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Monday, December 1st

[image: An Image]

Eliza Foster scrubbed the counters at Foster’s Bakeshop and refused to watch the people pouring into the new corporate bakery across the street.

She couldn’t control sales, but she could at least keep the shop spotless.

Outside, Main Street of Evergreen Springs, Montana lay muffled under last night’s snowfall. Garlands looped from lamppost to lamppost, and a crooked string of colored lights blinked in the store window. Cinnamon-scented steam drifted from the oven vent and clung to the glass in soft patches where earlier, a mittened child pressed a perfect starburst imprint.

In the display case waited a gingerbread village with gumdrop lights and buttercream icing, ready for the Chamber of Commerce pickup. If the Chamber skipped out, that meant another hole in her budget.

Yikes.

A car horn tooted, and Eliza glanced up.

Five more people had joined the line snaking past the Sweet Delights sandwich board sign. It boasted a QR-code loyalty program: REFER A FRIEND, GET A FREE CUPCAKE! Their holiday BOGO featured a glossy photograph of Grandma’s Snowball Cookie™, dusted with Our Patented Powdered Sugar!!!

How did one patent powdered sugar? Gram would’ve rolled her eyes.

A pang stabbed Eliza’s stomach. Oh, Gram, I miss you so much.

Her morning tally? Three customers. 

Three.

Mrs. Hendricks chattering about her paperback, bent so far, the spine begged for mercy. Carl Winters, the crowd-shy librarian, paid with exact change and paused at the door. He glanced back like he meant to say something, then swallowed it and left. Reverend Jones with his daughter Annie picked up day-olds for the Tuesday night AA meeting. As a surprise, Eliza tucked a frosted snickerdoodle into the bag for Annie because they were her favorite.

Another couple joined the Sweet Delights queue.

Disheartening. All she wanted was close the shop and curl up in bed with a good book, but it was Monday and girls’ night out with her three besties. She considered texting her friends to beg off, but they would just insist on coming over to cheer her.

The bell above her door chimed, and the wired-on jingle bells jangled along in a half-beat.

Her heart hopped. Customer?

“Morning, sunshine!” Tom Crenshaw, the mailman, pushed inside. Ice clung to his mustache, and his bag bulged like Santa’s. A gust of frigid air followed him and rattled the tinsel garland.

Just Tom. Eliza sighed.

“Beautiful day out there. Sun shining bright. Fresh snow on the peaks resembles your frosted honey buns,” Tom said. “Got your daily delivery.” He shuffled through the stack with gloved hands. “Bill, bill, catalog, bill...” He paused and lifted a white envelope. “Huh-oh.”

“What?”

Tom passed her the mail.

She zeroed in on the legal-sized envelope. Expensive paper. Thompson & Associates stamped in raised lettering. The lawyers handling her grandmother’s estate.

Her stomach nosedived.

Tom reshuffled letters in his bag and paused. “You, okay? You seem a bit down.”

“December blues.” She kept her voice light. “You know how it is.”

“Sure, sure. Your first Christmas without your Gram.” He hesitated, then glanced across the street where a woman dressed like Mrs. Claus wore a Sweet Delights apron and handed out samples on the sidewalk. “And they’re not helping any.”

“No, they are not.”

“Corporate chain stores are killing the Moms and Pops.” He shook his head. “Shame.”

“It is hard to compete.”

“They can’t compete with you on quality, Eliza.”

“No, but they can undercut my prices and woo away customers with slick marketing and loyalty programs.”

“My kids still talk about those Halloween cookies. Ghosts with little faces. Sophie wants them for her tenth birthday. I know Halloween cookies in February sounds weird...”

“Anything for Sophie.” The envelope corner poked into her palm, reminding her of trouble.

Maybe it’s good news.

“Chin up, Eliza.” Tom nodded at Sweet Delights, where the line now stretched past Frank’s Hardware. “That place is like a new toy. Shiny for a while, but folks remember what matters. Your customers will come back once they realize massed produced products can’t touch the loving care you put into your baked goods.”

“I appreciate the support.” She starched her smile in place.

“Well, you have a wonderful day.” He gave her one last pitying glance and left, bells singing their broken song.

The second he cleared the window; she tore the envelope open.

Dear Miss Foster, 

While finalizing your grandmother Jean Foster’s estate, we discovered a significant financial obligation requiring immediate attention. A balloon payment of $40,000 is due December 15th.

Huh?

The numbers blurred. Forty thousand dollars? In two weeks?

