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for all the storytellers before me






Chapter 1 Monday Nia


There was, quite simply, a very reasonable explanation as to how Nia ended up back in Cinnamon Falls. She’d always imagined that she would return home in a flurry of triumph with a crowd of supporters chanting her name and throwing rose petals at her feet. Instead, she arrived with two suitcases full of regret, a wrap-around headache, and a serious need for a nap, or a large scoop of cinnamon swirl ice cream, whichever came first.

Let’s start with the facts: Nia Janice Bennett has never been a homewrecker. So, when Miss All-Tits-and-No-Ass braved metro Atlanta’s Monday morning traffic and showed up to Nia’s three-story townhouse downtown at eight a.m., claiming Nia’s man of two years was actually her husband of four, Nia could have contorted her body like one of those creepy circus performers and simply vanished into thin air.

Instead, she did the second fastest thing. She left.

In forty minutes and a maddening blur of tears, she stuffed every single item she’d ever owned, including her completely shattered pride and ego, into two rickety suitcases and an oversized purse that Bryant, her now married ex-boyfriend, had bought her last Christmas. She’d never even taken it out of the box before today. She didn’t see a reason to carry a purse the size of a small Doberman. She could call that subtle foreshadowing.

Thousands of memories of their relationship flickered through her head like a highlight reel in the rideshare while she journeyed to the bus station – the moment they met in the copy room of her coveted internship at Gildman & Sons, Georgia’s most powerful law firm, until now, the day she realized her entire relationship was a lie.

All she could think about on the commute was his smile. In the picture his wife all but shoved at her, Bryant’s gorgeous brown face was pressed against hers, showing all thirty-two of his adult teeth. He was stuffed in a classic black tuxedo with a crisp white collar accentuating his expertly lined beard. His brown eyes were wide with an unbridled happiness, like someone had left him in a simmering pot on a hot stove. They both had their hands raised toward the camera, showcasing their matching rings, mocking Nia.

Ironically, he’d had the same expression with Nia just a few days ago when they celebrated her graduation, minus the matching rings.

What had she missed, and most importantly, how could she have been so stupid?

That question was on a loop for Nia’s entire trip back home to Cinnamon Falls. For the last two years, besides finishing grad school, her world had revolved around Bryant. If she was being completely honest with herself, everything felt a little emptier without him now.

Nia looked at her cell phone. Behind the screensaver of Bryant and her, it showed twenty-two missed calls from his number and another fourteen missed calls from an unknown number after she blocked him. She’d leave him to figure out his life in peace. He clearly had enough going on. There was no need for her to be in the equation anymore. Nia had never been the type of person to stir up drama but somehow it always, always found her.

Nia had managed to drag two uncooperative pieces of luggage across county lines, but this final leg of the journey would be the hardest – the bus ride into Cinnamon Falls. The cost of living in a small town was never having any business of your own. By the time she made it into Cinnamon Falls, at least one third of the town would know that Nia Bennett, the prodigal daughter, had returned.

Nia watched as the bus ambled toward her stop. Shawna Daniels, Ms. Pearline’s great-niece, was all grown up now, and from the looks of it, worked full-time for her family’s public transportation business.

‘Nia Bennett?’ Shawna eyed her with a knowing voice, giving her a focused once-over like Nia was an extraterrestrial sent down to destroy her homeland.

‘Hey, Shawna,’ Nia started, wrestling with the suitcases to make them stay upright.

‘It’s been a minute,’ Shawna replied, stating the obvious.

It had been six years since Nia left Cinnamon Falls, but who was counting? The little girl with pigtails who used to sit at the steering wheel and marvel while her great-aunt maneuvered the big bus through the town’s tight streets was the one doing the driving now. Their familiar lightning logo was proudly displayed across her polo shirt, the bright blue color matching the vehicle perfectly, like Ms. Pearline’s always had. Nia was happy to know that at least some things had stayed the same since she’d been gone.

‘How old are you now?’ Nia wondered.

‘Eighteen,’ she replied. ‘I graduated early ’cause Auntie Pearline wants me to get as much training as possible.’

An awkward silence drifted between them, until Shawna offered Nia a small smile. ‘Let me help you with that.’

Nia slid a suitcase over to her while she loaded the rest of her bags onto the bus. Shawna stacked Nia’s luggage neatly in the corral and slid into the driver’s seat, buckling her seat belt and triple checking her mirrors. Nia noticed her nametag that read ‘Trainee’.

‘You in town to see Darius Lyons at the Fall Festival?’

‘Darius Lyons?’ Nia repeated, the name and all its glory coming back to her like the season’s first snow, slowly and then all at once. She felt a pang in her chest and checked the date on her phone – October 6th.

Fall Festival always took place on the second weekend in October, which meant it was only a few days away. History said that the first settlers of Cinnamon Falls started the Annual Fall Festival as a way to bring the community together after the tough harvest season. Now, it was more of a tradition that shut down the entire town with parades, hayrides, eating contests, vendors, and the most coveted title for high school seniors, Cinnamon King and Queen.

‘He’s back in town to crown the new Cinnamon King,’ Shawna said brightly.

Nia was sure the crown still fit his ego just fine after all these years. ‘Isn’t he playing for the Falcons now?’ she asked. The last time Nia had thought about the town’s golden boy, he was well into his football season. Just last year, his team won the championship, which probably made Mayor Lyons want to paint a mural of his son’s face on the side of Town Hall. The mention of Darius being back in town didn’t make Nia feel much of anything besides contempt.

‘On a bye week,’ Shawna said enthusiastically, pulling Nia from her thoughts of yesteryear. ‘They let him come back special just for this. Can you believe it? Darius Lyons putting little ol’ Cinnamon Falls on the map.’

Nia rolled her eyes. She had already had enough of yapping about Darius. It would take them forty-seven minutes to get from the bus station into town. She was looking forward to watching Georgia’s four-lane traffic, badly paved streets, and morning smog give way to the lush green forests that crowded the quiet, one-lane highways. Despite the Darius chat, Nia was buzzing. She couldn’t wait for the tantalizing aroma of cinnamon to pull her closer and closer like a warm hug from a loved one; something she desperately needed.

