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	  Dedication

	  This book is dedicated to my younger self who always wanted to write a book. Look at you now!

	
  
	
	  Preface

	  This book is the first in the Clark Family series. It follows Willow Clark and Rhett Palmer as they face some struggles and fall in love.

	
  
	
	  Homecoming

	  The winding road through the Appalachian foothills felt like a ribbon pulling Willow Clark back to the center of her world. Her little Honda crunched over gravel as she turned off the main highway onto the familiar dirt lane that led to her family’s property. The late August sun hung heavy and golden over the treetops, casting long shadows across the fields where she and her brothers had played as children. She rolled down the window and breathed in the smell of cut grass, wild honeysuckle, and the faint earthy scent of cattle from the neighboring farms. Her fingers drummed against the steering wheel, her heart thumping with a giddy anticipation that had been building for the entire six-hour drive from Kentucky.

Four years away had felt like a lifetime. She had earned her degree in elementary education, made the dean’s list three semesters in a row, and even managed to avoid the homesickness that had plagued her during that first lonely fall semester. But nothing compared to the feeling of coming home for good. The job offer from Fox Hollow Elementary had arrived two weeks before graduation, and she had accepted it before the ink on the letter had dried. Kindergarten. Her own classroom. Little desks and finger paintings and story time on a colorful rug. It was everything she had dreamed about since she was a little girl lining up her dolls and teaching them the alphabet.

The trees parted and the Clark family house came into view, a sprawling two-story farmhouse with a wide front porch and blue shutters that her mother insisted on repainting every three years. But what made Willow’s breath catch in her throat was the crowd gathered in the front yard. A massive banner stretched between two oak trees, the words “Welcome Home Willow” painted in bright red letters that looked suspiciously like Maisie’s handiwork. And there they all were, her entire chaotic, loud, wonderful family.

Her father David stood with his arm around her mother Charlotte, both of them beaming. Clay and Braxton were wrestling over something near the grill, probably arguing about who got to flip the burgers. Cheyenne was jumping up and down, her blonde ponytail swinging wildly. Beau stood with his arms crossed, a smirk on his face that only an older brother could perfect. And then there was Rhett Palmer, leaning against the porch railing like he owned the place, which he practically did given how much time he spent there.

Willow parked the car and barely had time to open the door before Cheyenne launched herself at her. The impact nearly knocked her backward, but she caught her little sister and held on tight. Cheyenne smelled like vanilla body spray and bubblegum, and she was talking a mile a minute about how much she had missed her and how college was going and how she had changed her major twice already.

“Let her breathe, Cheyenne,” Charlotte said, pulling Willow into a warm embrace. Her mother’s arms felt like the safest place on earth. “Welcome home, sweetheart. We’ve been counting down the days.”

David hugged her next, his rough hands gentle on her shoulders. “My little girl, all grown up and a college graduate. Your mama’s been cooking for three days straight. I think she’s made enough food to feed the whole county.”

Willow laughed, wiping at her eyes. She hadn’t expected to cry, but the sight of everyone gathered for her, the banner, the smell of charcoal from the grill, it all hit her at once. She was home. Really, truly home.

Beau wrapped her in a bear hug that lifted her off her feet. “About time you got back, squirt. Town’s been boring without you.”

“I’m sure you’ve managed to find trouble anyway,” she said, punching his arm when he set her down.

Clay and Braxton took their turns, each of them teasing her about her fancy college degree and how she probably thought she was too good for them now. Maisie tugged at her shirt, demanding to be picked up, and Willow obliged, settling the four-year-old on her hip. The little girl had grown so much, her blonde curls wild and her blue eyes sparkling with mischief.

“Aunt Willow, I helped make the sign,” Maisie announced proudly. “I did the W.”

“It’s the best W I’ve ever seen,” Willow said, kissing her niece’s cheek.

And then there was Rhett. He had hung back during the commotion, still leaning against the porch railing with his arms crossed over his chest. But now he pushed off and walked toward her, and Willow felt her stomach do a strange little flip. The last time she had seen Rhett Palmer, he had been a tall, gangly twenty-one-year-old with a boyish face and a shy smile that made her heart flutter. The man walking toward her now was something else entirely. He must have grown another two inches, and he had filled out in ways that made her mouth go dry. His shoulders were broad, his arms thick with muscle, and his dark eyes held a depth that hadn’t been there before. He looked like he had been working himself to the bone, which she supposed he had. Running a cattle farm alone would do that to a man.

