes?”

      Keira nodded while accepting the pen.

      “Then there’s no time like the present.” Ginger nodded at the paper, urging her to go ahead and write them down.

      Keira closed her eyes, imagining herself going through each motion. The images were so clear, she could smell each of the spices, feel the flour puff around her like a cloud, taste the confectioner’s sugar in the air.

      “Question,” she asked as she wrote. “If I were to make the fruit tart for you and Grandma Tansy, would I learn anything I don’t already know?”

      Ginger’s lips puckered with a held-back grin. “Depends on what you already know.”

      “Let’s just say I’m starting to suspect that it wasn’t my cooking that caused your illness.”

      A muscle under Ginger’s left eye twitched.

      “I’m also wondering if you’ve been milking your convalescence just a little?”

      Ginger’s smirk was unmistakable. “So you’re accusing sweet little Tansy of collusion?”

      “I would never!” Never say that out loud, anyway. Relief erased the guilt she’d carried since Thanksgiving. At least that was one worry off her plate.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thirty-Three

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Driving with a full trailer of fireworks complicated issues. Because they’d known they were going to transport some of the specialty fireworks sometime from Arkansas to Massachusetts, they had their plan and paperwork completed for the department of transportation in advance. The facility Brant had contracted to purchase many of the supplies was on stand-by to receive and house anything he brought up from the South. One of them always had to stay awake standing guard over the locked trailer at all times, but with switching out drivers and excellent weather, Brant and his father made it back into Hawthorne late the previous night.

      Ragged with intermittent sleep and constant stress, Brant dragged himself out of bed in time to be the first into the café so he could have a few minutes Keira. If she was still talking to him. Their communication had been infrequent and, honestly, hard to get a good read on, which was why he needed to see her face-to-face. Even his voice memo wishing her a merry Christmas was only answered with snowflake and Christmas tree icons.

      Now he stood at the doors of Sweet Memories Café in the freezing-cold predawn, in an armor consisting of a down coat, scarf, hat, and gloves, but he felt more vulnerable than ever. This shop had a special place in his life, but it was the woman who filled it with sweetness and smoke, the one who kicked his heartbeat up into overdrive, he’d come to see today. He should have brought her flowers or the Christmas present still tucked into his sock drawer, but when he’d left his property that morning, the only thing on his mind had been seeing the beautiful brunette, running his thumb over a sugar sparkle on her cheek, and kissing those ever-so-sweet lips.

      If she would have him.

      Interior shop lights flicked on, flooding the sidewalk with strained light, followed by the turning of a lock and the click as the door was pushed open. Brant could barely breathe.

      “You’re here early this morning. Come on in.”

      Disappointment flattened his heart from the first word. The voice wasn’t Keira’s. By the time the woman was done speaking, the door was fully open, and Ginger Covington stood holding it open with a welcoming smile.
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      Not knowing when Brant would be back in Hawthorne, Keira got up early the day after Christmas to try out the fruit tart recipe. If ever she’d needed assurance that she’d get the straight story from someone with an open mind, this was it. She’d sell most of them at the café, but she planned to tuck one into the back of the fridge specifically to serve to him. The problem was, she hadn’t expected him to come in this soon, so although she’d whipped up fruit tarts at her usual four o’clock in the morning, they hadn’t been chilling long before he’d come to the café door.

      She leaned against the counter, watching Ginger chop zucchini for veggie quiche, tired of feeling stuck in the kitchen with nothing left to do but stew over what to say and wait for the tarts to firm up. “How long do you think I need to refrigerate the tarts?”

      Ginger paused mid-chop. “That is a rhetorical question, right?”

      “Um, not really.” Keira chuckled lightly. “Or I wouldn’t have asked.”

      “Dear, when it comes to your magic, you’re the only one who can really figure it out. It’s so different for each of us—not only do we each have different gifts, but varying levels of expertise in using them. You’re going to have to rely on your instincts for guidance.”

      Keira scrunched her face, thinking about it. How did she feel? “I’m not sure I can trust my instincts. For goodness’ sake, I don’t even know if I have any magic left. The last few days have been a disaster.” She covered her face with her hands.

      Ginger sent a quick glance toward the dining room. “I have a feeling today will be a turning point for you.”

      If the reason her baking had gone haywire the last few days had anything to do with the man waiting out there for her, then Ginger was right. Today would be the hinge point not only for their relationship, but also in Keira’s baking magic.

