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  Dedication

For my strong, steady, amazing husband —

the one who loves me through every wild idea,

every late‑night plot twist,

and every whirlwind of romantic chaos my mind never stops spinning.

Thank you for believing in me, grounding me,

and letting me dream out loud.

Your support is the quiet strength behind every page.
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  Chapter One - Coming Home

  
  




Hannah Whitaker hadn’t meant to cry on the drive into Laurel Creek.

She’d promised herself she wouldn’t. She’d rehearsed it, even—chin up, shoulders back, windows down, music loud enough to drown out the memories. But the moment the mountains rose in the distance, soft and familiar as a held breath, something inside her cracked open.

The road curved the way it always had, winding through pines and dogwoods just beginning to bloom. Spring had arrived early this year, scattering white petals across the asphalt like confetti. The air smelled like damp earth and new beginnings, and for a moment she let herself pretend she was just passing through. Just a traveler admiring the view.

Not the girl who’d left.

Not the woman who’d come back.

Laurel Creek appeared around the bend the way it always did—quiet, tucked into the valley like a secret. The same weathered storefronts. The same brick sidewalks. The same hand‑painted sign welcoming visitors to A Place to Put Down Roots.

Her chest tightened.

She’d spent years trying to forget this place. Years convincing herself she didn’t miss it. Years telling herself she’d never return.

And yet here she was.

Her phone buzzed in the cup holder. A text from her sister, Lily.

Where are you?? Mom’s pacing. Dad’s pretending he’s not pacing. Drive safe.

Hannah smiled despite the knot in her stomach.

Almost there, she typed back. Five minutes.

She tucked the phone away and turned onto Main Street. The town was busier than she remembered—more cars, more people, more color. Spring banners fluttered from lampposts, advertising the upcoming Wildflower Festival. A couple walked out of the bakery holding hands and laughing. Someone waved at her from the sidewalk, and she lifted her fingers automatically, even though she had no idea who it was.

Small towns never forgot a face.

Even when you hoped they would.

She stopped at the light by Carter’s Hardware, and her breath caught.

The sign had been repainted. The windows were cleaner. The flower boxes beneath them overflowed with bright yellow pansies. It looked… cared for. Loved.

Just like he’d always cared for everything he touched.

Her pulse stumbled.

Elias Carter.

She hadn’t let herself think his name in years. Not out loud. Not even in the quiet moments when memories crept in like shadows under a door.

But seeing the store—his store now, she assumed—made it impossible not to.

She gripped the steering wheel, knuckles white. She shouldn’t have come this way. She could’ve taken the back road. She could’ve avoided this entirely.

Too late.

The light turned green. She pressed the gas.

And then—because fate had always had a cruel sense of humor—he stepped out of the hardware store at that exact moment.

Elias.

Older. Broader. Sun‑tanned and steady, wearing a faded gray T‑shirt and jeans, a clipboard in one hand. His hair was a little longer than she remembered, curling slightly at the ends. His jaw was sharper. His shoulders wider. But the way he moved—calm, grounded, sure—was exactly the same.

Her heart slammed against her ribs.

He didn’t see her. Not at first. He was talking to someone, nodding, listening the way he always had—with his whole attention, his whole presence. And then he turned toward the street.

Their eyes met.

The world stopped.

Hannah’s breath left her in a rush, like she’d been punched. Elias froze, clipboard halfway to his side. For a heartbeat, neither of them moved. Neither of them blinked.

Recognition.

Shock.

Something else she couldn’t name.

Then the car behind her honked, shattering the moment.

Hannah jerked forward, heat flooding her cheeks. She drove on, resisting the urge to look in the rearview mirror. She didn’t need to. She could feel him watching her go, the weight of it settling between her shoulder blades.

She swallowed hard.

Welcome home, Hannah.




Her parents’ house looked exactly the same—white siding, blue shutters, a porch swing that had been repainted so many times it practically glowed. The maple tree in the front yard was budding, tiny green leaves unfurling like shy promises.

Hannah parked and sat for a moment, hands trembling on the steering wheel.

She could do this.

She had to do this.

She stepped out of the car, and the front door flew open.

“Hannah!” Lily barreled down the steps, arms flung wide. “You’re here!”

Hannah barely had time to brace before her sister collided with her, squeezing tight enough to knock the air from her lungs.

“I missed you,” Lily whispered.

“I missed you too.” More than she could ever say.

Their mom appeared in the doorway, hand pressed to her heart, eyes shining. Their dad stood behind her, pretending he wasn’t emotional, which only made it more obvious that he was.

Home.

It felt like stepping into a memory she wasn’t sure she deserved.

They ushered her inside, talking over each other, fussing, asking questions she wasn’t ready to answer. She smiled, nodded, let herself be hugged and fed and welcomed.

But beneath the warmth, beneath the relief, beneath the love…

…her mind kept drifting back to Main Street.

To the hardware store.

To the man standing in front of it.

To the look on Elias Carter’s face when he saw her.

A look she hadn’t been ready for.

A look she couldn’t forget.

Not now.

