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The Meltdown Heard 'Round the World

[image: ]




Five years of giving strangers advice has taught me one thing: avoid public meltdowns at all costs. Which makes it ironic that I just had mine broadcast to approximately 2.3 million viewers. 

"So, Dear Dahlia," Marissa Wade, host of Rise & Shine Canada, used air quotes and a smile that didn't quite reach her heavily mascaraed eyes, "your column has helped thousands navigate their messy lives—but our viewers want to know: who exactly are you to tell everyone else how to live?" 

The studio chair was hard as a church pew, and shifting around only made the whole ordeal feel more like penance. Who are you to tell everyone else how to live, anyway? The question drilled into my brain like a dentist's needle, and I could feel the hot studio lights melting my carefully applied foundation into something resembling regret. This wasn't the softball interview my agent had promised. I glanced toward the camera and wondered if the split ends at the nape of my neck were showing. 

I turned toward Marissa, who regarded me like a cat toying with a guilty mouse. But underneath the practiced poise and flawless contouring, I saw something unexpected—disappointment? Resentment? Maybe both. 

"Look, Marissa," I began carefully, "I've never claimed to be perfect. I just—" 

"Because we've received some interesting emails," she cut in, her tone suddenly cooler. "One woman left her husband of twelve years because you told her to 'follow her bliss.' Now she's alone, her children barely speak to her, and her ex is engaged to a yoga instructor named Sunflower." 

The studio shrank around me. 

"I never said bliss would come without consequences," I tried, but Marissa was already flipping to the next page of her notes, her mouth a tight line. 

"And then there's this gentleman—whose sister quit her stable job to 'find her passion.' Now she's living in his basement at forty-three." She looked up, and for a second, her professional mask cracked. "I used to read your column, you know. Back when I was trying to figure myself out. You made it sound so easy—messy, sure, but noble. Authentic. But real life doesn't always come with neat takeaways and poetic metaphors, does it?" 

The line between journalism and ambush had never been blurrier. 

"I'm sorry you felt let down," I said, voice low, heart hammering. "But I never pretended to have all the answers. I only ever tried to help people ask the right questions." 

"Well," she said, smoothing her papers and smiling that television smile again. "Maybe now's the time to ask yourself a few." 

Marissa wasn't finished. 

"So when you told readers to 'trust the chaos,' what exactly did you mean?" she asked, tilting her head, faux-curious but sharp as a scalpel. "Was that before or after a woman nearly lost custody of her kids because she followed your advice and walked away from a toxic marriage without a plan?" 

I blinked. "That's not—" 

"And this one," she continued, holding up a printed email like evidence in a trial, "this one says your column inspired a man to leave his family business and start a smoothie truck. He's since declared bankruptcy. Are you proud of that, too?" 

The audience didn't gasp, but they leaned forward just enough for me to feel it. 

I tried to swallow, but the words stuck. 

Marissa's smile was tight now. Not just camera-tight, but personal. Like this wasn't about the viewers or the show anymore. 

And suddenly, I saw it. 

This wasn't just an ambush. It was a reckoning. Marissa Wade, darling of morning television, wasn't just holding me accountable—she wanted something else. Vindication? A confession? Maybe just to see me squirm the way she must have once, alone in her apartment, rereading a Dear Dahlia column that had failed her. 

Something snapped inside me. 

Maybe it was the three espressos I'd mainlined that morning. Maybe it was the fact that my upstairs neighbour had started playing the bagpipes. Or maybe it was simply that after five years of hiding behind a pseudonym while absorbing everyone else's problems, I was completely, utterly done.  

"You know what, Marissa?" I felt tears burning behind my eyes as my voice wobbled dangerously. "I'm not a therapist. I've never claimed to be. I'm not a life coach or a spiritual guru or someone's personal saviour with a ten-step plan to happiness. Life is messy. Relationships are complicated. I don't force anyone to follow my advice. I'm just trying to help people who actually want it, unlike this ambush interview that's clearly designed to boost your pathetic ratings." 

Marissa's eyebrows shot up toward her hairline as I continued. 

"And for the record, I'm a human being with my own messy life. I've made terrible decisions. I've had my heart broken. I've eaten entire pints of ice cream while googling 'how to tell if you're having a nervous breakdown or just really need a vacation.'" Tears welled in my eyes, mascara definitely running now. Maybe I'm not perfect, but at least I'm not sitting here trying to humiliate someone publicly for simply doing their job! 

Marissa's mouth formed a perfect "O" of scandalized delight, like she'd just been gifted a season finale twist. I yanked off my microphone, nearly taking my blouse—and a chunk of my dignity—with it, and stormed off the set. My heel snagged on a loose cable, sending me stumbling into a lighting stand and almost face-planting into a thousand-dollar camera. 

Behind me, I heard Marissa's voice, syrupy sweet and smug as a Pinterest brunch spread: "We'll be right back after this unexpected commercial break!" 

Of course we would. 

I made it just off-stage and stood there, chest heaving, attempting to finish removing the mic before another expletive launched itself out of my mouth and onto national television. My hands were shaking. My vision, slightly blurred from a mix of rage and panic, finally landed on a tall, furious figure striding toward me in five-inch heels like she was planning to beat me with her Birkin bag. 

Carine. 

"What the hell was that?" my agent hissed, grabbing my arm and dragging me into a shadowy corner of the studio, just out of view of the interns pretending not to watch. "You're supposed to help people sort out their lives, not throw your own existential crisis on air in front of 2.3 million viewers!" 

"I was just being honest," I snapped, though my quivering chin made me sound less like a fearless truth-teller and more like someone on the brink of an emotional allergy attack. "Unlike that ambush artist with her gotcha questions and smug little notecards." 

Carine crossed her arms, the red polish on her nails gleaming like blood. "Sadie, this isn't about honesty. It's about marketability. And right now, your marketability is approximately zero. Maybe even negative. You didn't just go off-script—you nuked the script and set fire to the set." 

