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For anyone who's ever taken the long way home.
For the ones who came back... and the hearts that stayed open.
And for small towns, cinnamon rolls, and second chances. This story's for you.












































Prologue


The stage lights dimmed, leaving a soft amber glow as the camera zoomed in for the final shot. Jenna Baxter, radiant in her signature red leotard and matching sneakers, smiled warmly into the lens.
“And that’s a wrap for Healthy You with Jenna—until the New Year,” she said, her voice bright but tinged with fatigue. “Remember, the holidays are about balance, joy, and nourishment of the body and soul. Happy Holidays!”
"And that's a wrap on Living Well with Jenna for this year!" The studio director's voice echoed through the soundstage as the cameras stopped rolling. "Great work, everyone. See you all in January!"
Jenna Baxter smiled and waved to the studio audience, her television persona still firmly in place despite the exhaustion she felt after taping three back-to-back episodes. The red light above camera two finally went dark, and she could feel her shoulders relax for the first time in hours.
"Fantastic energy today, babe," Trevor said, appearing at her elbow with his producer's headset still around his neck. "The segment on healthy holiday appetizers was pure gold. The network's going to love the numbers."
"Thanks." Jenna began removing her wireless microphone, already thinking about the holiday office party that was starting in the next studio over. After a grueling day of filming, she was looking forward to celebrating the end of their most successful season yet.
"Maya's setting up the final logistics for tomorrow," Trevor continued, checking his phone. "Car picks us up at 6 AM, wheels up at 8:30. We'll be sipping rum punches on the beach in Barbados by sunset."
Their Caribbean island-hopping vacation had been planned for months—two months of pure relaxation visiting Barbados, St. Lucia, and the Grenadines. After the intense television schedule they'd maintained all year, Jenna was ready for nothing but sun, sand, and sleep.
Her phone buzzed in her purse. Unknown number, but the area code was familiar—845. Hudson Valley, New York. Home.
She let it go to voicemail and followed Trevor toward the party.


The network had gone all out for their holiday celebration. The adjacent studio had been transformed with twinkling lights, a full bar, and catering that featured healthy versions of holiday classics. The cast and crew of all the network's lifestyle programs mingled with executives and sponsors, creating the kind of industry networking event that Trevor lived for.
"Jenna! There you are!" Maya Rodriguez, her assistant, appeared with a champagne flute and a relieved expression. "I've been looking everywhere. The final travel confirmations came through, and I wanted to go over the itinerary one more time."
“Can it wait until after the party?” Jenna accepted the champagne gratefully. "I just want to decompress for a few minutes."
"Of course. But there's one small thing—Trevor added a few meetings to the schedule. Nothing major, just some potential sponsors who happened to be vacationing in the same areas. I have the details in your—"
Jenna's phone buzzed again—same number.
"Go ahead and answer it," Maya said, noticing Jenna's distraction. "I'll grab the itinerary and find you in a few minutes."
But when Jenna looked at her phone, whoever had called had hung up again without leaving a message. Two calls from her hometown area in the space of less than five minutes, with no voicemail. That was unusual.
Around her, the party was in full swing. Network executives mingled with on-air talent, everyone celebrating another successful year of programming. She spotted Trevor across the room, deep in conversation with the head of programming and two men in expensive suits she didn't recognize.
Her phone rang a third time—same number.
This time, she answered.
"Hello?"
"Jenna? This is Dr. Riley Jackson at Hudson Valley Medical."
The voice hit her like a physical blow. Riley. After ten years of silence, his voice was deeper now, more mature, but still carried that slight rasp that used to make her stomach flutter when they were seventeen.
The noise of the party seemed to fade into the background as she pressed the phone closer to her ear. "Riley?" she breathed, stepping toward a quieter corner of the studio. "What... why are you calling?"
"I'm calling about your mother, Martha. She's had an accident."
The champagne flute slipped from Jenna's other hand, shattering on the concrete floor. The world tilted. "What kind of accident? Is she okay?"
"She fell down the stairs at the bakery this morning. She's suffered a fractured hip, but she's stable. We've got her scheduled for surgery tomorrow morning."
Jenna's hand flew to her throat, her television makeup suddenly feeling like a mask she couldn't remove. "Surgery? How bad is it?"
"It's a complex fracture, but very treatable. The main concern is the recovery time. She's going to need help for at least two to six months, maybe longer. She mentioned you live in California now?"
"Los Angeles." The words felt foreign on her tongue as she watched the party continue around her, everyone oblivious to the fact that her world had just shifted on its axis. "I... I can't believe this. She didn't call me herself?"
"She's pretty heavily medicated right now. But Jenna..." Riley's voice softened, and she could almost see him running his hand through his dark hair the way he used to when he was trying to find the right words. "She's been asking for you."
Tears pricked at Jenna's eyes. She and her mother had always been close, talking multiple times a week and sharing everything from Martha's latest bakery experiments to Jenna's struggles with the demanding television schedule.
"I'll catch the next flight out," she heard herself saying.
"That's... that's good. She'll be relieved."

After the call ended, Jenna stared at her phone, her hands trembling. In one brief phone call, everything in her meticulously organized life crumbled around her. The holiday party was in full swing—laughter, clinking glasses, industry small talk—but it all felt like it was happening underwater.
"Maya!" she called out, scanning the crowd for her assistant's familiar dark hair.
"Right here!" Maya appeared instantly, clutching a folder and looking concerned when she saw Jenna's expression. "What's wrong? You look like you've seen a ghost."
"I need you to find me flights to Albany, New York. Tonight, if possible, but first thing tomorrow morning. Cancel everything for the Caribbean trip."
Maya's eyes widened. "Cancel the Caribbean? Jenna, what happened?"
"My mother's in the hospital. She needs surgery. I have to go home."
"Of course. I'll handle everything." Maya was already pulling out her phone, fingers flying across the screen. "Albany... okay, there's a red-eye that leaves LAX at 11:47 PM with one connection through Chicago. Gets you there at 9:15 AM Eastern. Should I book it?"
"Yes. And I'll need a rental car when I land."
"Done. What about Trevor? Should I—"
"Jenna!" Trevor's voice cut across the studio as he approached, flanked by the two suited men she'd noticed earlier. His face was flushed with excitement, and she could tell he'd been drinking. "There you are! I want you to meet some very important people. This is Marcus Webb from Wellness Worldwide, and Charles Choi from Pacific Health Brands. Gentlemen, this is the star of the show and my fiancée, Jenna Baxter."
"Pleasure to meet you," said Marcus, extending his hand. "Trevor's been telling us about the expansion opportunities for Living Well with Jenna. We're very interested in discussing some partnership possibilities."
"Actually," Trevor continued, his arm sliding around Jenna's waist, "it works out perfectly that we're all going to be in the Caribbean this week. Marcus has a place in Barbados, and Charles has his yacht anchored off St. Lucia. We can have some informal meetings, maybe do some filming—"
"Trevor," Jenna interrupted, pulling away from his arm. "I need to talk to you. Privately."
His smile faltered slightly. "Can it wait? We're in the middle of—"
"No, it can't wait."
She led him to a corner of the studio, away from the networking conversations and clinking glasses. Maya hovered nearby, still working on her phone to book the flight and rental car.
"What's going on?" Trevor asked, his voice carrying that edge of irritation she'd been hearing more often lately. "You're being rude to potential investors."
"My mother's in the hospital. She broke her hip and needs surgery. I have to go to New York."
"What? When? Is it serious?"
"She fell down the stairs at the bakery this morning. The surgery is tomorrow. I'm flying out tonight."
Trevor's expression shifted from confusion to frustration. "Tonight? Jenna, we leave for the Caribbean tomorrow. We've had this planned for months."
"And I just found out my mother is in the hospital. She fell at the bakery. That's another thing to worry about. The holidays are always the busiest time of year. I have to be there to help her with her recovery and keep the bakery afloat."
"Can't you just hire a nurse or something? We have important meetings this week. Marcus and Jonathan are flying down specifically to discuss the show's expansion. This could mean millions in sponsorship deals."
Jenna stared at him, seeing clearly for perhaps the first time the calculation behind his concern. "She's my mother, Trevor."
"And I'm your fiancé and your business partner. This is important for both our careers, Jenna. The meetings I've set up this week could secure our future."
There it was—the meetings he'd scheduled without telling her, the business agenda hidden behind what was supposed to be a romantic getaway. How long had he been planning to turn their vacation into a working trip?
"Go without me," she said quietly.
"Are you serious right now? You know I need you there. These sponsors want to meet you, not just hear about you. You're the face of the brand."
The brand. Not the woman he loved and couldn't bear to be away from during a family crisis. The brand.
"I'm sorry, Trevor. I have to go."
"This is ridiculous, Jenna. You're throwing away a massive opportunity because of a family emergency that medical professionals could handle. Your mother will be fine. But if we miss this window with these investors, there might not be another one."
Maya appeared at Jenna's elbow, holding up her phone. "Flight's booked. Red-eye leaves LAX at 11:47 PM with one connection through Chicago. You won't get into Albany until after 9:15 tomorrow morning. That gives you about three hours to pack and get ready."
Trevor looked between them, his face flushed with anger and champagne. "I can't believe you're doing this. We're supposed to be partners in everything. This affects both of us."
"Then come with me," Jenna said.
"To a hospital in New York? While million-dollar deals are waiting for us in paradise? Absolutely not. And Jenna, let me be clear—if you're not on that plane tomorrow morning, there are going to be serious consequences. I can't reschedule these investor meetings, and the network won't understand you abandoning professional obligations for family drama."
The words hung in the air between them, exposing the difference in their priorities. Jenna looked around the party—at the industry executives schmoozing, at the cast members networking, at the whole glittering world of television production that had been her life for eight years. Suddenly, it all felt hollow.
"I'll see you when I get back," she said, starting toward the exit.
"Don't expect me to put my career on hold while you play nursemaid," Trevor called after her.
Jenna didn't turn around. She walked out of the studio, past the party that was still going strong, past the world that suddenly felt like it belonged to someone else.
In the parking garage, Maya caught up with her, breathless from trying to keep pace in heels.
"Jenna, wait. Are you okay? That seemed..."
"Awful? Yeah, it was." Jenna stopped beside her car, keys shaking in her hand. "Maya, can you handle things here while I'm gone? I don't know how long I'll be away."
"Of course. Whatever you need. But Jenna... are you sure about this? Trevor's right that the investors—"
"Will still be rich next month?" Jenna finished. "My mother only has one hip surgery and one recovery period. I need to be there for it."
Maya nodded, though she still looked uncertain. "I'll handle everything on this end. Take care of your family."


As Jenna drove through the Los Angeles traffic toward her West Hollywood apartment, she tried to process what had just happened. In the space of an hour, her holiday plans had been shattered, her relationship with Trevor had shown its true colors, and she was about to return to a place she'd spent nine years trying to leave behind.
But as she thought about Riley's voice on the phone, about her mother asking for her, about the bakery that represented everything her family had built together, she realized something surprising:
For the first time in years, she was exactly where she needed to be—heading home.



















Chapter 1


Jenna stood in the baggage claim at Albany International Airport just after nine the following morning, feeling like an alien in her designer jeans and Louboutin boots. The November air bit through her cashmere coat as she waited for her rental car, nothing like the perpetual seventy-five degrees she'd grown accustomed to.
The drive south to New Paltz felt like traveling back in time. The Hudson Valley spread out before her, the Shawangunk Ridge rising like ancient guardians in the distance. Fall had painted the landscape in brilliant oranges and reds, though many trees stood bare now, their branches reaching toward a sky that promised snow.
She'd forgotten how beautiful it was here, how the mountains seemed to cradle the valley in protective arms. Growing up, she'd felt trapped by those same mountains, eager to escape to bigger cities and broader horizons. Now, at twenty-eight, she found herself oddly comforted by their presence.
Main Street in New Paltz looked much the same as it had when she left—the same eclectic mix of college town businesses and historic buildings, though there were new restaurants and shops mixed in with the familiar ones. She drove slowly past the SUNY campus where she'd spent two years before California called her name, past the vintage clothing stores and coffee shops where she and Riley used to spend hours talking about their dreams.
And there, on the corner of Main and North Front, stood The Sweet Spot.
The sight of it made her throat tight with emotion. The red brick building looked smaller than she remembered, sandwiched between a yoga studio and a used bookstore. The hand-painted sign her father had commissioned when she was twelve was faded now, the cheerful yellow letters spelling out "The Sweet Spot: New Paltz's Sweetest Treats Since 1882" barely visible in the streetlight.
Jenna parked across the street and just sat for a moment, memories washing over her. Summer mornings helping her dad mix dough before dawn, the satisfaction of watching customers' faces light up when they bit into one of her mother's famous apple cinnamon scones, the way the whole building smelled like vanilla and cinnamon and home.
Her father had dreamed of expanding, maybe opening a second location in Poughkeepsie or Kingston. But then the heart attack took him during Jenna's senior year of high school, and suddenly those dreams seemed impossible. Martha had struggled to keep the bakery afloat while grieving her husband and raising a teenage daughter. By the time Jenna graduated, the stress had aged her mother a decade.
That's when Jenna had made the decision that changed everything—she'd stay home and help instead of following Riley to Syracuse University as they'd planned.
Jenna sighed as she thought about Riley. They'd never officially broken up, never had a fight or dramatic confrontation. Life had simply pulled them in different directions, and gradually their calls had become less frequent, their texts more stilted, until finally they'd stopped altogether.
She'd heard through mutual friends that he'd fallen in love with a girl named Amy at college, that they'd gotten married and had a baby, a girl, right after graduation. It had hurt, but she'd told herself she was happy for him. By then, she was in California anyway, building a new life with Trevor, who promised to make her a star.
That hadn't exactly worked out either.
Now here she was, nine years later, about to walk back into a life she'd left behind. And somewhere in this small town, Riley Jackson was probably making hospital rounds or seeing patients at his practice. At the same time, his daughter sat in a classroom at the elementary school, maybe learning about the same Hudson Valley history that had shaped both their childhoods.
A daughter. He was a father now, and from what Martha told her, he was also a widower now. The thought made her chest ache in ways she didn't want to examine too closely.
Her phone buzzed with a text from Trevor: “This is ridiculous. Call me when you come to your senses.”
Jenna deleted it without responding and started the car.


Hudson Valley Medical Center was a sprawling complex on the outskirts of town, all red brick and glass that managed to look both modern and timeless. Jenna's heels clicked against the polished floors as she made her way to the information desk, her stomach churning with nerves.
"I'm looking for Martha Baxter. She's having surgery this morning."
The volunteer, a kind-faced woman in her sixties, typed into her computer. "Room 314, dear. Third floor, east wing. Visiting hours end at nine, but family can stay later with permission."


The elevator seemed to take forever. Jenna caught her reflection in the polished steel doors and grimaced. She looked exactly like what she was—a California transplant who'd forgotten how to dress for real weather. Her honey-blonde hair, professionally highlighted to within an inch of its life, looked strangely artificial under the fluorescent lights. When had she stopped looking like herself?
Room 314 was at the end of a long hallway lined with cheerful prints of Hudson Valley landscapes. Jenna hesitated outside the door, gathering her courage, then knocked softly.
"Come in," called a familiar voice, though it sounded frail, not at all like the voice of the mother she'd just spoken to two days ago.
Martha Baxter was propped up in the hospital bed, her graying brown hair spread across the pillow and her leg elevated in a complex-looking brace. She looked older than her fifty-eight years, lines of pain etched around her eyes, but when she saw Jenna, her whole face transformed.
"There's my girl!" she exclaimed excitedly. "Dr Jackson told me you were coming. You came so quickly, Jenny," Martha continued, using the childhood nickname only her mother was allowed to use.
"Of course I came, Mom." Jenna rushed to her bedside and took her mother's hand, shocked by how fragile it felt. "How are you feeling?"
"Like I got hit by a truck." Martha tried to smile. "But better now that you're here."
"The surgery is this morning, in a couple of hours. Dr. Jackson says it should go well, but the recovery..." Martha's voice trailed off with worry. "Dr. Jackson says I should heal completely, but it's going to take time. And I can't manage the bakery like this, Jenny. Not during the holidays, which are our busiest season. And with everything that's happened since COVID... business has slowed down quite a bit. During lockdown, everyone got more sedentary and focused more on comfort food. Now, I still have the regulars; they still buy some, but they feel guilty about it. The Sweet Spot hasn't broken even in over a year. I was counting on the holiday season, but then this happened. I might have to close The Sweet Spot."
"No." The word came out sharper than Jenna intended. "Mom, you can't close the bakery. What about all the money I've been sending? I thought that was helping keep things stable."
Martha's face crumpled slightly. "Oh, honey, that money... It's been a lifesaver, but not for the bakery. I've been using it to cover the house, medical bills, and basic living expenses. I don't see another choice. I can't afford to hire enough help, and I can't ask the girls to work seven days a week through Christmas and New Year's. It wouldn't be fair."
Jenna squeezed her mother's hand. "What if I stayed and helped?"
Martha's eyes widened. "What about your show? Your life in California? Trevor's counting on you for the new season planning."
"I can work remotely for the show's planning sessions, and we've already finished taping through New Year's. And Trevor..." Jenna's voice caught. "Trevor can handle the business meetings without me for a few weeks."
"Are you sure? This is a big sacrifice, honey."
Is it? Jenna wondered. The thought of returning to her sterile apartment and her emotionally distant fiancé felt more like a punishment than a reward.
"I'm sure," she said firmly. "We'll figure it out together, okay?"
Martha's eyes filled with tears. "I've missed you so much, Jenny."
"I've missed you, too, Mom."
A soft knock at the door interrupted them. "Mrs. Baxter?"


Jenna's breath caught as Riley Jackson stepped into the room. The years had been kind to him—he was taller than she remembered, his shoulders broader beneath his white coat. His dark hair was shorter now, professionally styled, with just a hint of silver at the temples. But his eyes were the same warm brown she remembered, framed by the same ridiculously long lashes that had made her jealous in high school.
Those eyes found hers across the room, and for a moment, time seemed to stop.
"Jenna." His voice was soft, almost reverent.
"Hello, Riley." Her own voice trembled, betraying her.
Martha looked between them with interest. "You two remember each other, of course."
"Of course," Riley said, not taking his eyes off Jenna. "How could I forget?"
An awkward silence stretched between them until Martha cleared her throat. "Dr. Jackson, Jenna's going to stay and help me with the bakery during my recovery."
"That's... that's wonderful," Riley said, and Jenna couldn't tell if he meant it or was just being polite. "How long are you planning to stay?"
"As long as Mom needs me," Jenna replied, lifting her chin slightly. She'd forgotten how Riley's presence always made her feel simultaneously confident and uncertain, as if he could see right through all her carefully constructed defenses.
"Well, Mrs. Baxter, your vitals look good. Try to get some rest, and I'll see you soon in the OR. If everything goes as expected, you should be able to go home the day after tomorrow."
"Thank you, Dr. Jackson. For everything."
Riley nodded and moved toward the door, then paused. "Jenna? Could I speak with you for a moment? About your mother's care plan?"
Jenna's pulse quickened. "Of course."


She kissed her mother's forehead and promised to be back in a few minutes, then followed Riley into the hallway. He led her to a small consultation room and closed the door behind them.
They stood there for a moment, just looking at each other. Up close, Jenna could see the fine lines around his eyes, the way his mouth had settled into more serious lines than she remembered. He looked like a man who'd seen loss, who'd learned to carry responsibility on his shoulders.
"You look good," he said finally. "California agrees with you."
"Thank you." She tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, a nervous habit she'd never quite broken. "You look good, too. Very... doctorly."
He laughed, and the sound transported her back to lazy Sunday afternoons by the Wallkill River, when they were seventeen and thought they had all the time in the world.
Then his tone sobered. “Your mother will need a lot of help. Four to six weeks before she’s walking without support. Months before she’s fully herself again. And the bakery…”
Jenna braced. “I know. She told me. I meant what I said, I'm staying for as long as she and the Sweet Shop need me.”
Riley’s eyes softened. “It’s been hard for her. For a while now. The town’s changed, Jenna. People’s health has changed. COVID hit hard. Comfort food became a crutch, and now… obesity, diabetes, heart disease. People are trying to eat healthier, but they’re struggling. The Sweet Spot isn’t what it used to be.”
Jenna’s throat tightened. “I’ve been sending money. I thought it was keeping things stable.”
“I'm sure it's helped her keep the lights on. But money isn't enough to change what’s happening.” He paused, his eyes searching hers. “This town needs help, Jenna. And maybe… maybe this is an opportunity. Not just to help your mother, but to help everyone.”
His pager buzzed, breaking the intensity of the moment. Riley glanced at it, sighed, and straightened. “Emergency in the ER. I have to go.” He lingered just a second longer, his eyes holding hers. “It really is good to have you home, Jenna.”
And then he was gone, his footsteps fading down the hallway.
Jenna stood alone in the consultation room, the hum of fluorescent lights pressing in on her. She pressed her palms against the table, grounding herself as emotions tangled—relief that her mother was in good hands, guilt for all the years apart, and a thrum of something dangerous and familiar stirred by Riley’s presence.
She drew in a shaky breath and pushed away from the table. She couldn’t afford to crumble, not now. Her mother needed her. The bakery needed her.
And whether she was ready or not, New Paltz was about to pull her back into the life she thought she’d left behind.










Chapter 2


The Mohonk Mountain House loomed against the November sky like something out of a fairy tale, its Victorian towers and gables reaching toward the clouds that clung to the Shawangunk Ridge. Jenna had booked a room there for the night, unable to face the prospect of staying in her childhood bedroom at her mother's house just yet. She needed time to process everything that had happened in the past twenty-four hours.
Her room overlooked the lake, its dark waters reflecting the last light of sunset. She'd always loved this place—the grand resort that had been welcoming guests to the Hudson Valley since 1869. As a child, she'd sometimes caught glimpses of it during family hikes, this magical castle in the mountains that seemed to belong to another world.
Her phone rang as she was ordering room service. Trevor, again.
"Jenna, what the hell is going on? I've been calling all day."
"I told you, my mother's in the hospital."
"Right, but you said you were coming right back. Now the network is asking about your availability for the holiday special planning meetings next week. What am I supposed to tell them?"
Jenna closed her eyes, feeling the familiar weight of professional obligations pressing down on her. "Tell them I'll join remotely. We finished taping everything through New Year's anyway."
"We have a show to think about, a brand to build. You can't just phone it in. You saw your mother is going to be fine. Let the doctors and nurses do their job of taking care of her. You need to get on the next plane back here to take care of everything you need to."
“I am taking care of everything I need to. The show is on Hiatus. Right now, we were supposed to be on a romantic getaway for two month's, remember? I knew nothing of any professional obligations!” Jenna yelled back louder than she intended.
"Look, baby, I know you feel guilty about not being close to your family, but this isn't the solution. You have a life here. We have a life here. The Hendersons' Christmas party is next week, and you know how important networking events are for our career."
"Then go without me."
"Stop being ridiculous. I need you there. You know how these Hollywood wives are – they won't take me seriously if I show up alone."
There it was again – that casual dismissal of her autonomy, the assumption that her needs would always come second to his ambitions. When had she started accepting that as normal?
"I'm not being ridiculous, Trevor. I'm being a daughter."
"Fine. How long are we talking? A week? Two weeks?"
"I don't know. However long it takes."
The silence on the other end stretched so long she wondered if the call had dropped.
"Trevor?"
"I'm here. I'm just trying to figure out when you became so selfish."
The words hit her like a slap. "Selfish? I'm taking care of my mother."
"You're running away. Again."
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"It means this is what you do, Jenna. When things get complicated, when you have to make hard choices, you run. You ran from New York when things got serious with that high school boyfriend. You're running from LA now that we're talking about setting a wedding date. Face it – you're terrified of commitment."
Jenna sank onto the edge of the bed, stung by the accusation. Was that really how Trevor saw her? As someone who ran from responsibility?
"I have to go," she said quietly.
"Jenna, wait—"
She hung up and silenced her phone.


Room service arrived an hour later—a simple salad and a glass of wine that cost more than most people's weekly grocery bill. Jenna ate mechanically, staring out at the lake and thinking about what Trevor had said. Was she someone who ran away when things got too intense? How long had she been that way?
Had she run from Riley all those years ago? At eighteen, it had felt like sacrifice, staying home to help her mother instead of following him to college. But if she was honest with herself, part of her had been relieved. Their relationship had been intense, all-consuming in the way that only first love could be. They'd been together since they were fifteen, and by senior year, everyone just assumed they'd get married someday, settle down in New Paltz, raise their kids where they'd grown up.
The assumption had felt suffocating, even though she'd loved Riley with every fiber of her teenage heart. When he left for Syracuse, she'd told herself she was being noble, sacrificing her dreams for family duty. But maybe she'd also been scared—scared of following him into an uncertain future, scared of finding out whether their love was strong enough to survive the transition from high school sweethearts to real adults with real choices to make.
By the time she'd gotten to California two years later, she'd convinced herself that staying had been the right choice. Riley had moved on, after all. He'd found someone else, someone who could give him what Jenna apparently couldn't.
But now, seeing him again, she wondered if they'd both been too young and too proud to fight for what they'd had.
Her phone buzzed with a text. She almost ignored it, thinking it was Trevor, but the number was local.
“This is Riley. Got your number from your mom's emergency contact form. Hope that's okay. Just wanted to make sure you're settled in somewhere for the night.”
Jenna stared at the message for a long moment before typing back:
“I'm at Mohonk for tonight. Thank you for checking.”
“Mohonk? Nice. I haven't been up there in years.”
“It's beautiful. Always dreamed of staying here when we were kids.”
“I remember. You used to say you wanted to have your wedding there someday.”
Jenna's breath caught. She had said that, during one of their long walks through the Mohonk Preserve when they were sixteen and drunk on first love and possibility.
“Life doesn't always go according to plan,” she typed back.
“No, it doesn't. But sometimes the detours end up being more interesting than the original route.”
Before she could respond, another message came through:
“I should let you get some rest. Tomorrow's going to be a long day. But Jenna? I'm really glad you're here.”
She set the phone aside without responding and walked to the window. Somewhere down in the valley, the lights of New Paltz twinkled like stars, and beyond them, the Hudson River made its ancient way toward the sea. This landscape had shaped her, these mountains and valleys and the communities nestled between them. How had she convinced herself she could just leave it all behind and never look back?
