“Hey, Willow,” he said, his voice deeper than she remembered.

“Hey, Rhett.” She set Maisie down and stepped toward him, unsure of the protocol. A handshake felt too formal. A hug felt too intimate. They had never been anything more than her brother’s best friend and the little sister who tagged along, even though she had spent most of her teenage years nursing a hopeless crush on him. In the end, he made the decision for her, pulling her into a brief, one-armed hug that was over almost before it began.

“Glad you’re back,” he said, stepping away quickly. “Beau’s been insufferable without you around to keep him in line.”

“I heard that,” Beau called from the grill.

Willow laughed, but she couldn’t help noticing that Rhett’s smile didn’t quite reach his eyes. There was a heaviness to him, a shadow that lingered just beneath the surface. She remembered the phone call two years ago, her mother’s voice shaking as she told her about the accident. A drunk driver on the interstate. Rhett’s parents killed instantly. She had wanted to come home for the funeral, but it had been the middle of finals week and her professors had been inflexible. She had sent a card instead, and a long text message that Rhett had responded to with two words: “Thanks, Willow.” She had tried reaching out a few more times over the months that followed, but his responses had always been short, polite, and distant. Eventually she had stopped trying.

The party settled into the easy rhythm of a Clark family gathering. Charlotte brought out platters of fried chicken, potato salad, deviled eggs, and biscuits that melted in your mouth. David manned the grill, flipping burgers and hot dogs with the practiced ease of a man who had done it a thousand times. The brothers sprawled across lawn chairs, trading insults and stories about the auto shop. Cheyenne sat cross-legged on the grass, scrolling through her phone and occasionally contributing a sarcastic comment that made everyone laugh. Maisie ran circles around the yard, her blonde curls bouncing, until Braxton finally caught her and made her sit down to eat.

Willow settled into a chair between Beau and Clay, a plate of food balanced on her lap. The conversation flowed around her like a warm current, and she let herself be carried along by it. They talked about the changes in town, the new diner that had opened on Main Street, the scandal involving the mayor and a goat that she wasn’t entirely sure she believed. They talked about her new job and the classroom she would be decorating in the coming weeks. They talked about Cheyenne’s college plans and Maisie’s upcoming first day of kindergarten .

Through it all, Willow found her gaze drifting toward Rhett. He sat on the porch steps, a beer in his hand, participating in the conversation but never quite fully present. He laughed at Beau’s jokes and answered Clay’s questions about the farm, but there was a wall around him that she didn’t remember from before. The Rhett she had known had been quick to smile, always ready with a teasing remark or a ridiculous story. This Rhett was guarded, his laughter a beat too slow, his eyes distant even when he was looking right at you.

At one point, Maisie toddled over to him and climbed into his lap without asking permission. Rhett’s expression softened as he adjusted her on his knee, and for a moment Willow saw a glimpse of the boy she remembered. He said something that made Maisie giggle, and the sound was so pure and joyful that it made Willow’s chest ache.

“He’s different, isn’t he,” Beau said quietly, following her gaze.

Willow nodded, not trusting her voice.

“He doesn’t talk about it much. The accident. His folks.” Beau took a long drink of his sweet tea. “He just works. Sunup to sundown, every day. I drag him out when I can, but he’s not the same. I don’t know if he ever will be.”

“That’s so sad,” Willow murmured.

“Yeah, well, that’s life sometimes.” Beau stood up and stretched. “Come on, Mama’s bringing out the cake. You know she’ll be offended if you don’t eat two slices.”

The cake was a three-layer chocolate monstrosity with buttercream frosting and “Congratulations Willow” written in looping script. Charlotte had outdone herself, as always. They sang off-key and off-tempo, and Willow blew out the candles while Maisie tried to stick her fingers in the frosting. David took approximately four hundred pictures with his phone, most of which would probably be blurry, and Cheyenne insisted on taking a selfie with Willow that she immediately posted to Instagram.

As the sun began to set, painting the sky in shades of orange and pink, the party started to wind down. Braxton carried a sleeping Maisie to the truck, promising to come by for Sunday dinner. Clay and Cheyenne got into a heated debate about something that Willow couldn’t follow, and David had to physically separate them before it came to blows. Charlotte started packing up leftovers, ignoring Willow’s protests that she couldn’t possibly eat all of it.

