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      *Cally*

      

      The fragrant onions sizzle in the pan, making my mouth water. My stomach gurgles in annoyance. I give it a gentle pat and say, “Just fifteen more minutes,” reaching through the industrial-sized refrigerator door and grabbing another pound of hamburger and some lettuce, ignoring my fussy tummy until my lunch break.

      My parents’ restaurant, Maple Falls Café, has been very busy today. I’ve been assisting in the kitchen, bustling around getting the orders cooked, plated, and to the serving window, while secretly adding a little extra pizzazz to a dish once in a while.

      It’s not that the food is bad, but I like to have fun with it, and while I’m working here, I’m limited to my parents’ recipes. Most of my cooking is done after hours or in my kitchen, and there, I have the freedom to experiment.

      “Cally Stein, you know we don’t put cilantro in that,” my dad cautions me from the stove.

      I yank my hand back from the soup cup I’m about to put in the serving window and spin around, shoving the cilantro down into the front of my apron pocket. “What cilantro?” I try to say innocently.

      My dad suppresses a laugh and shakes his head. “Sweetie, I know you think your versions are better, and I’ll admit that you’ve got good taste, but people don’t want to be surprised here,” he says in his soulful voice. “My recipes haven’t changed in ten years, hun. Changing things now could break the town’s trust.”

      My shoulders slump. I know it’s the truth. Maple Falls Café is known for its dependable taste and familiar menu. My dad is the main cook, and he’s kind but strict when it comes to following his recipes. I’ve been helping him since I was fifteen and know how to make every item on the menu by heart. But I really enjoy cooking, and I want to share some of my creations once in a while.

      I roll my shoulders and strengthen my resolve. “What about the seasonal dish menu we talked about? Have you thought about it? I can make some samples for you. I have a lot of good ideas—”

      My dad raises his hand and turns back to his soup pot. “We’ll talk about it later,” he says. “Let’s get through this rush first.”

      I peek through the serving window and note that almost every single booth and table is full. I’m amazed that my dad can do all this cooking by himself most days, since our other cooks are part time. I’ve been pretty much full time since getting my culinary degree, but we don’t always work the same shift.

      Jarred and Andrea, our servers, zip through their sections, topping off drinks and passing out receipts. My mother, Cara, is manning the register, seating new customers, and handling the cashiering. Mom is the face of Maple Falls Café. The place was born of my father’s desire, but my mom keeps it afloat. And I… do what I can here and there and try to help.

      Fifteen minutes turn into thirty when a group of ten teachers comes in. Several of them look the same as they did when I left high school eight years ago. One of my former classmates is actually among them—Jen. This must be her second year teaching high school. Why she wanted to return there is a million-dollar question to me. I remember how excited we all were to graduate and spend our days somewhere else, finally.

      When I finally get to take a quick break, I hang my patchwork apron on a hook on the wall by the swinging door and meet my mom behind the register. She’s just finished ringing up the recently retired Maple Falls Tour Company owner, Mr. Randal Seeley, and his wife, Margie. I wave hello before they leave, and Mr. Seeley shares his signature radiant smile.

      “You doing okay?” I ask my mom, moving her long black ponytail off her shoulder so it hangs down her back. I note the little beads of sweat on the nape of her neck.

      “I’m good, sweetie,” she says, rubbing a couple of quick circles on my back. “You taking a break?”

      I look out at the bustling restaurant, the large group of teachers seated in the middle. Several of the tables look close to finishing.

      “Nah,” I say. “I came to relieve you for a bit. Dad, uh, wants your opinion on something in the back. Something about a supply order, maybe?”

      My mother squints at me, but it seems like she’s taking my word for it, so I place my hands on her shoulders and guide her toward the back.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I continue. “It was definitely about the next supply order. Feel free to take your time, and I’ll take over here for a little bit.”

      My mother sighs. “I don’t know why this couldn’t wait until later,” she grumbles.

      Since I’ve managed to trick my mother into taking a break, I do my part, ringing up the group of teachers and a couple of other tables who have finished their food. When she returns about twenty minutes later, I go back to helping my father in the kitchen until we close.

