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Homecoming

The Willowbrook Inn sat at the edge of Mirror Lake like a forgotten promise, its Victorian turrets rising against the September sky.

Grace Mitchell stood at the end of the gravel drive, her rental car idling behind her, and stared at the building that had haunted her dreams for fifteen years. It was smaller than she remembered, shabbier, the white paint peeling and the wraparound porch sagging in the middle. But the bones were still beautiful—the elegant lines, the mullioned windows, the widow's walk where she had spent countless childhood summers watching for shooting stars.

Her grandmother's voice echoed in her memory: "Promise me, Grace. Promise me you'll come back."

She had made that promise in a hospital room, holding her grandmother's papery hand, knowing she was lying. She had a career in Boston, a life she had built far from this small New Hampshire town, far from the memories and the expectations and the person she used to be.

But Eleanor Mitchell had known her granddaughter better than Grace knew herself. The will had been specific: the inn would go to Grace, but only if she lived there for one full year. Otherwise, it would be sold and the proceeds donated to charity.

"Manipulative to the end," Grace murmured, but she was smiling through tears. Her grandmother had always known exactly what she needed, even when Grace herself couldn't see it.

Especially then.

She had quit her job as a corporate lawyer two months ago—burned out, disillusioned, exhausted by sixty-hour weeks and clients she didn't respect. She had been drifting ever since, unsure what came next, when the letter from the estate attorney had arrived. As if her grandmother had reached out from beyond the grave to give her direction.

Now, standing before the inn that had been her sanctuary as a child, Grace felt something she hadn't felt in years: hope. Fragile and uncertain, but real.

"You coming in, or are you going to stand there all day?"

The voice startled her. She turned to find a man emerging from behind the inn, carrying a toolbox and wearing sawdust like a badge of honor. He was tall and broad-shouldered, maybe forty, with dark hair touched by silver at the temples and eyes the color of the lake on a stormy day.

"I'm sorry," Grace said. "I didn't realize anyone was here."

"I'm the caretaker. Or I was, anyway." He set down the toolbox and wiped his hands on his jeans. "Caleb Stone. Your grandmother hired me three years ago to keep the place from falling apart."

"Grace Mitchell. Eleanor's granddaughter."

"I know who you are." Something flickered in his expression—recognition, perhaps, or judgment. "She talked about you all the time. Showed me pictures."

"I should have come back sooner." The guilt was automatic, familiar. "I meant to, but work was—"

"You don't owe me an explanation." His voice wasn't unkind, just matter-of-fact. "Eleanor understood. She just wanted you to come back eventually."

"And here I am. Eventually."

"Here you are." He picked up his toolbox. "The place needs work. A lot of work. I've been doing what I can, but with only me and limited budget..." He shrugged. "She wanted it restored properly. Brought back to what it was."

Grace looked at the inn again, seeing past the decay to the beauty underneath. Her grandmother had run this place for forty years, made it a destination for tourists from all over New England. Then age and illness had taken their toll, and the inn had closed, and Eleanor had faded away in a hospital bed, making her granddaughter promise impossible things.

"I want that too," Grace said. "The restoration. Will you help me?"

Caleb studied her for a long moment, his gray eyes unreadable. "That depends. Are you staying?"

"For a year. That's what the will requires."

"A year." He nodded slowly. "A lot can happen in a year."

"That's what I'm counting on."

He almost smiled—not quite, but close. "Then I'll help. For Eleanor. And maybe for you."
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The Carpenter

The inside of the inn was worse than the outside.

Grace spent her first week simply assessing the damage—water stains on the ceilings, warped floorboards, a kitchen that hadn't been updated since the 1970s. The guest rooms on the second and third floors were in better shape, protected from the worst of the decay, but the common areas were a disaster.

"It's not as bad as it looks," Caleb said, watching her face as she surveyed the main parlor. "Structure is sound. Roof is solid. It's all cosmetic."

"Cosmetic seems like an understatement."

"It's fixable. Everything here is fixable, with time and money."

"I have time." Grace had inherited a modest amount of money along with the inn—enough to fund a careful restoration, if she was smart about it. "And some money. Can you give me an estimate for what needs to be done?"

"I can do better than that." He pulled a worn notebook from his back pocket. "I've been keeping a list. Three years of watching this place fall apart, I know every crack and leak by heart."

She took the notebook, surprised by the detail inside. Page after page of notes, sketches, cost estimates. He had catalogued everything—every repair needed, every material required, every hour of labor it would take.

"You did all this?"

"Eleanor asked me to. About a year before she passed, when she knew she wasn't getting better." He shoved his hands in his pockets, suddenly uncomfortable. "She wanted whoever came after to have a roadmap. A way forward."

"She thought of everything." Grace's voice caught. "She always did."

"She was remarkable. I only knew her for those three years, but..." Caleb trailed off, something softening in his usually guarded expression. "She had a way of seeing people. Really seeing them. Made you want to be better just by being around her."

Grace nodded, unable to speak. That was exactly who her grandmother had been. The person who had raised her after her parents died in a car accident when she was seven. The person who had given her summers of magic at this inn, who had taught her that home was wherever love lived.

The person she had abandoned for a career that had left her empty and alone.

"I'm sorry," she managed. "I didn't mean to—"

"Don't apologize for grief." Caleb's voice was surprisingly gentle. "It needs space. Take whatever you need."

She excused herself and retreated to the room she had claimed as her own—her childhood bedroom, on the second floor, with a window overlooking the lake. The furniture was covered in sheets, the air thick with dust, but it was still familiar. Still hers.
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