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      The land undulated as if ironed by the hand of God. No freeways, no sharp-shouldered ravines like Austin’s. In their place, rolling succession of green rising and falling in gentle waves. From the highway, Elena Garcia watched the change through streaked glass, her little Nissan packed like a shipping crate. Fields flanked her with occasional thickets of mesquite, a green so dull it looked permanent. Above, the sky unspooled: Texas blue, metallic in its intensity, the way she remembered from childhood.

      She crested the last low rise and there was Madison: three water towers clustered like old ladies sharing a secret, the town draped along the Roble River’s sluggish oxbow. Elena’s GPS had stopped giving directions an hour ago; these roads were baked into the Garcia family’s muscle memory. She downshifted, rolling past the faded city limits sign and the battered feed store billboard (“Home of the Fighting Armadillos!”). Air conditioning rattled against the day’s heat, and her own sweat bled through the back of her shirt.

      She had not expected to return so soon, or ever. Yet here she was, returning home to take over as archivist at the public library, fresh from a breakup that felt less like a lost love and more like the aftermath of a controlled burn: nothing but blackened earth, a chemical tang in the lungs.

      Her new place sat on Crockett Street, two blocks from the courthouse square. She recognized the old fourplex immediately—a Spanish Colonial with bone-white stucco and a terracotta roof so bright it stung the eye. The exterior was unchanged, but the yard had gone feral: clumps of cow tongue cactus, a lone prickly pear slumped against the porch, Bermuda grass invading the walk. Elena’s landlord had left a welcome note taped to the door (“Unit B—Key under mat!”), and a sun-warped copy of the Madison Gazette.

      Inside, the air was oven-hot and thick with the scents of mothballs and old carpet. She set her box on the counter and surveyed the rooms. The apartment was modest: bedroom, bath, a sliver of kitchen, and a living room large enough to double as a shipping bay for all the books and records she’d hauled from Austin. Boxes stacked in awkward columns. Her desk, battered but sturdy, crouched beneath the front window. On the wall, a nail scar where someone’s cross had once hung.

      Elena opened the blinds. Morning slashed in, illuminating the dust motes that swirled as she exhaled. She set to work immediately, her organizational instincts overriding any urge to collapse. Her shelves must be arranged by subject, then alphabetized, then, in a late-night fit of perfectionism, cross-referenced by Dewey Decimal as a private joke. Shout out to her librarian coworkers. She had thirty hours until her first day at the library; it would take at least that long to construct an environment she could feel comfortable in.

      The first box was labeled “Ephemera.” She slit the tape and found her mother’s recipe cards, the edges curled and smudged with lard. Clippings from the early 2000s, when the Gazette ran her middle school honor roll (“Garcia, Elena—All A’s!”). A stack of postcards, mostly from family in San Luis Potosí, their handwriting florid and urgent. She sorted the contents with surgical precision, glancing only once at the envelope marked “Lucas—Returned.”

      That one she set aside. Later, she promised. There were rules for these things.

      The next box was harder: notebooks from undergrad, annotated copies of Caro’s Lyndon Johnson volumes, programs from regional history conferences, some with her name circled in red by a proud relative. A photo album slipped out and opened, landing face-up. There was Elena, maybe ten, standing before the Bluebonnet Days Parade in a dress so garish it made her wince. Beside her, a woman with severe cheekbones and a smile that appeared only when the camera demanded it—her mother, Marta. On the other side, her younger brother, already plotting escape.

      Elena closed the album. She pressed it beneath a stack of books.

      She worked through the afternoon, pausing only to chug from a sweating can of Topo Chico and to wedge her phone between shoulder and chin when her mother called.

      “You made it?” Marta’s voice, brisk and businesslike. She was already judging Elena’s decision to live alone. “Tell me your landlord’s name again. I looked up his court records—he’s had three evictions in the past year.”

      “It’s fine, Ma. He left a newspaper for me. Hospitality’s alive and well.”

      “I’ll believe it when I see it. Do you need groceries?”

      “There’s a gas station down the street.”

      She could hear her mother’s mouth purse, the click of a lighter. “You could’ve lived here. You’re not even unpacked yet, are you?”

      Elena glanced at the towers of boxes. “Give me some credit. I’m already alphabetizing.”

      A pause, then a sigh. “Well, call me tonight if you need anything. And be careful. Small towns are… you know. Not always welcoming.”

      Elena was silent. She did know. But she was also Madison’s own, even if her hyphenated heritage sometimes drew sideways glances. The town had its sharp edges, but it was home. Or as close as she would allow herself to get.

