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A PLAN FOR ESCAPE
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I TRADED THE SKYSCRAPERS FOR A PORCH LIGHT, BUT THE CITY REFUSES TO LET ME GO

I thought the hardest part was coming home. I was wrong. My name is Tessa Quinn, and I didn't just return to Cedar Ridge to plant flowers; I came back to plant roots. I found my place in the arms of Emmett Lawson, the carpenter who rebuilt my heart one porch step at a time. We were supposed to be building a future, a legacy in the form of a town park.

But the city I left behind has a long reach.

A corporate developer has arrived with deep pockets and a team of lawyers, intent on turning our history into a parking lot. They aren't just coming for the land; they are coming for Emmett’s workshop, his legacy, and the very ground we stand on. They offered us a way out—a settlement, a plan for escape. They thought we would take the money and run.

They forgot that Lawsons and Quinns don't run.

I spent years navigating boardrooms, and now I'm using every trick I learned to protect the man who taught me what home really means. They want to bulldoze our past? They’ll have to go through me first.

★★★★★ "This sequel takes the cozy small-town vibes and sets them on fire. The way Tessa steps up to defend Emmett? Chills. It’s not just a romance anymore; it’s a battle for survival." – Amazon Reviewer

Book 2 of 3 in The Mess Of Love series — the stakes rise as the small-town romance turns into a fight for legacy, proving that love isn't just about staying; it's about standing your ground.
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CHAPTER 1
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EMMETT P.O.V.

I’ve spent the better part of three hours pacing a path into the dew-heavy grass along the stone wall, and let me tell you, my boots are soaked through and my brain is about two steps away from a total engine failure. My coffee has gone from steaming hot to a lukewarm sludge that tastes like a bad decision, but I keep clutching the mug like it’s the only thing keeping me upright while I watch those dark windows of Tessa’s house. I’m doing that thing where I count the seconds between my breaths because if I don’t, I’m pretty sure I’ll just start vibrating right out of my skin, and Barkley isn't helping one bit, sniffing at the moss on the rocks and looking up at me like I’ve finally lost the few marbles I had left. The stone wall is only about two feet high but right now it feels like a fortress, a physical boundary that’s marking exactly where my life is supposed to stay and where hers might be heading, and the cold iron tang of the morning air is just sitting in my lungs like a weight. I check my watch again—four minutes since the last time I looked—and I swear the sun is taking its sweet time coming up just to spite me, leaving me out here in the grey half-light to wonder if the best night of my life was actually just the start of a really long goodbye. I keep trying to think about the cabinetry I’m supposed to finish for the Henderson kitchen, trying to visualize the dovetail joints and the grain of the oak, but every time I close my eyes I just see that Manhattan area code flashing on her phone screen like a neon warning sign.

That kiss was supposed to be a promise, not a clock ticking down, and goodness gracious, I can still feel the ghost of her lips on mine, a dizzying, perfect moment that felt like finally finding the last piece of a thousand-piece puzzle. We were standing right there on her porch, the light humming above us and the world finally feeling like it was in the right gear, and then that phone started buzzing against my chest like a hornet trapped in a jar. It didn’t just interrupt us; it shattered the whole vibe, turning a homecoming into a heist where the city was trying to steal back the only thing I’ve ever really wanted for myself. I can still smell the faint lilac scent of her hair, that clean, floral note that always reminds me of her garden after a spring rain, and it’s making the ache in my shoulders settle in deep because the contrast between that softness and the jagged edges of my anxiety is enough to make a grown man want to kick a hole through a barn door. I keep rubbing the back of my neck, my palm rough against my skin, trying to scrub away the memory of her face falling when she saw that caller ID, because she didn't look like she was answering a call—she looked like she was answering a summons from a past life that wasn't done with her yet. It’s a total wreck of a feeling, knowing that I finally found my footing with her just as the ground decided to start shifting under our boots.

Barkley lets out a low, unhappy whine and paws at my leather boot, his little tail giving a half-hearted wag that tells me he’s tired of this pacing game and wants his breakfast. I reach down and scratch behind his ears, my fingers tangling in the soft fur, and I try to project some of that 'Golden Retriever' calm everyone says I have, even though inside I’m a complete clown show of nerves. “Easy there, boy,” I mutter, my voice sounding scratchy and foreign in the quiet of the morning. “We both just gotta wait for the boss to give us our orders, okay? Darn it, if dogs could talk, you'd tell me to stop worrying, wouldn't you? You’d tell me she’s just sleeping, and that phone call was probably just a telemarketer or a wrong number, even though we both know that’s a load of horse hockey.” I kick a loose stone across the grass, watching it disappear into the shadows near the old oak, and Barkley huffs, sitting down heavily on my foot as if to anchor me to the spot. He’s a good dog, maybe the only thing in this yard that isn't overthinking the hell out of the situation, but his wet nose against my hand is a cold reminder that life keeps moving whether I’m ready to face the music or not.

