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The brass bell above the door of Rose’s Bakery chimed its familiar welcome as I walked inside. 

The sound instantly transported me back to all the childhood mornings that I spent standing on the same little wooden stool that my mother once stood on years earlier when she was a child. Both of us kneading dough beside my grandmother. But the bakery that greeted me this day bore little resemblance to those golden memories of childhood.

The display cases that once overflowed with delectable pastries now sat mostly empty, their glass surfaces dulled. The once cheerful sunny yellow walls had faded to the color of old butter.

The entire space felt smaller somehow, diminished by defeat and sadness.

“Alice!” My mother emerged from the kitchen, flour dusting her dark hair like the first snowflakes of winter. She wasn’t the vibrant mother of my memories. She looked older than I remembered, thinner, and worn out. The lines around her eyes that were once only present when she laughed, were now carved deeper by worry. “What are you doing here already? I didn’t expect you until tomorrow.”

“I caught an earlier flight.” I sat down my pink, zebra-striped suitcase, which I had bought ages ago to make it easy to spot on a busy airport conveyor belt. I pulled Mom into a hug and savored the familiar scent of vanilla and cinnamon that had defined my childhood. “Mom, you should have told me things were this bad.”

She pulled back and attempted a smile that didn’t quite reach her eyes. 

“I didn’t want to worry you. You have your own life in Chicago, and your job at that fancy marketing firm that you love.”

“The job that I had at the marketing firm,” I corrected gently. “I quit, remember? That’s why I’m here. To help.”

The corporate marketing world had been everything I’d dreamed about and worked toward since I started taking business classes in high school.

And I got it all, too.

The impressive title, the corner office that everyone envied, and a salary that made my student loans weep with joy. But somewhere between the endless client meetings and soulless brand strategies, I lost myself, and had silently started questioning all of my life choices.

When Mom phoned me three weeks ago in tears, and admitted to me that the family bakery was on the verge of closing, it felt like Fate had sent a sign.

Or maybe it was an excuse.

Who knows?

Either way, I handed in my resignation the following day, and I found out I was leaving just in time. As I worked through my two-week notice period, it was announced that a wave of layoffs was imminent before the end of the year.

Merry Christmas!

NOT.

Whether I was going to be let go, I will never know. I didn’t ask, and I wasn’t told. All I know is that my supervisor, Bruce, seemed overwhelmingly relieved when he accepted my resignation.

Perhaps my departure meant his job was saved. Or someone else would keep their job.

Mom’s eyes glistened. “For just two short weeks, sweetheart. You’re only helping for two weeks, and then you’re going back to your real life.”

She didn’t seem to understand or realize that I had nothing to go back to in Chicago. My job was gone, and chances were that even if I hadn’t resigned, I would be unemployed by New Year’s Eve, or I would have returned to work in the new year to an office that looked like a ghost town, and where everyone who was still employed suddenly had their  workload tripled.

I probably got out at the right time. My apartment lease was up, and the leasing company had a waiting list. But I wasn’t going to dwell on my employment status with my mother. She had enough going on in her own life to worry about. Adding my unemployment to it wasn’t an option. So I just felt it was better to agree. “We’ll see,” I murmured, and began scanning the bakery, not with nostalgia, but with a marketer’s critical eye.

The bakery failing to thrive made no sense to me.

The location was prime. It sat right on Main Street, in the heart of Maplewood Falls. The town tripled its population every December when tourists descended for the famous Maplewood Falls Christmas Festival.

The bones of the operation were good.

The product was excellent.

No one made croissants like my mother, and never would.

What she needed, I realized, was mass visibility.

A buzz.

Something that would continue to remind people why Rose’s Bakery had been a town institution for three generations.

“Mrs. Rose!” A woman wearing a green parka burst through the door, bringing along with her a swirl of cold December air.

I recognized her at once.

Nancy Chen.

For as long as I could remember, she had always been the unofficial social coordinator for Maplewood Falls. 

“I’m so glad I caught you. Have you seen the announcement?” She was practically bouncing with excitement.

“What announcement?” Mom asked, her voice wary.

Nancy thrust a bright red flier into her hands.