      She hung up and went back to work. The archival box came last—thick with decades of Garcia detritus. Church bulletins from Holy Rosary, yellowed Polaroids of backyard barbecues, even a black-and-white photo of her great-grandfather in a World War I uniform, eyes narrowed against the Texas sun. The past, she thought, was heavier than most people realized. It demanded storage.

      By evening, the apartment was half-ordered. The bed was made with the same blue quilt she’d slept under in grad school. Her desk bristled with sharpened pencils, her laptop glowing faintly. She stood at the window and watched the light change over the courthouse dome, the brickwork reflecting a burnt umber. The town was quieter than she remembered. The bakery on the corner had closed up early, its sign dangling from a rusted chain. A single car moved down Main Street, headlights boring into the dusk.

      She should have felt empty. Instead, there was a cautious satisfaction in the methodical progress. Each book shelved, each memory filed, brought her closer to equilibrium. The mess of Austin, the betrayal, the slow-motion implosion of her engagement—these would take longer to process, but that too was a kind of work.

      She opened the window, letting in the cool slipstream of night air. Somewhere a mockingbird sang, inventing its own melody. Elena let her body relax, unspooling the tension that had braided itself into her shoulders. She thought of the library, of the archives waiting to be tamed, of the town’s secrets folded inside brittle folders and yellowing newspapers. There was comfort in knowing that every life, even her own, was another story to be preserved.

      The sky darkened. Elena closed the blinds and went to bed, her mind already cataloging the next day’s tasks. Outside, the street was silent, save for the low hum of the water towers—steady, familiar, unchanging.
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        * * *

      

      The evening air pressed gentle and warm against her skin, carrying with it the faint promise of rain. Elena stepped out onto her porch, locked the door behind her, and breathed in the green, loamy scent of a late Texas spring. The sun hovered just above the treeline, fat and orange, making a stained-glass window of the sky. She headed toward the courthouse square, following the cracked sidewalk past the hum of electric transformers and a chorus of cicadas.

      Madison’s downtown had changed, but not so much that she was lost. The courthouse—limestone, wedding-cake tiers, clock faces on all four sides—still lorded over everything. Around it, the six-block grid of Main, Crockett, Travis, Bowie, and side streets folded out like a game board, every space occupied: bank, barber, law office, hardware store, two Mexican restaurants (each claiming to be “authentic” but in completely different ways), the old-fashioned soda fountain where, as a teenager, she’d dumped a root beer float on a particularly obnoxious ex’s lap.

      Now the square pulsed with new life. A yoga studio in a former feed store; the bakery she’d seen earlier, its windows glowing gold as night fell; and, most surprising, a German deli sporting both the Lone Star and the flag of Baden-Württemberg. “Bauer’s,” the sign read, with umlauts so earnest they could only have been added by someone’s grandmother. Elena’s lips twitched. She’d grown up on both sides of this divide: Garcia on her father’s line, Müller on her mother’s, all of them stubborn, all convinced their traditions were superior.

      She paused beneath the gazebo at the center of the square, running a hand along the wrought iron fretwork. Voices drifted up from the café across the street, where a trio of teenage girls in band shirts were sharing fries and TikTok videos. A couple her age walked arm-in-arm, laughing at some private joke. A little further down, old men in cowboy hats played dominos outside the VFW, their voices gravelly and content.

      Elena’s mind mapped the social geography automatically. The bakery’s sign (“Fresh Kolaches—Open 5AM”) called up memories of her grandmother, kneading dough on the farmhouse table, dusting her face with flour to make Elena laugh. The sight of the girls, so open and bright, made her stomach clench with an envy she tried to ignore. She’d been so careful, so determined not to stand out as a “weird” kid, only to find that adulthood rewarded nothing so much as eccentricity.

      She walked the length of the square, noting every change: the new street lamps shaped like beveled stars, the repainted mural of the town’s founders (still all white-bearded men, though someone had added a tiny protest sticker on the edge of the canvas—“Nuestra Historia También”). Damn, straight. The air tingled with the spice of carnitas from the taco truck, the sweet-and-sour of fermenting yeast from the brewery, the acid tang of gasoline from a car idling at the intersection. Even the church bells from the First Baptist and First Methodist churches had changed, their chimes digital and precise, a far cry from the mournful clangs she’d known.

