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Chapter 1


The bus wheezed to a stop, its brakes squealing against the afternoon quiet. I pressed my forehead against the cool window, watching as the "Welcome to Tideport" sign came into view. Four years away, aside from the all too short visits, and everything—or nothing—had changed. The faded blue paint had chipped a bit more since I'd last seen it, but the lighthouse silhouette remained steadfast and familiar.


"Last stop, Tideport," the driver called, his voice crackling through the intercom.


I gathered my purse and the small duffel bag. Four years of college had taught me to pack light, but the word "visit" felt wrong. I should have been relieved—no more finals, no more cramped dorm room. Instead, a knot of worry tightened in my chest. My business degree, tucked inside my portfolio in the duffel, felt like a heavy promise of bigger things, a world beyond Tideport. Yet here I was, walking straight back into my old life, unsure if I'd be staying a week, a month, or until I found what felt like a "real" job. The uncertainty of it all sat heavy in my stomach.


Stepping off the bus, I was immediately greeted by the distinctive scent of home. Salt air mingled with the sweetness of taffy from the boardwalk shops and the earthy undertone of fishing boats. The late May breeze lifted my hair, and I closed my eyes for a moment, letting the familiar sensations wash over me.


When I opened them again, I spotted the bakery sign down Main Street. The swooping gold lettering against deep blue, the painted cupcake with a tiny lighthouse candle, sent a rush of warmth through me that I hadn't expected.


"Hope! Hope, honey!"


I turned to see my mother hurrying toward me, her apron still tied around her waist and dusted with flour. Behind her, my father followed at a more measured pace, a small, relieved smile touching his lips, though his eyes held the same bright warmth.


"Mom," I managed before she enveloped me in a hug that smelled of vanilla and cinnamon.


"Oh, look at you!" She pulled back, her hands still gripping my shoulders as she examined my face. "Leonard, doesn't she look more grown-up? And thinner—haven't they been feeding you at that college?"


I laughed, the sound coming easier than I'd expected. "They fed me fine, Mom. I just had finals last week. It was pretty stressful."


"Well, we'll fix that right up." She patted my cheek, her eyes crinkling at the corners. Even in her mid-fifties, Marie Sullivan radiated energy. Her auburn hair—the same shade as mine, though hers was now streaked with silver—was pulled back in its usual messy bun, wisps escaping around her face.


My father finally reached us, his tall frame stooping slightly to kiss my forehead. "Welcome home, pumpkin."


"Hi, Dad." I hugged him, breathing in the comforting scent of his aftershave mixed with the bakery smells that seemed permanently embedded in his clothes.


"Let me get your bag." He reached for my duffel, his movements careful and deliberate as always. Leonard Sullivan approached everything methodically, from accounting books to baking sheets.


"I've got it, Dad. It's not heavy." I slung it over my shoulder, suddenly aware of how tired they both looked beneath their smiles. My mother's eyes had deeper shadows than I remembered, and my father's shoulders seemed to stoop a bit more.


"Well, come on then." Mom looped her arm through mine. "I've got cherry almond scones cooling, and your father just finished a batch of those chocolate croissants you love."


"You didn't have to do that," I protested, though my stomach rumbled in anticipation.


"Of course we did! Our college graduate is home." She squeezed my arm. "And we need to celebrate before things get truly crazy around here."


My brow furrowed. "Crazy?" We walked toward the bakery, passing the familiar storefronts that lined Main Street. Not much had changed—Mariner's Books still had the same faded awning, and Coastal Treasures' window display still featured seashell wind chimes that tinkled in the breeze.


"The Classic," my father offered, his voice taking on the serious tone he used for business matters. "It'll be here before we know it."


"The bike race, of course."


"It's much bigger now," Mom chimed in, her voice rising with excitement. "This year they've expanded to a full week of events. The race itself, plus a parade, a seafood festival, an artisan market—" A full week. My mind immediately started cataloging the logistics. A real test of project management skills, something that would look impressive on a résumé, even if it was just from my family bakery.


"—and the bakery is handling refreshments for half of it," Dad interjected, a hint of stress creeping into his voice. "Plus three wedding cake orders that same week."


"Three?" I glanced at him in surprise. "That's a lot."


"Tideport's becoming quite the destination wedding spot," Mom explained proudly. "That feature in Coastal Dreams Magazine last year really put us on the map."


We reached the bakery, and the little bell above the door jingled as we stepped inside. A warm wave of yeast and sugar washed over me the moment I stepped inside, like a welcome-home hug that smelled of vanilla and fresh dough, a scent so deeply ingrained it felt like part of my DNA. For a moment, I was ten years old again, running in after school to snatch a cookie from the display case.