But instead of a quiet and nostalgic ride, she watched her seductive vision of a nap slip through her fingers. Shawna was nothing like her great-aunt. All those years of training at her aunt’s helm proved to be useless.

By the time they’d gotten to the outskirts of town, Nia was sure she’d sustained the kinds of injuries that would qualify her for medical compensation. Shawna ground the bus to a stop so violently – sending all Nia’s luggage catapulting to the front of the bus, then careening backward – that absolutely nothing could have prepared her for the look of satisfaction on Shawna’s face when they arrived at the Bennett family ice cream shop, The Cinnamon Scoop.

The Cinnamon Scoop was the first established business in Cinnamon Falls, back when there was only a couple of hundred residents. Nia’s great-grandmother, Ma-Clara, and her husband, Eugene Bennett, moved to Cinnamon Falls for work at the old spice mill. The mill processed cinnamon from the wild cinnamon trees that grew nearby and packaged it up to ship all over the country. Eugene would bring home some of the freshly ground spice, and Ma-Clara started making cinnamon swirl ice cream as a sweet treat. It wasn’t long until word got around the town and Ma-Clara opened a humble ice cream parlor for the mill workers to enjoy.

The mill had burned down decades ago but the shop, and the Bennett legacy, remained.

‘Here you are,’ Shawna said with an accomplished smile. Even though The Cinnamon Scoop was the last place Nia wanted to go, since she hadn’t necessarily left on the best terms with her family, she sprinted off the bus with the last bit of her life intact.

‘Welcome back!’ Shawna called before pulling off. The bus made a sickening crunch as she steered it into traffic on Main Street, back toward the bus station.

Nia stood on the sidewalk for a moment, catching her breath and observing the scene before her. Her father hadn’t told her they’d given the shop an update. She was so used to the cinnamon bun mascot with the googly eyes holding a silver spoon. In its place was a Neapolitan-colored awning that boasted the shop’s name in a loopy script font. It looked too modern for a sleepy town like Cinnamon Falls.

Nia turned around, taking it all in. Maggie Shilling and the festival crew had already decorated Main Street in preparation for the weekend’s festivities. A white banner as old as the place itself hung from the four-way traffic light that read, ‘CINNAMON FALLS SINCE 1919’.

To be back in the thick of it all was humbling. Nia took in another deep breath, inhaling the faint smell of wild cinnamon from the forest. If it were quiet, she could have heard the rushing waterfall miles away.

Barkwood Bridge would be covered in bronze and ruby red leaves by now. Tons of tourists from all around Georgia come to snap a picture or two there. Eventually, they’d make their way into town to grab some apple cider at Rosie’s or a magnet at the general store.

The Cinnamon Falls residents who lived here year-round loved it here. Everyone except for Nia.

She pulled on the door to the ice cream shop, figuring she would find it empty, especially before noon on a Monday. There was a fifty-fifty chance her father would be behind the counter, taking inventory or triple checking the temperature of the freezers.

Instead, Nia was met with the piercing screams of joyful toddlers. Her father, Walter, was standing on top of the counter in his ridiculous cinnamon bun hat, with his arms splayed open and an animated smile on his face.

‘And that’s why I always say: the perfect scoop is the key to happiness!’ he boomed, holding up an ice cream scoop like it was the holy grail. The children cheered as if he was delivering a fire and brimstone sermon. Nia wondered how much sugar these innocent children had been subjected to this early in the morning.

A hand belonging to an adorable little boy with glasses too big for his face shot in the air. ‘So how does the cow make the ice cream?’

Her father’s shoulders deflated, which meant he’d have to start his ice cream origins story from the beginning. But before he could, Marjorie, Nia’s mother, emerged from the back of the shop with a tray full of individual bowls that held small dollops of pink strawberry ice cream. Nia’s mouth watered at the sight. Chunks of bright strawberry, picked from the fertile soil on Old Man Milton’s farm at peak season, were folded into the creamy strawberry base, Ma-Clara’s signature recipe.

‘Who’s ready for strawberry?’ Marjorie asked the group of waiting toddlers, who squealed in delight.

Her mother’s hair had grayed at the temples since Nia had been gone. It was gathered into a neat ponytail, secured in a clamp. Her eyes were softer, and her smile lines more prominent, but she still looked the same.

Her father, on the other hand, hadn’t aged a bit. He was clearly still jumping on top of Ma-Clara’s good counters and making impatient children sit through a twenty-minute presentation on how ice cream was made before giving them a sample. It was the same speech he’d given when Nia’s class came for Career Week all those years ago.

Her mother didn’t look in her direction when she said, ‘If you’re gonna stand in the doorway, you might as well make yourself useful.’

Nia deserved that.

The last time they had seen each other, they’d had an exchange of words that was so blisteringly cruel that it still kept Nia up at night. She wasn’t sure how her mother would react to her return. So far, this was much better than any of the scenarios she’d imagined on the bus ride over.

Nia stashed her luggage in an open booth near the door, grabbed a spare apron, pushed up her sleeves, and got to work. After washing her hands, she grabbed as much ice cream as she could carry and helped her mother dole out bowls to the squirming children, who had already begun questioning why some scoops were bigger than others. After the complaining died down, the only sound that could be heard were satisfied smacks of approval as the children worked on their ice cream.

‘Well, well, well, if it isn’t Nia “Never Coming Back” Bennett!’ a familiar voice floated over to Nia as she wiped up a splotch of spilled cream from the service counter. ‘Back like you never left! Did you miss scooping ice cream for the little people that much?’

Morgan Taylor hadn’t changed at all since the last time Nia had seen her. The girl everyone thought was strange because she wore purple every day was still sporting her favorite color. This time, it made an appearance in her hair: a dramatic pixie cut with a flash of purple in the bang that swooped over her left eye. She wore a purple cardigan with a pair of ripped black jeans. Purple ribbon crisscrossed through the prominent holes.