      In the window of the Madison Public Library, she spotted a cardboard cutout of Santa Claus, leftover from some holiday event and now leaning slightly, as if recovering from a bender. Behind him, the stacks stretched back into darkness. Her own office—her office—waited just inside. The thought sent a prick of nervous energy through her.

      She circled the square, letting memory and present intermingle. The pawn shop where her cousin lost his guitar after a bad semester at Blinn. The Hahn’s Icehouse where, one summer, she’d shared a clandestine Shiner Bock with a girl named Lauren, both of them giggling and terrified. Holy Rosary with its painted Virgin, her robes chipped but her eyes unwavering.

      Elena leaned against a lamppost, letting the stories fill her. She realized, not for the first time, that her project at the library wasn’t just about preservation; it was about reconciliation. The German Quarter and the Westside—her father’s and mother’s worlds—had never fully merged, not even in her own home. Madison’s history was written in parallel, two sets of stories rarely told together. She could change that, she thought. Maybe she had to.

      A breeze caught her hair, sticky with humidity. The courthouse clock tolled eight, the sound rolling outward like a call to prayer. As the last echo faded, Elena felt something ease inside her, a space where anxiety had gnawed now quietly, stubbornly occupied by purpose.

      She crossed the street, her steps measured and confident. Tomorrow, she would walk into the library, claim her desk, and begin. The archives would yield their secrets. She’d find the places where histories overlapped, and draw out the patterns of compromise and collision, the ways the town had learned to live with itself.

      The square’s lights came on, bathing the brickwork in a soft honey glow. Elena paused at the bakery, reading the menu in the window. The glass reflected her face back at her: determined jaw, dark curls wild in the humidity, eyes already searching for the next story.

      She smiled, and kept walking, into the illuminated heart of Madison, Texas.
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      The first hour of the bakery was the hour of the dead, when even the freight trains seemed to glide on muffled wheels. Caleb Bauer relished it. The stillness inside the renovated Gesangverein hall was near-absolute, except for the hum of the refrigeration case and the solitary creak of floorboards. In the dark, you could hear the history: scuffs from a thousand shoes, laughter fossilized in the high ceiling, the remembered ache of songs. Caleb had trained himself to listen for it, a comforting white noise against the steady monologue in his head.

      He moved through the prep routine by feel—lights off, apron tied, hands already dusted with flour. The bakery had a single long worktable, butcher-block oak with a warped spot where the previous owner spilled lye and left a pale, ghostly handprint. Caleb set out his bowls, weighed his levain, and measured the butter by the European system: everything in grams, no improvisation, no American tolerance for half-measures. He liked to pretend he was a little old man in a Swabian village, not a former big-city chef hiding from his own press clippings.

      By four-fifteen, the first loaves of stollen were ready for shaping. He brushed the dough with melted butter, folded in a brick of marzipan, and sealed it with careful, confident pressure. The kitchen filled with the narcotic scent of warm spice—clove, cinnamon, candied citrus. It had taken him months to recreate the exact flavor he remembered from his Oma’s kitchen, the subtle, almost medicinal aftertaste that said: this is heritage, not product. He arranged the loaves in their pans, slid them into the ancient Blodgett oven, and set the timer with a knuckle.

      A gentle, sleepy voice from the back room: “Papa?”

      “Hey, Mouse.” He didn’t need to look up. Gretchen padded in barefoot, trailing her pink blanket and a stuffed cat missing its tail. Her hair was pure straw, stubbornly vertical, the same shade as her mother’s had been. “What’s wrong? Bad dream?”

      She shook her head, stifling a yawn. “Can I crack the eggs?”

      Caleb nodded. It was tradition—Thursday was always “help Papa” day, though she’d recently started lobbying for a percentage of tips. He set a mixing bowl on a damp towel to keep it from spinning, and retrieved the carton from the cooler. Gretchen climbed onto her stepstool, blanket still knotted around her neck like a superhero’s cape.

      “Four, right?” she asked, more awake now.

      “Four,” he confirmed, pretending to check the recipe card pinned above the table. It was a game, but she liked the ritual of authority.

      She thumped each egg on the counter, breaking the shells with surgical care, then fished out fragments with the tip of a damp finger. “You’re making quarkkuchen?” she asked.

      “You don’t have to like it. You just have to sell it.”

      She grinned, exposing the gap where her left incisor had departed last week. “Can I have a gingerbread man instead?”

      He shrugged. “Convince me you earned it.” This was also tradition.

      She considered. “I made my bed.”

      “Did you use sheets?”

      “Yes.”