      Throwing her head back and rolling out her shoulders, she sighed. She wanted the pastries to be at full strength, but she couldn’t bear to put off Brant much longer. He’d been at the front door when Ginger had opened the doors at six, when Keira had been icing another round of the Coconut Joy Cupcakes. Hopefully, this batch was better than the ones she’d taken to Christmas Eve. But yes, she’d been hiding. Twenty minutes was long enough to make him wait.

      “I think it’s potent enough.” She peeked out into the dining area, which, for the day after a holiday, was getting pretty full. “Hailey’s doing a great job, don’t you think?”

      “She is.” Ginger’s look was that of a parent proud of their own child. “Noah’s pretty great too. I’m glad you hired them.”

      Noah and Hailey were the first employees Keira had hired and trained on her own, and she was glad Ginger approved. “But there are a lot of customers.” She didn’t want the newbies to get overwhelmed while she stood around doing nothing—either hiding out in the kitchen prep area or having the talk she was avoiding with Brant—but it needed to happen.

      She changed from her now-dirty baking apron to a fresh café one and headed out with a tray of the fruit tarts to put into the refrigerated display case. Brant noticed as soon as she stepped through from the kitchen to behind the counter. To his credit, he didn’t jump up to intercept her, but he gave her a weak smile and a chin nod. A rush of tingles covered her from head to foot, and she wanted to run over to him and throw her arms around his neck. She breathed in to slow her heart rate, but all that did was gather the scent she’d learned was uniquely him: a mix of sulfur, gunpowder, and an earthy dark chocolate. Goose bumps rose over her arms and she forced herself to look away. Somebody should tell her body that her brain still hadn’t removed him from the suspect list. Not completely.

      Transferring the pastries into the refrigerated case, Keira glanced around the dining room. Anywhere other than at Brant. Not far away, Bethany sat alone. She looked terrible. Her skin was sallow and pimply, her hair hung stringy and close to her head, but worse than that, she looked . . . tortured. Hailey set one of the mystery scones in front of her and refilled her water glass with a smile and a couple of words that Bethany responded to with a grimaced grin.

      Keira took the last fruit tart, one of the ones she’d set in the special ice bath for a couple of hours, and arranged it on a plate. This was it. Time to present it to Brant and see what she could find out—about her recipes, his involvement, and where they were now in their relationship. She took a deep breath and started toward him, but she paused, caught by Bethany’s look of sheer anticipation. Keira hoped this would be a turning point for Bethany as well. She looked like she could use a good day.

      Bethany picked up the scone and took a confident bite. Seeing that joy filled Keira with satisfaction—until Bethany sputtered and spit the bite out with the sourest face Keira had ever seen.

      She rushed to Bethany’s table. “Are you okay?”

      Bethany grabbed her glass and took several gulps of water. “I . . . think you . . . messed up.” She sputtered and took another drink. “Way too salty.” She pursed her lips. “I’m no expert, but could you have switched the salt and the sugar?” She didn’t make any effort to keep her voice down.

      Unlikely. But with her magic on the fritz, there could be another explanation. Keira was reaching for the plate with an apology when the image of Grandma Lavinia’s addition to the recipe popped into her head. Excess of salt be somebody’s fault: ’tis contemptuous eater, blameless beater.

      Keira hadn’t known what to make of the couplet at the time, dismissing it as a warning not to make the dish too salty, but witnessing Bethany’s sudden aversion to the scone, Keira had the impression it wasn’t her cooking at fault. Bethany was experiencing an adverse reaction to the magic.

      “Yours must have been from a different batch, because mine was beyond amazing.” The woman at the next table over wiped her lips with a napkin. “This scone was nothing short of perfection. And you made it?” She turned rounded eyes on Keira. “Where did you get fresh kiwano in New England?” She raised a hand to her heart. “One bite took me back to the trip my husband and I had in Africa a few years back.”

      Keira couldn’t exactly take credit for the woman’s fond memories, but she felt good knowing she’d helped her savor them today. “I’m so glad you enjoyed it.” Keira acknowledged the woman’s compliments.

      “It’s so much better than the online recipe,” the customer gushed to both women.

      Keira felt like someone had knocked the wind out of her. The scone recipe had been posted online? She turned wide eyes at Bethany, who paled significantly. As soon as Keira made eye contact, Bethany looked away and sipped her water. She turned to face the other customer as if intent on the woman’s story, though she seemed to fight to swallow her water.

