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      In the quaint town of Briar Glen, love is baked into every bite…

       

      Tallula Golding's magical pastries have brought comfort and connection to others — but not to herself. Five years after losing her fiancé in a tragic fire, she's built a life of quiet purpose at Hexes and Oh's Bakery, where sugar, spice, and a little enchantment heal broken hearts.

      

      Micah Aldridge never forgave himself for the fire that took his best friend — or for loving the same woman in secret. Returning to Briar Glen was never part of the plan, but guilt and grief have worn him down. When his sister drags him to the bakery for a holiday order, he doesn't expect to find Tallula — or the flicker of hope he thought he'd buried for good.

      

      As familiar sparks reignite, Tallula and Micah must confront the past they've both been avoiding. Can the magic of her baking help them forgive, heal, and claim the future they never dared imagine?

       

      A heartwarming second-chance romance with a dash of sweetness, a sprinkle of magic, and all the feels.
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      He wiped sweaty palms on his pants. How was that even possible with how cold it was? Should he even be here? The great idea an hour ago certainly didn’t feel so great anymore. Taking a deep breath, he swallowed a couple of times around the lump and pushed the door open to the Hexes and Oh’s Bakery. Tallula was supposed to bake and sell some of her goodies from here. At least that was what the guys from the fire station had told him.

      With the grey clouds blocking out much of the dawn trying to peek down upon them, Micah blew out the breath he’d sucked in before entering. Warm light flooded the tables, where people sat with steaming mugs and a pastry of some sort. There was no way she was there yet.

      Micah couldn’t sense her. He’d always been able to feel her within the same vicinity. Brantley had laughingly called it his superpower, he’d never have to worry about Tally going missing.

      Only she’d never looked twice at Micah once she’d locked eyes with Brantley.

      Any feelings he’d imagined he might have been able to work with had gone out the window when Brantley said he liked her. No way he could stand in the way of his best friend. Not when it came to happiness.

      It didn’t take much and he spun on his heels making to exit. He couldn’t do this.

      Not today.

      Besides he didn’t want to refuse the server when she asked him if he’d like to swap his black coffee for a sickly sweet Christmas creation that was only available this time of the year. No doubt they’d be super chirpy. He just wasn’t in the mood for that kind of energy yet. One strong coffee was not enough to take on someone happy so early on a morning as cold as it was.

      “Micah Aldridge?” Lorelei Hawthorne stood in the bakery doorway, the bell tingling announced her arrival. “Well, I’ll be. Your sister never mentioned you were already back in town. When did you arrive in Briar Glen?”

      “How are you, Lorelei?” Micah straightened, peering behind her. His heart plummeted when Tally didn’t step through the door. “Marion is away. She might not have had a chance to tell anyone.”

      “Hmm,” was all she said, her gaze speaking volumes. “Well, you know what my Grandmama always said, don’t believe a word said until you can prove it in person.”

      Had she said that? Grandmama Evans had said a lot of things when they’d all been in high school. “I don’t rightly remember, Lorelei.” Micah clearer his throat, covertly glancing around the cafe to see if anyone was paying attention to them. “Would love to chat but I have a lot on this morning⁠—”

      She took his arm, practically dragging him to the counter. “Without a Christmas coffee or a treat? Hexes will no doubt have something to get you through the morning. Especially considering what day it is.”

      Years had not changed Lorelei’s ability to smile, nod or wink and people would fall at her feet. Nodding, he chuckled. “Uh, sure thing.” He didn’t want to think about what the day meant. Not just yet. “I just didn’t know what to get.”

      “Good morning, Miss Lorelei,” the server, her rainbow hair lit by glitter, greeted. “The usual?” Turning her gaze she looked Micah up and down. “We have some calming cookies left over and I can whip up a special coffee for your handsome friend. What do you say?”

      Was he invisible? “I⁠—”

      Lorelei patted his hand within her own. “Yes, please, that would be just what the universe ordered. Would they happen to be Talulla’s calming cookies?”

      Maybe his morning wasn’t wasted. Calming cookies? He could work with those. His fingers tingled and he wanted to fist pump the air. Tally’s cookies might be closer than she was, he had to remain patient and they will run into each other again.

      Marion said that Tallula had not dated in the five years he’d been away from Briar Glen. It was in the gossip mill that she needs to get over his death and move on. Apparently enough time has lapsed. He would be an ass to judge her for not dating since Brantley’s death, because neither had he.

