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      The endless ribbon of asphalt shimmered in the late afternoon heat as Gabi Whitmore squinted at the battered road sign through her windshield. Springwater, Pop. 1,842. Someone had painted over what must have been a smaller number, optimistically adding the extra digit. The late afternoon sun caught the weathered metal, making it seem like the sign itself was winking at her, sharing a joke she wasn't yet in on.

      This was it. The place her mother had fled thirty years ago and never once returned to.

      Just as she reached the diner, her rental car coughed ominously as she pulled onto the town's main street, a modest stretch lined with brick storefronts and diagonal parking. Most of the buildings had that worn, but cared-for, look, like someone's beloved flannel shirt. It was a far cry from the steel and glass of Manhattan, where she'd spent the last decade climbing corporate ladders, breaking glass ceilings, and thriving in a world that felt like hers.

      She'd given herself two weeks to find answers and to understand why her mother had kept this place locked in silence all these years: fourteen days to breathe air that wasn't recycled through skyscraper vents.

      She had a life waiting back in New York. A promotion. Responsibility.

      The car made a noise no engine should ever make, like a dying animal and a busted lawnmower had a baby and then just gave up.

      Caleb heard her palm slapping the steering wheel as he walked toward her, even before he saw her face. She was beautiful. He sighed. City girl. Designer sunglasses, probably open-toed shoes, and clothes that cost more than folks spent on a month's worth of feed. She was Trouble. The kind that didn't mean to be but was. And now, she was his problem. He adjusted his cowboy hat.

      "Problem?" he asked, his voice even.

      She looked up, shielding her eyes from the sun, and paused. Of course. A cowboy. Worn boots, dusty jeans, and a flannel shirt that fit like it belonged on a billboard for real rural stoicism. He was tall, broad-shouldered, and unsmiling. The kind of man who probably rebuilt engines for fun and didn't own a single piece of clothing with a logo. But it wasn't just his physical presence that caught her attention. There was something in those eyes, a quiet steadiness, an anchored sense of self she rarely encountered in Manhattan's ambitious social circles. The kind of depth that suggested he knew exactly who he was and where he belonged in the world. No performative confidence or practiced charm, just authentic centeredness that made her wonder what it might be like to feel that rooted to something real.

      "Only if you consider my car dying in the middle of nowhere a problem," she said, trying to sound calm, breezy, and in control. She then smiled quickly, "Though I've gotta admit the scenery’s improving."

      Her mother had been gone for exactly twenty-nine days. The funeral was still a blur, but sorting through Lily Whitmore's modest apartment afterward had left Gabi with more questions than answers.

      Especially after finding the letter.

      She reached into her bag, touching the worn envelope she'd carried since New York. The handwriting belonged to someone in love. Jesse Walker, a man from Springwater, he had promised to wait for her mother, no matter what.

      Against her better judgment, Gabi felt a pull toward him, not just physical attraction, though that was undeniably present, but a curiosity about the stories behind those eyes. What had shaped him? What mattered to him? What would make those serious eyes crinkle at the corners with genuine laughter?

      She reminded herself she was passing through, that a carefully plotted life awaited her back in New York, and that men like him, men with callused hands and hometown roots, weren't part of her five-year plan.

      And yet, for the first time in years, she wondered if her plan had overlooked something essential.

      She rolled down her window and sighed. "It just... died."

      "Mind if I take a look?" he asked, already peering past her on the dashboard. No business card, no credentials offered. Just the assumption that, of course, she'd trust him.

      The strangest part was that she did.

      "Knock yourself out," she said, popping the hood release.

      He moved around the car with quiet assurance. Gabi eased out of the driver's seat, straightening her wrinkled blouse, which she'd changed in an airport bathroom that morning after her early morning flight from New York, and followed him.

      "Gabrielle Whitmore," she said, offering her hand. Then with a grin, "But friends call me Gabi." 

      He glanced up from the engine, and something unreadable flickered in his eyes. He wiped his hand on his jeans before taking hers.

      "Caleb Morgan." His grip was firm, warm. "Passing through?"

      "Sort of. I'm here to..." She hesitated. What exactly was she doing here? Grieving? Searching? Running? "Looking into some family history."

      He nodded like that, explained everything, then turned back to the car. "Well, your timing belt's shot. You won't be driving this anywhere today."

      Gabi's stomach dropped. "Perfect. Is there a mechanic in town?"

      "Mike's Auto, but he closes at two on Wednesdays. Has for years. After that, you are out of luck unless you catch him fishin' or napping behind the shop with his old dog." She glanced at her phone. It was after two.