      He raised an eyebrow.

      She huffed. “Okay, not the top sheet. But that’s dumb anyway.”

      “Point.” He handed her a single, slightly lopsided lebkuchen and watched as she inhaled the aroma before biting. The gingerbread was glazed and dense, flecked with ground nuts and the faintest bitterness from candied orange. He’d adjusted the formula after the first batch came out too cakey; now it was perfect, at least to his own tyrannical standards.

      The first customer always arrived before sunrise, often before the “open” sign flipped. Caleb recognized the outline through frosted glass—a retired sheriff’s deputy who ordered coffee and two poppyseed kolaches every morning, rain or shine. He let the man in, greeted him with “Guten Morgen” and poured his coffee, black and bottomless.

      The deputy eyed the display case. “Anything new today, Caleb?”

      He pointed to the row of stollen. “Holiday special. With homemade marzipan.”

      The deputy tapped the glass. “That’s the stuff makes you drunk, right?”

      Gretchen giggled. “Only if you eat the whole loaf,” she said.

      Caleb deadpanned: “You want to test that theory, Officer Hogue?”

      The man grinned and took his usual seat. “Not before nine a.m., son.” He peeled back the wax paper on his kolache, eyes fluttering shut in a little moment of reverence. “Best damn thing in the county,” he pronounced, as if swearing a deposition.

      Caleb inclined his head, but didn’t smile. Praise made him wary, as if drawing attention might peel back his carefully constructed disguise. He watched Gretchen wipe down the front case, her focus intense. She had her mother’s stubborn chin, and already the same tendency to forget herself in her work.

      By six, the bakery filled with the fugitive warmth of people who’d never admit to lingering. Ranch hands, teachers, runners, an office clerk who always brought her own mug. Sometimes tourists, their faces pinched by the novelty of being awake so early. Caleb handled the register himself, correcting change with brisk precision. He made a show of consulting his battered recipe book, though he’d written every entry by memory.

      A woman from the Chamber of Commerce arrived, blustering in on a tide of peppermint and urgency. “Have you signed up for the holiday market?” she demanded, waving a clipboard.

      “Not yet,” Caleb said, eyes on his kneading. “I’m still deciding.”

      She rolled her eyes. “You say that every year. People need their Christmas bread, you know.”

      He nodded, though the idea of a crowd made his palms slick. “I’ll think about it.”

      Gretchen stage-whispered: “Papa doesn’t like crowds.”

      The woman gave the child a fond look. “That’s okay, honey. You can make him brave.” She snapped her clipboard and swept out, trailing a cloud of perfume that mingled uneasily with the yeast.

      For the next hour, he lost himself in shaping. Sourdough, then rye, then plaited loaves dusted with caraway. Every motion was deliberate, a counterpoint to the erratic years before Gretchen was born. He’d spent most of his twenties in the kitchens of Dallas—first as a line cook, then sous, then head chef before thirty, each promotion feeding the story he told the world and himself. He remembered the first time his name appeared in a food blog, the giddy sense of elevation. And then the weight of having to live up to it, every night, with an audience that could sniff out pretense.

      When Kristen died, he’d tried to keep pace. The restaurant became his second home, then his only home, until Gretchen’s grief eclipsed even his own. He couldn’t remember the last meal he cooked before quitting, only the long drive south, the cold clarity that he would rather be anonymous than exceptional. He changed his last name to his mother’s, chose Madison for its unabashedly German history and its silence, and promised himself that his daughter would never know him as anything but present.

      At 7:45, he let Gretchen count the coins in the register. She was meticulous, lining up each quarter like a parade of soldiers.

      “Twenty-three dollars and seventy-five cents,” she announced.

      He ruffled her hair. “Honor system, right? You keep track, you get your share.”

      She beamed. “Will you walk me to school?”

      “Always,” he said, and meant it. He packed her lunch in a paper bag—salami sandwich, a peeled clementine, one gingerbread man—then zipped her into a blue fleece jacket. She did a pirouette before heading out, the blanket now repurposed as a scarf.

      The walk to school was only three blocks, but they made a ritual of it. Gretchen quizzed him on Texas history (“Which governor built the Riverwalk?”), and he answered every question wrong, just to make her laugh. At the crosswalk, a crossing guard in a Day-Glo vest waved them on, shouting, “Morning, Bauers!” as they passed.

      At the school’s front steps, Gretchen turned solemn. “Will you come for the sing-along?” she asked.

      “If you promise to sing louder than everyone else,” he replied.