      “I followed the recipe exactly as it’s posted for my family for the holiday,” she continued. “They turned out fine, don’t get me wrong.” She shook her head. “But they tasted nothing like the ones here. It’s a good thing you have the café’s name attached or I never would have known how good they can be.” She leaned into Keira. “You forgot to add the African cucumber in the online recipe.”

      “I’m glad you came in today.” Keira smiled as politely as she could at the customer, though she was in complete shock. “So that I check the right recipe, where did you see it exactly?”

      The woman pulled out her phone and clicked a popular social media app. Finding the post, she turned the screen to Keira. There was Grandma Lavinia’s recipe, labeled “Sweet Memories Café’s Mystery Scones.”

      Keira did her best not to react. “Thank you for the information and for coming in today.” It struck her as odd that one of her fears about the recipes being stolen—that it would be posted online—had actually brought her a new customer.

      “I will be telling all my friends about your shop, don’t you worry.” She dropped her napkin next to her plate, rose from her chair, and tucked a healthy tip between her plate and glass. “Happy holidays!”

      As the customer left, Bethany became fidgety in her chair.

      Keira lifted her index finger in a wait a minute gesture to Brant, and then she slid into the chair across from Bethany, her heartbeat racing. She set the plate between them with a clink of ceramic on the wooden tabletop and stared at her. “I’m sorry the scone didn’t taste good to you today,” she said as sweetly as she could. “To make it up to you, I’ll let you be the first to try my newest creation—a fruit tart.”

      Bethany pulled it toward her and picked up the fork. “Anything to get that taste out of my mouth.” Slowly, nervously, she took a small bite, but soon a sigh of relief accompanied her reaching for a second, bigger forkful. “This is so good, Keira. You said you created this recipe?”

      Agitation roiled inside Keira, but she forced herself to remain calm. “I guess I misspoke.” She smiled sweetly. “It’s my first time making this recipe that’s been in the family for a few generations.”

      “That makes sense.” Most of Bethany’s coloring was back, and she looked much more stable. “But you came up with the other recipes, right? The scone, that amazing coconut cupcake, the Christmas cookie? You make up recipes all the time, don’t you?”

      “You say it like it’s easy.”

      “Isn’t it?” Bethany didn’t seem concerned in the least. “Covington magic and all . . .”

      In a most basic way, Bethany was right. The Covington magic had somehow been inspiring Keira over the last few weeks, but it wasn’t like the recipes came to her fully formed. She still had to experiment and try out different combinations. It took work and practice.

      “Bethany?” Keira watched as she took another bite. She waited until Bethany looked up at her with trusting, questioning eyes. “What did you do?” she asked quietly.

      Bethany held the fork in mid-air. “What do you mean?”

      Keira waved to the dirty plate left behind from the customer who’d just been speaking to them. “My scone recipe?”

      Bethany tucked her chin and cut through the flaky tart crust.

      “I can tell you from experience,” Keira said, “that coming up with a successful recipe is not that easy. It takes a lot of inspiration and a lot of work to get it right.” Bethany chased with bits of crust with the ends of her fork tines as Keira continued to speak. “Which is why when someone steals it and posts it online without giving credit—”

      Bethany’s eyes shot up. “I gave you credit—” She paled, probably realizing what she’d said. “I meant that the recipes online tag Sweet Memories Café—” She stopped, her mouth open like she wanted to say more but couldn’t.

      “I want my recipes back,” Keira said softly but sternly. “The originals. And my notebook.”

      Bethany placed a hand on her chest. “I don’t—” She stopped short again, and she cleared her throat. “I don’t—” She took a breath. “You did this to me, didn’t you?” Bethany glared at Keira. “I knew you were a witch. In middle school. When I—” She let the fork fall to the plate with a clatter. “I knew when I took a bite of that scone—” She waved at it with her fingertips as if banishing it from the table. “You were watching me. You made the scone taste bad and forced me to remember that time in middle school when . . .” She clamped her lips shut and folded her arms like she wasn’t going to reveal anything else.

      Keira didn’t need to have Bethany tell her what she’d seen. She had no interest in reliving the most embarrassing, humiliating moment of her middle school life. Keira still had no idea how Bethany had gotten a hold of her semester project, but when she’d been accused of plagiarizing Bethany, her grades, her reputation, and her social standing had made a significant drop.

      “Take the recipes down.” Keira was firm. Not that it would help. Obviously, they were already out there. People had taken screenshots and emailed the information to themselves, maybe even printed them, but she could at least mitigate the exposure. “And bring everything back before close.”