"It wasn't supposed to be an ambush," I said, my voice cracking. "She quoted my columns back to me. She knew how to twist my words because she used to believe in them." 

Carine let out a breath, sharp and exasperated. "You think that's a defence? You just confirmed every critic who's ever said you were a self-important advice columnist with no real qualifications." 

I blinked. "I never claimed to be a therapist—" 

"No, but people believed in you like you were. You built a brand on being the calm voice in the chaos. You were safe. And now you've gone full meltdown on morning TV." 

She turned and stalked off, heels clicking like judgment. I watched her disappear through a side exit, her sleek ponytail swishing with finality. 

A production assistant, all of nineteen and radiating secondhand anxiety, cautiously approached and reached for the mic I was still holding like a live grenade. "Don't worry," she said with an encouraging smile. "These things blow over. Remember Flashgate 2023? No one's talking about that anymore." 

I stared at her. Flashgate 2023—when Sunny Carlisle, global pop icon, accidentally flashed an entire awards show audience mid-performance. Still one of the most replayed TV moments of the decade. It had gifs, memes, an entire subreddit. 

"No offense," I said faintly, handing her the mic, "but I don't think I'm built for Flashgate-level humiliation." 

She gave me a sympathetic pat on the arm, then scurried away, clearly eager to distance herself from my rapidly combusting career. 

I was alone in a corner of the studio, the lights humming overhead and my heart pounding in my ears. The weight of everything—Marissa's betrayal, Carine's fury, the millions of viewers now questioning my credibility—settled on my shoulders like a wet, overpriced faux-fur coat. 

I needed air. Or a new identity. Or maybe just a really good martini. 

*** 
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BY NOON, THE CLIP HAD gone viral. 

#DearDahliaDerails was trending—right above a video of a raccoon stealing a Tim Hortons donut, which somehow felt personally insulting. My inbox was a dumpster fire. My phone was a nonstop vibration of texts, calls, and notifications I had no intention of answering. Memes of my mascara-streaked face were already circulating. My personal favourite featured the caption: When your emotional breakdown interrupts everyone's breakfast TV. 

Then came the text from my publisher: *Emergency meeting tomorrow. Don't speak to press. * 

Fantastic. 

I made it home, a miracle considering my brain felt like public humiliation had pureed it. I stumbled into my apartment, kicked off my heels with the enthusiasm of a toddler post-recital, and collapsed onto the couch. My voicemail was full. Seventeen messages. Of course. 

I hit play, because apparently, I was in a self-destructive mood. 

Beep. 

"This is Gerald Whitman from the Toronto Star. We'd love your comment on—" 

Delete. 

Beep. 

"Sadie, it's Carine. Your column's been suspended pending review. I'll call—" 

Delete. 

I sat there in silence for a beat, phone still in my hand, staring into the middle distance like a war widow in a period drama. 

My column. Suspended. 

For five years, Dear Dahlia had been my anchor. My identity. My job. My purpose. It was my voice in the void, my carefully curated safety net of clever quips and emotionally distant wisdom. And now? Now I was just Sadie Collins: thirty-three, recently humiliated, and, as of this afternoon, professionally adrift. 

Panic built like rising floodwater. I sat bolt upright. 

What was I supposed to do now? No column meant no paycheck. No book tour. No second book. No reason for the publishing house to keep my half-finished manuscript with the "strong potential" they'd been so diplomatically hedging. 

What else was I qualified to do? 

Give unsolicited life advice in grocery store parking lots? Start a TikTok where I cry into herbal tea and pretend it's content? 

I opened my laptop. A mistake. The headlines were worse than expected: 

"Advice Guru Has On-Air Breakdown—Authenticity or PR Suicide?" 

"Dear Dahlia: From Sage to Saboteur?"

And, inexplicably: "Who Let Her Cry Like That in HD?" 

I slammed the laptop shut. 

This couldn't be happening. This couldn't still be happening. 

What would I do for work? For money? For identity? My resume literally consisted of: 


	Wrote anonymously under a floral pseudonym

	Excelled at avoiding therapy by becoming everyone else's therapist

	Once gave dating advice to a woman who ended up married to her barista
 



I curled up on the couch and pulled a throw blanket over my head. My apartment smelled like yesterday's coffee and panic sweat. A dull buzzing sound filled the air. Either my building had a wasp problem or I was having a small, stylish nervous breakdown. 

I needed a plan. Or a drink. Or ideally both. 

But first, maybe a nap. Or a full-scale personality reboot. 

I looked around my living room, trying to figure out what had happened. I started "Dear Dhalia" as a blog when I first moved to Toronto. Trying to get a gig as a writer was harder than I expected. After leaving my hometown of Sugarpine Ridge in spectacular fashion (think drunk at my going away party and telling everyone in town I was bigger and better than them and they would see me next as a famous author-well, I guess cursing on national TV is the next best thing) I stumbled from interview to interview with nothing to show for it. 

I started the blog as a way to process all the rejection letters, but somehow people found it and started writing in with their problems. Before I knew it, The Toronto Herald had picked it up. Suddenly I was getting paid to tell strangers how to fix their lives, while mine remained comfortably unexamined. I had a column, a book deal, and a rent-controlled apartment with a view that others would kill for that I was now going to lose because I'd committed the cardinal sin of being human on television. Five years of dispensing wisdom from behind a pseudonym while avoiding any meaningful self-reflection. 

And now it was all crashing down. 

I dragged myself to the kitchen and poured a glass of wine that was definitely larger than the "serving size" recommendation. My laptop pinged with an incoming video call request from Grandma Dottie. 

I hesitated, eyeing my reflection in the black screen—messy bun, under-eye bags, Cabernet in a novelty mug that said "World's Okayest Adult." Perfect. 

I hit "accept." 