Chapter 3


The next morning dawned crisp and clear, with the kind of brilliant blue sky that only seemed to exist in the Hudson Valley in late fall. Jenna checked out of Mohonk and drove down into town, past the SUNY campus where students bundled in jackets and scarves hurried to morning classes.
She parked in front of The Sweet Spot and looked up at the family apartment above. She could see the warm glow of lights in the upstairs windows where she'd grown up. Her mother had always loved living above the bakery—it made the whole place feel like home rather than just a business, and the apartment was surprisingly spacious, with big windows overlooking Main Street and a cozy layout that had housed three generations of Baxters.
Using the key she'd kept all these years, Jenna let herself in through the door and was immediately transported back to childhood. The house smelled like cinnamon and vanilla, potpourri and old wood. Family photos lined the mantelpiece—Jenna's school pictures through the years, her parents' wedding portrait, snapshots of family vacations to Lake George and the Adirondacks.
But it was the photos on the side table that made her breath catch. Riley was in several of them—prom pictures, graduation photos, casual shots from barbecues and birthday parties. In one, taken when they were sixteen, they were sitting by the Wallkill River, Riley's arm around Jenna's shoulders, both of them grinning at the camera with the uncomplicated joy of teenagers in love.
Martha had kept them all these years.
Jenna was still studying the photos when the crunch of tires on gravel pulled her attention to the window. A flash of red caught her eye, and her breath hitched. A pickup truck eased into the driveway, pulling in neatly behind her rental car. It wasn’t just any truck—it was the same one Riley Jackson had driven in high school. The sight of it stirred a rush of memories she hadn’t expected, her pulse quickening as though she were seventeen again.
She was touched he’d held on to it all these years. Surely, as a doctor, he must have a newer, more practical vehicle for work. But this truck—the familiar red paint, the worn edges—felt like a piece of the boy she once knew, preserved against time.
Riley climbed out of the car, then walked around to open the passenger door. A small figure emerged—a little girl with Riley's dark hair and serious brown eyes, wearing a purple coat and pink boots that were definitely too big for her feet.
Jenna watched as Riley said something to the child, who nodded solemnly and took his hand. They walked up the front path together, and Jenna felt a strange tightness in her chest. This was his daughter—the little girl who'd lost her mother, who was growing up in the same town where Jenna and Riley had fallen in love.
The doorbell rang, and Jenna took a deep breath before answering it.
"Hi," Riley said, looking almost as nervous as she felt. "I hope you don't mind us stopping by. I wanted to check on the house before your mom comes home, and Lily..." He looked down at the little girl, who was studying Jenna with frank curiosity. "Lily wanted to meet you."
"You're Jenna," the child said matter-of-factually. "Daddy's told me about you."
"He has?" Jenna glanced at Riley, who had the grace to look embarrassed.
"I may have mentioned that an old friend was coming to help Mrs. Baxter," he said quickly.
Jenna knelt down to the little girl's level. "It's nice to meet you, Lily. I'm Jenna."
"I know. You used to live here when you were little, and now you live in Hollywood and you're going to help fix Mrs. Baxter's leg."
"That's right." Jenna smiled. "Well, I'm going to help take care of her while her leg gets better."
"And the bakery too?"
"That too."
Lily considered this seriously. "Mrs. Baxter makes the best chocolate chip cookies. But Daddy says they're not very healthy and I can only have them sometimes."
Jenna looked up at Riley, remembering his comments about the town's health problems. "Your daddy's very smart."
"I know. He's a doctor. He fixes people when they're broken."
The simple faith in the child's voice made Jenna's throat tight. "Come in, it's cold out there."
They settled in the living room, Lily perching on the edge of the sofa while Riley sat across from them in Martha's favorite armchair. The awkwardness of the situation was almost overwhelming—here they were, three people connected by history and circumstance, trying to navigate a conversation that felt loaded with unspoken meanings.
"How's your mom feeling this morning?" Riley asked.
"Better. A little anxious about coming home, but ready to get out of the hospital."
"That's normal. The next few weeks are going to be an adjustment for both of you."
Lily had been listening to their conversation with the intense focus that only an eight-year-old could muster, but now she spoke up. "Are you going to live here now?"
"Just for a while," Jenna said. "Until Mrs. Baxter is feeling better."
"Will you still be here for Christmas?"
Jenna glanced at Riley, who was watching his daughter with an expression of fond exasperation. "I'm not sure, sweetheart. That depends on a lot of things."
"I hope you are. Christmas in New Paltz is the best. We have the tree lighting on Huguenot Street, and they do tours of all the old houses with candles and everything. And there's the Christmas market, and sledding at the golf course when it snows."
The excitement in Lily's voice was infectious, and Jenna found herself smiling. "That does sound wonderful."
"Daddy, can we show Jenna the Christmas lights when they put them up? And maybe she could come to the tree lighting with us?"
Riley looked caught between wanting to indulge his daughter and not wanting to presume anything about Jenna's plans. "We'll have to see. Jenna's going to be very busy taking care of Mrs. Baxter and the bakery."
"Speaking of which," Jenna said, grateful for the change of subject, "I should probably get downstairs there and see what I'm dealing with."
"Mind if Lily and I tag along?" Riley asked. "I was planning to stop by anyway and check on things."
"That would be great, thank you."
As they gathered their coats, Lily tugged on Jenna's hand. "Jenna? Are you going to marry the man in California?"
The question was so unexpected that Jenna nearly tripped over her own feet. "I... what?"
"Mrs. Baxter told my daddy that you have a fiancé in California. Are you going to marry him?"
Jenna looked helplessly at Riley, who was clearly trying not to laugh. "That's... complicated, sweetheart."
"Oh." Lily considered this with the seriousness of a Supreme Court justice. "Well, I hope you don't. I like you better than him already."
This time Riley did laugh. "Lily, you've never met Trevor."
"I don't have to. Jenna's too nice to marry a man like the one Mrs. Baxter always talks about."
Out of the mouths of babes. Jenna wondered if an eight-year-old had just identified the fundamental problem with her engagement more clearly than she'd been able to in three years.
"Come on, you two," Riley said, still chuckling. "Let's go see what kind of shape the bakery's in."







Chapter 4


The Sweet Spot looked even smaller from the inside than it had from across the street. The display cases that had once been full of Martha's famous pastries and breads stood mostly empty, with only a few sad-looking muffins and a single apple pie occupying the space.
Behind the counter, a young woman with bright pink hair and multiple piercings was reading a paperback novel. She looked up when they entered, and her face brightened when she saw Riley.
"Dr. Jackson! How's Mrs. B doing?"
"Much better, thanks for asking. Kayla, I'd like you to meet Jenna Baxter, Martha's daughter. Jenna, this is Kayla Morrison. She's been helping your mom keep things running."
Kayla's eyes widened. "Oh my God, you're the daughter in California! Mrs. B talks about you all the time. I'm so glad you're here—I've been worried sick about how we were going to manage without her."
From the back of the shop came the sound of boxes being moved, followed by a woman's voice calling out, "Kayla, honey, did I hear the bell?"
A woman in her early fifties emerged from the storage room, wiping her hands on a flour-dusted apron. She had the same warm brown eyes as Kayla, though her hair was a sensible auburn instead of pink, and she moved with the efficient grace of someone who'd spent years working in food service.
"Mom, come meet—" Kayla began, but Carol had already spotted Jenna.
"Jenna Baxter!" Carol Morrison broke into a wide smile, setting down the box she was carrying and hurrying over. "Look at you, all grown up and beautiful. Though I suppose I shouldn't be surprised—Martha called to let me know you'd be taking over while she recovers."
Jenna found herself wrapped in a warm hug that smelled like vanilla and cinnamon. "Hi, Carol. It's so good to see you."
Kayla's confusion was evident. "Wait, you two know each other?"
"Carol started working here not too long before my Dad died," Jenna explained. "She basically helped Mom keep the place running during the worst time of our lives."
"Fifteen years now," Carol said, stepping back to study Jenna's face. "And you still look just like your father, honey. Same kind eyes, same determined chin when you're thinking hard about something."
The comment brought tears to Jenna's eyes. "I'd forgotten you used to say that."
Carol continued. "I can't tell you how relieved I am. Kayla and I have been doing our best, but we've been so worried about the holidays coming up. This is our busiest season, or it used to be anyway."
"How long have you been working here?" Jenna asked Kayla.
"Started part-time when I was in high school, and now I'm full-time while I figure out what I want to do with my life," Kayla replied, gesturing around the nearly empty shop. "As you can see, business hasn't been great lately. We used to have lines out the door during the holidays, but the past couple of years..."
"What changed?" Jenna asked.
Kayla and Riley exchanged glances. "A lot of things," Kayla said carefully. "The college kids still come in, but a lot of the townspeople have been... well, trying to eat healthier, I guess. And then there's the new place that opened up last year—Clean Eating Café. They do protein bowls and smoothies and stuff like that. Mrs. B's been trying to adapt, but..."
"But it's hard to compete with quinoa salad when your specialty is seven-layer chocolate cake," Riley finished gently.
Carol nodded sadly. "Martha's tried adding some lighter options—fruit salads, yogurt parfaits, whole grain muffins. But her heart's never really been in it. This place is built on tradition, on the recipes your family has perfected over the years."
"You remember how your dad was about those recipes," Carol added, looking at Jenna with understanding. "Every measurement had to be perfect, every technique had a reason. He taught me so much in those early days when I was just trying to learn the basics."
Jenna looked around the bakery her father's family had built, her mother had sustained, and she'd thought was thriving thanks to her monthly contributions. The worn linoleum floors, the hand-painted signs advertising daily specials, the ancient cash register that still required manual calculations—it all felt frozen in time, a relic from an era when people didn't count calories or worry about gluten sensitivity.
But looking at it now with her health expert's eye, she could see what Riley meant. The menu board was filled with items that would make any nutritionist cringe—seven-layer chocolate cake, frosted cinnamon rolls the size of dinner plates, cookies loaded with butter and sugar. In a world where people were increasingly conscious about wellness and struggling with the health impacts of pandemic-era habits, The Sweet Spot was fighting an uphill battle.
"Show me everything," she said finally. "The books, the recipes, the equipment. I want to understand exactly what we're working with."


For the next two hours, Kayla and Carol walked her through the daily operations while Riley kept Lily entertained by letting her help organize the storage room. The picture that emerged was both better and worse than Jenna had expected. The Sweet Spot wasn't in danger of immediate closure, but it was slowly bleeding customers and money. Martha had been too proud to dramatically change her father's family recipes, too overwhelmed to think strategically about adapting to the post-COVID wellness trends that Jenna knew so well from her show.
"Your mom's a wonderful baker," Carol said as they went through the recipe files in the back office. "But she's been trying to do everything herself—the baking, the ordering, the bookkeeping, the customer service. I've been handling more of the front counter and most of the daily prep work, but there's only so much we can do."
"I remember you used to help Dad with the early morning baking," Jenna said. "Are you still doing that?"
"When Martha needs me to. But honestly, she's been so worried about costs that she's been trying to do most of it herself. I keep telling her she's going to wear herself out."
"And honestly?" Kayla added, "a lot of people who used to be regular customers are dealing with health issues now. Diabetes, weight problems, heart conditions. They want to support local business, but they can't justify eating here regularly anymore."
Jenna picked up a card for "Classic Carrot Cake" and saw her father's handwriting in the margins, notes about adjusting the spice levels and suggestions for cream cheese frosting variations. Her eyes stung with unexpected tears, but her mind was already working, seeing possibilities where others might see only problems.
This was exactly the kind of challenge she'd built her career on—helping people find healthier ways to enjoy the foods they loved.
"Hey," Riley's voice was soft beside her. "You okay?"
She hadn't heard him approach. Lily was across the room, carefully arranging napkins in the dispensers with the concentrated focus of a child given an important job.
"It's just... seeing his handwriting again. I'd forgotten how real he still feels in this place."
Riley's hand covered hers briefly, warm and comforting. "He'd be proud of you for coming back to help."
"Would he? I abandoned this place, Riley. I abandoned all of it."
"You were eighteen years old. You did what you thought was right at the time, and then you built something amazing for yourself. Your show has helped thousands of people get healthier."
"What I thought was easiest, you mean. And now look where we are—Mom's been struggling alone, Carol and Kayla working overtime to keep things afloat, sending me cheerful updates while using my money just to survive instead of growing the business."
"That's not your fault, and you know it," Carol interjected gently, having overheard the conversation. "Your mother made her own choices, honey. She could have asked for more help, could have made changes earlier. She's proud, like your father was. I've been trying to convince her to modernize for years."
"And stubborn," Kayla added with a fond smile. "She kept saying things would turn around, that people would come back to 'real' food eventually."
Riley nodded. "And don't forget, you stayed for two years, Jenna. You helped your mom get back on her feet after your dad died. Then you made a choice to build your own life, and look what you accomplished. There's nothing wrong with that."
"Even if that choice hurt people I cared about?"
Their eyes met, and she saw a flicker of old pain in his expression before he looked away. "We all made choices, Jenna. Some of them hurt. But dwelling on the past isn't going to help your mom or save the bakery."
Before she could respond, Lily bounced over to them, having finished her napkin organization project. "Daddy, I'm hungry. Can we get lunch?"
"Of course, sweetheart." Riley checked his watch. "Actually, I should get her home for lunch and then back to the hospital to check on patients."
"Thank you for bringing her by," Carol said warmly. "It's been wonderful to see you again." Then she added to Lily. "And Lily, you did excellent work with those napkins."
"Thank you. Dad and I will come back again soon.” Lily said, then turning to Jenna she asked, “Will you be here?"
"I'll be here every day, sweetheart. I'm going to help make The Sweet Spot the best bakery in the Hudson Valley."
"Even better than it used to be?"
"Even better than it used to be," Jenna confirmed.


After Riley and Lily left, Carol and Kayla helped Jenna continue her assessment of the bakery's operations. The more she learned, the more convinced she became that The Sweet Spot's problems weren't insurmountable—they just required a different approach.


"What if we didn't have to choose between tradition and health?" she asked as they closed up for the afternoon. "What if we could honor my family's recipes while making them work for people's current needs?"
"You mean like... healthier versions of the classics?" Kayla asked, her eyes lighting up with understanding.
"Exactly. And not just 'diet' versions that taste like cardboard. Actually delicious alternatives that happen to be better for you."
Carol looked thoughtful. "Your mother tried that a few times, but she never had the expertise to make it work properly. The results were... well, let's just say they weren't popular. But you've spent years learning how to do this right."
Kayla said excitedly. "This could actually work, couldn't it?"
Jenna thought about her show, about the thousands of people she'd helped find sustainable ways to enjoy food without sacrificing their health. "I think it's worth trying. But we'd need to be smart about it—test recipes, get feedback, make sure we're not alienating our existing customers while we try to attract new ones."
"I'd love to help with that," Kayla said. "I've been taking some nutrition classes at SUNY—nothing fancy, but I understand the basics."
"And I know this community," Carol added. "I know what people want, what they'll try, what they'll reject out of hand. I've been watching the changes for fifteen years now. Between the three of us, we might just be able to pull this off."
"Perfect. What are you both doing tomorrow afternoon?"
"Nothing urgent," Carol replied. "Why?"
"Because we're going to start a revolution."













Chapter 5


The Sweet Spot looked different in the morning. Golden light poured through the front windows, bouncing off the old glass cases and warming the faded brick walls. For a moment, Jenna could almost pretend it was the same bakery she’d grown up in, the same place her father’s laughter used to fill before dawn.
Kayla was already behind the counter, pink hair tucked up in a messy bun, sliding a tray of steaming blueberry muffins onto the rack.
“Morning, Jenna,” she said, wiping her hands on her apron. “Didn’t think I’d see you this early.”
Jenna accepted the mug of coffee Kayla handed her and breathed in the comforting smell. “Figured I’d better get used to mornings here again.”
Kayla grinned. “Welcome back to baker’s hours.”
The bell over the door jingled, and a couple of SUNY students shuffled in, laptop bags slung over their shoulders. They ordered coffees and muffins, chattering about finals as they headed out. A moment later, the pace slowed as Mrs. Hargrove—one of the bakery’s oldest regulars—made her way inside, leaning heavily on her cane.
“Well, well,” the woman said, squinting at Jenna as though seeing through the polished TV glow to the teenager who used to box up her cinnamon rolls. “If it isn’t our television star.”
Jenna felt her cheeks warm. “Hi, Mrs. Hargrove. It’s good to see you.”
The older woman tapped her cane lightly against the worn floorboards. “So you’ve come back to save us, have you?”
Jenna hesitated, then chose honesty. “I came back for my mom. But if I can help the bakery too…” She met the woman’s sharp gaze. “I will.”
Something softened in Mrs. Hargrove’s eyes. “Good answer. This town could use a little saving, if you ask me. People lost their spark these last few years. Maybe you can help us find it again.” She picked up her coffee and muffin, nodding before she left.
The words lingered in the quiet that followed. Jenna sipped her coffee, her throat tightening. It wasn’t just about keeping The Sweet Spot open. The bakery was part of the town’s heartbeat—and maybe part of hers, too.
She turned to Kayla. “Looks like we’ve got work to do.”
Kayla’s grin widened. “Now that’s the Jenna Baxter I’ve been waiting to see. What do we do first?”
"What are our best sellers right now?"
 The young woman didn't hesitate. "Coffee, obviously. But for actual food, probably the blueberry muffins and the chocolate chip cookies. Oh, and anything cinnamon---cinnamon rolls, coffee cake, snickerdoodles."
"Perfect. Those are all things I can work with." Jenna mentally cataloged possibilities---whole grain flours, natural sweeteners, healthier fats, added nutrients from things like ground flaxseed or chia seeds. "I need to run some errands before I pick up Mom from the hospital," Jenna said, pulling out her phone to check the time. "They're discharging her this afternoon, and I want to have everything ready for when she gets home." "Should I hold down the fort here?"
"Please. And Kayla? Start thinking about which of our regular customers might be interested in healthier versions of their favorites. We're going to need some willing taste-testers."

Jenna's first stop was the Natural Market on North Front Street, a small but well-stocked health food store that had opened since she'd moved away. The owner, a woman about her age with kind eyes and flour-dusted hands, looked up from arranging a display of local honey. "You must be Jenna Baxter," she said with a warm smile. "I'm Rebecca Walsh. I've heard so much about you from your mother over the years." "All good things, I hope," Jenna replied, grabbing a shopping basket.
"She's incredibly proud of you. We all are, actually---having someone with your expertise come home to help the community is exactly what New Paltz needs."
As Jenna gathered her ingredients---almond flour, coconut flour, Greek yogurt, natural sweeteners, dark chocolate with higher cacao content---Rebecca proved to be a wealth of local knowledge. "If you're planning to transform The Sweet Spot's offerings, you should know there's real demand for it," Rebecca said as she rang up the purchases. "I have customers asking all the time if I know anywhere they can get healthy baked goods that actually taste good. Most places either go too far in the health direction and sacrifice flavor, or they just slap 'organic' labels on the same old recipes."
"That's exactly the balance I'm hoping to strike," Jenna said. "Meet people where they are, give them what they're craving, but make it work for their health goals instead of against them."
 "Dr. Jackson stops in here regularly," Rebecca added, lowering her voice conspiratorially. "He's mentioned how much the community could benefit from better nutrition education. Between you and me, I think he's hoping you'll stick around."
Jenna felt warmth spread through her chest at the mention of Riley, but she kept her response neutral. "The community has been incredibly welcoming."


 Her next stop was Hudson Valley Medical Center to pick up Martha. She found her mother sitting in a wheelchair in the discharge area, looking simultaneously relieved and apprehensive. "Ready to go home?" Jenna asked, accepting the discharge papers from the nurse.
"More than ready," Martha replied. "But also nervous. It's been a long time since I've had to navigate daily life with limited mobility."
"We'll take it one day at a time, Mom. I've set everything up so you can be as independent as possible while still being safe."


As they drove back toward Main Street, Martha gazed out the window at the familiar sights of their small town. "You know, being in the hospital gave me a lot of time to think about the bakery, about what it could become."
"What do you mean?"
"I mean maybe this accident was a blessing in disguise. Maybe it's time to evolve, to become something that serves the community in a different way." Martha paused, then continued thoughtfully. "Your father always said the bakery should be whatever the community needed it to be. When his grandfather started it, people needed affordable comfort food and a place to gather. Maybe now they need something different."
"Like what?"
"Like a place where they can learn to take better care of themselves and their families. Where food is medicine as well as pleasure. Where community still matters, but in a way that supports everyone's well being."
Jenna pulled into the parking space behind The Sweet Spot and turned to look at her mother. "You've really thought about this."
"I've had nothing but time to think. And Jenna? I want you to know that whatever you decide about staying or going back to California, I support you. But I hope you'll consider that maybe what you're looking for isn't something you left behind here---maybe it's something you could build here."
As Jenna helped Martha from the car and up the stairs to their apartment, she reflected on how much had changed in just a few days. She'd come home thinking she was managing a crisis, but maybe she was actually discovering an opportunity---not just to help her mother recover, but to create something entirely new and meaningful.


The late afternoon sun streamed through the apartment windows as they settled Martha into her temporary first-floor bedroom. Outside, she could hear the sounds of New Paltz winding down for the day---students heading back to campus, shop owners closing up, the gentle rhythm of a small town that took care of its own.
"Thank you, Jenny," Martha said as Jenna helped her get comfortable. "For coming home, for taking care of me, for seeing possibilities where I only saw problems."
"Thank you for raising me to know the difference between a career and a calling," Jenna replied, surprising herself with the realization that it was true. Tomorrow, she would start experimenting with those healthier recipes, would begin the delicate work of transforming The Sweet Spot without losing its essential character. But tonight, she was simply grateful to be home, taking care of the person who had always taken care of her, in the place where her story had begun and might just be beginning again.






















Chapter 6


The next morning Jenna woke early and made breakfast for herself and Martha—steel-cut oats with fresh berries and a drizzle of local honey, plus strong coffee that actually tasted better than anything she could get in LA. Martha was still moving slowly but seemed to be in good spirits, eager to start planning their bakery transformation.
"I've been thinking about your idea to transform the Sweet Spot," Martha said as they ate. "What if we tried to transform the town, like a community challenge. Maybe we could tie it into the town's history somehow? New Paltz has such a rich heritage—maybe we could use that as inspiration."
Jenna's eyes lit up. "That's brilliant, Mom. Like what?"
"Well, the Huguenots who founded this town were refugees, right? They came here seeking a better life, a fresh start. Maybe our challenge could be about people making fresh starts with their health."
"A New Year, New You kind of thing, but with historical context. I love it." Jenna pulled out her laptop and started typing. "We could call it the New Paltz Strong Challenge. One month of sustainable lifestyle changes, starting December first."
"And we could use Historic Huguenot Street as a venue for some of the activities. Walking tours, outdoor fitness classes, though we may need several large heaters and a tent this time of year, maybe even historical cooking demonstrations."
Jenna looked up from her laptop, impressed. "Mom, you're a marketing genius. This could be huge."
A knock at the door interrupted their brainstorming. Jenna opened it to find a woman about her own age with short auburn hair and kind green eyes, holding a casserole dish.
"You must be Jenna," the woman said with a warm smile. "I'm Sarah Kellerman—I live next door. I brought Martha some lasagna for lunch today."
"That's so thoughtful, thank you." Jenna accepted the dish, wondering why the name Kellerman sounded familiar.
"Sarah!" Martha called from the living room. "Come in, come in. Jenna, this is Sarah, she's Lily's aunt. She also teaches fourth grade at Lenape Elementary."
"It's so nice to finally meet you," Sarah said, settling into Martha's favorite armchair. "I've heard so much about you over the years. Your mother is so proud of your success."
"Thank you. And I'm sorry for your loss. Lily is a wonderful little girl."
"She is, isn't she?" Sarah's smile was genuine, with no trace of awkwardness. "Riley's done an amazing job with her. We've all tried to help—it takes a village, you know?"
Martha, sensing an awkward lull in the conversation jumped in. "When she isn't teaching, Sarah gives tours on Huguenot Street. She's our town historian.  Sarah's been invaluable to this community. She knows more about New Paltz history than anyone, and she's wonderful with children."
"Which is why I'm so excited to hear about your plans for The Sweet Spot," Sarah said. "Martha was telling me about the health challenge idea. I think it's exactly what this town needs."
"You do?"
"Absolutely. I see it every day in my classroom—kids who can't focus because their blood sugar is all over the place, families struggling with health issues that could be managed with better nutrition and lifestyle choices. But people don't know where to start, or they try extreme solutions that aren't sustainable."
Jenna found herself warming to Sarah immediately. Here was someone who understood the challenges they were trying to address, who could be a valuable ally in their efforts.
"Martha mentioned she was going to talk to you about using Historic Huguenot Street as part of the program," Sarah continued. "I'd love to help with that. We could create walking tours that combine history with fitness, talk about how people lived and ate in the 17th and 18th centuries—they were much more active, ate more seasonally and locally."
"We were just talking about that. It's a fantastic idea," Jenna said. "What would you think about doing a historical cooking class? Showing how traditional techniques and ingredients can be part of a healthy modern lifestyle?"
"I love it! The DuBois House has a working fireplace kitchen from the 1600s. We could actually demonstrate historical cooking methods."
Martha was practically glowing with excitement. "This is better than anything I could have imagined. Jenna, your father would be so proud to see the bakery becoming part of something this meaningful."


They spent the next two hours planning, their enthusiasm building with each new idea. By the time Sarah left, they had outlined a comprehensive program that combined health education, community engagement, historical appreciation, and business transformation.
"I should probably go check on things at The Sweet Spot," Jenna said. "Kayla's holding down the fort today, but I want to start some recipe testing."
"Take your time, dear. I'm going to rest for a while and then work on some phone calls. I want to talk to the Chamber of Commerce about officially sponsoring our challenge."