‘I actually did,’ Nia laughed, remembering the slow nights in the shop when the two of them dreamt about getting out of this too small town. ‘Nothin’ like finger blisters and hand cramps that make you long for home. What about you? Herding crotch gremlins for a living treating you any good?’ She nodded over to the kids who were enthralled in a story her mother was reading to them about an ice cream monster. Wide eyes watched Marjorie intensely with their tiny hands clamped over their open mouths, as her fingers curled in a sinister way.

‘Livin’ the dream,’ Morgan said sarcastically, shrugging. They embraced for a long hug. Her voice dropped down to a whisper. ‘The best part about it is, they believe anything I say.’

‘That’s how cults start,’ Nia deadpanned.

‘Next stop, world domination!’ Morgan declared with her arms wide. The two women laughed together, before Morgan paused, assessing Nia in her entirety. ‘So, you just passing through?’ She gestured toward the stack of luggage that looked like Nia was staying for much longer than a quick getaway.

Nia opened her mouth to answer with a lie: You know, just checking in on things, but her brain decided against it. She’d experienced enough lies today to last a lifetime.

‘I don’t really know,’ she answered.

Morgan nodded, her eyes searching Nia’s, like the story of Nia’s heartbreak was written all over her face. Thankfully, she changed the subject. ‘So that means you’re coming to the Fall Festival this Saturday?’

Before Nia could confirm, Morgan continued, ‘I heard Darius Lyons is back. The whole town is like swooning over the fact that we have our very own celebrity now.’

Nia twisted her lips. ‘Since when are you a Darius Lyons fan? If I recall correctly, you thought he was an idiot in high school.’

‘Not just me,’ Morgan corrected. ‘Me, you, and Sienna thought he was a couple beers short of a six pack back then. Now, he’s an idiot with access. You think he can put me on with Leon Crosby?’

‘The actor?’ Nia asked incredulously, holding back a laugh.

‘Unfortunately for me, Darius is my only way in. Don’t all the celebrities like, know each other?’

Nia hated to burst her bubble, but she was saved just in time. The sport watch on Morgan’s arm beeped in a staccato fashion, flashing zeroes.

‘Time’s up!’ she shouted to the group of kids. ‘Lips zipped, hands on hips!’ The children assembled in a straight line without fuss, placing one finger over their closed mouths and the other hand on their hips. Once they were all together in a perfect line she said, ‘Let’s dip!’

The children filed out of the ice cream parlor and lined up against the window, careful not to step out into the street. Morgan, satisfied with their performance, looked back at Nia just before heading out behind them.

‘If you’re not busy, stop by Rosie’s tonight. I’m sure Jesse would love to see you.’ She winked with a mischievous smile. If Nia wasn’t in front of her parents, she would have thrown a tasting spoon at Morgan’s head.

As Nia turned around, she saw her father furiously scrubbing the same squeaky-clean spot on the counter. Her mother had also busied herself, shuffling around the three meager children’s books on the shelf.

‘So, how much of that did you hear?’ Nia asked, crossing her arms over her chest.

Walter turned to Marjorie and their eyes had a split-second argument over who would be the one to answer her first. If Nia were a betting woman, she’d expect it to be her father.

Her mother pointed her chin toward the stack of luggage at the door. ‘So, what happened? Bryant left you?’

It was a good thing Nia wasn’t a betting woman. ‘He was married, actually,’ Nia quipped, making sure to keep her head high. ‘So, I left him.’

‘Good girl.’ Her father nodded his approval.

Nia watched as the satisfied smirk melted off her mother’s face, replaced with an expression that looked as if it held its own memories of betrayal. She started across the room toward her daughter.

‘Group hug?’ Nia’s little brother, Niles, asked as he appeared from behind the counter. He was much taller than she remembered.

For the first time that day, Nia laughed. She laughed so hard that she cried.






Chapter 2 Jesse


Old Man Milton had three roosters that could wake the dead. Jesse could be six feet under the dirt, and he would still be able to hear Shadrach, Meshach, and Abednego in the afterlife. But, if it weren’t for their daily wake-up calls, he’d miss the sunrise over Cinnamon Falls each morning.

Jesse had woken up in different cities all over the world, but nothing compared to home. From the vantage point of his balcony, he could see the sun rise above the waterfall through a small break in the forest of wild cinnamon trees. The honey golden sun spread its magic over all living beings, persistent, dripping between the tiniest crevices of the earth to extend its light. Jesse was thankful it saw fit to adorn his home; thankful that, for at least another day, life existed there.

Jesse began his day the same way he did every morning, thanks to military training, with a sun salutation and some deep stretches to get the blood flowing. He followed that up with his high intensity interval training routine of ten non-stop rounds of push-ups, air squats, burpees, sit-ups, lunges, and the finisher, mountain climbers, until sweat was dripping from every pore and his muscles screamed for him to stop, and even then, he kept going to feel the breath in his lungs.

It was close to six-thirty a.m., which meant his father would be up and dressed soon, ready for his morning coffee and newspaper. His mother, on the other hand, was a night owl and would sleep through an earthquake if they let her. She’d only wake this early if it was absolutely necessary; and seeing that it was a quiet Monday morning, it wasn’t.

Jesse showered, slung a robe over his damp body, and headed downstairs in time to see Lil’ Charlie hop out of the cargo bed of his father’s pick-up truck with today’s news folded under his arm. Mini Charlie, his younger brother, watched excitedly, swinging his feet over the edge of the truck.

Charlie Kent and his sons ran The Cinnamon Chronicle from Old Man Milton’s farm all the way to Main Street in record time each morning. The Kent Boys took turns delivering the paper and today Lil’ Charlie gave Jesse a cocky smirk before launching it up his driveway. It zipped through the air like a missile and Jesse snatched it down before it had a chance to slap him squarely in the face. That boy had an arm on him. It was no wonder he was the rising star on the Timberwolves at Cinnamon Falls High.

‘You still got it, Unc!’ Lil’ Charlie called out. Jesse chuckled, giving the family a polite wave from the doorstep, even though he wanted to flip the kid a bird.

