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Falling for You

Chapter 1 – Homecoming
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The scent of autumn hit Emma Brooks the moment she stepped out of her car — crisp leaves, wood smoke, and the faint sweetness of fresh hay drifting on the breeze. Willow Creek looked exactly as she remembered, with its quaint storefronts dressed in pumpkins and scarecrows, and the fiery trees arching over Main Street like a welcome banner.

Emma adjusted her city blazer and smoothed her hair, suddenly feeling out of place. She hadn’t been back in over five years, not since she’d thrown herself headfirst into the fast-paced world of event planning. But Aunt Claire had sounded so desperate on the phone that Emma couldn’t ignore the call to come home — at least for a few weeks.

She spotted her aunt waiting on the porch of The Gathering Hall, the community event space she’d run for decades. Aunt Claire was waving both arms, her face alight with relief.

“Emma! You’re here!” Claire wrapped her in a tight hug before stepping back to study her. “You look so grown-up. Too grown-up, actually. We need to get some of that city stress off your shoulders.”

Emma laughed, feeling the tension ease just a bit. “I’ll work on it. How bad is it, really?”

Claire’s smile faltered. “Bad. The Fall Festival’s barely hanging on. We’ve lost half the vendors, the sponsorship money dried up, and... well, the planning committee is basically just me and Mrs. Abernathy. And she’s ninety-one.”

Emma winced. “Okay. Then we roll up our sleeves and make it work.”

“Thank you, sweetheart. I knew you’d come through.” Claire’s expression softened. “Oh, and you should know — Jake Carter’s running the pumpkin patch this year. He’s been a lifesaver, hauling hay and helping me keep the grounds in shape.”

Emma’s heart skipped at the mention of his name. Jake. Her best friend through high school. The boy she’d secretly been half in love with before she left for college. She hadn’t spoken to him in years.

As if conjured by her thoughts, a pickup truck rolled into the gravel lot. Jake hopped out, tall and broad-shouldered, his flannel shirt rolled to the elbows, a smear of dirt across his cheek. He looked like he’d stepped out of an autumn postcard.

When he saw her, he froze, then smiled slowly — that same easy grin that used to melt her every time.

“Well, if it isn’t Emma Brooks,” Jake said, leaning against the truck. “Back to save the town, huh?”

Emma crossed her arms, ignoring the way her pulse jumped. “Something like that. Looks like you’re still holding this place together.”
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