      "And let me guess, no Uber, no Lyft, Springwater's as analog as they come."

      Caleb smiled and tipped his head towards his truck. "Come on. Give you a ride."

      In New York, she would have said no without thinking. Her mother's voice was practical and protective and whispered a warning. But something about Springwater, about the way Caleb didn’t rush her or pressure her, made the standard rules feel suddenly irrelevant.

      "I have a reservation at the Cottonwood Motel," she said.

      He shut the hood with the easy finality of someone who knew engines like old friends.

      Behind them, the Diner door jingled open, releasing the scent of coffee and fresh pie into the warm afternoon air. An older woman with cropped silver hair and bright eyes stepped out, wiping her hands on a faded dish towel. "Caleb Morgan, are you planning on blocking my best parking spot all afternoon?"

      He grinned. "Sorry, Cora. Just helping out a visitor."

      Cora's gaze landed on Gabi, sharp and assessing, like small-town observers who missed nothing. Then her expression changed, and her mouth slightly parted.

      "Well, I'll be," she said softly. "You're Lily's girl, aren't you?"

      The world seemed to tilt beneath Gabi's feet. Her heartbeat quickened. "You knew my mother?"

      "Yep, since she was knee high to a grasshopper." Cora smiled, but there was something sad behind it. "Honey, everybody knew Lily. Brightest thing in this town before she left." Her eyes studied Gabi's face with gentle wonder. "You look just like her."

      Caleb was watching her closely. "You're Lily Whitmore's daughter?"

      Gabi nodded, suddenly feeling exposed under the weight of their gazes. Two strangers who might have known her mother better than she had.

      "I should get to the motel," she said, retreating. "If that ride is still available."

      "Of course." Caleb seemed to sense her discomfort. "My truck's just down the block."

      Cora reached out, briefly touching Gabi's arm. "You come by for breakfast one of these days, you hear? On the house."

      "Thank you," Gabi managed.

      As they walked toward his truck, Gabi could feel more eyes on them, a town preparing to reconcile the daughter with their memories of the mother.

      "How well did you know her?" Gabi asked as Caleb opened the passenger door of a well-maintained blue pickup. "My mother."

      He hesitated. "I was just a baby when she left, but my mom remembers her. Said she made the best pies in three counties."

      "Pie," Gabi repeated with a sad smile. "She baked every Sunday morning when I was little. Before work took over everything."

      The truck smelled like leather and pine, nothing like the sterile rental car. As they pulled away from the curb, Gabi caught Caleb stealing glances at her profile, as if trying to see the ghost of Lily Whitmore in her features.

      "I'm sorry about your car," he said finally.

      "I'm sorry about many things," she replied, and winced at how melodramatic it sounded.

      But Caleb didn't laugh or pry. He just nodded. The Cottonwood Motel sat at the edge of town, a horseshoe of faded green doors surrounding a gravel parking lot. It was not the Ritz, but cleaner than she'd expected. An older man, Jeb, presumably the owner, stood outside the office, watering a surprisingly vibrant row of petunias.

      "I can pick you up tomorrow," Caleb offered as he approached the office. "Show you around town, if you want. Springwater's not big, but it has its charms."

      "Why would you do that?" She hadn't meant for it to sound accusatory, but New York had trained the softness out of her.

      He didn't seem offended. "Because you're new in town with a broken car. Because Cora will interrogate me if I don't. And because there's something about you that seems like you need answers, not just directions."

      Gabi studied him for a moment. In the city, she'd learned to identify the angles behind every offer, self-interest beneath apparent kindness. Caleb's straightforward explanation unsettled her more than it should.

      "I'd appreciate that," she said finally.

      He nodded, satisfied. "Nine too early?"

      "Nine is fine."

      As she climbed out of the truck, he leaned across the seat. "By breakfast, you'll be old news. That’s just how it works here."

      "Thanks for the warning." She shouldered her bag. "And the ride."

      "See you tomorrow, Gabrielle Whitmore."

      From the motel room window, Gabi watched his taillights disappear into the deepening dusk, twin red pinpricks swallowed by the gathering shadows. She didn't know what tomorrow would bring, only that something had shifted inside her like a long-locked door suddenly left ajar.

      Across town, driving through the familiar streets of Springwater, Caleb Morgan couldn't shake the image of the woman he'd just left behind.

      The motel room was basic yet clean, featuring a quilt that had seen better days and a view of distant hills that held the sunset slightly longer than possible. Gabi sat on the edge of the bed, finally allowing herself to feel the weight of everything: the grief, the journey, and the uncertainty.

