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  Chapter one
Return to Autumn Ridge


The leaves burned crimson and gold along the winding county road, each burst of color pulling Elsie Columbine backward through a decade she had tried to outrun. Her black sedan hugged the curves with quiet precision, the same efficient grace she brought to boardrooms in Chicago. Yet the closer she drew to the faded wooden sign that read Welcome to Autumn Ridge, Population 4,872, the tighter her fingers curled around the steering wheel. Nostalgia and dread tangled in her chest like the bare branches overhead. 
Ten years. Long enough for a girl to become a woman, for a career in marketing to swallow her whole, for the sharp edges of first love to dull into something she could almost pretend had never mattered. Almost. Elsie exhaled slowly, her green eyes flicking to the rearview mirror. The same auburn hair, though now cut in a sleek, professional bob. The same slender curves that city tailoring only accentuated. But the guarded set of her mouth was new. That had come after Bryan.
She had sworn she would never come back. Not after the night they had shattered each other in her grandmother’s front yard. Not after the accusations, the slammed doors, the sight of his truck disappearing down the same road she traveled now. Yet here she was, summoned by the reading of Eleanor Columbine’s will and the quiet weight of being the only family the old woman had left.
The town unfolded below her like a postcard that refused to fade. Maple trees arched over Main Street, their trunks thick with age. The hardware store still boasted the same hand-painted sign. The little white steeple of the Methodist church pierced a perfect autumn sky. Everything looked smaller than she remembered, yet somehow heavier with memory. Elsie felt her throat tighten. She had loved this place once. Before ambition and heartbreak had taught her that roots could strangle as easily as they could hold you steady.
Her grandmother’s house sat at the end of Sycamore Lane, a modest two-story Victorian with a wide front porch and gingerbread trim that needed fresh paint. The white fence leaned slightly, just as it had the day Elsie left. She parked behind her grandmother’s ancient blue Buick, now covered in a thin coat of pollen. For a long minute she simply sat there, engine ticking as it cooled, staring at the porch swing where she and Bryan had spent so many nights talking until the stars blurred.
“Pull it together, Columbine,” she muttered, the sound of her own voice startling in the silence. She grabbed her leather tote and stepped out. The air smelled of woodsmoke and fallen leaves, exactly as it always had. Her city heels sank slightly into the soft earth beside the flagstone path. Another reminder that she no longer belonged here.
The key turned in the lock with a familiar groan. The door swung open and the scent of lavender and old books rushed out to meet her. Elsie’s knees nearly buckled. It was as if her grandmother had only stepped out for a moment to tend her garden. She could almost hear the kettle whistling on the stove, almost see Eleanor’s slight frame moving through the hallway with that gentle, knowing smile.
She closed the door behind her. The click echoed through the quiet house like a period at the end of a very long sentence. Elsie set her bag on the small entry table and walked slowly into the living room. Sunlight slanted through lace curtains, catching dust motes that danced like tiny memories. The old floral sofa still wore the afghan her grandmother had crocheted the year Elsie turned sixteen. Everything was exactly as it had been, yet irrevocably changed.
Her fingers trailed along the back of the sofa. She remembered sitting here the night everything fell apart, Bryan’s warm hand in hers, his brown eyes serious as he told her he didn’t want her to leave for the city. The argument that followed had been swift and brutal. She had accused him of trying to trap her. He had said if she loved him she wouldn’t need to run so far. Words like knives. Then silence. Then her leaving.
Elsie shook her head sharply. That road led nowhere useful. She moved into the kitchen instead. The pine table bore a fresh vase of dried wildflowers, clearly placed there by Sarah Mitchell, her oldest friend, who had been watching over the house. A small note leaned against the salt shaker: Welcome home, even if it’s complicated. Love you. S.
Despite herself, Elsie smiled. Sarah had always been blunt. It was one of the things she loved most about her. The smile faded as she opened the refrigerator and found it empty except for a single bottle of white wine with another note: For the first night. You’ll need it.
She climbed the stairs next, each creak of the wood pulling her deeper into the past. Her old bedroom looked smaller than she remembered. The quilt her grandmother had made still covered the twin bed. On the nightstand sat a framed photo she had forgotten existed. Elsie picked it up with trembling fingers.
There she was at nineteen, laughing in Bryan’s arms beside the old swimming hole. His dark hair was longer then, falling across his forehead. Those warm brown eyes crinkled at the corners as he looked at her like she was the only thing worth seeing in the entire world. Her own face in the photo looked so open, so trusting. She barely recognized it.
“God, Grandma,” she whispered, voice cracking. “Why did you keep this?”
She set the photo down but couldn’t quite make herself turn it over. Instead she crossed to the dresser and opened the top drawer. Inside lay a stack of envelopes tied with a faded blue ribbon. Her name was written on each in her grandmother’s elegant hand. Elsie’s vision blurred. She couldn’t open them. Not yet. The weight of loss pressed against her ribs until breathing felt difficult.
She sank onto the edge of the bed and let the tears come. They started quietly, then built until her shoulders shook. She cried for the woman who had raised her after the car accident that took her parents. She cried for the girl she had been, full of fire and foolish certainty. Most of all she cried because being back in this house made her realize how lonely the last ten years had truly been. Success in the city had given her money and respect, but it had not filled the hollow places Bryan Everness had once occupied so completely.