Unc, short for Uncle, made him feel like he was a fifty-five-year-old man with orthopedic shoes. Jesse wanted to tell Lil’ Charlie that he’d been playing football longer than Lil’ Charlie had been alive, but then he’d be proving him right.

Jesse glanced down at his watch. He was about to be late for breakfast duty. He scrambled inside just as the coffee pot he’d set out last night began to bubble.

‘Bacon and toast?’ Jesse asked as his father climbed into his usual seat at the head of the kitchen table, slow and steady. He made sure not to turn his head as he watched his father out of the corner of his eye. Robert Shaw hated it when Jesse analyzed his every move. He said it felt like he was in a fishbowl. But, at his age, Jesse couldn’t trust that his father would tell him if his hip was acting up again or if his shoulder felt funny this morning. He wasn’t the kind of man who asked for help. It had only taken one slip and fall for Jesse to move his parents in with him two years ago.

Robert and Evelyn put up a fuss, but in the end, Jesse won. It was a privilege to care for his parents, one he cherished dearly, especially since he was dreading the day when he wouldn’t have them anymore. If it were up to Jesse, he’d put the two of them in a glass box and keep them forever.

Robert gave a low grunt in approval of today’s breakfast menu. Jesse set the newspaper down next to Robert’s cup of piping hot black coffee – he didn’t take it any other way, claiming the key to a long life was staying away from sugar, but Jesse knew where he kept his stash of caramel candies. He wasn’t fooling Jesse for a second.

Although his parents were nearing their mid-seventies, the two were still whip sharp, even if their bodies had started to retire. It was hard work raising two moody, elderly teenagers, and since Jesse was their only son, all of it fell to him.

Robert slipped his reading glasses onto the bridge of his nose. He carefully separated the comics, the Arts section, and today’s crossword puzzle, leaving it for his wife. In a couple of hours, when she woke up for lunch, they’d work on it together. When Jesse got home later, another completed puzzle would be attached to the fridge. The bottom of the page would display their initials together, R+E, surrounded by a heart. Teenagers.

‘Let’s see what Cinnamon Falls got goin’ on,’ Robert mumbled.



An hour later, Jesse was dressed and ready for the day. Pops was still at the table reading, grunting and mumbling in a language only he understood.

‘I’m gone, Pop,’ Jesse told him, grabbing a protein shake out of the fridge. He’d grab some lunch at Rosie’s later. ‘I’ll be back late, sometime after dinner. Want me to bring you anything back?’

‘Your mother wants some bananas.’ He looked over his shoulder and whispered, ‘It’s our anniversary tomorrow – bring home some roses, will you?’ He reached to fish his wallet out of his pants pocket.

‘Anniversary?’ Jesse questioned. ‘You and Mom got married in May, Pop.’

‘I asked her to be my lady on October seventh.’ He pointed to the date on the paper. ‘I’m old, but I can read. That’s tomorrow, ain’t it?’

Jesse nodded. ‘Roses it is.’



Jesse took the back roads into town so he could smell the wild cinnamon trees. There weren’t that many anymore, but growing up, he could smell the cinnamon all the way down at the school house. The distinctive, spicy-sweet bite and earthy undertone always made him think of Rosie’s sweet apple cider. It wouldn’t be long until she’d be selling it by the bucket load at the Fall Festival on Saturday.

On the second weekend of October each year, the entire town transformed into something out of a children’s storybook, where every cobblestone street, every red-bricked storefront, and every tree lining Main Street glowed with autumn’s golden touch.

In town, the shops on Main Street became a display of fall magic; dressed for the season, their windows painted with cheerful scarecrows and swirling leaves. Pumpkins of all sizes, large, small, perfectly round, and lopsided, sat in clusters on every step and storefront, some intricately carved with grinning faces, others glowing softly from within.

Above, twinkling fairy lights were woven through the bare tree branches, their soft golden glow enveloping the town in a cozy, nostalgic warmth. The historic columns of the old buildings, painted in shades of ivory, were wrapped in garlands of dried corn stalks and cinnamon sticks, filling the air with a comforting, familiar spice.

When Jesse was a child, the Fall Festival had been the best time of the year, the beating heart of Cinnamon Falls. It had been nothing short of a dream, a seasonal wonderland that made his hometown feel like the kind of place where time slowed down, where magic existed in the glow of the festival lights.

Now, as law enforcement, the Fall Festival was a pain in the ass. Between the drunk and disorderly, and the petty vandalism, it was the busiest time of the year for the Cinnamon Falls Police Department.

Once Jesse arrived at the station, he finished reading the reports he’d left on his desk the week before and drank a few sips of bitter coffee in the name of camaraderie. He had only been on the force for a little over a year, which meant he was on designated patrol duty. The senior ranking officers thought of it as grunt work; and Jesse let them think he hated it too.

The truth was, he enjoyed patrolling. Interacting with the people who had a hand in raising him kept him humble and reminded him of his priorities.

While other people might dislike small-town life, no place in the world made him happier than Cinnamon Falls. Some would call it predictable, or boring. But there was a safety in the predictability that he cherished. He had never been good with change and had always hated surprises. This town was an anchor, not in a way that dragged him down, but in a way that kept him steady. He needed that in his life.

Jesse journeyed down Main Street, ambling past Harvest Square, where all the festivities took place. Maggie Shilling, once again, had sprinkled her fall magic along the sidewalks like a cinnamon fairy godmother.

Orange and gold garlands were draped from lamp posts. Hay bales lined the walkways with rustic wooden signs that would direct the crowd toward cider stations, pie tastings, and the pumpkin carving tent.

Storefronts boasted fresh coats of paint, and many had added a few festive touches: a smiling scarecrow in a flannel shirt here, a bucket of candy corn there. Jesse imagined Maggie, clipboard in hand, marching across the square like a general preparing for battle. Her battle being fall perfection, of course. Cinnamon Falls was starting to transform. In just a few days, this street would be swamped with residents celebrating fall.

Jesse stopped at the corner when he saw Mrs. Guy with her hands on her hips. Her tight-lipped expression and furrowed brows told him something was wrong.