The Sweet Spot was busier than Jenna had seen it yet, with a line of customers that stretched nearly to the door. She found Kayla behind the counter, efficiently taking orders while managing the coffee machine and register simultaneously.
"What's going on?" Jenna asked when there was a brief lull.
"Word's gotten out that you're here," Kayla said with a grin. "Half the town wants to meet the famous TV health guru, and the other half is curious about what changes you're planning."
"How do they seem about the idea of changes?"
"Mixed, honestly. Some people are excited, especially the younger crowd and parents with health concerns. Others seem worried that you're going to take away their favorite treats."
Jenna nodded. It was exactly what she'd expected—change was always threatening to some people, even when it was ultimately beneficial.
"What do you think about doing some tastings this week? Let people try healthier versions of some classics, get their feedback?"
"I think that's genius. Show, don't tell, right?"
"Exactly." Jenna looked around the small bakery, noting which items were selling and which were being passed over.
The bell over the door chimed, and Riley walked in with Lily bouncing beside him.
"Daddy had to pick up his prescription," Lily announced to the whole bakery, "so I asked if we could get a cookie. For medicinal purposes."
The customers in line chuckled, and Riley looked embarrassed. "She's been practicing that argument all morning."
"Well, as the official taste-tester for our new recipes, I think Lily deserves a cookie," Jenna said. "But I have a proposition for both of you."
"What kind of proposition?" Riley asked cautiously.
"I'm going to spend this afternoon developing healthier versions of our most popular items. I need honest feedback from people whose opinions I trust."
"Can we watch you make them?" Lily asked. "I want to learn about the magic you promised."
"Of course. But first, I need to understand what makes the originals so special." Jenna looked at Kayla. "Can you show me Mom's recipes for the classics?"
For the next hour, Jenna studied Martha's recipe cards, noting ingredients, techniques, and proportions. These weren't just random recipes—they were carefully developed formulas that created specific textures, flavors, and appearances. Modifying them without losing their essential character would require both science and art.
Riley and Lily settled at a corner table with coloring books and homework, creating a comfortable domestic scene that made Jenna's chest tight with an emotion she didn't want to name.
"Okay," she announced, pulling on an apron. "Ready for lesson one in healthy baking magic?"
She started with chocolate chip cookies, Martha's most popular item. The original recipe called for white flour, butter, white sugar, brown sugar, and semi-sweet chocolate chips—delicious, but loaded with refined carbs and sugar.
"The secret," Jenna explained as she worked, "is understanding what each ingredient does, and then finding healthier alternatives that serve the same purpose."
She substituted half the white flour with whole wheat pastry flour and almond flour, replaced some of the butter with Greek yogurt, reduced the sugar by a third and added a touch of stevia, and swapped the chocolate chips for dark chocolate chunks with a higher cacao content.
"Will they still taste like cookies?" Lily asked skeptically.
"Let's find out."
The first batch came out of the oven looking almost identical to the originals—golden brown, slightly crispy on the edges, soft in the center. Jenna let them cool for exactly five minutes, then cut one in half.
"Okay, truth time. Lily, you try first."
The little girl took a careful bite, chewed thoughtfully, and then her eyes widened. "They taste like regular cookies! But... different. Like, more interesting?"
Riley tried his half next, and Jenna watched his expression carefully. His opinion mattered more than she wanted to admit.
"These are really good," he said, sounding surprised. "More complex flavor than regular chocolate chip cookies, but definitely still recognizable as chocolate chip cookies."
"Kayla?"
The young woman took a bite and immediately reached for another cookie. "Holy crap—sorry, holy cow. These are amazing. How did you do that?"
"Science," Jenna said with a grin. "And a lot of trial and error over the years. The whole wheat flour adds nuttiness and fiber, the Greek yogurt makes them tender without as much butter. The darker chocolate has more antioxidants and less sugar."
"What about calories?" Riley asked.
"About thirty percent fewer per cookie, plus significantly more protein, fiber, and micro nutrients. But the real win is that they're more satisfying—people will feel full after one or two instead of mindlessly eating half a dozen."
They spent the rest of the afternoon working through variations—oatmeal cookies with added flaxseed, cinnamon muffins made with whole grain flour and topped with a crunchy oat streusel, brownies that incorporated black beans and sweet potato for added nutrition and fudgy texture.
Each recipe was met with initial skepticism from their taste-testers, followed by genuine surprise at how good the healthier versions actually were.
"I can't believe the brownies have vegetables in them," Lily declared as she finished her second piece. "They taste like chocolate, not like salad."
"That's the point, sweetheart. Food doesn't have to be 'health food' to be healthy."
By closing time, they had developed successful healthier versions of six classic Sweet Spot items, with detailed notes on what worked, what didn't, and what needed further tweaking.
"This is incredible, Jenna," Kayla said as they cleaned up the kitchen. "If we can make everything this good, I think people would actually choose the healthier options even if the regular ones were still available."
"That's the goal. Eventually, we might transition completely to healthier recipes, but for now, I think offering both options and letting people choose is the right approach."
Riley had been quiet during the cleanup, helping wash dishes while Lily organized the leftover samples into containers. Now he looked at Jenna with something like admiration.
"You know, when you said you wanted to transform this place, I thought you meant like... adding some salads to the menu or something. But this is actually revolutionary. You're proving that people don't have to choose between pleasure and health. That's been the fundamental problem with diet culture for decades—this idea that if something tastes good, it must be bad for you, and if it's healthy, it must taste terrible."
Jenna felt a flush of pride at his words. "That's exactly what I've been trying to do with my show—help people understand that sustainable health isn't about deprivation, it's about making smarter choices that still satisfy you."
"Daddy," Lily said, tugging on Riley's sleeve, "can we take some cookies home for dessert tonight?"
"Which kind do you want, sweetheart?"
"The healthy ones. They're better."
Riley and Jenna's eyes met over Lily's head, and something passed between them—a moment of shared accomplishment, of possibility, of understanding.
"You know," Riley said quietly, "I think you might actually pull this off."
"We might pull this off," Jenna corrected. "I can't do this alone."
"Then it's a good thing you're not alone anymore." He paused, checking his watch. "Speaking of which, would you like to have dinner with us tonight? Nothing fancy, just pizza at Mario's. Lily would love it, and we could talk more about... possibilities for The Sweet Spot."
Jenna's heart did a little skip at the invitation, even as her practical mind recognized the wisdom of discussing business plans. "That sounds perfect."
"Great. Seven o'clock?"
"It's a date." The words slipped out before she could stop them, and she felt heat rise in her cheeks. "I mean, it's a plan. A business dinner. With pizza."
Riley's smile was soft and amused, and for just a moment, she saw the boy she'd fallen in love with at fifteen. "I know what you meant, Jenna."



Chapter 7


Mario's Pizzeria occupied a cozy corner spot on Main Street, with red checkered tablecloths, dim lighting from hanging pendant lamps, and the kind of comfortable, lived-in atmosphere that made it a New Paltz institution. Jenna arrived at exactly seven, having changed into a sweater that was nicer than her usual baking attire but still casual.
Riley and Lily were already seated at a corner booth, Lily's legs swinging as she colored on the paper place mat with crayons the restaurant provided. When she spotted Jenna, her face lit up.
"You came! And you look pretty!"
"Thank you, sweetheart," Jenna said, sliding into the booth. "Sorry if I'm a few minutes late. I wanted to check on my mom before leaving."
"How's Martha feeling?" Riley asked, and Jenna noted how naturally he used her mother's first name, as if they were already family friends rather than doctor and patient.
"Much better. She's determined to be back downstairs helping with the bakery by next week, though I keep telling her to take it slow."
"Stubbornness runs in the family, I see," Riley said with a teasing smile that made Jenna's stomach flutter.
The waitress, a college-aged girl with purple streaks in her hair, appeared with menus. "Hey, Dr. Jackson! The usual for Miss Lily?"
"Please, Jane. And we'll need a few minutes to look at the menu."
"What's the usual?" Jenna asked as Jane walked away.
"Cheese pizza with extra cheese," Lily announced proudly. "And chocolate milk. It's my favorite dinner in the whole world."
"Mine too, when I was your age," Jenna said, which earned her another beaming smile from Lily.
They ordered—cheese pizza to share, though Riley requested half with vegetables "for the adults," which made Lily roll her eyes dramatically. While they waited for the food, a comfortable conversation developed that surprised Jenna with its naturalness.
"What are you drawing there?"
Lily held up a red crayon, her tongue poking out slightly in concentration. "It's our house! See, this is the front door, and this purple part is Daddy's car."
"I love the colors you chose," Jenna said, leaning closer to examine the artwork. "Is that a garden by the front steps?"
"Uh-huh! Those are flowers like the ones at your bakery. The yellow ones in the window boxes." Lily switched to a green crayon and began adding what looked like stems. "And this brown thing is our dog, but we don't have a dog yet. Daddy says maybe for Christmas."
"We'll see about the dog," Riley interjected with a knowing look at Jenna. "We've been having that conversation a lot lately."
"What kind of dog would you want?" Jenna asked.
"A big fluffy one! Like a golden retriever, but maybe not that big because our house isn't huge." Lily paused her coloring to gesture with her hands. "Medium big."

When the pizza arrived, the conversation shifted to other light topics—Lily's upcoming school play, Riley's work at the hospital, Jenna's plans for expanding the bakery's healthy options. But underneath the casual dinner talk, Jenna was acutely aware of the domestic intimacy of the moment. This felt like a family dinner, complete with Lily's animated chatter, Riley's patient father responses, and the comfortable silences that spoke of genuine ease together.
"So," Riley said when Lily had finished her second slice and was focused on her coloring again, "tell me more about these healthy recipe modifications you're planning. Are you thinking complete menu overhaul, or gradual transition?"


For the next twenty minutes, they discussed the practical aspects of transforming The Sweet Spot's offerings. Riley's medical perspective proved invaluable—he understood the health challenges facing their community in ways that informed Jenna's recipe development ideas.
"The thing is," Jenna explained, "I don't want to alienate people who love the traditional items. But I also want to offer alternatives that actually support their health goals."
"What if you offered both versions for a while?" Riley suggested. "Let people choose, but educate them about the differences?"
"Like a taste test approach?"
"Exactly. People are more likely to try something new if they don't feel like their favorites are being taken away."
Lily looked up from her coloring. "Like when Daddy wanted me to try vegetables, so he made them taste like things I already liked?"
"Smart daddy," Jenna said, smiling at Riley. "How did he do that?"
"Cheese sauce," Lily and Riley said simultaneously, then laughed.
"Everything's better with cheese sauce when you're seven," Riley explained.
"I'm eight now," Lily corrected. "But cheese sauce is still pretty great."
As they finished dinner and prepared to leave, Jenna realized she didn't want the evening to end. The three hours had passed quickly, filled with easy conversation, shared laughter, and moments of connection that felt both new and familiar.
"Can Jenna come see my room?" Lily asked as they stood outside the restaurant. "I want to show her my book collection."
Riley looked at Jenna apologetically. "You don't have to—"
"I'd love to," Jenna interrupted. "If that's okay with you."


Riley's house was a charming Victorian cottage on a tree-lined residential street, with a wide front porch and flower boxes under the windows. Inside, it was warm and lived-in, with family photos on the mantelpiece, books stacked on every available surface, and the comfortable clutter that came with raising an active child.
Lily's room was a delightful explosion of color and creativity—art projects covering the walls, stuffed animals arranged on her bed with military precision, and an impressive bookshelf filled with everything from picture books to early chapter books.
"This is my library," Lily announced proudly. "Daddy reads to me every night, but I can read lots of them by myself now too."
"This is amazing, Lily. You have excellent taste in books."
While Lily showed off her collection, Jenna was acutely aware of Riley standing in the doorway, watching them with an expression she couldn't quite read. When their eyes met, he smiled—not his professional doctor smile, but something warmer and more personal.
After Lily had demonstrated her reading skills with a particularly dramatic rendition of a poem about dragons, Riley announced bedtime. The routine that followed was clearly well-established: pajamas, teeth brushing, the selection of a bedtime story, and the careful arrangement of stuffed animals.
"Will you help Daddy read tonight?" Lily asked Jenna hopefully.
"If your dad doesn't mind sharing story duty."
"I'd like that," Riley said quietly.
They settled on either side of Lily's bed, taking turns reading pages from a story about a young girl who discovers she can talk to animals. Lily's eyes grew heavy as the story progressed, and by the final pages, she was fighting sleep.
"Good night, sweetheart," Riley said, kissing her forehead.
"Good night, Daddy. Good night, Jenna. Thank you for having dinner with us."
"Thank you for inviting me," Jenna replied. "Sweet dreams."


Downstairs, Riley made coffee while Jenna looked at the family photos on the mantelpiece. Most featured Riley and Lily at various ages, but there were several that included a lovely woman with Lily's eyes and Riley's gentle smile.
"That's Amy," Riley said quietly, appearing beside her with two mugs. "Lily's mother."
"She was beautiful. Lily has her eyes."
"And her kindness. Amy always saw the best in people, just like Lily does."
They settled on the couch with their coffee, the comfortable quiet of a house where a child was safely asleep settling around them.
"Thank you for tonight," Jenna said. "For including me in your routine. I know it's not easy, introducing someone new into Lily's world."
"Lily likes you. She's been asking about you since all day."
"And what do you tell her?"
Riley was quiet for a moment, considering his answer. "I told her that you're someone special who's helping our community become healthier. Someone who cares about taking care of people."
Time seemed to stand still as she and Riley continued to chat comfortably. Before she knew it another hour had passed. “I should get home. Tomorrow is going to be a busy day. Thank you for tonight.”
“It was my pleasure. And I know Lily really enjoyed it too. We'll have to do this again sometime.” Riley said before he could stop himself.


As she drove back to The Sweet Spot, Jenna felt a contentment she hadn't experienced in years. The evening had been everything she'd hoped for and more—not just a dinner date, but a glimpse into what a real partnership, a real family, could look like.
Her phone buzzed with a text from Trevor as she parked behind the bakery, but for the first time in months, she deleted it without reading it. Whatever crises or drama awaited in California could wait. Tonight had shown her what truly mattered, and she wasn't going to let anything—or anyone—take that away from her.















Chapter 8


The morning after her evening with Riley and Lily, Jenna woke to the muffled quiet that only came with heavy snowfall. The kitchen window framed a picture-perfect postcard: the street blanketed in white, snow clinging stubbornly to bare tree branches, and the faint outline of Historic Huguenot Street down the block.
She cradled her coffee and watched a bundled-up couple walk by, their laughter carrying faintly on the crisp air. The scene tugged at something deep in her—a longing for tradition, for the kind of holidays that weren’t scheduled around filming or dictated by production deadlines.
Her phone buzzed, breaking the spell. It was Riley's number, though he obviously wasn't the sender. Still, Jenna smiled.
“Dad's been called in to the hospital, there's an emergency. Can you come help me with the gingerbread house kit? Pretty please?”
Jenna grinned. “Be there in 20.”

When she arrived, Riley was just pulling on his coat, car keys in hand. “Thanks for coming,” he said, relief flickering across his face. “I’m going to be stuck at the hospital until dinner. The gingerbread kit was supposed to be our Saturday project.”
“I’ll make sure we save you some icing duties,” Jenna promised.
He hesitated for a moment, then lowered his voice. “She’s been talking about this all week. It’s… more important to her than she’ll admit.”
That little admission made Jenna’s chest ache in the best way. “I’ve got her,” she said softly.

The kitchen table looked like a confectioner’s dream when Lily unloaded the kit—tiny gumdrops, candy canes, a bag of peppermint bark.
They worked side by side, icing dripping in lopsided lines as they tried to coax the stubborn gingerbread walls into standing.
“This one’s crooked,” Lily observed, eyeing the front panel.
“Crooked gives it character,” Jenna replied. “It’s a gingerbread house, not a gingerbread tax office.”
Lily snorted so hard she nearly dropped a gumdrop. “You’re weird.”
“I’m festive,” Jenna corrected, placing a peppermint swirl above the door.
They fell into easy conversation, Lily asking about California, Jenna asking about school. The girl’s shy reserve from their first meeting was melting away, replaced by a candidness Jenna found both refreshing and a little bittersweet.

By the time the last gumdrop was in place, both of them had icing on their hands, noses, and—mysteriously—Lily’s left ear.
“We should probably clean this up before your dad comes home and thinks we had a frosting explosion,” Jenna said.
“Or…” Lily grinned, “we could tell him we were attacked by a rogue gingerbread army.”
Jenna laughed so hard she had to steady herself against the counter.
It wasn’t just a holiday project. It was… connection. And as she glanced at Lily’s bright, frosting-smeared smile, Jenna knew she was in trouble. She was starting to feel like she belonged here.



The next few days fell into a rhythm that felt surprisingly natural. Jenna would spend her mornings upstairs with Martha, helping with physical therapy exercises and discussing business plans, then head downstairs to The Sweet Spot for recipe development and customer research in the afternoons.
Word about the bakery's transformation was spreading quickly through town, aided by social media posts from curious customers and Martha's phone calls to old friends and business associates. The response was even more positive than Jenna had dared to hope.


On Thursday afternoon, she was working on a healthier version of Martha's famous apple cinnamon scones when a familiar figure appeared in the doorway—Dr. Patricia Hendricks, who had been Jenna's pediatrician growing up and was now one of the most respected physicians in the Hudson Valley.
"Well, well," Dr. Hendricks said with a warm smile, "if it isn't little Jenna Baxter, all grown up and causing quite a stir in our quiet town."
"Dr. Hendricks!" Jenna came around the counter to give the older woman a hug. "How are you? You look exactly the same."
"Flatterer. I hear you're planning to revolutionize our eating habits around here."
"I'm trying to give people healthier options without taking away the foods they love. Would you like to try a sample?"
Dr. Hendricks accepted a mini apple cinnamon scone and took a thoughtful bite. Her eyebrows rose in surprise.
"This is excellent. What did you do differently?"
Jenna launched into an explanation of her modifications—using whole grain flour, reducing sugar, adding Greek yogurt for moisture, incorporating real apples for natural sweetness and fiber. Dr. Hendricks listened with the focused attention of a medical professional evaluating a treatment protocol.
"Jenna, I have to tell you, this initiative of yours couldn't come at a better time. I've been practicing medicine in this community for thirty-five years, and I've never seen the health challenges we're facing now."
"What do you mean?"
"Diabetes rates have skyrocketed, especially Type 2. Heart disease, high blood pressure, obesity-related joint problems. And it's not just adults—I'm seeing children with cholesterol issues, kids who are pre-diabetic by age ten."
Jenna felt a familiar fire kindle in her chest—the same passion that had driven her to create her show in the first place. "What do you think is causing it?"
"A perfect storm, really. More sedentary lifestyles, increased stress, processed food becoming cheaper and more convenient than fresh options. And then COVID hit, and everything got worse. People were stuck at home, comfort eating, not exercising, dealing with unprecedented levels of anxiety and uncertainty."
"Riley mentioned the same thing."
"Riley's been one of the few bright spots, actually. He's been trying to address these issues from a medical standpoint, but there's only so much a doctor can do when the underlying lifestyle factors remain unchanged."
Dr. Hendricks paused, studying Jenna's face. "You know, I had coffee with Riley yesterday. He told me about your plans for a community health challenge."
"What did he say?"
"He said you might be the answer to prayers he didn't even know he was praying."
The words hit Jenna harder than she'd expected. She'd been so focused on saving The Sweet Spot and helping her mother that she hadn't fully grasped the broader impact their initiative could have.
"Dr. Hendricks, would you be willing to be part of this? Officially, I mean? We could use medical credibility, and people trust you."
"I was hoping you'd ask. What did you have in mind?"
For the next hour, they outlined how Dr. Hendricks could contribute to the New Paltz Strong Challenge—providing medical screenings for participants, giving talks about nutrition and wellness, serving as a resource for people with specific health concerns.
"There's something else," Dr. Hendricks said as they wrapped up their planning. "I've been working with the school district on childhood obesity prevention. What if we could tie your challenge into the schools? Get kids involved, educate families?"
"That's brilliant. We could do family cooking classes, teach kids how to make healthy versions of their favorite foods."
"Exactly. And if we can reach the children, we reach their parents too. It becomes a community-wide transformation."
By the time Dr. Hendricks left, Jenna felt energized and overwhelmed in equal measure. The scope of what they were attempting was growing beyond anything she'd initially imagined, but so was the potential impact.
She was still processing the conversation when her phone rang. Trevor, again.
"Jenna, we need to talk. The network executives are getting impatient, and I can't keep making excuses for your absence."
"I told you, I'm working remotely. I can join any meetings by video conference."
"That's not the same thing, and you know it. Television is a relationship business. You need to be here, in person, building connections and maintaining your presence."
Jenna looked around The Sweet Spot, at the recipe cards spread across the counter, at the notes she'd been taking about community health initiatives. "What if I don't want to maintain that presence anymore?"
"What do you mean?"
"What if I want to build something different? Something that actually matters?"
"Jenna, your show helps millions of people. How is that not mattering?"
"Because I stand in a studio and tell people how to live healthier lives, but I'm not part of their actual communities. I'm not there when they struggle or when they succeed. I'm just... content."
"You're being ridiculous. You have one of the most successful health shows on television. You're building a brand that could last decades."
"Whose brand, Trevor? Yours or mine?"
The question hung in the air, and Jenna realized she'd finally asked what she'd been avoiding for months.
"This is about us, isn't it?" Trevor's voice had turned cold. "You're having some kind of midlife crisis, and you're taking it out on our professional relationship."
Jenna groaned inwardly and wondered, When did he start using the midlife crisis argument? She took a few deep breaths before calmly replying, "I'm twenty-eight, Trevor. It's hardly a midlife crisis."
"Then what would you call it?"
"I'd call it growing up. I'd call it figuring out who I actually am instead of who you think I should be."
"Fine. Take your time figuring yourself out. But don't expect me to put my career on hold while you play small-town do-gooder. If you're not back by Christmas, I'm moving forward with replacement hosts for the spring season."
Christmas. That was less than a month away—and a week before the end New Paltz Strong Challenge. She had no plans of deserting the townspeople, not again.
"Do what you need to do, Trevor."
"I will. And Jenna? When you come to your senses and realize what you're throwing away, don't expect me to be waiting."
The line went dead.
Jenna stared at her phone, waiting for the panic to set in. Her career, her financial security, her entire professional identity—all of it was hanging in the balance. She should be terrified.
Instead, she felt relieved.

Her phone buzzed with a text from Riley: “How's the recipe testing going? Lily can't stop talking about the magic cookies.”
Jenna smiled and typed back: “Good. Really good. Want to help me test cinnamon rolls tomorrow?”
“Lily will be over the moon. She's been begging me to ask if she can help again.”
“Tell her to bring her appetite. I'm working on something special.”
As she put her phone away and returned to her recipe development, Jenna felt a lightness she hadn't experienced in years. Tomorrow she'd work on perfecting healthy cinnamon rolls with an eight-year-old sous chef who believed in magic. Next week she'd launch a community health challenge that could transform lives.



