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For everyone who has ever started over.

May you find sweetness in unexpected places.
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Chapter One: Coming Home
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The letter arrived on a Tuesday, sandwiched between a credit card bill and a catalog she hadn't ordered.

Emma Davies almost threw it away. Almost missed the handwriting that made her heart stop. Almost lost the last words her grandmother would ever send her.

But something made her pause. Something made her look closer. And when she recognized that familiar elegant script, she sank onto her apartment floor and cried before she'd even opened the envelope.

Grandma Rose had been gone for three weeks. Peaceful passing, the hospice nurse had said. In her sleep. No pain. Emma hadn't made it home in time. Had been stuck in a meeting when her phone buzzed with the news. Had spent the funeral in a fog of grief and guilt and the horrible knowledge that she'd chosen work over family one too many times.

The letter was dated two months before Rose died. Written when she still had strength. Written when she still had hope Emma would come visit. Written when she still believed her granddaughter would choose love over ambition.

"My dearest Emma," it began, "If you're reading this, I'm gone. I'm sorry I couldn't wait for you to find your way home. I know you would have come eventually. You were always the one who needed the longest journey to reach the simplest truths."

Emma laughed through her tears. Even in death, Grandma Rose knew her too well.

"I'm leaving you the bakery. Not because you deserve it—you've barely visited in five years—but because you need it. You've forgotten how to live, sweetheart. You've forgotten that life is supposed to taste sweet. The bakery will remind you. The town will remind you. And maybe, if you're lucky, you'll remember the girl you used to be. The one who dreamed of frosting and first loves and forever. She's still in there somewhere. I know she is. Love always, Grandma Rose."

Emma read the letter seven times. Cried through each reading. Then she did something she hadn't done in years.

She quit her job.

The marketing firm barely noticed. She was one of dozens of junior executives, all interchangeable, all disposable. Her boss wished her well with the same enthusiasm he'd show a departing houseplant. Her coworkers promised to stay in touch, knowing they wouldn't. Her apartment lease was month-to-month anyway.

Within two weeks, everything she owned fit in her car. A decade of city life reduced to boxes and bags and the weight of regret.

Maple Falls, Vermont was exactly as she remembered. Picturesque main street. Mountains in the distance. The kind of place that appeared on postcards and made tourists sigh with longing. The kind of place Emma had been desperate to escape at eighteen.

She was thirty-two now. Tired in ways she couldn't explain. Empty in ways she couldn't fill. Coming home felt like failure and salvation all at once.

The bakery—Rose's Sweet Spot—sat at the corner of Main and Maple, where it had been for forty years. The striped awning was faded. The window display was empty. A "Closed Until Further Notice" sign hung on the door.

Emma parked in front and sat in her car for a long moment. Staring at the place that had shaped her childhood. The place where she'd learned to bake. The place where she'd fallen in love with sugar and butter and the magic of creating something from nothing.

She'd also fallen in love with a boy here, once. A lifetime ago. A memory she'd buried so deep she'd almost forgotten it existed.

Almost.

The keys were where Rose had always kept them—under the ceramic frog by the back door. Emma let herself in and was immediately overwhelmed by the smell of her childhood. Flour and vanilla and something indefinably warm. The scent of love made edible.

The kitchen was dusty but intact. Mixers waiting on counters. Ovens cold but ready. Ingredients that would need replacing but infrastructure that remained solid. Rose had kept everything maintained, even as her health failed. Kept believing Emma would come back. Kept hoping.

Emma sank onto a stool and let herself grieve. For her grandmother. For the years she'd wasted. For the girl she'd been and the woman she'd become and the gap between them that felt impossible to bridge.

She didn't know how long she sat there. Long enough for the light to change. Long enough for her tears to dry. Long enough for someone to knock on the back door.

"Hello? Anyone there? I saw the car out front."

Emma wiped her face quickly. Straightened her shirt. Opened the door to find a man she didn't recognize. Tall. Dark hair with threads of gray. Kind eyes in a weathered face. Maybe mid-thirties. Wearing work clothes and an expression of cautious concern.

"Hi. Sorry to bother you. I'm Liam. I own the furniture repair shop next door." He gestured vaguely eastward. "I've been keeping an eye on the place since Rose passed. Wanted to make sure you weren't a burglar."

"I'm Emma. Rose's granddaughter."

Something flickered in his eyes. Recognition? Wariness? She couldn't tell.
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