“The Best Holiday Couple Competition! The first prize is ten thousand dollars, a huge feature in the Maplewood Gazette, and the winner will be a guest writer all of next year for our town website. Can you just imagine? Your bakery would be in every household in the county and beyond. You would be sharing your baking tips and recipes. It’s exactly the publicity you need!”

My heart kicked up a notch or so as I read over Mom’s shoulder.

The competition required couples to participate in various Christmas activities throughout the two weeks leading up to Christmas Eve. There would be decorating competitions, caroling, cookie baking, and ice skating.

Points would be awarded by the judges for creativity, holiday spirit, and authentic romantic connection.

The winning couple would be crowned on Christmas Eve at the close of the Maplewood Falls Christmas Festival, right before the annual lighting of the town’s Christmas tree.

“It’s a lovely idea, Nancy,” Mom said carefully, “but I don’t think…”

“I’ll do it,” I heard myself interrupt.

Both women turned to stare at me.

“Alice, you just got home,” Mom protested. “And you’d need a partner. You’re not seeing anyone, and…” She stopped abruptly, as if realizing that fact might be tactless to mention in front of Nancy Chen.

“I’ll have someone, that’s not an issue,” I said with false bravado. “Nancy’s right. This kind of publicity could save the bakery. When is the deadline to register?”

“It’s tomorrow at noon,” Nancy beamed. “Oh, this is wonderful! Young love for the hometown girl who returns home and saves the family business. The Gazette will eat it up!” She clasped her hands together. “Now, all you need is to find your Prince Charming and make this fairy tale come true.”

After Nancy departed in a whirl of enthusiasm and holiday cheer, Mom fixed me with a look I remembered all too well from my teenage years. It was the one that, without a single word being said, let me know she saw right through whatever scheme I was concocting in my head.

“Alice Rose, you can’t just conjure up a boyfriend overnight.”

“I don’t need a boyfriend,” I countered stiffly, my mind already spinning through possibilities. “I only need a partner for a two-week competition. Not a lifetime commitment. It’s basically just a marketing campaign with some pretty romantic window dressing.”

“That’s not how relationships work, honey. You know that.”

“It’s not a relationship, Mom. It’s more of a collaboration.” I pulled out my phone and scrolled through all my old contacts from Maplewood Falls.

Most of my high school friends had moved away, were now married with families, or both. “There has to be someone in this town who would be willing to fake-date me for the good of saving a beloved local business.”

Mom sighed, the sound heavy with maternal concern. “Maybe this is a sign that…”

“That what?” I snapped. “A sign that we should do nothing and let Grandma’s legacy die? Let you lose everything you’ve worked so long and so hard for?” I softened my tone. “Mom, I know this seems impulsive and maybe even a touch outrageous. But trust me, I have spent years selling sometimes questionable ideas to skeptical clients. I can sell us as a couple. I just need the right co-star to work with me.” I pointed at the door. “He’s out there, I just need to find him, and find him quickly.”

As if my pointed finger had some magical power I didn’t know of, the brass bell chimed, and a man stepped inside, bringing with him the scent of pine and sawdust.

He was tall, broad-shouldered, with dark hair that fell across his forehead and eyes the color of strong coffee. He wore work clothes. A flannel shirt, carpenter jeans, and boots dusty with what looked like drywall powder.

Something about this man struck me as familiar, though I couldn’t immediately place him.

“Daniel!” Mom’s face lit up. “Your usual today?”

“Yes, please, Helen.” His voice was quiet, almost gentle, as he approached the counter. “And one of your apple turnovers, if you have any left.”

Daniel.

The name clicked into place, and suddenly I was sixteen again, watching the quiet boy two years ahead of me in school, measure wood in his father’s workshop. I remembered his movements were always precise and unhurried. Not like the other boys his age, who were loud and reckless.

Daniel Barons.

I admit that I once harbored a secret crush on him that entire summer when I worked at the hardware store next to Barons Carpentry.

He never once noticed me then, so he probably wouldn’t remember me now.

“Alice?” His eyes widened slightly as he took me in. “Alice Rose? I heard you’d moved to Chicago.”

“I did. But I’m back now.” My pulse quickened, though whether from the surprise of being remembered, or the half-formed idea now taking shape in my mind, I couldn’t say for certain. “Wow, it’s been a long time.”