Sullivan's Sweet Harbor—the full name of our family bakery—had been a Tideport fixture for three generations. My great-grandfather had started it as a simple bread shop, and over the decades, it had evolved into the town's beloved bakery and café. The front room held a handful of small tables with blue checkered cloths, a glass display case filled with pastries, and shelves of fresh bread against the wall. Behind the counter, a chalkboard menu listed coffee drinks and daily specials in my mother's looping handwriting. It was so quaint and personal, a familiar comfort, yet it felt miles away from the slick digital ads and marketing strategies I’d spent the last semester analyzing in my capstone course.


"We kept your room exactly as you left it," Mom announced, leading me through the bakery to the door at the back that connected to our living quarters. "Well, I might have washed the bedding yesterday," she admitted with a smile.


Our home was a cozy three-bedroom apartment above the bakery. The stairs creaked in the exact same places I remembered, and the living room still held the worn blue sofa and my father's prized collection of jazz records in the corner cabinet.


"Why don't you get settled, and I'll fix you a plate?" Mom suggested. "You must be starving after that bus ride."


"That would be great, thanks." I headed down the short hallway to my bedroom, pushing open the door to find it indeed, just as I'd left it. The pale blue walls, the white desk under the window that overlooked the harbor, the bookshelf filled with novels and seashells I'd collected as a child. My high school valedictorian medal still hung on the bulletin board, alongside photos of me with Andrew and Cait at senior prom.


I set my bag on the bed and moved to the window, gazing out at the harbor. The afternoon sun glinted off the water, and fishing boats bobbed gently in their slips. Beyond them, the lighthouse stood on its rocky promontory, white and dignified against the blue sky.


Something in my chest loosened at the view. I'd forgotten how beautiful Tideport was, how the light here seemed different somehow—clearer, more golden. In Boston, my dorm room had faced another brick building, the only view a slice of sky between urban rooftops.


My phone buzzed in my pocket, and I pulled it out to find a text from Rose.


Did you make it home safe? Any cute guys on the bus?



I smiled, typing back. Arrived safely. No cute guys, unless you count the 80-year-old man who snored the whole way.




Rose replied immediately. Bummer. Keep me posted on hometown hotties. And don't forget about those job applications!



My smile faltered. Before leaving campus, I'd promised Rose I'd keep applying for marketing positions in Boston. I could almost feel the phantom adrenaline rush from presenting our winning campaign in the intercollegiate marketing competition last spring, the thrill of that fast-paced, competitive environment. It was a stark contrast to the gentle lapping of waves against the pilings here. We'd planned to be roommates if I found a job there, sharing an apartment in the city where she'd already secured an entry-level position at an advertising firm.


I didn't respond. I'd deal with job applications later. Right now, the smell of fresh pastry was calling me back to the kitchen.


When I returned to the living room, I found my parents had set the small dining table with plates of scones, croissants, and a steaming mug of coffee.


"Sit, sit," Mom urged, pulling out a chair. "Tell us everything about graduation. We're so sorry we couldn't make it."


"It's okay, I understand." I settled into the chair, trying to keep my voice light. They'd called the night before the ceremony, apologizing profusely. A burst pipe in the bakery kitchen had flooded the floor, and they couldn't leave in the middle of repairs.


"We watched the livestream," Dad murmured, stirring sugar into his coffee. "Your mother cried when they called your name."


"Leonard!" Mom swatted his arm, but her eyes were soft. "I was just so proud. A business degree! And with honors!"


I broke off a piece of croissant, the buttery layers melting on my tongue. "It wasn't a big deal. The ceremony was boring, actually. Three hours of speeches."


"Still, we should have been there." Dad's voice held a note of regret that made me want to change the subject.


"So tell me more about this Coastal Classic," I prompted, reaching for a scone. "It sounds like you've got your hands full."


Mom brightened immediately. "Oh, it's going to be wonderful! The tourism board has really outdone themselves this year. The race itself is on Saturday, but the festivities start the Monday before. We're providing breakfast pastries for the riders each morning, plus catering the opening gala on Monday night, and the mayor's luncheon on Wednesday."


"And the wedding cakes are all due that same week?" My mental calculator was already whirring, assessing the workload.


"Two on Saturday, one on Sunday," Dad confirmed, his brow furrowing slightly. "Plus our regular orders. I've been trying to work out the production schedule, but it's getting complicated."


I took a sip of coffee, my mind automatically shifting into problem-solving mode. "Have you considered hiring temporary help for that week?"


"We tried," Mom sighed. "But you know how it is—everyone in town is already committed to helping with the festival in some way. Even the high school students are volunteering at the information booths or working as race marshals."


"I was hoping..." Dad began, then glanced at Mom. Some unspoken communication passed between them.


"We were hoping," Mom continued, "that you might be able to help us, at least until after the festival. Your business degree would be perfect for organizing everything, and you know the bakery operations better than anyone we could hire."


