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Chapter 1: The Farmhouse That Fights Back
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Tessa Blake stepped out of her dusty sedan and into a wall of still, sun-drenched silence. The gravel of the driveway crunched beneath her leather boots, the kind she bought thinking they looked “rustic,” only now realizing how impractical they were for walking across cracked dirt and overgrown weeds. In front of her, the farmhouse loomed—peeling white paint, sagging porch, and all. It tilted like a drunk trying to stand tall, proud but battered by life. A rotting memory of better days.

She exhaled, shoulders rising and falling with a weight she hadn’t been able to shake since the call. Since her uncle’s lawyer told her she’d inherited a hundred-year-old nightmare tucked away in a town no one had heard of.

Bell River. Even the name sounded fictional. Like a place in a movie where nothing ever happened except slow deaths and last chances.

The front gate clanged in the wind behind her. Or maybe it wasn’t the wind. She turned. No one. Just a half-dismantled mailbox and a crooked fence. She ran a hand over her face and willed herself not to scream.

“You just have to sell it,” she muttered, tugging her suitcase from the trunk. “Fix a few things, take some pictures, list it, and get out before the locals start talking to you like you belong.”

The suitcase’s wheel caught on a stone, jolting her wrist. She dragged it the rest of the way with stubborn dignity and climbed the warped porch steps. One groaned under her foot. Another splintered. She adjusted her bag on her shoulder and pressed the key into the lock, fingers trembling for no reason other than sheer disbelief that this was now her life.

The door stuck, of course. She pushed harder, leaning into it with her full weight until it gave with a reluctant wheeze, revealing a shadowy hallway coated in the thick, unbothered dust of disuse.

Inside, the air was stale. Her boots echoed on the wooden floor as she stepped into what had once been a living room. The furniture was still there, shrouded in white sheets like ghosts waiting to be remembered. A cracked picture frame on the wall held a photo of her uncle as a young man, grinning beside a beat-up Chevy.

Tessa sighed and dropped her bag. The silence pressed in.

“Okay. So, where do we even start?”

The answer came quickly: nothing worked. The plumbing coughed and rattled like it had bronchitis. The water heater moaned when she touched the knob. Her phone had no signal—of course—and the Wi-Fi was a memory she laughed at bitterly when she found the old router blinking red like a dying heart.

By dusk, she had a list of grievances longer than the receipts for her overpriced therapy sessions. The porch needed replacing. The roof leaked. The light switches did nothing. And then there was the truck.

Her uncle’s old pickup sat out back like a forgotten toy, wheels flat, hood cracked open like a yawn. She thought maybe, just maybe, she could drive into town, get a coffee, breathe air that didn’t smell like mold and old wood.

The truck, like everything else, refused to cooperate.

She was elbow-deep in the engine, watching a spider retreat from her intrusion, when a deep, gravelly voice startled her out of her skin.

“You’re not gonna fix it like that.”

She jerked her head up and banged it on the hood, swearing loudly.

A man stood at the end of the driveway. Tall. Broad. Arms folded across a chest that filled out a faded black T-shirt in a way that would’ve made a romance novel cover artist weep. His jeans were stained with grease. His boots were older than her car. And his expression said he’d rather be anywhere else.

“Thanks for the tip,” Tessa said, rubbing the back of her head. “But unless you’re a YouTube mechanic with better bedside manners, I’ve got it handled.”

“You don’t,” he said flatly.

She frowned. “You always open conversations with insults, or am I just special?”

The man exhaled slowly, then walked toward her with the unhurried confidence of someone who didn’t care if people liked him. “Dean Carter. I own the garage in town. Heard someone moved into Walt’s place. Figured I’d stop by.”

Tessa blinked. “Dean Carter. Mechanic. Got it.”

“You need help.”

“I need coffee and a house that doesn’t creak like it’s haunted. But sure. Let’s add mechanical failure to the list.”

He crouched beside the truck without asking, ran his hand over the engine with the reverence of a man greeting an old friend. “She hasn’t run in years.”

“She’s my only ride,” Tessa said.

“Then you’re walking,” he replied, rising to his feet. “Battery’s dead. Fuel line’s cracked. Tires are shot. It’s not a quick fix.”