Eliza’s mind vapor locked. How could her grandmother take out such a loan without telling her? And for what?

Gram’s dementia started mild, with forgotten ingredients and repeated stories. By the end, she was calling Eliza by her mother’s name and asking when they would attend the church social that ended in 2007.

How on earth could she raise that kind of money in such a short time? She almost texted Dad in Florida, where he and Mom retired three years ago to be near her brother Liam, his wife Penny, and their toddlers. 

Almost.

Dad grew up under this tin ceiling, flour dust in his pants’ cuffs, cinnamon scent clinging to his hair. He would say we’ll handle it, kiddo. But her parents lived on a tight budget. They already took out a HELOC loan to help Liam and Penny buy their house earlier this year and the rest of their savings sat locked in investments. She couldn’t ask them to risk their retirement to save her.

Mr. Hartley would know. Bad news beat guessing.

She grabbed the shop’s landline, punched in the number for Evergreen Springs bakery, and held her breath. She endured the recorded bot menu and finally reached a human.

“Kyle Hartley, how may I—”

“Mr. Hartley, this is Eliza Foster.” She kept her voice steady by sheer force. “From Foster’s Bakeshop. I just received a letter about a balloon payment on a loan my grandmother took out. My Gram left me the bakery, but she never told me about any loan. I just found out in a letter from her lawyer.”

Papers shuffled. Keys clacked. “Ah, yes, Miss Foster. Interest-only note. Forty thousand due December fifteenth.”

“December fifteenth! That’s only two weeks away!”

“Yes.” He sounded distracted.

In the kitchen, Bertha the sourdough starter bubbled too long. The sharp tang of over-fermentation pricked the air. She needed feeding.

“Can we push the due date? I’m a bit short.” By thirty-nine thousand dollars.

“I’m afraid the terms are specific. Your grandmother signed—”

“My grandmother had dementia.” She exhaled and fought to keep her tone professional when she wanted to shout. “Her mind failed her. She wouldn’t have understood what she signed. You knew her, Mr. Hartley. You knew she wasn’t well.”

“We didn’t know at the time Mrs. Foster took out the note. I sympathize, but the term of the contract is ironclad. We must have full repayment by December 15th.” 

The dementia had been so gradual at first. No one, not even Eliza, noticed the signs. If she’d missed it, how could she hold the bank accountable?

Hartley clicked his pen twice. 

“And if I can’t pay?”

“Foreclosure begins January second.” He cleared his throat. “The bank will take possession of the building and all assets tied to Foster’s Bakeshop.”

January second!

The building belonged to her family for six generations. Since 1878. And in two weeks, it would all be gone. The recipes. The ovens equipment. The display case cracked from the blizzard of ‘59, when a tree branch came through the window.

“What was the loan for?” Eliza asked.

“Bakery renovations. She heard about Sweet Delights coming in and it was her attempt to compete.”

Renovations? The shop hadn’t seen any in decades. If Gram borrowed money to upgrade the bakery but the work never happened, where did it go? Had Gram stashed it in an account Eliza knew nothing about, then forgot it. What if the money waited right now to pay off the balloon note?

If only.

“Anything else I can help you with today?” Hartley asked.

“No.” Her jaw ached from clenching. “Nothing.”

She hung up.

How had she missed the loan? Why didn’t Gram tell her? Perhaps her grandmother tried to warn her between stories about the past and her sudden obsession with salt ratios.

She bit her lip and wrung her hands. Prayer seemed the only way out.

“I need help,” she said to the empty shop, to her great-great-great grandmother’s ghost, to whoever might listen for heavenly intervention. “Please. I simply can’t lose this place.”

The bakery Gram left her was all she had. 

* * *
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At 2:30, Eliza turned the OPEN sign to CLOSED, even though shop hours were from 6 a.m. to 3 p.m. Why bother? All the foot traffic was across the street.

Even the lunch hour was more trickle than rush, and all she could think about was that forty-thousand-dollar balloon loan. Could her grandmother’s business effects hold hidden assets not in her QuickBooks? Except she’d been through everything with the CPA after she inherited the bakery.

Well, clearly not everything since she’d been blindsided by this. There must be other records somewhere. But where?

The storeroom? 

The door stuck, swollen from too many years and coats of paint. She pressed her shoulder against it and gave a solid shove.

It groaned open, and she slipped through into the dim quiet.

Flour sat stacked against one wall, sugar sacks along another. Flavor extracts lined shelves, along with rolls of foil, parchment paper and cling wrap.