Chapter 9


The next morning brought an unexpected visitor to The Sweet Spot. Jenna was in the kitchen working on a healthier version of Martha's famous apple turnovers when Kayla appeared in the doorway with an uncertain expression.
"Um, Jenna? There's someone here to see you. Says she owns the Clean Eating Café."
Jenna looked up from her recipe notes, curious. She'd heard about the new café that had opened last year—the one that Kayla had mentioned was drawing away some of their health-conscious customers. "Did she say what she wanted?"
"Not exactly. But she seems... intense."
Jenna wiped her hands on her apron and walked out to the front counter, where a woman in her early thirties stood examining their display case with the focused attention of a food critic. She had sleek blonde hair pulled back in a severe ponytail, wore expensive leisurewear, and carried herself with the confidence of someone used to being the healthiest person in any room.
"You must be Jenna Baxter," the woman said, extending a manicured hand. "I'm Madison Vale, owner of Clean Eating Café. I've been hearing quite a bit about you around town."
"Nice to meet you, Madison. What brings you by?"
Madison's smile was polite but calculating. "Well, I have to admit I was curious about the rumors I've been hearing. Something about The Sweet Spot pivoting into the wellness space?"
"We're exploring some healthier options for our customers," Jenna said carefully. "Nothing too dramatic."
"Hmm." Madison picked up one of their traditional chocolate chip cookies from the display case, studying it like a specimen. "You know, when I opened Clean Eating Café, I did extensive market research. New Paltz has a real hunger for authentic wellness options—quinoa bowls, cold-pressed juices, and adaptogenic smoothies. That's why my business has been so successful."
The implication was clear: Madison saw The Sweet Spot encroaching on her territory now.
"I'm sure you've built something wonderful," Jenna replied diplomatically. "There's room for everyone in this community."
"Oh, absolutely! Though I have to say, I'm a bit surprised to see a traditional bakery trying to enter the wellness market. It seems like a bit of a stretch, doesn't it? I mean, can you really make a doughnut healthy?"
Kayla, who had been listening from behind the counter, stepped forward. "Actually, Jenna's been creating amazing healthier versions of all our classics. Want to try some?"
Before Madison could respond, the bell over the door chimed and Riley walked in with Lily, both of them looking windblown from the November cold.
"Perfect timing," Jenna said, grateful for the interruption. "Madison, I'd like you to meet Dr. Riley Jackson and his daughter Lily. Riley, this is Madison Vale from Clean Eating Café."
"Oh, Dr. Jackson!" Madison's demeanor immediately shifted, becoming warmer and more flirtatious. "I've been hoping to meet you. I've heard such wonderful things about your practice. Actually, I've been thinking about proposing a partnership between our businesses—medical referrals for patients who need nutritional support."
Riley shook her hand politely but briefly. "That's thoughtful of you to consider. Though I have to say, I've been very impressed with the work Jenna's doing here. Her approach to sustainable wellness is exactly what this community needs."
Madison's smile tightened slightly. "Yes, I'm sure it's... interesting. Though I do wonder about the sustainability of trying to make bakery food healthy. In my experience, people are looking for clean, whole foods—not processed items dressed up with protein powder."
"Actually," Lily piped up with eight-year-old directness, "Jenna's cookies are way better than the ones at your place. Yours taste like cardboard, but hers taste like actual cookies that happen to be good for you."
An awkward silence fell over the group. Riley looked mortified, Madison looked offended, and Jenna tried very hard not to laugh.
"Lily," Riley said gently, "that's not polite."
"But it's true, Daddy. Remember when you bought me that protein ball thing from her café and I spit it out?"
Madison's professional composure was clearly being tested. "Well, children often prefer foods that are higher in sugar and carbs. It's a matter of training the palate to appreciate cleaner flavors."
"Or," Jenna said diplomatically, "it's about finding ways to make nutritious food that people actually want to eat. Would you like to try some of our new recipes? I'd love to get your professional opinion."
She could see Madison weighing her options—declining would seem petty, but trying the food might force her to admit it was good.
"I suppose I could sample a few things," Madison said finally.
For the next twenty minutes, Jenna walked Madison through their healthier alternatives—chocolate chip cookies made with almond flour and natural sweeteners, muffins packed with hidden vegetables, brownies that derived their fudgy texture from black beans and sweet potato.
Madison tried each item with the expression of someone expecting to find fault, but Jenna could see her surprise growing with each bite.
"These are... quite good," Madison admitted grudgingly. "Much better than I expected from a bakery attempting to go healthy."
"Thank you. I think there's real value in meeting people where they are rather than asking them to completely change their eating habits overnight."
"Yes, well..." Madison seemed to be recalibrating her approach. "I have to ask—are you planning to expand beyond baked goods? Because my café really does serve the market for fresh, unprocessed wellness foods."
"Actually," Riley interjected, "Jenna's developing something much more comprehensive than just menu changes. Tell her about the community challenge, Jenna."
Jenna shot him a grateful look. "We're launching the New Paltz Strong Challenge in December—a month-long community wellness initiative that combines nutrition education, fitness activities, and social support. The Sweet Spot will be the hub, but it's really about transforming the whole community's relationship with health."
Madison's eyes sharpened with interest. "A community challenge? That's... actually quite ambitious. Who are your partners?"
"Dr. Jackson is providing medical oversight, Dr. Hendricks is handling health screenings, Sarah Kellerman is incorporating historical education, and we're working with the school district on family involvement."
"I see." Madison was clearly processing this information, probably calculating whether this represented a threat or an opportunity. "And you're planning to launch this when?"
"December first."
"Interesting timing. Right at the beginning of resolution season." Madison paused, then seemed to make a decision. "You know what? I'd like to propose something. Instead of competing, why don't we collaborate? Clean Eating Café could provide the fresh, raw components—salads, juices, unprocessed snacks—while The Sweet Spot handles the... comfort food aspect."
Jenna considered the offer. On one hand, Madison's café clearly served a different market segment, and collaboration could benefit both businesses. On the other hand, Madison's attitude suggested she still saw herself as the "real" wellness expert.
"That's an interesting idea," Jenna said carefully. "What did you have in mind?"
"Well, we could cross-promote. I could refer customers who want treats to you, you could send people who need meal prep to me. Maybe we could even do some joint programming for the challenge."
"Like what?"
"I could teach workshops on clean eating fundamentals—how to read labels, why organic matters, the benefits of raw foods. You could handle the... transition foods for people who aren't ready for full wellness."
Riley and Jenna exchanged a look. Madison's condescending tone was barely concealed, but the collaboration could still have value.
"Let me talk to my mom about it. She's the owner of the bakery, so she has the final say," Jenna said diplomatically. "I appreciate you stopping by and being open to working together."
"Of course! Competition is so last decade. Collaboration is much more aligned with wellness principles." Madison gathered her purse and headed toward the door. "I'll send you some information about my programs. I think you'll find them quite educational."
After she left, Kayla let out a long breath. "Wow. She's... a lot."
"She seems nice enough," Riley said charitably.
"Daddy, she was being mean to Jenna," Lily protested. "She kept saying her food wasn't as good as hers."
"You're right, sweetheart. And I'm proud of you for standing up for Jenna, even if we need to work on being more diplomatic about it."
Jenna knelt down to Lily's level. "Thank you for defending me, but your dad's right about being polite. Madison is trying to build her business just like we are."
"But she was being fake-nice, not real-nice. There's a difference."
Out of the mouths of babes, again. Lily had identified exactly what had felt off about the interaction.
"You know what?" Jenna said, standing up and looking at Riley. "Maybe some competition isn't a bad thing. It'll keep us sharp and motivated."
"Plus," Kayla added with a grin, "our cookies really are better than hers."
Riley laughed. "Well, we certainly have the better taste-testing panel," he said, ruffling Lily's hair.


As they cleaned up from the impromptu tasting session, Jenna found herself energized rather than discouraged by Madison's visit. The Clean Eating Café owner had inadvertently reminded her something important: there was room in the wellness market for different approaches, and The Sweet Spot's strength lay not in competing with places like Madison's café, but in creating something entirely new—a bridge between indulgence and health.
"So," Riley said as they finished tidying up, "how do you feel about having some competition?"
"Honestly? I feel like Madison just reminded me why what we're doing matters. Her approach works for people who are already committed to clean eating. Ours will work for everyone else."
"The vast majority of people, in other words."
"Exactly. We're not trying to convert the already converted. We're trying to help regular people make better choices without giving up the foods they love."
Lily looked up from her coloring book. "Does this mean we're still going to make magic cookies?"
"Absolutely," Jenna said with a smile. "The magic is just getting started."
Outside, the first real snow of the season began to fall, dusting Main Street with white and making The Sweet Spot look even more like the cozy community gathering place it was becoming. November was almost over, which meant December—and the launch of the New Paltz Strong Challenge—was just around the corner.
Jenna felt a familiar thrill of anticipation. In just a few weeks, they'd find out whether their vision for community-based wellness could really transform a town. And thanks to Madison's visit, she was more confident than ever that they were on the right track.
















Chapter 10


November was drawing to a close, and the energy around the upcoming New Paltz Strong Challenge was building to a fever pitch. Sign-ups had surpassed all of Jenna's expectations, with nearly 200 people committed to starting their wellness journey on December 1st.
The Sweet Spot had become the unofficial headquarters for the planning efforts, with volunteers dropping by daily to help with preparations. Martha, now moving much more confidently on her crutches, had thrown herself into the organizational efforts with an enthusiasm that reminded Jenna of her father's passion for community involvement.
"I can't believe Thanksgiving is next week," Martha said one morning as they worked through her leg exercises. "It feels like you just got here."
"It does," Jenna agreed, though privately she marveled at how much her life had changed in just three weeks. The woman who'd fled a Hollywood party in panic was gone, replaced by someone who felt genuinely excited about community potlucks and local Christmas pageants.
"Have you given any more thought to Trevor's ultimatum?" Martha asked gently.
Jenna paused in adjusting her mother's leg brace. Trevor had called twice more since their last conversation, leaving increasingly frustrated voicemails about her "unprofessional behavior" and the "damage to their brand." She'd stopped listening to them entirely.
"I think I have my answer," she said finally. "I just need to figure out how to make it official."
"Meaning?"
"Meaning I think it's time to have a very honest conversation with my former fiancé about what I want my future to look like."
Martha smiled. "And what does it look like?"
"It looks like this. Like working on something that matters with people I care about. Like being part of a community instead of performing for one."
"Like Riley and Lily?"
Jenna felt heat rise in her cheeks. "Among others, yes."
"You know," Martha said with the satisfaction of a mother who'd been proven right, "I always thought you'd end up with Riley. Even when you were teenagers, you two just fit together in a way that seemed inevitable."
"We're not teenagers anymore, Mom. We're different people with different histories."
"Yes, but some things don't change. The way he looks at you, the way you light up when he walks into a room, the way Lily has already claimed you as family. That's not different history talking—that's the heart recognizing what it's always known."
Before Jenna could respond, her phone rang. Riley.
"Morning," she answered, unable to keep the smile out of her voice.
"Morning. Listen, I have a favor to ask. Lily's class is taking a field trip to the DuBois House this afternoon, and I was supposed to chaperone, but I have an emergency surgery. Any chance you could fill in?"
"Of course! What time?"
"One o'clock. It's a tour of the historical kitchen, which seems perfect for your skill set."
"I'd love to see it. Sarah mentioned they have a working fireplace kitchen from the 1600s."
"That's the one. Fair warning—Lily's been telling her entire class about her 'friend Jenna who makes magic cookies,' so you might get some tough questions from eight-year-olds."
Jenna laughed. "I think I can handle it."
"Thank you. This means a lot, and Lily's going to be over the moon."
After they hung up, Martha was watching her with knowing eyes. "That man is falling in love with you all over again."
"Mom—"
"And you're falling right back. Which is exactly as it should be."



The stone house on Huguenot Street was like stepping back in time. Built in 1698, it represented one of the oldest continuously preserved homes in the Hudson Valley, and its massive fireplace kitchen was a marvel of colonial engineering.
Jenna found Lily's class gathered around Sarah Kellerman, who was explaining how families in the 1600s prepared their meals. Twenty-three third-graders listened with varying degrees of attention while their teacher, Mrs. Richards, kept a watchful eye on the more adventurous ones who seemed inclined to touch everything.
"And this," Sarah was saying, gesturing to the enormous stone fireplace, "is where the Huguenot families did all their cooking. No electric ovens, no gas stoves, just fire and ingenuity."
"Miss Jenna!" Lily spotted her and waved enthusiastically. "You made it!"
"I promised your dad I'd be here," Jenna said, joining the group. "This is amazing, Sarah. I had no idea the kitchen was so well preserved."
"Wait until you see what we can do with it." Mrs. Richards said, "Sarah, why don't you introduce our special guest?"
"Everyone, this is Jenna Baxter. She's helping The Sweet Spot create healthier versions of traditional foods, and she knows all about nutrition and cooking."
Hands shot up immediately.
"Are you really Lily's friend who makes magic food?"
"Do you know how to cook on a fire?"
"Can you make vegetables taste like candy?"
"Why are healthy foods so gross?"
Jenna laughed, charmed by their directness. "Those are all great questions. Who wants to learn about how people ate in the old days?"



For the next hour, she and Sarah worked together to give the children a hands-on understanding of historical cooking methods. They ground corn by hand, learned about preserving foods without refrigeration, and discovered how colonial families made sweets using only natural ingredients like honey and dried fruits.
"The amazing thing," Jenna explained as they gathered around the fireplace, "is that people in the 1600s ate much healthier than we do today, even though they didn't know about calories or vitamins."
"Why?" asked a boy named Jason.
"Because they ate food that came from their own gardens and farms. They couldn't go to a store and buy cookies in a package—if they wanted something sweet, they had to make it themselves using real ingredients."
"Like the Huguenots who first lived in this house," Sarah added. "They came to America seeking religious freedom, but they also had to learn how to create healthy, sustainable lives in a new place."
Lily raised her hand. "Miss Jenna, is that why you're helping our town get healthier? Like the Huguenots helping each other?"
The question was so insightful it took Jenna's breath away. "That's exactly right, Lily. Communities are strongest when people take care of each other."
"And food is how we take care of each other," added a girl named Sylvia.
"Food is definitely one way," Jenna agreed. "When we cook for people we love, we're showing them we care about their health and happiness."
As the field trip wound down and the children prepared to return to school, several of them approached Jenna with more questions about cooking and healthy eating. She found herself promising to visit their classroom for a cooking demonstration and to help with their upcoming Thanksgiving feast project.



"You're a natural teacher," Sarah observed as they watched the school bus pull away. "Have you ever thought about education as part of your wellness work?"
"Actually, yes. The more time I spend here, the more I realize that sustainable change happens through education and community support, not individual willpower."
"That's very wise. And it's exactly what this community needs."
As they walked back toward Main Street together, Jenna felt a deep sense of satisfaction with the direction her life was taking. She was using her skills and knowledge in ways that felt meaningful, building relationships that nourished her soul, and becoming part of something larger than herself.
Her phone buzzed with a text from Riley: “How did the field trip go?”
She typed back: “Amazing. Your daughter is going to be a philosopher when she grows up.”
“She gets that from her mother. Amy was always asking the deep questions.”
It was the first time Riley had mentioned his late wife directly to Jenna, and she felt honored by his trust.
“She sounds like she was wonderful.”
“She was. I think she would have liked you.”
“I know I would have liked her too.”
The exchange felt significant—an acknowledgment of the past that made space for the future without dishonoring either.
As Jenna drove back to The Sweet Spot, she realized that for the first time in years, she was exactly where she wanted to be, doing exactly what she wanted to do, with people who truly mattered to her.
























Chapter 11


Thanksgiving morning dawned gray and cold, with the promise of snow in the heavy clouds hanging over the Shawangunk Ridge. Jenna woke to the sound of her phone ringing insistently.
Trevor. Again.
She declined the call and rolled over, but the phone immediately started ringing again. This time she answered.
"What, Trevor?"
"Finally. Sheesh, Jenna, I've been trying to reach you for days. Do you have any idea what's happening here?"
"I'm sure you're going to tell me."
"The network executives are furious. They've been calling for meetings, wanting to know when you're coming back, and I'm running out of excuses. This little sabbatical of yours is becoming a real problem."
Jenna sat up in bed, looking out at the Main Street view she'd grown to love—the historic buildings, the early morning joggers, the sense of community that permeated everything. "It's not a sabbatical, Trevor. I'm building a new life."
"A new life? In a town of twelve thousand people? Jenna, be serious."
"I am being serious. More serious than I've been about anything in years."
"This is about that doctor, isn't it? Your high school boyfriend? You're throwing away everything we've built for some small-town romance fantasy."
The accusation stung because there was truth to it, but not in the way Trevor meant. "This is about me figuring out who I actually am instead of who you've been telling me I should be."
"I never told you who to be. I helped you become successful."
"You helped me become your version of successful. There's a difference."
Trevor was quiet for a moment, and when he spoke again, his voice had turned cold and calculating. "Fine. You want to play house in small-town America? Go ahead. But let me be very clear about something—if you're not back in California by Christmas, our engagement is over. The business partnership is over. And I'll make sure your career in television is over too."
"Is that a threat?"
"It's a promise. You think you can just walk away from your contracts, your obligations, your life? I'll sue you for breach of contract. I'll make sure every network in Hollywood knows you're unreliable. I'll destroy your reputation so thoroughly that you'll never work in television again."
"Do your worst, Trevor. I'm done being afraid of you."
"You'll regret this, Jenna. When you're broke and forgotten, living in some pathetic small town, don't come crawling back to me."
The line went dead.
Before Jenna had a chance to analyze how she felt about her latest run-in with Trevor a soft knock at her bedroom door interrupted her thoughts. "Jenny? You awake?" Martha's voice called.
"Come in, Mom."
Martha entered carefully on her crutches, moving much more confidently than she had even a week ago. "I heard your phone ringing. Everything okay?"
"Trevor and I just officially ended our engagement."
Martha's eyebrows rose. "How do you feel?"
"Relieved. Scared. Free. Like I can finally breathe properly for the first time in years."
"Good. That man never deserved you." Martha settled on the edge of the bed. "So what now?"
"Now I make Thanksgiving dinner for the people I actually care about, and then I figure out how to build a life that feels authentic."
"Even if it means starting over completely?"
"Especially if it means starting over completely."
They were interrupted by the sound of footsteps on the back stairs that led up from the bakery kitchen. Riley's voice called out, "Anyone home? I brought reinforcements!"
Jenna and Martha made their way downstairs to find Riley and Lily in the kitchen, along with Sarah Kellerman and Dr. Hendricks, all carrying dishes and ingredients for their impromptu Thanksgiving feast.
"I hope you don't mind the invasion," Riley said, "but when word got out that you were cooking Thanksgiving dinner, everyone wanted to contribute."
"The more the merrier," Martha said warmly. "Though I have to warn you, Jenny's planning to make everything healthy."
"Everything healthy and delicious," Jenna corrected. "There's a difference."


For the next several hours, the apartment above The Sweet Spot filled with the sounds and smells of collaborative cooking. Jenna orchestrated the meal preparation like a television producer, teaching her helpers her techniques for creating healthier versions of traditional dishes.
The turkey was brined with herbs and roasted with a minimal amount of oil. The stuffing was made with whole grain bread, vegetables, and turkey stock instead of butter. The mashed potatoes included cauliflower and Greek yogurt for creaminess. The green bean casserole used fresh green beans, homemade mushroom sauce, and a topping of toasted almonds instead of fried onions.
But it was the dessert that really impressed everyone—a pumpkin pie made with a crust of ground nuts and dates, a filling sweetened with maple syrup and vanilla, and a dollop of whipped coconut cream that was so good even Lily asked for seconds.
"I can't believe this is healthy food," Dr. Hendricks said as they lingered around the table, pleasantly full but not uncomfortably stuffed. "I feel satisfied but not sluggish."
"That's the point," Jenna explained. "Real nutrition should make you feel energized, not tired. Food is fuel, but it's also pleasure and community and tradition. You don't have to choose."
"Speaking of community," Sarah said, "have you seen the latest sign-up numbers for the challenge?"
"We're at 180 people now," Martha said proudly. "Almost half the adult population of downtown New Paltz."
"That's incredible," Riley said. "I've never seen this community rally around anything like this before."
"People are hungry for change," Jenna said. "They just needed someone to show them it was possible."
Lily, who had been listening to the adult conversation with the intense focus she brought to everything, suddenly spoke up. "Jenna, are you going to stay here forever now?"
The question hung in the air, and Jenna realized that everyone at the table was waiting for her answer.
"I'm going to stay for as long as this community wants me," she said finally. "This is my home now."
"What about California?" Dr. Hendricks asked gently. "Your television career?"
"My television career just ended a few hours ago. Trevor made that very clear."
Riley's expression sharpened with concern. "What happened?"
"He gave me an ultimatum—be back in California by Christmas or face the consequences. When I told him I wasn't coming back, he promised to destroy my reputation and sue me for breach of contract."
"Can he do that?" Sarah asked.
"Probably. But honestly, I don't care anymore. I'd rather be broke, alone and happy than rich and miserable in a marriage made from business and not love."
"You won't be broke," Martha said firmly. "We'll figure it out together."
"And you won't be alone," Riley added, his eyes meeting hers across the table. "Whatever Trevor throws at you, we'll handle it as a team."
Lily clapped her hands together. "Does this mean Jenna's really staying? Really really?"
"Really really," Jenna confirmed, and found herself laughing at the little girl's excitement.


As the afternoon wore on and the dishes were cleaned and put away, the group settled in the living room with coffee and leftover pie, planning the final details for the December 1st challenge launch.
"I still can't believe we're doing this," Sarah said. "Six weeks ago, The Sweet Spot was just a struggling bakery. Now we're about to launch a community wellness initiative that could change people's lives."
"And that's just the beginning," Dr. Hendricks added. "I've been talking to colleagues in other small towns who are dealing with similar health challenges. If this works, we could create a model that communities across the country could adapt."
"No pressure or anything," Jenna said with a laugh.
"Actually," Riley said thoughtfully, "I think the pressure is exactly what we need. This matters too much to treat casually."


As evening fell and their guests prepared to leave, Jenna felt a profound sense of gratitude for the family she'd found—not just Riley and Lily, but this entire community that had embraced her vision and made it their own.
"Thank you," she said to the group as they gathered their coats. "Not just for today, but for everything. For believing in this crazy idea, for trusting me with your health and your hopes."
"Thank you," Dr. Hendricks replied, "for showing us what's possible when someone actually cares about community instead of just profit."


After everyone left, Jenna and Martha sat together in the quiet apartment, both of them feeling the contentment that comes from a day well spent with people you love.
"You know," Martha said, "your father would be so proud of what you've accomplished here."
"We've accomplished, Mom. I couldn't have done any of this without you."
"Maybe. But you're the one who had the vision to see what this place could become. You're the one who chose to stay and fight for it."
Jenna's phone buzzed with a text from Riley: “Thank you for today. Lily hasn't stopped talking about how this was the best Thanksgiving ever.”
She typed back: “It was for me too.”
“One week until launch day. Ready to change the world?”
“With you and this community? I'm ready for anything.”



As Jenna got ready for bed that night, she reflected on how much her life had changed in just five weeks. She'd come to New Paltz thinking she was temporarily helping her mother through a crisis. Instead, she'd found her purpose, her community, and quite possibly the love of her life.
December 1st was a week away. Her old life was officially over. Her new life was about to begin.
She'd never been more terrified or more excited about anything in her life.



















Chapter 12


The first day of the New Paltz Strong Challenge dawned bright and cold, with fresh snow dusting the Hudson Valley and making everything look pristine and hopeful. Jenna woke before her alarm, too excited and nervous to sleep.
Today, after weeks of planning, preparation, and community building, they would find out whether their vision for grassroots wellness transformation could actually work.
The school district had declared December 1st a "Community Wellness Day," canceling regular classes so that families could participate together in the challenge launch. The main event was being held at the Deyo Hall, on the fringe of Historic Huguenot Street—a beautifully restored 18th-century building that could accommodate the large crowd they were expecting.
Jenna dressed quickly and headed downstairs to The Sweet Spot, where Kayla was preparing healthy breakfast options to serve at the launch event. The bakery would remain open for participants throughout the day, but the main festivities had outgrown their small space.
"Ready for this?" Kayla asked, loading containers of healthy muffins and breakfast bars into transport crates.
"As ready as we'll ever be," Jenna replied, checking her notes one final time. "I can't believe the school district got behind this so completely."
"When Dr. Hendricks showed them the childhood obesity statistics for Ulster County, they knew something had to change. Having a built-in wellness expert move to town was a gift they couldn't ignore."


By 8 AM, families were already gathering at Deyo Hall despite the early hour. Jenna arrived to find news vans from Albany and Kingston setting up outside, along with reporters from the Poughkeepsie Journal and even the New York Times, who had heard about the small-town wellness initiative that was gaining national attention.
"Ms. Baxter!" called a reporter from News Channel 13. "Can we get a quick interview about what makes the New Paltz Strong Challenge different from other community health programs?"
Before Jenna could answer, Riley appeared at her side with Lily bouncing excitedly beside him.
"The media can wait," he said firmly. "Today is about the community, not the coverage."
"Actually," said the reporter, "we'd love to talk to local families too. This story is about real people making real changes, right?"
Lily tugged on the reporter's jacket. "I can tell you all about it! Miss Jenna taught us that healthy food is really love food, because when we take care of our bodies, we can take better care of each other."
The reporter's face lit up as she knelt down to Lily's level. "Can you tell me more about that?"
As Lily launched into an animated explanation of the challenge principles, Jenna and Riley exchanged amused glances. Somehow, an eight-year-old was giving the most articulate interview of the day.


Inside Deyo Hall, the scene was beyond anything Jenna had imagined. Nearly 250 people filled the historic space—entire families, from grandparents to toddlers, all eager to begin their wellness journey together. Registration tables lined the walls, staffed by volunteers from the high school. Dr. Hendricks had set up a medical screening station, while Sarah had created an educational display about historical health practices.
"This is incredible," Martha said, navigating through the crowd on her crutches with obvious pride.


At 9 AM sharp, Jenna took the stage—actually a small platform that had been built for the occasion. Looking out at the sea of faces, she felt a momentary wave of panic. This was so much bigger than anything she'd done on television. These weren't anonymous viewers—these were her neighbors, her friends, people whose lives she was promising to help change.
"Good morning, New Paltz!" she began, her voice carrying clearly through the hall.
The crowd cheered, children waving signs they'd made in art class, parents holding cameras to capture the historic moment.
"Six weeks ago, I came back to this community to help my mother recover from surgery. I thought I was here for a few weeks to manage a family crisis. Instead, I discovered something I'd been missing my whole life—the power of genuine community."
Murmurs of agreement rippled through the crowd.
"Today, we're not just starting a wellness challenge. We're proving that transformation happens best when people support each other, when we stop trying to change alone and start changing together."
She gestured to Dr. Hendricks, who joined her on the platform. "Dr. Hendricks is going to share some information about why this challenge matters not just for our individual health, but for our community's future."
Dr. Hendricks stepped forward with a warmth that made even medical statistics feel personal. "Friends, I've been practicing medicine in this community for thirty-five years. I've watched our children develop diabetes before they're teenagers. I've seen families struggle with health problems that are entirely preventable. But today, we're changing that story."
She shared data about local health challenges, but also about the power of community-based interventions. "When we support each other, when we share healthy meals and active lifestyles, when we make wellness a community value rather than an individual struggle—that's when real transformation happens."
The morning continued with demonstrations, registrations, and what quickly became the most popular station—the healthy food tasting area that Kayla had set up with assistance from several local restaurants. The Clean Eating Café had even contributed some of their signature salads, with Madison Vale making a gracious appearance to show her support for the community effort.
"I have to admit," Madison told one of the reporters, "when I first heard about The Sweet Spot entering the wellness space, I was skeptical. But what Jenna's created here isn't competition—it's collaboration. She's meeting people where they are instead of expecting them to completely change overnight."
By noon, they had registered over 200 participants—far exceeding their most optimistic projections. But it wasn't just the numbers that impressed Jenna. It was the energy in the room, the sense of community purpose, the way neighbors were encouraging each other and sharing their own health goals and challenges.
"This feels different from other health programs we've tried," said Mrs. Chen, sampling one of Jenna's whole grain blueberry muffins while her children enthusiastically tried the healthy chocolate chip cookies. "It doesn't feel like punishment. It feels like celebration."
"That's exactly the goal," Jenna replied, watching the Chen children compare notes about their favorite healthy snacks with Lily and her classmates.


The afternoon brought the much-anticipated historical walking tour led by Sarah, despite the December cold. Families bundled up in winter coats and followed her through Historic Huguenot Street, learning about how the original settlers had lived active, community-centered lives while maintaining traditional food customs.
"The Huguenots understood something we've forgotten," Sarah explained as they stood in front of the DuBois House, her breath visible in the cold air. "Health isn't just about individual choices—it's about community support, shared values, and creating environments where healthy living is the natural choice."
The New York Times reporter, who had been following the tour, scribbled notes furiously. "This historical context is fascinating," she told Jenna. "You're not just asking people to change their habits—you're connecting them to a deeper tradition of community wellness."


Meanwhile, back at Deyo Hall, families were participating in cooking demonstrations, children's fitness activities, and what had become an impromptu networking session as neighbors discovered shared interests in gardening, hiking, and healthy cooking.
Tommy Martinez found himself in conversation with three other fathers about starting a weekend family hiking group. "My kids used to complain about any physical activity," he told the group. "But when it's presented as family adventure time instead of exercise, they're all in."


The day concluded with a community dinner featuring dishes prepared using the challenge's healthy cooking principles. Every table in Deyo Hall was full, with additional seating in the adjacent Bevier-Elting House that Historic Huguenot Street had graciously opened for the occasion.
As Jenna looked around the packed historic buildings—families laughing together, neighbors making new connections, children proudly explaining their healthy food choices to reporters and grandparents alike—she felt a profound sense of accomplishment.
"You did it," Riley said, appearing at her elbow with a plate of the community dinner and Lily skipping beside him.
"We did it," she corrected. "This was never about one person. It was about proving that communities can take care of each other."
"The TV people want to interview you," Lily announced importantly. "I told them you'd talk to them after dinner because family time is more important than famous time."
Riley laughed. "She's got her priorities straight."
"Actually," Jenna said, kneeling down to Lily's level, "I think you should do the interview with me. You explain this better than anyone."


