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To Thorn,
My loyal companion and dearest friend.
Your boundless love and gentle spirit brought joy to my life in countless ways. Forever in my heart, your memory inspires every step of my journey.
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SOME STORIES REFUSED to stay buried.

I call this a trunk story—not just because it sat forgotten for years, but because, quite literally, I pulled it out of the back of my old trunk, buried beneath a mess of notebooks, loose pages, and story ideas I once swore I’d finish. Life got in the way, as it often does, and these stories sat in silence, waiting for the right moment to be remembered.

That moment is now.

I wrote this novella years ago, back when I was living in Brownfield, Texas, sitting in my little home, wrapped in a blanket I probably should’ve washed more often, and staring at my laptop screen with a half-eaten Allsup’s burrito beside me and a Coca-Cola in my hand. I was writing my heart out, partly because I loved storytelling and partly because I was trying to escape the reality that my ex had just left me for someone else.

Yep. That’s where this book started—in a haze of heartbreak, caffeine, and processed gas station food.

At the time, my only real companion was Thorn, my Basset Hound. If you’ve ever had a Basset, you know they are the masters of emotional support while doing absolutely nothing. He’d flop down beside me with a long-suffering sigh, as if to say, Look, I get it. Love is awful. Now give me a snack.

Thorn was there through all of it—the late nights, the bad writing sessions, the good ones, and every moment in between. But life moves on, and so did I. Years passed, and so did Thorn. I left Texas behind and made my way to Florida and then Tennessee, where the trees are taller, the air feels different, and I somehow ended up with a garage full of stories I thought I’d lost.

One afternoon, on a whim, I decided to clean out my old trunk. Underneath layers of dust and forgotten notebooks, I found this story and others that I would later release. I cracked open the pages, half-expecting it to be a mess of half-finished ideas, but instead, I found something that still made my heart ache in all the best ways.

It felt like fate—like this story had been waiting for me to come back to it.

And here’s the beautiful twist I never saw coming back then—I found my happy ending, too.

Twelve years ago, I met the love of my life, and I married him. Life, in all its strange and unpredictable ways, led me to exactly where I was meant to be. The person who once sat heartbroken in Texas, writing to mend the cracks, could never have imagined the love and happiness that were waiting just ahead. But that’s the funny thing about life—it has a way of surprising us when we least expect it.

So, here it is—a story from a different time in my life, giving a second chance.

If you’ve ever felt like life pulled you off course, like your dreams got tucked away and forgotten, or like love is something that slipped through your fingers, I hope this book reminds you that it’s never too late. Some stories, like some hearts, find their way back when the timing is right.

And as for me? Well, I’m still writing, still drinking Coca-Cola, and still convinced that Allsup’s burritos are one of life’s great comforts.

Thorn may not be here to sigh at me anymore, but I’d like to think he’d be proud.

So, grab a blanket, get comfortable, and enjoy this story that’s finally ready to be shared.

With Love,

LUIS AMMERMAN​
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“NO, I WON’T DO IT!”

Ryan Williams rubbed a hand across his nearly-trimmed beard as he gripped the phone tightly.

“But why?” His cousin, Beatrice Thomas, questioned lightly. “Are you busy?”

“Busy doesn’t even begin to cover it, Bea,” he grumbled. He had a half-built shed changing over his head, and the fence line by the north pasture needed mending before the next herd came barreling through.

“Are you sure?” she pressed. “It isn’t because you have history with her?”

Ryan’s face became as hard as a rock. He had been displeased when Bea informed him that his ex-girlfriend would be arriving in Yellow Creek for her wedding. Unable to do anything about it, he had promised himself he would avoid her like the plague, and now this?

“No,” he replied succinctly.

“Then why don’t you want to go pick her up? You can’t avoid her, you know? She’s my maid of honor.”

He gritted his teeth in frustration. “I know all that, Bea. I told you. I’m busy.”

“Not too busy to help your favorite cousin. You know I can’t do anything without you.”

He released a heavy sigh and raked his fingers through his brown hair.

“Come on, Ryan,” she wheedled. “You know I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important. I’m trying to sort out a problem with the flower arrangements, and Dave’s swamped with other wedding stuff. Please? Pretty please.”

He groaned inwardly because he could never resist her puppy-dog routine for long.

“Fine.” He sighed, picturing the disappointment in her voice if he refused. “But don’t expect me to babysit her the whole time she’s here.”

She whooped with joy. “Certainly not. You’ll barely know she’s back in town.”

I doubt that.

“You have to go right away. Her plane landed in Denver over an hour ago, so the bus should be arriving any moment now. I don’t want to keep her waiting.”

“But of course,” he remarked, unable to keep the spite from his voice.

Heaven forbid Little Miss Sunshine, Celebrity Sports Journalist, be kept waiting.

“I’ll be home by the time you get back.”

He merely snorted. Some minutes later, he grumbled again as he steered his black truck through the winding streets of Yellow Creek. The familiar sight of quaint houses with their neatly trimmed lawns, picket fences, and overflowing flower boxes did little to improve his mood. He should have insisted he was too busy and not allowed Bea to play the “I’m your favorite cousin” card.

“Can’t believe she couldn’t ask anyone else,” he muttered, tightening his grip on the steering wheel.

The memory of Cortney Harrison, the girl he had loved and lost eight years ago, was not something he wanted to revisit. But he couldn’t help it.

As he drove, his mind drifted back to their high school days. They had been inseparable, dreaming of a future together until everything fell apart right after graduation. His heart ached at the thought of how things had ended. He had seen a picture of her in a sports magazine a year ago, and it had stirred up emotions he thought he had buried. Now he was about to face her again.

Yellow Creek’s bus terminal came into view. Ryan parked his truck, letting out a deep sigh. “Let’s get this over with,” he murmured, stepping out and adjusting his worn leather jacket. His black boots were soundless on the ground.

Inside the small terminal, he scanned the crowd and spotted her instantly. Cortney stood beside a bench, her flowing brown hair falling over her shoulders. He did a double-take.

Wow!

She was even more stunning than he remembered. The magazine photo didn’t do her justice. Sure, it had captured the glossiness of her hair and the smile in her eyes. Still, it hadn’t shown the lovely paleness of her skin, the perfection of her stunning, round face, the beauty of her almond-shaped topaz blue eyes, the cuteness of her button nose, and the fullness of rosebud lips. It also hadn’t caught the way the sleek, navy-blue coat over a fitted yellow dress showed off her curves and shapely legs. Her mesmerizing eyes darted around the terminal, probably in search of Bea.

I shouldn’t have come.

When she was seventeen, he had known she would blossom into a beautiful woman, but not this
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