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Dedication

For those who find beauty in stillness, and meaning in the turning of leaves
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The Eliza Harper did not believe in chaos.

She believed in color-coded spreadsheets, stacked clipboards, and to-do lists broken down by day, hour, and—when necessary—minute. She believed in laminated signs and matching pens. She believed in routines, in goals, in preparedness.

What she did not believe in was the man currently humming to himself while placing scarecrows in uneven intervals along the Willow Creek town square, wearing a scarf that looked like it had been crocheted by a sentimental grandmother on caffeine.

Lucas Gray.

He tilted his head at the crooked scarecrow and gave it a gentle pat, as if it were a dog that had done its best.

Eliza sighed so sharply she startled herself.

The scarecrow was one inch taller than the others. She knew because she’d measured them all. Twice.

She strode across the green, clipboard in hand, boots crunching on scattered leaves. It was the last week of September, and Willow Creek was turning amber and gold, the air crisp with promise and the scent of spice.

Perfect. Or it had been.

“Lucas,” she said, with the same polite tone she reserved for customer service complaints and faulty label makers. “The scarecrows aren’t level.”

He turned toward her with an easy smile. “That’s because life isn’t level, Eliza.”

He didn’t even look sorry.

Eliza blinked. “What does that even mean?”

Lucas pushed a hand through his messy brown curls. “It means a little tilt adds charm. Also, this one’s leaning because the ground slopes here.”

She narrowed her eyes. “So, adjust the placement.”

Lucas mimed shock. “You want me to move Harold?”

“You named the scarecrow?”

“Of course I did. He’s the guardian of the cider stand.”

Eliza made a sound between a groan and a laugh she wouldn’t admit to. “This is the opening weekend of the Fall Festival. It’s not just about charm—it’s about logistics.”

Lucas’s eyes softened. “And people come for more than spreadsheets. They come for heart.”

Eliza almost—almost—rolled her eyes. Instead, she inhaled and exhaled through her nose like a yoga instructor holding back a scream.

She had worked hard to make this event happen. The Fall Festival was her baby. After the success of the summer story series, the town had all but begged her to bring something to life for autumn. And she had. Every schedule, vendor, and hay bale had been her doing.

Except for Lucas.

Lucas had been the mayor’s last-minute addition. A visiting poetry professor, here for a residency at the library. “Artistic touch,” the mayor had said. “Good for balance.”

Balance. Ha.

Eliza checked her clipboard.

“Opening ceremony begins at ten. Pie contest starts at noon. You’re still reading your poem between events?”

Lucas nodded. “Something new. Inspired by leaves and pie.”

“You can’t wing it.”

“I’d never.”

She didn’t believe him. Not for a second.

By ten o’clock, the square buzzed with laughter, music, and cinnamon-sugar energy. Kids ran between stalls. Couples posed for photos near pumpkins stacked like pyramid art installations. Local bakers competed with apple fritters and cider doughnuts. Eliza saw it all from the side of the stage and noted every detail like a general before battle.

“Good turnout,” Lucas said, stepping beside her with two steaming mugs. “Chai?”

She hesitated, then accepted. “Thanks.”

“See? You like a little chaos. It tastes like cardamom.”

She glanced at him over the rim of her cup. “You are relentless.”

He bowed. “You wound me with your flattery.”

She turned before he could see her smile.

The pie-eating contest, as always, was a mess. A beautiful, hilarious, sticky mess. Eliza had resisted adding it to the schedule, calling it “undignified.” Lucas had insisted it was “joy incarnate.” The mayor sided with Lucas.

So, there they were. Ten participants. One long table. Dozens of whipped-cream-topped pumpkin pies.

Lucas emceed, his poetry background turning even a pie contest into theatre. “Contestants, ready your stomachs and relinquish your shame.”

Lily—Maggie and Jack’s daughter—was the smallest contestant and the fiercest. She demolished half a pie before anyone else blinked. Eliza found herself laughing, full-body laughing, clipboard abandoned.

When the winner—Lily, obviously—stood for her crown (a plastic tiara spray-painted orange), Lucas handed her a tiny scroll.

“A poem,” he said. “Ode to the Fierce Forkless.”

The crowd roared.

Eliza was... charmed. And that was a problem.

That evening, with the golden light melting behind the trees, Eliza sat on a hay bale behind the stage, her boots dusty and her clipboard smudged.

Lucas joined her with two apple ciders. “You did it,” he said softly.

She sighed. “We did it.”

He bumped her shoulder gently. “I saw you laugh today.”

“Temporary lapse in judgment.”

He smiled. “You should have more of those.”

She turned to him then, really turned, and in that quiet second, with the scent of apples and distant laughter around them, she wondered something she hadn’t allowed herself before:

What if balance didn’t mean control? What if it meant letting someone lean with you?

She stood abruptly. “There’s still cleanup.”

Lucas watched her go.

He didn’t follow.

Not yet.

The next day, the first sign of trouble wasn’t smoke. It was the silence.

Eliza was reviewing booth rotations when she noticed the crowd thinning near the northern edge of the square—where the kids’ storytelling tent was set up. Then she saw the flicker of light where no light should be.

Someone screamed.

“Fire!”

She dropped her clipboard.

The tent was up in flames, smoke curling upward in frantic black streaks. Children had already begun scattering. But she saw one figure racing toward the blaze.

Lucas.

He didn’t hesitate. Pulled back the flap. Shouted. Then disappeared inside.

“Lucas!” she yelled, running forward.

A mother clutched her toddler. An older boy stumbled out coughing. Still no sign of Lucas.

Then he emerged, carrying a small girl whose curls were soaked from the water bucket he must’ve poured on her head. He was coughing, red-faced, eyes stinging.

The crowd erupted.

Eliza grabbed him by the shoulders. “Are you—are you insane?”

He wheezed a grin. “You said no improvising. I thought this was scripted.”

She choked on a sob-laugh hybrid and grabbed him in a fierce, impromptu hug.

Later, when the fire crew confirmed it had been a faulty lantern and no one was seriously injured, people began calling him “Professor Fireman.” Lucas waved it off, but Eliza saw the way he looked at the girl he’d carried out. Like maybe being a hero wasn’t about poems—it was about choosing chaos when someone else needed calm.

The following weekend, the square was rebuilt, the tent replaced, and the community more energized than ever. As if gratitude had woven itself into the very cobblestones.

And just in time—because Saturday brought the most competitive and absurd event on the festival calendar: the Willow Creek Lumberjack Showdown.

It started as a joke years ago, when a local carpenter bet a firefighter, he could chop wood faster. Now it had become a full-blown tradition, complete with flannel shirts, fake beards for kids, and more testosterone than a hardware store convention.

Eliza, clipboard in hand, surveyed the scene. “I still think this is ridiculous,” she muttered.

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” came Lucas’s voice from behind her.

She turned, blinking.

He was wearing boots, jeans, a fitted plaid shirt rolled to the elbows—and carrying an axe. A real one.

She blinked again. “You’re competing?”

He shrugged casually, though a faint flush rose on his neck. “Some of the other guys dared me. Figured it’d be poetic justice.”

Eliza crossed her arms. “There’s nothing poetic about a pulled hamstring.”

He grinned. “I’ve been practicing. Splitting wood clears the mind.”

She gave him a look. “So does yoga.”

He leaned in. “But this gets applause.”

Before she could reply, his name was called over the speakers. He winked and jogged off, and Eliza was left wondering when exactly Lucas Gray had become someone people looked forward to seeing.
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