As the evening wound down and participants began heading home with their challenge materials, recipes, and new friendships, Jenna gave her final interview of the day to the assembled media. With Lily beside her, she explained the philosophy behind the New Paltz Strong Challenge.
"Real wellness isn't about perfection," she said, Lily nodding seriously beside her. "It's about progress, community, and finding joy in taking care of ourselves and each other. When an eight-year-old can explain why healthy food is 'love food,' you know you're on the right track."
The reporter from the Times smiled. "And what's next for New Paltz?"
"We prove that this works," Jenna said simply. "We show that small communities can create big changes when they work together. And then we help other communities do the same."
As Jenna, Riley, and Lily walked home together through the snow-covered streets of Huguenot Street, past the buildings where the challenge had officially begun, Jenna felt a deep sense of satisfaction.
The New Paltz Strong Challenge wasn't just a wellness program—it had become a movement that was bringing the community together in ways none of them had anticipated.


"So," Martha said when they returned to the apartment above The Sweet Spot, "how does it feel to have officially changed the world?"
"It feels like we're just getting started," Jenna replied.
Her phone buzzed with messages from participants sharing photos and excitement about Day One, but also with interview requests from national media outlets who had picked up the story. But it was the text from one of Lily's classmates that made her smile the biggest:
“My mom says we're famous now but I think we're just being healthy together and that's better than famous.”
As Jenna locked up The Sweet Spot that night and headed upstairs to the apartment she now truly called home, she reflected on the journey that had brought her here. Six weeks ago, she'd been living someone else's definition of success in a city that felt increasingly hollow. Tonight, she was surrounded by genuine community, doing work that mattered, building a life with people she loved.
The New Paltz Strong Challenge was off to an incredible start, with national media attention that could help them spread their model to other communities. But more than that, Jenna Baxter had finally found her way home.
And the whole world was starting to take notice.





















Chapter 13


The first Saturday in December brought New Paltz's annual Christmas parade, and for the first time in years, The Sweet Spot had a float. Jenna stood on the decorated platform, bundled in a red wool coat and matching scarf, handing out healthy holiday treats to children who lined Main Street with their families.
"Hot chocolate chip cookies!" she called out, passing samples to eager hands. "Made with whole grain flour and dark chocolate!"
The Sweet Spot's float was modest compared to some—a simple platform decorated with pine boughs and twinkling lights, with "New Paltz Strong: Healthy Holidays" banners on both sides. But it was drawing more attention than any of the elaborate displays from bigger businesses.
"These taste like regular cookies!" called out a teenager, biting into one of Jenna's latest creations.
"That's the point!" Jenna called back with a laugh.
Lily rode beside her on the float, wearing a junior chef's hat, helping distribute recipe cards. She took her role as official assistant very seriously, making sure every child got both a cookie sample and information about the challenge.
"Remember," Lily told each recipient with eight-year-old authority, "healthy food is love food because it helps your body stay strong!"
Riley walked alongside the float, wearing scrubs decorated with holly patterns—his contribution to the holiday spirit while still representing his medical practice. He'd insisted on walking rather than riding so he could interact more directly with the community members who had questions about the health challenge.
"Dr. Jackson!" called Mrs. Peterson from the sidewalk. "I've lost four pounds already, and I feel amazing!"
"That's wonderful," Riley replied, pausing to chat. "How are the meal planning sessions going?"
"Jenna's recipe modifications are incredible. I made her healthy apple crisp last night, and my husband couldn't tell the difference."


As they continued down Main Street, Jenna marveled at the community response. After just one week, people were already reporting increased energy, better sleep, and weight loss. But more importantly, families were cooking together, neighbors were sharing recipes, and the whole town seemed energized by their collective commitment to wellness.
The parade ended on Huguenot Street, where the annual Holiday Market was already in full swing. The Sweet Spot had a booth positioned prominently near the entrance, with Martha managing sales despite still using her crutches.
"Jenny!" Martha called out as they approached. "We've sold out of the healthy gingerbread twice already. Kayla's been running back and forth with fresh batches all morning."
Their booth was indeed busy, with a line of customers waiting to try Jenna's latest holiday creations—gingerbread cookies made with whole wheat flour and molasses, hot chocolate sweetened with dates and cacao, and what had become their signature item: "magic" sugar cookies that were actually lower in sugar than traditional versions but tasted even better.
"The secret ingredient is love," Lily explained seriously to a curious customer, making the adults around her smile.
"And Greek yogurt," Jenna added with a grin. "But love definitely helps."


The evening brought the official tree lighting ceremony on Huguenot Street. As the sun set and the historic stone houses began to glow with candlelight in their windows, the entire community gathered around the massive evergreen that had been erected in front of the DuBois House.
Jenna found herself standing with Riley and Lily, surrounded by neighbors who had become friends, feeling more connected to a community than she ever had in her nine years in California.
"Before we light the tree," announced the mayor, "I want to recognize some special community members. The New Paltz Strong Challenge has brought our town together in ways we never expected. Jenna Baxter, would you and your team come forward?"
Surprised, Jenna made her way to the front with Riley, Lily, Martha, Dr. Hendricks, and Sarah. The crowd applauded warmly.
"In just one week," the mayor continued, "this program has shown us what's possible when we support each other. We have families cooking together, neighbors encouraging each other, and children who are excited about healthy eating. This is exactly the kind of community spirit that makes New Paltz special."
He handed Jenna a ceremonial key to the city. "For bringing us together and helping us take better care of each other."
As the crowd applauded and the tree lights came on, bathing the historic street in warm golden light, Jenna felt tears prick her eyes. This was what belonging felt like—not just being accepted by a community, but being valued, being needed, being home.
"Speech!" someone called out from the crowd.
Jenna looked around at the sea of faces, many of them people she'd come to know personally over the past week through the challenge. Mrs. Chen was there with her family, already looking healthier and more energetic. Tommy Martinez and his children stood near the front, the kids proudly wearing their "New Paltz Strong" sweatshirts. Even some teenagers had shown up, drawn by the community excitement around the wellness initiative.
"A month ago," she began, her voice carrying clearly in the crisp winter air, "I came back to New Paltz thinking I was just helping my mother through a medical crisis. I thought I'd be here for a few weeks and then return to my old life."
She paused, looking at Riley and Lily beside her, then at Martha beaming with pride.
"But this community taught me something I'd forgotten—that the best life isn't the one that looks most impressive from the outside. It's the one that feels most meaningful from the inside. It's the one where you wake up excited about the work you're doing and the people you're doing it with."
"Are you staying?" called out a voice from the crowd.
Jenna smiled. "I'm staying. This is my home now."
The cheer that went up could probably be heard in Kingston. But it was Lily launching herself into Jenna's arms that made the moment perfect.
"I knew you'd stay," the little girl whispered in her ear. "Families don't leave each other."
As the evening wound down and families began heading home with bags of healthy treats and other Christmas related wares purchased at other booths at the holiday market, Jenna walked with Riley and Lily through the candlelit streets of Historic Huguenot Street.
"So," Riley said, taking her mittened hand in his, "how does it feel to be an official New Paltz celebrity?"
"Overwhelming," Jenna admitted. "But also right. More right than anything I've done in years."
"Even with all the media attention? I counted reporters from four different news outlets at the tree lighting."
"Even with that. Although I have to say, having Lily as my co-spokesperson makes everything easier. She explains our philosophy better than I do."
"That's because she believes in it completely," Riley said, looking down at his daughter who was walking between them, swinging their joined hands. "Kids have a way of cutting through complications to find the truth."
They had reached the apartment above The Sweet Spot, and Jenna paused to look back at the glowing street behind them. The historic houses with their candlelit windows, the families walking home together, the sense of community celebration that had nothing to do with consumption and everything to do with connection.
"You know what the best part of today was?" she said.
"What's that?" Riley asked.
"It wasn't about the challenge or the healthy food or even the recognition. It was about belonging somewhere. Really belonging, not just visiting or performing or trying to prove myself."
Lily looked up at her seriously. "Is that why you were sad in California? Because you didn't belong there?"
The question was so perceptive it took Jenna's breath away. "I think that's exactly why, sweetheart."
"Well, you belong here now," Lily said with the matter-of-fact certainty that only children possess. "We picked you and you picked us back. That's how families work."
As they climbed the stairs to the apartment, Jenna reflected on how much her life had changed in just six weeks. She'd gone from feeling professionally successful but personally empty to feeling deeply connected to work and people that mattered.
The New Paltz Strong Challenge was off to an incredible start, with participants already seeing results and the program gaining national attention. But more than that, she'd found something she hadn't even known she was looking for—a place where she could be completely herself while being part of something larger than herself.
Tomorrow would bring new challenges, more participants, and continued media interest in their small-town wellness revolution. But tonight, she was exactly where she belonged—home with the people she loved, in a community that had embraced both her vision and her heart.
The first week of the challenge had been about proving that healthy living could be joyful and sustainable. The second week would be about building on that foundation.




Chapter 14


Jenna was in The Sweet Spot's kitchen, working on perfecting her recipe for healthy gingerbread that would be featured in next week's cooking demonstration, when Kayla appeared in the doorway with an expression that was half confusion, half alarm.
"Um, Jenna? There's someone here to see you. Says he's your fiancé?"
Jenna's blood ran cold. The measuring cup of almond flour slipped from her hands, scattering white powder across the counter. "Trevor's here? In New Paltz?"
"Expensive suit, Hollywood tan, driving a rental BMW that probably costs more than I make in six months. Yeah, I'd say it's him."
Jenna closed her eyes, trying to calm her racing heart. She'd been so focused on the challenge, on building her new life, that she'd almost forgotten about the legal and personal complications she'd left behind in California. Almost.
"Where is he?"
"Waiting at one of the front tables. Looking around like he's visiting a museum exhibit." Kayla paused. "Should I call Riley?"
"No," Jenna said quickly, then reconsidered. "Actually, yes. But ask him to wait a few minutes before coming over. I need to handle this myself first."
She took off her apron, smoothed her hair, and walked out to the front of the bakery. Trevor sat at the corner table, immaculately dressed in a charcoal gray suit that probably cost more than most people's monthly rent. He was typing on his phone, completely ignoring the bustling activity around him—the challenge participants who were picking up their daily healthy treats, the families sharing morning coffee, the general warmth and community spirit that defined The Sweet Spot.
When he saw her, he slipped his phone into his jacket pocket and stood, that familiar calculating smile spreading across his face.
"Jenna. You look..." He paused, taking in her jeans, wool sweater, and the flour dusting her hands. "Different."
"Trevor. What are you doing here?"
"I think the better question is what are you doing here." He gestured around the small bakery with barely concealed disdain. "When I saw the CNN coverage of your little... project... I knew I had to come see for myself."
CNN coverage. Jenna's stomach dropped. She'd been so focused on the local impact of the challenge that she hadn't fully grasped how much national attention they were getting.
"Sit down," she said, not wanting to have this conversation standing in the middle of her workplace.
Trevor settled back into his chair, looking supremely out of place among the mismatched furniture and hand-painted signs. "Impressive media strategy, I have to admit. Very authentic, very grassroots. The heartwarming small-town angle is playing beautifully with the wellness demographic."
"This isn't a media strategy, Trevor. This is my life."
"Your life?" He laughed, but there was no humor in it. "Jenna, you're a television personality with a nationally recognized brand. This charming little bakery experiment is exactly that—an experiment. A sabbatical. But it's not a life."
"It's more of a life than I ever had in California."
"Because you're getting attention for it. Because cameras are following you around and reporters are writing feature stories. But what happens when the novelty wears off? When the media moves on to the next heartwarming story? You'll be stuck in a town of twelve thousand people, running a small business that barely breaks even."
Jenna felt anger building in her chest. "You think this is about attention? About media coverage?"
"Isn't it? Come on, Jenna. I know you. You love being the center of things, being recognized, being important. And right now, you're the big fish in a very small pond. But that's not sustainable."
"You don't know me at all," she said quietly. "If you did, you'd understand that for the first time in years, I'm doing work that actually matters. I'm helping real people make real changes in their lives."
"You were helping people in California too. Millions of them."
"I was entertaining people in California. There's a difference."
Trevor leaned forward, his voice taking on the persuasive tone he used in business meetings. "Look, I'll admit I was angry when you left. But I've had time to think, and I understand what happened. You got overwhelmed by the pressure, needed some space to clear your head. That's fine. But you've made your point now. You've had your small-town adventure. It's time to come home."
"This is home."
"No, Jenna. Home is your apartment in West Hollywood. Home is the studio where we built your career together. Home is the life we planned, the future we're supposed to have."
"The future you planned," she corrected. "I was never really part of that decision-making process."
Trevor's mask slipped slightly, revealing the frustration underneath. "I gave you everything. Fame, success, financial security. I made you a star."
"You made me your version of a star. But I was never really myself in that life."
"And you think this is yourself?" He gestured around the bakery again. "Playing house with your high school boyfriend in a town that time forgot?"
Before Jenna could respond, the bell over the door chimed and Riley walked in with Lily bouncing beside him. They'd clearly been out for a walk—both had rosy cheeks from the cold, and Lily was carrying a small bag of birdseed from the nature center.
"Jenna!" Lily called out, then stopped short when she saw Trevor. Even at eight years old, she could sense the tension in the room.
Riley's eyes moved from Jenna to Trevor, and his expression became carefully neutral. "I'm Riley Jackson," he said, extending his hand to Trevor. "You must be Trevor."
Trevor stood and shook Riley's hand with the brief, dismissive grip he reserved for people he considered beneath his notice. "Dr. Jackson. I've heard about you."
"All good things, I hope."
"Jenna's told me about her... hometown connections."
The slight emphasis on "hometown" was clearly intended as an insult, but Riley didn't take the bait. Instead, he moved to stand beside Jenna, a subtle show of support that didn't go unnoticed.
Lily, meanwhile, had approached their table with the direct curiosity of childhood. "Are you Trevor? The man from California who makes Jenna sad?"
An uncomfortable silence fell over the group. Trevor looked down at Lily with obvious discomfort—he'd never been good with children, finding them unpredictable and difficult to manage.
"Lily," Riley said gently, "why don't you go help Mrs. Baxter in the kitchen?"
"But I want to meet Trevor. Maybe if I talk to him, he'll understand why Jenna needs to stay here with us."
"Sweetheart, this is a grown-up conversation."
"But it's about whether Jenna stays in our family or not. That affects me too."
Trevor looked between Riley and Lily with growing irritation. "Family? What exactly has Jenna told you about our relationship?"
"She told us you used to be engaged," Riley said calmly. "But that's over now."
"Is it?" Trevor turned to Jenna with raised eyebrows. "Because legally, we're still engaged. Contractually, you're still bound to me and the network. And practically, you're still building a brand that belongs to both of us."
"I sent you back the ring right after Thanksgiving, Trevor. And I told you I wasn't coming back. I thought I made it clear that we're done."
"You said a lot of things when you were emotional about your mother's accident. But I assumed you'd come to your senses once you had time to think rationally."
"I have been thinking rationally. More rationally than I have in years."
Trevor's patience was clearly wearing thin. "Jenna, let's be realistic. This little health challenge has gotten some nice press coverage, but it's not a career. You're a television personality, not a small-town health coach. You belong in front of cameras, not behind bakery counters."
"What if I don't want to be in front of cameras anymore?"
"Then you're having some kind of breakdown, and you need professional help." Trevor's voice was getting sharper, more aggressive. "Because the Jenna I know would never throw away everything we've built for this... this fantasy."
Lily stepped closer to Jenna, slipping her small hand into Jenna's larger one. "It's not a fantasy. Jenna belongs here with us. She makes our family complete."
Trevor looked down at the little girl with obvious annoyance. "Kid, adults are talking."
"Hey," Riley's voice carried a warning note. "Don't talk to my daughter like that."
"Your daughter seems to think she has a say in my fiancée's career decisions."
"Ex-fiancée," Jenna said firmly. "And Lily does have a say, because she's part of my family now."
"Your family?" Trevor laughed harshly. "Jenna, you've known these people for six weeks. I've been part of your life for nine years. We built something together. We have history."
"We have business history," Jenna corrected. "But I've learned the difference between partnership and love. And what I have here is love."
She looked at Riley and Lily, feeling a surge of protective affection for both of them. This was her family now—chosen, intentional, real in ways that her relationship with Trevor had never been.
Trevor followed her gaze and his expression hardened. "So that's what this is really about. You're throwing away your career for some small-town romance with your high school sweetheart."
"I'm choosing a life that makes me happy over a life that just looks successful."
"Happiness doesn't pay the bills, Jenna. Romance doesn't build careers. And small-town charm doesn't last when reality sets in."
"What reality? That I might actually have to work for something I believe in instead of just performing for cameras? That I might have to build relationships based on genuine connection instead of publicity value?"
Trevor stood up abruptly, his composure finally cracking. "Fine. You want to play house in this pathetic little town? Go ahead. But don't come crawling back to me when the novelty wears off and you realize what you've thrown away."
He pulled out his wallet and dropped a twenty on the table—probably more than he'd ever paid for coffee and pastry, but clearly intended as a show of his financial superiority.
"You have until Christmas to come to your senses, Jenna. After that, I'm moving forward without you. The show, the brand, the life we built—all of it. I'll find someone who actually appreciates what I'm offering."
"Good luck with that," Jenna said quietly.
Trevor headed toward the door, then paused and turned back. "You know what the really sad part is? You could have had everything. Fame, fortune, influence. Instead, you're choosing to be a nobody in a nowhere town, playing pretend with people who don't understand what you're giving up."
"No," Lily said suddenly, her young voice clear and strong in the quiet bakery. "The sad part is that you don't understand what she's gaining."
Trevor stared at the eight-year-old for a moment, clearly unsettled by her directness. Then he shook his head and walked out, the door closing behind him with more force than necessary.
In the silence that followed, Jenna sank back into her chair, feeling emotionally drained. The confrontation had been even worse than she'd expected—not just because of Trevor's behavior, but because it had forced her to articulate, out loud and in front of the people she loved, exactly why she'd chosen this life over her old one.
"Are you okay?" Riley asked, taking the chair across from her while Lily climbed into Jenna's lap.
"I think so. I just... I didn't expect him to actually come here."
"He saw the media coverage and got scared," Riley said. "Scared that you'd really moved on, that this wasn't just a temporary rebellion."
"Was he right about the Christmas deadline? Are you legally bound to go back?"
Jenna sighed. "Probably. I still have contractual obligations, and he could make things very difficult if he wanted to. But Riley, I meant what I said. This is my home now. This is my family. Whatever happens with the legal stuff, I'm not going back to that life."
Lily looked up at her with serious eyes. "Even if the mean man tries to make you?"
"Even if the mean man tries to make me," Jenna confirmed. "Because you're right, sweetheart. You and your daddy and Grandma Martha—you're my real family now."
"Good," Lily said with satisfaction. "Because that man was wrong about everything. You're not a nobody, and New Paltz isn't a nowhere town. You're somebody very important, and this is the most important place in the world because it's where people love each other."
As Riley reached across the table to squeeze Jenna's hand and Lily settled more comfortably in her lap, Jenna felt a sense of rightness that no amount of fame or fortune could match. Trevor was wrong about so many things, but he'd been right about one—she was choosing love over ambition, community over celebrity, belonging over success.
And she'd never been more certain of any decision in her life.
Outside, snow began to fall again, covering New Paltz in the kind of pristine winter beauty that made the Hudson Valley feel like a place where magic was possible. Inside The Sweet Spot, surrounded by the people who mattered most, Jenna knew she was exactly where she belonged.
Whatever legal battles lay ahead, whatever pressure Trevor might bring to bear, she was home. And home was worth fighting for.

























Chapter 15


The second week of the New Paltz Strong Challenge brought the community's first official weigh-in and progress check, held at the elementary school gymnasium on a crisp Saturday morning. Jenna arrived early to help set up the various stations—weight and blood pressure monitoring with Dr. Hendricks, body composition analysis with a borrowed machine from the hospital, and what had become everyone's favorite station: the "non-scale victories" board where participants could share improvements that couldn't be measured by numbers.
The gymnasium buzzed with nervous excitement as families filtered in. Unlike typical weight loss programs where people dreaded the weigh-in process, this felt more like a community celebration. Children ran around the gym while parents caught up with neighbors, sharing recipes and workout tips they'd discovered during the week.
"I can't believe how different this feels from Weight Watchers," confided Mrs. Patterson as she waited in line for her health screening. "There's no shame here, no judgment. Just encouragement."
"That's exactly what we hoped for," Jenna replied, checking her clipboard of participant names. "The numbers are just data points. The real success is in how people feel."
Dr. Hendricks had set up her station near the basketball hoop, complete with a privacy screen and comfortable chairs for consultations.
"The health improvements I'm seeing are remarkable," she told Jenna during a brief break between participants. "Blood pressure down, energy up, better sleep quality. And we're only two weeks in."
At the non-scale victories board, a crowd had gathered to read and add to the growing list of achievements:
"I walked up the stairs to my apartment without getting winded."
"My kids asked for seconds on the healthy mac and cheese."
"I have energy to play with my grandchildren after work."
"My husband said I'm glowing."
"I've been sleeping through the night for the first time in months."
But it was eight-year-old Jay Chen who provided the morning's most memorable moment. When his mother, Laura, stepped onto the scale and saw she'd lost six pounds, Jay jumped up and down cheering, "Mom! You did it! You're getting healthier!"
His enthusiasm was infectious, and soon other children were celebrating their parents' achievements with the pure joy that only kids could bring to such moments.
"This is what I love about involving whole families," Sarah observed, watching the scene unfold. "The children aren't learning to be anxious about weight—they're learning to celebrate health."
Lily, who had appointed herself as the unofficial junior coordinator of the event, moved between stations with a clipboard of her own, conducting her own interviews. "Do you feel any different than you did two weeks ago?" she asked each participant with the seriousness of a seasoned researcher.
The answers she collected painted a picture of transformation that went far beyond pounds lost:
"I actually want to cook dinner instead of ordering takeout."
"I look forward to our family walks after dinner."
"I'm not having that 3 PM energy crash anymore."
"My clothes fit better, even when the scale hasn't moved much."
Riley spent the morning moving between his role as medical consultant and proud father, watching Lily charm the adults with her earnest questions while keeping a professional eye on the health data they were collecting.
"The preliminary results are incredible," he told Jenna as they took a brief break. "Average weight loss of four pounds per participant, but more importantly, we're seeing significant improvements in blood pressure, resting heart rate, and reported energy levels."
"What about the kids?"
"That's the really exciting part. The children who were struggling with weight are showing improvements, but even the kids who were already healthy are developing better relationships with food and exercise. They're learning that taking care of their bodies is normal, not a chore."


As the morning progressed, participants began planning their own activities for the coming week. A group of mothers organized a healthy cooking swap, where they'd rotate hosting dinner parties featuring challenge-approved recipes. Several fathers started a weekend hiking group that would explore different trails in the Hudson Valley each Saturday.
"It's becoming self-sustaining," Martha observed with satisfaction. She was manning the recipe exchange table, distributing printed cards of the week's featured healthy modifications. "People aren't just following a program anymore—they're creating their own support networks."
The most moving moment came when Tommy Martinez, the father who'd initially been skeptical about the challenge, stood up to address the group. "Two weeks ago, I thought this was going to be another diet my wife dragged me into. But I've lost eight pounds, my kids are excited about vegetables, and I have more energy than I've had in years. This isn't just changing how we eat—it's changing how we live as a family."
His wife, Maria, beamed beside him while their children nodded enthusiastically. "Dad's been teaching us about different kinds of vegetables at the grocery store," announced their ten-year-old daughter, Kelsey. "And we all tried kale chips and actually liked them!"
By noon, when the weigh-in event concluded, the gymnasium was filled with the kind of positive energy that usually only accompanied major celebrations. Participants left with their progress reports, new recipes, and plans to meet up with their newly formed support groups throughout the week.


"One hundred seventy-eight people checked in today," Kayla reported as they cleaned up the stations. "That's an 89% retention rate, which is unheard of for wellness programs."
"More importantly," Dr. Hendricks added, "I didn't hear a single person complain about the process or express shame about their results. That alone makes this revolutionary."
As they packed up the equipment and materials, Jenna felt a deep sense of satisfaction. The New Paltz Strong Challenge was proving that sustainable wellness wasn't about deprivation or punishment—it was about community, education, and making healthy choices feel natural and enjoyable.
Her phone buzzed with a text from a local reporter: “Any comment on the rumors that Trevor Morrison is in town trying to convince you to return to California?”
Jenna deleted the message without responding. Today was about celebrating the community's progress, not dealing with outside drama.
"What's next for this week?" Lily asked, consulting her official clipboard.
"Christmas shopping and your Holiday Chorus concert," Jenna replied, ruffling the girl's hair. "Think we can fit that in between saving the world?"
"Definitely," Lily said with complete confidence. "But we need to make sure we buy healthy Christmas cookies for Santa. He probably has high cholesterol from all the regular cookies people leave him."
Even Dr. Hendricks laughed at that observation. "Out of the mouths of babes," she said. "Although I have to say, Lily might be onto something there."
As they walked home together through the snowy streets of New Paltz, Jenna reflected on how much her definition of success had changed. A month ago, success meant television ratings and social media engagement. Now it meant Mrs. Chen climbing stairs without getting winded and Tommy Martinez playing soccer with his kids after dinner.
The New Paltz Strong Challenge was working not because it was perfect, but because it was real. Real people making real changes in their real lives, supported by a real community that genuinely cared about each other's well being.
And that, Jenna realized, was worth more than any television contract or Hollywood lifestyle could ever be.


