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Chapter 1.
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Jamie woke up to the sound of her old high school alarm going off. She was back in her childhood bedroom slightly confused. Looking around the room like she’d done on school day mornings catching sight of the Janelle Monae Electric Lady album cover poster on the wall, Jamie remembered she was back home for Christmas. 

“Mmm.” The smell of coffee wafting up the stairs made her fling the covers back and get out of bed. She stretched, then gathered her shoulder length locs into a loose bun. She’d need a retwist sooner than later if she kept falling asleep without her bonnet like she’d done last night. But she’d gotten in late and hadn’t bothered to unpack yet. She stood in the middle of her room with her hands on her hips for a few minutes preparing. While she was home, she would help out at the family bakery delivering orders. It would be just like back in the day when she’d hop on her bike and ride down to the shop before school to take loaves of bread and muffins to the small mom and pop shops. 

Jamie quickly dressed in layers, then made her way downstairs where her mother Glenn poured herself a cup of coffee while glancing at the morning paper.

“You’re up early.” She smiled and handed over her coffee, then grabbed an empty mug from the cabinet.

“I told Dad I’d help out at the bakery while I was home.” Jamie sipped from the mug, settling into her body as the hot liquid warmed her throat.

“Oh, really?” Glenn looked at her daughter over the edge of her mug.

“What’s that face about?”

“There’s a lot more deliveries than when you were in high school. Did he tell you about the Parlor House, and Gerome’s, and Mike Rowe’s? What about Brixton B&B?”

Jamie nodded her head. She knew the bakery had amped up its wholesale customer base around town, serving several small businesses year-round now. The people in Evans knew good bread and pastries. She couldn’t blame them a bit. Miller’s Bakery had been serving the community since before she was born. There was no doubt in Jamie’s mind that if she hadn’t moved away for college and stayed in the city after getting hired at a premier marketing firm, she would be working at the bakery with her dad every day. A thought she always had mixed feelings about. Even to this day.

Jamie bundled up and grabbed the keys to her jeep. She hoped the roads had been cleared or it would be a slow drive to the bakery. The light wintry mix she’d driven in on last night had looked pretty and serene, but the overnight temperature drop usually meant frozen roads and slushy ice.

***
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The fresh smell of warm bread filled her nostrils as soon as she stepped through the kitchen doors. That had always been her favorite part of coming to the bakery. The treats tasted delicious, but the smell had a way of encompassing all her senses in a way she couldn’t explain. 

The place hadn’t changed too much over the years. The cooling racks lined up against the wall on the left, the flour covered tables where Mariella folded handmade rolls and buns still sat straight ahead, and the machinery was off to the right. There had been some upgrades to keep up with the demand and ever changing industry. The ovens, for instance, had been upgraded over time, along with storage, and, as Jamie looked around, a few coats of paint. 

“Dad, are you back here?” Jamie yawned. It had been quite a while since she’d gotten up at 5 a.m. on purpose. 

“Brewing more coffee!” The disembodied booming voice came from the front. Jamie clomped forward in the semi dark.

“Turn some doggone lights on in here, would ya?”

“Pipe down, pipe down.” Rodney Miller folded his large, muscular arms across his chest bunching up the front of his flour covered apron and leaned back against the counter. Even in the semi dark, Jamie could see the wide smile he wore on his face. “We don’t have to light up the town just yet.”

“Where is everybody?” Jamie pulled her gloves off, stuffing them in her coat pockets. The heat from the ovens was starting to make her sweat. 

“I told the crew to sleep in since my favorite daughter was coming in early to help out.” 

“Wait, I’m your only daughter!” Jamie laughed at her dad’s tired old joke. 

“Everyone will be in a little later. We’ve got about ten minutes before the batch of blueberry muffins is ready. Catch me up on your life, Kiddo.”

“Work is good. Miles, Monroe, and Banks keep me busy.” The marketing firm was one of the biggest and busiest in the city.

“And your social life? Anyone special been hanging around?” Rodney snuck an inquisitive look before taking a long sip of coffee. 

Here we go, Jamie thought. Rodney had always been a girl dad, even before it was a thing. He was supportive, protective, and open-minded. Not to mention he enjoyed a bit of drama and gossip. 