And there it was—the request I'd been half-expecting since they'd called to ask when I was coming home. I'd told myself I was just visiting, taking a few weeks to decompress after graduation before diving into job hunting. But I'd suspected they needed more than just a visit. For a fleeting second, I pictured Rose’s latest text message, the gleaming skyscrapers of Boston I’d imagined myself navigating, presentation clicker in hand. The image was so vivid, so alluring. But then I saw Mom’s worried expression, the subtle sag of Dad’s shoulders, and the choice was made before I could truly overthink it. "Of course I'll help," I committed, the words coming more automatically than I'd intended. How could I refuse? "That's why I'm here."


Relief washed over both their faces, making me realize just how worried they'd been.


"Oh, thank you, honey." Mom reached across the table to squeeze my hand. "It's just for a few weeks, and then you can get back to your job search. We don't want to keep you from your plans."


My plans. The truth was, my plans were hazy at best. I had a business degree and a vague notion of working in marketing for a company in Boston or maybe New York. I'd applied to a few positions before graduation, had one promising phone interview, but nothing concrete. Rose was the one with the clear vision—she'd known since freshman year exactly what she wanted.


"It's no problem," I assured them, pushing aside my uncertainty. "Actually, it'll be good experience to put on my resume. Event management, inventory control, that sort of thing."


Dad nodded, his expression relaxing. "We can pay you, of course. It won't be much, but—"


"Dad, stop. I'm not taking your money. You put me through college."


"Just room and board, then," he insisted. "And we'll help you with your job applications in the evenings."


I smiled, touched by his practical support. "Deal."


After we finished eating, Mom insisted on showing me the orders calendar for the next few weeks. The whiteboard in the bakery office was covered with colorful notes and deadlines, culminating in the festival week, which looked like a rainbow explosion of commitments.


"This is... a lot," I observed, scanning the board. "Have you started preparations for any of the festival orders?"


"Some," Dad conceded, pulling out a folder of notes. "We can freeze the cake layers for the weddings, but most of it will need to be fresh. The problem is workspace and refrigeration. We only have so much room."


I nodded, my mind already cataloging the challenges and potential solutions. "We might need to stagger production more carefully. And maybe we could rent additional refrigeration for that week? One of those portable units?"


Dad's eyebrows rose. "That's not a bad idea. I hadn't thought of that."


"See?" Mom beamed. "This is why we need you, Hope. Fresh eyes, fresh ideas."


For the next hour, we pored over schedules and orders, my father's meticulous notes providing a foundation as I suggested adjustments and efficiencies. It felt good to apply my education to a real-world problem, especially one I understood so intimately. The bakery had been my first classroom, after all.


By the time we finished, the afternoon had stretched into early evening, and Mom insisted on closing the bakery early.


"It's a special occasion," she declared, flipping the sign to 'Closed' a full hour before our usual time. "And we all need a proper dinner. I've got a chicken pot pie in the oven upstairs."


As they busied themselves with closing procedures, I offered to take out the day's trash. Stepping into the alley behind the bakery, I breathed in the cooling evening air. The sun was beginning its descent, painting the sky in soft pinks and golds. After depositing the bags in the dumpster, I found myself reluctant to go back inside just yet.


"I'm going to take a quick walk," I called through the back door. "Just down to the pier. I'll be back for dinner."


"Take your time, honey," Mom called back. "It won't be ready for another half hour."


The walk to the pier took less than ten minutes. Main Street sloped gently down toward the harbor, lined with shops now closing for the day. I nodded to familiar faces—Mrs. Peterson sweeping the sidewalk outside her gift shop, Mr. Whitaker locking up the hardware store. They called out greetings, welcoming me back, asking about college. Small-town life—where everyone knew not just your name, but your business too.


I found an empty bench midway down and sat, the splintered wood familiar beneath me, my eyes fixed on the harbor’s horizon. To my right, the lighthouse stood on its rocky point, its beam not yet lit in the fading daylight. How many times had I sat on this very bench during high school, dreaming of escape? Not long ago, I’d fantasized about high-rise offices and corporate name badges, the thrill of a fast-paced city career. Now I was back on the same boardwalk, breathing in the same salt-stiff breeze, as if the four years of college, the ambitious plans I'd nurtured, were a dream I’d woken from. Those big-city aspirations seemed both vivid and distant, like something I'd read in a book.


My phone buzzed again. Another text from Rose.


Forgot to mention—Landon from Marketing Ethics asked for your number. Said he might know of an opening at his uncle's firm. Gave it to him. Hope that's ok!


Landon. Tall, confident, with perfect teeth and a tendency to dominate class discussions. He'd asked me out once during senior year, but I'd been too focused on finals to pursue anything. A perfectly nice guy with perfectly mapped-out ambitions.