Mrs. Guy had been married to Mr. Guy, the owner of Guy’s Grocery, one of the two grocery stores in Cinnamon Falls. Guy’s Grocery always had fresh fruit and fair prices. Since Mr. Guy passed two years ago, Mrs. Guy was doing her best to keep her husband’s business afloat singlehandedly. Most people who had lived in town for a while still shopped at Guy’s. The transplants who moved in from Atlanta and needed a ‘change of pace’ preferred the all-natural, gluten-free kinds of products to be found two blocks over at Cinnamon Grove. Jesse shopped at both places. A little wheatgrass never hurt anybody.

‘Mornin’, Mrs. Guy.’ Jesse joined her on the sidewalk, staring down at the splintered pieces of wood by her feet and observing the instructions for a display stand in her hands. ‘Need help with that thing?’

‘Officer Shaw, just the man I needed to see!’ Mrs. Guy clapped her hands together in a satisfied fashion. She thrust the paper at him. ‘Sly James sold me this display stand two weeks ago and it’s broken already.’

Even though Mrs. Guy claimed to be a grieving widow, she didn’t let that stop her from flirting with Jesse every chance she got. If he wasn’t changing light bulbs that were too high for her to reach or lifting boxes of goods, he was fixing a shelving unit, or, like today, a display case. She paid for his services in food, so he wasn’t complaining. Her pork chops and pan-fried apples were better than his mother’s, even though he’d never tell Evelyn that to her face.

It wasn’t lost on him that Mrs. Guy was as much of a smoke show now as she was back in the day, at least according to the men in the barbershop next door. Bones’ Barbershop was unusually busy for a Monday morning and Jesse didn’t have to question why.

Jesse focused his attention on the four-tiered stand. It appeared to be solid pinewood with a rustic weatherwood frame, sturdy with four angled bins that he was sure she would use to display fresh produce.

‘Do you have a drill?’ he asked, taking another long look at the mess in front of him.

She disappeared inside the store and returned with the power tool. She handed it to him like a bomb.

‘I can make it stand for ya,’ he said, and her cheeks flushed a deep red. Oh no. ‘I mean, I can fix it.’ Panic crowded his voice. ‘But you should call Mr. Sylvester once the store opens in an hour or so. You’ll need another piece of wood to hold the weight of the baskets.’ All the words came out in one clump.

‘I’ll do that,’ she said breathily.

Jesse quickly got to work repairing the display stand. Ten minutes later, after some elbow grease and a few new screws, Mrs. Guy had a functional stand. Jesse returned her drill and she gave him a slow and uncomfortable once-over. ‘If you ever get tired of the uniform, you’d make a fine handyman, Officer Shaw.’

Jesse didn’t know what to say so he changed the subject with a tight-lipped smile. ‘Call Mr. Sylvester if you need anything else. I’m sure he’ll take care of you.’

She clutched the drill to her chest. ‘Thank you, Officer Shaw. Can I bring you some lunch past the station a little later?’

‘I’d appreciate that, and some bananas if you have them?’ Jesse recalled his father’s request.

‘Sure thing,’ she responded. Sometimes, policing paid off.

Jesse was about to jump back in the car and continue the patrol up Main Street when he noticed Harold Bones outside Bones’ Barbershop, pretending not to listen to his interaction with Mrs. Guy. He feverishly swept the doorstep to his shop as Jesse crossed the street in quick strides.

‘I should arrest your ass for jaywalking,’ Mr. Harold commented jokingly.

‘You can’t arrest the police,’ Jesse said, making sure to block Mr. Harold’s view of Mrs. Guy. He wanted to see how long it’d take Harold to push Jesse out of the way. It was common knowledge that Mr. Harold had been crushing on Mrs. Guy since they were in grade school, and even though it’d been two years since her husband passed, ol’ Bones was dragging his feet on asking her out.

Each time he stepped around Jesse to see Mrs. Guy, Jesse followed. Harold kissed his teeth out of frustration. ‘I’m about to assault the police if you don’t get out of my way,’ he threatened with his broom.

‘You better move, Jay. You know how he feels about Ms. Guy,’ William Reed, Mr. Bones’ newest barber, warned from inside the shop. He was a transplant from the city. He claimed he was from Macon, Georgia, but any place outside of Cinnamon Falls was a big city, which made him a local celebrity.

Jesse walked inside and with a fist bump greeted Will, who was cleaning tools in a blue solution.

‘What’s up, you getting a cut today?’ Will asked.

‘Nah,’ Jesse answered. ‘On the clock. You know, cop life.’ He gestured around himself.

‘Fighting crime one basket at a time.’ Will laughed, nodding toward Mrs. Guy who was filling her now functional display stand with meticulously arranged tiny pumpkins. ‘I know you gotta miss combat, man. You went from being John Wick to Barney Fife.’

It was clear to Jesse that Will’s only military references were Hollywood productions. He was probably one of the guys who played Call of Duty and swore they could shoot a sniper rifle. In reality, it was a whole lot worse than what it seemed in pixels.

Jesse shrugged, pushing down the memories that kept him up at night. ‘I prefer this,’ he said coolly, keeping his response brief.

Will nodded, catching the hint that any discussion of the past would be off-limits. The two were cool, but they weren’t that cool.

‘I gotta run,’ Jesse continued, tapping the face of his watch like he had somewhere to be. He said his goodbyes to Mr. Harold, who still couldn’t get that suspicious patch of dirt from around his front door, and hopped back in his patrol car.

Jesse slowed to a stop at the yellow light on Nutmeg Avenue and Main Street when he spotted Morgan Taylor crossing the street with a gaggle of kindergartners. They were assembled in a painfully straight line that made him wonder how she got sixteen small children to behave. They were coming out of The Cinnamon Scoop, the spot with the best root beer floats in town. It must be Career Week, a time when the elementary kids get to go around to all the local businesses. Soon, Morgan and her crew would venture to the police station.

The light turned green and Jesse pulled alongside her at the curb.

‘Good morning, Ms. Taylor,’ he called through the passenger side window.

Morgan smiled back at him, before turning to the gaggle of children and instructing them to stay on the sidewalk. She took a few steps toward the car and stooped down next to the window.