      “I always do.” She hugged him, fiercely, arms tight around his waist.

      He watched until she vanished into the swarm of backpacks. Then, for a long minute, he stood rooted on the sidewalk, hands shoved deep into his coat, fighting the urge to look over his shoulder for ghosts.

      Back at the bakery, the late morning crowd was thinner—retirees, freelancers, the occasional ex-pat in search of “real bread.” Caleb brewed a pot of Turkish coffee for himself, even though he didn’t need the caffeine. He sipped, savoring the bitter edge.

      He pulled out his phone and checked the morning’s orders—three stollen for pickup, two trays of cookies for the Lutheran church, and a voicemail from a number he didn’t recognize. He deleted it without listening. A reflex. Only Gretchen and the bakery mattered now; everything else was background noise.

      As the clock crept toward noon, he restocked the case and wiped down the front windows, catching his reflection in the glass. There was nothing remarkable about the man looking back—salt-and-pepper stubble, a faintly crooked nose, hands too big for a pianist but perfect for shaping bread. He’d lost weight since Dallas, the old tension in his jaw replaced by something like steadiness. Still, he never let himself linger at the sight. Too much attention invited questions, and questions were the enemy.
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      On her third morning in Madison, Elena awoke before her alarm. It was still dark, save for the weak yellow glow filtering through her bedroom blinds. She lay motionless, listening to the ancient refrigerator cycle on and off, the dull click of pipes in the wall. Above her, a ceiling fan cast lazy shadows in the shape of a windmill—another of her landlord’s nods to “local character.” For a while she did nothing but breathe, cataloging the faint aches and hungers that rose with her.

      She hadn’t meant to become a creature of routine so quickly, but structure was the only way to fend off the aimless float that sometimes threatened to swallow her whole. By 5:50 she was up, wrapped in a gray robe, meticulously lined notebook in hand, and the day’s plans already cross-referenced. She made coffee—strong, black, a dash of cinnamon, per her mother’s recipe. Then she perched at her desk, organizing research notes for the library’s opening shift and sketching a rough outline for an oral history project she meant to launch within the month.

      By 7:15, she’d swapped the robe for a loose-knit pullover and black jeans, hair in a quick chignon. She wasn’t sure what Madison’s dress code would demand, but defaulted to professional-neutrals, just in case. On her way out, she slipped a battered canvas tote over her shoulder and paused to slip her phone into airplane mode. Her only indulgence: a swipe of bold lipstick, the color of dried blood. A little armor went a long way.

      Outside, the air was thick, lush, already warning of the summer to come. Elena half-expected to hear the click of her mother’s heels on the concrete behind her, a phantom presence that trailed her even in adulthood. She walked briskly, cutting through side streets and residential blocks where the yards were clipped within an inch of their lives, and even the stray cats watched her with unimpressed formality.

      She wasn’t sure what drew her toward Main Street that morning, except perhaps the memory of yeast and spice that had snagged her attention the night before. The bakery was impossible to miss: a squat limestone rectangle with green trim and a hand-lettered sign above the door—Bauer’s, the old-world font just off enough to make you smile. Two patio tables were arranged outside, empty save for the detritus of the previous day’s customers. One table bore a spray of crumbs, the other an abandoned kid’s glove, its fingertips curled like a sleeping animal.

      When Elena entered, the scent hit her like a story: not just sugar and butter but citrus peel, clove, almond—undertones of nostalgia and stubbornness. The shop itself was a study in controlled clutter: glass display case with pastries arranged in tight, military rows; wire racks behind the counter holding pillowy loaves; black-and-white photos on the wall, all immigrant sternness and unsmiling faces. The lighting was just this side of forgiving, making the flour dust in the air look ethereal.

      She hovered at the threshold, scanning the menu chalked above the register, but her attention snagged on the gingerbread cookies in the front display. Not the childish, piped-icing kind she remembered from Christmases past, but something more ornate: intricate, geometric patterns traced in lemony glaze, some studded with a single currant for an eye or a button. One in particular—a heart-shaped lebkuchen, decorated with such obsessive symmetry it could have been carved—drew her in.

      “You should try the lebkuchen,” said a voice from behind the counter. “It’s the holiday special.”

      She looked up. The baker was tall, maybe her age or a little older, with an angular face that suggested both Slavic and German ancestry. His hair was cropped close, jaw still shadowed by morning stubble. He wore a simple gray T-shirt under a white apron, flour stippling his forearms up to the elbows. There was a scar along his right thumb, and his hands—big, precise—rested lightly on the edge of the case.

