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Beneath The Falling Leaves

What they inherited wasn’t just a house.

Elodie Brennan didn’t come back to Pinebridge to fall in love she came to forget. Leaving behind a life that broke her heart, she returns to the only place that ever felt like home. Her grandmother’s cottage is quiet, the leaves are changing, and she’s certain solitude is the only thing she wants.

Until Adrien Lancaster walks back into her life.

The brooding heir to a family empire, Adrien has spent years burying what he felt for Elodie under layers of cold distance and calculated restraint. But when fate throws them together again in their sleepy hometown, secrets rise with the autumn wind—and desire burns hotter than either of them expected.

He hides his heart. She hides her pain.

But in the golden haze of fall, nothing stays buried forever.

Beneath the Falling Leaves is a deeply emotional, slow-burn romance about love that lingers, wounds that heal, and two souls finally finding their way back—when the world turns quiet and the leaves begin to fall.
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Chapter One
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The second the rental car’s tires crunched onto Main Street, I felt it — the weight of a town that had shrunk and stretched around the memory of who I used to be. Pinebridge, Vermont, late September, the kind of place where the air smells like maple syrup and forgotten secrets, and the leaves were just starting to turn, scattering gold and rust across cracked sidewalks.

I hadn’t been back in thirteen years, and for all the reasons I told myself I was here now, none of them were good. Mostly, I wanted this to be quick: collect what was mine, sign the papers, and get as far away from this place as possible. The only thing standing between me and my New York apartment was this little town with its one stoplight and the ghosts that still haunted its streets.

The crisp breeze filtered in through the cracked window as I gripped the steering wheel a little too tight, trying not to think about the funeral I’d skipped two weeks ago. Aunt Rose’s death had come like a storm—sudden, unwelcome, and yet somehow inevitable. It felt like my last tether to Pinebridge snapping, the last excuse to avoid everything I’d been running from.

I pulled into the parking lot of the Cozy Hearth Inn, a place I remembered vaguely from high school as the spot where old timers swapped gossip and teenagers dared each other to sneak in after hours. The building looked the same — paint peeling in spots, a welcome sign swinging slightly in the breeze. They must have fixed the roof since I was last here, or maybe it was just better maintained than I remembered.

Inside, the front desk was manned by a woman with tired eyes and a soft smile. “Welcome back to Pinebridge, Miss Brennan,” she said, pressing a key into my palm without waiting for me to ask. I gave a half-smile, the kind you save for strangers and unfriendly places.

Upstairs, the room was small but clean, the faded floral curtains drawn back to reveal a sliver of the town’s main road, dotted with a handful of cars and the occasional pedestrian bundled up against the autumn chill. I dropped my bag on the bed, not bothering to unpack. I was only here for business.

I took the only sweater I’d brought from my suitcase, tugged it over my head, and headed straight out again. There wasn’t time to waste, and there were too many memories hanging thick in the air of this place, waiting to catch me off guard.

Walking down the street, the crunch of my boots on fallen leaves was the only sound breaking the soft murmur of early morning life. Old shops with painted wooden signs and dusty windows stared back at me like relics in a museum exhibit titled My Childhood. The bakery still smelled of cinnamon and sugar, but I had no appetite.

I turned the corner toward the outskirts of town where the winding road would lead me to the house—my aunt’s house. For years, I’d pictured it as a refuge, a place frozen in time and untouched by the disappointments of my own life. But now, as I pushed open the rusty gate and stepped onto the cracked stone path, all I could see was the way the vines had crept up the sides, curling around the windows like skeletal fingers.

The porch sagged just a little, the wooden steps creaked underfoot, but the house held its breath, waiting. I swallowed hard and tried not to let the knot in my stomach tighten. Aunt Rose had left me everything — or so I thought. But in this place, nothing was ever simple.

I stayed there a long moment, staring up at the peeling white paint and the towering oak trees whose leaves fluttered down in lazy spirals. Somewhere deep inside, a part of me wanted to run — to turn around and drive back toward the city lights and the life I’d built away from here. But the past had a way of catching up, no matter how fast you tried to outrun it.

