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PART 1: SPRING (Beginnings)

Chapter 1: The Day It Rained Unexpectedly
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Lynn had always trusted the weather forecast.

It was a small thing, really—one of those quiet habits that made life feel manageable. If the app said sunshine, she wore lighter shoes. If it warned of wind, she tied her hair back tighter. Predictability, in any form, gave her a sense of control she had learned not to take for granted.

So when she stepped out of her car and into the grocery store that afternoon beneath a pale blue sky streaked with soft clouds, she didn’t think twice.

No umbrella. No jacket. Just a neat list folded in her pocket and forty-five minutes carved out between errands.

Inside, the store was calm in that familiar, comforting way—fluorescent lights humming softly overhead, the faint scent of fresh bread drifting from the bakery section. Lynn moved with quiet efficiency, selecting items with practiced ease. She didn’t linger. She never did.

Tomatoes—firm, not too ripe.

Milk—second shelf, always colder.

Bread—whole grain, checked for the freshest date.

Her cart filled steadily, and with it came that small, satisfying feeling of having things in order. It was a simple kind of peace, the kind she’d built carefully over time.

By the time she reached the checkout, she allowed herself a brief glance at her phone.

Still clear.

She paid, thanked the cashier with a polite smile, and gathered her bags—more than she’d planned, but manageable. It always was.

Until it wasn’t.

The automatic doors slid open with a soft whoosh.

And the sky had changed.

Rain poured down in heavy, relentless sheets, drumming against the pavement, bouncing off car roofs, turning the parking lot into a shimmering blur of gray and silver.

Lynn stopped just short of stepping outside, her brows pulling together.

“That wasn’t there ten minutes ago,” she murmured.

A few people lingered near the entrance, waiting it out. Someone laughed lightly, another sighed. The world, it seemed, was content to pause.

Lynn wasn’t.

She shifted the weight of the grocery bags in her hands. They were already pressing into her fingers, plastic stretching slightly under the load. Waiting meant losing time. Getting soaked meant dealing with it later.

Neither option appealed to her.

“It’s just rain,” she said quietly to herself.

And before she could reconsider, she stepped forward.

The first drops hit instantly—cold, sharp, soaking through her hair and clothes within seconds. The pavement was slick, her shoes not nearly as steady as she’d hoped. She tightened her grip on the bags, her steps quickening.

Her car wasn’t far.

She could make it.

Except one of the bags shifted.

Just slightly—but enough.

The plastic stretched, tilted, and suddenly a carton inside slid sideways. Lynn adjusted quickly, but now the weight was uneven, pulling her off balance.

“Come on,” she muttered under her breath.

Another step.

Another shift.

And then—

“Hey—hold on. You’re going to drop half of that.”

The voice came from just behind her, steady and calm, cutting through the sound of rain.

Before Lynn could fully react, one of the heavier bags lifted from her hand.

She turned, startled.

A man stood beside her, already adjusting his grip on the bag as if it had always been his to carry. He was taller than she’d expected, rain darkening his hair and clinging lightly to his jacket. There was nothing rushed or awkward about him—just a quiet ease, like helping strangers in parking lots was something he did every day.

“I’ve got this one,” he said, glancing at the bag briefly before looking back at her. “You take the lighter ones.”

For a second, Lynn just stared at him.

It wasn’t that people never helped. It was that she wasn’t used to it—wasn’t used to someone stepping in without being asked, without hesitation, without expectation.

“I—” she started, then stopped.

The rain picked up, as if reminding her she didn’t have time to process it.

“Your car?” he asked, already scanning the rows.

“Third row,” she said, pointing quickly. “Blue.”

“Got it.”

And just like that, they were moving.

Side by side, through the rain.

Lynn focused on keeping her footing, her heart beating a little faster—not just from the rush, but from the strange, unfamiliar presence beside her. He didn’t crowd her, didn’t try to take over. He just... matched her pace.

When they reached her car, she fumbled slightly with her keys, her fingers damp and clumsy. He waited without comment, holding the bag steady.

The trunk clicked open.

“Here,” he said, setting the groceries down carefully, making sure nothing tipped or rolled. He placed them with more care than she expected, adjusting one bag so it wouldn’t lean.

Lynn quickly added the rest, closing the trunk with a soft thud.

For a moment, the two of them stood there in the rain, the sound of it filling the space between them.

“Thank you,” she said, a little breathless.

He shrugged lightly, as if it were nothing.

“You looked like you had it under control,” he said, a faint hint of a smile touching his lips. “Just... not for long.”

Lynn let out a small laugh before she could stop herself.

“That obvious?”

“Only to someone who’s tried to carry too much at once.”

There was something in the way he said it—easy, but not careless. Like he meant more than just groceries.

Lynn noticed it.

And then, just as quickly, she looked away.

“I appreciate it,” she said again, softer this time. “Really.”

“No problem.”

The moment lingered, quiet and unexpected.