“Couple of dates here and there. Nothing serious.” Jamie shrugged, wishing the timer for the muffins would ding already. She didn’t mind telling her dad about her dates or her girlfriends. It was just that it had been so long since there had been any dates, or girlfriends. She felt pathetic. Here she was at the ripe age of twenty-seven with no prospects. None. That well was drier than a three-day old scone. 

“I see. Well, maybe while you're home you’ll have time to go out, meet some fine young ladies. There’s a new little bar that’s opened up on Old Oak Ridge. It’s cute. They have your flag out front and everything.”

“Uh-huh, I’m sure it is very cute.” Jamie cut her eyes at him, then walked back toward the kitchen as the oven timer went off. The smell of blueberry crumb and sugar filled the air. Jamie closed her eyes for a moment and inhaled. The sweet sugary air packed her nostrils, and she smiled, happy to be back. 

Rodney was right behind her grinning. “Don’t you just love that smell?”

“Mmhm,” Jamie inhaled again before opening the oven to pull out the muffins. It was just like old times. She set the batches on the cooling racks, ordering them so the first ones out would be the first ones she could apply icing too, then pack.

“Once we get everything on racks, I’ll get you the delivery checklist. We start out in Cliffdale and work our way back to town,” her dad said. The steam rising off the tray he lifted made his round, brown cheeks shiny with dew. 

“Wow, we’re all the way out in Cliffdale now. Nice going, Dad! Once people get a bite of a Miller muffin, they always come back for more, huh?”

“You know it. I also may have taken some of your marketing tips to heart as well. We did a couple promotions out that way and now we have people who look for us and even drive into town to stock up.”

“I’m so proud of you! That’s awesome.” She was equally proud that her marketing degree was being put to good use. There were days her input at work seemed to go in one ear and out the other of the higher ups.

Rodney grinned and continued to pull baked goods from the ovens as the various timers went off. They worked together side by side, bumping elbows and easing around each other. Together, they always had a good rhythm in the kitchen. They were the ones in charge of the treats and decorations for birthdays, holidays, and other special occasions when Jamie was growing up. It had been one way to keep her mischievous side out of trouble as a kid. It turned out to be a great way to bond with her dad too. 

Employees started to arrive after a while and went right to work getting the place ready for the morning rush. Jamie recognized a few longtime workers and noticed a bunch of new people. 

Rodney rattled through quick introductions as they came in and out of the kitchen area but kept working. 

“Are we ready to start loading the truck, Mr. Miller?” One of the employees Jamie didn’t know poked their head around the corner. 

“Yeah, it’s about that time.” Rodney closed the oven doors, jiggling the handle confirming it was locked. “Jamie, Max here is going to help you load deliveries while I finish piping frosting. Max, go easy on her. She’s been out of commission for a while.”

Jamie scoffed at her dad’s comment. She still knew the ins and outs of loading for deliveries. First in, last out and don’t eat the merchandise. There wasn’t much else she needed to know. 

“Don’t let this free labor go to your head, Old Man.” Jamie shot him a look, then made sure to turn to Max, noticing their low-cut fade with textured purple in a patch to the side and stud nose ring. “You say the word and I’ll report this guy for bad dad jokes and low wages.”

Max stifled a laugh. “The bad dad jokes are the best part of working here. I swear he’s got an arsenal.”

“That’s right! I do.” Rodney slipped a tray of banana bread on the cooling rack. “Make sure the labels are facing out. Oh, and be sure to put the P.O. slips with the orders.” Rodney set the timer on the oven, then slipped out of the kitchen toward the front of the house.

“Got it.”

“It’s nice to finally meet you, Jamie. Your dad talks about you all the time.” Max began loading the boxed pastries onto a cart. “He’s very proud of you.”

Jamie stopped applying the labels to the boxes and looked up. She knew her dad was proud of her, but she’d never heard it coming from someone else, someone she didn’t know. It felt good to hear. 

“Thanks.”

“I’ll load up. Then I can show you the route.”

“Sounds good.” Jamie looked at the clock. She needed to pick up the pace. She was already sweating under her hoodie. Having been away so long, Jamie forgot how the kitchen heat seeped into every pore. By the end of the holiday break her skin would be baby soft and glowy. 