She bit her lip, crossing her arms. “How much?”

He gave her a look. “Depends. You want it running, or pretty?”

“Running. I’m not trying to seduce it.”

Dean arched a brow but didn’t smile. “I’ll tow it tomorrow. Don’t touch it again unless you want tetanus.”

“Lovely. Do you take city credit cards or just favors and pies?”

“No favors. No pie.” His gaze swept over her, unreadable. “And no small talk.”

Then he turned and walked away.

She watched him go, dumbfounded. “Welcome to Bell River,” she muttered. “Population: grumpy.”

Inside, the farmhouse was no more forgiving. She found herself pacing the upstairs hallway with her laptop under one arm and a flashlight under the other, hunting for a spot where the floor wouldn’t collapse or a single room that didn’t look like the set of a horror film. The guest bedroom was the best bet. It had a window that still opened and a mattress that didn’t smell like mildew.

She made the bed with the sheets she brought, collapsed onto it, and stared at the ceiling. Muffled night noises drifted in through the window—crickets, the occasional dog bark, something that might have been a raccoon or a demon. Her phone flashed low battery.

She felt like crying. But crying didn’t fix anything. It never had.

She sat up, clicked open a folder on her laptop titled “Escape Plan,” and scrolled through listings for realtors in Bell River. Half the sites looked like they were built in 2003. None of them promised fast sales. Some mentioned renovations.

She thought of Dean. Of his flat voice, his calloused hands, the way he said “no small talk” like it was a rule, not a preference.

And then she remembered how he looked at the truck. Like it mattered. Like it deserved to be fixed.

Tessa leaned back against the headboard and whispered into the dark, “What the hell have I gotten myself into?”

In the morning, the truck was gone.

She blinked at the empty spot in the driveway, confused. No note. No sound. Just absence. Dean had either been generous or trespassed in silence, and she didn’t know which unsettled her more.

She dressed quickly, tugged on a flannel over her tank top, and made her way into town. Walking down Bell River’s main street was like stepping into a snow globe from the 1950s. Everything was small, polite, a little too cheerful. A bakery with handwritten chalk signs. A general store that sold both groceries and farm tools. People who waved as if they knew her.

She didn’t wave back.

The garage was at the far end of the street, half-hidden behind a line of maple trees. A faded sign read “Carter’s Auto,” and the inside smelled like oil, rubber, and permanence.

Dean was under another car when she walked in. He didn’t look up.

“Good morning to you, too,” Tessa said.

He slid out from under the car, wiped his hands on a rag, and met her gaze. “Truck’s in the bay. I started the teardown.”

“No small talk, right?”

He nodded once.

She followed him past rows of tires and engines, trying to ignore how quiet he was. How present. Like every movement had a reason.

“So,” she began, “what’s the damage?”

Dean lifted the hood, showing her the wreckage. “Too much to fix today. You’ve got options. Buy another beater, rent something, or wait a week.”

“A week?” she groaned. “I don’t have a week. I have an inbox full of clients waiting for me to email them from an actual office, not some haunted cottage with no power.”

He studied her for a beat. “What do you do?”

“Marketing consultant. Mostly branding, PR, product launches. Which is hard to do when your office smells like wet wood and regret.”

To her surprise, something flickered in his expression. Humor? Sympathy? It passed too fast to name.

“You need more than a mechanic,” he said finally.

“Oh, what I need is a demolition team and a priest.”

Dean walked away, leaving her to follow or stand alone. She chose to follow.

He picked up a clipboard, made a few notes, then handed it to her. “I’ll do the truck. But I’m not fixing the house.”

She blinked. “Did I ask you to?”

“No. But you will.” He met her gaze. “Soon.”

Something about the way he said it made her feel both challenged and warned.

“Fine. I’ll handle the house. Alone. Like a big girl.”

Dean shrugged. “Your funeral.”

She left the garage with the strangest sensation. Like something had shifted. Not just in the town. In her. Like the land itself had taken a breath.

Back at the farmhouse, she stared at the porch steps, then grabbed the rusted toolbox from the shed. The hammer felt foreign in her hand, but her jaw set with determination.

One step at a time. One repair at a time. One insult from the grumpy mechanic at a time.