The sky overhead was a dull gray, promising rain. I pulled my jacket tighter around me and started down the path, each step heavier than the last. Because this time, I wasn’t just passing through. This time, I had to face whatever was waiting behind that door.

The road to the house hadn’t changed much. Still narrow. Still lined with stubborn maple trees leaning in like they were whispering secrets. The tires bumped along the uneven gravel path as I turned off the main road, and I tried not to flinch at the sight of it—Aunt Rose’s house—emerging slowly through a curtain of early-autumn mist.

It looked... smaller.

Maybe it was always this size, and my memory had just dressed it up in the oversized wonder of childhood. But standing there now, engine off, the keys cooling in my hand, it felt like the house had been waiting. Watching.

The front porch sagged slightly, the white paint was chipped, and ivy crawled up one side like nature had tried to reclaim it and failed. But someone had clearly been taking care of it. The yard wasn’t overgrown. The hedges were trimmed. The front steps, I noticed, had been replaced with clean, sturdy wood that looked freshly sealed. That didn’t track.

I frowned and climbed out of the car.

The air smelled like wet leaves and old pine. Crisp and cold enough to sting my lungs on the first inhale. A breeze stirred my hair as I walked slowly toward the porch, my boots crunching on scattered leaves. I stepped up onto the wood, half-expecting it to groan or crack, but it held firm. Sturdy. Almost new.

Someone had been here. Recently.

The front door stuck a little, but I pushed harder and it gave way with a reluctant creak. The scent hit me immediately—wood polish and something sweeter underneath. Apples, maybe. Or cinnamon. I stopped in the doorway, letting my eyes adjust.

It looked almost exactly how I remembered. That was the strangest part. The heavy mahogany console table still sat in the entryway. The old grandfather clock stood in the corner, its face cracked and still ticking. Even the coat hooks by the door still held one of Aunt Rose’s shawls—wool, dark green, a thread pulling loose at the edge.

I didn’t realize how tightly I was gripping the doorknob until my knuckles ached.

The living room was dusted. The floor had been swept. The fireplace was clean, empty of ashes. A mug sat on the kitchen counter, upside down on a drying towel. My chest tightened.

“Someone’s been living here,” I murmured to no one.

Or at least passing through regularly enough to keep the place alive. I walked farther in, fingertips grazing the smooth edge of the kitchen island, noting the stack of clean plates in the dish rack and a basket of mail pushed neatly to one side. A few town newsletters. A real estate flyer. A hardware receipt.

The name on the receipt stopped me cold: Carlisle Contracting & Repair.

My stomach dropped.

No. No, no. That had to be a mistake. There were probably other Carlisles in Pinebridge. Probably.

But the tightness in my throat didn’t ease.

I moved on, pretending I hadn’t seen it.

The kitchen opened into a small sunroom with tall windows. Light filtered through the half-closed blinds, pooling across the floor in soft golden strips. I remembered reading there in the summers when I was a teenager, before I’d left this town and sworn I’d never come back. I’d curled up on that bench with books Rose would leave for me—poetry, mostly, and old journals—and for a while, it had felt like I belonged somewhere.

Now it just felt empty.

I circled back to the entryway, where a stack of legal documents sat neatly on the console table beneath a magnet-clipped note from the lawyer. It read in clean, cursive print:

"Elodie,

Meet me at 3PM sharp to go over the terms. Don't be late.

—Mr. Collins"

I glanced at the clock. 2:42.

Of course.

Because why wouldn’t I roll right into a legal surprise while still in my funeral boots?

I stuffed the note into my bag, took one last look around the house, and stepped outside again, locking the door behind me even though it clearly wasn’t necessary. As I turned toward the car, a gust of wind swept through the trees, scattering a fresh flurry of leaves around the front steps. I pulled my coat tighter and ducked into the driver’s seat, already dreading whatever came next.

But the strangest part of it all?

The house didn’t feel abandoned. Not even a little.

It felt like someone had been waiting.

The Cozy Hearth Inn’s lobby had just enough dim light to remind me I wasn’t in New York anymore. The ticking of an old clock, the faint aroma of cinnamon from the breakfast nook, and a handful of early risers nodding at each other like they’d known every family secret in Pinebridge for generations. I wasn’t one of them.