She finished packing the Clingman order then moved on to The Brixton B&B. Jamie looked at the paperwork, there was a lot on this order. 

Max had returned to load the next batch of orders. 

“Is the Brixton B&B new? I only know of The Quinn. Didn’t know this town was big enough for two.”

“The Brixton is the old Quinn. Shelly Quinn got really sick a couple years ago and the family sold it to help with her medical bills.”

“Oh. Well, that makes sense.” Jamie packed and stacked a few more orders, the smell of banana nut muffins teasing her the entire time. “I hope it wasn’t a big company buying out the little guy.”

“I think it was a local, actually. They fixed it up super nice. It’s gorgeous during the holidays. You’ll see when we drop off.”

Jamie tried to think of who could have purchased the B&B. Brixton wasn’t a family name around here, not that she could fully remember. She’d surely find out when she dropped off their huge order and maybe have a chance to check the place out. 

“Any trouble packing up?” Rodney reappeared with a clean apron and dry bandana on. 

“No. It’s coming along. Max started loading the deliveries. We should be done in a bit.”

“Nice. Did I tell you how glad I am that you're home for Christmas?”

“Only about a hundred times.” Jamie smiled as she turned back to the orders. “Oh, hey, The Brixton. Looks like they do a lot of business. Max told me someone bought out Ms. Quinn and the family.”

“Yeah. Brixton B&B is a big customer. They’ve really changed things up over there. It’s gorgeous. Your mom and aunt did some sort of tasting there for her birthday. They loved it.”

“Who bought it, do you know?”

Rodney looked up towards the ceiling with one eye closed trying to remember. “Um, gimme a second. It’ll come to me. Nice young lady. Grew up here but moved away for a while.” He snapped his fingers as if it could help summon the innkeeper’s name. “Real sweet young lady, cute as a button too. But her name is not coming to me.”

“Oh, well, that’s alright. I’m sure I’ll meet her at some point while I’m working for free, delivering your tasty labors of love.” Jamie turned her attention back to packing orders. The croissants were looking awfully good to her when her stomach started to yodel awake. “Dad, do you still set aside a few pastries for the crew, or...?”

“Hehehe, yeah. I’ll make you and Max a little to-go bag for the road. Do you still like banana nuts?”

“Hell, yeah! And some croissants if you can spare them.” Jamie patted her stomach, looking forward to that first bite of fresh, flaky, goodness. The coffee she’d had before leaving the house wasn’t going to be enough to sustain her during all these deliveries. She made a mental note to get up early tomorrow for a real breakfast otherwise she’d fall into eating at the bakery and packing on an extra ten pounds in no time before going back to the city.

By the time Max came back inside to load up the next batch, Jamie had finished packing the last couple of orders. 

“Do I have time for a bathroom break before we hit the road?”

“Oh, definitely. We have a couple breaks built into the route too.” Max loaded up the remaining boxes to carry out to the delivery truck. 

“Don’t forget your snacks!” Rodney shoved two brown paper sacks toward Jamie as she hurried to catch up to Max, who was already in the truck. 

“Oh, thanks, Dad.”

“Be careful, drive safely, ask questions. Max is going on vacation in a couple days. You’ll be on your own in the coming weeks.”

Jamie shuddered at the thought. Directions weren’t exactly her strongest skill. She suddenly felt a little apprehensive about taking on the route all by herself once Max officially went on holiday. She could get lost in her own backyard sometimes if she wasn’t careful. 

A quick inhale, followed by some restorative breaths, and she was able to mentally shake off any doubt she had about her abilities. She worked in a huge team at the marketing firm and there were so many days she wished she could be alone. This would be a reprieve and she decided to make the most of it. Exploring and reconnecting with the old town could be fun. Not even getting lost or turned around would be enough to ruin this trip home. 

Jamie didn’t get a lot of time off from work and she genuinely enjoyed being home with her parents. As an only child, they spoiled her, especially during the holidays. This was her favorite time of year. It felt easier. The slower pace, people being a little nicer, all the treats. It was an all-around good time. 
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Chapter 2.
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