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The Grumpy Single Dad and the Sunshine Newcomer

Summary:
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She relocates to the tranquil village of Maplewood to escape her tumultuous past and establishes a quaint floral store. He is the town's reclusive, gruff single father—widowed, workaholic, and passionately protective of his quiet life and small daughter. When their worlds intersect (literally, she crashes into his pickup truck with her U-Haul), sparks fly, although reluctantly. But brightness may melt even the coldest hearts.
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Chapter 1: Fresh Starts and Fender Benders.

Maplewood, Vermont smelled of damp earth and pine needles, an aroma so pure it seemed like a physical wash. Elena "Ellie" Hart took deep breaths, letting the air fill her lungs as she drove the lumbering U-Haul down a main street straight out of a postcard. A faded sign advertised a population of 2,300 souls. After the oppressive pandemonium of New York City and the even more suffocating presence of her ex-fiancé, Chad, here was heaven. It was a blank page, and no one realized what a disaster she had left behind. Humming a bold Taylor Swift song under her breath, she felt a burst of unabashed optimism rise in her chest.

This was it. Her new beginning.

The bubble burst with a horrible crunch of metal.

Ellie slapped the brakes, her body lurching against the seatbelt. Her heart pounded against her ribs as she peered through the filthy windshield. She'd been so engrossed in her daydream, staring at the charming, two-story buildings, that she hadn't spotted the dusty black pickup truck braking in front of the general store. The corner of her U-Haul's bumper was now intimately familiar with the rear fender.

A series of colorful and imaginative curses died on her lips as the truck's driver-side door flung open. Out stepped a man who appeared to have been carved from the mountains that surrounded the town. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and dressed in an old flannel shirt that had seen plenty of hard work. His attractive, rugged face bore a constant scowl, and his dark hair was disheveled by a breeze that seemed to follow him. A young toddler with large, inquiring brown eyes sat on his hip, held with the ease of years of practice.

"Are you kidding me?""The man's voice was a low growl, like gravel sliding downhill.

Ellie struggled with the door handle, her cheeks burning. "Oh, my God, I'm so sorry. "I was looking at the architecture and didn't... I'm sorry."

He stalked to the back of his truck, the small girl staring at Ellie over his shoulder. He rubbed his fingers over the dent, his anger intensifying. "A dent." Fantastic. "Exactly what I needed today."

"I'll pay for it, of course," Ellie answered, her voice little and agitated. "My insurance..."

"Insurance equals paperwork. Paperwork requires time. "I don't have time," he said, pinning her with a gaze so strong it was tangible. His eyes were the hue of storm clouds and equally welcome.

However, the young child on his hip gave him a bashful, gap-toothed smile. "You have flower pictures on your truck," she said softly. Ellie had painted sloppy daisies and sunflowers on the side of the U-Haul in a fit of maniacal exuberance.
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