      Dad lets me fix the three of us a late dinner in the cafe kitchen. Since our restaurant is more of a diner than a fancy restaurant, there are limited ingredients. I manage to whip together a recipe I have been trying to get my dad to add as a specialty or seasonal item: loaded chili dogs, with Amoroso rolls split at the top and slightly hollowed out to accommodate more filling, smoky-flavored grilled hotdogs, and sweet chili topped with salty crushed corn nuts and spicy jalapeños. For a personalized taste, I prepare some cucumber radish and sour cream.

      I wanted to come up with a cute name for them, but I’d given up after my dad turned down my last couple of ideas. What can I say? He’s a man of tradition. He knows what has worked for him so far, and he doesn’t want to “mess up perfection,” as he puts it.

      While I’m cooking, my parents get started on redecorating the restaurant, taking down the skeletons, jack-o’-lanterns, and black felt cats. Halloween is over now, and, as always, it was a lot of fun!

      I was happy to see Meena, my cousin, dress up as her favorite video game character Ha-nana, since last year she bailed on that idea and opted to be a princess like her friends. It seems like she’s slowly becoming her own person and letting that shine. I’m happy for her. My quirky little wind-up doll costume totally slayed. But as much as I enjoy Halloween, Thanksgiving gives me life–the food is its crowning glory!

      We eat the loaded chili dogs as a family in one of the booths, making small talk about my older siblings, who have all moved on and left this restaurant and town behind.

      My mother makes a couple of comments about how tasty the dinner is, and my dad simply nods in agreement. After eating our fill, we dedicate the next two hours to decking out the restaurant with little golden turkeys and cornucopias, leaves and acorns, and various squashes and gourds.

      By the end of it, my mind is swirling with ideas for new recipes to try for our family meal. It’s only a few weeks away!
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        * * *

      

      It’s slow the next night, so I’m able to take a long dinner break when my best friend Autumn and her fiancé Lukas swing by the restaurant for dinner. I have to admit that I was very surprised at first that the two of them got together. I didn’t know Lukas before because he is from out of town, but it was clear early on how smitten Autumn was with him.

      Things were great with them at first—until she disassociated because he said he was going to move back to New York. But then he didn’t, and he bought the tour company where she worked and gave it to her! It was a whole whirlwind affair if I’ve ever seen one!

      But now, seeing them together over the last year, watching both of them come out of their shells and challenge each other and also comfort each other–man, that’s what dreams are made of. My dreams, anyway….

      “Wow! It’s like fall threw up in here. I love it!” Autumn says. I know it’s her way of praising the decor.

      “Sweetheart, look.” Lukas points out the waterfall of string lights in the bar area.

      It’s so sweet the way Autumn immediately turns to see what he’s pointing at. Her green eyes take on a lovely glow as she studies the setup at the bar, with string lights and tendrils of leaves and pinecones. “Reminds me of the little gazebo in the middle of the fall festival where we got engaged,” she croons, wrinkling her nose at him adorably.

      He takes her hand and kisses the beautiful golden ring on her finger. It’s so sweet, my stomach cinches up. I hope they will be this cute and happy forever.

      And I hope I’m lucky enough to find a nice guy who loves me like that, one I can share my life with.

      My heart aches a little, but I breathe out the pinching sensation with a puff of air and focus on my friends. “How’s the wedding planning going?” I ask as we slide into a corner booth, with them on one side and me on the other.

      They share a guilty look. “We haven’t even started planning,” they say simultaneously. Autumn shrugs her coat off her shoulders, and Lukas kindly folds it neatly beside him.

      Ugh. I hate how much love these people right now. As a single girl, it’s hard sometimes to be around them.

      “Well, I hope you’ve at least decided who your maid of honor will be!” I tease.

      Between Autumn owning and operating Maple Falls Tour Company and getting engaged, I haven’t seen her much lately. We used to get together three or four times a week, and now it feels like it’s three entire weeks since I’ve seen her. Plus, I love Lukas, too, but he’s always here now. It might not be so bad if I had a guy of my own so we could double date, but I don’t have anyone like that.

      And not a single prospect.

      We eat and chat for a couple of hours before Autumn tells me she’s got to get to bed so she can wake up early to oversee a large group of tourists first thing in the morning. Lukas admits that he’s exhausted from his earlier volleyball game and that he’s ready to hit the hay, too. So, we wrap it up and say goodbye, parting ways like we don’t know when we’ll see each other again.

