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The Prince of the County

The train swayed gently, a low hum vibrating through the carriage as Union Station’s steel canopy slipped away behind them. Leah Carter tucked her phone deeper into her bag, away from the unopened string of emails blinking in the corner of her mind. The glossy magazine spread lay across her knees, bright with the kind of staged sunlight only professional photographers could summon.

The Prince of the County.

The title sprawled across a photo of a man caught mid-laugh in the middle of a vineyard. His hair was longer now, wind-ruffled and sun-streaked, but she’d know that smile anywhere. Noah Barrett.

Her thumb hovered over the page, the way it once lingered over his jaw in the quiet hours before dawn. Ten years gone, and somehow the sight of him still felt like stepping barefoot onto sun-warmed stone—unexpected, sharp, familiar.

Outside, the skyline shrank into a jagged postcard. Condo towers gave way to stretches of graffiti-tagged warehouses, then finally the open breath of Lake Ontario. The car smelled faintly of coffee and someone’s buttered bagel, but her pulse kept tripping over itself like she was nineteen again, riding home after a bakery shift, hair smelling of yeast and sugar.

Picton was supposed to be temporary. Aunt Maggie’s ankle surgery meant she needed help running Maggie’s Crumb & Co., and Leah—between contracts, between lovers, between any solid definition of “home”—was the obvious choice.

Two months. Bake, manage the shop, smile for the tourists. No nostalgia. No tangled conversations with the man who had become the County’s unofficial brand ambassador.

The conductor called Belleville over the intercom, still an hour away. Leah closed the magazine, spine creaking, and slid it into the seat pocket. The picture of Noah remained printed on the back of her eyelids, his gaze fixed on something—or someone—just out of frame.

She wondered if he’d look at her that way now.
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Main Street, Picton

Picton smelled like it always had in July: hot pavement, blooming hanging baskets, and the yeasty warmth of bread cooling in open bakery doors.

Leah stepped off the county transit shuttle into the sun-glazed hum of Main Street. The shops wore the season proudly—painted signs advertising lavender ice cream, sun hats, and lake glass jewelry. Cars crawled by with canoes strapped to their roofs, their license plates reading like a geography quiz of Ontario and Quebec.

“Maggie’s Crumb & Co.” sat exactly where she’d left it a decade ago, between the hardware store and a boutique selling linen dresses at Toronto prices. The front windows were fogged with the scent of fresh sourdough, and behind them, Aunt Maggie’s familiar round face appeared, bright as a sunrise.

“Mags!” Leah pushed through the door, the bell jangling above her head.

Her aunt was perched on a stool, right leg in a soft cast, apron dusted with flour. “Look at you, city girl,” Maggie said, arms opening wide. “Still got that Toronto haircut. You’ll scare the tourists.”

They hugged, Leah careful of the cast. The bakery smelled of cinnamon knots and butter tarts. Behind the counter, a teenage boy was stacking baguettes into baskets with the half-panicked energy of someone new to summer jobs.

“Kitchen’s all yours,” Maggie said, gesturing toward the back. “I can’t be on my feet much, but the season waits for no one. And... there’s something else we’ll need to talk about.”

Leah tilted her head. “Something else?”

Her aunt’s eyes twinkled. “Later. Go on— reacquaint yourself with the ovens. The lunch crowd’s a beast.”

Leah slipped into the bakery kitchen, letting the muscle memory take over—measuring, folding, kneading. Outside, the tourists’ chatter rose and fell like waves against the shore.

And in the quiet between oven timers, she thought she heard her own pulse again, keeping time with an old rhythm she’d sworn she’d forgotten.
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Produce Aisle Reunion

It was the peaches that did her in.

Leah had stopped at the County Market for milk, but the sight of a crate piled high with golden, sun-warmed peaches pulled her closer. She leaned in, breathing in the fuzzy sweetness.

“Still checking for bruises before you buy.”

The voice froze her. She turned.

Noah Barrett stood on the other side of the display, a basket hooked in one arm, his vineyard’s logo stitched on the breast of his shirt. His hair was a little longer than she remembered, his skin browned by weeks in the sun, and his eyes—still that impossible summer blue—were exactly as she’d left them.

Her hand tightened around the peach. “And you still think you’re the only one who knows how to pick good fruit.”

He grinned, slow and sure, and something unsteady stirred in her chest.

“I heard you were back,” he said.

“Just for the summer.” She set the peach in her basket like it was fragile glass. “Helping Maggie out.”

His gaze lingered a beat too long. “Maybe we should catch up. I’ve got... something you might be interested in.”

“Like what?”

“You’ll see.” He nodded toward the checkout. “But don’t disappear before I get the chance to ask properly.”

Leah watched him walk away, the grocery store’s hum filling the space he left behind. The peach in her basket smelled like sunlight and the past.
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Upstairs, Above the Crumb

Leah’s apartment above the bakery hadn’t changed much since she’d last lived there at nineteen—creaky pine floors, sloped ceilings, a single window looking down over Main Street.

Back then, she’d decorated with fairy lights and hand-lettered recipe cards taped above the stove. Now, the space felt smaller, as if the years she’d spent in Toronto’s gleaming condo kitchens had stretched her somehow.

She unpacked the essentials—knives, spices, her worn leather recipe journal—then drifted to the window. Below, tourists ambled between shopfronts, ice cream dripping down waffle cones. Across the street, the hardware store’s old tin sign clanged lightly in the breeze.

From somewhere down the block came the sound of a guitar, slow and lazy, as if the musician had nowhere else to be. It was the County’s summer pace: unhurried, sun-drowsy, the days spilling into one another like flour from an open sack.

Her phone buzzed—a text from an unknown number.

Noah: Still thinking about peaches?

Noah: Vineyard tomorrow afternoon? Promise it’s worth the trip.

Leah set the phone down on the counter and stared at it for a long time. She told herself she was here for family, not for him. But she still didn’t delete the messages.
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