      She slipped the letter from its envelope again, tracing the youthful handwriting with her fingertip. She slowly reread the letter, though she already knew every word by heart. There was one part she kept circling back to

      Dear Lily, I know you're scared. I’m afraid, too. But whatever happens, whatever you decide, I'll wait for you. However long it takes...

      He'd never signed it properly, just an initial: J.

      Gabi's throat tightened. Had her mother ever written back? Had Jesse Walker waited, as promised? Most importantly, why had Lily Whitmore never told her daughter about it? Caleb Morgan's words echoed in her mind. Small towns don't have much privacy, but they hold a wealth of memories.

      She'd come for answers. But as she unpacked her suitcase, she carefully hung her city clothes in the closet. Gabi wondered if she was ready for the truth about her mother, Jesse Walker.

      About herself.
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      The morning light filtered through threadbare curtains, soft painting patterns across Gabi's face.

      She'd slept better than she had in months, lulled by the unfamiliar quiet of Springwater, no sirens, no neighbors arguing through paper-thin walls,

      No delivery trucks backing up at 4 am. Just crickets and the occasional distant bark of a dog.

      She sat up, rubbing sleep from her eyes, and reached for her phone out of habit, no emails demanding immediate attention.

      The screen displayed only the time and a single reception bar. It felt like permission to exhale at last.

      By eight-thirty, she was dressed and had slipped her mother’s letter and photograph into her pocket before heading to the office. She was savoring motel coffee when Jeb mentioned Caleb would arrive at nine. "Mike took a look at your car," he said. "The timing belt's shot, just like Caleb figured." His manner was straightforward, no-nonsense, and reassuring. She could grow accustomed to this.

      Outside, the day warmed pleasantly, the sky an endless Wyoming blue stretching into infinity. Gabi rested against the wooden railing, coffee in hand, watching Caleb's blue pickup materialize on the horizon, punctual as promised.

      He wore a different dark green flannel today that made his eyes appear bluer than gray, and he held a paper bag in one hand as he climbed out of the truck.

      "Morning," he called, approaching with that unhurried stride. "Brought you coffee."

      Gabi accepted the bag, touched by the simple gesture. "Thank you."

      Caleb grinned. "Big news when someone new shows up, ready for the grand tour?"

      There's a specific place I'd like to go. I found a postcard from Springwater Bakery among my mother's things. Do you know where that is?

      A shadow of something passed over Caleb's face recognition, maybe even nostalgia. "It's still there. Building is, anyway. Been closed going on fifteen years now."

      "Could we start there?"

      He nodded, pulling back onto the main road. "Any particular reason?"

      Gabi hesitated, then reached into her pocket for the photo she hadn't mentioned yesterday. The image showed a cheerful storefront with flower boxes in the windows and a hand-painted sign: Springwater Bakery Fresh Daily.

      "I found this tucked in my mother's Bible. And there's a photo of her standing before it with...".

      "With someone?" Caleb offered gently.

      "A man, about eighteen, maybe nineteen." She looked out the window. "I think she worked there. Might have stayed upstairs, too."

       Caleb slowed as they approached the town square, a modest green space with a gazebo at its center and benches scattered beneath old cottonwood trees.

      "The bakery's right on the corner of Main and First," he said, pointing toward the heart of downtown. "Old brick building with a faded blue awning, what’s left of it."

      He parked in front of a corner two-story brick structure that had seen better days. The faded blue awning hung lopsided over a storefront.

      It’s windows masked by years of dust. The flower boxes were long gone, but Gabi could see where they had once been mounted beneath each window.

      Her heart thudded as she stared at the building ghosts of her mother's past pressing in from every shadowed windowpane. She hadn’t realized how much she needed proof to see that her mother had once been happy. 

      "The last owner was Mr. Hoffman," Caleb said quietly. "He bought it from the original owners sometime in the late 90s. After he passed, his son tried running it for a year, then closed the shop. It's been empty since."

      Gabi stepped out of the truck, drawn to the storefront like a magnet. Through the grimy windows, she made out the shadowy outlines of counters and shelves, ghosts of a business long abandoned.

      "Is it for sale?" The question escaped before she could consider its implications.

      Caleb looked surprised. "Technically, everything's for sale in a town this size for the right price. You'd have to talk to Marla. She handles all the Real Estate around here." He studied her face. "Are you thinking of buying it?"

      "No," she said quickly. Then, less certainly: "Maybe. I don't know."

      He didn't press further, just moved to stand beside her at the window. "There's an apartment upstairs. Small, but it has a nice view of the hills."

      Gabi shaded her eyes, peering through the dirty glass. Dust blurred the outlines inside, but she could see it anyway, counters lined with pies, the air thick with the scent of cinnamon and yeast, her mother moving through the space, laughing as she dusted flour from her apron.