That's fine. Thanks, I texted back, a little too quickly. The bakery needs help with a big event. Might stay a few extra weeks to help out.




Her response came immediately. Don't get stuck there! Big city calling your name, remember?



A prickle of annoyance mixed with the truth in her words. The evening breeze had picked up, carrying the scent of salt and the distant sound of a boat horn. Behind me, Tideport's lights were beginning to twinkle on, warm and inviting against the deepening blue of dusk.


Was I getting stuck? Or was I just being a good daughter, helping when my parents needed me? It was only temporary, after all. A few weeks, then back to real life. Back to becoming the professional woman I'd spent four years preparing to be.


Yet as I sat there, watching the first star appear above the lighthouse, I couldn't ignore the sense of rightness I'd felt while working on the bakery schedule. The satisfaction of solving tangible problems. The comfort of familiar surroundings.


The lighthouse beam suddenly blazed to life, sweeping across the darkening water in its steady rhythm. As a child, I'd imagined it was sending messages far out to sea, guiding lost sailors home. Now, watching its unwavering path, I wondered what message it had for me.


Was it beckoning me back to the safety of shore? Or illuminating the way to distant horizons?


I stayed until the stars emerged in earnest, until the fishing boats returned to harbor for the night, their lights bobbing like fireflies on the water. Finally, the thought of my mother's chicken pot pie drew me to my feet.


Walking back up Main Street, I passed the darkened windows of shops I'd known all my life. The bakery's lights still glowed, warm and golden against the night. Through the front window, I could see my parents moving about, setting the table upstairs, their synchronized movements speaking of decades together.


For a moment, I paused on the sidewalk, feeling suspended between two worlds—the familiar comfort of Tideport and the unknown possibilities that awaited beyond. I'd come home, but I wasn't sure if I was staying or just passing through. The uncertainty should have bothered me more than it did.


Instead, as I pushed open the bakery door and heard the welcoming jingle of the bell, I found myself thinking that maybe, just for now, it was enough to be here. Tomorrow would bring its own decisions.


The lighthouse beam swept across the harbor behind me, steady and sure in the gathering darkness, neither pushing me forward nor pulling me back—simply illuminating the moment I was in.


"Hope!" my mother called from upstairs, her voice warm and familiar. "Dinner's ready!"


"Coming," I returned, letting the door swing closed behind me. The scent of home, of chicken pot pie and yeast and sugar, wrapped around me like an old, familiar blanket. Tomorrow, I’d wake at dawn for my first official day tackling the bakery’s chaos, diving headfirst into the festival preparations. Part of me was excited to prove what my business degree could do, even here; another, smaller part wondered if, in helping them, I’d lose my chance to ever truly leave at all.




Chapter 2


My arm shot out, catching the tray of muffins just as it tipped precariously off the edge of the cooling rack. "Whoa there," I breathed, heart thumping a little faster than usual for five a.m. The bakery, even before the sun fully crested Tideport’s horizon, was already a symphony of controlled chaos. I’d been up for an hour, falling back into the rhythm of it with surprising ease. My hands remembered the motions—kneading dough, measuring ingredients, sliding trays into ovens—even if my mind occasionally drifted to unanswered emails and job applications waiting on my laptop.


"Hope, are those cinnamon rolls charring on me?" Mom's voice sailed from the front counter where she was arranging a display of lemon tarts, her tone teasing but with an undercurrent of genuine concern.


I glanced at the timer. "Two more minutes, and they'll be perfect."


The bakery hummed with pre-opening activity. Dad hunched over a stack of invoices at the small desk in the corner. Beside his elbow, a glossy postcard from something called 'Beacon Bakehouses' caught my eye, its corporate logo stark against a picture of generic pastries. "What's this?" I'd asked him earlier, picking it up. Dad had just grunted, "Another vulture circling," before tossing it dismissively into the recycling bin. The radio played softly in the background—a local station announcing fishing conditions and tide times between oldies songs. Outside, Main Street was just beginning to stir, shop owners unlocking doors and setting out signs.


I wiped flour from my hands and moved to the large whiteboard where I'd spent an hour last night reorganizing the production schedule. "I think we can batch the scone production for the race breakfasts," I announced, tapping the board. My business degree might have been meant for corporate boardrooms, but spreadsheets were spreadsheets. Still, a pang of something—regret? no, just… a strange disconnect—flared as I mentally triaged scone dough instead of marketing campaigns. "If we make the dough ahead and freeze it, we can bake fresh each morning without the full prep time."


Dad looked up, his expression brightening. "That could work. We'd need to clear freezer space, though."