Not ever.








  
  
  Chapter Two - The First Collision

  
  




Hannah woke to the soft hum of morning in Laurel Creek—the distant rumble of a truck heading down Main Street, birds chattering in the maple outside her window, and the faint clatter of dishes from the kitchen. For a moment, she lay still, letting the sounds settle around her like a blanket she hadn’t realized she’d missed.

Then the memories of yesterday hit her all at once.

Driving into town.

Seeing the hardware store.

Seeing him.

Elias Carter’s face flashed in her mind—surprised, unreadable, older in ways that made her chest tighten. She pressed a hand to her forehead and exhaled slowly.

She’d known coming home would be hard. She just hadn’t expected it to feel like this—like someone had reached inside her and stirred up everything she’d spent years trying to bury.

A soft knock sounded on her door.

“Hannah? You awake?” Lily’s voice floated through, bright and familiar.

“Yeah,” she called back. “Come in.”

Lily pushed the door open, already dressed, her hair pulled into a messy bun that somehow still looked cute. “Mom’s making pancakes. Dad’s pretending he doesn’t want any. You know. The usual.”

Hannah smiled. “Some things never change.”

“Some things do,” Lily said gently, sitting on the edge of the bed. “You okay?”

Hannah hesitated. “Yeah. Just… adjusting.”

Lily studied her for a long moment, the way only a sister could. “People are going to be excited to see you. And curious. And probably nosy. But you don’t have to explain anything you don’t want to.”

Hannah swallowed. “Thanks.”

“And,” Lily added, too casually, “I heard you drove down Main Street yesterday.”

Hannah groaned. “Please don’t.”

“What? I didn’t say anything.”

“You didn’t have to.”

Lily’s grin was all mischief. “So… did you see him?”

Hannah pulled a pillow over her face. “I hate this town.”

“No, you don’t.” Lily tugged the pillow away. “And yes, you saw him. Your ears are turning red.”

“They are not.”

“They absolutely are.”

Hannah sighed, defeated. “Fine. Yes. I saw him.”

“And?”

“And nothing. He looked… surprised.”

“Well, you did vanish off the face of the earth.”

“Lily.”

“Sorry. Too soon.”

Hannah pushed herself upright. “I don’t want to talk about Elias.”

“Totally fair,” Lily said, standing. “But just so you know… he’s different now.”

Hannah’s stomach tightened. “Different how?”

Lily shrugged. “You’ll see.”




Breakfast was warm and chaotic, just like she remembered. Her mom fussed over her, her dad asked a hundred questions about her drive, and Lily kept shooting her knowing looks over her coffee mug.

It should have been comforting. It was comforting. But beneath the surface, Hannah felt a restless tug, like she was waiting for something she didn’t want to name.

After breakfast, her mom handed her a grocery list.

“Would you mind running to the market?” she asked. “We’re out of half the things I need for dinner.”

“Sure,” Hannah said, grateful for an excuse to get out of the house and breathe.

She grabbed her keys, slipped on her jacket, and headed toward town.

The market was only a few blocks away, and the walk helped settle her nerves. Spring sunlight filtered through the trees, warming her skin. People waved as she passed—neighbors, old classmates, familiar faces she hadn’t seen in years.

Some smiled warmly.

Some looked surprised.

Some whispered to each other after she walked by.

Small towns didn’t forget.

And they definitely didn’t keep secrets.

She pushed open the door to the market, the bell chiming overhead. The place smelled like coffee and fresh bread, and for a moment she let herself relax.

She was halfway down the produce aisle when she heard a voice behind her.

“Well, I’ll be. Hannah Whitaker.”

She turned to see Mrs. Greene, the town’s unofficial gossip ambassador, smiling at her like she’d just spotted a rare bird.

“Hi, Mrs. Greene,” Hannah said politely.

“When did you get back? How long are you staying? Are you here for good? Your mother must be thrilled.”

Hannah forced a smile. “Just got in yesterday. Still figuring things out.”

Mrs. Greene nodded, eyes sparkling with curiosity. “Well, it’s good to have you home. Laurel Creek’s been quiet without you.”

Hannah doubted that, but she thanked her anyway and moved on.

She was reaching for a carton of strawberries when the air shifted—subtle, but unmistakable. A presence behind her. A familiar one.

Her heart stuttered.

She didn’t have to turn around to know who it was.

But she did.

Slowly.

Elias stood a few feet away, a basket in one hand, a jar of honey in the other. He looked just as he had yesterday—steady, grounded, impossibly composed. But up close, she could see the faint stubble on his jaw, the tiredness around his eyes, the way his breath caught when their gazes met.

“Hannah,” he said quietly.

Her name in his voice did something to her. Something she wasn’t prepared for.

“Hi,” she managed.

A beat of silence stretched between them—thick, awkward, charged.

“You’re back,” he said.

“Just for a while.”

He nodded, jaw tightening slightly. “Your family must be glad.”

“They are.”

Another pause.

Another breath she couldn’t quite catch.

She should say something. Anything. But her mind was blank, wiped clean by the simple fact of him standing there, close enough to touch.