Monday afternoon brought one of Jenna's favorite new traditions—Christmas shopping with Lily. They'd started the weekly excursion the previous Monday, ostensibly to help Lily pick out gifts for Riley and Martha, but it had evolved into something much more special: dedicated time for just the two of them to explore New Paltz's local shops and talk about everything from school projects to family dynamics.
"We need to find something really special for Daddy," Lily announced as they entered Ariel Booksellers, the independent bookstore that had become their first stop each week. "Something that shows we appreciate how hard he works taking care of people."
Jenna smiled at Lily's unconscious use of "we" when referring to gifts for Riley. The little girl had seamlessly incorporated Jenna into her family unit, making decisions and plans as if they'd always been a team.
"What kind of books does he like?" Jenna asked, browsing the staff recommendation shelf.
"Medical stuff, but also stories about people doing good things. And he really likes the books about the Hudson Valley history that Miss Sarah gave him last year."
They spent twenty minutes exploring the local interest section, with Lily providing detailed commentary on her father's reading preferences and habits. Her observations were remarkably astute for an eight-year-old—she noticed that Riley always read before bed but preferred lighter material then, that he enjoyed biographies of people who'd overcome challenges, and that he had a particular interest in books about community medicine and public health.
"This one!" Lily exclaimed, pulling out a book about a doctor who'd transformed healthcare in rural Appalachia. "It's like what Daddy's trying to do here, but with coal miners instead of college students."
"That's perfect, Lily. You have excellent instincts."
From the bookstore, they made their way to The Golden Notebook, a quirky gift shop that specialized in locally made crafts and artisan goods. Lily was on a mission to find something special for Martha, who had become "Grandma Martha" in Lily's vocabulary over the past two weeks.
"She needs something for her hands," Lily explained seriously, examining handmade soaps and lotions. "All that baking makes them dry, and she's been working extra hard on the challenge recipes."
They selected a gift set of lavender hand cream and soap made by a local farm, along with a beautiful wooden recipe box crafted by a woodworker in nearby Rosendale.
"For all the new healthy recipes," Lily explained to the shop owner, who smiled at the little girl's thoughtful explanation.
Their final stop was always the Christmas tree lot behind the hardware store, where they'd been tracking the progress of the trees they'd each claimed as their favorites. Lily had chosen a perfectly symmetrical Fraser fir that reminded her of the trees in her favorite Christmas movie, while Jenna had fallen in love with a slightly lopsided Noble fir that had character.
"When are we going to decorate our tree?" Lily asked as they examined their chosen specimens.
"Our tree?" Jenna's heart skipped at the casual assumption of shared holiday traditions.
"Well, Daddy and I always get a tree, but we never had anybody to help us decorate it properly. Last year we just put lights on it and called it done because it was too sad to try harder."
The comment was delivered matter-of-factly, but it made Jenna's chest tight with emotion. This would be their second Christmas without Amy, and she could only imagine how difficult the holidays had been for both Riley and Lily.
"I would love to help you decorate your tree," she said carefully. "If your dad thinks it's okay."
"He'll think it's more than okay. He's been humming Christmas songs all week, which he never did last year. Miss Sarah says it's because he's happy again."
As they walked home through the early December evening, Main Street twinkling with Christmas lights and shop windows glowing warmly, Lily chattered about her upcoming Holiday Chorus concert and her excitement about Christmas morning. But she also talked about her mother—casual mentions that showed Amy was still very much part of their family narrative.
"Mommy always said the best Christmas presents were ones that showed you really knew what people needed," Lily said as they paused to look at the elaborate window display at the toy store. "She gave Daddy a stethoscope with his initials on it the year before she got sick, because his old one was getting worn out but he was too practical to buy himself a new one."
"She sounds like she was very thoughtful."
"She was. And she would really like you, I think. You both care about making people feel better—she just did it with hugs and you do it with food."
The simple wisdom in Lily's observation moved Jenna almost to tears. This child had found a way to honor her mother's memory while still making room for new love in their family.
"Lily, can I ask you something?"
"Sure."
"Are you really okay with me being part of your family? I know it might feel complicated, with your mommy's memory and everything."
Lily stopped walking and looked up at Jenna with the serious expression she wore when discussing important matters. "Jenna, my mommy died, but she didn't stop loving us. And she wouldn't want Daddy to be sad forever, or for me to not have anybody to teach me girl things. Besides, love isn't like cookies—you don't run out when you share it with more people. You just get more."
The wisdom of an eight-year-old continued to astound her. "You're absolutely right, sweetheart."
"I know. And also, you make Daddy smile like he used to before Mommy got sick. That's how I know you're supposed to be here."
As they climbed the stairs to the apartment above The Sweet Spot, Jenna felt overwhelmed by gratitude for this remarkable child who had somehow found a way to blend grief and joy, memory and hope, tradition and change into something beautiful and whole.


Wednesday evening brought Lily's Holiday Chorus concert at Lenape Elementary, and Jenna found herself more nervous than Lily seemed to be. She'd attended exactly zero elementary school performances in her adult life and wasn't sure what to expect.
"Just wait until you hear them sing 'Silent Night,'" Martha said as they found seats in the crowded gymnasium. "Lily has a solo verse."
Riley appeared just as the lights dimmed, having rushed from the hospital after an emergency call. He slid into the seat beside Jenna, still wearing his scrubs under his coat.
"Did I miss anything?"
"Just the opening. Your daughter's about to become a star."
The next hour was a revelation in the pure joy that only elementary school children could bring to holiday music. The chorus, dressed in red and green with tinsel halos that kept slipping sideways, performed a mix of traditional carols and contemporary holiday songs with enthusiasm that more than made up for any technical imperfections.
But it was during "Silent Night" that Jenna understood why the whole town seemed to attend these concerts. As the familiar melody began, performed with simple piano accompaniment, the children's voices created something magical. And when Lily stepped forward for her solo verse, her clear, sweet voice filling the gymnasium, Jenna felt tears prick her eyes.
"Silent night, holy night, all is calm, all is bright," Lily sang, her eight-year-old voice pure and confident, and somehow managing to convey both the innocence of childhood and the deep peace of the season.
Riley reached over and squeezed Jenna's hand as their daughter—their daughter, because that's how it felt now—continued her solo. Around them, parents and grandparents wiped away tears, moved by the simple beauty of children sharing the story of Christmas through song.
The concert concluded with all the children singing "We Wish You a Merry Christmas" while their music teacher, Mrs. Rodriguez, conducted with exaggerated gestures that made the kids giggle even as they sang. The audience erupted in applause, and proud families surged forward to congratulate their young performers.
"You were amazing, sweetheart," Riley said, lifting Lily up for a hug when she found them in the crowd.
"Did you hear my solo? I remembered all the words!"
"Every single one," Jenna confirmed. "You sounded like an angel."
"Mrs. Richards says I have a natural sense of pitch, whatever that means. But she also says I need to practice standing still while I sing because I was swaying too much."
As they made their way out of the school, Lily chattering excitedly about the performance and her classmates' costumes, Jenna marveled at how naturally she'd slipped into the role of proud parent figure. Two months ago, she'd been focused on television ratings and brand partnerships. Now she was attending elementary school concerts and feeling genuine pride in a second-grader's solo performance.
"Ice cream?" Riley suggested as they reached the parking lot. "To celebrate our star performer?"
"Yes!" Lily cheered. "But can we get the healthy ice cream from the new place? The one that's made with Greek yogurt?"
Riley and Jenna exchanged amused glances. Even their celebration treats had been influenced by the New Paltz Strong Challenge.
At Scoops & Swoops, the frozen yogurt shop that had opened in response to the community's growing interest in healthier options, they found several other families from the concert with the same idea. The small shop buzzed with excited children still wearing their tinsel halos, comparing notes about the performance while their parents caught up on challenge progress and holiday plans.
"Two more weeks until Christmas," observed Mrs. Patterson, whose daughter had been in the chorus. "Hard to believe December's flying by so fast."
Two more weeks until Trevor's deadline, Jenna thought, but pushed the worry aside. Tonight was about celebrating Lily's performance and enjoying the kind of simple family pleasure she'd never experienced in her previous life.
As they walked home through the snow-dusted streets, Lily skipping between Riley and Jenna while recounting every detail of the concert, Jenna felt a profound sense of belonging. This was what family looked like—not perfect, not glamorous, but real and warm and full of love.
















Chapter 16


The next morning Jenna woke to the sound of excited voices in the kitchen downstairs—Lily's animated chatter and Riley's deeper responses, along with Martha's familiar laugh.
"Jenna!" Lily called up the stairs. "Grandma Martha made pancakes, but she used your healthy recipe! Come try them!"
Jenna padded downstairs in her pajamas and robe to find the kitchen filled with the warm scent of cinnamon and vanilla. Martha stood at the stove, moving carefully but much more confidently than she had two weeks ago. Her walker was nearby, but she was putting more weight on her healing leg and using just one crutch for balance while she cooked.
Riley sat at the counter with Lily, both of them with plates of what looked like perfectly normal pancakes.
"These are amazing," Lily declared around a mouthful. "You can't even tell they're made with fancy flour."
"Whole wheat pastry flour," Jenna corrected with a smile, accepting the cup of coffee Riley offered. "Mom, you're moving so much better! How's the leg feeling?"
"Much stronger," Martha replied, flipping another pancake with practiced ease. "Dr. Patel cleared me for limited driving yesterday, as long as I keep it to short distances and use my left foot for the brake."
“That's wonderful,” Jenna said as she took her first bite of pancake. “And so are these,” she added.
"They're perfect!" Lily added. "Even better than regular pancakes because they don't make my tummy feel yucky after."
Jenna was genuinely impressed. Martha had followed her modifications perfectly—the pancakes were fluffy and satisfying, with the natural sweetness of the berry compote eliminating the need for maple syrup.
"Lily's right. These are restaurant-quality, Mom. You've really mastered the healthy substitutions. And I'm so glad you're healing well enough to be back in the kitchen."
"Well, I had a good teacher," Martha said with a warm smile. "Plus, after two weeks of watching challenge participants rave about your recipes, I figured it was time to expand my own repertoire."
"Grandma Martha's been practicing all week," Lily explained. "Yesterday she made your chocolate chip muffins, and they were so good that Mr. Chen asked for the recipe."
Riley laughed. "I think half the neighborhood has been finding excuses to drop by when they smell baking coming from The Sweet Spot."
"Speaking of which," Martha said, settling carefully at the counter with her own plate, "what's the plan for today? Lily mentioned something about tree shopping?"
"We're going to Henderson's Christmas Tree Farm," Lily announced. "They have hayrides and hot chocolate, and you can walk through the whole forest to find the perfect tree."
"It's about twenty minutes north of here, up in the mountains," Riley explained. "It's become our tradition—we go every year the second Saturday in December."
Jenna noticed how naturally he'd included her in the explanation, but she was also aware that this had been Riley and Lily's special tradition. "I don't want to intrude on something that's been just for you two..."
"Our tradition," Lily corrected firmly. "You're part of the family now, which means you're part of the traditions too. Right, Grandma?"
Martha beamed. "Absolutely right, sweetheart. And I think it sounds wonderful. I haven't been to Henderson's in years."
"You should come with us!" Lily exclaimed, bouncing in her seat. "We could get two trees—one for your apartment and one for our house!"
Martha looked uncertain. "Oh, honey, I don't think I'm quite ready for hiking through tree farms yet. The walking is still pretty tiring."
"But you could stay in the warming hut and drink hot chocolate while we find the trees," Lily persisted. "They have wheelchairs there for people who need them. And then you could help us decide which ones are best!"
Riley looked thoughtful. "Actually, that's not a bad idea. Henderson's is very accessible—they have paved paths to most of the tree sections, and golf carts for people who can't walk the whole farm. Plus, the warming hut is right at the entrance."
"I don't want to slow everyone down," Martha said hesitantly.
"You won't," Jenna assured her. "And Lily's right—we should get you a tree too. You haven't had one in your apartment in years."
Martha's eyes grew misty. "I stopped putting up a tree after your father died and you left for California. It just seemed like too much effort for one person."
"Well, you're not one person anymore," Lily declared with eight-year-old logic. "You have all of us now."
"The more the merrier," Riley added warmly. "My truck can fit all of us, and we can take our time. No rushing."


After breakfast, they bundled up in winter coats and scarves. Riley helped Martha into the front passenger seat of his pickup truck, carefully positioning her walker in the truck bed, while Jenna and Lily shared the back seat. Lily provided animated commentary about the changing landscape as they drove deeper into the mountains.
The tree farm was nestled in a valley between rolling hills, with rows upon rows of evergreens stretching up the mountainside like green soldiers standing at attention.
"This is gorgeous," Jenna breathed as they climbed out of the truck. The air was crisp and pine-scented, and the whole scene looked like something from a Norman Rockwell painting.
"It hasn't changed a bit since I used to come here with Jenna's father," Martha observed, accepting the wheelchair Riley had borrowed from the farm's visitor center. "We brought Jenna here when she was about Lily's age."
"I remember!" Jenna said suddenly. "Dad always insisted on finding the tallest tree they had, and you'd argue that it wouldn't fit in our living room."
"And I was always right," Martha added with a laugh. "But he'd sweet-talk the farm workers into trimming just enough off the top to make it work."
They settled Martha in the warming hut with a cup of hot chocolate and a good view of the main tree lot, then set off to explore the accessible sections. Riley would go back to the hut and push the wheelchair when Martha wanted to get closer to inspect potential trees, and she proved to be an excellent advisor from her mobile vantage point.
"That Noble fir has a bare spot on the back," she called out as they examined trees. "The Douglas fir next to it is much fuller."
"What about this one?" Riley suggested, standing beside a beautiful Fraser fir.
"Too skinny at the top," Lily declared after careful inspection.
"This one?" Jenna offered, pointing to a Douglas fir with perfect symmetry.
"Too perfect. It looks fake," Lily said.
Martha agreed from her wheelchair. "You want one with character, like the people in this family."
"Since when do you not want perfect?" Riley asked Lily with amusement.
"Since Jenna taught me that the best things have character," Lily replied seriously. "Like that slightly lopsided tree she liked at the lot in town—it was special because it was different."
They eventually found the perfect tree for Riley's house—a Douglas fir that was full and fragrant, with a slight lean that gave it personality without making it look damaged. For Martha's apartment, they chose a smaller but equally beautiful Fraser fir that would fit perfectly in her living room.
"Two trees in one trip," Martha said with satisfaction as the farm workers tied both trees to Riley's truck roof. "I feel quite accomplished."


The afternoon was spent setting up Martha's tree first. Riley and Jenna wrestled the Fraser fir up the stairs while Lily directed operations and Martha supervised from her walker.
"I can't believe I'm doing this again," Martha said, her voice thick with emotion as she opened boxes of ornaments she hadn't touched in years. "After your father died and you left for California, decorating felt too lonely. But this... this feels like family again."
The ornaments were a treasure trove of family history—handmade decorations Jenna had crafted in elementary school, ornaments collected from family vacations, and delicate glass baubles that had belonged to Martha's grandmother. Each one carried a story that Martha delighted in sharing with Lily.


After setting up Martha's tree, they moved to Riley's house. Martha was getting tired, so Riley helped her settle on his couch where she could direct operations while resting her leg.
"I should head home soon," she said as they finished Riley's tree. "Physical therapy is Monday morning, and I need to rest up for it."
"Stay for dinner," Riley insisted. "I'm making that healthy lasagna recipe of Jenna's, and you can put your leg up while we cook."
"Only if you promise to drive me home afterward," Martha said.


As they gathered around Riley's kitchen table for dinner, Martha comfortably settled with her leg elevated on a cushioned chair, Jenna felt a deep sense of gratitude for how naturally their expanded family was forming.
"Next weekend we need to make Christmas cookies," Lily announced as they finished the lasagna. "But healthy ones that still taste like Christmas."
"Challenge accepted," Jenna replied with a smile. "And Mom, you can supervise from a stool in the kitchen while your leg continues to heal."
"I wouldn't miss it," Martha said warmly. "Although at this rate, I might be back to full mobility before Christmas."


As Riley helped Martha to his truck for the drive home, and Lily insisted on riding along to make sure "Grandma Martha gets tucked in properly," Jenna reflected on how much Martha's recovery had become intertwined with their family's formation. The healing process had given them all time to adjust, to build relationships gradually, and to create new traditions that honored both the past and the present.
Outside, snow began to fall again, adding to the magic of their first Christmas together as a family. In just over a week, Trevor's deadline would arrive, but for now, Jenna was exactly where she belonged—home for the holidays with the people she loved, watching Martha grow stronger each day while their family grew closer.


Monday morning brought Martha's weekly physical therapy appointment, and for the first time since her surgery, she was genuinely excited about it. Jenna drove her to the rehabilitation center, noting how much more confidently her mother moved from the car to the building.
"I can't believe the difference a week makes," Martha said as they waited in the therapy clinic's reception area. "Last Monday I was exhausted just walking from the bedroom to the kitchen. Today I feel like I could tackle anything."
"The challenge recipes have been helping too," Jenna observed. "All that anti-inflammatory nutrition is supporting your healing.
Martha's physical therapist, a energetic woman named Jill, emerged from the treatment area with a broad smile. "Martha! Ready to show me what you've been working on at home?"


For the next hour, Jenna watched through the observation window as Martha worked through increasingly challenging exercises. She was walking longer distances with just one crutch, had regained significant strength in her surgical leg, and was even managing some light stairs with supervision.
"Remarkable progress," Jill told them afterward. "At this rate, Martha should be walking independently by New Year's Eve, maybe even sooner. The bone is healing beautifully, and her muscle strength is ahead of schedule."
"Can I ask what you think made the difference?" Jenna asked. "She seems to have turned a corner this past week."
"Several factors," Jill explained. "Better nutrition, improved sleep quality, reduced stress, and increased motivation. Having family support and something to look forward to makes an enormous difference in recovery outcomes."


As they drove back to The Sweet Spot, Martha was practically glowing with pride. "Dr. Patel said if my progress continues like this, I might be cleared for normal activity by New Year's Eve. Can you imagine? I could actually help with the challenge's final event."
"That's wonderful, Mom. How do you feel about the idea of getting back to full-time bakery work?"
Martha considered this as they pulled into the parking space behind the building. "You know, I've been thinking about that. The challenge has shown me how much the community wants healthier options, and working with you these past few weeks has reminded me how much I love teaching people about food. Maybe it's time to evolve what The Sweet Spot offers."







Chapter 17


On Saturday morning, Jenna awoke to another cold and snowy day. She lingered in bed for a few minutes, just watching the flakes fly past her window. She thought back to her teen years and how she used to love to lie in bed watching the snow falling on mornings such as these. However, much as it had been back then, she couldn't linger for too long, there was work to be done. And truth be told, she was excited to see where the day would bring.  She already knew the first thing on the day's agenda was the third week weigh-in for the New Paltz Strong Challenge, held once again at the elementary school gymnasium.


The weigh-in was already in progress by the time Jenna arrived.
"Look at this," Dr. Hendricks said, showing Jenna the preliminary data. "Average weight loss is holding steady at 1.5 pounds per week, but more importantly, we're seeing sustained improvements in blood pressure, energy levels, and sleep quality. And the retention rate is still above 85%."
At the non-scale victories board, the updates were inspiring:
"Climbed three flights of stairs without stopping to rest."
"My teenagers asked me to pack them healthy lunches."
"Haven't had a sugar crash in two weeks."
"Sleeping through the night consistently for the first time in years."
"My doctor reduced my blood pressure medication."
But it was the family transformations that impressed Jenna most. The Martinez family had lost a combined 32 pounds, but more importantly, they were cooking together every night and had started weekend hiking adventures. Mrs. Chen reported that her children were voluntarily choosing fruits and vegetables for snacks, and several families had started sharing healthy recipes through a Facebook group they'd created independently.
"This is what sustainable change looks like," Sarah observed as they watched families celebrate each other's achievements.
Riley was moving between participants, conducting informal health assessments and answering questions about nutrition and exercise. His enthusiasm for the project was evident, and Jenna noticed how naturally he'd stepped into the role of community wellness advocate.
"Dr. Jackson," called Mrs. Patterson, "my husband wants to know if you think he's ready to start jogging. He's lost twelve pounds and says he feels like he's twenty years younger."
"Let's check his blood pressure and heart rate," Riley replied, guiding Mr. Patterson toward the medical station. "But based on what I've seen, I think he's probably ready for light cardio."
Lily, meanwhile, had appointed herself as the official photographer for the event, using a disposable camera to document families celebrating their progress. She moved through the gymnasium with the serious concentration of a professional journalist, capturing moments of joy and achievement.
"For the memory book," she explained to each person she photographed. "So we can remember how proud we all were of each other."
As the weekly weigh-in session drew to a close, Jenna took to the stage and announced,"Thanks for joining us everyone. You're all doing great. I know that's not easy, especially during the holidays. To help combat the usual tempations of the season, The Sweet Spot  has decided to host a healthy Christmas cookie class this Wednesday. Who wants to learn how to make holiday treats that actually support your health goals instead of sabotaging them?"
Nearly every hand in the gymnasium went up.


Wednesday afternoon arrived with the kind of snow that made New Paltz look like a scene from a Christmas movie. The Sweet Spot's kitchen had been transformed into a teaching laboratory, with stations set up for different cookie varieties and enough ingredients to feed a small army.
Martha presided over the operation from a tall stool, her walker nearby but unused as she demonstrated techniques and shared baking wisdom accumulated over decades.
"The secret to healthy baking," she told the group of fifteen participants who'd gathered for the demonstration, "is understanding what each ingredient does and then finding better alternatives that serve the same purpose."
Jenna had spent days perfecting her holiday cookie recipes—gingerbread cookies made with whole wheat flour and sweetened with molasses and dates, sugar cookies that used Greek yogurt and almond flour, chocolate crinkles that derived their fudgy texture from black beans and natural sweeteners, and what had become everyone's favorite: "magic" snickerdoodles that tasted exactly like traditional ones but contained half the sugar and twice the nutrients.
"The cinnamon-sugar coating is where the magic happens," Jenna explained as she demonstrated the snickerdoodle technique. "Cinnamon helps regulate blood sugar levels, so these cookies actually help stabilize your energy instead of causing crashes."
Lily moved between stations with her usual enthusiasm, helping participants measure ingredients and offering encouragement when techniques didn't work perfectly on the first try.
"Remember," she told Mrs. Chen, who was struggling with rolling her gingerbread dough, "Jenna says the best cookies have character. A little lopsided is more interesting than perfect."
Riley had volunteered to be the official taste-tester, sampling each batch and providing detailed feedback on flavor, texture, and overall success. His presence added medical credibility to the event while keeping the atmosphere light and fun.
"These chocolate crinkles are incredible," he announced after trying the latest batch. "I can't believe they have vegetables in them."
"Black beans," confirmed Maria Martinez, who had made them with her mother. "But they just taste like chocolate."


The afternoon progressed with the kind of organized chaos that made cooking demonstrations memorable. Flour dusted every surface, the ovens ran continuously, and the kitchen filled with the warm scents of cinnamon, vanilla, and chocolate. But it was the conversations that made the event special—participants sharing their own family cookie traditions, discussing modifications for different dietary needs, and planning cookie exchanges for the following week.
"My grandmother would roll over in her grave if she knew I was putting vegetables in chocolate cookies," laughed Mrs. Patterson as she pulled a perfect batch of black bean brownies from the oven. "But these are so good, I'm never going back to the original recipe."
Martha watched the proceedings with obvious satisfaction. "You know, we should do this more regularly. Not just during the challenge, but as an ongoing community education program."
"I love that idea," said Laura Chen. "My kids would actually attend cooking classes if they knew they were going to learn how to make cookies and brownies."
"What about a monthly series?" suggested Dr. Hendricks, who had stopped by after finishing her afternoon rounds. "Healthy versions of comfort foods, seasonal specialties, cooking for specific health conditions. The Sweet Spot could become a real community resource."
As the afternoon wound down and participants packaged up their creations to take home, Jenna felt a deep sense of accomplishment. This wasn't just about teaching people to bake healthier cookies—it was about building community, sharing knowledge, and proving that wellness could be joyful rather than restrictive.
"Before you all leave," Martha announced from her stool, "I have an announcement. Starting in January, The Sweet Spot will be offering monthly healthy cooking workshops. Jenna's agreed to design the curriculum, and I'll be co-teaching once I'm fully recovered."
The cheer that went up from the participants could probably be heard down the street.
"What will the first class be?" asked Tommy Martinez.
"Comfort food classics," Jenna replied. "Healthy mac and cheese, guilt-free pizza, better-for-you casseroles. All the foods you think you have to give up to be healthy."
"Count us in," said Maria Martinez. "The whole family."


As they cleaned up the kitchen afterward, with Lily carefully organizing leftover cookies by type and Martha directing the dishwashing operation from her stool, Jenna marveled at how naturally their teaching partnership was developing.
"You're a natural at this, Mom," she observed, watching Martha patiently explain proper measuring techniques to Lily. "Have you ever thought about expanding beyond just baking?"
"What do you mean?"
"I mean turning the Sweet Spot into a real wellness education center. Cooking classes, nutrition workshops, maybe even fitness demonstrations in the warmer months. You have the space, the community trust, and now the expertise."
Martha's eyes lit up with possibility. "A one-stop resource for healthy living."
"Exactly. People need practical skills, not just information. They need to know how to shop for healthy food, how to meal plan, how to modify family recipes. All the things that make wellness sustainable long-term."
Riley, who was washing mixing bowls at the sink, looked up with interest. "From a medical perspective, that would be incredibly valuable. I spend half my time trying to help patients implement lifestyle changes, but I don't have the time or expertise to teach them practical skills."
"So we create a pipeline," Jenna said, the idea building momentum in her mind. "Patients come to you for medical care, you refer them to us for practical education and support, and we work together to help people achieve sustainable wellness."
"It's brilliant," Martha said softly. "It's exactly what your father would have wanted—The Sweet Spot serving the community in a way that really matters."


That evening, as they sat around Martha's kitchen table sharing the day's cookie creations and planning the next week's challenge activities, Jenna felt a profound sense of purpose. She'd built a successful television career by giving wellness advice to millions of people she'd never meet. But here, in this small kitchen above a family bakery, she was building something more valuable—a real community resource that could transform lives one person, one family, one neighborhood at a time.
"One week until Christmas," Lily announced, consulting the advent calendar Martha had hung by the kitchen window. "And one week until Trevor's deadline."
The reminder should have filled Jenna with anxiety, but instead she felt calm certainty. Whatever legal challenges Trevor might bring, whatever professional consequences she might face, this was her life now—teaching healthy cooking to neighbors who'd become friends, supporting her mother's recovery and business transformation, and building a future with Riley and Lily.
Outside, snow continued to fall, covering New Paltz in pristine white and making everything look fresh and full of possibility. Inside, surrounded by the people she loved and the work that mattered to her, Jenna felt a contentment she'd never found in all her years of professional success.




