Dottie's face filled the screen, beaming. She was resplendent in a turquoise caftan with matching eyeshadow, her silver bob gleaming under the overhead light like she'd just stepped out of a retro shampoo commercial. 

"Surprise, sunshine!" she declared, holding up a bottle of champagne like she'd just won the Grand Prix. "I thought we'd celebrate your television debut!" 

I blinked. "Grandma? What are you doing? Are you—are you dressed up for a video call?" 

"Of course I am! This is a special occasion. The Knit & Whisper Society had a watch party this morning. We all gathered at Iris's—she just got a new flatscreen after Herbert passed, bless his miserly heart. The picture's so clear we could see every teardrop. And every pore. Which, by the way, your skin? Radiant. That serum I sent you must be working." 

I groaned and leaned back on the couch. "So you all saw it." 

"Every minute," she said, sipping from a champagne flute. "Including that colourful word you screamed at the end, which made poor Vera Hutchins launch her tea across the room. Right onto Iris's white couch." 

"Oh god." 

"Don't worry, Iris needed an excuse to get rid of that couch, anyway." Dottie leaned closer to the camera. "But tell me the truth, Sugarplum. Are you okay?" 

"I'm fine," I lied, my voice cracking on "fine" like a middle school clarinet solo. 

"Mmhmm," she said, squinting at her screen. "Is that... wine? In a mug that says 'Okayest Adult'?" 

"Don't judge me." 

"No judgment, just observation," Dottie said, setting her tablet aside and peering at me with that all-seeing gaze of hers. "Something's not right." 

I sat down heavily on the edge of the bed; the words catching in my throat before I could stop them. "My column's been cancelled." 

Dottie didn't gasp or panic. She just nodded, like she'd already suspected as much. "I'm sorry to hear that, sweetheart." 

"And I don't have another job lined up," I said, staring down at my hands. "Or a backup plan. Rent's due soon, and I have just enough in my account to cover that or groceries—not both. I've spent so long pretending I have it all figured out, and now... I don't even know what I'm doing." 

Dottie gasped like I'd just told her I was joining the circus. "That's absurd. But also—perfect!" 

"Perfect?!" 

"Yes, darling. Perfect timing. You're coming home." 

I blinked. "To Sugarpine Ridge? Absolutely not. I'll figure something out. I can crash on a friend's couch. Or sublet a closet in the city. Or become one of those people who lives at the airport and befriends the Cinnabon staff." 

Dottie arched a single, unimpressed eyebrow. 

"Fine," I said, waving a hand. "I'll buy a van. Live in it. Maybe start a YouTube channel called Van-ish Advice with Sadie—wisdom from the woman who lost her job and her mind in the same week." 

"You don't have a driver's license that isn't expired." 

"I'll take the bus to the van and then live in that." 

Dottie took a dainty sip of champagne. "I already fluffed the guest pillows and turned down the bed. And I'm thawing lemon loaf as we speak. You're coming home." 

I sighed and sipped my wine. "This feels like emotional blackmail." 

"Only the sweet kind," she said with a wink. "Pack your bags, Sugarplum."
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​The Reluctant Homecoming
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The drive from Toronto to Sugarpine Ridge takes exactly four hours and thirty-seven minutes—I know, because I timed it when I left thirteen years ago, swearing I'd never be back. 

Dottie had insisted on making the drive with me, which meant stopping at every roadside attraction between the 401 and Highway 11. We'd toured a maple syrup museum, a vintage gas station turned antique shop, and something called "The World's Largest Wooden Loon" that was neither large nor impressive. 

"You're stalling," I said as she directed me toward yet another "scenic overlook." 

"I'm savouring," she corrected, adjusting her leopard-print scarf. "When you get to be my age, you learn to appreciate the journey." 

"When you get to be my age, apparently you learn to have public meltdowns and get evicted." 

She patted my knee. "Character building, darling." 

Now, as we crested the hill that revealed Sugarpine Ridge spread out below us like a Christmas card someone had left on the dashboard too long, I felt my stomach drop somewhere around my ankles. The town looked exactly the same—clusters of Victorian houses with wraparound porches, the church steeple piercing the sky like an accusatory finger, and the main street lined with shops that probably still sold the same dusty merchandise they'd had when I graduated high school. 

"Home sweet home," Dottie announced cheerfully. 

"More like home sweet hell," I muttered, pulling into the parking spot in front of her powder-blue Victorian. 

Before I could even unbuckle my seatbelt, Mrs. Henderson from next door materialized on her porch like she'd been waiting there since 2011. She waved enthusiastically, her grey curls bouncing with the effort. 

I waved back weakly and turned to Dottie. "How does she already know I'm here?" 

Dottie's smile was innocent. "Small towns, darling. Word travels fast." 

"How fast?" 

"Well..." She checked her phone. "The Knit & Whisper Society group chat has been quite active since I mentioned you were on your way." 

"The what now?" 

"Oh, did I not mention? It's our book club. We meet twice a week to discuss literature and... current events." 

Something in her tone made my spider senses tingle. "What kind of current events?" 

"You know, who's dating whom, who got a new haircut, whose marriage is on the rocks..." She paused. "Whose granddaughter just had a very public career implosion on national television." 

I stared at her. "Grandma. Please tell me you didn't—" 

"The ladies have been so supportive! Iris brought tissues to the watch party, and Meredith made those little sandwiches with the crusts cut off. Very classy." 

I dropped my head against the dashboard with a thud. "So, what you're saying is that your 'book club' has been following my public humiliation like it's the latest season of 'The Bachelor'?" 

"More like 'The Bachelorette,' dear. You're the star." Dottie winked and opened her car door. "And I wouldn't call it following so much as... supporting from afar." 

"Supporting?" I sputtered, grabbing my overnight bag from the backseat. "Is that what we're calling gossip these days?" 