Rhett was the last to leave. He stood by his truck, keys in hand, staring out at the darkening fields. Willow walked over to him, wrapping her arms around herself against the evening chill.

“It was good to see you,” she said. “I’ve missed everyone so much.”

“We missed you too.” He didn’t look at her. “Town’s not the same without a Clark causing trouble somewhere.”

“There are still plenty of Clarks around for that.”

He almost smiled. Almost. “Yeah, I guess there are.”

She wanted to say something more, something meaningful about his parents and how sorry she was and how she wished she could have been there for him. But the words stuck in her throat, and the moment passed before she could force them out. Rhett climbed into his truck and started the engine, and Willow watched his taillights disappear down the gravel road until they were swallowed by the night.

Back inside the house, her childhood bedroom was exactly as she had left it. The same quilt on the bed, the same posters on the walls, the same stuffed animals lined up on the shelf. Her mother had clearly been in to dust and air it out, because it smelled like lavender fabric softener instead of stale abandonment. Willow sat on the edge of the bed and let out a long breath. She was home. Tomorrow she would start unpacking, start planning her classroom, start building the life she had been dreaming about for years. But tonight she just wanted to sit here and feel the weight of her family’s love, still warm around her like a blanket.

Downstairs, she could hear her parents talking in low voices, the clink of dishes being washed, the familiar creak of the old farmhouse settling into the night. Somewhere in the distance, a dog barked and another answered. The sounds of Fox Hollow, Virginia. The sounds of home.

	
  
	
	  Corridors of a New Beginning

	  The Fox Hollow Elementary School building had not changed one bit since Willow had walked its halls as a student. The same scuffed linoleum floors gleamed under the fluorescent lights, the same faint smell of crayons and pencil shavings and industrial cleaner hung in the air, and the same colorful murals painted by generations of students covered the cinderblock walls. Standing in the main office waiting for Principal Taylor Stephen to finish a phone call, Willow felt like she was ten years old again, nervous about a spelling test and hoping Mrs. Henderson would let her sit next to Marissa during reading time.

The receptionist, a woman Willow did not recognize, offered her a piece of butterscotch candy from a jar on her desk. Willow accepted it gratefully, unwrapping the crinkly cellophane and popping the sweet into her mouth. It tasted like childhood. Everything about this place tasted like childhood.

The office door swung open and Taylor Stephen emerged, his bald head gleaming under the lights and his considerable belly straining against the buttons of a short-sleeved dress shirt. He had been the principal here for as long as Willow could remember, a fixture of the school as permanent as the flagpole out front. His face split into a wide grin when he saw her.

“Willow Clark, as I live and breathe,” he boomed, his voice echoing off the office walls. “I remember when you were running around this school with my Marissa, causing all kinds of trouble. Now look at you, a college graduate and a certified teacher. Makes me feel old as dirt.”

Willow laughed and shook his extended hand. “You don’t look a day older than when I was in fifth grade, Mr. Stephen.”

“You always were a terrible liar. Come on, let me show you to your classroom. I’ve got to say, we’re mighty glad to have you on board. Good kindergarten teachers are hard to find, especially ones who actually want to stay in Fox Hollow.”

They walked out of the office and into the main hallway. The school was quiet, that particular brand of silence that only exists in schools during summer break when the children are gone and the building seems to hold its breath. Their footsteps echoed as they walked past bulletin boards covered with faded construction paper and classrooms with chairs stacked on desks.

“Now, you’ll be in room 104,” Taylor said, gesturing down the hallway. “It’s the same room Mrs. Patterson had for thirty years before she retired. Big shoes to fill, but I’ve got every confidence in you.”

Willow’s heart skipped a beat. Mrs. Patterson had been her kindergarten teacher, a sweet woman with silver hair and infinite patience who had taught her how to write her name and tie her shoes. The thought of teaching in the same classroom, of sitting at the same desk where Mrs. Patterson had read them stories and handed out gold star stickers, made her eyes prickle with emotion.

“The curriculum is pretty straightforward,” Taylor continued as they walked. “We follow the state standards for reading readiness, basic math concepts, social skills development. You’ll get a binder with all the specifics, but I’m not one to micromanage my teachers. You’ve got the training and you’ve got the instincts. I trust you to figure out what your kids need.”

They stopped in front of room 104. The door was closed, a small rectangular window set at adult eye level. Taylor fished a key ring from his pocket and unlocked it, pushing the door open with a theatrical flourish.