I checked my watch and pushed the door open to the lawyer’s office, a converted Victorian house just past the town square. It was smaller than I’d imagined — two rooms, a cluttered desk, and shelves sagging under the weight of old law books and binders. A brass nameplate on the door read Calvin Collins, Esq.

The lawyer himself was a lean man in his sixties with gray hair, wire-rimmed glasses, and a habit of tapping his pen against his desk as if that could somehow hurry the day along. He greeted me with a professional but warm smile.

“Miss Brennan, thank you for coming. I know this must be difficult,” he said, motioning for me to take a seat.

I nodded, but didn’t say anything.

He opened a thick file and laid it on the desk between us.

“As you know, your aunt Rose left you her home here in Pinebridge,” he began, “but there’s a complication.”

My heart sank in the way it always did when legal words masked emotional ones.

“There is a clause in the will regarding the estate. It appears that a portion of the property—exactly half, by value—is now owned by one Adrien Carlisle.”

The name hit me harder than I expected.

“Adrien Carlisle?” I echoed, swallowing hard.

“The same Adrien Carlisle you knew from school, yes,” Mr. Collins said carefully.

I stared at him like he’d just told me the sun wouldn’t rise tomorrow.

“You can’t sell the property without his consent. Furthermore,” he added, “there is a stipulation that you two manage the property together for a minimum of thirty days before any sale or transfer can take place.”

I blinked, struggling to process the words. Manage the property together? With him?

“He never said a word about this,” I said, voice brittle. “My aunt never mentioned he was involved.”

Mr. Collins shook his head. “Your aunt was a private woman. She left notes indicating she hoped this arrangement would help you both ‘find closure and build something lasting.’ I realize this is unconventional.”

I slammed my hands on the desk, startling both of us. “Closure? Build something? She knew how much I hated him.”

“That may be true,” he replied gently, “but it appears she believed this was necessary.”

The room felt suddenly smaller, the walls closing in. Adrien Lancaster—the boy who’d humiliated me in high school, the man I’d spent years pretending didn’t exist—was now my legal partner in a property I’d thought was mine alone.

I forced myself to breathe. To think.

“What if I don’t want to manage anything with him?” I asked, voice shaking.

“Legally,” Mr. Collins said, “you don’t have that option until the thirty days are up, at minimum. After that, you can negotiate the sale or ownership.”

I nodded numbly, barely hearing the rest.

The drive back to the house was a blur. I kept thinking about Adrien—what he’d say, how he’d react. I’d imagined so many scenarios, but never this. Sharing anything with him felt like a punishment.

By the time I reached the driveway, the sun was dipping low, and shadows were gathering around the edges of the property like silent watchers.

I stood on the porch, gripping the railing, trying to imagine how I could possibly live through this.

And then, almost as if summoned by my frustration, a truck rolled slowly down the gravel driveway, headlights cutting through the dimming light.

The engine cut out.

The door swung open. And there he was.

The heavy weight of the lawyer’s words pressed down on me as I stepped back onto the porch, my fingers tightening around the wooden railing. “Manage the property together.” It sounded like a sentence.

I paced the front steps, eyes flicking over the freshly replaced boards—Adrien’s handiwork, no doubt. The house felt different now, like it was holding its breath, waiting for something to break loose.

Inside, the air was colder than before, sharper somehow, and the scent of polished wood still lingered like a stubborn ghost.

I made my way to the attic—a place I hadn’t dared enter since I was a kid. The stairs groaned beneath my weight as dust motes danced in the narrow beam of my flashlight.

Boxes lined the walls, stacked haphazardly: faded photo albums, brittle newspapers, and old letters tied in yellowed ribbons. My fingers trembled as I reached for one marked in faded ink: “For E.”

Inside were snapshots of summers past—me and Aunt Rose on the porch, laughing under the sun; a young Adrien smiling awkwardly in the background of a family picnic; and letters—some addressed to me, some clearly meant for Adrien.

I didn’t open the letters. Not yet.

The sudden vibration of my phone broke the silence. A text from an unknown number: Need to finish the back steps before the frost hits. I’ll be by at 6.

My breath caught. No name, but I knew.