"We prefer 'community intelligence gathering.'" She adjusted her enormous statement earrings—today's selection featured tiny knitting needles dangling from silver hoops. "Besides, the Knit and Whisper Society has been absolutely instrumental in local matchmaking. We've orchestrated seven marriages, three reconciliations, and one very dramatic elopement involving the town pharmacist and his high school sweetheart." 

I followed her up the porch steps, trying to process this new information. "You're telling me you run some sort of... gossip ring disguised as a book club?" 

"Book club is our cover story," she stage-whispered, fishing for her house keys in a handbag that could house a small family. "We haven't actually finished a book in three years. Mildred keeps insisting we read 'Fifty Shades of Grey,' but Harriet's blood pressure can't handle it." 

I froze on the threshold as Dottie swung open the front door. The scent hit me immediately—cinnamon and vanilla, old books and polished wood—exactly as it had been when I was seven, twelve, seventeen. Time collapsed like an accordion, and suddenly I was standing in two worlds at once. 

"I haven't changed much," Dottie said, tossing her keys into the ceramic bowl my grandfather had made thirty years ago. "The kitchen's still blue, though I finally replaced that awful linoleum. Your grandfather's chair is still by the window." 

I ran my fingers along the banister of the staircase, the worn groove in the wood familiar under my touch. The gallery wall of family photos still climbed alongside it—me with missing front teeth, Grandpa teaching me to fish, Dottie and me covered in flour during Christmas cookie baking. 

"My room?" I asked, surprising myself with how small my voice sounded. 

"Exactly as you left it, minus the boy band posters I may have recycled. Those young men's frosted tips were giving me nightmares." 

I wandered into the living room where Grandpa's reading chair sat bathed in afternoon light, his collection of carved wooden birds still lined up on the bookshelf behind it. The dent in the coffee table where I'd dropped my science project. The windowsill where I'd sit for hours watching for shooting stars. 

"You okay, Sugarplum?" Dottie asked, her voice gentler than before. 

"Yeah, I just—" I swallowed hard. "It's like a time capsule in here." 

"That's the thing about leaving places," she said, patting my shoulder. "They don't actually pause when you go." 

Before I could respond, the doorbell chimed, followed by the sound of the front door opening. 

"Yoo-hoo! We've arrived!" called a voice from the entryway. "We brought provisions for the prodigal columnist!" 

Dottie beamed. "Right on time! In the living room, ladies!" 

I shot her a panicked look. "Grandma, what did you—" 

But it was too late. A parade of women streamed into the living room, each carrying something—casserole dishes, gift bags, what appeared to be a homemade banner. Leading the charge was a tiny woman with silver hair in a tidy bun, round spectacles perched on her nose, and a tote bag that read "So Many Books, So Little Time." 

"Sadie Jane Collins!" Iris Kowalski exclaimed, setting down a container to embrace me. "Look at you, all grown up and causing national scandals!" 

"Iris," I managed, awkwardly returning her hug. "Nice to see you." 

"This is quite the homecoming," said a tall woman with steel-grey hair cut in a severe bob, depositing a bottle of wine on the coffee table. "Much more dramatic than when my son came back after that disastrous stint in Vancouver. At least he only had a failed food truck business, not millions of viewers watching him implode." 

"Thank you, Milred. Always a pleasure," I said through gritted teeth. 

The women arranged themselves around Dottie's living room like they'd rehearsed it, each claiming their apparent usual spot with practiced efficiency, all eyeing me with the intense scrutiny usually reserved for rare museum exhibits or scandalous reality TV contestants. 

"We brought you a little something," said a plump woman with rosy cheeks and a cardigan festooned with embroidered pumpkins. She thrust a gift bag at me. "Just a welcome-home token." 

I peered inside to find a mug emblazoned with "Keep Calm and Don't Swear on National Television." 

"It's... thoughtful," I managed. 

"Harriet makes them custom," Dottie explained proudly. "She's got an entire Etsy shop called 'Sassy Seniors Say What.' Very popular with the retirement community." 

"We've been following your column for years," Iris said, settling deeper into her armchair with the confidence of someone who'd claimed that exact spot hundreds of times before. "Your advice about the man with the compulsive model train collecting habit was spot-on." 

"Though I still maintain that telling the woman with seventeen cats to 'follow her feline bliss' was questionable," Mildred Hoffman sniffed, pouring herself a generous glass of the wine she'd brought. 

"Ladies," Dottie intervened, passing around a plate of lemon bars that had materialized from nowhere, "let's not overwhelm Sadie all at once." 

The fourth woman, who hadn't spoken yet, leaned forward. She had a cloud of white hair and knitting needles already clicking away in her hands. "We're just so pleased you've come home, dear. Though I must say, your return has caused quite the stir." 

"Quite the stir," Mildred echoed, nodding. "Bigger than when Ben Thornton got caught skinny-dipping in the town fountain." 

My stomach clenched. "The whole town knows I'm back, don't they?" 

The women exchanged glances that could only be described as theatrical. 

"Well," Iris began carefully, "word travels fast in Sugarpine Ridge." 

"Especially when it involves our very own celebrity advice columnist having a meltdown that's racked up three million views on YouTube," Mildred added, not bothering to soften the blow. 

"Three point two million, actually," the white-haired woman corrected. "My grandson showed me how to check this morning." 

"Thank you, Eleanor," Dottie said with a pointed look. "Very helpful." 

I sank onto the ottoman, clutching my passive-aggressive mug. "So, everyone's talking about me?" 

"Not everyone," Iris said kindly, then paused. "Just... most people." 

"The thing is," Eleanor continued, her knitting needles never missing a beat, "not everyone was exactly thrilled to hear you were coming back." 

My heart stuttered. "What do you mean?" 

The women exchanged another round of meaningful glances. 

"Some folks have long memories," Harriet said delicately. "And your... departure was rather memorable." 

"What Harriet means," Mildred interjected with considerably less tact, "is that telling half the town they were provincial nobodies while standing on the bar at The Thistle & Tap made quite an impression. Especially on the people you specifically named." 