      Since the cafe is still basically empty, my parents send me home. I start out on my walk home—four blocks south and another six blocks east to the little two-bedroom house I rent. The air is quiet and cold, and the sky is overcast with dimly moonlit clouds. T

      he calm has my mind wandering. It suddenly strikes me how alone I feel without Autumn and without my parents. Even my other bestie, Ivy Dear, is working overtime at Hearthlight Inn, the bed and breakfast inn her parents own, with peak vacation season encroaching.

      Everyone loves the fall colors in Maple Falls—especially the tourists.

      My thoughts drift back to Autumn and Lukas. They’re such a star couple. But as wonderful as it would be to have a charming man of my own, it’s hard to imagine. I know every single man in this town, and everybody of marriageable age is already in a relationship, or they’re just totally not my type.

      Also, what even is my type? Maybe I haven’t met anyone who fits it yet because I’ve always just been here. Maybe the only hope of me finding my other half is… leaving?

      I gulp at the thought. I love Maple Falls. There’s nowhere else I’d want to live.

      Maybe I’ll get lucky and have the perfect guy just show up here one day, just like what happened for Autumn.

      A girl can dream.
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      *Travis*

      

      I hand my credit card to the driver and glance at my watch as he’s processing the transaction. A lot of people call me crazy for not downloading all the ride-share apps or using my digital wallet for every little thing, but I guess I never bought into the idea. It might make things more time-efficient, but I hate shuffling through app after app to find the right one. I guess I’m just a traditional guy in that sense.

      I glance down at my watch, thinking only for a split second that maybe having one of those apps might be worth it. But before the idea takes hold, my card is back in my hand, and I’m exiting the taxi with my satchel slung over my shoulder.

      Chicago is indeed a windy city today, and the sky is a flat, slate gray, threatening us with snow soon. It’s slightly too warm for that today, but the breeze breaks through my coat and my pants, sending a chill into my bones.

      I make my way down the busy sidewalk and past the remnants of black and orange Halloween streamers, little bits of candy wrappers, and what is probably red fuzz from a devil costume’s boa. I roll my eyes at the thought of people not caring where their trash ends up. They’re usually more concerned with making it to the next party.

      Inside Commers Communications’s high-rise office building, the air thrums with activity–people skirting around each other, talking on their cellphones, and waiting for the elevator. I join the line waiting to head to the higher floors, and three more people come up behind me. When the doors open, I scan the crowd, dreading the next couple of minutes as the bodies all press together, and everyone’s perfume and breakfast breath mingle in the confined space. The woman next to me leans into my arm, but I can’t move away. My phone rings over and over in my pocket. I ignore it for now, not wanting to bump into anyone.

      One of these days when I’m the CEO, I’ll have my own private elevator up to a spacious office, where I’ll make important decisions that move the company forward instead of being cramped in my little office all day long. I just have to get through this next presentation—oh, and the retirement of the current CEO, which probably won’t take place for at least five years. But it’s okay. I’m a patient person. I can handle the wait.

      Ross Erkin, the current CEO who has worked here for at least twenty-five years, has made it clear he wants me to succeed him. He’s been prepping me, slowly handing me greater responsibilities, complex projects, and more freedom. That doesn’t mean I’m guaranteed the position, so I’m determined to prove myself in any way I can.

      As the elevator stops floor by floor, the air becomes slightly more breathable. The woman next to me flicks a glance over her shoulder, tossing her brown curls over her shoulder as she exits, taking the overwhelming aroma of gardenias with her. Finally, the elevator dings on the thirtieth floor. I’m one of the last ones off.

      “Mr. Thatcher!” my assistant Gloria calls, pressing on her desk and standing. “Good morning!”

      She trots around on her short black heels, and as she has for the last six years, stands behind me and helps me shrug out of my coat. Gloria has been my assistant since I started here. She’s been working here longer than me, and perhaps nearly as long as Mr. Erkin himself. She’s a spindly, middle-aged woman with fine, textured curls and apple-like cheeks. And she’s always in a good mood.

      “Good morning, Gloria,” I reply.

      She folds my long coat over her arm and squeezes my shoulder. “You’re feeling thin. I thought people were supposed to fatten up when winter’s on the way!”