Outside, the wind picked up, rattling the windowpanes like a warning.

I wasn’t ready for this.

But the house — our house — had other plans.

I sat on the cool wooden steps of the front porch, a lukewarm cup of coffee balanced precariously in my hands. The early morning sun filtered through the thick branches, casting fractured patterns of gold and shadow across the peeling paint and faded welcome mat. Autumn had crept in quietly, but it felt like the weight of the season was pressing down harder than the last time I was here.

My mind raced, unraveling the knot of emotions the lawyer’s words had tied tight inside me. Shared ownership. Forced cooperation. Thirty days to survive without tearing each other apart.

I sipped the coffee, the bitterness biting back like everything else about this town.

I thought about Aunt Rose—how fiercely she’d loved this house, how much she must have wanted me to stay. But did she know what she was setting in motion? Was this a chance for redemption or just a cruel joke?

The truck’s rumble echoed softly down the gravel driveway before the headlights appeared, cutting through the morning haze like a beacon.

I stiffened, heart thudding in sudden rhythm with the engine’s fade.

The driver’s side door opened.

And then he was there.

Taller, broader, older—like the years had carved hard edges into him but hadn’t dulled the intensity in his eyes.

He stepped onto the path with the easy confidence of a man who owned more than just half a house.

I barely managed to whisper, more to myself than him, “You’ve got to be kidding me.”
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Chapter Two
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The rusted tailgate slammed shut behind me as I pushed my way through the clinging chill of an early autumn morning. The truck’s tires stirred a swirl of amber leaves, dry and brittle, sending them tumbling across the gravel driveway like reluctant ghosts. The faint scent of earth, wood smoke, and something bittersweet hung heavy in the air—the unmistakable perfume of home.

I stood a moment and let it wash over me. The house waited beyond the trees, stubborn and quiet beneath the bowing maples whose branches draped like ancient sentinels guarding memories. It hadn’t changed, or at least not much. The same faded white paint chipped stubbornly against the seasons, the porch steps freshly stained but familiar beneath the creeping ivy that clawed at the walls like fingers desperate to claim it back.

Thirteen years. Thirteen years since the last time I set foot on this gravel path, since I watched her walk away without looking back. It was almost like the earth held its breath for those years, waiting for one or both of us to come back. I wasn’t sure which.

The weight of the past pressed down on my chest as I pulled the keys from my pocket and locked the truck. My hands were rough from years of hard work, but I fought the urge to wipe them on my jeans before they reached out to touch the porch railing. Aunt Rose’s house had been more than just wood and stone to me—it was the last thread to a life that never quite fit, a stubborn hold on something real.

The driveway crunched beneath my boots as I approached, and I paused at the edge of the porch. The wood was warm from yesterday’s sun and freshly sealed, the scent of stain still faint in the crisp air. I’d done it last week, working late into the night, making sure the steps wouldn’t rot under the first frost. A small act of defiance against decay.

Inside the house, light flickered behind the curtains, soft and steady. I knew she was here. Elodie.

Her name slipped silently through my mind, as familiar and sharp as a broken glass edge. It had been years since we spoke—too many years, too many regrets. The memories I’d shoved into the darkest corners of my mind were suddenly crowding the edges of the present, impossible to ignore.

I watched the silhouette move against the windowpane, catching the way her hair caught the light—longer now, softer—but still with that fierce set to her jaw, the kind that had never let her give in easily.

I stayed where I was, hiding in the shadows of the porch, heart tightening with a mixture of hope and dread. The thought of sharing this house, this life, with her again was both a promise and a threat.

I wanted to reach out, to say something—anything—but the years of silence and wounds kept my mouth shut. Instead, I let the memories flood me.

Senior year. The hallways crowded with students clutching books and secrets, the fading smell of chalk and lockers. She’d been the fire in my veins, the reason I fought the impulse to walk away. I’d thrown her a thousand sideways looks, and she’d thrown them back like daggers.

We were enemies in front of everyone, but in private, it was something more tangled, something unsaid that neither of us dared name.

I remembered the day I lost control, the moment I’d humiliated her in front of the whole school—not because I wanted to hurt her, but because I was too scared to admit what she meant to me.