      Defeated, Bethany nodded.

      Head held high, Keira walked back to the display case, plated two more fruit tarts, and took them to Brant’s table. She set them down, laid a hand on his shoulder as she walked around him, and squeezed slightly before slipping into the chair next to him, her back to Bethany. “Hi.” The word came out in a whisper.

      “Hi,” he responded in kind.

      Under the table, she slipped her hand into his. He accepted hers, molding his fingers around her and balancing their clasped hands on his knee.

      “I don’t suppose you heard any of that conversation with Bethany?” She’d expected that saying her name would sting a little, but there was a strange sense of calm. It was going to be all right. The recipes being online wasn’t going to kill her business, even if Bethany couldn’t pull them off completely. Maybe more customers like the one she’d run into just now would come in because it was online.

      “I got the gist.” He leaned into her, his warm, hazel eyes taking her in like a hug. “Did it have anything to do with the fruit tart you gave her?” He raised an eyebrow at her and then looked pointedly at the one she’d set in front of him. “Because I’m not keeping any secrets from you.”

      “It’s not a truth serum or anything.” Keira picked up her fork and cut a bite. She savored the tangy sour cream of the pie as it settled onto her tongue. She let it melt there and then chewed the slice of kiwi that had garnished the top. A beautiful combination.

      He looked at her suspiciously and then tried his own bite. “Wow. Even if it forces me to tell the truth, it’ll be worth it.”

      She smacked him on the arm with the back of her hand. “I told you, it’s not a truth serum.”

      His eyes twinkled as he held hers. “Whatever you say.”

      Was that him flirting, or was that the magic of the tart?

      “Now, it’s been a few days, but—” She looked at him sideways as she cut another bite of the tart. “—didn’t you say something about a date? I need to do some serious making up to you.” He glanced at her lips, and she couldn’t help but smile. If his look meant what she hoped he did, she was all for it.
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      Not long after dinner on New Year’s Eve, Grandma Tansy hobbled down the steps from the bookstore into the café, dragging a reluctant Bethany by the elbow. “Come on now, girl. There’s no need to be resistant. You’ve got to try Keira’s newest creation she’s debuting today.”

      Keira looked away from the customer signing the credit charge, and her eyes unexpectedly locked on Bethany’s. She gave a thin smile, hoping to encourage her. While Keira wasn’t completely over Bethany’s perfidy, it hadn’t turned out too badly for Sweet Memories. Over the past week, she’d actually had several customers coming in looking to taste the originals.

      “Thank you so much,” Keira said to the customer, and she handed over a white paper sack with their purchase. “Enjoy! And Happy New Year!”

      When the customer was gone, she glanced back at Tansy and Bethany. She needed to say something to smooth things out with her old friend; she just wasn’t sure what yet. “Good evening, Grandma Tansy. Did you close up your shop for the night?”

      “Sure did. Nobody’s shopping for gifts or home remedies on a night like tonight—except this one.” She gave Bethany a little shove forward. Bethany stumbled on her feet but recovered. “She won’t find what she needs in my shop tonight.” She gave Bethany a stern look and then turned back to Keira. “We’ll take two of your Mis-Fortune cookies, but make sure they’re good ones.” She raised her chin higher. “And put them on my tab.”

      Keira barely held back from rolling her eyes and bagged up the two treats. After she’d automatically dismissed Brant’s joking suggestion of a Fortune cookie, her brain hadn’t been able to let it go. Her version looked nothing like the traditional one. Closer to a Danish butter cookie, Keira’s circle-shaped delight was more almond-flavored and didn’t need to rely on written slips of paper to give the taster a favorable glimpse into their future.

      “Grandma Tansy, I was wondering something.” Something that had been bugging Keira since Ginger had fallen ill. “Why did you want me to make the pomegranate salad recipe for Thanksgiving? Or was I supposed to make something different?”

      Tansy shifted away from Keira and Bethany, her eyes looking through the air as if she saw something Keira couldn’t. “What did you do with your Christmas decorations? You aren’t supposed to take them down until twelve days after Christmas.”

      Keira had never been that person. She always gave it a few days after Christmas, but then she moved on to New Year’s decorations. But that wasn’t what was on Tansy’s mind, and it wasn’t on Keira’s either. “That was an awfully big risk, you know. How could you be sure no one else would eat any?”