“Here she is. Your home away from home.”

Willow stepped inside and felt her breath catch in her throat. The classroom was a blank canvas, waiting for her to bring it to life. The walls were bare cinderblock painted a pale cream color. Desks and chairs were pushed against one wall, stacked haphazardly. A large area rug with the alphabet printed on it was rolled up in the corner. The windows looked out onto a small playground with a jungle gym and swings, the grass beyond it still wet with morning dew. Dust motes danced in the shafts of sunlight slanting through the glass.

“It’s perfect,” she whispered.

Taylor chuckled. “It’s a mess is what it is, but I figured you’d want to make it your own. You can decorate however you want, within reason. No live animals, nothing that’ll scare the little ones, and try to keep the glitter to a minimum. That stuff gets everywhere and we’re still finding it from the Christmas pageant three years ago.”

Willow barely heard him. She was already mentally arranging the room, picturing where the reading corner would go, how she would set up the art station, what colors she wanted for the bulletin boards. She could see it all so clearly, the little desks arranged in clusters, the cubbies labeled with each child’s name, the walls covered with bright posters and student artwork. Her classroom. Finally, after all those years of dreaming and planning and working toward this moment, it was hers.

“You’ll have eighteen students on your roster,” Taylor said, consulting a clipboard he had pulled from seemingly nowhere. “A good size for a kindergarten class. Not so many that you’ll be overwhelmed, not so few that it feels empty. The school secretary will get you the list of names and any relevant information about allergies or special needs. Most of them are local kids, a few from the next town over. Good families, mostly.”

Willow nodded, still drinking in the details of the room. The chalkboard was old but well-maintained, the green surface clean and ready for lessons. The teacher’s desk was a sturdy oak piece that had probably been in this room since the school was built. She ran her hand over its surface and imagined all the teachers who had sat here before her, all the children who had learned their letters and numbers in this very space.

“I know it’s a lot to take in,” Taylor said, his voice gentler now. “First year teaching is always overwhelming, even when you’ve been dreaming about it your whole life. But you’ve got good people around you. The other teachers are a supportive bunch, and you know you can always come to me if you need anything.”

“Thank you, Mr. Stephen. Really. I can’t tell you how much this means to me.”

He patted her shoulder with a beefy hand. “Just call me Taylor when we’re not in front of the kids. Mr. Stephen makes me feel like my father.”

They talked for a few more minutes about practical matters, the schedule for teacher in-service days, the date of the back-to-school open house, the procedure for requesting supplies from the district office. Willow listened carefully, filing away each piece of information in her mind. She would write it all down later, make lists and plans and color-coded calendars. But for now she just wanted to soak it all in.

A movement in the hallway caught her eye through the classroom door’s window. A familiar figure was walking past, short and slender with a blonde bob that bounced with each step. Willow’s heart leaped into her throat.

“Mr. Stephen, I’m so sorry, would you excuse me for just a moment?”

Taylor followed her gaze and smiled knowingly. “Go on. We can finish up later. Tell my daughter I said hello.”

Willow was already moving, her feet carrying her out of the classroom and into the hallway before she had consciously decided to run. “Marissa!”

Marissa Stephen spun around, her brown eyes going wide with recognition. A shriek of pure joy echoed through the empty hallway, and then they were running toward each other like they were teenagers again, like no time had passed at all. They collided in the middle of the hallway, arms wrapping around each other so tightly that Willow could barely breathe.

“Oh my god, you’re really here,” Marissa said, her voice muffled against Willow’s shoulder. “You’re really, actually, finally here.”

“I’m here. I’m home. I can’t believe it.”

They pulled apart just enough to look at each other, hands still gripping arms, both of them laughing and crying at the same time. Marissa looked exactly the same as she had in high school, just a little more polished, a little more grown up. Her short blonde hair was cut in a sleek bob that framed her face perfectly. She wore a floral sundress and sandals, and her smile was the same bright, infectious thing that had been getting them both into trouble since they were five years old.

“Four years is too long,” Marissa declared. “We are never doing that again. I don’t care if you have to move to Alaska, I’m coming with you.”

“Deal. Absolutely. Never again.”

They linked arms automatically, a habit so ingrained that neither of them had to think about it, and started walking back toward room 104. Taylor had discreetly disappeared, probably retreating to his office to give them privacy. Willow was grateful for it.