Her furious glare, the way her lip trembled as she spun away. I wanted to chase her down, to apologize, to tell her it wasn’t what it looked like. But pride, stubborn and stupid, kept me frozen in place.

And then she was gone, leaving behind a silence that had echoed for over a decade.

I pushed the memories aside and turned toward the barn. The workshop was my refuge—half-finished furniture pieces, stacks of lumber, the familiar smell of sawdust and oil. The place where I could carve out control when the rest of life slipped beyond reach.

I ran a hand along the edge of a workbench, tracing the grooves of a carving I’d started months ago—a delicate leaf, its veins twisting with the same stubborn beauty as the maples outside. I hadn’t told anyone, but I’d carved it with her in mind.

I worked the sandpaper between my fingers, smoothing the edges until they were soft but still strong, like the part of me that refused to let go.

The phone in my pocket buzzed, breaking the silence. A quick glance at the screen showed an unknown number. I ignored it.

Because if it was her, I wasn’t ready.

The town had changed, sure. New businesses, new faces. But the whispers lingered—about her return, about the house, about what it meant for the past to stir again. I ran into a few neighbors at the hardware store, their eyes flickering with curiosity and judgment.

“Back for good?” one asked, a sly smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

I shrugged, unwilling to share more than I needed.

“Looks like you’re stuck with each other,” another said, nodding toward the rumors.

I kept my voice low and dry. “Doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

They didn’t know the half of it.

Evening settled in like a slow, relentless tide. I sat on the porch steps as dusk faded to indigo, a cup of coffee growing cold in my hands. The silence wrapped around me, heavier than the night.

I pulled out a small carving from my jacket pocket—the unfinished leaf—and traced its curves with a finger. My thoughts drifted back to Elodie, to everything we never said.

The house creaked softly around me, the wind shifting the last leaves on the branches.

I knew this was only the beginning.

And maybe, just maybe, it was time to stop running.

I’d always told myself it wasn’t my fault.

That she hated me because I let her.

That pushing her away was better than holding on too tightly.

But if I was honest—and I didn’t let myself be honest often—senior year was when it all cracked. The moment I lost her. Or maybe destroyed what we could’ve had before it ever really began.

It started in Mrs. Dalton’s English Lit class, third period, late September of senior year. The room smelled like old paper and dry-erase markers. The windows were cracked open to let in the warm breeze, and outside the leaves were just starting to curl into orange.

Elodie sat two rows ahead of me, always angled slightly sideways in her chair like she couldn’t be bothered to face the front. She had this way of tucking her hair behind one ear that made it look like she wasn’t listening—but she always was. She answered Dalton’s questions with that low, steady voice, like she was bored with the world but still smarter than the rest of us.

She had a sharp tongue. Never flirted. Never played dumb. Never looked at me if she didn’t have to.

And I watched her like I couldn’t stop.

She didn’t belong in Pinebridge, and we all knew it. Her grades were perfect, her boots scuffed just right, her sarcasm lethal. People either hated her or tried to mimic her. I did neither. I just kept my distance—publicly.

Privately... that was another story.

We’d crossed paths before. The occasional group project. A late night once when she’d been locked out of the library and I happened to be walking by with a key—courtesy of my janitor uncle. We didn’t talk much, but she’d said thanks. And that had stuck with me longer than it should’ve.

By October, the rumor mill was starting. Some idiot on the football team made a joke about Elodie “studying her way into someone’s jeans.” She’d overheard it. I knew she had. The way her face had gone still, too still, while she packed her books that day.

I should’ve said something. Shut him down. But I laughed instead.

God, I hated myself for that laugh.

It was reflex—deflection. What else was I supposed to do? I wasn’t the guy who got involved. Not then. I was the one who kept my head down and my fists in my pockets. I’d already had enough run-ins with teachers, with the principal, with my father.

So I laughed.

And the look she gave me as she passed my desk—like I was just another name on her mental burn list—cut deeper than I expected.

The distance between us got colder after that. Her sarcasm sharpened. Mine got cruel.

It was a dare that finally broke it.

Some smartass at lunch threw it out like bait. “Bet Carlisle wouldn’t last five minutes talking to Brennan without getting castrated.”

