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Dedication
 
For Marilyn Eva Simmons—the gentlest teacher, the fiercest believer in me. This book is a tribute to your unfailing love.


    



  	
        
            
            Sometimes love doesn't arrive when life is perfect.Sometimes it arrives when two hearts are still learning how to heal.
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Prologue
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Maple Ridge, New York

The town of Maple Ridge had a way of holding memories.

They lingered in the quiet hush of early mornings, in the scent of pine and rain that settled over the hills, in the soft glow of porch lights left on long after midnight. It was a place where time didn’t rush forward but gently folded around the people who called it home.

Grace Parker stood at the edge of Vendor’s Bluff, her fingers curled around a paper cup of coffee that had long since gone cold. The wind brushed against her cheeks, carrying the distant sound of the river below. She used to come here when life felt full—when laughter lived easily in her chest and the future stretched wide and certain before her.

Now, she came when the quiet felt too loud.

It had been two years. Two years since the phone call that shattered her world. Two years since she learned how quickly love could turn into absence, how a life could break in a single moment. Some days the grief still rose without warning, like a tide she could not outrun. Other days, it sat quietly beside her, a familiar companion she had learned to carry.

Grace closed her eyes, breathing in the crisp air. She had spent so long surviving that she wasn’t sure when she had stopped truly living.

“Mom?”

She turned at the soft voice behind her. Lily stood a few feet away, her dark hair tangled by the wind, her eyes filled with the same gentle concern that felt far too grown for a nine-year-old.

“I’m okay,” Grace said quickly, offering a smile that was more instinct than truth.

Lily studied her for a moment, then nodded, stepping closer and slipping her small hand into Grace’s. “You always say that.”

Grace’s chest tightened. Children saw more than adults realized. They felt what wasn’t spoken.

“I mean it,” Grace whispered. “I’m getting there.”

She hoped it was true.

Because somewhere deep inside, something had begun to shift. A quiet stirring. A fragile sense that maybe her story wasn’t over. That maybe God still had chapters she couldn’t yet see.

That maybe love hadn’t left her life forever, and second chances are real.

Down in the town below, Maple Ridge was waking. Shop lights flickered on. The bakery door opened. The sound of morning life rose like a gentle invitation.

Grace looked out over it all, feeling something unfamiliar bloom in her chest.

Hope.

Not loud. Not overwhelming. Just a small, steady warmth.

She didn’t know it yet, but everything was about to change.

Miles away, Ethan Lawson stood in a hospital hallway, staring at a door he wasn’t ready to open.

And in a place like Maple Ridge—where hearts broke and healed in equal measure—their paths were already moving toward each other.

Because sometimes second chances didn’t arrive with certainty or grand gestures.

Sometimes they arrived quietly.

Sometimes they arrived disguised as ordinary days.

And sometimes, they arrived when two broken hearts were brave enough to believe again.
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CHAPTER 1:WEDDING WHIRLWIND
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Where New Beginnings Arrive Unexpectedly

––––––––
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THE DAY I MET ETHAN Lawson began with a runaway iron, a burning hand, and the very real possibility I was about to ruin my best friend’s wedding. I’m half-running down Maple Avenue. Half-tripping, really, the hem of my dress flapping against my calves, a scalding iron swinging wildly from one hand, and a satin bridesmaid dress clutched desperately in the other. The dress, Charlotte's maid of honor’s, to be exact—is wrinkled, panic-soaked, and still slightly damp from the red wine catastrophe that occurred approximately thirty-six minutes ago. And the wedding is in less than an hour.

“Don’t drop the iron, don’t drop the iron,” I chant under my breath, willing my arms not to give out as the metal scalds my palm. Because nothing says ‘best-friend of the year’ like a third-degree burn and a fashion disaster on the same day, weaving through town square like a woman possessed. The maple trees overhead sway gently, their leaves fluttering as if waving at my madness. I dodge a pair of teens on skateboards and shoot them an apologetic smile, nearly losing my balance as I hop the curb in front of the church.

Helen’s iron was a godsend—the ancient one from the school’s storage closet that still somehow works better than anything you’d find in a big box store. God bless small-town miracles.

I barrel through the chapel doors and suck in a breath. Chaos.

Bridesmaids bustling. Missing flowers. A harpist who still hasn’t shown up. Charlotte, somewhere between serene and scream. And me, a local kindergarten teacher, unofficial problem-solver, and currently the only thing standing between an elegant wedding and a total meltdown.

I spot Charlotte’s cousin, Ava, standing near the bridesmaids’ dressing room with a look of pure dread.

“Steam’s up,” I announce, raising the iron like a prize.

“You’re amazing,” she breathes, grabbing the dress from me. “You’re actually a lifesaver.”

I force a smile. “Let’s just not let red wine near silk ever again, yeah?” I say, half-laughing, half-exhausted. The absurdity of it all finally catches up with me, and for a beat, I let the humor crack through the chaos. Grace Parker: kindergarten teacher by day, dress savior by emergency. What would Daniel say if he could see me now?

As Ava disappears, I take a second to rest my hands on my hips, heart still pounding. Calm-under-pressure, they call me. Maple Ridge’s go-to for missing name cards, last-minute cupcakes, and, apparently, rogue steamer emergencies.

But just as I start to collect myself, someone barrels around the corner.

‘Wham.’

Programs fly everywhere—lilac and cream sheets fluttering like confetti—as I crash into someone tall, solid, and very much not part of the bridal party.