I can’t stop thinking about that logo I saw on her screen, that massive, globally recognized firm that puts out those glossy architectural magazines I see in the waiting room at the dentist. It’s the kind of place that doesn't just hire people; it consumes them, turning their lives into a series of high-stakes deadlines and glass-office meetings that have absolutely nothing to do with the dirt-under-the-fingernails reality of Cedar Ridge. I adjust my flannel sleeve, pulling it down over my elbow where the fabric is starting to fray, and I feel like such a local cliché it almost hurts. A Manhattan phone code ringing like a warning bell in the middle of our first real romantic moment—it’s like something out of a bad movie, only I don’t get to see the credits roll and go home. I’m already home, and she’s the one who might be heading for the exit. I look at the dark shape of her house, the peeling paint on the window frames I’ve been meaning to scrape and prime, and I realize that to a firm like that, Tessa isn't a person with roots and a childhood best friend; she’s an asset, a talent they want to lock down before someone else can grab her.

I look down at my hands, calloused and stained with the dark cherry wood finish I was using on the new porch swing yesterday, and I feel a sudden, sharp spike of insecurity that makes my stomach do a slow roll. I just build sturdy things, you know? I’m the guy you call when the floorboards squeak or the roof leaks after a summer storm, and I’ve spent my whole life making sure this town stays standing, but she designs worlds. She sees a patch of weeds and envisions a botanical masterpiece, and I’m just here hoping my built-in bookshelves don't sag under the weight of a few hardbacks. My biggest project is usually a custom kitchen or a gazebo, not a multi-million dollar city park commission, and I wonder for the hundredth time if a simple carpenter rooted in a small town is truly enough to keep a woman like her here. She’s got all that fire and ambition, and I’m just a guy in well-worn denim who thinks a great Friday night is a burger at the diner and a quiet porch talk. If she goes back to that world, I can’t exactly follow her with a tool belt and a dream of building birdhouses in Central Park; I’d be a fish out of water, and she’d eventually realize that I’m just a part of the scenery she outgrew a long time ago.

The back door of her house finally creaks open, a long, drawn-out groan of old wood and rusted hinges that I immediately vow to fix the second I get a chance. Tessa steps out onto the porch, looking like she hasn't slept a single minute, and my heart just about stops in my chest. She’s wearing this oversized, wrinkled grey sweater that makes her look even smaller than she is, her dark curls a mess around her face, and those mud-stained gardening boots she loves so much. She’s clutching her phone in one hand like it’s a lead weight, and even from twenty feet away, I can see the dark circles under her green eyes. She looks pale, almost translucent in the early morning light, and she winces slightly as she steps onto the damp grass, the cold probably soaking right through her socks. My first instinct is to drop the mug and run over there, wrap her in a blanket and fetch her a fresh cup of coffee that actually tastes like something, but I stay put. I don't want to crowd her. She’s been through the wringer all night, wrestling with whatever that call was about, and the last thing she needs is me hovering like a nervous mother hen before she’s even had a chance to breathe the morning air.

We lock eyes across the lawn, and the air between us feels like it’s charged with static electricity. I consciously force my shoulders down, trying to loosen the tension that’s been building up since midnight, and I keep my feet planted on my side of the stone wall. It’s a choice, a silent way of telling her that I’m here, but I’m not going to force her hand. She has to decide to close the gap herself. I didn’t want to crowd her, even though every muscle in my body is screaming at me to cross the line and pull her into my arms. She needs room to breathe, room to think, and room to realize that I’m not going to be another pressure point in her life. The intense focus of her gaze is almost too much to handle, and for a second, I’m afraid she’s just going to turn around and go back inside without saying a word, leaving me out here to rot with my cold coffee and my dog.