A bunch of guys laughed. I smirked, leaned back in my chair, and said the worst thing I could’ve possibly said.

“She only talks to guys when she wants something.”

I didn’t even believe it. But I said it anyway, because it made them laugh and kept me safe.

She was walking past the table at that exact moment.

Her footsteps faltered, and for a breath, she stood there—rigid, jaw tight, backpack slung over one shoulder. She didn’t look at me. Not then. Just walked off like it didn’t matter. Like she hadn’t heard.

But the next day, she didn’t show up to Lit. Or the next.

And I knew.

I’d gone too far.

I found her behind the gym a week later, sitting on the low concrete wall near the dumpsters, headphones in, legs swinging, unreadable expression on her face. Her boots had dirt scuffed up the sides and her jacket had paint on the sleeve.

She looked like war and art and freedom wrapped in a girl I didn’t know how to talk to anymore.

“I didn’t mean it,” I said.

She didn’t take out her headphones.

“I was being an asshole. I shouldn’t have said it.”

Still nothing.

I took a step closer. “You know that’s not who I am.”

She finally glanced up. Pulled one earbud out. “You mean it’s not who you want to be.”

That was the thing about Elodie. She didn’t yell. She didn’t explode. She made her cuts quiet and exacting, like a scalpel to the ribs.

I shoved my hands in my jacket pocket. “I thought we were good. I thought...”

“What?” she said, arching an eyebrow. “That I’d laugh it off? Let you make a joke at my expense and still look at you like you’re some misunderstood hero?”

“I never wanted to hurt you.”

“Then you shouldn’t have opened your mouth.”

I didn’t have an answer for that.

She stood then, brushing dust off her jeans. “We could’ve been friends, maybe something else. But I’m not interested in being someone’s punchline, Adrien. You get to choose who you are in this town. I don’t.”

And just like that, she walked away.

That was the last real conversation we had.

She left Pinebridge the next summer with a scholarship in one hand and no goodbyes for anyone.

I stayed.

Told myself it was better this way. That it was just high school drama. That I didn’t owe her anything.

But it wasn’t just high school, and I did owe her. More than I could say.

I looked down now at the scar on my hand—a thin pale line where I’d sliced myself working on the porch last fall. I’d been sanding the railing too hard, distracted by the thought of her letter from Aunt Rose, which I’d seen in the outgoing mail pile.

Her name in Rose’s handwriting had brought it all flooding back. I remember wondering if she'd open it, or throw it away.

I remember wondering if she ever thought about me.

I stood in the workshop now, staring down at the leaf carving I still hadn’t finished. I didn’t know what the hell I was trying to prove anymore. That I wasn’t the same stupid, scared seventeen-year-old? That I’d changed?

Maybe I hadn’t. Maybe I never would.

But she was back. And so was I.

And this time, I wasn’t going to run from her.

Even if she hated me.

Even if I deserved it.

The back steps were worse than I remembered.

Aunt Rose used to say the house aged like a body—quietly, all at once. One day it stands straight and firm, and the next, it's cracking at the knees. These boards were a perfect example. Soft from rain, warped at the edges, one of them bowed just enough to catch the toe of a boot and send someone flying. I’d meant to fix them months ago, but the season ran long, and the grief hit harder than I thought it would.

Now Elodie was back. And the house couldn’t afford to look like no one gave a damn.

I set the lumber down beside the porch, stepped back, and measured with my eyes first—an old habit I never quite grew out of. I’d already ripped out the rotted boards yesterday, leaving a skeleton of crossbeams that felt more like exposed bones than wood. Cold wind slid through the gaps, rattling loose leaves along the foundation like dry whispers.

My tools were arranged in neat lines on the sawhorse. Circular saw. Cordless drill. Tape measure. A box of heavy-duty screws. I didn’t need plans for this job. I’d rebuilt this porch before. With Rose. With my dad. Sometimes by myself.

But I hadn’t fixed it for Elodie before.

That thought landed heavier than the lumber in my arms.