      Tansy followed something close to her face, cross-eyed and distracted. All of the sudden, she swiped her hand above her left temple and snatched at something. Holding her palm closed tightly, she shook her fist in front of Bethany. “New Year’s wishes. Make sure to catch yourself one.”

      Keira was obviously not going to get a straight answer from Tansy, so she switched the subject and turned to Bethany. “I had an idea.”

      Bethany lifted repentant eyes to Keira’s.

      “I’m still not happy about what you did, and I don’t think I want any more of my recipes online, but . . .” She inhaled sharply, deciding if she was ready for this. “If you really want to be a social media influencer, maybe you could do some public relations for Hawthorne. I can’t speak for Quin—maybe you should propose the idea to him—but you could post about events going on in town, highlight the various small businesses—with their permission.” She would probably want to approve anything that came out for a while.

      Bethany’s smile grew as Keira spoke. “I’ll change my recipes to include the word ‘copycat’ in the title, so that customers know it’s not exactly the same thing. Maybe even say how I can’t get it to be as magical as the original and encourage them to come try the real thing.”

      Keira’s stomach twisted at the word magical, but then she realized Bethany meant that in a more generic way. “If you went beyond recipes and make your focus more of a travel-based and small-town focus, it would expand your reach.” She shrugged. “There’s no reason you couldn’t continue to get your advertising money off your posts, either.”

      “I like it.” With the dreamy look that said she was still pondering the possibilities, Bethany took her Mis-Fortune cookie from its bag and took a bite. She paused mid-chew, and her eyes misted up. After a moment, she finished chewing and swallowed. “This is your best so far.” Her voice, thick with emotion, was quiet, almost reverent.

      “Thank you.” Appreciative tingles went through Keira’s body. She loved hearing people’s reactions, but the one she was looking forward to the most was Brant’s. She’d give him one tonight.

      Tansy and Bethany retreated to eat their cookies at one of the tables. The windows rattled with a sonic boom.

      “Is it seven already?” Keira squeaked and glanced at the huge pallet clock over the stairs. Missing the family fireworks at seven on First Night would be disappointing, but not altogether unexpected. After an extremely busy day, it was still all hands on deck at Sweet Memories Café until their late closing time at eleven-thirty.

      No wonder the bulk of the crowds had disappeared and the café was empty. A boom and a distant sparkle made Keira’s eyes shoot wide open. She stared at Ginger as if time had frozen. Brant’s fireworks, and she was missing them. Her heart pounded in conjunction with the next concussive blast. She’d always loved fireworks, and even before she’d met Brant, she would have been disappointed to miss any.

      This time, however, the pounding in her heart was different. Her mind swirled with all the horror stories of fireworks shows gone wrong, and now the fear was personal. She said a quick prayer for Brant’s safely and especially for that of his crew. She’d heard from him throughout the day and knew he was fine. In fact, he was somewhere in the spectator crowd right now, running the show—so he was safe. She worried more for the responsibility he felt over his crew at the launch site.

      She ran to the window to sneak a peek. Dang it if the café wasn’t facing the wrong direction.

      “Go watch them,” Ginger urged. “Nobody else is going to come in until the finale—”

      “But then when they’ll all come rushing in—”

      “Okay, skip the finale and get back here to help, but you could catch the next few minutes.”

      Keira ran to Ginger and threw her arms around her neck. “Are you sure?”

      Ginger squeezed and then shooed her away. “Of course. I don’t want you to have to lie to the kid when he asks what you thought; he might feed you one of those excellent fruit tarts.”

      Keira gave her aunt a stern look. “You know they don’t make you tell the truth.”

      “No, but they prep you to hear it. There’s a big difference.” Ginger turned Keira so she faced the door and gave her a little shove. “Go, because starting tomorrow, I think I might be taking a little time off. Vance won two cabins on a cruise to Mexico, and he invited me to be his next-door neighbor.”

      Keira’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Wha—?” She shook her head. There wasn’t time for that conversation if she wanted to see any of the fireworks. “We’re going to discuss this later, young lady—”

      “It’s not like that. Just an opportunity to get to know each other.” She raised both hands in the air. “I promise we’re taking it slow.”

      Keira wagged her finger at her aunt. “You’d better.”

      “And you’d better get out there.” Ginger shooed her away.

      Keira rushed through the door at the same time a gaggle of young teenage girls pushed their way in. They looked vaguely familiar—the same girls from Halloween. They bounced in with the same kind of excitement as they’d had on Halloween, happy and teasing each other, their eyes full of stars and dreams of their futures.