‘Officer Shaw,’ she responded in a sing-song voice. ‘What a coincidence, just the man I needed to see.’

Jesse eyed her suspiciously. ‘That’s my second time hearing that today.’

Morgan’s mouth held a playful smirk. ‘I have some news for you.’

‘Are you waiting for me to read your mind or something?’ he asked, growing annoyed.

‘Guess who’s back in town?’ Her eyes danced with excitement.

‘I know all about Darius Lyons.’ Jesse waved her away, underwhelmed. ‘It’s been damn near front page news for months—’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Nia Bennett.’

Jesse could have sworn he was breathing. When he pulled over to talk to Morgan, he was sure that he’d been alive, but hearing Nia’s name stole the air from his body. His heart did a fragmented beat and the butterflies he hadn’t felt since he was in active duty came rushing back to him. Shooting pain danced in his fingers from gripping the steering wheel and he felt hot all over.

Instinctively, he looked to his left at the ice cream shop that he’d found he could barely drive past since she left six years ago. The windows were tinted in a way that customers couldn’t see inside, which was a good thing for him and his aching heart.

Nia Bennett back in Cinnamon Falls? Memories unfurled in his brain, one after the other, of the last time he held her in his arms; and how empty his life felt after she’d gone.

‘Damn, it’s… been a while,’ he heard himself say. He didn’t know how he was forming words.

‘Yeah, she seemed happy to be back. I invited her to Rosie’s tonight,’ Morgan said nonchalantly. ‘You still comin’, right?’

Jesse nodded. ‘I’ll be there.’

‘See ya tonight then!’ she said brightly, rapping her knuckles on the door. ‘And work on your poker face, Jay. You look like you’ve seen a ghost.’

As Morgan walked away, Jesse put the car in park and leaned back against the headrest, expelling the breath he’d been holding. He hadn’t seen Nia since she left Cinnamon Falls with his shattered heart in her hands. He was going to see her tonight, in just a few hours.

Everything was changing.






Chapter 3 Nia


What does a girl wear to see her ex-boyfriend for the first time in six years? A formal gown? A pair of ripped jeans? Thigh-high boots and a miniskirt? Nia tried on every outfit she’d managed to squeeze into her suitcases and nothing felt like ‘it’. A breakup and a reunion in one day were too much for her to handle.

‘Just put something on, you’re going to make me late for the game,’ Niles whined. He was a senior at Cinnamon Falls High and – unfairly – able to drive anywhere he wanted, including a late basketball game at the school. When Nia was his age, Dad still had to drop her off places. By her sisterly calculations, that meant Niles had to chauffeur her to Rosie’s tonight to make it even. Niles crossed his arms over his chest impatiently and leaned against the doorjamb of her childhood bedroom.

‘It’s a basketball game. What can you possibly miss in the first five minutes?’ Nia asked.

‘It’s just dinner at Rosie’s,’ Niles mocked. ‘What does it matter what you wear?’

‘It matters,’ she answered, ‘because I haven’t seen Jesse since I left. I want to look… nice.’

Nice, she repeated to herself. No, she wanted to look like a bombshell, but that wouldn’t happen tonight. She realized when she stormed out of Bryant’s home that she’d left all her toiletries behind, including her hair and makeup products. She’d have to run to the mall in Asheville, the next town over, if she wanted to look decent for the rest of her time here. And how much time am I spending here, anyway? she asked herself, but she didn’t have an answer to that question yet. Time would tell.

‘You look okay to me.’ Niles shrugged. ‘Here.’ He tossed a fitted gray sweater to her from her open suitcase. The collar folded down, exposing her shoulders. ‘Wear these with it,’ he instructed, picking up a pair of light wash jeans from the pile of clothes on the floor. ‘And those.’ He pointed to a pair of black, pointed-toe, ankle boots. ‘Do that curly puff thing with your hair and let’s go, Ni-Ni,’ he said, before stomping off down the hall. ‘You’ve got five minutes before I leave you!’

Just a few years ago, Nia was tasked with dragging Niles around when she went out with her friends, who treated him like a living baby doll. Now he was the one rushing her. Times had changed.

She’d had this silly notion that time would stop when she’d left Cinnamon Falls, and that upon her eventual return she’d come back home to her immortal parents and annoying baby brother, who would still have mysterious cheese dust on his fingers and be glued to his iPad.

But no, he was grown now and apparently had some fashion sense. Nia slipped out of her leggings and put on the clothes he’d suggested, giving herself a once-over in the mirror. The outfit was cute, but she would never tell him that. She smoothed out the wrinkles in the sweater and snapped on a pair of silver earrings, accessorizing with a thin silver necklace and a set of silver bangles. This would have to do.

Nia went to her mother’s room in search of a bristle brush and some styling cream to tackle her natural hair. Pulling her hair up into a bun, her fingers coiled the ends to do the ‘curly puff thing’ like Niles suggested. While there, she rifled through her mother’s perfume collection and chose something sweet with vanilla top notes and a friendly, but not overpowering, floral undertone.

Now for her face. She lightly patted some concealer under her swollen eyes to give the appearance that she hadn’t been crying half the day, and swiped on some mascara to accentuate her brown, almond-shaped eyes.

It wasn’t the bombshell look she was going for, but at least she looked presentable.

Taking the stairs two at a time, Nia walked past her parents, who were cuddled up on the couch watching an action movie. Rounds of gunfire popped on the screen and her mother covered her eyes with buttered fingers from the popcorn resting in her lap.

‘Have a good time, Ni-Ni.’ Walter reached up for a hug. He pulled her in close and whispered, ‘Good to have you back, sweetie,’ planting a sloppy kiss on her temple.

Midnight, the family’s defiant Bombay cat, growled threateningly. She’d been giving Nia the silent treatment since she’d arrived home earlier that day. Nia couldn’t blame her – she had been gone for six years without an explanation. Nia reached to scratch between Midnight’s ears and the cat showed Nia her teeth. She would come around when she felt like it.