I ran my hands along the first board, checked for knots, then set it in place. The sun hadn’t fully crested over the ridge yet, and I liked that—the quiet, the fog curling low over the grass like the town hadn’t quite decided to wake up. Elodie wasn’t a morning person, at least not back then. I figured I had a few hours of peace before she noticed I was even here.

I started screwing the board down, the whine of the drill breaking the silence.

Each screw sank deep, firm and final. Each turn grounded me.

I didn’t like thinking about what was going to happen next—about lawyers and paperwork and shared ownership and awkward breakfasts in separate corners of the same house. I didn’t want to think about Elodie’s cold stare or how much it still stung, even now. Even after all these years.

So I kept working.

Three boards in, I stood and stretched, feeling the pull in my back. I wiped the sweat from my brow with the back of my arm and headed inside for water. The kitchen was cool, sun filtering in through the gauzy curtains Rose had insisted on keeping long after they’d faded to pale yellow.

I opened the cabinet, reached for a glass, and froze.

There it was—tucked between a chipped ceramic mug and a canister of old tea.

A small, carved wooden fox. The kind you’d find at the bottom of a box of memories, forgotten but not lost.

I pulled it out slowly, brushing a fine layer of dust from its back. The edges were smooth, the tail curved upward in a little swirl like a question mark. It was one of mine.

I made it during junior year—back when Rose let me tinker in the workshop as long as I stayed out of trouble. I’d carved a whole set of woodland animals that fall. Most of them ended up in donation boxes or on random shelves at the library. But this one—I gave to Elodie.

Not officially. I’d left it in her locker after school one day. No note. No explanation. Just a dumb little fox with a crooked smile.

She never said anything about it. I figured she either threw it away or never knew it was from me.

But here it was. Still here.

Still whole.

I stood in the quiet kitchen, turning the fox over in my palm, heart thudding a little too loudly in my chest. I didn’t like what it meant. That she’d kept it. That she’d left it behind. That she’d hidden it here, maybe not expecting to come back.

I set it gently on the windowsill beside the sink, the same spot Rose used to leave her favorite spoons to dry. The light hit it just right. It looked like it belonged there.

I downed my water in two gulps and went back outside before I could get stuck in my own head.

The rest of the repairs went faster. The wood cooperated. My hands found rhythm.

By the time I screwed in the last board, the sun had risen high enough to warm the crown of my shoulders. I stood back and admired the work—not because it was perfect, but because it was solid. It would hold.

That’s what I wanted to be. Solid. Unshakeable.

Not the guy who said the wrong thing in high school and spent a decade pretending it didn’t matter. Not the guy who ran from feelings he didn’t understand. Not the guy who never apologized because the words caught somewhere deep in his throat and turned into silence.

I picked up the old boards one by one, stacking them off to the side to haul later. As I reached for the last, a sound caught my ear—soft footsteps on the gravel.

I didn’t turn around.

But I knew who it was.

“Didn’t expect to see you this early,” I said without looking.

Elodie’s voice came after a beat, calm but clipped. “Didn’t expect to hear construction before sunrise.”

“It’s after sunrise,” I replied. “Barely.”

She came to stand beside me, arms crossed. Her hair was damp, pulled back like she’d just washed off the night. She wore a faded black sweatshirt and jeans that had seen better days, but she looked... composed. Tough in the way I remembered, though maybe not as unshakeable as she wanted to seem.

She glanced down at the porch. “It looks good.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Was that a compliment?”

“Don’t get used to it.”

I couldn’t help the faint smile that tugged at the corner of my mouth, but I wiped it away before she saw.

We stood there in silence. Just long enough for it to start fraying.

She broke it first. “Why did you come back?”

I shrugged. “Same reason you did. Rose.”

“She left me the house.”

“She left us the house.”

Elodie’s jaw clenched, and I saw the fire flash in her eyes. “You don’t get to rewrite history, Adrien.”

“I’m not trying to.”

“Then what are you trying to do?”

I didn’t answer right away. Because the truth—the raw, unfiltered truth—was that I didn’t know anymore. I was just trying to fix something. The steps. The house. Maybe everything I broke.

Instead, I said, “I’m trying not to let the place fall apart.”

And for a second, she looked like she understood exactly what I meant.