She walks slowly toward the stone wall, her steps heavy as if she’s carrying the weight of the entire town on her shoulders. She stops just inches from the boundary, her white knuckles gripping the rough stone until her fingers look like they’re part of the masonry. She doesn't look up at me at first, focusing instead on a patch of moss growing between the rocks, and when she finally speaks, her voice is raspy and thin. “Morning, Handsome,” she says, and she tries for a normal tone, but it falls flat, lacking that usual spark that usually makes my heart skip. “Sorry I... vanished last night. That call... it wasn't something I could just ignore.”

I retrieve my mug from the top of the wall, warming it between my palms for a second before offering it to her over the divide. “Shoot, Tess, you look like you didn't sleep a wink. Was it that bad?” I keep my voice low and steady, trying to be the anchor she needs while the storm is still blowing through her head. I keep my thumb brushing the edge of the mug as she takes it, making sure her fingers are steady before I let go. “Go on, take it. Nothing a little caffeine can't solve, right? Tell me what's got you looking like you fought a bear and lost.”

Tessa takes a large, steadying sip of the lukewarm coffee, her eyes closing for a moment as she swallows. She lets out a long, shaky sigh, and the weight of it seems to hang in the air between us like a physical thing. “It was the Metropolitan Botanical Gardens project, Emmett. The big one. The one I applied for months ago, back when I thought this town was just a temporary pit stop.” She looks up at me then, her green eyes wide and full of a kind of terrified excitement that makes my stomach drop into my boots. “They want me as Lead Designer. They called it ‘legacy work.’ I haven't even finished laying the brick for the flowerbeds here, and they're talking about legacy.”

I feel a cold lump settle in my stomach, replacing the nervous flutter from earlier with something much heavier. I scrape my boot against the wet grass, trying to buy myself a second to process that. The Metropolitan Botanical Gardens—it’s the holy grail of her profession, the kind of thing people work their entire lives for and never even get an interview. “Goodness gracious,” I say, and I force a weak smile because I have to be proud of her, even if it feels like someone just punched me in the gut. “That’s... that’s a big one, isn't it? The kind you used to talk about sketching in Mrs. Henderson's art class back in the day. You always said you wanted to design something that would last a hundred years.” The silence that follows is deafening, underscoring the gravity of the choice she’s facing, and I can practically feel the city tugging at her from across the state line.

“They want me to fly up tomorrow,” she says, her voice trembling just enough to let me know she’s on the verge of a breakdown. She gestures dramatically toward the north, toward the distant city we can't see but can definitely feel. “Initial planning sessions, contract signing, the whole nine yards. If I don't go, they move to the next candidate immediately. No second thoughts, no extensions. This isn't just a job offer, Emmett. It’s a disappearing window.”

I look away from her for a second, my gaze drifting to the half-renovated porch on her house and then to the overgrown park down the road where we were supposed to be laying out irrigation lines next week. “Tomorrow? Darn it, Tess. That’s... that’s just rough timing. Really rough. We were supposed to be getting started on the revitalization project for the town square.” I clench my hand into a fist behind my back, feeling the frustration bubbling up. It doesn't give us much time to... discuss anything. Not after what happened last night.

“Heavens, Emmett, I told them I needed to think, and they acted like I was crazy for even hesitating over a small town,” she vents, her frustration finally bubbling over. She uses the back of her hand to wipe away a stray tear that escapes, and her eyes are searching mine, looking for an answer I’m not sure I’m allowed to give. “I feel so selfish. Like I have to choose between who I used to be and who I’m finally becoming. I’m literally spiraling right now, and I can’t tell if I’m terrified of going or terrified of staying.”

I set the forgotten mug back down on the stone wall and reach across the barrier, taking her cold, trembling hands in mine. My skin is warm and rough, a sharp contrast to her delicate, shivering grip, and I rub my thumbs over her knuckles in a slow, repetitive motion. “Hey. Look at me, Tess. Just breathe for a second. You’re not selfish for having a dream, and you’re not crazy for wanting to stay here, either.” I can hear the quiet, rapid pulse ticking in her wrist under my thumb, and it breaks my heart to know she’s been carrying this all night while I was just dreaming about her kiss.

I see the lines of worry etched deep around her eyes, and the realization hits me like a ton of bricks—she didn't just spend the night thinking about a job; she spent it wrestling with us. She was weighing a career-defining legacy against a single kiss under a porch light, and the fact that it’s even a competition tells me more than any words could. “You haven't been fighting a bear, you've been fighting a choice,” I say, my voice softening. “I know what this job means to you, Tess. I see it. I’ve always seen it.”