‘Leave my girl alone,’ her father said, slapping Nia’s hand away. Midnight snuggled deeper into his lap. Nia swore he loved that cat more than anyone else in the house.

‘Is that my good perfume?’ Marjorie questioned, eyeing her.

Nia pivoted quickly. ‘Let’s talk about how Niles gets to drive now? You wouldn’t even let me go to the store by myself!’

‘He’s a growing boy,’ Marjorie said, with a softness in her voice that made Nia physically sick. ‘He needs his independence.’

‘Independence? He’s seventeen!’ Nia looked to her dad for backup, but he shrugged, staying out of it. She opened her mouth to argue some more when the sound of a blaring horn cut her off.

‘You better get in that car before he leaves you,’ her mother chuckled, and Nia ran out of the house before Niles could back out of the driveway.



The car ride over to Rosie’s was excruciating. It was the second time today that Nia had been unsatisfied with the transportation in this town. Niles might have good fashion sense now, but he had terrible taste in music. The gibberish he forced her to listen to should be illegal in at least ten countries. But not even his trash music could distract her from reliving the last time she’d seen Jesse.

She and Jesse got together during summer of eighth grade and were practically inseparable up until the day she’d left. He’d never once tried to call or text after they had broken up. It didn’t even matter to block him on social media as he never used it. Nia knew that he only had the same old photos on his Instagram from years ago, because she shamelessly checked his page on the odd occasion.

Okay, fine, it was often, but he didn’t need to know that.

‘Can your boyfriend drop you home?’ Niles asked, as he pulled into a parking space outside Rosie’s Diner. Inside, Nia could make out Rosie behind the counter, her head thrown back, laughing with one of her last customers as they were leaving the bar. Her shoulder-length, black hair had a streak of gray in it, as if she couldn’t get any cooler. From this angle, Rosie glowed like someone had been taking real good care of her, yet she was still robust and no-nonsense as ever. Sienna would have loved to see this version of her mother.

The thought of Sienna Rose brought a pang to her heart. She should still be here.

‘Boyfr— what? Are you that busy you can’t pick me up in a few hours?’ Nia questioned. She wasn’t falling for Niles’ attempt to distract her.

‘A few of us are going to Barkwood Bridge after the game, that’s all,’ he admitted. ‘I won’t be back until late.’

Barkwood Bridge had a parking lot that overlooked the waterfall. When Nia was in high school, she and her friends would spend hours up there away from the prying eyes of parents, finally able to let loose after all the tourists had left for the season. She guessed it was time for a new generation to discover the joys of unsupervised fun, but it still gave her pause.

‘Late?’ Nia repeated. ‘What’s late?’

He shrugged. ‘I dunno, like, midnight?’

‘It’s a school night, Niles! Mom lets you stay out with the car until midnight?’ This was egregious. A true travesty of justice. She couldn’t believe her mother had gone soft on her brother like this. Marjorie would never have let this fly with her.

Niles rolled his eyes. ‘Can he take you or what?’

Nia took the time to be nosy since clearly no one else in the house was concerned about Niles’ whereabouts. Cinnamon Falls was a small town and more than likely he wouldn’t get hurt, but ever since Sienna, she couldn’t take the chance. ‘Who’s a few of us?’

‘Come on, Ni-Ni.’ A smile played on his lips, which told her he was meeting with a girl.

‘What’s her name?’ Nia tickled his ribs and he swatted her hands away.

‘You remember Shawna Daniels? You might not. She was in my grade,’ he started.

Nia almost jumped out of her skin. ‘Please tell me you don’t let her drive this car!’

‘I drive,’ he assured her. ‘We’re just… hanging out, you know?’ He shrugged in that non-committal way guys often did when they were hiding their feelings.

‘Don’t be makin’ no babies, Niles. I mean it.’ Nia tried to use her parental voice and added in a wagging finger to make sure he knew she meant business.

He laughed, embarrassed. ‘Nah, nothing like that. We just talk. Well, she talks… I just listen mostly.’

Yeah, she and Jesse were just talking and listening once, too. She still couldn’t believe her baby brother, whose room once mysteriously smelled like eggs, was old enough to like girls. She leaned across her seat, pulling him in for a hug. He was too tall to put in a headlock now, so she scrubbed her hands over his waves instead.

‘Chill, Ni-Ni!’ he laughed, smoothing his hair back into place. He flipped the overhead mirror down, checking himself out again. ‘Get your man to drop you home, aight? I’ll see you in the morning.’

Nia hopped out, but before he could pull away, she added, ‘I need you to run me to the mall in Asheville tomorrow.’

‘I’ve got a game tomorrow so I can take you after school around seven, is that cool?’

‘Cool,’ she answered. ‘Be safe, I’ll see you tomorrow.’ She watched Niles pull away and drive down the road until his taillights disappeared around the corner. It felt like a little piece of her heart went with him. When the street was clear, Nia finally built up enough courage to step inside the diner.



‘Are you kidding me?’ Rosie shrieked when she locked eyes with Nia. She jetted from behind the counter and Nia braced herself for impact. Rosie was not a small woman. She always reminded Nia of Miss Trunchbull from Matilda, in size but not attitude. She had a triple-watt smile that made Nia feel like she was the light of her world, and she was always as sweet as her scrumptious apple cider.

Nia had spent countless hours in Rosie’s Diner with Sienna growing up. Her mom would watch her from the door of the ice cream parlor until she made it safely down the street to Rosie’s when she was tired of slinging soft serve to customers.

Unbelievably, Rosie’s Diner was still the same. The comforting smells of cinnamon and butter cloaked her like a warm winter coat. During operating hours, conversation crowded every corner of the fifties-style bar. The setup boasted red leather booths that looked to have been reupholstered in the last six years, and a high-top bar ran the length of the room and was always packed with customers enjoying Rosie’s famous cinnamon desserts on display under glass holders. In the center of the room hung a vintage neon sign in the shape of a rose, her signature.

The residents of Cinnamon Falls didn’t play when it came to Rosie. There was a deep, mutual respect for the woman who catered their most precious memories. Between graduations, birthday parties, weddings, baby showers, christenings, and funerals, Rosie supported everyone from the cradle to the grave.