This house wanted to fight? So be it.

She had no idea that the man who barely spoke, who hated small talk and pies and city girls, would soon become the only person who truly understood her. Or that this broken farmhouse wasn’t just a trap—it was a test.

And she had every intention of passing.
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Chapter 2: The Mechanic with a Reputation
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Dean Carter had been born in Bell River and had every intention of dying there, preferably with a wrench in his hand and no one asking him questions. The town was small, but he liked small. Small was predictable. Small was quiet. And after everything that had happened in the last decade of his life, quiet was all he craved. That, and engines that didn’t talk back.

His garage was his sanctuary. The metallic smell of oil, the steady thrum of machinery, the simple satisfaction of turning something broken into something whole again—those were the only conversations he welcomed. People, on the other hand, complicated everything.

And now there was Tessa Blake.

She hadn’t been in Bell River more than a day and already the whispers had started. Someone new at Walt’s old place. City girl. Tight jeans, big attitude. The kind of woman who looked at a place like Bell River and saw a stepping stone, not a home.

Dean hated that he’d noticed her jeans.

And her mouth.

And the way she’d squared off against him like she wasn’t even a little intimidated by the fact that he could rebuild a carburetor blindfolded but hadn’t smiled at anyone in five years.

But what stuck with him most was the moment she’d said “No small talk, right?” and managed to make it sound like a challenge. Like she saw right through his armor and dared him to drop it.

Dean didn’t like being seen.

That afternoon, he stood under the hood of her truck, frowning at the mess. Whoever had last touched this engine either had no idea what they were doing or hadn’t cared about doing it right. He recognized the kind of neglect that came from grief. Walt had been like a father to him once. Dean had spent half his teenage years in that garage out back, trying to avoid his own house. He didn’t care that the man was dead and gone—what mattered was that the truck deserved better than this.

“You talking to it again?” said a voice behind him.

Dean didn’t flinch. He never flinched.

Jackson Martin, the sheriff, leaned against the doorframe with a coffee cup in one hand and an amused smile on his face. He was one of the few people Dean tolerated. Maybe because Jackson also had a past he didn’t talk about, or maybe just because he knew when to shut up.

Dean grunted.

“Word is you went out to Walt’s place yesterday,” Jackson said, taking a sip. “Met the niece?”

Dean tightened a bolt without looking up. “Truck needed work.”

“She need work too?”

Dean dropped the wrench onto the tray with a clatter and straightened. “Not my business.”

Jackson shrugged, unfazed. “Didn’t say it was. Just... she’s already stirring things up. Mrs. Gable said she saw Tessa talking to herself in the bakery. Thought she was crazy. Turns out she was just on a Bluetooth call.”

Dean wiped his hands on a rag and gave Jackson a look.

Jackson chuckled. “Alright, alright. I’m just saying. She’s different. Won’t last long here.”

Dean said nothing. But he wondered.

Because different didn’t mean temporary.

Sometimes different just meant no one had figured out where she fit yet.

The next morning, Tessa was knee-deep in Google searches about floorboard replacements when there was a knock at the door. She opened it expecting Amazon, maybe someone from the county about utilities. What she got instead was a woman with a smile too wide and a casserole dish too hot.

“Hi there! I’m Clara from next door. Well, not next-door next-door, more like three doors down. But around here that’s close.”

Tessa blinked. “Hi?”

Clara thrust the dish at her. “Brought you something. Macaroni and cheese. Welcome to Bell River!”

Tessa took the dish with both hands. It was warm, smelled amazing, and was more hospitality than she’d received from her entire New York apartment building in four years. “Thank you, that’s... really nice.”

“Thought you might need it. You look tired.”

Tessa blinked again. “Oh. Uh. Thanks?”

Clara breezed past her into the house like she’d done it a hundred times before. “Good bones in this place. Shame about the plumbing. Heard the water heater exploded?”

“More like groaned and died. Who told you?”

“Oh honey, this town? Everyone knows everything by noon. And we talk about it again at dinner.”

Tessa didn’t know whether to laugh or cry.

Clara turned, eyeing her like a mother hen. “So what’s the plan, city girl?”

“Sell,” Tessa said without hesitation. “Fix what I can, paint it nice, list it, leave.”