      If someone had told Keira when she was their age that she wouldn’t really know who she was until she was twenty-three, she wouldn’t have believed it, but she’d learned so much about herself in just the past two months. She couldn’t wait to see what else was in store. Another boom exploded, and she saw a sparkle of blue fading into silver and smiled. All that she had wished for that night with her cousins at these girls’ age was coming true. She had a few of Great-Grandma Lavinia’s special talents, and she had no doubt who she was in love with. It was as plain as a firework exploding in the night sky, and even more magical.
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      An excited crowd buffeted Brant from all sides, their anticipation of the countdown to the new year getting him pumped for the show. With only about fifteen minutes left before countdown, he’d asked Keira to meet him at the place he had staked out near the stage so he could coordinate any issues with Dominic who was running all things audio.

      “I brought you hot cocoa.” With a cup in each hand, Keira bumped her hip into his in a hello. She handed him one cup and then sipped from the other. “Are you excited?” she asked.

      “Always.” He couldn’t tear his eyes from the small paper sack that dangled from the hand that held her cup. His stomach growled. “And—” He looked pointedly at it as it swung back and forth. “What’s that?”

      She gave him a coy look and clutched the bag to her chest. “My latest creation. Inspired by a guy I kind of like.” She raised her eyebrows in playful suggestion. In the party lights around them, her eyes sparkled with mischief.

      “I hope that means me.” He smiled at her. If his hands weren’t full with the hot cocoa in one hand and his shooting equipment case in the other, he’d have touched her face or her arm or something to be reassure himself that she was here, next to him, in the flesh. Two months ago, he’d hardly dreamed about having a woman like her at his side, and now he couldn’t imagine a future without her.

      “It does mean you.” Her smile was amazing and filled him with light. She drew in a long breath. “I hope you don’t mind.” She cringed. “I might have borrowed one of your ideas.”

      He racked his brain to figure out what she could be talking about but came up empty. “I don’t think so,” he hedged.

      She laughed at his hesitancy and thumped him on the chest. He couldn’t help himself and leaned in to give her a quick kiss.

      Afterwards, she smiled and leaned back. “Isn’t it almost time?”

      The show. Right. He mentally redirected himself away from his favorite brunette. He had work to do. He called his dad at the launch site. “Everything good there, Dad?”

      “Good to go,” Vance confirmed.

      Brant set his case on a small folding table a ways off from the stage area where he’d have a good view of the show with the stage lights behind him. He opened the case and got his equipment ready. This was it, the show he’d been working on for months. With the field controller ready to be put into “fire” mode, Brant turned to Keira. In the cold darkness, she fidgeted from one foot to the other in the three or four inches of snow at their feet.

      “Are you ready?” he asked her.

      Keira’s eyes opened wide. “What do you mean, am I ready?” She looked at all the people around them who were talking to each other, looking at watches and cellphones and up into the sky.

      “Start,” Quin said through the walkie-talkie, cuing the audio person to begin the CD Brant had choreographed the show to.

      “Welcome, citizens and guests, to Hawthorne’s First Night celebration!” As the sponsor, Quin had control of the microphone. “It’s almost midnight, and you know what that means . . .” Quin began to count down from ten, and the crowd joined in.

      “When I tell you, push this button,” Brant whispered to Keira as he watched the timecode start running through the field controller. He pushed a couple of other buttons to get it ready and made eye contact with the fire marshal. Having someone else start the show wasn’t strictly professional, but he’d worked it out with the authority having jurisdiction, or AHJ, when they’d run through the continuity check a couple of hours ago.

      “Me?” Keira’s eyes grew wide. Was she excited, nervous, or incredulous? Whatever else she was feeling, her happiness was evident.

      He loved how she was freaking out, though with him holding the dead man’s switch, he would be in control the whole time. “I thought you wanted to shoot off the fireworks. Isn’t that what you told me out at the pond?”

      Keira’s eyes flashed in surprise at the same time his controller flashed the words “in sync.”

      “Now!” he said.

      She hit the fire button, putting the show into fire mode and synced to the music. The first firework was only a few seconds away now.

      This was it—the second of the two shows he and his crew had spent all day setting up. This twelve-minute display alone would shoot 3750 shells.

      “. . . Two! One!”