"Already accounted for." I pointed to another section of the board where I'd sketched out a storage plan. "If we move the backup supplies to the garage temporarily, we can free up the small freezer for just race week production."


He nodded slowly, a smile spreading across his face. "You know, I think this might actually be manageable."


The timer beeped, and I turned to retrieve the cinnamon rolls, their sweet, spicy scent filling the air as I pulled the tray from the oven. Perfect golden-brown swirls glistened under a light sheen of melted butter. I set them on the cooling rack just as Mom flipped the sign on the door to "Open."


"Right on time," she declared with a wink. "Mrs. Peterson always comes in at seven sharp for her cinnamon roll and coffee."


As if on cue, the bell above the door jingled, and Mrs. Peterson bustled in, her silver hair perfectly coiffed despite the early hour. "Marie! Is that Hope I see back there? My goodness, all grown up and home from college!" She beamed at me over the counter.


"Good morning, Mrs. Peterson." I waved a flour-dusted hand. "Your cinnamon roll just came out of the oven."


"Perfect timing! And please, call me Judith. You're not a child anymore." She turned back to my mother. "Such a lovely girl, and so smart, too. I hear she graduated with honors."


I ducked my head, focusing on drizzling icing over the still-warm rolls as Mom proudly confirmed my academic achievements. The small-town grapevine was as efficient as ever.


The morning rush began in earnest after that. Fishermen stopped in for coffee and breakfast sandwiches. Office workers grabbed pastries. Tourists lingered over coffee. I moved between the kitchen and the front counter, helping where needed, surprised by how quickly the old routines came back. By nine o'clock, the initial rush had subsided, and I was wiping down the espresso machine when Dad beckoned me to the office.


"Take a look at these supply estimates for the festival week." He pushed a spreadsheet toward me. "I'm worried we're cutting it close on flour and butter."


I scanned the numbers. "You're right. We should increase the flour order by at least twenty percent, especially with pre-making dough. And the butter? Thirty percent more. Better to have extra." I tapped the paper. "What about staff? You and Mom can't handle all this alone, even with me helping."


Dad sighed, removing his glasses to rub the bridge of his nose. "I've called everyone. Cait might help for a few hours, but she's busy with her pottery. High school kids are all volunteering."


"College students home for the summer?" I ventured.


"Most have jobs at the resort or marina. Better pay." He looked tired, the lines around his eyes deeper.


I squeezed his shoulder. "We'll figure it out, Dad. Maybe simplify some offerings."


"That's my business-minded girl." He smiled, patting my hand. "Always thinking strategically."


A twinge of guilt pinched at me. Here I was, applying my education to help the family business, while simultaneously planning my escape. I pushed the feeling aside. This was temporary.


The bell jingled again, and Mom's voice floated back. "Leonard! Hope! Come out here, please."


We emerged to find Mom chatting animatedly with a tall man I didn't recognize. He stood with an easy confidence, hands in the pockets of worn jeans, a flannel shirt rolled up to reveal tanned forearms. His light brown hair was slightly too long, curling at the nape of his neck, and a short beard framed a face that seemed more accustomed to smiling than frowning. His posture, though relaxed, held an underlying stillness, a hint of discipline that was hard to place.


"This is Theo Masters," Mom announced. "He's coordinating the refreshment stations for the Coastal Classic. Theo, this is my husband Leonard, and our daughter Hope, who just graduated from college."


Theo extended his hand, first to my father, then to me. His grip was firm, his palm callused. "Nice to meet you both. I've heard great things about Sullivan's Sweet Harbor." His voice was deeper than I expected, with a measured cadence.


"Theo's new to Tideport," Mom elaborated. "He's been helping Mayor Turner organize the festival logistics."


"Just moved here a few months ago," Theo confirmed, offering no further details about where he'd come from.


"We were just reviewing the order estimates for the race," Dad interjected, slipping easily into business mode. "Did you have updates on the final number of participants?"


"That's actually why I stopped by." Theo pulled a folded paper from his back pocket. "Registration closed yesterday. We're looking at three hundred and twenty-seven riders, plus support crews and spectators."


A small gasp escaped me. "That's a lot more than last year."


Theo's eyes shifted to me, a hint of amusement in their clear blue depths. His gaze held mine for a moment longer than necessary, a flicker of curiosity stirring in my chest. "You've been involved with the race before?" For someone so new in Tideport, he seemed oddly self-possessed, his calm demeanor unwavering even as Mom practically sang his praises. Like he’d navigated small-town bakeries—and eager mothers—a hundred times before.


"Not directly. But I grew up here—I've seen how it's grown." I found myself standing a little straighter, suddenly conscious of the flour likely dusting my cheeks.


"Hope's helping us manage the bakery operations for the festival," Mom offered proudly. "She has a business degree and a real knack for organization."