Clara pursed her lips. “And Dean? Is he part of the fixing or the leaving?”

Tessa stiffened. “Excuse me?”

Clara winked. “He’s single. Grumpy as hell. But good hands.”

“Good hands?”

“Oh, I meant for engines. Though I suppose—”

“Thank you for the casserole,” Tessa said quickly.

Clara laughed all the way back down the steps.

The worst part was, Tessa couldn’t stop thinking about it. About Dean. About his hands. About the way he hadn’t even blinked when she snapped at him. He’d just looked at her like she was a puzzle he didn’t have time to solve.

Later that day, she found herself back at the garage. She told herself it was about the truck, but deep down she knew she just wanted to see if he’d say something, anything, that made her feel less insane.

He was working on the engine again, arms bare, grease smudged across his jaw. He didn’t glance up when she entered.

“You ever take breaks?” she asked.

“Only when I’m dead.”

“Charming.”

He finally looked at her. “Truck’ll be ready tomorrow.”

She nodded. “Thanks.”

A long silence stretched between them.

Then, almost reluctantly, Dean asked, “You eat yet?”

Tessa frowned. “Excuse me?”

“There’s a diner down the street. Doesn’t suck. Better than Clara’s mac and cheese, anyway.”

Tessa blinked. “Are you asking me to dinner?”

“No,” he said quickly. “I’m just telling you where food is.”

“Right.” She tried not to smile. “Because that’s not small talk.”

His lips twitched. Almost a smile. Almost.

At the diner, they sat at the back table, near the jukebox that hadn’t worked since the ‘90s. Tessa ordered pancakes. Dean got coffee and a burger. The waitress, Marla, gave Dean a look like he was her lost son and Tessa a look like she might steal the silverware.

“You don’t get out much,” Tessa observed.

“Don’t need to.”

“People don’t ask questions?”

“They do. I don’t answer.”

“Right. Because that’s small talk.”

He gave her a look.

She sipped her orange juice. “So what happened?”

He didn’t respond.

Tessa pushed. “You hate people, but you help them. You’re good with machines but bad with manners. Something broke you. I can see it.”

Dean’s jaw flexed.

Tessa leaned forward. “I’ve been broken too. Different kind. Less grease, more therapy. Doesn’t mean I stopped trying.”

Dean stared at her like she was a language he couldn’t read.

Then he said, softly, “Don’t fix me, Blake.”

She opened her mouth, then closed it.

Back at the house, she sat on the porch steps and watched the sun dip below the trees. The quiet wasn’t so oppressive now. It was just... empty.

She liked empty. It gave her space to think.

And what she kept thinking about was Dean. The way he didn’t flinch. The way he listened more than he spoke. The way he seemed to carry something heavier than an engine block.

She wondered if he ever told anyone.

She wondered if he’d ever tell her.

Later that night, she found a box in the attic marked “Dean.” Inside were old photographs, some with her uncle and Dean as a teenager. There were letters too, never sent. One had a date scribbled on it—June 14th, fifteen years ago. Her uncle’s handwriting was shaky.

“Dean, if you’re reading this, I’m gone. I should’ve said it earlier. You were the son I never had...”

She read the rest, breath caught in her chest.

Dean hadn’t just been the mechanic. He’d been family.

And no one told her.

She folded the letter carefully, heart pounding. Maybe she didn’t know this town. Maybe she didn’t know this man. But she was going to.

One nail, one beam, one truth at a time.

Bell River had secrets.

But so did she.
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Chapter 3: A Truck That Won’t Start

[image: ]


The morning air bit at Tessa’s skin, sharp and damp with the kind of chill that always crept in before the storm. The sky overhead was a dull, indifferent gray, the kind that made everything feel like a slow sigh. She stood on the porch, arms crossed, staring at the empty driveway where her uncle’s truck used to sit. Now it was back, neatly parked, looking no different than when it had left—except for the subtle hum of life beneath the hood. Dean had fixed it. She hadn’t even heard him drop it off. Of course she hadn’t. He probably slipped in before sunrise like some kind of automotive ghost.