Before Nia could protest Rosie enveloped her, nearly lifting her off her feet. After a moment, Rosie released her and took a step back to get a good look at Nia. Rosie’s eyes were an intense, warm brown and her gaze had a way of making Nia feel both seen and held accountable. As a child, she hated that Sienna’s mother could know everything she’d been thinking. Now, she couldn’t wait to tell her all the things that were on her mind.

‘Nia,’ Rosie said with glistening eyes. ‘Where have you been, my girl?’

Nia glanced around and spotted Morgan sitting against the far wall in the largest booth, laughing next to some people she couldn’t make out from her angle.

‘I moved to Atlanta, just finished grad school,’ Nia reported, dutifully showing Rosie the pictures on her phone, being careful to skip over the ones with Bryant in them.

‘Congratulations! You look gorgeous in that cap and gown! How long are you in town for?’

Nia wanted to tell her the truth, but right now wasn’t the time. They’d need a shot of something strong and no prying ears.

‘I’ll come by this week so we can talk about it?’ Nia offered.

‘Of course.’ Rosie smiled. ‘Morgan and company are over there.’ Nia followed her gaze to the rowdiest booth. Laughter erupted from that side of the room. Morgan caught eyes with Nia and waved her over.

‘Let me know if you need anything.’ Rosie patted Nia’s hand, even though Nia still knew her way around the diner’s kitchen.

‘A cinnamon bun, please.’ Nia had been craving one since she got back in town. The fluffy gooeyness of Rosie’s cinnamon buns was unmatched. The cinnamon spice paired with the bold crunch of the toasted pecans always made her feel like Rosie had made each one specially for her.

‘I’m trying out a new pumpkin spice recipe this year for the Fall Festival. You gotta let me know what you think.’ Rosie spun on her heels excitedly, disappearing behind the counter and into the kitchen in a flourish. Nia took a deep breath. It was time to face her fears and journey over to Morgan’s table.

Darius Lyons spotted her first. The scrawny kid she, Sienna, and Morgan used to despise was long gone. Scrawny and Darius didn’t belong in the same sentence anymore; he was all broad shoulders, thick arms, and a chest that filled out his designer jacket like it was sewn on. His deep brown skin and disarming smile made it easy to see how he’d become Cinnamon Falls’ golden boy. Diamond earrings the size of dimes glittered in his ears. He looked like he belonged on a billboard for athletic wear, not casually dining with friends like it was just another day in his life. Nia wondered how Sienna would feel if she had known that six years after high school she’d be hanging out with their arch nemesis.

‘Not Miss Big City back in town!’ It was obvious he’d already had too much to drink from the slur in his words. Dark shades shielded his eyes. It was only nine p.m. Nia wished she’d thought to pack her sunglasses so that Darius couldn’t see her rolling her eyes at him.

Across from him sat Jesse, who glanced up at Nia, mid-conversation with a woman seated next to Morgan. Nia didn’t recognize her at first, but as she got closer, she realized it was Victoria Nathan, Darius’ girlfriend. She was almost unrecognizable behind all the makeup. Nia couldn’t believe they were still together. She thought for sure he would have left her the second he made it big. Even sitting down, she was a head taller than Darius. Her statuesque frame made her impossible to ignore. Her glowing brown skin boasted that she lived in a world where stress and worry simply didn’t exist. Her plump cheekbones drew out her sharp eyes that could cut stone. But she still wore that annoying expression, an ever-present smirk, like she was smarter than everyone in the room.

Jesse’s eyes fixed on Nia’s and they both managed a polite smile. She wanted to melt through the floor. He looked amazing; his caramel-colored skin was unblemished, and in the time they had spent apart he’d grown into his father’s rugged, square-jawed looks. His red flannel shirt boasted his muscular chest and athletic build. He looked casual and comfortable, like he hadn’t spent the last hour of his life rifling through his closet in preparation to see her.

‘That’s you,’ Nia responded to Darius, tearing her eyes from Jesse’s. ‘Mr. World Champ.’

Darius wore his team ring on his pinky finger since the other fingers were occupied with rows of flashy diamond bands.

‘Something slight, you know,’ Darius said as Victoria reached over and brushed invisible lint off his shoulder, her glittering engagement ring making a grand entrance. It matched the studs hanging off her ears.

Jesse scooted inward, making room for Nia on the booth’s end. She sat down beside him and noticed there was no ring on his finger. On the other side of him sat a large bouquet of red roses. Were those for her?

‘I didn’t expect a reunion tonight,’ Nia said, attempting to break the tension.

‘News travels fast in Cinnamon Falls,’ Jesse replied. ‘Welcome back.’

‘Thank you, Jesse.’ Nia couldn’t bring herself to make eye contact with him just then, but she could feel the heat coming off him in waves. She looked across the table at Morgan, who busied herself with the condiment packets on the table.

Rosie chose that moment to arrive at their table, carrying a large plate stacked with cinnamon buns.

‘You’re a saint, Rosie,’ Jesse said first, piling up the used dishes on the table to make way for the new ones. ‘Though I can’t eat another thing,’ he claimed.

‘Nonsense,’ Rosie protested. ‘Eat up!’

Rosie diligently pushed the plate of six sticky buns into the middle of the table. The warm aroma of cinnamon and butter made Nia’s mouth water at the sight. The buns had an orange swirl in the center and cascading heavy cream on top, sprinkled with toasted nuts. Nia wasted no time grabbing one from the plate.

‘I’ll bring you all back some cider?’ Rosie asked the table.

‘Yes, please,’ Nia mumbled around a mouthful of a cinnamon lover’s delight.

‘None for me, thank you,’ Victoria spoke up. She scooted back from the dessert plate as if it was going to become conscious and eat her. Nia noticed her corner of the table had been clear; only a perspiring glass of water before her.

‘You’re buggin’,’ Darius commented, grabbing a sticky bun for himself and ripping into it. ‘People wait all year for these.’ He turned to Rosie. ‘Catering for the festival again this year?’
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