Eventually the tears slowed. Elsie wiped her face with the back of her hand and stood. The house needed airing out. She needed food and supplies if she was going to stay long enough to settle the estate. Practicality had always been her refuge. She would cling to it now like a life raft.
The small grocery store on Maple Street hadn’t changed at all. The same bell chimed above the door as she stepped inside. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead. The smell of fresh bread and coffee drifted from the deli counter. Mrs. Hargrove still presided over the register, though her hair had gone completely silver. She gave Elsie a double take but said nothing. Small mercies.
Elsie grabbed a basket and moved down the aisles with purpose. Bread. Coffee. Something for dinner that didn’t require actual cooking. She added cleaning supplies and a bottle of the local wine her grandmother had always favored. Her mind kept drifting back to the photograph. The way Bryan’s arms had looked wrapped around her. The way his laugh had rumbled against her back.
She turned the corner into the produce section and froze.
He stood not ten feet away, studying a bag of apples with the same focused attention he had once given to her body. Bryan Everness had filled out in all the best ways. The flannel shirt stretched across broader shoulders. His short dark hair was neatly trimmed, but a hint of stubble shadowed his strong jaw. When he looked up, those warm brown eyes widened in recognition.
Time stopped.
Elsie felt the impact of his gaze like a physical thing, a sudden heat low in her belly that had no business being there after everything. His expression shifted from surprise to something softer, something that looked dangerously like longing before he shuttered it behind polite caution.
“Elsie.” His voice was deeper than she remembered, rough around the edges like he had just come in from the cold. Or perhaps that was just what ten years of not hearing it did to a person.
She swallowed hard. Her tongue felt thick, useless. “Bryan.”
They stared at each other across a display of butternut squash. The air between them crackled with everything they weren’t saying. She noticed the way his hand tightened on the produce bag, the slight tic in his jaw. He looked like a man who had practiced this moment in his head a thousand times and still wasn’t ready.
“I heard about your grandmother,” he said finally. His tone was gentle, the same tone he probably used with frightened animals at his veterinary practice. “I’m sorry. She was a good woman. The best.”
Elsie nodded, not trusting her voice at first. When it came, it was sharper than she intended. “Thank you. The whole town’s probably been talking about my return for weeks.”
A faint smile touched his mouth, there and gone again. “Something like that. Small towns don’t change much.”
“No. They don’t.” She shifted her basket to the other arm, suddenly aware of how her city clothes stood out against the flannel and denim crowd. Her heels clicked against the linoleum as she took a small step back. “Well. It was… good to see you.”
It was a lie and they both knew it. Seeing him was like pressing on a bruise she had convinced herself had healed. The ache bloomed fresh and deep.
Bryan set the apples down. For a moment she thought he might reach for her. Instead he slid his hands into the pockets of his jeans, a gesture so familiar it hurt. “If you need anything while you’re sorting out the house, I’m around. My practice is still on the edge of town. I remember how that old place can be stubborn about its plumbing.”
The offer was kind. It shouldn’t have made her angry, but it did. Ten years of silence and now he wanted to fix her pipes? Elsie lifted her chin, the sharp wit that had served her so well in conference rooms rising to her defense.
“I think I can handle a few stubborn pipes, Bryan. I’ve managed worse.”
His eyes darkened at the double meaning she hadn’t entirely intended. Or maybe she had. The tension stretched between them until Elsie thought she might snap from it. She could smell his aftershave now, something woodsy and clean that made her want to step closer and run in the opposite direction at the same time.
“I didn’t mean to imply you couldn’t,” he said quietly. “Just… the offer stands. For Eleanor’s sake.”
The mention of her grandmother’s name softened something in Elsie’s chest. She looked away, focusing on a bin of potatoes rather than the man who had once known every inch of her body and heart.
“I appreciate it,” she managed. “But I’m not planning to be here long. Just long enough to settle the estate and get the house ready to sell.”
She watched the words land. Watched his shoulders tighten almost imperceptibly. For a moment the polite mask slipped and she saw raw regret flash across his features. Then it was gone, replaced by that steady, protective calm he wore like armor.
“Understood.” He picked up the bag of apples again. “Take care of yourself, Elsie.”
The way he said her name felt like a caress and a goodbye all at once. She nodded once, brisk and businesslike, then turned on her heel and walked away before she could do something stupid like ask him to stay and talk. Her heart hammered against her ribs as she rounded the corner into the next aisle. She gripped the basket so tightly the plastic handle bit into her palm.
She could feel his eyes on her back all the way to the register. Mrs. Hargrove rang her up with raised eyebrows but mercifully kept her opinions to herself. When Elsie finally pushed through the door into the cool autumn air, she leaned against the brick wall for a moment and simply breathed.
Bryan Everness was still devastatingly handsome. Still carried himself with that quiet strength that had always made her feel safe and wild at the same time. And he still looked at her like she mattered. Like the last ten years hadn’t erased whatever had once burned so brightly between them.
Elsie closed her eyes against the fiery canopy of leaves overhead. She had come back to bury her grandmother and close a chapter. Instead, it felt like the first page of an old book had just been reopened, its words still vivid, still capable of changing everything.
She straightened her shoulders, adjusted her grip
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