“Dad told me you got the kindergarten position,” Marissa said as they walked. “I almost screamed in the middle of the teacher’s lounge when I found out. Mrs. Henderson was so confused.”

“Mrs. Henderson is still here? She was ancient when we were in school.”

“She’s like a hundred and twelve years old and she still refuses to retire. She says teaching keeps her young. I think she’s secretly immortal.”

They reached room 104 and Marissa let out a low whistle as she stepped inside. “Wow, they really stripped this place down. I remember when Mrs. Patterson had it decorated for fall. There were paper leaves everywhere. It looked like a tree had exploded in here.”

“I’m going to do something similar,” Willow said, her mind already spinning with possibilities. “I was thinking maybe a woodland theme for the first month. Little foxes and owls and squirrels. I found these adorable cutouts online that I want to order.”

“Oh, that’s perfect. I’m doing an ocean theme for my second graders this year. Fish and whales and treasure chests. I already bought this giant inflatable octopus that hangs from the ceiling. It’s completely ridiculous and I love it.”

Willow laughed, the sound bright and free in the empty classroom. This was what she had missed most during her years away, this easy camaraderie with someone who knew her completely. Phone calls and video chats had helped, but nothing compared to standing in the same room with her best friend, planning and dreaming together.

“Tell me everything about college,” Willow demanded, hopping up to sit on the edge of the teacher’s desk. “I want to hear all of it. Every detail.”

Marissa perched on a stack of chairs and launched into her stories. She had attended a small liberal arts college about thirty minutes from Fox Hollow, close enough to come home on weekends but far enough to feel independent. She had majored in elementary education, of course, and had done her student teaching at a school in the next county.

“It was fine,” she said, waving her hand dismissively. “The kids were great, the teachers were nice, but it wasn’t Fox Hollow. It wasn’t home. When Dad told me there was a second grade position opening up here, I applied so fast I think I broke the website.”

“And you got it. You’re a real teacher now, with your own classroom and everything.”

“We’re both real teachers now.” Marissa’s smile softened into something more serious. “I can’t believe we actually did it. Remember when we were kids and we used to play school in your basement? We’d line up all your stuffed animals and give them spelling tests.”

“And Maisie’s going to be in my class this year,” Willow said, the realization hitting her suddenly. “My own niece. She’s going to be one of my students.”

“That’s going to be adorable. She’s going to be calling you Miss Clark and raising her hand to ask questions and probably trying to get away with murder because she knows you love her.”

“I’m going to have to be strict with her. Fair, but strict. I can’t show favoritism.”

Marissa snorted. “Good luck with that. That child has you wrapped around her little finger and she knows it.”

They talked for hours, or what felt like hours. The sunlight shifted across the classroom floor as the afternoon wore on. They discussed decorating plans in exhaustive detail, comparing color schemes and debating the merits of different bulletin board borders. Marissa had already started setting up her classroom down the hall and offered to help Willow with hers. They made plans to go shopping together for supplies, to hit up the teacher supply store in the next town over and maybe the craft store too if they had time.

“I’ve got so many ideas I don’t even know where to start,” Willow admitted, looking around the bare room. “It’s a little overwhelming.”

“We’ll start with the basics. Get the furniture arranged first, then the bulletin boards, then the decorations. One step at a time. And I’ll be here to help with all of it.”

Willow felt a wave of gratitude so strong it almost brought tears to her eyes again. “I’m so glad you’re here, Marissa. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

“You’d probably be fine, but you don’t have to be. That’s what best friends are for.”

Eventually the custodian poked his head in to let them know he needed to lock up soon. The afternoon had slipped away without either of them noticing. They walked out together, arms linked again, their footsteps echoing in the empty hallway just as Willow’s had echoed earlier that morning. But now the sound was doubled, a rhythm of two instead of one, and it felt like the most natural thing in the world.

Outside, the late afternoon sun was still warm and golden. The parking lot was nearly empty, just Marissa’s little blue sedan and Willow’s Honda sitting side by side. They stood between the cars, neither of them wanting the moment to end.

“Same time tomorrow?” Marissa asked.

“Same time tomorrow. We’ve got classrooms to decorate.”

“And a whole school year to get ready for.”

Willow hugged her friend one more time before climbing into her car. As she drove away from the school, she caught a glimpse of Marissa in her rearview mirror, still standing by her car and waving. The image stayed with her all the way home, a promise of all the days to
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