"Is that so?" Theo's expression remained neutral, but something flickered in his eyes. "That'll come in handy. This year's event is more complex."


"We were just saying we might need to adjust our staffing," Dad put in. "With these numbers, we'll definitely need more hands."


Theo nodded thoughtfully. "I might know a few people looking for temporary work. I can ask around."


"That would be wonderful," Mom beamed. "Wouldn't it, Hope?"


I nodded, studying Theo more carefully. There was something guarded about him that struck me as unusual for Tideport. His friendly manner seemed genuine, but he revealed very little.


"So what brought you to Tideport, Theo?" I inquired directly, curiosity getting the better of me.


He smiled, but the expression didn't quite reach his eyes. His gaze flicked away for a moment, as if personal details were territory he preferred to keep uncharted. "The ocean, mainly. I've always liked coastal towns."


Before I could press further, a tremendous crash echoed from the back storeroom, followed by my mother's startled yelp.


"The flour!" Dad exclaimed, already rushing toward the noise.


I hurried after him, Theo close behind. The storeroom door swung open to reveal a disaster—the wooden shelving unit had partially collapsed. White powder clouded the air. Several bags had split open. Mom stood in the middle of it all, looking like a ghost.


"Are you okay?" I maneuvered carefully through the mess.


"I'm fine, just startled." She brushed ineffectually at her apron. "I was reaching for sugar, and everything just gave way."


Dad examined the broken shelf, his expression grim. "The bracket must have finally given out."


"How much flour did we lose?" I wondered aloud, mentally calculating.


"At least four bags." Dad sighed. "And we'll need to rebuild this shelf."


"I can help with that," Theo offered, stepping forward. "I do some carpentry work. If you have tools, I could fix this right now." He was already rolling up his sleeves. He knelt beside the collapsed shelf, his assessment swift and practiced. He ran a hand over the broken bracket. "It gave out right here," his voice was low, authoritative, a tone that made my pulse skip. Like he was used to managing unexpected crises, not just fallen flour.


We all turned to look at him.


"You don't have to do that," Dad protested weakly, though relief was clear in his voice.


"It's no trouble. Better to get it sorted quickly."


"In the garage," Dad directed. "I'll show you."


As they disappeared, Mom and I began cleaning.


"He seems nice," Mom commented casually—too casually—as she swept.


"Mom," I warned, recognizing her matchmaking tone.


"What? I didn't say anything." She tried and failed to look innocent. "But he is handsome, isn't he? And so helpful."


I rolled my eyes, though I couldn't entirely disagree. There was something appealing about Theo's quiet competence.


"He's very... reserved," I observed, carefully lifting an undamaged flour bag. "Not very forthcoming."


"Some people take time to open up," Mom countered, a knowing look in her eye. "Especially in a small town."


Dad and Theo returned, arms laden with tools and wood. "I had some spare lumber," Dad explained.


For the next hour, the storeroom became a workshop. Theo worked methodically, measuring twice, his movements precise. Dad assisted. Mom returned to the front. I alternated between cleaning and observing Theo.


"You're good at this," I remarked as he fitted a reinforced bracket. "Do carpentry work often?"


"Often enough." He glanced up briefly. "I like working with my hands."


"Have you always been into woodworking?" I persisted.


"Picked it up a few years back." He hammered a nail with perfect precision. "Useful skill."


His short answers should have discouraged me, but his reticence only piqued my interest.


"So you're helping organize the Coastal Classic," I switched tactics. "Big job for someone new."


This earned a slightly longer response. "Mayor Turner was looking for someone with event experience. I've coordinated a few races before, in other places."


"Other coastal towns?"


He nodded, measuring a board. "Mostly. I've moved around a bit."


"Following the ocean?"


A faint smile touched his lips. "Something like that."


The bell jingled, followed by a familiar voice. Moments later, Andrew Carter appeared. "Hope Sullivan! Heard you were back." He grinned, then whistled. "What happened here? Flour bomb explode?"


"Shelf collapse," I explained, returning his smile. Andrew and I had dated briefly in high school; better as friends. He'd married Cait, another local, and ran his family's fishing charter business.


"Looks like you've got it under control." Andrew's gaze shifted to Theo. "Don't think we've met. I'm Andrew Carter."


Theo straightened, wiping his hands before shaking Andrew's. "Theo Masters. New in town."


"Ah, the festival coordinator." Andrew leaned against the doorframe. "How'd you get roped into shelf repair?"


"Right place, right time," Theo replied with a shrug.


"He volunteered," I supplied. "Saved us."


Andrew's eyebrows rose, a mischievous glint in his eye. "Well, aren't you the knight in shining armor? Or should I say, knight in flour-dusted flannel?"


Theo gave a short laugh, surprisingly warm. "Hardly. Just lending a hand."