Elias cleared his throat. “If you need anything… around town, I mean… you can let me know.”

The offer was polite. Neutral. Safe.

It hurt anyway.

“Thanks,” she said softly.

He nodded again, then stepped aside to let her pass.

She walked away first.

But she felt him watching her go.

And she hated how much she wanted to look back.








  
  
  Chapter Three - Cracks in the Walls

  
  




Hannah hadn’t expected the market to rattle her as much as it did. She’d walked home with her grocery bag tucked against her chest, replaying every second of her run‑in with Elias until the details blurred together. The way he’d said her name. The way he’d looked at her like he wasn’t sure she was real. The way she’d felt her pulse trip over itself just standing near him.

She’d come home to help her family.

She’d come home to breathe.

She had not come home to feel anything for Elias Carter.

But feelings didn’t care about intentions. They never had.

By the time she reached her parents’ house, she’d convinced herself she was fine. That she could tuck the moment away and move on. That she could pretend her heart hadn’t done that stupid, traitorous flutter.

She pushed open the front door, calling out, “I got everything on the list!”

Her mom appeared from the kitchen, wiping her hands on a towel. “Perfect timing. I was just about to start the marinade.”

Hannah handed over the bag and tried to ignore the way her mom’s eyes lingered on her face, searching for something. “Everything okay?” her mom asked gently.

“Yeah,” Hannah said too quickly. “Just tired.”

Her mom didn’t push. She never did. She simply nodded and went back to the kitchen, humming under her breath.

Hannah escaped to the porch, sinking onto the swing. The wood creaked beneath her, familiar and comforting. She pushed off gently with her toes, letting the swing sway.

The breeze carried the scent of budding maple leaves and distant chimney smoke. Kids laughed somewhere down the street. A dog barked. A car door slammed. Laurel Creek was alive in a way she’d forgotten — soft, steady, unhurried.

She closed her eyes.

She didn’t hear the footsteps until they were already on the porch.

“Thought I’d find you out here.”

Hannah’s eyes snapped open.

Lily stood at the top of the steps, holding two mugs of coffee. She handed one over and sat beside her, tucking her legs beneath her.

“So,” Lily said, blowing on her drink, “you saw him.”

Hannah groaned. “Can we not?”

“We can. But we won’t.”

“Lily.”

“What? I’m your sister. It’s my job to pry.”

Hannah took a long sip of coffee, hoping the heat would burn away the embarrassment. “It was awkward. That’s all.”

“Awkward how?”

“Awkward in the way that makes you want to crawl into a hole and never come out.”

Lily snorted. “So… normal awkward.”

“Lily.”

“Okay, okay.” She nudged Hannah’s shoulder. “What did he say?”

“Nothing. Just… hi. And that if I needed anything around town, I could ask.”

Lily’s eyebrows shot up. “He offered help?”

“Don’t make it a thing.”

“It’s already a thing.”

Hannah groaned again, sinking lower into the swing. “I don’t want it to be.”

“Wanting and reality are two different things.”

Hannah stared out at the street, watching a couple walk by with a stroller. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with any of this.”

“You don’t have to do anything,” Lily said softly. “You’re allowed to just… be here. One day at a time.”

Hannah nodded, grateful for the gentleness in her sister’s voice.

But the truth was, she didn’t know how to “just be” in a place that held so many memories. Especially memories with Elias.




That afternoon, Hannah decided to walk into town again — partly to clear her head, partly to prove to herself that she could exist in Laurel Creek without falling apart.

Main Street was busier than earlier. The sun had warmed the sidewalks, and people drifted in and out of shops, chatting, laughing, carrying iced coffees and paper bags. The Wildflower Festival banners fluttered overhead, bright and cheerful.

She passed the bakery, inhaling the scent of cinnamon and sugar. She passed the bookstore, where a display of spring romances filled the window. She passed the florist, where buckets of tulips and daffodils spilled onto the sidewalk.

And then she reached Carter’s Hardware.

Her steps faltered.

The door was propped open, a small bell chiming each time someone walked through. A couple of men carried lumber out to a truck. A woman with a toddler on her hip browsed the paint samples. The flower boxes beneath the windows were freshly watered, droplets clinging to the petals.

She could walk past.

She should walk past.

But her feet didn’t listen.

She stepped inside.

The store smelled like cedar and clean earth. The aisles were neat, organized, familiar. She remembered coming here as a kid with her dad, trailing behind him while he chatted with Mr. Carter, Elias’s father. She remembered the summers she and Elias had spent helping restock shelves, sweeping floors, pretending they weren’t watching each other.

She swallowed hard.

A young employee approached her with a friendly smile. “Can I help you find anything?”

“Oh—no, thank you,” Hannah said quickly. “Just looking.”

She wandered down an aisle, pretending to examine gardening gloves. Her heart thudded in her chest, loud enough she was sure someone could hear it.

She shouldn’t be here.

She knew that.

But something had pulled her in anyway — curiosity, nostalgia, maybe something deeper.

She turned a corner.

And froze.
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