      Elena felt the usual flicker of self-consciousness when confronted with someone this physically present, but she met his gaze anyway. His eyes were a pale, improbable blue.

      “I was just admiring them,” she said, choosing her words with care. “They look almost too perfect to eat.”

      He smiled, slow and deliberate. “That’s just how my Oma taught me. If it’s not perfect, you don’t put it in the case.”

      “High standards,” she said, not quite teasing.

      “Occupational hazard.” He reached into the display with tongs and plucked the heart-shaped cookie, placing it on a square of wax paper. “Would you like to try one? On the house. First-timers’ tradition.”

      She hesitated. “I’m not sure I count as a first-timer. I grew up in town, but left after high school. I guess I’m... lapsed local.”

      “Then you’re overdue,” he said. “Besides, Madison’s changed. Everyone’s a first-timer now.”

      She accepted the lebkuchen, feeling its weight in her palm—dense, slightly tacky with the glaze. She broke off a corner and tasted: the texture was both crumbly and moist, the flavor a hit of honey and spice that unfolded into something darker, more complex. Not the gingerbread of American nostalgia, but a flavor that belonged to another, older world. She chewed slowly, savoring the way the aftertaste lingered.

      “That’s... surprisingly grown-up,” she said. “Not too sweet.”

      He looked pleased. “Real lebkuchen isn’t for kids. It’s for people who need a reason to keep going in the winter.”

      Elena smiled, then caught herself. “Is that in the marketing materials?”

      “It should be. You can use it for free if you want.”

      She glanced around the shop, then back to him. “I’m Elena, by the way. I’m at the library. I mean, I work there.”

      He wiped his hands on a towel, then offered one in greeting. “Caleb. I own the place.”

      She shook his hand, noting the calluses, the faint tremor of tension beneath the casual surface. “You’re not from around here,” she guessed.

      “I am now,” he said, then shrugged. “Came in a couple of years ago. It’s a good town for starting over.”

      She waited for the rest, but it didn’t come. “I know what you mean,” she said. “People are a little suspicious of outsiders, but they’ll forgive almost anything if you feed them.”

      “Bread is better than confession,” he agreed. “That’s in the marketing materials, too.”

      A customer came in behind her—an older woman, cardigan and pearls, walking with the confident precision of a church secretary. She nodded at Elena with mild recognition, then turned her attention to Caleb.

      “I’ll get out of your way,” Elena said, but Caleb waved her off.

      “Take your time. It’s not a real rush until the lunch crowd.”

      She hovered at the window, pretending to study the loaves, but mostly watching him interact with the other customers. He moved efficiently, but never brusquely; every gesture was considered, every smile a subtle invitation but never an obligation. He addressed regulars by name, remembered their preferred pastries, even asked after their grandchildren. It was, she realized, a performance as much as a service.

      Elena slid into one of the window stools, finished the lebkuchen, and made a few notes in her phone—baker has strong opinions, lebkuchen not Americanized, possible collaboration for holiday event? She let the ambiance work its way into her, the warmth and the small-town murmur punctuated by the click of tongs and the ring of the register.

      After a while, Caleb came around to wipe down the counter near her. “So, librarian. Are you the one digitizing the old records?”

      “That’s the idea,” she said. “And it’s ‘archivist.’ Common mistake, so I’ll forgive you. There’s a lot of history here, but it’s scattered. I’m hoping to make sense of it.” She tipped her head and gave him a smile. The kind of smile she hadn’t given in months.

      He nodded. “My daughter’s obsessed with the story about the town founder and the lost silver mine. You could put her to work, if you ever need a research assistant.”

      “She’s welcome anytime,” Elena said. “Is she the one who drew the cat on your chalkboard?”

      He grinned. “Guilty as charged. She thinks the bakery is haunted by ‘bread cats.’”

      “I’d believe it,” Elena said. “There’s something a little magical about the place.”

      He didn’t answer right away, just wiped at a smear of glaze with the edge of his palm. “My Oma said the same thing. She thought yeast was alive, and that if you respected it, it would take care of you.”

      Elena thought about this, then: “Do you believe her?”

      “I have to,” he said, and in his voice was a flicker of something private. “It’s the only way to make it through the day.”

      She wanted to ask more, but the bakery was filling up, the morning crowd thickening with teachers, construction workers, a few retirees with loud opinions. She packed up her things and prepared to leave.