      “You know I’m too busy to fatten up,” I tell her, pressing my office door open. It’s a pretty large office. I have a good ten feet of space on either side of my desk, as well as a separate seating area for less formal meetings. The view from the wall of windows shows a nice cityscape… usually. Today, it’s bleak and gray. There’s a haze looming close to the ground, and I’m not sure if it’s fog or smog from all the car exhaust.

      I sit at my desk and immediately get to work. As the current COO who is trying to prove myself worthy of the CEO position, I’ve taken the initiative to put together a presentation for Mr. Erkin to optimize workflows and highlight a few areas of improvement between departments. Only when we’re self-actualized as a whole can we improve and retain customer satisfaction.

      I get immersed in my work and finally glance up at the clock to see three hours have passed while I’ve been perfecting my presentation, though after getting sidetracked by emails and phone calls, I hardly feel like I’ve had time to do anything. Shaking my head, I get back to work. Just when I feel like I’m getting in a groove, Gloria knocks lightly on the door and peeks inside.

      “You have a phone call,” she says gently.

      “Can you take a message? I’m just getting—”

      “It’s your mother,” she says.

      I let out a long sigh. My mom is probably just going to hound me about making time for the holidays. Now that it’s November, the peak family-gathering season is coming. She is surely going to request that I ask for a couple of extra days off for both Thanksgiving and Christmas, since I didn’t do it last year, and I haven’t been home in, well, a while.

      I’m not planning on going back this year, either. That small town grind, where everyone knows you and no one stays out of your business just isn’t part of my lifestyle anymore. Now, it feels more like a speed bump whenever I go back home. I can’t afford that now, not when I feel like I’m getting closer to Mr. Erkin–and that CEO position. Just a few more years, and I’ll be set.

      “You might want to take it,” Gloria tells me when I hesitate to answer. There’s something somber in her face that makes me take notice.

      “Okay,” I say, tugging on my lapels. “Send her through then.” As Gloria begins to turn away, I ask, “Did she mention what it’s about?”

      She shakes her head and gives me a tight-lipped smile.

      I nod, which is actually just me masking a strained gulp. What is this feeling in my stomach? Gloria is efficient and knows my habits well, interrupting my workflow only if it’s serious. I’ve often had her tell my mother that I’ll call her back later. So, if Gloria is insisting that I take the call….

      My desk phone rings twice before I pick it up. “Mom, how are you?”

      She sniffles before she answers. It’s unmistakable. She’s been crying. My heart sinks.

      “Mom….”

      “It’s Nadine,” she says with a tremor in her voice. “She collapsed in her studio today. She’s in the hospital.”

      My mouth goes dry. My Aunt Ine? But she can’t be—

      “It seems serious, Travis.” Her voice breaks, and now she’s in tears, stuttering her words. She’s clearly distressed.

      “Where’s Dad?” I ask.

      “I don’t know.” She sighs. I think I hear the sound of an exasperated slap of her thigh. “He’s still working, I think. I couldn’t get ahold of him. I just got the call. I don’t know… I haven’t even seen…. She’s just… what if she—”

      “I’ll be on the next flight,” I tell her without thinking. “Just sit tight, and I’ll be there as fast as I can.”

      Though I am ambitious and work hard, I try not to be a workaholic like my father. All my life, I hated seeing my mom waiting up for him at night. And while I don’t have anyone waiting up for me, I don’t want to create that habit for if I do one day. I strive to work more efficiently, getting the work done within reasonable hours, and I’ve been managing it well so far.

      Then again, I haven’t taken a vacation or a sick day in several years, but I call that dedication. Either way, I make sure to balance work with some leisure time at home or out with friends. And now, especially if my father isn’t going to be there, and especially with my Aunt Ine in the hospital with some kind of serious ailment, I need to be there for Mom.

      “Oh!” Mom exclaims. “The doctors are coming.”

      “Go on,” I tell her. “Go talk to them. I’ll be heading out shortly.”

      My mom exhales a shaky breath. “I love you, baby,” she says, sniffling again.

      I clear my throat. She hasn’t called me that since I was in high school. My friends used to make fun of me for it, but it never bothered me much. Now, my heart twists for her. “I love you, too, Mom.”