Pinebridge didn’t have a newspaper worth reading or a café that stayed open past seven, but what it lacked in infrastructure, it made up for in gossip. Word traveled faster than wildfire here, and if you so much as blinked in the wrong direction, someone’s great-aunt’s best friend’s cousin would have a theory about it.

By the time I made it into Millie's Hardware the next morning, the whisper mill was already running.

“She came back in a black dress, all city coldness and cheekbones,” I overheard one man say from the paint aisle.

“They say she’s staying in the old house. Hers now, or so she thinks.”

“Maybe Adrien finally has competition,” another chuckled.

I tightened my grip on the box of screws in my hand and kept walking.

Millie spotted me as I passed the counter and gave me her usual half-smile. “Mornin’, Adrien. Heard you’ve got company up at the Lancaster place.”

I hated that they still called it the Lancaster place. Aunt Rose would’ve snorted.

“I’ve got Elodie Brennan,” I said, low and even. “We both do. She’s not company. She’s part-owner.”

Millie raised an eyebrow, maybe surprised I even acknowledged it. “Didn’t think she’d come back. You two... never really saw eye to eye, if I remember right.”

“We still don’t,” I muttered, sliding the screws onto the counter.

She scanned the box, then leaned in like she was asking as a friend, not a clerk. “So why not sell? Let her go back to the city. Start clean.”

Because I couldn’t. Because the house meant something to me. Because she meant something to me, even if neither of us could stand the thought.

“Because it’s not that simple,” I said.

That was all I gave her.

I left the store with the weight of a hundred unsaid things hanging off my shoulders. Walking down Main Street was like stepping into a story everyone thought they knew. I passed the bakery, the post office, the closed-down video store with its window still taped up from a storm three years ago. Familiar. Tight-knit. And suffocating.

People nodded at me like they always did. They still saw Adrien Lancaster—the local guy with good hands and a bad temper, who kept to himself and never left town.

No one saw the other version. The one who never forgot a girl who once told him she wanted out, and made him want more than just surviving here.

I took the long way back, up through the ridge where the trees turned gold too early, where Rose used to walk when she needed quiet. I sat there a while, watching the hills, thinking about how different our stories had been.

Elodie had always been meant to leave.

I’d always been expected to stay.

And now we were back in the same place, tangled in a contract neither of us wanted, holding onto a house full of ghosts we both pretended not to believe in.

But I knew the truth.

You don’t get to walk back into the same house and expect the locks to still fit.

Not without a fight.

The light in the workshop was soft and golden by the time I finished stacking the last of the cut wood. Outside, the sun bled orange over the tops of the trees, spilling warmth across the barn roof and turning the shadows sharp. The chill would come soon after—Pinebridge evenings never failed to remind you that summer was gone.

I stayed behind after cleaning up. The house was too quiet now, and the workshop didn’t ask questions. It didn’t press on old wounds. It let me exist.

I rolled my sleeves to the elbows and picked up the carving I’d abandoned earlier—the leaf. A simple thing, not worth much to anyone else. But it had become something of a ritual. Every fall, one carving. Maple, usually. Something from the trees that surrounded the house like old gods, shedding skin and refusing to die.

This one was different, though. Smaller. More delicate. I’d been working on it for a few weeks—since Rose’s funeral. I hadn’t told anyone what it was, but I knew. A pendant. Not finished. And not meant for me.

I held it up to the light. The veins were etched into the surface now, uneven but natural. I ran a fingertip down the spine of the wood, feeling the groove I'd cut too deep. I could fix it.

Or maybe I couldn’t. Some things weren’t meant to be perfect.

A soft breeze moved through the open barn door, stirring sawdust from the floor. Somewhere behind me, the house creaked—old wood adjusting to the cold. I imagined her upstairs, unpacking, or pacing, or lying on her back with one arm thrown over her eyes like she used to in study hall when she’d get bored of pretending to listen.

The memory dropped into me like a stone.

God, we were kids. Arrogant, angry kids pretending we didn’t feel anything. I told myself I’d hated her, but hate was never that sharp. That electric. I knew even then I wanted to be near her just to breathe in that fire. She made me feel too much. And I didn’t know what the hell to do with it.
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