I closed my eyes, fragments of that night flashing through my mind—too many tequila shots, the karaoke machine, climbing onto the bar for my grand finale speech... 

"I was twenty-two," I said. "And very drunk." 

"Well, it's time everyone left the past in the past," said Dottie. "Now that you're back, it's time for a fresh start!" 

"Fresh start?" I laughed, the sound sharp enough to make Harriet flinch. "More like fresh hell. I'm only here until I figure out my next move." 

"Which reminds me," Eleanor said, setting her knitting aside. "The Maple Leaf Festival committee could use another pair of hands. Since you're... between jobs." 

Before I could protest that my career wasn't actually dead—just wounded and on life support—Dottie clapped her hands. "Ladies, I think that's enough excitement for Sadie's first day back. She's had a long drive." 

"Of course, of course," Iris said, gathering her purse. "We should let you settle in." 

The women rose in unison like a well-rehearsed synchronized swimming team, collecting their belongings with practiced efficiency. 

"We meet Thursday at my place," Mildred informed me, patting my shoulder with surprising force. "Bring wine. And thick skin." 

Dottie ushered them toward the door, their voices fading into a chorus of goodbyes and thinly veiled comments about my appearance ("Such dark circles, poor dear" and "City living clearly doesn't agree with her complexion"). 

When the door finally clicked shut, the silence felt like a physical presence. I exhaled for what felt like the first time in hours. 

"Well," Dottie said brightly, "that went swimmingly!" 

I stared at her. "Swimmingly? They practically performed an autopsy on my life choices." 

"Oh, that's just how they show affection." She began collecting abandoned teacups. "Like cats bringing dead mice to your doorstep." 

"Lovely analogy, Grandma." 

She disappeared into the kitchen, and I sank deeper into the couch, surveying the aftermath of Hurricane Knit & Whisper. The gift bag with its passive-aggressive mug. The half-eaten plate of lemon bars. The lingering scent of five different perfumes battling for dominance. 

My phone buzzed with a text from Carine: *Meeting moved up. Tomorrow 9 AM. Damage control plan needed ASAP.* 

I tossed the phone aside and rubbed my temples. The reality of being back in Sugarpine Ridge was settling over me like a scratchy wool blanket—uncomfortable, impossible to ignore, and vaguely smelling of mothballs. 

The town hadn't just continued existing while I was gone; it had apparently been keeping detailed notes on my career, ready to compare them against my teenage declarations of future greatness. And now I was back, not as the triumphant success story I'd promised to be, but as a viral cautionary tale with an eviction notice. 

Dottie wandered back in with a fresh cup of tea, settling into Grandpa's chair with a contented sigh. "So, what's the plan for tomorrow? I thought we could start with breakfast at The Evergreen Café." 

"I have a video meeting with my publisher in the morning," I said, staring at the ceiling. "They're probably going to cancel my book deal and column." 

"Nonsense," Dottie waved, dismissing my concerns. "They'll see it as a marketing opportunity. 'From meltdown to comeback'—people love a redemption story." 

I laughed bitterly. "There's no comeback from this, Grandma. I'm done. Finished. I'll probably end up writing Hallmark card slogans or fortune cookie messages." 

Dottie set her teacup down with a decisive clink. "Sadie Jane Collins, I have never known you to wallow." 

"I'm not wallowing. I'm being realistic." 

"You know what your grandfather would say about this situation?" 

I sighed. "Something folksy and wise that would magically solve all my problems?" 

"He'd say you're standing so close to the painting that all you can see is the brushstrokes. Step back and you might just see the whole picture." 

The last rays of sunset filtered through the lace curtains, casting long shadows across the living room. Outside, Sugarpine Ridge was settling into evening routine—porch lights flickering on, the distant sound of the town square fountain, a dog barking somewhere down the street. The familiar rhythm of a place I'd spent so many years trying to escape. 

I pulled the throw blanket over my legs, suddenly exhausted. "I don't even know what the whole picture is anymore, Grandma." 

Dottie smiled knowingly, the kind of smile that suggested she'd already read the last page of a book I was still struggling to open. 

"That," she said, reaching over to pat my hand, "is exactly why you're home."
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​Sugarpine and Regret
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Nothing says "life failure" quite like a cancelled book deal and a town full of people who remember you at your absolute worst. 

My twelve-minute, forty-three-second video meeting with Carine and the publisher demolished what remained of my career. 

"The optics are simply untenable," explained Lawrence Winthrop, head of acquisitions at Paragon Publishing, his British accent somehow making the execution of my dreams sound almost civilized. "Readers won't take advice from someone they've watched have a public breakdown." 

"It was a moment of honesty," I protested, though even I didn't believe it anymore. 

Carine, my once-fierce agent, couldn't even look at the camera. "The pre-orders have been cancelled en masse. Your column has been discontinued. We need to terminate the contract." 

I nodded, barely registering the legal jargon about breach of conduct clauses and reputation damage as I signed the digital paperwork that officially ended my life as Dear Dahlia. 

Now, three hours later, I was standing on Main Street in Sugarpine Ridge, staring at the cheerful storefront of The Sugarpine Sweet Spot Bakery like it was the entrance to a horror movie. The windows gleamed with autumn-themed displays—gingerbread pumpkins, maple leaf cookies, and a sign announcing, "Fall's Finest Flavours Are Back!" 

I needed caffeine. And sugar. Together and in massive quantities. 

Taking a deep breath, I pushed open the door, setting off a cheerful bell that might as well have announced, "The town pariah has arrived!" The scent hit me—cinnamon, nutmeg, and butter—along with the sudden, oppressive feeling of being watched. 

The bakery had changed little in ten years. Same vintage display cases filled with artfully arranged pastries. Same mismatched tables and chairs that somehow looked intentional rather than thrifted. Same ridiculous amount of seasonal decorations threatening to consume every available surface. 