She tightened her flannel around her and stepped off the porch, gravel crunching under her boots as she made her way to the truck. The keys were already in the ignition. There was a folded note on the driver’s seat in his blocky, confident handwriting. "Try not to kill her. Needs to warm up slow." No signature. No flourish. Just facts.

Tessa snorted, climbed in, and turned the key. The engine hesitated for a second—like it was remembering how to breathe—then rumbled awake. She smiled despite herself. There was something satisfying about the sound, like an old friend clearing their throat to say, I’m still here.

She shifted into reverse and eased the truck down the driveway. The steering was stiff, but she managed. She didn’t know what she was doing or where she was going, but movement felt good. Better than sitting in that creaking farmhouse listening to the ghosts of memories she didn’t have. She passed a few neighbors on her way into town, most of whom waved in that casual, we-know-you-even-if-you-don’t-want-us-to way. She gave a half-smile in return, still not sure how much of herself she was willing to offer this place.

At the diner, Marla greeted her with a raised eyebrow and a refill of coffee before she even sat down. “Heard you’re driving the beast,” she said, nodding toward the window.

Tessa glanced outside. The truck did look a little out of place, parked between two gleaming SUVs. “Heard fast.”

“This town doesn’t wait,” Marla said with a shrug, dropping off a plate of eggs and toast. “You either become part of the rhythm or you get washed out by it.”

Tessa stirred cream into her coffee. “What if I don’t want either?”

Marla laughed. “Then you’ll make it real interesting around here.”

She spent most of the morning driving the truck around the outskirts of town, getting a feel for the turns, the temperamental gas pedal, the slightly crooked rearview mirror. She could almost hear Dean’s voice in her head, telling her what to avoid, what to fix, what to ignore. He’d written “try not to kill her,” but what he meant was, I put time into this. Respect it.

It wasn’t just about the truck. It was about pride. Effort. Quiet care. Things that didn’t ask for applause but deserved recognition anyway.

By noon, she found herself driving back toward the garage. Not because she had to. Just because she wanted to. The truth was, she wanted to see him. Wanted to hear him talk again, even if it was just about timing belts and transmission lines.

Dean was outside, arms deep in the guts of another car, his shirt sticking to his back with sweat. He didn’t look up when she parked the truck and climbed out. She waited a moment, then walked toward him.

“You dropped it off without a word,” she said.

“You noticed.”

“You didn’t have to.”

He straightened slowly, wiped his hands on a rag, and finally met her eyes. “Didn’t do it for you.”

She arched a brow. “No? For who, then?”

“For Walt.”

Tessa tilted her head. “That’s a convenient answer.”

“It’s the truth.”

She watched him a moment longer, then gestured to the truck. “Well, for what it’s worth, she drives like a dream. A very loud, slightly rusty dream.”

He almost smiled. Almost.

“You ever think about restoring it?” she asked.

He paused. “Not mine to restore.”

“Maybe I’ll make it mine.”

“Maybe you won’t stay long enough.”

That one hit deeper than she expected. She didn’t respond. Just stood there, arms crossed, gaze drifting toward the horizon. “You always assume people are leaving?”

“Most do.”

“And the ones who stay?”

“They get left behind.”

Silence fell between them, heavy and full of things neither of them wanted to say. Finally, Dean turned back to the car he was working on, as if the conversation had ended.

But Tessa didn’t move.

“You knew my uncle well,” she said quietly.

Dean nodded without looking up. “He gave me my first job. First truck. First reason to believe I was worth something.”

Tessa swallowed hard. “I found a box in the attic. Letters. Pictures.”

He stilled.

“He said you were like a son.”

Dean didn’t respond, but his shoulders tensed. The air between them changed.

“I’m not here to replace him,” she added. “I just... I think he wanted us to meet.”

Dean finally looked at her. “Maybe. Or maybe he just didn’t want either of us to be alone.”

Tessa didn’t know what to say to that, so she didn’t say anything. She just nodded, turned, and walked back to the truck. When she climbed in and shut the door, she caught her reflection in the rearview mirror. She looked tired. But not empty.

Not anymore.

That afternoon, she got to work on the house. She started small—clearing out the living room, pulling sheets off the furniture, opening windows to let in the air. It was slow, exhausting, sweaty work, but there was something healing in the process. Like each piece of dust she wiped away took a little
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