      I wait for her to hang up, which is only a short couple of seconds later, then step out of my office. Gloria seems to be waiting for news by the way she’s sitting stock straight with her hands clasped perfectly atop one another in her lap. She meets my eyes immediately.

      “Can you make arrangements for my immediate departure? I’ll be flying to Vermont right away,” I tell her.

      I take my cell phone out of my pocket, noting that the six missed calls I’d ignored, starting with the one in the elevator, were from my mother, and she has also sent me twice as many texts. She must be scared dealing with this on her own. Nadine is her big sister, her rock, her protector.

      Dad is here and there, but usually preoccupied with work. He can be dependable when he needs to be. My mom has never had to deal with too many important things on her own. But I don’t think he fully understands Mom’s relationship with her sister. He’s a good man, but dealing with others’ emotions isn’t exactly his strong point.

      I’m scrolling through Mom’s texts when Gloria puts her hand on my arm. I didn’t even notice her getting up. “Travis? What about the presentation? Mr. Erkin is expecting you to—”

      “I’ll figure out how to do it remotely,” I tell her. I squeeze her hand lightly and give her an encouraging smile.

      “It’s serious, then?” she asks, a couple of worry lines deepening between her brows.

      “I think so, but I won’t know the whole situation until I get there. But I need to go.”

      She nods and sits back down at her desk. “I’ll text you the flight information.” She gets to work right away, and I grab my coat off the hanger and shove my arms into it as I swiftly walk to the elevator.

      With the morning rush over, and lunch not quite here yet, the ride down is pretty quiet. My phone dings with the flight information, and I look up at my reflection in the metal doors.

      Mom always says I take after Aunt Ine. I look like her, talk like her, and love the same things she loves. Sometimes, Mom even jokes that I should have been Nadine’s kid. I think that was her way of sharing me with her sister since Aunt Ine didn’t have children of her own. And really, she has always felt like a second mom to me.

      And now, she’s in the hospital, and it’s serious. My chest tightens as I try not to let my mind wonder about the unknown.
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      *Cally*

      

      Autumn, Ivy, and I are having a fun day together at the mall in Grant, the next town over. Honestly, I’m so happy to spend this time with them. I live alone now since I graduated from culinary school. I love my parents, but it was time for me to move out on my own like an adult, and I still see them at the cafe basically every day.

      With Ivy and Autumn both so busy lately, I’ve had a lot of free time… alone. I’m discovering that I don’t really like a solitary lifestyle, so I’m grateful to be with them now.

      We walk through the mall with our pinkies hooked together, with Autumn in the middle, just like we’ve done since we were in grade school. Being with these two lovely people makes my heart sing. I know I can be myself with them. I know I can depend on them. And they know they can depend on me, too.

      “Ooh, Cally!” Ivy exclaims, her two brown braids bouncing. “You love this store! Help me pick something out?”

      “For what?” I ask, following along as she pulls Autumn and me into Punk-a-Roo’s, one of my favorite clothing boutiques. This store is known for its wide array of styles, which is why I like it so much. They’ve got everything from cottage core, to goth, to anime girl, to sporty streetwear, so whatever I’m feeling, I have a cute outfit to express it.

      Apparently, I’m known around town as one of the quirky ones. Some people might call it weird, depending on how narrow-minded they are. In high school, I did what I wanted, made splashes, rebelled at times… but I’d lost my spark after my senior year when I got voted Most Unusual along with the guy who openly picked his nose. That was a real vibe killer. But that was so long ago, almost an entire decade, and things are different now.

      People don’t—usually—look at me so strangely anymore. Of course, I also don’t wear neon stockings and dye my hair blue anymore. I’ve moved past the bright colors phase. But I do enjoy dressing in funky outfits and mixing unexpected clothing items together for a whole new look. Unlike Autumn, who is just a simple, easy-going, sweater-wearing sort of girl, and Ivy, who has some kind of cozy gamine cottage core vibe, I don’t really fit into a particular style. I just wear what I like.

      “I don’t know,” Ivy sighs. She sounds a little defeated. “I think I just need to switch things up a little. I feel like I’ve gotten into a rut in the last couple of weeks. Help me find something to make me feel alive again!”