What had changed was me, and how people looked at me. As I approached the counter, the buzz of conversation dimmed, replaced by the kind of whispers that aren't whispers at all. 

"That's her—" 

"Did you see the video—" 

"Always thought she was too big for her britches—" 

I fixed my gaze on the chalkboard menu, pretending to be fascinated by the difference between a pumpkin spice latte and a harvest spice latte. Behind the counter, a woman I didn't recognize was arranging cinnamon rolls with surgical precision. 

"What can I get you?" she asked, her customer service smile in place. 

"Large coffee, black," I said. "And... whatever your most excessive pastry is." 

She nodded. "One Broken Heart Brownie coming up." 

"Excuse me?" 

"Triple chocolate brownie with salted caramel, topped with chocolate ganache and edible gold flakes," she explained. "Margot named it after her third divorce. Said it was the only thing that got her through the lawyers and the paperwork." The woman's eyes narrowed. "You're Sadie Collins, right? Dottie's granddaughter?" 

"That's me," I said, forcing a smile that felt like stretching plastic wrap over leftover regret. 

"I'm Lucy. I bought the bakery from Margot two years ago." She slid the brownie onto a plate with a flourish. "She mentions you sometimes when she's had too much cooking sherry." 

Great. Even the former bakery owner was discussing my spectacular exit. 

As Lucy busied herself with my coffee, I felt a presence materialize beside me. The kind of presence that radiates judgment and expired social pleasantries. 

"Well, well, well. If it isn't Sadie Collins, back from the big city." 

I turned to find myself face-to-face with Bethany Winter—former head cheerleader, prom queen, and the person who once told me my college dreams were "adorably unrealistic." Time had been kind to her; she still had that perfect blonde hair, now cut into an expensive-looking bob, and the confident posture of someone who'd never doubted her place in the world. 

"Bethany," I managed, summoning a smile that felt like a grimace. "How... nice to see you." 

"We all watched your little TV moment," she said, her voice dripping with the special brand of small-town sympathy that's thinly veiled schadenfreude. "Bless your heart. That mascara really wasn't waterproof, was it?" 

The barista set my coffee and brownie on the counter with pity in her eyes. 

"Twelve-fifty," she said. 

I fumbled with my wallet, painfully aware of Bethany's eyes on me. 

"So," Bethany continued, adjusting her designer handbag, "how long are you staying? Just until things blow over in Toronto, or...?" 

"I'm not sure yet," I said, taking a fortifying sip of coffee that scalded my tongue. Perfect. Now I could add physical pain to my emotional distress. 

"Well, it must be nice to have somewhere to retreat to after such a public... incident." She paused, tilting her head with mock concern. "Although, given how you left, I'm surprised you had the nerve to come back at all." 

The bakery had fallen quiet, every patron very interested in our conversation while pretending not to be. 

"That was a long time ago, Bethany," I said, clutching my coffee cup like a lifeline. 

"Not that long. Some of us still quote your little speech." She cleared her throat and adopted a wobbly, slurred voice: "'You'll all be sorry when I'm famous and successful and you're still stuck in this backwater town selling pine-scented candles to tourists!'" 

My face burned as several customers snickered. I had indeed said something to that effect, though I'd been hoping the exact wording had been lost to the fog of tequila and time. 

"I was young and drunk," I said, trying to keep my voice steady. "People say stupid things when they're—" 

"Oh, honey," Bethany interrupted with a laugh that sounded like breaking glass. "You weren't that drunk. You climbed on top of the bar and gave a whole speech about how we were all 'small-minded peasants' who would never amount to anything. You specifically mentioned my engagement to Derek, said I was 'settling for a life of suburban mediocrity.'" 

The memory hit me like a slap. Oh god, I had said that. Derek had been standing right there, his face crumpling as I'd eviscerated his girlfriend's life choices in front of half the town. 

"Bethany, I—" 

"And now look at you," she continued, her voice rising just enough to ensure our entire audience could hear. "Back home after your big-city dreams exploded on national television. Funny how things work out, isn't it?" 

I opened my mouth to respond, but no words came. What could I possibly say? She was right. I had come back exactly as she'd predicted—a failure, tail between my legs, seeking refuge in the same "backwater town" I'd once mocked. 

"That's enough." 

The voice came from behind me, quiet but firm. I turned to see a woman approaching, her long auburn hair catching the afternoon light streaming through the windows. She was tall and willowy, dressed in a flowing cardigan and jeans, with a natural beauty that made me conscious of my unwashed hair and yesterday's mascara. 

It took me a moment to recognize her. "Willow?" 

Willow Monroe, my former best friend, the person I'd abandoned along with everyone else when I'd fled to Toronto. She looked like I'd imagined she would—serene, put-together, the kind of person who probably meditated every morning and grew her own herbs. 

With a smile that could have frozen the coffee in my cup, she turned to Bethany and said, "Hi, Sadie. Bethany, don't you have somewhere else to be?" 

Bethany's perfectly glossed lips tightened. "I was just catching up with our local celebrity." 

"I'm sure you were," Willow replied, her tone remaining pleasant while somehow conveying that she'd like nothing more than to escort Bethany out by her highlighted roots. "But I think Sadie's had enough catching up for one day." 

The two women stared at each other for a moment, some unspoken small-town battle of wills playing out in the space between them. Bethany shrugged. 

"Of course. I wouldn't want to keep you from your... reunion." She shouldered her bag and headed for the door, pausing just long enough to add, "See you around, Sadie. I'm sure we'll have lots more opportunities to catch up." 

The bell chimed as she left, and the normal hum of conversation resumed. I turned to Willow, embarrassment making my cheeks burn hotter than my too-hot coffee had burned my tongue. 

"Thanks for the rescue," I managed, attempting a smile that felt more like a wince. "Your timing is still impeccable." 

"Some things never change," Willow said, tucking a strand of auburn hair behind her ear. Her green eyes studied me with the careful assessment of someone examining a painting for damage. "Including Bethany's ability to find everyone's weakest spot." 

