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Series Note

Spring at Willow Creek is Book Four in the Seasons of Love series, following Summer at Willow Creek, Autumn at Willow Creek, and Winter at Willow Creek. Each story explores love, renewal, and the quiet beauty of small-town life through the changing seasons.

Epigraph

“The world begins again each time we do.”

— Mara Quinn
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Chapter One: The Thaw
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The thaw came with a sigh.

One morning, the world simply softened. The hard lines of winter blurred, the air turned wet and sweet, and the frozen creek began to murmur again — a sound like breathing after holding it too long. The town of Willow Creek stirred with it. Windows opened. Gardens woke. And from the edge of Main Street, the bell above Bennett & Hartman Studio rang as Zoë pushed open the door to let the spring air in.

It smelled of damp wood, turpentine, and new beginnings.

She stepped inside, carrying a box of wildflower seedlings tucked under her arm. The light streamed through the wide front windows, touching the paintings and photographs that lined the walls — soft landscapes, golden sunsets, frost melting into colour.

Eli was already there, crouched near the back corner, hanging a new frame. His shirt sleeves were rolled, his hair still damp from the shower, and sunlight scattered through the glass like confetti on his shoulders.

“Morning,” he said without turning. “You’re early.”

“I missed the sound of birds,” she said. “And I had a feeling today might be beautiful.”

He looked over his shoulder, smiling. “You were right.”

Zoë set the seedlings on the table and dusted her hands. “The festival committee’s meeting at noon. Maggie wants to finalise the music lineup.”

Eli straightened, giving a mock groan. “As long as Lucas doesn’t volunteer me to sing again.”

“You were good,” she teased. “People clapped.”

“They clapped because it ended.”

She laughed and came closer, looping her arms around his waist. “It’s spring. You’re required to be optimistic.”

“I’m working on it,” he said, resting his forehead against hers. “Give me until lunch.”

“Deal.”

They stood there for a moment in the golden quiet, the studio humming with that soft kind of peace that comes only after a stormy year. It had been nearly twelve months since their first exhibition together, and the place had grown into something more than either of them imagined.

What began as an experiment — pairing her paintings with his photographs — had become a living, breathing space. Workshops filled with laughter. Art classes for children. Tourists wandering in off the road, charmed by the creek and the stories behind every piece. The sign out front read Bennett & Hartman Studio: Photography | Art | Light — but what people really came for was belonging.

By midmorning, the town had come alive. Outside the studio windows, Eliza was stringing pastel ribbons between the lampposts for the upcoming Festival of Renewal. The café doors were propped open, letting the smell of cinnamon rolls spill into the street. Even the bridge — the heart of Willow Creek — gleamed in the new sunlight, the snow finally melted from its planks.

Zoë stood at the counter, sorting through flyers for the festival, when the studio bell jingled again.

A young woman stood in the doorway, shoulders tense, clutching a portfolio case. Her hair was a tumble of chestnut curls, her boots muddy, her expression hovering between hope and hesitation.

“Hi,” Zoë said warmly. “Come on in.”

“Hi,” the woman said, glancing around. “Sorry to interrupt. I’m looking for... someone who might be hiring?”

Zoë smiled. “You’ve found her. I’m Zoë Bennett.”

“Emma. Emma Cole,” she said quickly, adjusting her grip on the case. “I read about your studio online. I just— I needed to leave the city for a while. I paint, mostly. Sometimes I teach. Or used to.”

Zoë exchanged a glance with Eli, who’d appeared beside her, hands in his pockets.

“What kind of painting?” he asked.

“Impressionist landscapes,” Emma said, her words tumbling out fast. “But lately I can’t seem to finish anything. It’s like everything froze inside me. I thought maybe being somewhere... quieter... might help.”

Zoë smiled gently. “Then you’ve come to the right place.”

She motioned toward the back corner. “We’ve got an extra desk by the windows. You can use it while you’re here. No rent — just help out when you feel up to it.”

Emma blinked. “Really? Just like that?”

“Willow Creek has a habit of taking people in,” Zoë said. “It’s kind of what we do.”

Eli nodded. “Especially the ones who think they’re only staying a few days.”

A flicker of a smile crossed Emma’s face. “I’ll try to remember that.”

By afternoon, the studio was alive with sound. Brushes clinking in jars. Pages turning. The kettle whistling. Emma unpacked her paints, shy but slowly settling. Zoë worked on a new canvas — a field of tulips under a pale morning sky — while Eli printed photos from his latest shoot: the bridge reflected in thawing water, the first green buds pushing through frost.

Outside, children ran through puddles, and the air shimmered with that unmistakable scent of wet soil and promise.

Zoë leaned back from her easel, brushing her hands. “I forgot how much colour hurts after winter,” she said softly.

Eli glanced over. “Hurts?”

“In the best way,” she said. “Like waking up too fast.”

He smiled. “You should write that down.”

“I paint instead.”

The town meeting at noon was chaos in its friendliest form. Maggie chaired it from behind a mountain of paper, Eliza took notes that nobody would ever read again, and Lucas kept offering to build an extra stage even though nobody had asked for one.

“The Festival of Renewal is about new beginnings,” Maggie declared. “Not overengineering.”

“Overengineering is how we prevent chaos,” Lucas replied.

“This is Willow Creek,” Eliza said. “Chaos is the brand.”

Laughter rippled around the table. Zoë looked over at Eli, who was sketching ideas for the stage backdrop on a napkin. He caught her eye and winked.

She thought, not for the first time, how strange it felt to be this happy. After everything — the storms, the loss, the quiet rebuilding — happiness felt both fragile and fierce.

When the meeting ended, Maggie pulled Zoë aside. “You two really saved this town last year, you know. The studio, the festivals, all of it. People needed something to believe in again.”

Zoë shook her head. “We just opened the doors.”

“That’s all belief ever needs,” Maggie said, patting her arm. “A door and a bit of light.”

Later that evening, as dusk fell over the creek, Zoë and Eli walked home together. The air was cool and sweet, carrying the smell of wet wood and rain. The moon rose pale and early, reflecting in the rippling water.

“Do you ever think,” Zoë said softly, “how much this place has changed?”
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