She squeezes my hands so tight it almost hurts, her eyes burning into mine. “Don't be the perfect gentleman right now, Emmett. I am dead serious. Tell me what you want. You're my partner now, not just the guy who lives next door and fixes my plumbing. I need to know what this means for us, because I can’t make this decision in a vacuum.” She leans forward until our foreheads are almost touching across that stone wall, and the smell of the wood dust on my flannel seems to ground her for a second.

I hesitate, my heart hammering against my ribs. Every selfish bone in my body wants to beg her to stay, to tell her that the city is a cold, lonely place and that she’ll be miserable without the quiet and the trees and, well, me. But I can't do that. I won't be the reason she looks back twenty years from now with a 'what if' hanging over her head. I force myself to swallow the lump in my throat and say the words that feel like they're tearing a hole in my chest. “I want you here, Tess. More than anything in this world, I want you right here next door where I can see you every morning. But I won't ever be the reason you look back and regret not chasing that dream. If you need this, you go get it.”

“We can make long-distance work, I swear it,” I add, trying to convince both of us as I rub her knuckles one last time before releasing her hands. I step back slightly, the loss of her warmth hitting me instantly. “This town will still be here waiting. I’ll be here waiting. If you need that career, go get it. I’ll keep the porch light on, Tess. I’m not going anywhere.”

“Mercy, Emmett! Why do you always have to be the martyr?” she cries out, and before I can even process the words, she reaches across the wall and grabs the front of my flannel shirt, her fingers tightening on the fabric until I’m pulled right up against the stones. “It would be so much easier if you were just a jerk about it and begged me to stay! If you told me I was being a fool for even thinking about leaving! Don't you dare give me an easy out!”

I give up on the pretense of the property line then. I step determinedly over the low stone wall, my boot scuffing against the moss, and I enter her space without a second thought. I pull her into a deep, protective hug, closing the gap completely until she’s tucked right under my chin. “I’m done waiting on the sidelines, Tess,” I growl into her hair, the solid weight of her against me the only thing that feels real. “Whatever you decide, we face it together. You’re not doing this alone.”

I hold her tightly, resting my chin on the crown of her head and smoothing the tangled curls at the back of her neck. “I’m right here, Tessa. I’m not going anywhere, even if you have to go up there for a while. But I need you to know: I already see our whole life mapped out in this town. I see the park, I see the garden, I see us. That hasn't changed just because some big-shot firm finally realized how talented you are.”

She clings to me, burrowing her face into my shoulder, and for a long minute, we just stand there in the middle of her yard as the first rays of the sun start to peek over the horizon, turning the grey morning into a soft, hazy gold. It’s peaceful, which only makes the turmoil inside feel sharper. She’s leaning on me like I’m the only thing keeping her from floating away, and I’m holding on just as tight, terrified that if I let go, the city will just swallow her whole. “Just let me stand here for a second,” she whispers, her voice muffled by my shirt. “I need to feel solid again.”

Barkley trots over then, sensing the shift in energy, and he sits heavily on our feet, leaning his entire body against my leg. He lets out a deep, satisfied sigh, the sound of a dog who thinks he’s exactly where he’s supposed to be with the people he’s supposed to be with. I can't help but look down at him and then back at Tessa. “See? Even the dog knows where home is,” I say, though it comes out more like a plea than a joke.

Tessa pulls back just enough to look into my eyes, her own still clouded with the weight of the deadline. She reaches up and nervously checks the time on her phone screen, and I can see the flicker of the clock—the minutes are disappearing, and the world is waiting for her answer. “I have to go inside and look at the numbers, Emmett. I have to look at the contract and see if there’s any way to... I just need the morning. I need to make sure I’m not choosing fear over the future, or worse, choosing a future that doesn't have enough of us in it.”

She looks like she’s about to say something else, but then the distant, rhythmic sound of my sister Clara sliding the heavy bolt on the hardware store door echoes through the quiet morning air. It’s the sound of the town waking up, the sound of ordinary life in Cedar Ridge beginning just like it does every single day, and it feels incredibly small compared to the 'legacy' Tessa just described. She gives my hands one last squeeze, a lingering touch that feels like she’s trying to memorize the texture of my skin, and then she turns and heads back toward her creaky back door. I stand there on her side of the wall, watching her go, feeling the dampness of the grass soaking through my boots and wondering if I just gave her the permission she needed to leave me behind. Shoot, I really need to fix that door.
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CHAPTER 2
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TESSA P.O.V.