      When the music started, the first shell was already on its way into the sky in a cascade of blue and silver, with every face in the crowd turned to watch. With all the work Brant had put into designing the show, he’d memorized every blast, every explosion, every salute, and while he had to keep an eye out to make sure everything went according to the plan, he wasn’t sure how much of the show he actually watched or how much he watched her.

      Keira’s eyes danced over each part, taking in every purposely placed detail with a look of sheer delight. This was by far the best part of being able to shoot off the fireworks from inside the crowd. Experiencing the show simultaneously with the crowd helped him see what worked, what didn’t, and what resonated with the spectators. Usually, nothing fed his excitement like listening to their reactions, but this time, his focus was all on Keira. This show, though, had been that way all along. From the moment he’d started designing the show, it was with Keira in mind—picturing what she might like, hoping she’d respond to this one set or color combination over another.

      “Ooh! That was awesome!” Keira shoved the pastry bag at him and then clutched her chest. “Unexpected.”

      With the rapid pace of the show, her words were already past what she was complimenting, but he knew which part she was referring to.

      She turned away from the show to lean into him. “I think now’s a good time for you to eat your Mis-Fortune cookie.”

      He quirked an eyebrow at her. So that was the suggestion she’d borrowed. He couldn’t help but smile, loving the thought that she’d done that, but he lifted the dead man’s switch in his right hand. If he let go, the show would stop. He didn’t want to risk it because he was trying to retrieve her cookie from a paper sack.

      “I’ll get it.” She unrolled the bag, liberated a small cookie from inside, and lifted it to his lips. Fireworks and food. Two great things that went great together, especially with Keira involved.

      He breathed in the combination of almond, butter, and sugar and then took a small bite. The cookie crumbled at the pressure of his teeth, but he got enough of it that an explosion of taste went off in his mouth. An image popped into his mind: Two motorcycles on a lonely autumn dirt road, a man on one and a woman on the other, “Just Married” signs attached to the back of each. The strongest feeling of desire rushed over him. Now that would be a future he could see himself in.

      “That’s amazing, Keira!” He hoped she could sense his sincerity. Later, in a different setting, he’d have to give the Mis-Fortune cookie the gushing review it deserved.

      His favorite part was coming up—the part with the special snowflake shells he’d developed over the summer. With anticipation building, Brant leaned in to whisper in Keira’s ear, “This next part’s for you.” A lock of her hair tickled his nose as he leaned back to get a view of both her and the fireworks at the same time.

      The concussions of his shells blasted. The snowflakes burst into being, one after another in various sizes and shades of blue turning silver and then glittering into white. As one started to fade, another one or two appeared.

      “Oh,” she whispered, mesmerized. “It’s breathtaking!”

      The sequence had turned out better than he’d imagined, and the delight on her face was his personal reward. Shoving his hand into his left coat pocket, he pulled out a small jewelry box. He’d switched out the original red bow for a silver one before tonight, relieved he hadn’t given it to her before he’d left Hawthorne for Christmas. “I got you a New Year’s gift.”

      She took the box and opened it to find the snowflake earrings they’d seen at Abigail’s Antiques. She reached up on her tiptoes to place a soft kiss to his lips.

      “I couldn’t pass them up,” he said, watching the reflection of the fireworks in her eyes. “Snowflakes, fireworks, sugar crystals—whatever they are, they remind me of you—your beauty and your sweetness. I hope they remind you of the sparks and chemistry we share.” He gave her a lopsided grin. He wasn’t great at this speech stuff, and he didn’t want to distract from part of the show he’d scripted for her. “I hope they remind you that my love for you is not just a flash that will burn up . . . I guess what I’m trying to say is that I love you.”

      She kissed him longer this time, and he wanted nothing more than to hand the reins of the show off to someone else so he could wrap his arms around her waist and kiss her thoroughly. Clapping and whistling brought him back to reality, and for a second, he thought it was for them. But it wasn’t. Overhead, the script had segued into the finale. Large, rapid bursts of shells cracked overhead. Keira turned her attention back to the sky, but held onto his left hand.

      After a few seconds, she leaned into his shoulder. “I love you too, Brant.”

      Watching the last of the shells explode on time, he stuck out the tip of his tongue, tasting the sweetness of her kiss and the almond of the cookie. It might take a little magic, but he’d do everything in his power to make the dual motorcycle scene his reality.
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      THE NEXT FALL

      A taste of memory: A sprinkle of sugar. A dash of cream. A hint of orange zest. Essence of vanilla. A smidgen of cranberries.