"Cait sent me to check on festival plans," Andrew continued, turning to me. "She's wondering if the bakery booth will be near her pottery stall."


"Not sure about locations yet," I replied, glancing at Theo.


"Finalizing the layout this week," he confirmed. "But I can note to place them near each other."


"That'd be great," Andrew approved. "Cait likes friendly neighbors. Plus, I bet Hope here could use the company." He winked at me.


"I don't mind it," I demurred, though the thought of being tied to the bakery booth for days did make my heart sink a little.


Andrew must have read something in my expression. "Still planning on heading back to the city after the festival?"


I nodded, aware of Theo's quiet attention. "That's the plan. This is just temporary."


"Right, right." Andrew's knowing smile suggested he'd heard similar declarations. "Anyway, I should get back. Boat tour at eleven." He paused. "You two make a good team, by the way. The flour-fighting duo."


My cheeks heated, and I shot Andrew a glare, but inside I felt… off balance. I barely knew Theo, but the idea of us as a ‘team’ sent my thoughts spinning in directions I wasn’t ready to name. "We're just cleaning up a mess, Andrew."


"If you say so." He grinned. "See you around, Hope. Nice meeting you, Theo."


After he left, an awkward silence settled. Theo continued working. I busied myself with the last of the cleanup.


"Friend of yours?" he finally broke the silence.


"Since kindergarten." I added, for reasons I couldn't fathom, "We dated in high school for about three months before realizing we were better as friends."


Theo simply nodded, hammering another nail.


"Small towns," he commented, his tone unreadable.


"Everyone knows everyone," I agreed. "It can be... stifling sometimes."


He glanced at me then, his expression thoughtful. "But you came back."


"Temporarily," I emphasized, feeling oddly defensive. "Just helping out."


"Of course." His tone was neutral, but it made me wonder.


Dad returned. "Front's getting busy again. Your mother could use some help, Hope."


"I'll be right there." I gave the floor a final sweep, then turned to Theo. "Thanks for doing this. You really saved us."


He nodded, already refocusing. "Happy to help."


As I headed back to the front, I found myself puzzling over Theo Masters. His kindness, his competence, his guardedness—he was an enigma in Tideport.


The rest of the morning passed in a blur. Occasionally, I'd glance toward the storeroom, catching glimpses of Theo at work.


By noon, he'd repaired and reinforced all the shelves. The storeroom looked better than it had in years.


"This is wonderful," Dad marveled, inspecting the work. "Sturdy enough to hold twice the weight."


"Should hold up fine," Theo agreed, packing his tools. "Added some cross-bracing."


"We can't thank you enough," Mom insisted, pressing a box of pastries into his hands. "Please take these."


Theo accepted with a small smile. "Thank you. Not necessary, but appreciated."


"And let us know if you find anyone for temporary work," Dad reminded him.


"I'll ask around." Theo glanced at his watch. "I should get going. Meeting with the safety committee at one."


As he prepared to leave, I found myself following him to the door, needing to know just one genuine thing about him. "I never asked what you did before coming to Tideport," I ventured as he paused at the threshold.


He turned, those clear blue eyes meeting mine directly. Something flickered in their depths—wariness, or surprise. "A little bit of everything," he finally offered. "Construction, mainly. Some event management."


It wasn't much, but it was more than before. I nodded. "Well, thanks again for the help today."


He studied me for a moment longer, then nodded. "Good luck with the festival prep. I'll be in touch about staffing."


With that, he was gone. I watched through the window as he walked down Main Street, his stride purposeful. Several townspeople nodded greetings, which he returned politely but without stopping—a man on his way somewhere.


"He's quite something, isn't he?" Mom materialized beside me, a knowing look on her face.


I turned away from the window, busying myself. "He's very handy."


"Mmm-hmm." Her tone was entirely too smug. "And easy on the eyes, too."


"Mom," I groaned. "Don't start."


"I'm just saying, it's nice to see a young man who knows how to work with his hands."


"I'm not looking to date anyone in Tideport," I reiterated. "I'll be heading back to the city."


She patted my arm, unconvinced. "Of course, dear. Whatever you say."


The afternoon brought another rush. Thoughts of Theo were temporarily pushed aside. Yet throughout the day, my mind drifted back to him—his careful movements, his guarded eyes.



By closing time, my arms ached pleasantly. As I wiped down the last table, my phone buzzed. A text from Rose: Any word from Landon yet? His uncle's firm is supposed to be AMAZING!




I stared at the message, realizing I hadn't checked my email all day. Been busy at the bakery, I texted back. Will check later.




Her response was immediate. Don't get TOO busy! Remember the plan—big city, great job, fabulous apartment!