“Eight years,” he said.

There was something about the certainty of how he said it. The fact that he knew exactly how long it had been since we last saw each other. It kind of made my heart flutter a little.

“You look good,” he said, looking me up and down as if appraising me. “I mean, you look well. Very chic and successful.”

I glanced down at my designer coat and sleek black boots. The armor from my corporate life that seemed a bit ridiculous now. “Thank you. You look well, too. Are you still doing carpentry?”

“I took over the family business when my dad retired.” He turned and accepted the folded bakery bag Mom handed him with a nod of thanks, and handed her a few folded bills. “I do mostly restoration work now. Old houses and historic buildings.”

His gaze drifted around the bakery, and I wondered if he was cataloging its flaws with a craftsman’s eye.

“It keeps me busy, and I enjoy the work.”

“Daniel,” I said, the words tumbling out before my rational brain could stop them. “How would you feel about entering a Christmas competition with me?”

He blinked. “Excuse me?”

“The Best Holiday Couple Competition. It’s basically two weeks of festive fun activities, and a chance to win ten thousand dollars and publicity that could save this bakery. I need a partner, and you’re…” I faltered, searching for the right words. “Here. And if you’re not married, of course.”

“Alice,” Mom hissed, but I pressed on.

“It would just be pretend,” I explained quickly. “A mutually beneficial arrangement. You would, of course, get half the prize money if we win, plus I’d make sure the publicity frequently mentions your carpentry business, and if you want to, you could even write articles about carpentry for the Maplewood Falls website. That’s part of the win. All you would really have to do is show up to some holiday events and pretend to be dating me.”

The silence stretched out, punctuated only by the hum of the ancient refrigerator units. Daniel’s expression was unreadable, his dark eyes studying me with an intensity that made me fight the urge to fidget and turn away from him.

“But why me, Alice?” he asked finally.

“Because you’re kind, reliable, and respected in this town,” I said honestly. “People remember you as one of the good ones. Plus, you have that whole strong-and-silent thing going on, which plays well,” I gestured around him with my hand. “And I trust you not to make this weird for either of us.”

A hint of a smile creased his lips. “Make it weird how?”

“You know. Catching feelings. Getting complicated. That sort of thing.” I tried for an easy breezy tone. “This is purely business. A performance for the judges and the town,” I stressed. “Two short weeks, and we go our separate ways. It’s a win-win for everyone.”

Daniel was quiet for another long moment, and I braced myself for rejection.

What had I been thinking, propositioning a near-stranger with a fake dating scheme like this was some rom-com movie?

An uncomfortable heat crept up my neck and settled on my cheeks.

“I have one condition that must be met,” he said.

My hope started to grow. “Name it.”

“My grandmother’s gingerbread recipe.” He met my eyes squarely. “She passed away last year, and she always wanted to see it in a real bakery. If we’re going to do this, and if we win, I want your promise that your mother will add my grandmother’s gingerbread cookies, made exactly from her recipe, to the menu here at Rose’s Bakery. Also, with her name on it, credit where credit is due.”

His request caught me off guard. I had expected that any negotiations would be about money or time commitments.

Not this oddly sweet stipulation.

I glanced over at Mom, who was watching Daniel with an expression of soft surprise.

“I would be honored, Daniel,” Mom said quietly. “Your grandmother’s baking was legendary.”

“Then we have a deal.” 

Daniel extended his hand, and I shook it. His palm was warm and callused against mine. 

“When do we start?”

“We have to be registered before the orientation meeting, which is tomorrow morning at the community center at ten o’clock.” I released his hand, trying to ignore the odd tingle that lingered where we’d touched. “Though I think it would be smart to get our story straight before then. How about meeting for coffee tonight? Say, seven o’clock at Maple Grounds?” I then quickly added, “If you’re not busy.”

“I’ll be there.” He turned to leave, clutching his bakery bag, and then paused at the door and turned back to me. “Alice? For what it’s worth, I don’t think this is weird at all. As a matter of fact, I think it’s very brave. This bakery…” He looked around. “It truly matters. Your family matters. If I can help, I want to.”

After he left, I turned to find Mom watching me with an expression I couldn’t quite decipher.

“What?” I asked.
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