      Keira rubbed her eyes but didn’t want to open them yet, not until she could place the recipe fragments running through her mind. Sometimes her brain played tricks on her. Was this a new recipe she should try, a variation of Great-Grandma Lavinia’s memory scone? That wasn’t right. It wasn’t a new recipe, either. She yawned and stretched. Sometimes she dreamed the most random things.

      The light around her was brighter than in her room, the sun’s rays strained through gray nylon. She inhaled deeply, filling her lungs with the crisp air, but what was that smell? Burned sausage?

      She sat up quickly and blinked. What stove had she left on? Unzipping the sleeping bag and stepping into her boots, she rushed out of the tent. “The sausage—”

      Brant turned from the campfire to face her. “Yeah.” He laughed. “Sorry about that. I’m still trying to get used to moto-camp cooking.” He set the pan on the picnic table and then walked to Keira and folded her into his arms. “How’s my beautiful wife this morning?”

      She let the comfort of being in Brant’s arms sink in for a few seconds before lifting up on her toes to give him a quick peck on the lips. “Hmm. I sure like the sound of that.” She’d always dreamed of having a September wedding, and theirs had surpassed all of her teenaged fantasies. “And I love having my new husband cook for me.” She stepped back and smirked at him.

      “Even if I burn the sausage?”

      “I kind of prefer charcoal on my sandwich, but that’s just me.” She put a hand on her hip. “I’m not as picky as some people.”

      He grabbed her around the waist and rubbed his scratchy beard stubble across her cheek. “Be glad I’m picky. I picked you,” he murmured into her neck.

      She squirmed away and settled down on the picnic tabletop, feet on the bench. “Today we make it to Maine?” She looked over at their motorcycles, sitting side by side. Brant’s wedding gift to her had been her new ride, and their honeymoon was spent enjoying the first of New England’s autumn leaves.

      “We’ll be camping in Quoddy Head State Park tonight.” He brought out rolls for the slightly burned sausage and the over-hard eggs.

      “So we’ll be the first in the US to see the sun rise tomorrow.” Technically, she knew that wasn’t the case. Some island west of Alaska actually had that honor, but this was close enough for her.

      “You and me, sunrise tomorrow,” he said as he assembled his sandwich.

      “It’s a date.”

      When he took a bite of his sandwich, his face contorted in a grimace. “I’m still not a fan of burned sausage, even if I’m the one who cooked it.”

      “I guess I should have packed some scones.” She didn’t have a problem with her sandwich. It actually wasn’t that burned.

      He moved a few things over and sat down on the table next to her. “As much as I love your scones, I don’t think I need one today. I have my favorite memory right here.” He tapped his temple.

      “Oh, yeah, and that is . . .”

      “The first time I saw the most beautiful brunette through a haze of smoke . . .” He wiggled his eyebrows at her, but then he stopped talking, stopped moving, stopped everything except that his eyes roamed over her face, looking at her.

      She felt heat grow through her chest. When Brant said he saw her, he meant he really saw her—for the person she was. And he loved her for it.

      Slowly, he leaned in and cupped her cheek with his hand. Gently, he rubbed his thumb over her cheek and then blinked in surprise. “How is it you have sugar crystals on your cheek when you haven’t been baking in days?”

      His touch brought out a ripple of goose bumps. His warm skin felt amazing. “You tell me,” she whispered, not wanting to move.

      He moved in so slowly as he came in to kiss her that her lips tingled in anticipation. Their lips met, and she ran her own hand across his cheek to the back of his head. Pushing her fingers into his hair, she deepened the kiss, her love for him exploding into beautiful sparkles with the touch. There was no doubt in her mind that Brant was the one for her. Not only did they share chemistry; they shared interests, humor, and tastes. And now they would share a life and a future.

      After a few more moments, he ended the kiss and touched her forehead with his. “I love you, Keira.” The feel and sound of his whisper infused her soul. “You’re so amazing.” He pressed another sweet kiss to her lips. “But one question—will my next scone taste like charcoal sausage?”

      She rocked back with a chuckle. Way to kill a mood. “What?”

      He leaned forward, slipped his hand behind her neck, and kissed her again. “Because that kiss is my new favorite memory.” He kissed her again. “And that one.” Another kiss. “And that one.”
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        Thank you for reading Taste of Memory!

        Sweet magical romance continues in Hawthorne!

        Find out what happens next in

        Sprinkle of Snow (Spellbound in Hawthorne, Book 2).
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