The only light in my half-gutted kitchen was the aggressive blue glow of my phone, and it was honestly starting to give me a migraine. I stood there staring at the screen, my thumb hovering over the details of the Vanguard offer like it was some kind of detonator. Marcus had sent a follow-up text that was currently living rent-free in my head, and not in a fun, whimsical way. Don’t throw your life away for a small town, Tessa, it said. The audacity was actually staggering. Like, who even says that? It was such a red flag, the kind of corporate condescension that I used to mistake for mentorship but now just felt like a cold slap in the face. I was leaning against the counter, picking at the corner of a water bottle label until it crinkled and tore, my brain doing laps around the idea of "success." Marcus called this throwing it away. But what did he call that office life? Winning? Sitting in a glass box at ten p.m. eating soggy salad while looking at digital renderings of parks that would never actually have dirt in them? Good grief, the more I thought about it, the more unhinged my old life seemed. The smell of paint primer and old, tired wood was thick in the air, and for the first time, it didn't feel like a chore. It felt like a foundation.

He sees flannel and dirt, and he thinks it’s a step backward. I shifted my weight, turning my back to the dark window. I used to spend hours in the city looking out at the skyline, trying to feel like I belonged to the lights, but tonight I didn't want the view. I wanted the roots. Marcus was attacking my choice, but he was also attacking Emmett, and that was where I drew the line. He was attacking the man who spent his Saturdays fixing my porch steps and his Sundays sketching fountain designs just to see me smile. Realizing that leaving would be a total betrayal of the person I’d become since I stepped off that bus was a sharp, jagged thought. I wasn't just a designer anymore; I was a neighbor. I was a friend. I was... well, I was Emmett’s, if I had the guts to just say it. My pride was officially activated. I wasn't a "climb the ladder at all costs" girl anymore. I was a "build something that lasts" woman.

My eyes drifted to the counter, landing on the two things Emmett had left there earlier. There was a small, rough-cut cedar sanding block and the initial pencil sketch for the park’s central fountain, drawn on that thick, creamy paper he liked. I reached out and ran my fingers over the cedar. The texture was grounding, a sharp contrast to the cold, slippery metal of my phone. The scent hit me—sharp, clean, and honest. It smelled like his workshop. It smelled like safety. That corporate offer was just a bunch of pixels and empty promises, but this? This was tangible. This was a life I could actually touch. I realized right then that I could design beautiful things anywhere in the world, but only Cedar Ridge offered me a life with an actual purpose beyond a year-end bonus.

I grabbed the phone, my fingers shaking just a little bit, but my resolve was like concrete. I opened the email app and started typing. My professional roots are now firmly established in Cedar Ridge, I wrote, my heart hammering against my ribs. I hit the space bar so hard I almost dropped the thing, my breath hitching in my throat. This was it. The Lead Designer position at Vanguard—the thing I had worked my entire twenties to achieve—and I was flushing it. But it didn't feel like a loss. It felt like I was finally clearing away the weeds to let the actual garden grow. It was the hardest rejection I’d ever had to write, but my gut wasn't twisting in knots for once. It was finally still.

I wasn't done, though. I added one last line, specifically for Marcus. Cedar Ridge isn't where I'm hiding, Marcus. It's where I'm finally building. I held the phone up above my head for a second, savoring the absolute finality of it, and then I slammed the 'Send' button. The little swoosh sound it made was the most satisfying thing I’d heard in a decade. Heavens, the relief was immediate. It was like a physical weight had been lifted off my chest, allowing me to actually draw a full breath for the first time in forty-eight hours. I closed my eyes, leaning my forehead against the cool kitchen tile. The air coming through the open window smelled like fresh earth and cooling grass, and it was perfect.

But then the reality check hit. I’d made the choice, but Emmett was still out there, probably spiraling into his own version of a "noble sacrifice" nightmare. I splashed some cold water on my face at the sink, trying to scrub away the lingering traces of a panicked night. My skin felt tight and cool, and I caught a glimpse of myself in the small mirror over the sink—curly hair a mess, green eyes bright with a mix of terror and excitement. I looked like a woman who had just quit her job, which I guess I technically had. Now I had to go deal with the man who was currently convinced I was halfway to JFK.