An awkward silence stretched between us, ten years of unspoken words forming an invisible wall. The last time I'd seen Willow had been the morning after my disastrous going-away party. She'd shown up at Dottie's with coffee and aspirin, and I'd been too hungover and ashamed to meet her eyes. 

"So," I said, gesturing with my coffee cup, "how have you been?" 

"Good. Busy." She nodded toward a table in the corner. "Do you want to sit down? That brownie looks too serious to eat standing up." 

I hesitated. Part of me wanted to flee, to avoid the inevitable conversation about how I'd ghosted my best friend of fifteen years. But the larger part of me was desperate for a friendly face in this sea of judgment. 

"Sure," I said, following her to the corner table. 

We sat, and I stuffed a bite of brownie into my mouth to avoid speaking. The chocolate hit my system like a drug, rich and comforting and exactly what I needed. 

"God, that's good," I mumbled through the mouthful. 

Willow smiled, a real smile that reached her eyes. "Lucy is one of the best bakers around. You should try her maple bacon scones." 

"I'll add it to my list of 'Foods to Eat While Hiding From My Humiliation.'" 

"The list might get long. Small towns have long memories." 

I swallowed hard, the brownie feeling like a lump in my throat. "I'm gathering that." 

Willow studied me, her head tilted. "How long are you staying?" 

"I don't know. Until I figure out my next move, I guess." I stared into my coffee. "My book deal's officially dead, my column's gone, and I can no longer pay my rent." 

"I saw the interview." She said it without judgment, just a simple statement of fact. "It was... intense." 

"That's one word for it. 'Career suicide' is another popular phrase people are using." 

"I thought it was brave." 

I looked up, surprised. "Brave? I had a mental breakdown on national television." 

"You were honest. That's rare these days." She shrugged. "Besides, who hasn't wanted to tell off a smug morning show host at some point?" 

Despite everything, I felt a laugh bubble up. "Fair point."  

I took a bite of brownie to give myself something to do besides stare at Willow's face, trying to reconcile the girl I'd left behind with the woman standing before me. "So... how have you been?" 

"Good. Busy. I opened a wellness studio downtown—Sugarpine Soul. We do yoga, meditation, crystal healing, that sort of thing." 

"Crystal healing?" I couldn't help the skepticism that crept into my voice. 

Willow's eyebrow arched. "Try not to sound so judgmental, Sadie. Not everyone believes the path to enlightenment runs through a national newspaper column." 

I winced, feeling chastised. "Sorry. That was... that was the old Sadie talking." 

"And who's the new Sadie?" 

"Still under construction," I admitted, brushing cinnamon sugar from my fingers. "Currently homeless, jobless, and being stalked by a geriatric gossip ring led by my own grandmother." 

This time Willow's smile reached her eyes, crinkling the corners in a way that transported me back to midnight conversations in her treehouse, sharing secrets and dreams that seemed both impossible and inevitable. "Some things never change. Gram still thinks you hung the moon, you know." 

"Mabel? Really?" 

"She has all your columns laminated. Keeps them in a binder labelled 'When Sadie Got Smart.'" 

I groaned, leaning against a nearby lamppost. "That's mortifying." 

"It's sweet," Willow corrected, then hesitated. "She was really proud of you, Sadie. We all were." 

The past tense hung between us like a tangible thing. Were. Not are. 

"Listen," Willow continued, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear, "I should get going. I have a sound bath session starting in twenty minutes, and I still need to arrange the singing bowls." 

"Right. Of course." I nodded too enthusiastically. "Wouldn't want to keep the... bowls waiting." 

Willow studied me for a moment, her head tilted. "You should come by sometime. The studio, I mean. It might help with..." she gestured vaguely at all of me, "... whatever this energy is you're carrying." 

"Is it that obvious?" 

"Sadie, your aura is practically screaming in neon orange right now. It's giving me a headache just standing here." 

I couldn't tell if she was joking. The Willow I knew used to roll her eyes at horoscopes. This new Willow seemed like she might have a crystal collection and communed with woodland creatures in her spare time. 

"I'll think about it," I said, which was my standard response to things I had absolutely no intention of doing. 

Willow nodded, clearly recognizing the brush-off. "Well, the offer stands. First class is free for returning prodigal daughters." She walked away, then paused. "Oh, and Sadie? For what it's worth, I thought what you did on TV was brave. Messy as hell, but brave." 

Before I could respond, she was gone, her dress flowing behind her like she was starring in her own personal indie film about small-town spiritual awakening. 

I stood there, brownie crumbs on my shirt, watching her disappear around the corner of Pine Street, headed toward her studio. I could just make out the sign—Sugarpine Soul, painted in flowing script above a doorway draped with what looked like fairy lights and hanging plants. It was the kind of whimsical, Instagram-worthy setup I would have mocked in Toronto. Now, I just felt a twinge of something that might have been envy. 

I turned and began walking back toward Dottie's house, my feet remembering the way even after all these years. The autumn air nipped at my cheeks as I passed the familiar landmarks of my childhood—the hardware store where Mr. Patel used to slip me candy when I came in with my grandfather, the bench where I'd had my first kiss with Tommy Wilson in eighth grade, the towering pine tree in the square that was strung with the same lights every Christmas for as long as I could remember. 

Willow's words echoed in my mind. Messy as hell, but brave. 

Was that how courage worked? Not the absence of mess, but the willingness to wade through it, anyway? For five years, I'd been dispensing tidy solutions to other people's chaos while keeping my own life meticulously compartmentalized. Look where that had gotten me. 

I paused at the corner of Maple and Elm, overwhelmed by the scent of wood smoke and fallen leaves. A memory surfaced—Willow and me at sixteen, lying on our backs in her yard, planning our escape from Sugarpine Ridge. We'd been so certain then, so convinced that real life was waiting somewhere else. 