      Autumn flicks a glance at me. Ivy is the type of girl who seems calm and reserved, sort of shy, though she can be fairly outgoing and professional around the guests at her parents’ bed-and-breakfast, Hearthlight Inn. But then, when she’s alone with her best buddies, she’s all drama, humor, and hyperbole. Nobody would ever guess that from the amount of brown she wears.

      “Well, I will be having a bridal shower at some point, right?” Autumn teases us. “Why don’t we look for outfits for that?”

      Ivy leans behind Autumn’s head to stare at me with wide eyes. “Are we supposed to be planning that already?” she mouths.

      I giggle and shrug, pursing my lips into a pout. Autumn clearly knows what’s going on because she spins around and crosses her arms, looking between us like a couple of misbehaving teens.

      “It doesn’t have to be soon! But it’s your job as my best friends and my bridesmaids!”

      The three of us rummage through the store for almost two hours, spending over thirty minutes in the dressing room trying on all the clothes we pick out. I find Ivy a nice white cotton blouse, a camel sweater to wear over it, and an adorable ankle-length floral skirt that will be so cute with the boots she already has.

      Autumn picks out a few things, continuing the white theme but with a different purpose. I help her choose some golden leafy hair accessories that I think suit her perfectly. And I, like usual, walk out of the store with a bag full of mismatched blouses and pants.

      “What’s next?” Ivy groans, seeming a little drained by the amount of time we’ve already spent here.

      “I might like to check out the kitchen store,” I say timidly, knowing that my friends are already tired and that I could easily spend another two hours in there comparing skillets and silicone utensils and reading ratings on the durability of knife sets and small appliances. I expect at least a little resistance, but I’m met with excitement instead.

      “Oh, yeah!” Autumn exclaims. “I love it when you buy new kitchen stuff! It means you’ll be making something delicious to share with us!”

      I laugh. “Well, I’ve got to have someone to test it out on.”

      Ivy perks up. “We’re not complaining! At all!”

      We head into the kitchen store, our paper shopping bags bumping together. Since this is really more my territory than either of theirs, they just follow me around and ask me what this or that is for. Then we find the mother lode: the seasonal section. It has everything I need for the holiday season, particularly for Thanksgiving–Dutch ovens and pie pans, pasta makers and bakers, mashers, processors… and baking gadgets!

      Now, dessert isn’t necessarily my area of expertise, but it is perhaps the most fun in terms of shaping and designing. We spend half an hour at the cookie cutter wall picking the best shapes for the upcoming dinner feast. Ivy and Autumn both share in my enthusiasm, picking up things to show me and oohing and awing when I tell them how I can use each tool to make my Thanksgiving creations look extra special.

      “Please, please, please invite us for Thanksgiving this year!” Ivy begs, grabbing my arm with mock desperation.

      Autumn nods along. “Lukas would love it, I know.”

      “Friendsgiving, then?” I suggest.

      Everyone is giddy with excitement at the thought, especially me. One thing about having two super cool and supportive friends is that I can share anything with them, even my new cooking creations, whenever the inspiration strikes. And they rarely fight me on it.

      Exhausted from four hours of shopping, talking, and carrying our newly purchased loads, we collapse into the fast food chicken place in the food court and down three piece meals with large fries and sodas.

      “I cannot do this often if I’m getting married in… well, whenever the wedding will be. I’m so bloated already.” Autumn groans, patting her belly.

      “You’d better get on that,” Ivy tells her with a mouthful of a couple of Autumn’s leftover fries. Even though Autumn is the most active and the tallest, and I am the cook of the group, Ivy can out-eat us any day of the week. “How can we plan a bridal shower if we don’t even know the wedding date?”

      “They’ll figure it out eventually,” I say. “They just got engaged a couple of weeks ago!”

      “I feel like we keep talking about the wedding and the engagement,” Autumn says. “I wanna hear about you guys. Cally, how about your plans, you know, with your dad and the restaurant?”

      Ivy munches on her fries with her cheeks stuffed like a chipmunk and watches me expectantly. It’s no secret that I’ll probably take over the family restaurant one day, and I know they’ll both be supportive when I do.