Rain fell steadily around them, neither of them moving right away.

Up close, she noticed more details—the calm in his expression, the way he didn’t seem in a hurry to leave, but also wasn’t imposing. There was a steadiness to him, something grounding.

It unsettled her more than it should have.

“I should—” she gestured toward the driver’s seat. “Before I get completely soaked.”

He nodded.

“Yeah. Probably a good idea.”

She opened the door, then hesitated.

“I’m Lynn,” she said, surprising even herself.

It wasn’t something she usually did—offering her name to strangers in parking lots.

But he didn’t seem like a stranger.

Not entirely.

He smiled, just slightly.

“Leo.”

The name fit him.

Simple. Solid.

“Well,” she said, settling into her seat, “thank you, Leo.”

“Anytime,” he replied.

And then he stepped back, giving her space, rain continuing to fall between them.

Lynn closed the door, the sound of it muting the world outside. For a second, she just sat there, hands resting lightly on the steering wheel, her breath slowing.

Through the rain-speckled window, she saw him turn and walk back toward the store, his figure fading slightly behind the curtain of gray.

Just like that.

A brief moment.

A small interruption in an otherwise ordinary day.

And yet—

As Lynn started the engine and pulled out of the parking space, she found herself glancing once more in the rearview mirror.

Just to see if he was still there.

He wasn’t.

But the feeling lingered.

And for the first time in a long while, something about the unexpected didn’t feel inconvenient.

It felt like the beginning of something she hadn’t planned for at all.
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Chapter 2: The Man from the Parking Lot
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Lynn wasn’t the kind of person who lingered on small moments.

At least, that’s what she told herself.

Life worked better when things stayed in their proper place—tasks completed, conversations concluded, days moving forward without unnecessary reflection. It was cleaner that way. Easier.

So there was no reason—none at all—that she should still be thinking about a stranger from a grocery store parking lot the next morning.

And yet, she was.

She stood in her kitchen, staring absently at her coffee as it cooled in her hands. The window above the sink framed a quiet Willow Creek morning—soft light stretching over rooftops, the world still damp from yesterday’s rain.

It had cleared overnight.

Of course it had.

Predictable again.

Lynn took a sip of her coffee, her brow tightening slightly as the thought slipped back in before she could stop it.

“You looked like you had it under control. Just... not for long.”

She exhaled softly.

It wasn’t even what he’d said.

It was how he’d said it.

Not teasing. Not critical. Just... observant.

Like he saw something she didn’t usually let people see.

“Stop,” she muttered under her breath, setting the mug down with a little more force than necessary.

It had been a moment. That was all.

A kind stranger. A shared walk through the rain. A name exchanged out of politeness.

Leo.

The name surfaced again, uninvited.

She shook her head, grabbing her bag from the counter. She had things to do. Real things. A schedule that didn’t include replaying conversations with men she would likely never see again.

That was the most logical outcome, after all.

Willow Creek wasn’t that small.



By late morning, Lynn had almost convinced herself she’d moved on.

Errands helped. Movement helped.

She dropped off a package at the post office, stopped by the florist for fresh stems she didn’t strictly need, and took the long way down Main Street just to keep herself busy.

It worked—mostly.

Until she found herself standing in front of the café.

She paused.

The sign above the door swayed gently in the breeze, familiar and inviting. She’d been here dozens of times. It wasn’t unusual.

Except today, she hesitated.

As if stepping inside might somehow confirm something she wasn’t ready to name.

“That’s ridiculous,” she said quietly.

It was a café. Not fate.

With a small breath, she reached for the door and pushed it open.



Warmth greeted her instantly—soft music playing in the background, the rich scent of coffee and baked goods wrapping around her like something comforting and familiar.

It grounded her.

Good.

This was normal. This was routine.

Lynn stepped forward, her gaze briefly scanning the room as she adjusted to the light.

And then—

She froze.

He was there.

Sitting near the window, a mug in front of him, one arm resting casually against the table. He wasn’t looking at her—not yet. His attention was on something outside, his expression thoughtful, distant in a quiet sort of way.

Leo.

For a split second, Lynn considered turning around.

It would be easy.

He hadn’t seen her. She could leave, come back another time, pretend this coincidence had never happened.

Simple.

Safe.

But something in her resisted.

Maybe it was curiosity.

Maybe it was the way her heart had picked up—not uncomfortably, but noticeably.

Or maybe it was the fact that walking away suddenly felt more complicated than staying.

Before she could overthink it, the decision was made for her.

Leo turned.

His eyes landed on her.

And recognition flickered almost instantly.

There was no confusion. No hesitation.

Just a small, genuine smile that felt... surprisingly familiar.

“Well,” he said, leaning back slightly in his chair, “either Willow Creek is smaller than I thought...”

Lynn felt a breath of laughter escape her before she could stop it.

“...or you follow people from parking lots,” he finished lightly.
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