"You'll see," I'd told her, pointing at a passing airplane. "Someday that'll be us, flying off to somewhere that matters." 

Now here I was, back where I started, with nothing to show for my grand escape except a viral video and a suitcase full of black clothing that seemed ridiculous in this technicolour small town. 

I turned onto Dottie's street, where her Victorian-style house stood exactly as I remembered it—lavender shutters, wraparound porch, and a garden that defied the approaching winter with stubborn bursts of late-blooming flowers. Through the front window, I could see movement—probably the Knit & Whisper Society, already regrouped and plotting my reinvention. 

Messy as hell, but brave. 

Maybe it was time to embrace the mess. Maybe that's what I'd been writing about all along, without really understanding it myself. 

I squared my shoulders and climbed the porch steps; the wood creaking in welcome beneath my feet. Whatever came next—whether it was reinvention or total collapse—at least it would be authentic. And possibly brave.
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"You did WHAT?" I slammed my mug down on Dottie's antique coffee table, sending apple-scented steam spiralling into the air between us. The ceramic made a threatening crack against the wood that echoed the sound my sanity was making. 

Dottie, perched on her floral armchair like a queen delivering a benevolent proclamation, smiled. "I volunteered you as co-chair for the Maple Leaf Festival. It's our biggest event of the fall season! The committee meeting is tomorrow morning at nine." 

I stared at her, waiting for the punchline. When none came, I let out a laugh that sounded more like a wheeze. "That's... that's not happening. No way." 

"The festival is in six weeks," she continued, ignoring my protest completely. "We're behind schedule because Cecily Donovan—you remember Cecily, don't you? Terrible allergies, wonderful pie crust—well, she broke her hip doing that TikTok dance challenge her grandchildren dared her to try." 

"Grandma," I said slowly, as if explaining physics to a toddler, "I am not organizing a small-town festival. I'm in the middle of a career crisis. My column is suspended. My publisher just cancelled my book. Plus, half the town still hates me." 

"Precisely!" Dottie clapped her hands together. "What better way to win their affection than civic duty?" 

"Literally anything else would be a better. Like... like setting my hair on fire. Or learning to juggle chainsaws." 

Dottie waved away my objections like pesky flies. "The Maple Leaf Festival needs someone with your organizational skills and media savvy. And you need something productive to do besides moping around my house in those dreadful sweatpants." 

"I'm not moping," I said, definitely moping. "I'm strategizing." 

"Is that what they're calling 'watching reruns of baking shows while eating ice cream directly from the carton' these days?" 

I stood up, pacing the living room like a caged animal. The walls of Dottie's house, once as familiar to me as my own reflection, felt like they were closing in. "This is exactly why I left Sugarpine Ridge in the first place! Everyone thinks they can just decide what's best for me without asking!" 

"I'm not deciding what's best for you," Dottie said, her voice softening just a fraction. "I'm offering you an opportunity to remember who you are when you're not hiding behind a pseudonym." 

"I know exactly who I am," I snapped, though the wobble in my voice betrayed me. 

"Do you? Because from where I'm sitting, it looks like you've spent five years telling other people how to live authentically while running away from your own truth." 

I flinched. The problem with grandmothers is they don't fight fair. They go straight for the jugular with the precision of a surgeon who's had decades to study your weak points. 

"That's not—" I started, then stopped, because what could I say? She wasn't wrong. I'd been dispensing wisdom from behind a keyboard while my own life was about as authentic as those fake plants Dottie kept on her porch because she couldn't bother to water real ones. 

"I'm going for a walk," I announced. "I need some air." 

"In the rain?" Dottie nodded toward the window, where fat droplets pattered against the glass. 

I glanced outside. The sky had darkened in the last ten minutes, and what had started as a gentle drizzle was quickly becoming the kind of downpour that could soak you to the bone in seconds. 

"Perfect," I muttered. "Just perfect." 

Dottie sighed, rising from her chair with the regal grace that had always made me wonder if she had secret royal lineage she wasn't telling anyone about. "Come to the kitchen. I'll make a fresh batch of cider." 

"I don't want more cider. I want out of this town." 

"No, you don't," she said simply. "You want to stop feeling like a failure. Those are two very different things." 

I opened my mouth to argue, then closed it again. The fight drained out of me, leaving me exhausted. I followed her to the kitchen like a sullen teenager, dropping onto the barstool at the counter. 

Dottie moved around the kitchen with practiced ease, pulling out cinnamon sticks, cloves, and a fresh orange. The familiar ritual of her apple cider—a recipe she'd perfected over decades and refused to write down for anyone—had a strangely calming effect. I watched as she sliced the orange, the citrus scent mingling with the spices already simmering on the stove. 

"You know," she said conversationally, as if we hadn't just been arguing, "the first Maple Leaf Festival was my idea." 

"Really?" Despite myself, I was curious.  

"Mmhmm. Back in '72. The town was struggling—the lumber mill had just closed, tourism was down, people were talking about moving away." She stirred the simmering mixture, the wooden spoon making lazy circles in the amber liquid. "Your grandfather thought I was crazy. 'Dorothy,' he said, 'who's going to drive all the way out here to look at leaves?'" 

I snorted despite my mood. "Clearly he underestimated the tourist appeal of foliage." 

"He underestimated a lot of things about me back then." Dottie's smile held a hint of mischief. "But that first festival? We had maybe thirty people show up. I was devastated. Spent the whole day thinking I'd made a fool of myself in front of the entire town." 

"What changed?" 

"Mrs. Patterson—Harriet's mother-in-law—came up to me. She was maybe ninety then, sharp as a tack. She said, 'Dorothy, dear, Rome wasn't built in a day, and neither are traditions. Sometimes you have to plant seeds and wait for them to grow.'" 

Dottie ladled the steaming cider into two fresh mugs, the liquid a perfect golden brown that matched the leaves just beginning to turn outside. "Forty-eight years later, we get over three thousand visitors every fall." 
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