      “That’ll be to go,” Lorelei added, turning toward Micah and raising a questioning eyebrow.

      He gave a slight nod and she returned to her conversation with the staff. Too many thoughts vied for attention this morning for him to carry on a coherent conversation. The pit in his stomach lurched. “Maybe add a carton of goodies for the guys down at the fire station,” he added, interrupting their conversation. “If it’s not too much trouble, please.”

      The server nodded, her smile not faltering. “Sure thing,” she murmured, grabbing a box and beginning to fill it.”

      If it weren’t for Marion, at least that is what he told himself, he’d have continued to stay away from Briar Glen. Only it hadn’t been just her to send him the vacancy listing at the station.

      “It’s way past time you came home,” had been the general consensus. How could he argue with that? He’d been back once for a funeral. If that was the only association he allowed with his hometown then Marion would demand he see a shrink again.

      “Okay,” he’d finally agreed, filling out the application, attaching his CV and applied for the position. Montana’s smallest fire station in Stanton had held a small farewell when he’d handed in his resignation letter. It had felt more like a hometown than Briar Glen.

      Only, Marion and Tallula weren’t there. Or even anywhere close.

      Nor his brothers of Briar Glen. He had brothers everywhere now, family all over the United States. It didn’t matter how much he’d done his best to lose himself in his work, Brantley wasn’t there to rib him, pour our his feelings or give him the most solid advice the man could pull out of a crock pot.

      “Have a great day,” Lorelei waved to the staff while she ushered him through the front door and a gust of wind tore the breath from him. “Makes you feel alive, doesn’t it?”

      She was crazy. “It tells me I’m not in Hell, if anything” he said, wrapping his scarf around his throat another loop. “Winter often means more house fires.”

      “Hmm,” she sipped her coffee. “Peppermint lattes are my weakness. Could totally drink these year round.”

      “What did you order me?” Micah sniffed the cup’s drinking hole. “Is this cinnamon?” Did he like cinnamon? He liked rolls and the buns their cooking teacher had taught them in the tenth grade. In a drink though? “I’m not sure I like cinnamon in a coffee.”

      Lorelei laughed loud enough that people across the street were looking at them. “How can you not know that Tallula adores a dirty chai latte.” And then she winked at him. “Just a reminder of insider information that may benefit you.”

      “Enjoy your day, Lori.” Micah huffed and stomped toward his truck. Her laughter followed him into the cab. When he pulled past he wished she wasn’t giving him that knowing smirk he remembered from high school.
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      “Today is the day,” Tallula whispered to Shadow, running her hand along the cat’s shiny smokey coat. “I suppose you’re more interested in this morning’s breakfast option?”

      Shadow arched her back and meowed her agreement before jumping from her perch on the bathroom counter and sashayed out of the room, no doubt toward the kitchen.

      A glance at her reflection in the mirror showed a smile on her face. She wasn’t sure why she spoke to Shadow as though the cat understood every word—except she was certain she did. With a nod at herself, smoothing a hand over the soft cotton of her summer dress, Tallula followed her snuggly ball of fluff from the room.

      Once she’d fed Shadow, cleaned her water bowl and refilled it with the filtered tap water, Tallula sat and looked through her day’s commitments. Sipping her drink—a tea blend that included lavender and rosemary from her garden—she made notes in her appointment book. The fragrant steam curled in the air, grounding her for the day ahead and reminding her she needed to grab containers of the blend for those awaiting orders.

      With one couple due to collect cupcakes from the Hexes and Oh’s Bakery prior to lunch and another after expecting a fresh batch of baby inducing buttermilk scones. Not to mention the batches of calming cookies that often sold out shortly after becoming available.

      Saffron hinted she should consider taking on another afternoon at the bakery given how popular her specialty treats were becoming. Tallula had told her boss she’d consider it, a lighter way of her saying no. Her energy was too precious to spread so thinly.

      And then there were also the separate consultations—two men, each seeking guidance on potential opportunities in their future.

      Satisfied she was finally ready to leave Tallula grabbed Shadow’s leash from the hook near the kitchen and met the cat at the front door. Shadow rubbed her body around Tallula’s legs before stretching her long body so that Tallula didn’t have to bend to attach the leash to the cat’s collar.

      “Who is her mommy’s good girl?” Tallula crooned, scratching under Shadow’s chin. “Let’s go to the bakery. I know how happy people get when you say hello to them.”