      “Thank you for the cookie,” she said, pausing at the door.

      “Anytime,” he replied, and meant it.

      Outside, the sun was higher, the air already heavy with the promise of ninety degrees by noon. Elena walked back toward the library, her steps a little lighter than when she’d left home. She rolled the taste of lebkuchen on her tongue, trying to parse its flavors: honey, citrus, the bitterness of clove, and a last, elusive note she couldn’t quite name.

      It tasted like memory, but also something new.
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        * * *

      

      The rest of the morning at the library felt like a different species of silence. Elena powered through data entry, crosschecked finding aids, and methodically filed a week’s worth of reshelving. Her body worked on autopilot, but her mind kept tugging her back to the bakery, and to the small, deliberate exchanges that had passed between her and the man behind the counter. She found herself craving another lebkuchen, if only to dissect the strange note at its finish.

      By lunchtime, a headache throbbed just above her right eye. She let the screen saver wash over her monitor and massaged her temples, counting backward from twenty. Even this, she realized, felt like a habit her mother would have recognized—never content with a single dose of anything, always itching for the next.

      She ate her packed lunch at her desk—leftover arroz con pollo and a limp apple—and thought about heritage. In Austin, she’d built a kind of armor out of it, claiming her Mexican roots in academic circles where it offered both cred and critique. In Madison, the calculus was different. Here, “Garcia” meant something, but so did her mother’s maiden name. The town’s own divisions had mapped themselves onto her as a child, and now, as an adult, she felt the double pressure to represent and to reconcile.

      Around two, the reference librarian poked her head in and suggested a break. “Go outside,” she said. “There’s vitamin D in the air. And the bakery’s got that new guy—best cinnamon rolls you’ve ever tasted.”

      Elena suppressed a laugh, then decided, what the hell. She packed up her tote, slipped on her sunglasses, and let the automatic doors breathe her out into the sun.

      The square was busier at this hour, a polite bustle of retirees, moms wrangling toddlers, and a trio of middle schoolers vaping in the shadow of the war memorial. She cut across the lawn and, before she could second-guess, found herself back at Bauer’s. A new tray of pastries was just being loaded into the case, and the smell of melting butter and sugar was more persuasive than any argument.

      Caleb was there, sleeves rolled up, hair slightly disarrayed as if he’d been running a hand through it. He nodded when he saw her, a flicker of recognition that landed somewhere between welcome and surprise.

      “Back already,” he said. “I’m flattered.”

      She shrugged, feigning nonchalance. “I had a professional recommendation. Apparently, your cinnamon rolls are legendary.”

      He grinned. “That’s a low bar in Texas, but I’ll take it.”

      She scanned the case, then gestured at a glossy, spiral-shaped roll. “One of those. And a coffee, if it’s not a crime to order it black.”

      “Only if you call it ‘drip’ and tip less than a dollar,” he replied. “But you look like you respect the beans.”

      “I do,” she said, “and I can prove it.”

      He poured the coffee and handed her the roll on a napkin, then leaned on the counter as she took her first bite. The bread was pillowy, the icing a precise zigzag—minimalist, not slathered. She nodded, mouth full, and held up a thumb in approval.

      “You’re right,” she admitted, after swallowing. “Best in Verde County, at least.”

      He shrugged, but his eyes crinkled. “I’ll add that to the sign.”

      For a moment, neither of them spoke. The hum of conversation filled the shop, but the two of them occupied a small pocket of mutual scrutiny. Elena sipped her coffee, letting the bitterness clear her palate, and decided to take a risk.

      “So, where are you really from?” she asked. “Not just the mailing address.”

      He hesitated, as if weighing the merits of candor. “Dallas. But before that, Germany. Or, at least, the German side of my family. My dad’s people didn’t cook, but my mom’s could pickle anything, even eggs.”

      Elena grinned. “My abuela could pickle watermelon rinds. Still don’t know how she managed it.”

      “Secrets,” he said, tapping the side of his nose. “Every family’s got at least one.”

      She thought of the boxes in her new apartment, the envelope she’d set aside—“Lucas—Returned”—and how many of her secrets were simply waiting to be reclassified.

      “You ever miss it?” she asked. “Dallas, I mean.”

      He shook his head, perhaps a shade too quick. “Not really. It’s too loud. And too easy to disappear. Here, if you screw up, someone’s going to tell your grandmother before you even get home.”

      “That’s the truth,” Elena said, and they both laughed.