Chapter 18


Christmas Eve dawned gray and cold, with heavy clouds promising snow before evening. Jenna woke and quickly got dressed with a familiar knot of anxiety in her stomach—the same feeling she'd had as a child on the night before a big test, when sleep felt impossible and morning couldn't come fast enough.
Tomorrow was Trevor's deadline. Christmas Day. Twenty-four hours from now, she would either be heading back to California or facing whatever consequences he'd threatened to unleash.
She'd been checking her phone obsessively for days, expecting the call that would tell her exactly what those consequences would be. But Trevor seemed content to let her twist in the wind, waiting until the last possible moment to play his hand. It was exactly the kind of psychological manipulation he excelled at.
Downstairs, she could hear Martha moving around the kitchen, probably starting preparations for their Christmas Eve dinner. Riley and Lily would be coming over later, and they'd planned a quiet celebration—just the four of them, sharing a meal and exchanging a few gifts before Christmas morning.
The normalcy of it felt surreal. How could she sit around the dinner table making small talk about holiday traditions when her entire future hung in the balance? How could she pretend to be present when her mind was three thousand miles away, calculating legal strategies and worst-case scenarios?
Her phone sat silent on the nightstand, taunting her with its lack of notifications.
"Jenny?" Martha's voice called up the stairs. "You awake? I could use some help with the stuffing if you're up for it."
"Coming, Mom," Jenna called back, forcing herself out of bed and into the motions of a normal Christmas Eve.


She found Martha in the kitchen, moving confidently now without her crutches, surrounded by the organized chaos of holiday cooking. The turkey was already in the oven, filling the apartment with the rich scent of herbs and roasted meat, and various side dishes were in different stages of preparation.
"How can I help?" Jenna asked, tying on the apron Martha handed her.
"The stuffing needs to be mixed and put in the oven. And if you could start on the green bean casserole..." Martha paused, studying Jenna's face with the sharp eyes of a mother who knew her daughter well. "You look like you didn't sleep much."
"I'm fine, Mom. Just excited about Christmas," Jenna lied, focusing on the stuffing ingredients to avoid Martha's concerned gaze.
They worked in companionable silence for a while, the familiar rhythm of cooking together providing a temporary distraction from Jenna's spinning thoughts. But every few minutes, she found herself glancing at her phone, checking for messages that hadn't arrived.
"Expecting an important call?" Martha asked finally.
"Maybe. Work stuff."
"On Christmas Eve?"
Jenna hesitated, torn between her desire to protect Martha from worry and her need to share the burden she'd been carrying alone. "Trevor's been... persistent about wanting me to come back. I'm expecting to hear from him today."
"And what will you tell him?"
"I don't know, Mom. I honestly don't know."
Martha set down her mixing spoon and turned to face Jenna fully. "You know, when your father was sick, I used to lie awake at night making bargains with God. If He would just let your dad live, I'd be a better wife, a better mother, a better person. I'd never complain about anything again."
"Mom—"
"Let me finish. After he died, I realized that all those bargains were just me trying to control something that was completely out of my control. The only thing I could actually control was how I chose to live the life I had left."
Jenna felt tears prick her eyes. "What are you saying?"
"I'm saying that whatever Trevor threatens today, you still get to choose how you respond. You get to decide what kind of life you want to live, and with whom."
Before Jenna could respond, the doorbell rang. Through the window, she could see Riley's truck in the driveway, and Lily bouncing excitedly on the front porch with a wrapped present in her arms.
"That's our cue to put on our Christmas faces," Martha said gently. "Whatever happens tomorrow, let's give that little girl the Christmas Eve she deserves."
Jenna took a deep breath, compartmentalizing her anxiety the way she'd learned to do during live television broadcasts. "You're right. Christmas faces it is."


Riley and Lily brought with them the kind of infectious holiday energy that made it impossible to stay completely absorbed in worry. Lily was practically vibrating with excitement about Christmas morning, and she'd appointed herself the director of their Christmas Eve festivities.
"First we eat dinner, then we open one present each, then we watch a Christmas movie, then we have hot chocolate with marshmallows," she announced, consulting a handwritten list she'd pulled from her pocket. "I've planned everything."
"You've been busy," Riley observed with amusement. "What movie did you choose?"
"It's a Wonderful Life, because Grandma Martha said it was her favorite."


The afternoon passed in a blur of cooking, conversation, and carefully maintained holiday cheer. Jenna found herself slipping into the role of gracious hostess, asking Riley about his latest cases, helping Lily set the table with Martha's good china, and pretending that her phone wasn't burning a hole in her pocket.
But Riley knew her too well to be completely fooled. During a quiet moment while Martha and Lily were in the living room debating the merits of different Christmas tree ornament placement, he caught her checking her phone for the millionth time.
"Everything okay?" he asked quietly.
"Just waiting for a call."
"From Trevor?"
She nodded, not trusting her voice.
"What kind of call?"
"The kind that might change everything."
"You know, whatever he says, whatever he threatens, you don't have to face it alone."
"I might not have a choice in that."
"There's always a choice, Jenna. It might not be an easy choice, but there's always a choice."


Dinner was a success despite Jenna's distracted state. Martha had outdone herself with the traditional feast, and they'd managed to create the kind of warm, intimate celebration that made the apartment above The Sweet Spot feel like a real home. Lily regaled them with stories from school, Riley shared amusing anecdotes from his pediatric rounds, and Martha told stories about Christmases past that made them all laugh.
For stretches of time, Jenna almost forgot about the call she was waiting for. Almost.
The present-opening ceremony was brief but meaningful. Lily had insisted that Jenna open her presents first, presenting her with a carefully wrapped package that contained a hand-drawn cookbook titled "Magic Food Recipes by Lily and Jenna."
"I wrote down all the recipes you taught me," Lily explained proudly. "And I drew pictures of us cooking together. So even if you have to go away for work stuff, you'll remember that I know how to make healthy food now."
The eight-year-old's matter-of-fact acknowledgment that Jenna might have to leave made her throat tight with emotion. Somehow, in the way that children often understood things adults missed, Lily had sensed the threat hanging over their family.
"This is the most beautiful cookbook I've ever seen," Jenna said, turning through pages filled with careful writing and colorful illustrations. "Thank you, sweetheart."
"Now open Daddy's present!"
Riley's gift was smaller but no less meaningful—a delicate silver necklace with a compass pendant.
"So you always know which direction leads home," he said as he fastened it around her neck.
"What did you get for Daddy and me?" Lily asked expectantly.
Jenna had spent weeks planning their gifts, choosing items that reflected the depth of her feelings for both of them. For Lily, she'd commissioned a local artist to create a custom apron embroidered with "Junior Chef" and decorated with images of all the healthy foods they'd learned to cook together.
For Riley, she'd found a vintage medical bag from the 1940s and had it restored and personalized with his initials.
"What did you get for Daddy and me?" Lily asked expectantly.
Jenna had spent weeks planning their gifts, choosing items that reflected the depth of her feelings for both of them. For Lily, she'd commissioned a local artist to create a custom apron embroidered with "Junior Chef" and decorated with images of all the healthy foods they'd learned to cook together.
For Riley, she'd found a vintage medical bag from the 1940s and had it restored and personalized with his initials.
Martha's gift was more practical but equally thoughtful—a professional-grade digital scale for precise baking measurements, something Jenna had mentioned wanting for her recipe development work.
 Jenna's gift to Martha, a red cashmere coat and hat set.
During the movie, Jenna found herself fighting tears at all the wrong moments. It wasn't the film's emotional climax that got to her—it was the quiet domestic scenes, the moments when George Bailey was surrounded by family and community, that made her realize how much she stood to lose.
Her phone remained stubbornly silent.
By the time they reached the hot chocolate and Christmas cookies phase of Lily's agenda, Jenna's nerves were stretched to the breaking point. Every small sound made her jump, every moment of silence felt loaded with anticipation.
"Jenna," Lily said suddenly, looking up from her mug of hot chocolate, "are you sad about something?"
The direct question, delivered with eight-year-old perception, caught Jenna completely off guard. "Why do you ask, sweetheart?"
"Because you keep looking at your phone like you're waiting for bad news. And you've been quiet even when we were laughing."
Riley and Martha exchanged glances, clearly having noticed the same thing.
"I'm just tired," Jenna said weakly.
"Is it about the man from California? The one who used to be your fiancé?"
How did children always manage to cut straight to the heart of things?
"Sort of."
"Are you worried he's going to try to make you go back?"
Jenna looked at this remarkable child who had somehow become so important to her, who deserved honesty even when the truth was scary.
"Yes," she admitted. "I'm worried about that."
"But you don't want to go back, right?"
"No, I don't want to go back."
"Then don't go." Lily's solution was delivered with the absolute certainty that only children possessed. "Just tell him no."
"It might not be that simple, sweetheart."
"Why not? You're a grown-up. Grown-ups get to choose where they live and what they do for work and who they love. Right?"
Riley reached over and smoothed his daughter's hair. "Usually, yes. But sometimes grown-ups make promises that are hard to break, even when they want to."
"Like contracts," Martha added gently. "Sometimes when you promise to do a job, you have to keep that promise even if you change your mind about wanting to do it."
Lily considered this with the seriousness she brought to all complex adult concepts. "But if somebody makes you be somewhere you don't want to be, that's not fair. That's like... what do you call it when someone can't leave?"
"Prison," Riley said quietly.
"Right. And Jenna didn't do anything wrong, so she shouldn't have to go to prison. Even if it's a fancy prison in California."
Despite everything, Jenna found herself smiling at Lily's characterization of her former life. "It wasn't exactly prison, sweetheart."
"But it wasn't home either, was it?"
"No," Jenna admitted. "It wasn't home."
"Well, this is home. So you should stay home."
As they cleaned up from their evening, Jenna carried Lily's words with her like a talisman. This is home. Such a simple concept, but one she'd been overthinking for weeks.
"Whatever happens tomorrow," Riley said quietly as he and Lily prepared to leave, "remember that you have people here who love you. That has to count for something."
"It counts for everything," Jenna replied, meaning it.


After they left, Jenna helped Martha finish the kitchen cleanup, both of them moving slowly, reluctant to end the evening that had felt like a reprieve from the uncertainty waiting in tomorrow.
"You know," Martha said as they put away the last of the dishes, "I've been thinking about what you said earlier. About not knowing what you'll tell Trevor when he calls."
"And?"
"You do know. You've known for weeks. You're just scared to say it out loud because once you do, there's no taking it back."
Jenna looked at her mother—this woman who had survived losing her husband, nearly losing her business, and countless other challenges with grace and determination.
"I want to stay, Mom. I want to build a life here, with you and Riley and Lily and this community. I want to keep working on the wellness center and help people discover that healthy living can be joyful instead of restrictive. I want to be part of something that matters."
"Then that's your answer."
"Even if it means legal battles and financial ruin and professional disgrace?"
"Even then. Because those are all things that happen to you. But staying here, building this life—that's something you choose to do. And there's a big difference between things that happen to you and things you choose to do."
As Jenna settled into bed that night, her phone still silent beside her, she felt a strange sense of peace despite the uncertainty. Tomorrow would bring whatever Trevor had planned, and she would face it with the knowledge that she was exactly where she belonged.
This was home. These were her people. And whatever the cost of staying, it was worth paying.























Chapter 19


Christmas morning arrived with the kind of pristine winter beauty that made New Paltz look like a snow globe—fresh powder covering the streets, icicles hanging from the eaves like crystal ornaments, and a stillness that seemed to hold its breath in anticipation.
Jenna woke before dawn, her internal clock refusing to acknowledge that this was supposed to be a day of rest and celebration. Her phone showed no missed calls, no text messages, no indication that Trevor was even awake on the West Coast where it was still dark.
She made coffee and sat by the kitchen window, watching the town slowly come to life. Early dog walkers left tracks in the snow, and she could see lights beginning to flicker on in houses where families were gathering for Christmas morning gift exchanges.
At exactly 9 AM Pacific Time—noon in New York—her phone rang.
The caller ID made her stomach drop: Maya Rodriguez - Assistant.
Maya had been radio silent since Jenna's departure from California, presumably following Trevor's instructions to cut all ties. For her to be calling now, on Christmas Day, could only mean one thing.
"Maya?"
"Jenna, I'm glad you answered." Maya's voice was tight with stress. "I'm so sorry to call you today, but you need to know what's happening. Trevor's filed an injunction against you. He's claiming breach of contract and demanding immediate compliance with your television obligations."
Jenna's blood ran cold. She'd known this was coming, but the reality still hit like a physical blow. "What does that mean, exactly?"
Jenna's blood ran cold. She'd known something like this was coming, but the reality still hit like a physical blow. "What does that mean, exactly?"
"It means you're legally required to return to California or face contempt of court charges. He's also frozen your bank accounts and filed for damages related to the show's disruption."
Jenna had no words. This was worse than even she imagined. Downstairs, she could hear Martha moving around the kitchen, probably starting preparations for their Christmas dinner. The normalcy of it—the domestic peace she'd grown to love—made the legal catastrophe feel even more surreal.
"Jenna? Are you there?"
"I'm here. Maya, how bad is this? Really?"
"It's bad. Trevor's hired a team of lawyers, and they're claiming you've caused millions of dollars in damages by abandoning your contractual obligations. The network is backing him because they're hemorrhaging money on the spring season planning."
"What about the health challenge? The media coverage has been incredible—surely that shows I'm still working in wellness education?"
"That's actually making it worse. Trevor's lawyers are arguing that you're using skills and knowledge developed under your contract to build a competing brand. They're claiming intellectual property theft."
Jenna sank onto her bed, feeling the weight of legal machinery grinding into motion. She'd known Trevor would fight dirty, but she'd underestimated how thoroughly he could dismantle her life from across the country.
"What are my options?"
"Honestly? You don't really have any. Trevor's already booked you on a flight back here today. He said if you're not on the flight, he's sending the authorities after you. Your best option is to come back and negotiate. If you return voluntarily and agree to fulfill your contract through the spring season, Trevor might be willing to drop the more serious charges. But if you ignore the injunction..."
"I could go to jail."
"Yes. And Jenna, there's something else. Trevor's leaked the story to the entertainment press. By tomorrow, this is going to be front-page news on every celebrity blog and entertainment show."

After Maya told her the flight details and hung up, Jenna sat in the quiet bedroom, surrounded by the artifacts of her childhood, feeling the walls of her new life closing in. Through the window, she could see The Sweet Spot's cheerful sign, the holiday decorations Martha had hung in the storefront windows, the community that had embraced her vision and made it their own.
She heard Martha's footsteps on the stairs, followed by a gentle knock at her door.
"Jenny? You've been awfully quiet up there. Everything all right?"
Jenna opened the door to find her mother standing in the hallway, wearing the Christmas apron Jenna had bought her last week and carrying two mugs of hot chocolate topped with whipped cream.
"I thought you might want some Christmas cocoa," Martha said, then paused when she saw Jenna's expression. "What's wrong?"
"We need to talk, Mom. Can you sit down?"
They settled on Jenna's bed, and over the next twenty minutes, Jenna explained the phone call from Maya, the legal injunction, and the impossible choice she was facing.
"So he's trying to force you to go back," Martha said when Jenna finished. Her voice was carefully controlled, but her hands were clenched around her mug.
"He's not trying—he's succeeding. The injunction is legally binding. If I don't return to California, I'll be in contempt of court."
"What does that really mean? Prison?"
"Potentially. But more realistically, it means financial ruin and the complete destruction of any chance I have of working in media or wellness education ever again."
Martha was quiet for a long moment, processing the information. "When do you have to leave?"
"Today, Trevor booked me on a flight."
The silence that followed was deafening. Outside, New Paltz was celebrating Christmas—families gathering to exchange presents, getting ready for church, children excitedly playing in the snow, the community Jenna had come to love celebrating the holiday she'd thought would be her first of many here.
"I should start packing," Jenna said finally, standing from the bed. “My plane leaves in less than three hours.”

It didn't take Jenna long to pack. Most of the things now in her closet would be out of place back in L.A. Still she took her time and took in her surroundings. She was really going to miss this place.
Before leaving her room for what may be the last time, Jenna called for a taxi. There was no more delaying the inevitable. Now there was only one more thing to do.
"Mom, I want you to open your Christmas present now. Please. I need you to have it before I leave."
Martha looked puzzled for a moment. “But you already gave me a present last night.”
“That was the present I got for you to open in front of everyone. This one was meant to be opened more privately,” Jenna explained.
Martha accepted the carefully wrapped package with trembling hands. Inside was a beautiful wooden recipe box, handcrafted by a local artisan, filled with cards containing all of Jenna's healthy recipe modifications written in her own handwriting.
"Jenny," Martha whispered, tears spilling down her cheeks.
"Every recipe we've worked on together," Jenna explained. "Plus new ones I've been developing for the cooking classes we planned. So you can continue the wellness education program even if I can't be here to help."
"You're coming back, though. This isn't goodbye forever."
"I'm going to try, Mom. But I don't know what Trevor's going to require, or how long the legal process will take. This way, you have everything you need to keep helping people, with or without me."
They held each other for a long time, both crying for the future that was being taken away and the uncertainty that lay ahead.
Her phone buzzed with a text message—Riley: “Merry Christmas! What time should Lily and I come over for present opening?”
Jenna stared at the message, realizing she hadn't told him about her departure. In the chaos of legal threats and packing, she'd somehow failed to say goodbye to the man she'd fallen in love with and the little girl who'd become like a daughter to her.
She typed back: “Something's come up. I'll call you later to explain.”
His response was immediate: “Everything okay? Do you need help?”
“I'll explain everything when I can. Take care of yourself and Lily.”
As the taxi pulled up outside The Sweet Spot, Jenna took one last look around the apartment that had become home. Martha stood at the window, still in her robe, watching as Jenna loaded her suitcase into the car.
"I love you, Mom. Thank you for giving me a place to come home to."
"I love you too, Jenny. This isn't the end—it's just a pause."
As the taxi pulled away from the curb, Jenna saw neighbors beginning to emerge from their houses, some of them challenge participants who waved when they recognized her in the car. She waved back, wondering what they must be thinking—why was Jenna Baxter leaving on Christmas morning with a suitcase?
She didn't see Riley's truck turn onto Main Street just as her taxi reached the other end, didn't know that he and Lily had arrived at Martha's apartment to find it quiet and Jenna nowhere to be found.
The last thing she saw as they left New Paltz was The Sweet Spot's cheerful sign, the bakery that had become so much more than a business, growing smaller in the rear window until it disappeared entirely.
She was going back to California, back to Trevor and contracts and a life that no longer fit. But she was also carrying with her the knowledge of what real community felt like, what genuine love looked like, and what work that truly mattered actually meant.
Trevor could make her return to Los Angeles, but he couldn't make her forget what she'd found in New Paltz. And he couldn't stop her from finding her way back.












Chapter 20


The LAX terminal felt like an alien landscape after six weeks in New Paltz—too bright, too loud, too fast. Jenna stood at the baggage claim, surrounded by the chaos of holiday travel, feeling like a visitor to her own former life.
Maya waited by the exit, looking polished and professional as always, but her expression was strained. "Jenna, I'm so sorry about all this. Trevor's been impossible to work with since you left."
"It's not your fault," Jenna replied, accepting her assistant's brief hug. "How bad is it, really?"
"Let me put it this way—the paparazzi followed me here. There are photographers waiting outside, and every entertainment blog in the city is running stories about your 'breakdown' and 'abandonment' of your career."
As they walked toward Maya's car, Jenna could indeed see camera flashes going off beyond the airport security barriers. Her return to Los Angeles was apparently newsworthy enough to warrant a media circus.
"What's the official story?" she asked as they navigated through traffic toward West Hollywood.
"Trevor's people are saying you had a family emergency that spiraled into a personal crisis. They're painting him as the understanding fiancé who's been patiently waiting for you to get the help you need."
"And my side of the story?"
"Doesn't exist yet. Trevor's lawyers advised you not to speak to any media until after tomorrow's meeting."


Back in New Paltz, Riley stood in Martha's kitchen holding a bouquet of winter flowers he'd bought for Jenna, staring at the empty space where her presence should have been.
"I don't understand," Lily said for the third time, looking around the apartment as if Jenna might be hiding somewhere. "Where did she go? It's Christmas morning!"
Martha, who had been crying on and off since Jenna's departure, tried to explain without revealing the full scope of the legal crisis. "She had to go back to California suddenly. There were some work problems that couldn't wait."
"But she said she was staying," Lily protested. "She said this was her home now. She said families don't leave each other."
Riley set down the flowers and knelt to Lily's level, his own heart breaking at his daughter's confusion and disappointment. "Sometimes grown-ups have to do things they don't want to do, sweetheart. It doesn't mean they want to leave."
"But why didn't she say goodbye? Why didn't she tell us she was leaving?"
It was the question Riley had been asking himself since arriving to find Martha alone and devastated. The woman who had become so important to both of them had vanished without explanation, leaving only a hastily sent text message that explained nothing.
"I think she was scared," Martha said quietly. "I think she was afraid that saying goodbye would be too hard for everyone."
"Will she come back?" Lily asked.
"I don't know, sweetheart," Riley answered honestly. "I hope so."


Throughout Christmas Day, as they tried to salvage some holiday spirit for Lily's sake, neighbors and challenge participants stopped by to ask about Jenna's sudden departure. Word had spread quickly through the small town that she'd been seen leaving with a suitcase on Christmas morning.
"Is it true that Jenna went back to California?" asked Mrs. Patterson when she dropped off cookies in the afternoon. "Mrs. Chen said she saw her getting into a taxi this morning."
"She had some urgent business to attend to," Martha replied diplomatically, not wanting to fuel gossip but also not wanting to lie to the community that had embraced them both.


By evening, Riley's phone was buzzing with calls and texts from other challenge participants, all wanting to know what had happened to their wellness coordinator and when she'd be back.
"Dr. Jackson," he read aloud from a message from Laura Chen, "Sylvia's asking if the cooking classes will continue after New Year's. Should we tell people they're canceled?"
Riley looked at Martha, who was sitting in her chair with the recipe box Jenna had given her, running her fingers over the handwritten cards.
"They're not canceled," Martha said firmly. "Jenna left me everything I need to continue the program. She's not abandoning the community—she's just... taking care of some things."


Back in Los Angeles, Jenna's apartment felt like a museum exhibit of someone else's life. Everything was exactly as she'd left it—the designer furniture, the carefully curated art, the kitchen that looked like a magazine spread but had rarely been used for actual cooking.
After the warm chaos of Martha's apartment above The Sweet Spot, the sterile perfection felt suffocating.
She spent Christmas night alone, eating takeout sushi and reading the entertainment blogs' coverage of her "scandal." The articles painted her as either a victim of Hollywood pressure who'd suffered a breakdown, or as an ungrateful starlet who'd abandoned her responsibilities for a small-town romance.
Neither version bore much resemblance to the truth.
Her phone sat silent on the coffee table. She'd turned off the ringer hours ago, unable to bear the thought of answering if Riley called. What could she possibly say to explain why she'd left without saying goodbye? How could she make him understand that seeing the disappointment in his eyes, the confusion in Lily's face, would have made leaving impossible?
Instead, she stared at the city lights spreading out beyond her floor-to-ceiling windows and tried to remember why this life had once seemed so appealing.


The next morning brought her first look at Trevor in weeks, and she was struck by how much smaller he seemed. In her memory, he'd been this larger-than-life figure who controlled her career and shaped her decisions. In reality, he was just a man in an expensive suit, flanked by lawyers who charged more per hour than most people made in a month.
"Jenna," he said with the kind of smile that looked warm but felt calculating.
"Hello, Trevor. Gentlemen," she nodded to the assembled legal team. "Let's get this over with."
The next two hours were a masterclass in legal intimidation. Trevor's lawyers laid out her contractual violations in exhaustive detail, outlined the financial damages they claimed she'd caused, and presented a settlement offer that would bind her to the show for another eighteen months while severely restricting her ability to pursue independent projects.
"Essentially," summarized the lead attorney, "Ms. Baxter returns to her professional obligations, fulfills her existing contracts, and agrees not to engage in any competing wellness or media activities during that period."
"And if I refuse?"
"Then we proceed with the lawsuit, seek criminal contempt charges, and ensure that your reputation in this industry is thoroughly destroyed. You'll never work in television again."
Jenna looked across the conference table at Trevor, seeing clearly for the first time the man behind the producer persona. This wasn't about business or contracts—it was about control, about punishing her for choosing something else over his vision of their life together.
"I need time to consider your offer," she said finally.
"You have until tomorrow morning," Trevor replied. "The spring season starts filming in three weeks. If you're not committed by then, we're moving forward without you—and against you."