I slipped the phone back into my pocket. I remembered one particular late-night study session with Rose, takeout containers littering our dorm room floor, both of us bleary-eyed but buzzing with excitement as we mapped out our dream careers in Boston—sleek offices, important presentations, lives that felt worlds away from… well, from flour-dusted aprons. My heart squeezed. Did I still want that world as intensely as I had then?


"Earth to Hope," Dad's voice pulled me from my reverie from the register. "Want to help me close out the till?"


I shook off my thoughts and joined him. This was just temporary, I reminded myself.


Yet as we finished closing and headed upstairs, I couldn't help glancing at the newly reinforced shelves, evidence of Theo's careful work. For a man who revealed so little, he'd left a surprisingly tangible mark. And, though I was reluctant to admit it, perhaps on me as well. His quiet competence, his careful reserve, intrigued me more than any smooth-talking business major. A puzzle I found myself wanting to solve, despite knowing I wouldn't be here long enough.


Upstairs, Mom was already planning tomorrow's specials. Dad settled into his chair with the newspaper. The familiar scene wrapped around me. Yet as I excused myself to my room, ostensibly to check emails, I found myself drawn to the window. From here, I could see a slice of the harbor. Somewhere in Tideport, Theo Masters was going about his evening.


I wondered what had really brought him here. People didn't just happen upon towns like Tideport; they came for a reason.


My laptop sat unopened. Instead, I found myself thinking about flour-covered floors and steady hands building shelves, about the flash of genuine warmth in guarded blue eyes.


"Just temporary," I whispered, finally turning to my laptop. "Just until after the festival."


But as I scrolled through emails, half-heartedly replying to Landon's message about his uncle's firm, I couldn't shake the feeling that Tideport—and perhaps a certain reserved newcomer—might already be in deeper than I intended. The city lights of my ambition felt dimmer tonight, the pull of the ocean—and the mystery of the man who seemed to follow it—surprisingly strong.




Chapter 3


The next morning hit Sullivan's Sweet Harbor like a tidal wave. By seven-thirty, every table was filled, the display case was half-empty, and the line stretched nearly to the door. I balanced three plates of pastries in one hand while answering the phone with the other, wedging it between my ear and shoulder. Somewhere on my laptop, half-finished job applications gathered digital dust, reminding me that this was supposed to be temporary.


"Sullivan's Sweet Harbor, this is Hope speaking."


"Hello, dear! It's Mrs. Winters from the yacht club. I need to increase our order for the Coastal Classic breakfast. We're expecting more sailors this year."


I set down the plates at a four-top near the window, smiling at the family of tourists who'd been eyeing the cinnamon rolls hungrily. "Of course, Mrs. Winters. How many additional servings did you have in mind?"


As she detailed her revised order, I scanned the bustling bakery. Mom flitted between tables like a hummingbird, refilling coffee cups and chatting with the regulars.


"We can absolutely accommodate that," I assured Mrs. Winters, mentally adjusting our production schedule. "I'll update your order right away."


I hung up and hurried behind the counter to jot down the changes on our whiteboard. Twenty more breakfast platters, fifteen additional scone boxes. The numbers were adding up quickly, and with them, the hours we'd need to fulfill them all.


"Another increase?" Dad asked, glancing over my shoulder.


"Yacht club. They're expecting a record turnout." I tapped my pen against the board. "We might need to start baking at three instead of five that morning."


He nodded, unfazed by the prospect of an even earlier wake-up call. "Whatever it takes. The Coastal Classic is our Christmas, profit-wise."


The bell above the door jingled again as more customers streamed in. I tucked the phone conversation away for later consideration and dove back into the morning rush, delivering plates, taking orders, and refreshing coffee until my feet ached in my sneakers.


As I passed Mom at the espresso machine, she pressed a mug into my hands. "Take a sip, sweetie. You look like you need it."


The rich aroma of freshly brewed coffee hit me before I even raised the mug to my lips. I took a grateful gulp, letting the warmth spread through my chest. "Thanks, Mom."


"You're a lifesaver, Hope." She squeezed my arm. "I don't know how we managed without you these past four years."


A familiar pang of guilt twisted in my stomach. "You managed just fine."


"We survived," she corrected, already turning back to the espresso machine as another order came in. "It's not the same as thriving."


Before I could respond, the phone rang again. I set down my barely touched coffee and reached for the receiver, pushing thoughts of my impending departure to the back of my mind. One crisis at a time.


By ten o'clock, the morning crowd had thinned to a manageable trickle. Most of the breakfast pastries were gone, and we'd switched to serving lunch items—savory hand pies, quiches, and hearty sandwiches on our homemade bread. I wiped down the last vacated table and straightened the chairs, my mind already jumping ahead to our supply inventory.


"Mom, I'm going to run down to Anderson's for more butter. We're almost out."
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