In the far corner, three cardboard boxes from the attic clean out still waited to be sorted, like everything else she hadn’t had time to face. 

“Gran,” she whispered at the ceiling, “if you left me anything, please, now is the time.”

In the first box, the packing tape was already cut. She’d most likely done it right after the funeral, when everything was blurry and her apartment over the bakery smelled of Stargazer lilies and casseroles. Inside, she found recipe cards. Hundreds of them. Some in Grandmother’s handwriting, shakier each year.

No miracle here. Just evidence of all the women descended from Maggie Hart Foster, feeding this town through snowstorms and summer fairs and every Christmas in between. All those lives intersecting over the simple act of baking.

The second box was heavier and harder to get through.

Photo albums. Black pages, white corners biting at the edges. Shots of the bakery through decades. Same tin ceiling, same stubborn bell above the door. Different faces behind the counter, but all with that straight Foster nose, and firm determined chin you could crack walnuts on.

The flood of ‘73. Water marks still visible on the baseboards. The fire in the retail store next door in ‘89. The picture showed her mother, barely twenty and just married to Eliza’s dad, helping pull inventory out while smoke billowed. The recession in 2008 when half the shops on Main Street went out of business. Foster’s managed to survive somehow. A yellowed clipping of an article when Eliza was fourteen and ran the bakery by herself after everyone else in the family came down with the flu: ELIZA KEEPS FOSTER’S RUNNING SINGLE-HANDED. 

She took a lot of pride in that story. Honored she could do it alone. Independence felt like the highest aspiration.

And then she found the journals.

Dozens of them, one for each year since Gram took over the bakery. Nothing revealing, nothing personal, though. All business.  She shuffled through the ledgers and found the one for the current year. Held her breath. Cracked it open. Of course, the entries stopped in May when Gram went into memory care. Eliza flipped from back to front, searching for any mention of renovations or a loan.

Feb. 13th: I’ve messed up bad. Trusted the wrong contractor. Lost 40K. But I’ll shoulder the burden. Carry it in silence. Find a way to make the payment without burdening Eliza.

“Oh, Gram,” she whispered, her heart breaking. “I’m so sorry this happened and that you felt like you couldn’t share it with me.”

A tear slid down her cheek and she swiped it away with her thumb. Spilt milk. The money was gone. Nothing left to do but earn it back. She closed the journal and put it aside.

Onward.

Last box, third box. Smaller. Heavier than its size suggested. Christmas ornaments on top. A snow globe, bone dry, a tiny ice skater trapped in a world without water, her arms raised as if she’d been mid-spin. A cigar box full of buttons, every color and size; pearl, brass, carved wood, and one shaped like a tiny pie.

At the bottom, tissue paper. It crumbled like stale meringue when she touched it. Yellow brown. Older than old. She unwrapped the paper, pieces breaking off a fluttering to the ground.

Inside, a hand-painted Christmas card. The lettering announced, MERRY CHRISTMAS in gold. The picture rendered in intricate detail. A handsome old west cowboy at a chuckwagon. It looked so lifelike. Photorealism beyond the pale. The wood grain sharp, the ding in the coffee pot, steam coming up from a kettle of beans over an open fire.

But it was the man who captivated her.

Sleeves rolled past his elbows, caught mid-motion, reaching for something beyond the frame, a kindly smile on his sun-weathered face.

The individual threads in his shirt caught her eye, the weave going one way on the body, another on the cut sleeves. A wear pattern on his belt where a holster should sit, but there was no gun in the picture. A thin silvered scar on his left hand, a line like a hyphen between who he’d been and who he was becoming.

His eyes. Magnetic, dark.

She knew that level of exhaustion. Bone-deep tired of keeping something alive through pure will when the world seemed determined to let it die. 

She flipped the painting over.

Wyatt McCready’s chuckwagon. December 1st, 1878, written in brown ink, the cursive looped and old-fashioned, the ink sunk deep into the fibers.

1878. 

The same year Foster’s opened. Her great-great-great-grandmother, Maggie Hart, just twenty-two, fresh from St. Louis with a steamer trunk full of Southern recipes, a mail-order bride for Samuel Foster. He’d bought the bakery as her wedding present.

“I wish...” Eliza murmured past the pang in her chest.

Wished what?

The card seemed to pulse in her hands, but it must be her own pulse, pounding hard and strange.

“I wish I had someone to help me keep this bakery alive.”

The card warmed.