I stepped out onto the porch, the quiet of the night wrapping around me. The porch light—the one Emmett had spent three hours rewiring just so I wouldn't trip in the dark—cast a steady, warm yellow glow across the yard. It felt like a beacon. I paused at the top step, my heart doing that annoying fluttery thing again. I adjusted the zipper on my sweater, bracing myself against the nip in the air. This porch was where we’d rebuilt our friendship, where we’d shared coffee and silence and a few touches that made my brain short-circuit. I just hoped the light was enough to guide us through whatever mess I’d made by being so indecisive.

I walked quickly across the grass, the dew soaking into the hems of my jeans and dampening my ankles. It was freezing, but I barely felt it. Emmett was standing right by his workshop entrance, a dark silhouette against the moonlight. He was rigid, his shoulders pulled tight, looking like he was bracing for an impact. The physical distance between us felt like a mile, weighted down by every "what if" we’d both been chewing on since that phone call interrupted us. He looked like he was holding his breath, and honestly, I was too.

I stopped a few feet away, taking him in. He had his hands shoved deep into the pockets of his flannel, leaning slightly away from me like he was trying to create a buffer for the blow he thought was coming. The tired lines around his hazel eyes were deeper than they’d been this afternoon. He shifted his weight, looking down at the damp ground instead of meeting my gaze. It was a total "Golden Retriever in trouble" posture, and it made my heart ache. He was trying to be strong, trying to be the guy who wouldn't hold me back, and it was the most frustratingly lovable thing about him.

I stopped just close enough to feel the heat radiating off him. I opened my mouth to speak, but he beat me to it. "Tessa..." he said, his voice gravelly and thick with that controlled emotion that always made me want to melt. He looked up then, and the look in his eyes was so full of self-sacrificing misery that I almost tripped over my own feet. He was doing it. He was going to give me the "go follow your dreams" speech, and I was not about to let him finish it.

"You should go, Tessa," he said, his voice cracking just a tiny bit. He was fiddling with the edge of his pocket flap, still not quite looking at me. "I won't be the reason you miss your big chance. You’re meant for more than just fixing up old houses in a town this small."

"Emmett Lawson, stop talking," I said, my voice firmer than I expected. I stepped into his personal space, forcing him to actually see me. He flinched slightly, his head snapping up. "You’re sitting here trying to give me permission to leave, but I don't need it. I already sent my answer."

He went still, his whole body locking up. "What? You already... but the deadline wasn't until—"

"I don't care about the deadline," I interrupted, stepping closer until our toes were almost touching. I could see the pulse jumping in his neck. "That project was a ghost, Emmett. It was a dream I had when I was twenty-two and didn't know who I was. That was a life I chased before I remembered what it felt like to be home. I don't want to build glass towers for people I don't know. I want to build foundations, Emmett. Right here. With you."

I reached out and grabbed his hand, pulling it out of his pocket and lacing my fingers with his. His palm was calloused and warm, and the contact sent a jolt of electricity straight to my brain. "Marcus sent me a text," I told him, my voice rising with a surge of loyalty I couldn't suppress. "He said Cedar Ridge was small. He said I was throwing my life away. But he couldn't see the size of your heart, Emmett. He doesn't know that your workshop is building something that actually matters, while that concrete box he wanted me to design was just an ego trip."

He looked like I’d just handed him the keys to the universe. His lower lip actually trembled for a second, and his hazel eyes started to shimmer in the moonlight. "Tessa, are you sure? I mean, really sure? Because if you stay for me and then you regret it—"

"I am staying, Emmett," I said, cupping his cheek with my free hand, forcing him to look at me with no exits. "For the park, for my house, and most of all... for you. There is nowhere else I want to be. You are not holding me back. You’re the only thing that’s ever made me feel like I’m moving forward."

The rigid tension in his body didn't just fade; it disintegrated. He let out a shuddering sigh that sounded like he’d been holding it in for years. His eyes widened, moving from disbelief to a look of such overwhelming, pure joy that I felt it in my own chest. He dropped my hand, but only so he could wrap both of his arms around my waist. Before I could even blink, he was moving.

He pulled me flush against him and lifted me clean off the ground. I let out a startled laugh, my feet dangling over the grass as he spun me around once, twice, his strength making me feel completely weightless. The Golden Retriever energy was out in full force now. I wrapped my legs instinctively around his waist, burying my face in the crook of his neck, laughing into his skin. The anxiety of the last twenty-four hours was just gone, swept away by the sheer physical force of him. This was it. This was the feeling of being home.