      A lull fell. Elena spun her cup, watching the reflection of the overhead lights in the black surface. She wanted to say something meaningful about why she’d come back, but the words were tangled. In Austin, she’d spent months unpacking her feelings with a therapist, wrapping her pain in terms like “attachment injury” and “boundary rupture.” In Madison, the dialect was plainer. People expected you to cope, or at least to appear as if you had.

      She settled for, “I had to get out of the city, too. Too many reminders.”

      Caleb looked at her, the blue of his eyes less sharp now, softened by the afternoon light. “It helps,” he said, “starting over.”

      She nodded, then changed the subject before she could lose her nerve. “So, about the lebkuchen. Do you use candied citron, or is that a trade secret?”

      He looked impressed. “You noticed?”

      “I noticed something. Most American bakeries fake it with candied orange peel, but you can tell.”

      He gestured toward a bench by the window, inviting her to sit. She did, and he slid onto the next stool, folding his hands on the counter as if about to mediate a diplomatic dispute.

      “My Oma said the difference between a good baker and a great one is that you use the right ingredients, even if nobody cares but you.”

      “That’s how I feel about organizing collections. I double-check every citation, even if I’m the only one who ever reads it.”

      “Perfectionist,” he said, not unkindly.

      “Survival mechanism,” she replied.

      He looked at her for a moment, as if he wanted to ask what she was surviving. Instead, he said, “You know, they’re already getting ready for next Spring’s Bluebonnet Festival, even before Christmas. My daughter’s class is making wildflower crowns, and the whole town turns out for it.”

      “I remember,” Elena said. “They used to have a pageant, and the winner got to ride a horse through the square. I begged my parents to let me enter, but I was always too nerdy to be queen material.”

      “Pageants are overrated. My daughter wants to be the grand marshal of the parade. Says it’s more ‘executive.’”

      “She sounds like a force of nature.”

      He smiled, pride unmasked. “She is. Sometimes I think she’s the only reason I manage to function. She gives me an excuse to stay in the present tense.”

      Elena understood this instinctively. “My little brother did that for me. After my dad left, he made it his mission to keep the house loud. Like, strategically obnoxious.”

      “Did it work?”

      “For a while.” She shrugged. “We don’t talk much now, but sometimes he sends me memes. It’s the language of our people.”

      She expected him to ask about her father, but he didn’t. Instead, he sipped his own coffee and watched her with a gentle patience that made her feel, for a moment, completely at ease.

      The shop emptied a bit after the lunch rush, the conversations growing quieter, more dispersed. A few customers lingered with laptops or crossword puzzles; the rest faded out into the brightness beyond the door. Elena and Caleb sat together at the window, neither rushing to fill the silence.

      She found herself wanting to ask about his past—the reason he really left Dallas, the story behind the way he guarded his privacy with practiced ease—but she held back. There was something mutually understood about not pushing too hard, not just yet.

      He broke the silence with a question of his own. “If you weren’t an archivist, what would you be?”

      The answer came out before she could edit it. “Exhibit designer for the Smithsonian. Or a detective. I like figuring things out.”

      He nodded. “I can see that. You’re good at connecting dots.”

      “It’s a blessing and a curse,” she said. “Mostly a curse. Especially when it comes to people.”

      He laughed, a rueful sound. “That’s why I stick to bread. If it misbehaves, you just start over.”

      She looked at him, really looked, and saw the flicker of loneliness behind the practiced warmth. She wondered if he recognized it in her, too.

      “My last relationship ended because I found out he’d lied about everything,” she said, the words coming out quieter than intended. “Not just the big stuff, but all the tiny things. Like what he wanted for breakfast, or where he’d really gone after work. I should have seen it, but I didn’t want to.”

      Caleb’s expression didn’t change, but he held her gaze. “It’s hard to tell the difference between what’s real and what’s wishful thinking. I’ve made that mistake more than once.”

      They let this sit. The hum of the fridge, the clink of coffee mugs, the warm drift of cinnamon in the air.

      He slid a second lebkuchen across the counter. “On the house,” he said. “For being brave.”

      She smiled, and took it, and felt the compliment land somewhere deeper than she expected.

      When she stood to leave, she hesitated by the door. “If you ever want to see the old church records, I can show you. Some of them are in German script. You’d probably have a better shot at reading them than I do.”





OEBPS/images/germanxmastrees-2.jpg
£hz

Fuote Weitinachten





OEBPS/images/break-snowflake-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/verytxxmas-picsart-aiimageenhancer.jpg
A MADISON, TX STORY