No. She was imagining things.

Cold storeroom. Chilled hands meeting old paper. Simple physics. Had to be. The paper wasn’t warm, just her own skin.

Except it seemed to be getting warm.

Wyatt McCready’s painted eyes bore into hers. Excellent portraiture technique, like the Mona Lisa. She could feel his stare.

She blinked, and his pupils seemed to widen like he’d stepped from sun to shade. The brushstrokes on his shirt shifted.

You’re being silly.

Hot now. Too hot. Like grabbing a pan bare-handed from the oven, that same shock of wrong, drop it, drop it now. 

But she couldn’t let go. Her fingers locked around the card’s edges.

Light wavered around the card, then bent toward it, the shelves warping at their edges like a desert mirage. The fluorescent lights pitched into a thin whine that climbed until she couldn’t hear it, only feel the electrical buzz in her teeth.

What was happening?

The air thickened, turned syrupy, then became nothing. She pulled for breath and got none. Alarmed, she tried to scream, but no sound came from her throat.

The Christmas card flared white, not a flash but a tear, as if someone grabbed the corner of the world and yanked. Hard.

A sound like fabric ripping, enormous, the sound the sky would make if it fell. She flinched. Red light flared behind her eyes, and then cold rushed in like a door thrown open in winter. Light collapsed inward, and suddenly a man appeared in her storeroom.

Her brain refused the shape of him. Wrong. Impossible.

The card fell from her nerveless fingers and fluttered to the concrete. Sound tunneled to a weird whooshing in her head.

Run, said some primal part of her, the part that knew what to do with impossible things. To where? The doorway he blocked.

No. No. Shock. Low blood sugar. Hallucination? Gas leak? She sniffed. No eggy tang, just cinnamon, bleach and something else now. Wood smoke and leather and the sharp tang of a winter morning.

She pressed a thumbnail into the inside of her wrist until it hurt. The pain bit. Real hurt. Real wrist. Real man who could not be real.

She stumbled back and her spine hit the wall. Shelves rattled. The top sack of cake flour slumped and puffed white dust into the air that drifted between them.

He swayed. 

She whimpered and slapped both hands over her mouth.

His arm shot out, caught the metal shelving. His fingers, real fingers, with knuckles and calluses and that scar from the painting, wrapped around the chrome.

Clang. 

The sound echoed off the walls and came back changed. Her fingers found the bench scraper in her apron pocket; cool steel, a ridiculous weapon, but it had weight and an edge, and she knew its shape.

“What in the Sam Hill—” His voice was rough, like a door that hadn’t opened in years finally pushed through. It scraped against the air, leaving marks.

Goosebumps flooded both her arms, chased by a wash of heat.

He spun fast, boots skidding on the concrete. His gaze took in the light fixtures, lingered there, wonder plain on his face.

“Those lights,” he said, “there ain’t no flame. No oil smell, no smoke. What manner of—” He stopped, gulped.

His eyes landed on her. Brown, tired, warmer than they’d been in the painting. Flecks of gold she couldn’t have seen in the tiny portrait were there now, catching the artificial light.

He went very still, like something wild or something holy or something that might shatter if she breathed wrong.

“Miss.”

Her throat worked, but no words came out. Her hands shook like cottonwood leaves before a storm. She pressed them to her apron and felt the outline of her phone through the fabric.

He straightened a fraction. The scar on his left hand was pink at the edges. Woodsmoke tucked into his clothes, along with lard, salt, and cold air that belonged to a different December, a different century.

She noticed the strength in the tendon of his wrist when he flexed his fingers. Stupid to notice, but human. The body had its priorities, even when the world unmade itself.

“Where am I?” His voice was a rich baritone that could calm both a skittish horse, and a panicked baker.

“Foster’s Bakeshop.” Her voice came out as a whisper because anything louder might break the edges of this, might send him back to a painted Christmas card and her back to bankruptcy. “Evergreen Springs, Montana.”

His forehead creased. A line appeared between his brows, the kind that came from squinting into sun and storm.

“Foster’s.” He tasted the word. “Maggie Foster’s place?”

“Maggie. She was my three-times-great-grandmother.” The words felt absurd. Introductions across centuries. “I’m Eliza. Eliza Foster.”

His mouth opened. Closed. He peered down at the card on the floor between them, as if it were a snake he nearly stepped on or a door he walked through and couldn’t walk back out.

“What year?”

She knew why he asked. Felt the weight of the question, the impossible answer building in her throat.
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