That afternoon, Jenna drove through the Los Angeles streets that had been her home for nine years, seeing them with new eyes. The palm trees and perpetual sunshine that had once seemed like paradise now felt artificial, disconnected from the rhythms of real seasons and authentic community.
She found herself at Venice Beach, walking along the boardwalk and trying to process her options. Legally, Trevor's position was strong. Financially, she couldn't afford a prolonged court battle. Professionally, he had the power to effectively end her media career.
But as she watched the street performers and tourists, the vendors and surfers, she realized something important: this world no longer felt like home. The community she'd found in New Paltz, the work she'd been doing with the challenge participants, the family she'd built with Riley and Lily—that was real in ways that her television career had never been.
Her phone buzzed with a text from Martha: “Riley and Lily are worried sick. They don't understand why you left without saying goodbye. Can you at least let them know you're safe?”
Jenna stared at the message for a long time before typing back: “Tell them I'm sorry. Tell them this wasn't my choice.”
Martha's response came immediately: “Tell them yourself. They deserve that much.”
She was right, of course. But how could Jenna explain the legal complexities, the career destruction, the impossible choice between love and survival? How could she tell an eight-year-old that sometimes the grown-up world was cruel and unfair in ways that made no sense?
Instead, she made a series of phone calls that would change everything.
The first was to a lawyer Maya had recommended—not an entertainment attorney who specialized in protecting celebrities, but a contracts specialist who had experience with restrictive employment agreements.
"Based on what you've told me," the lawyer said after reviewing the documents Trevor's team had provided, "this is essentially an attempt to enforce indentured servitude. Yes, you have contractual obligations, but they also have limits. We can negotiate."
The second call was to a journalist friend who worked for the Hollywood Reporter.
"You want to tell your side of the story?" she asked when Jenna explained her situation. "That's going to make Trevor and the network very unhappy."
"I'm already making them unhappy. At least this way, people will know why."
The third call was to Dr. Hendricks in New Paltz.
"Jenna! How are you holding up? The whole town is talking about your sudden departure."
"I'm okay, but I need to ask you something. If I can't come back for a while—months, maybe even a year or more—would the community continue the challenge without me?"
"Honey, the challenge stopped being about you weeks ago. It's become part of who this community is now. We'll miss your expertise, but we'll keep going. Martha and Riley and Sarah have all stepped up as leaders."
"And the cooking classes? The wellness workshops we planned?"
"Martha's determined to make those happen, with or without you. Though I think she'd prefer with you."
"Tell her I'll be back. I don't know when, but I'll be back."
The final call was the hardest one.
"Riley?"
"Jenna." His voice was carefully controlled, but she could hear the hurt underneath. "We've been worried about you."
"I'm sorry I left the way I did. I'm sorry I didn't say goodbye properly."
"Why did you leave? What happened that was so urgent it couldn't wait until after Christmas?"
She explained the legal situation as simply as she could, the injunction and threats, the impossible choice between returning to California or facing criminal charges.
"How long?" he asked when she finished.
"I don't know. Trevor's lawyers are good, and they're motivated."
A long pause. "You know Lily and I will wait for you. However long it takes."
"You shouldn't have to. You deserve someone who can be present, who doesn't come with legal complications and media drama."
"I deserve someone who fights for what she believes in. Someone who doesn't give up when things get difficult. Someone who chooses love over fear."
"Even if that fight means being apart for an unknown period of time?"
"Even then. But Jenna? Next time something like this happens, don't disappear without saying goodbye. We're stronger together than we are apart."


The next morning, Jenna returned to Trevor's office with her decision. She was accompanied by her new lawyer, armed with a counter-proposal that would fulfill her contractual obligations while preserving her right to pursue independent projects.
"I'll complete the spring season," she announced to the assembled group. "But I want modifications to the contract that allow me to maintain my wellness work in New Paltz, and I want a clear exit strategy that doesn't include non-compete clauses."
Trevor's face darkened. "That's not how this works, Jenna. You don't get to dictate terms after abandoning your responsibilities."
"Actually," her lawyer interjected smoothly, "Ms. Hartwell was on scheduled hiatus and had every right to pursue personal projects. The show wasn't in production, and she fulfilled all her contractual obligations during that period."
The network's legal team shifted uncomfortably. One of them cleared his throat. "There's also the matter of the ratings boost. The New Paltz coverage drove our repeat viewership up eighteen percent last month."
Trevor's jaw tightened. "That's beside the point—"
"No, that's exactly the point," Jenna's lawyer continued. "My client didn't cost the network money; she made them money. And she did it while technically on her own time, during a hiatus that was supposed to include a personal vacation."

For the next three hours, they hammered out an agreement that satisfied no one but was tolerable to everyone. Jenna would return to the show for six months, completing the spring season and helping to transition her replacement. In exchange, she would be free to pursue wellness education projects during hiatus periods, and the network would agree not to pursue damages related to her departure.
It wasn't the freedom she wanted, but it was a path back to the life she'd chosen.


That afternoon, as she signed the modified contracts and posed for publicity photos announcing her return, Jenna felt like she was walking through someone else's life. The familiar studio, the professional makeup and wardrobe, the carefully scripted conversations with network executives—all of it felt like performance art, a role she was playing rather than a life she was living.
But she also felt something she hadn't expected: strength. The month and a half in New Paltz had changed her in fundamental ways. She knew who she was now, independent of television cameras and Hollywood validation. She knew what community felt like, what real love looked like, what work that mattered actually meant.
As she drove through the Los Angeles traffic toward her empty apartment, Jenna's phone buzzed with a text from Martha: “Saw the entertainment news. Six months isn't forever. We'll be here when you get home.”
Home. Not Los Angeles, despite the years she'd lived here. Not the apartment she'd owned or the career she'd built. Home was a small town in the Hudson Valley, a bakery that smelled like cinnamon and possibility, and the people who had welcomed her not as a celebrity, but as family.
Six months felt like an eternity, but it was manageable. She would fulfill her obligations, protect her legal standing, and then return to build the life she actually wanted.













Chapter 21


The taxi from Albany International Airport wound through the familiar curves of Route 32 as darkness fell on New Year's Eve. Jenna pressed her face to the window, watching the Hudson Valley landscape emerge from the winter twilight like a beloved painting she'd memorized in childhood. The Shawangunk Ridge stood silhouetted against the purple sky, and scattered farmhouses glowed with warm yellow light that spoke of families gathered around dinner tables.
She'd been gone only six days, but it felt like months. Six days of high-powered meetings with entertainment lawyers, six days of depositions and contract negotiations, six days of fighting for the right to live her own life. The legal battle was far from over—Trevor's team had made that abundantly clear—but she'd managed to negotiate enough breathing room to return to New Paltz for the New Paltz Strong Challenge's final weigh-in.
Her fingers found the small compass necklace Riley had given her the night before she left. "So you can always find your way home," he'd said, and she'd worn it every day since, a tangible reminder of what she was fighting for.
The Sweet Spot came into view as they turned onto Main Street, its windows glowing warmly in the evening light. Through the glass, she could see the bustle of preparation for tonight's celebration—the final weigh-in combined with a New Year's Eve party that would mark the official end of the challenge.
"This the place?" the taxi driver asked, pulling up to the curb.
"This is home," Jenna replied, handing him the fare.
She stood on the sidewalk for a moment, breathing in the crisp winter air and letting the reality sink in. She was back. Despite Trevor's threats, despite the legal uncertainties, despite everything that could still go wrong—she was home.
The bell over the door chimed as she entered, and the warm scent of cinnamon and vanilla enveloped her like a hug. The main bakery area had been transformed for the evening's festivities—tables pushed against the walls to create space for mingling, colorful banners hanging from the ceiling, and a large "Congratulations New Paltz Strong Participants!" sign stretched across the back wall.
"Jenna!" Kayla's voice carried across the crowded space. "You made it!"
Martha appeared from behind the counter, moving quickly despite her recent recovery, and wrapped Jenna in a fierce hug that smelled like her childhood.
"I was so worried you wouldn't get back in time," Martha whispered in her ear.
"I wouldn't miss tonight for anything in the world." Jenna pulled back to study her mother's face. "How are you feeling? You look wonderful."
"I feel wonderful. The physical therapy is going so well that Dr. Patel cleared me for full activity." Martha's eyes sparkled with pride.
Before Jenna could respond, a commotion near the entrance caught her attention. Dr. Hendricks was setting up the medical screening station while several challenge participants helped arrange chairs for the evening's presentations. The Martinez family was hanging streamers, their children chattering excitedly about the party. Mrs. Chen was organizing a display of before-and-after photos that documented the community's transformation.
But it was the small figure that burst through the crowd and launched herself toward Jenna that made her heart stop.
"Jenna! You came back! You really came back!"
Lily slammed into Jenna's legs with enough force to nearly knock her over, wrapping her arms around Jenna's waist and holding on as if she'd never let go.
"Of course I came back, sweetheart," Jenna said, kneeling down to Lily's level and gathering the eight-year-old into a proper hug. "I promised you I would, didn't I?"
"But the lawyers and the court and all that scary stuff—I thought they might make you stay in California forever."
"No one can make me stay away from my family," Jenna said firmly. "Remember what a very wise girl once told me? Families don't leave each other."
Lily pulled back to look at Jenna seriously. "I said that?"
"You did. And you were absolutely right."
"I'm always right about family stuff," Lily declared with eight-year-old confidence. "Daddy says it's my superpower."
"Where is your daddy?"
"He's in the back setting up the big scale for the weigh-ins. But he's been checking the door every five minutes all day, waiting for you to come back."
As if summoned by his daughter's words, Riley appeared in the doorway that led to the kitchen area. He was wearing a dark sweater that made his eyes look even warmer than usual, and when he spotted Jenna, his entire face transformed with relief and joy.
They moved toward each other through the crowded room as if drawn by gravity, and when Riley reached her, he didn't hesitate—he pulled her into his arms and held her tight enough that she could feel his heartbeat against her cheek.
"I wasn't sure..." he started to say, then stopped and just held her closer.
"I told you I'd come back," she murmured against his shoulder. "I told you I was fighting for this."
"I know. But fighting and winning aren't always the same thing."
Jenna pulled back enough to look at his face, noting the lines of worry around his eyes that hadn't been there a week ago. "And sometimes it's a draw. I will have to leave again, but I'll always come back to you, Lily, Mom, and this wonderful community"
"Promise?"
She reached up to touch the compass necklace at her throat. "This helped me find my way back to you. It'll keep helping me find my way back, no matter what happens."
Riley's eyes followed her gesture to the necklace, and his expression softened. "It suits you."
"Dr. Jackson! Jenna!" Mrs. Patterson's voice carried across the room. "Are we ready to start the final presentations? People are getting excited!"


The next two hours passed in a blur of celebration and achievement that exceeded even Jenna's most optimistic expectations. The final weigh-in results were staggering—average weight loss of twelve pounds per participant, with some people having lost thirty or more. But the non-scale victories were even more impressive: participants reporting increased energy, better sleep, improved mood, and stronger family relationships.
Dr. Hendricks presented data on the community's health improvements—reduced blood pressure readings, lower cholesterol levels, and decreased diabetes risk factors across the board. The local school district reported improved attendance and academic performance among children whose families had participated in the challenge.
But it was the personal testimonials that brought tears to Jenna's eyes. Tommy Martinez stood up to thank the program for giving his family "the gift of health and togetherness." Mrs. Chen shared how the challenge had helped her children develop a positive relationship with food and exercise. Even some of the teenagers spoke about feeling more confident and energetic.
"Six weeks ago," announced the mayor, who had quietly joined the challenge halfway through, "New Paltz was a community struggling with the same health issues facing towns across America. Tonight, we're a model for what's possible when people support each other in making positive changes."
As the formal presentations wound down and the New Year's Eve party began, Jenna found herself surrounded by participants wanting to thank her, ask questions about continuing their health journey, and share their plans for maintaining their progress.
"The cooking classes start again next week, right?" asked Laura Chen.
"Absolutely," Martha replied, appearing at Jenna's elbow with a glass of sparkling cider. "We're expanding to twice a week, plus specialized classes for different dietary needs."
"And the walking groups will continue through the winter?" added Mrs. Patterson.
"Weather permitting," Riley confirmed. "Dr. Hendricks and I are also planning monthly health screenings for anyone who wants to track their progress."


As the conversation continued around her, Jenna marveled at how the challenge had evolved beyond anything she'd originally envisioned. It had become a true community transformation, with multiple leaders and self-sustaining programs that would continue long after the official challenge ended.
"You did this," Riley said quietly, appearing beside her as the crowd gradually thinned.
"We did this," she corrected. "All of us together."
"But you were the catalyst. You're the one who showed us it was possible."
As midnight approached, someone had turned on music and dimmed the lights. A few couples were dancing in the small space between the tables, while children ran around playing tag despite the late hour. It felt less like a formal event and more like a family celebration.
"Five minutes until midnight!" Lily announced, consulting the clock on the wall with the authority of someone who'd been designated the official timekeeper.
"Should we gather everyone for the countdown?" Martha asked.
"Four minutes!" Lily called out.
Riley took Jenna's hand and led her to a slightly quieter corner near the front windows, where they could see the gently falling snow illuminated by the streetlights.
"So what happens now?" he asked quietly. "With the legal situation, I mean."
"According to my updated contract, I have to return to California to tape this season and help transition a new host. But, I can fly back and forth during any hiatus in taping.”
Riley looked deep into Jenna's eyes, “Then why do you still look so worried?”
“Because this still isn't over. Even with a new contract, I still don't expect Trevor to give up easily." Jenna squeezed his hand. "But I know what I'm fighting for now. That makes all the difference."
"And what are you fighting for?"
"This. Us. The work we're doing here. The life we're building together." She gestured around the room, where their community was celebrating not just the new year but their collective transformation. "I'm fighting for the right to choose love over fear, authenticity over success, community over individual achievement."
"Two minutes!" Lily bounced over to them, then noticed their clasped hands and grinned. "Are you going to kiss at midnight? You're supposed to kiss at midnight. It's tradition."
"Is that so?" Riley asked with amusement.
"Absolutely. I read about it in a book. It's for good luck in the new year."
"Well, we certainly need good luck," Jenna said, smiling at the little girl who had become such an important part of her heart.
"One minute! Everyone get ready!"
The room had grown quieter as people gathered with their families and friends, partners and children clustering together as the final seconds of the year ticked away.
"Ten! Nine! Eight!" The countdown began, voices joining together in the traditional ritual.
"Seven! Six! Five!"
Riley's hand found Jenna's cheek, his thumb brushing away a tear she hadn't realized was falling.
"Four! Three! Two!"
"Happy New Year, Jenna," he whispered.
"One! Happy New Year!"
As the room erupted in cheers and noisemakers and joyful chaos, Riley leaned in and kissed her. It was soft and sweet and full of promise—a kiss that tasted like hope and felt like coming home.
Around them, the celebration continued. Families hugged and laughed, friends toasted with sparkling cider, children ran in circles singing "Auld Lang Syne" at the top of their lungs. But for Jenna, the world had narrowed to this moment, this man, this feeling of being exactly where she belonged.
When they finally broke apart, Lily was grinning at them with the satisfaction of someone whose predictions had come true.
"Good luck activated," she announced solemnly. "This is going to be the best year ever."
"I think you might be right, sweetheart," Jenna replied, her hand still in Riley's, her compass necklace warm against her throat, surrounded by the community that had taught her what home really meant.
The New Paltz Strong Challenge was officially over, but the transformation it had sparked was just beginning. And whatever legal battles lay ahead, whatever challenges the new year might bring, Jenna knew she would face them from a place of strength—rooted in love, supported by community, and finally, completely herself.
The best year ever indeed.









Epilogue

December 23rd, One Year Later


The Sweet Spot looked nothing like it had thirteen months ago. Where there had once been a struggling bakery with empty display cases, there was now a thriving community wellness center that served as the heart of New Paltz's transformation.
The original bakery counter remained, but it now offered an array of healthy treats that rivaled any traditional confectionery—protein-packed muffins, antioxidant-rich dark chocolate treats, whole grain breads that actually tasted better than their refined counterparts. But the real changes were in the expanded space.
What had once been storage areas were now teaching kitchens where weekly cooking classes drew participants from across the Hudson Valley. The attic above upstairs apartment had been converted into consultation rooms where registered dietitians worked with individuals and families to develop sustainable wellness plans. And the basement had become a fitness studio where yoga classes, strength training sessions, and movement workshops helped people discover the joy of physical activity.
Martha stood behind the main counter, moving with the confidence of someone whose body had fully healed and whose spirit had found new purpose. At sixty, she was stronger and more energetic than she'd been in years, and her role as co-director of the New Paltz Wellness Center suited her perfectly.
"Five minutes until the Christmas cookie class starts," she called to Kayla, who was arranging ingredients for the afternoon's demonstration. "Are we ready?"
"Ready, Mrs. B," Kayla confirmed. She'd completed her nutrition certification over the summer and now served as the center's education coordinator, a role that utilized both her organizational skills and her genuine enthusiasm for helping people discover healthier ways to enjoy food.
The class participants began filtering in—a mix of familiar faces from the original challenge and newcomers who'd heard about the center's approach to wellness education. Among them were the Martinez family, now leading advocates for healthy living who had started their own family fitness blog, and Mrs. Chen, whose children had become enthusiastic junior chefs who helped teach cooking classes for other kids.
"Where's our star instructor?" asked Dr. Hendricks, who had become the center's medical director while maintaining her private practice. "Don't tell me she's stuck in holiday traffic."
"She'll be here," said a familiar voice from the doorway. Riley entered with Lily bouncing beside him, both of them carrying boxes of supplies. "Jenna's never late for cookie class."


At exactly 2 PM, the door chimed and Jenna walked in, carrying a box of organic vanilla she'd picked up from a farm in New Jersey. She looked healthy and happy in a way that the old Jenna—the television personality who'd fled Los Angeles exactly one year ago—never had.
The past year had been challenging in ways she couldn't have imagined. Fulfilling her contractual obligations while building the wellness center remotely, fighting legal battles over non-compete clauses, navigating the media attention that had followed her "career transformation," and maintaining a long-distance relationship with Riley and Lily had tested her resolve repeatedly.
But it had also been transformative. The six months she'd spent back in Los Angeles had clarified everything she'd suspected during her time in New Paltz—that her television career, while successful, had never been fulfilling in the way that community-based wellness work was. When her contract finally ended in June, she'd packed her life into boxes and moved back to New Paltz permanently, ready to build something real and lasting.
"All right, everyone," she said, tying on her apron and surveying the eager faces around her. "Today we're making Christmas cookies that would make Santa's nutritionist proud. Who's ready to learn some magic?"


The next two hours passed in the kind of organized chaos that made the center's classes so popular. Families worked together to create healthier versions of holiday classics, sharing stories and techniques while learning about nutrition in ways that felt practical rather than preachy.
"The secret to these gingerbread cookies," Jenna explained as she demonstrated proper mixing technique, "is that the molasses and whole wheat flour actually provide more complex flavors than traditional recipes. You're not sacrificing taste—you're enhancing it."
As the afternoon progressed and the ovens filled with batches of cookies, participants began sharing updates on their wellness journeys. The original challenge had officially ended six months ago, but the community it had created continued to thrive.
"My doctor took me off blood pressure medication last month," announced Mr. Patterson, carefully rolling out snickerdoodle dough with his granddaughter. "First time in fifteen years."
"The whole family's training for the Hudson Valley 5K in the spring," added Maria Martinez, decorating sugar cookies with her children. "Even my mother-in-law, who's seventy-two."
But it was the children who provided the most remarkable transformations. Kids who had once struggled with weight and energy now moved confidently through the kitchen, teaching younger participants proper measuring techniques and explaining the benefits of different ingredients with the enthusiasm of tiny nutritionists.
"Cinnamon helps regulate blood sugar," eight-year-old Jay Chen explained seriously to a newcomer's daughter. "That's why Miss Jenna's snickerdoodles don't make you crash like regular cookies."


As the class wound down and families packaged up their creations to take home, Jenna felt the familiar satisfaction that came from watching people discover they could enjoy the foods they loved while supporting their health goals.
"Same time next week?" asked Mrs. Patterson, already planning ahead.
"Actually," Martha interjected with a mysterious smile, "next week we'll be closed for a special event. But we'll resume regular classes on January 2nd with our New Year, New Habits series."
As the participants left, chattering excitedly about their cookie successes and making plans for New Year's wellness goals, the center grew quiet except for the core team cleaning up the teaching kitchen.
"So," Dr. Hendricks said casually as she wiped down counters, "are you going to tell us about this mysterious special event, or do we have to guess?"
Riley, who had been unusually quiet during the cleanup, suddenly looked nervous. "Actually, that's something I wanted to talk to everyone about."
He reached into his pocket and pulled out a small velvet box, dropping to one knee in the middle of the teaching kitchen while Jenna stared at him in shock.
"Jenna Baxter," he said, his voice steady despite the emotion in his eyes, "thirteen months ago, you came back to New Paltz thinking you were just helping your mother through a crisis. Instead, you transformed this entire community, created something beautiful and sustainable that's helping hundreds of people live healthier lives, and reminded me what it feels like to build a future with someone you love."
Lily appeared beside him, bouncing with excitement she'd clearly been containing for days. "Ask her, Daddy! Ask her!"
Riley laughed, some of his nervousness dissolving in the face of his daughter's enthusiasm. "Jenna, will you marry me? Will you be my partner in everything—raising Lily, serving this community, building a life that honors both where we've been and where we're going?"
The kitchen fell silent except for the ticking of the antique clock Martha had inherited from her grandmother. Jenna looked around at the faces surrounding her—Martha beaming with pride, Kayla and Dr. Hendricks grinning expectantly, and Lily practically vibrating with anticipation.
This was her family, her community, her life's work. Not the artificial perfection of television studios or Hollywood premieres, but the real, messy, beautiful work of helping people take better care of themselves and each other.
"Yes," she said, laughing through tears of joy. "Yes to all of it."
As Riley slipped the ring onto her finger—a beautiful antique setting that had belonged to his grandmother—Lily launched herself into their arms for a family hug that knocked them slightly off balance.
"Can we have the wedding here?" Lily asked immediately. "In the center? It would be perfect!"
"We can have the wedding wherever you want," Jenna assured her, still processing the fact that she was engaged to be married in the teaching kitchen of a wellness center, surrounded by the scent of healthy Christmas cookies and the people who had become her chosen family.
Riley's face became serious for a moment as he raised an eyebrow and said, “I thought you dreamed of getting married at the Mohonk Mountain House.”
“That was teen-aged Jenna's dream. She's all grown up and now her only dream is to marry you. I don't care where or when.”
"Here," Lily decided definitively. "Because this is where all the good things happen."

Later that evening, after the celebration dinner and the phone calls to extended family and the countless hugs from community members who had somehow learned the news within hours (the benefits and challenges of small-town life), Jenna and Riley walked through the snow-covered streets of Huguenot Street.
"A year ago, I thought I'd lost everything," Jenna said, her hand warm in Riley's despite the December cold. "My career, my financial security, my entire identity."
"And now?"
"Now I know I'd found everything I didn't even know I was looking for." She stopped walking and turned to face him. "I love you, Riley Jackson. I love Lily, I love this community, I love the work we're doing together. I love the life we've built."
"Even though it's not the life you planned?"
"Especially because it's not the life I planned. The life I planned was about achieving things, accumulating success, building a brand. This life is about becoming who I'm supposed to be."
As they reached the DuBois House, where they'd held their first cooking demonstration during the New Paltz Strong Challenge, Jenna marveled at how much had changed since that December day a year ago when she'd first taught families to make healthy holiday treats.
The challenge had ended, but its impact continued to ripple through the community. The wellness center served over 300 people each month. Childhood obesity rates in New Paltz had dropped by 40%. Adult diabetes diagnoses were down 25%. And perhaps most importantly, the culture around food and health had shifted from shame and restriction to joy and community support.
"You know what the best part is?" Jenna said as they turned toward home.
"What's that?"
"We're just getting started. The wellness center model is already being adapted in three other Hudson Valley towns. Dr. Hendricks has a publisher interested in our community health book. And next month, we're launching the online certification program for wellness educators."
"Going to change the world, one healthy cookie at a time?"
"Something like that." Jenna smiled, thinking of all the communities that could benefit from the model they'd developed—the integration of medical care, nutrition education, fitness support, and community connection that made sustainable wellness possible.
As they climbed the stairs to the apartment above The Sweet Spot she reflected on the journey that had brought her here. A year ago, she'd been a reluctant television personality living someone else's version of success. Tonight, she was an engaged woman preparing to spend her life doing work that mattered with people she loved.
Tomorrow would bring new challenges, new participants seeking to transform their relationship with food and health, new opportunities to serve the community that had given her so much. But tonight, she was simply a woman in love, planning a future with her best friend and his remarkable daughter.
The sweetest ending had become the most beautiful beginning.













Can't get enough of Jenna, Riley, and the rest of the Sweet Spot gang? Check out this exclusive sneak peek of Chapter One from the second book in the Recipe for Love series, A Dash of Forever!

Chapter One

The scent of lemon scones drifted through the bakery, mingling with the crisp sweetness of lilacs wafting in from the street. Spring had finally arrived in New Paltz, and with it came a steady stream of customers eager for sunshine, caffeine, and something warm from the ovens of The Sweet Spot.
Kayla Morrison adjusted the bright pink strands of hair that kept slipping from her messy bun and balanced two mugs of coffee on a tray. She was twenty-four years old and could practically make a caramel latte in her sleep—but lately, she couldn’t shake the feeling that she was meant to be doing more than just pulling shots of espresso.
“Large latte with oat milk!” she called, sliding the drink toward a waiting college student who barely looked up from her phone. “And one honey-ginger tea.”
It was the same rhythm every morning: take orders, fill the pastry case, smile, repeat. Kayla loved the bakery—it had been her second home since high school—but lately, every whir of the espresso machine sounded like a reminder of the life she hadn’t yet started. She wanted to study nutrition, maybe even open her own place one day. But she worried her absence in the busy shop would be too much for her mother now that Mrs. B took on the title of  co-director of the New Paltz Wellness Center. She kept herself busy preparing healthy baking demonstrations and meal prep classes. Jenna was still around, but most of her time these days were spent on preparations for her wedding, her dream felt like something that lived in a notebook instead of real life.
“Kayla?” Her mom’s voice called from the kitchen. “We’re out of flour again—grab a bag from the storeroom, would you?”
“On it.” She slipped through the swinging door into the quiet back room, grateful for the break from the steady chatter up front. The smell of cinnamon and yeast wrapped around her, comforting and familiar. Still, she couldn’t shake the restless ache in her chest.
She hefted a fifty-pound bag of flour into her arms, the muscles in her arms straining as she carried it back out front. Just as she nudged the door open with her hip, the bell over the bakery door jingled.
Kayla looked up—and nearly dropped the entire bag.
Standing at the counter, scanning the chalkboard menu like he hadn’t just walked straight out of her past, was Ethan Cole. His dark hair was shorter now, but he had the kind of broad-shouldered confidence that hadn’t been there when they were awkward teenagers hanging out behind the high school bleachers. But his eyes—warm, familiar hazel eyes—were unmistakable.
“Hey, Kayla,” he said, his voice deeper but carrying that same easy rasp she remembered. “Long time.”
The flour slipped an inch in her arms before she caught it, heart hammering. She hadn’t seen Ethan in six years, not since the night he left town with little more than a duffel bag and a restless grin.
“Ethan?” she managed, her throat suddenly dry. “What are you—what are you doing here?”
He smiled, slow and steady, like he knew exactly the effect he was having on her. “I just got home. Figured I’d start with coffee.”
And just like that, the neat little world Kayla had been building—dreams of school, routine shifts at the bakery, helping Jenna pick out cake flavors for her wedding—was knocked completely off balance.

Available in Spring 2027.