He set me down slowly, but he didn't let go. His hands moved to cup my face, his thumbs stroking over my cheekbones with a tenderness that made my knees go weak. He leaned his forehead against mine, his breath warm against my skin. "Goodness gracious, Tessa," he whispered, his voice hoarse and raw. "You scared me out of my wits. I thought for sure I was watching you walk away."

"Never doubt where I belong again, okay?" I whispered back. I didn't wait for him to answer. I reached up, tangling my fingers in the sandy hair at the back of his neck, and pulled him down.

The kiss wasn't like our first one. That one had been all nerves and "maybe." This one was a vow. It was deep, lingering, and tasted of absolute relief. It was the kind of kiss that happens when you realize the person in front of you is your entire future. I felt the certain, firm pressure of his mouth on mine, and for the first time in my life, the "Spiraler" in my brain actually went quiet. There was no overthinking, no analyzing the aesthetic, no worrying about what the neighbors would think. There was just Emmett.

When we finally pulled apart, we stayed linked, his arm draped heavily and securely around my shoulders. We both turned to look toward the dark outline of the town park. It was just a mess of overgrown grass and rusted benches right now, but in my head, I could already see the blueprints. "So, Lead Designer Quinn," Emmett said, his voice returning to that playful, steady tone I loved. "Guess we’re designing this park for real, huh?"

"For real," I agreed, leaning my head against his shoulder as we started walking back toward my house. "We’ve got work to do."

As we hit the driveway, I pulled my phone out one last time. I didn't even look at the notifications. I just went to Marcus’s contact, hit delete, and watched the whole thread vanish into the digital void. It felt like closing a door and locking it. Emmett squeezed my shoulder, watching the screen go dark with a quiet, supportive nod.

We settled onto the top step of my porch, the wood solid and familiar beneath us. It was cold out, but I didn't care. I rested my head on his shoulder, letting his weight anchor me. "We need to start drafting the proposal for Mayor Higgins tomorrow," I said, already mentally organizing my sketches. "And I want to talk to Clara about the materials. We need the good stuff."

"We’ll need her best weather-treated wood for the gazebo," Emmett added, bumping his knee affectionately against mine. "And I’ve got some ideas for the lattice work."

He reached over and gently tucked a stray curl behind my ear, his fingers lingering for a second. He looked up at the stars, a look of deep, quiet contentment on his face. "I keep thinking about how you said this is where you’re building," he said softly. "What are we building next, Tess?"

I looked at the house, then back at him, feeling the steady beat of his heart through his flannel. "Everything," I said. "We're building everything." I looked down at my gardening boots, covered in dew and bits of grass. I’d need to clean those off before I went inside, or I’d track mud all over the new floor. But that was a problem for tomorrow. Right now, the porch was warm enough.
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CHAPTER 3
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EMMETT P.O.V.

I spent twenty minutes sharpening the same three-quarter-inch chisel because my hands wouldn't stop acting like they belonged to a nervous teenager instead of a thirty-one-year-old man who’s been handling steel and oak since he was big enough to reach the workbench. It’s a rhythmic thing, the thwack-thwack of the metal against the whetstone, the smell of linseed oil and pine shavings thick enough to chew on, but usually it’s my meditation and today it was just a way to keep from pacing the floorboards until I wore a trench in the shop. Everything felt different because today was the day the dust settled on the fact that Tessa Quinn—the girl who went off to the city and became a big-deal designer—actually turned down a dream job at the Metropolitan Botanical Gardens just to stay here in Cedar Ridge with a guy who smells like sawdust and uses 'darn' when he's really losing his cool. It’s a lot of pressure to be the guy someone stays for and I kept thinking about her high-end blueprints and her sophisticated city standards and wondering if my rough-cut skills were actually going to be enough to match the vision she has in that brilliant head of hers. I needed to show her I wasn’t just the childhood friend she used to climb trees with but a professional partner who could build the foundation she needed for this park project because if I messed this up, I wasn't just failing a client, I was failing the woman who’d bet her whole future on this town and on me. Goodness gracious, Barkley, watch your tail! I barked as the stray puppy we’d taken in went stumbling over a pile of maple scraps, his big paws sliding on the sawdust until he ended up in a heap of ears and wagging tail. I leaned down and gave his head a firm pat, smoothing out his ruffled fur while he licked my palm, and I took a long, steadying breath that tasted like the shavings on the floor. Alright, Lawson, I muttered to the empty shop, time to show Quinn what 'capable' really means. Today, we build roots.
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