      There were times she wondered if she should get a dog. Well, another dog, really.  Royal’s death hadn’t been quite a year yet. It wasn’t time. As it was, Belle, Grandmama’s dog and Royal’s same litter sister, were a stark reminder of her loss. Besides, she was sure Shadow would let her know when it was time to home another dog.

      Perhaps when Marion was back in town she could go round to her place and have cuddles with the new puppies her King Charles Spaniel had surprised her with. She was after something much more low maintenance. A breed that was going to be okay with low energy days.

      She shivered when she opened the door, it was beginning to get colder every day. A reminder that Christmas was coming and that Brantley wasn’t there to spend another with her. Another special morning she was destined to wake alone. Another festive season she did not decorate her house or put up a tree.

      Shadow meowed, pushing herself across Talulla’s legs. “Oh, you must be frozen.” She leaned to pick the feline perfection and opened the bag where Shadow would burrow down in its warmth and nap on the way to the bakery. Something she was grateful for when the few brave joggers ran past her with their dogs. Being barked at this morning was not something she wanted to experience.

      Warmth rushed her when she pushed open the bakery’s back door. Cinnamon, coffee and baking bread vied for room as she drew in a deep breath. She loved those first smells each time she entered the bakery.

      “It’s about time you arrived,” Maghan greeted her. “We have already had several patrons ask when you were getting here. That extra batch of calming cookies you dropped off last night has already sold out. Mrs Bechworth was most upset she missed out.” Maghan pointed toward the sheet of paper attached to her message board. “There is already a full list of people asking for orders of things only you bake.”

      Her eyes scanned the requests next to each name. Quite a few were asking if she was making some of her Gingerbread Biscuits, many for her fudge, many for the Calming Cookies and some asking for appointments. Her heart skipped a beat at seeing a name she had avoided for five long years.

      Micah Aldridge.

      Where had he been hiding?

      “Tallula?” Saffron stood in the doorway to her office. “Have you got a minute?”

      A shiver ran the length of her spine. “Sure thing,” she answered. With a list as long as the one she’d arrived too, Tallula didn’t think she had time to be ducking into an impromptu meeting with her boss.

      “I just wanted to discuss my request the other day,” Saffron began softly.

      Talulla’s heart beat frantically. “I’m just not sure increasing my days during the festive season is the right move,” she stuttered.

      Saffron held her hand up. “I realized after we spoke that memories of Brantley might be a problem for you given he died on Christmas Eve.”

      Her eyes stung, the tears well and her throat hurt. Why had Scrocha brought this up? She squeezed her eyes shut. Today was important and she needed the right energy when baking.

      “I’m sorry I made you cry, sweet child.” Saffron engulfed her in the tightest hug Tallula wasn’t aware she needed. “I know you miss him, sweets. We all miss him.”

      “Did you know that Micah was back in town?” Tallula whispered the question.

      With a look of resignation Saffron nodded. “I saw him this morning in the bakery. He asked after you in a way that only he can. Maghan didn’t know that is what he was doing but having known that man since he was a boy… I knew what he was doing.”

      She took tissues from the box her box held toward her. “Thank you,” Tallula murmured, dabbing at the tears. “I just don’t want to let you down.”

      “You could never let me down, Tally, no matter how hard you tried.”

      “I saw I have a full sheet of requests,” she said, her gaze moving to the door when she stepped out of Saffron’s embrace. “I saw his name on it.”

      Saffron nodded. “I looked over your list before you arrived and saw someone had added his name. Perhaps it was Lorelei as she’d been in here the same time as him.”

      “I haven’t checked my cell this morning to see if she’d called or anything,” she patted her sides but she had left her phone in her handbag. “It’s  been five years.”

      “He’s been away a long time. Gerry told me he’d accepted a position at the fire station so he’s back to stay for quite a while.”

      So Saffron was seeing Gerry! Tallula wanted to laugh out loud, but she resisted and nodded instead. “When did that happen? No one mentioned anything about it.”

      “You know what people are like with a bit of the gossip mill in Briar Glen,” Saffron said turning the computer screen so Tallula could see it. “Anyway, I just wanted to show you that you have enough leave and I have enough staff if you wanted to take the rest of December off?”

      “Is that a question?” She didn’t need special treatment. Working the festive season was the only way she ever survived it in all its glorious jolly filly happiness.
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