“I’m so sorry—” I start, bending down to scoop papers.

“No, that was me,” he says, kneeling beside me. His voice is low, clipped, and unfamiliar.

When I glance up, my breath catches.

Sharp navy suit. Tie perfectly knotted. Square jaw, dark eyes that study me like he’s trying to solve a problem. He’s handsome in a way that feels wildly out of place here in Maple Ridge like his custom-tailored suit and designer watch missed the memo about rustic charm. There’s a sharpness to him, a precision in how he carries himself, as if even his posture was trained in a boardroom; like a magazine ad wandered into a rustic wedding.

“You okay?” he asks.

“Physically, yes. Emotionally? Jury’s out.” I gather the rest of the programs and offer a sheepish smile.

He chuckles—just barely—but there’s warmth behind it. “I’m Ethan. Ethan Lawson. Looking for the groom?”

My brain short-circuits for a second. Ethan Lawson. Charlotte’s  friend from college. The tech billionaire. Of course.

“Ah,” I say, smoothing the stack of programs. “You’re the one who flew in from New York City. Charlotte  said you’d probably hate it here.”

He arches a brow. “So far, it’s mostly paper cuts and hallway collisions.”

I laugh. A real laugh, too loud, too sudden. I swallow it down. “Welcome to Maple Ridge, then.”

We stand, and for a moment, we just... look at each other. I don’t know what he’s thinking, but something shifts. Just a flicker. And then it’s gone.

Before I can say more, someone yells from the back of the chapel, “Grace! We’ve got a terrible situation, the Harpist harp hasn’t arrived!”

“Of course we do,” I mutter.

“Need help?” Ethan offers.

I blink. “Are you any good with temperamental harpists?”

He gives a dry smile. “I negotiate billion-dollar contracts. How hard can it be?”

I raise an eyebrow. “Come on then, Wall Street. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

We stride down the hall, side by side, and though I’m bracing for yet another fire to put out, a strange, steady flutter has taken up residence in my chest.

And it has nothing to do with red wine or wrinkled silk.

The harpist is soothed with a lukewarm cup of chamomile tea and a last-minute substitution of a keyboard tucked away in the church’s choir closet. It’s a blessing that she’s a pianist as well. It’s not what Charlotte wanted, but it’ll do. Ethan watches the impromptu solution unfold, his brows lifting in disbelief before a quiet huff escapes him—half amusement, half incredulity. He glances around the chaotic chapel like he’s trying to determine whether this is a logistical nightmare or some quaint local ritual. There’s a slight shake of his head, the kind that says he’s not sure whether to laugh or take notes.

Just as I’m smoothing my palms down my dress and trying to mentally reset, Charlotte rushes over, cheeks flushed and veil flapping like a flag of distress.

“Grace,” she whispers urgently, clutching my arm. “One more thing. The ceremony’s running late, and Pastor Joe says we need something to fill the time before the procession.”

I blink.
“Define ‘something.’”
Her eyes darted to the pews, then to me. “Music. Someone singing. People are getting restless.”

I shake my head. “No. No, Charlotte. You know I don’t—”

Before I can finish, her younger cousin—Sophie, I think—pipes up from behind her. “Didn’t you and Daniel used to sing in church together? Aunt Ruth still talks about your harmonies.”

I feel the words like a punch to the chest. Daniel. My late husband. Our last performance together was “Amazing Grace,” just months before he got sick. I haven’t sung in front of a crowd since.

Charlotte’s eyes soften. “Grace, I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important. Please.”

I glance toward the sanctuary, then to Ethan, who’s standing a few feet back, watching me carefully. He says nothing, but something in his expression makes me pause. It’s not pity—it’s something gentler. Encouragement, maybe. Understanding.

I draw a shaky breath and nod once. “Just one verse. From the back. No spotlight.”

Charlotte clasps my hands. “You’re the best.”

A minute later, I’m tucked beside the old wooden pillars at the rear of the chapel as guests begin to file in. I close my eyes, press a palm against my stomach to steady the fluttering there, and sing.

“Amazing grace, how sweet the sound...”

The acoustics in the chapel carry my voice farther than I intend. People pause. Heads turn. I keep going, voice trembling at first, then finding its footing.

When I open my eyes again, they land on Ethan.

He’s not smiling. He’s not clapping. He’s just looking at me like I’m something he didn’t expect to find here.

And for a moment—just a breath—I wonder what it would be like to be seen like that more often.

The last chord of the processional is still echoing when I hear Charlotte hiss my name from the vestibule.

“Grace! Bellamy didn’t show!”

My heart sinks. “What do you mean he didn’t show?”

“The flowers! The centerpieces! He called and said something about a sprained ankle and too much pollen and now no one’s bringing the bouquets. The church looks fine, but the barn—Grace, the barn is bare.”

Of course it is.

I sigh and glance back toward the sanctuary, where Ethan has wandered into a pew, quietly observing the scene like a man who just stepped off a private jet and into a Hallmark movie.

“I’ll handle it,” I say, brushing past Charlotte. “Can you keep the bridal party breathing in the meantime?”

“Trying,” she mutters, clutching her bouquet like a lifeline.

I turn and scan the foyer. “Ethan!”

He looks up, surprised. “Yes?”

“You’re coming with me.”

“I am?”

“You said you negotiate billion-dollar contracts. Consider this
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