      “My dad still resists changing any of the original recipes,” I tell them. “He says that people want what they’re expecting. I know it’s true, but at times, it feels a little restricting. I still enjoy working there, no doubt, but I wonder sometimes….”

      “That makes sense,” Ivy says. “People love predictability. And your parents’ place has been successful for more than a decade now. I don’t blame him for sticking to his guns.”

      I nod. I understood too, really. “Well, even if I don’t always get to share new recipes there, I’ll at least have the Maple Falls Annual Fall Craft & Bake Sale Event. Man, they really need to rename that. It’s a mouthful.”

      Every year, Maple Falls hosts a citywide bake sale and crafting event. Every food-related business, and a lot of home cooks, too, spend hours making goodies to share with the whole town. We all get to share the recipes we love. It seems the event is growing, especially over the last three years or so since Mrs. Wen won the contest with her triple-layer harvest pie. She made it into newspapers across the state.

      “I can feel it!” I say with gusto, pounding my fist into the table with a sudden sense of pride. “This is my year to take Mrs. Wen down!”

      Ivy stifles a laugh. Autumn raises her eyebrows and looks at me with a smirk. “Someone has to do it, eventually. It should be you.”

      I rest back into my plastic chair and let out a steady breath. “You know, I’ve never said this aloud before, but even if it doesn’t happen this year or next, someday I hope one of my innovations draws national attention. It would be great for me and for the town! Maybe it will bring a bunch of new people in to experience our lovely little Maple Falls. It’ll be good for you, too! Autumn, your tour guide business would get slammed in the best way! And Ivy, your family’s bed-and-breakfast would—”

      “Also get slammed!” she says, slapping her hand on the table. It draws a couple of worried looks in our direction, which instantly reminds her she’s out in public. She retreats back into her shell and quiets down.

      “It’s like we’re the working superhero squad of Maple Falls! We’ll make sure there’s a steady flood of tourists that never dries up!” Autumn chirps, and a quiet ding from her phone pulls her attention away. “Lukas has something he wants to do tonight,” she says, typing a message and then sliding her phone into her purse.

      “I guess that means we should get going, then,” I say regrettably.

      Ivy shoves the remaining fries from all our meals into her mouth and helps me throw the trash away. Then, we haul our stuff into her SUV and head back to Maple Falls. Lukas picks Autumn up at my house, but Ivy decides to stick around with me.

      “Are we going to talk about this now?” she asks.

      I nod and close the door, shutting out the cool November air.

      We settle at my little round dining room table with two steaming cups of hot apple cider, and I heft the three-ring binder onto the tabletop with a thud.

      “I think we’re well-prepared,” Ivy says, opening the binder to the first tab.

      The three of us have been working on our dream weddings since middle school, when we got that cute young math teacher that everyone and their grandmother had a crush on him. Every scrap of inspiration, every glittery wish, and each fondant-covered cake idea has been taped and glued into the one hundred or so pages within the sacred binder. There is a section for each of us, and to nobody’s surprise, our little romance-reading girlie Autumn has the biggest one.

      “Oh, yeah,” I say, smoothing my hand over the handwritten notes and meticulously laced stickers. “This is going to be lit.”

      Ivy takes notes as we go through the book, drawing inspiration from each page of Autumn’s dream wedding that she’s been planning for fifteen years. I’m not sure how the book landed at my place when I was sure I’d be the last to get married.

      Even semi-shy Ivy is a little love-swept more often than I am. She’s at least dated since graduating from high school. I can’t say the same, not really. I’ve been on dates, sure, but nothing ever measured up, and half the time, it was more like hanging out with a guy friend. And now, there isn’t anyone else of interest left.

      By the end of the night, Ivy is in dreamland with her nostalgic desires for true love. She’s on her third trip through her own section, saying, “Oh, Cal, what if it’s a triple wedding just like we always wanted?”

      I laugh, but it’s a little stifled. “You got a man that I don’t know about?”

      She blushes a little but shakes her head. “No, I don’t suppose I do.”

      A quiet, deep sort of sadness settles in my chest. I guess marriage and happily ever afters are a long way off for me, too, while Autumn’s is impending, and Ivy has a never-ending supply of hope for that kind of thing.

      I give her a sympathetic frown. “Sorry, dear, but I don’t think it’s likely the three of us will get married at the same time.”
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