      The memory hit her with such force that it stole her breath. A wave of nostalgia surged, her mother's laugh, woven into the rhymes of the kitchen like another ingredient. The scent of cinnamon and yeast. The way her apron was always dusted with flour. Gabi staggered, reaching blindly for the brick wall to steady herself as her vision blurred.

      "You, okay?" Caleb's hand moved to her elbow, gently ready to support but not assuming too much.

      "I just..." Gabi took a steady breath. "I was remembering something. My mom used to bake every Sunday morning when I was little. She'd crank up some Patsy Cline, Faith Hill, and spin and twirl through the kitchen like it was her stage. I haven't thought about that in years."

      She didn't mention that those mornings had gradually faded away as her mother took on additional hours at the insurance company, as bills accumulated, and as the lightness seemed to drain from Lily Whitmore little by little.

      "She taught me to make pie crust when I was nine," Gabi continued softly. "Said the secret was cold butter and not overworking the dough. 'Gentle hands make gentle pastry’,” she always said.

      Caleb smiled. "Sounds like good advice for a lot of things."

      Something warm unfolded in Gabi's chest, not quite happiness, but perhaps its quiet cousin. She glanced at Caleb, finding no judgment in his eyes, only patient interest.

      "Could we go inside?" she asked.

      He hesitated. "It's locked up tight." He fished in his pocket, producing a small ring of keys. "I've been doing maintenance for Marla on a few properties in town. It might be on here." He tried one and then another, and the third slid in smoothly.

      The door swung inward, exhaling a breath of stale air tinged with flour, sugar, and something warmer like memory.

      Gabi stepped inside, her eyes adjusting to the dimness. Caleb followed, leaving the door behind them to let in light and fresh air.

      The bakery felt frozen in time; display cases were emptied but intact, a counter with an old-fashioned cash register, and shelving along the walls where bread would have been stacked. A layer of dust coated everything. "There," she said, pointing to a spot near the window. "That's where the photo was taken. My mother is standing right there, with that man."

      She pulled out the letter again, fingers tracing the folds like she could smooth time itself.

      "'Dear Lily,'" she read aloud, "'I know you're scared. I am, too. But whatever happens, whatever you decide, I'll wait for you. However long it takes. Dad says the job in Cheyenne is just for a year or two, but I'll come back even if it's longer. You can write to me at the address on the envelope. Please write. I need to know you're okay. I need to know we're okay.

      I love you more than I thought it was possible to love anyone. Don't forget that. J.'"

      She looked up to find Caleb watching her, his expression unreadable.

      Gabi swallowed. "Jesse Walker," she said. "That was his name. I found it on the envelope."

      Caleb nodded slowly. "Walker. There aren't any Walkers in town anymore, but the name sounds familiar."

      "I think..." Gabi's voice caught. Thick with emotion. She swallowed hard. “He might be my father.”

      The words hung in the dusty air between them. She hadn't said them aloud before, had barely admitted them to herself, but the truth felt inescapable in this place that had known both Jesse and Lily.

      "My mother left Springwater thirty years ago," she continued. "I was born eight months later. She never told me my father's identity; she just said that he wasn't in the picture. But this letter, the timing..." She gestured helplessly.

      "Have you tried looking him up?" Caleb asked.

      "Jesse Walker is a surprisingly common name. Without knowing where he ended up after Cheyenne..." She shook her head. "I thought coming here might give me more to go on."

      Gabi ventured deeper into the bakery, her fingers gliding across the countertops and stirring up dust. At the back, a swinging door led to what appeared to be the kitchen. As she pushed it open, she discovered a space that felt both larger and cozier than the front room.

      Industrial mixers stood like sentinels against one wall. A massive oven dominated another. Stainless steel worktables filled the center, their surfaces dulled by years of neglect yet still solid. Gabi could almost hear the clatter of pans, the hum of activity, her mother's laughter...

      "She was happy here," Gabi whispered, the certainty settling into her bones. "Before whatever happened that made her leave."

      She turned back to Caleb, who stood watching her from the doorway, a quiet presence that made the moment feel anchored rather than adrift.

      "You know," he said, "my Aunt Lou has lived in Springwater her whole life. She’s taught Sunday school for forty years. If your mom grew up here, Lou would have known her. She might even know what happened to Jesse Walker."

      Gabi's heart leapt. "Could I meet her?"

      Before Caleb could respond, the front door creaked wider, allowing entry for a slender woman with shoulder-length auburn hair and smartly styled clothes that looked both professional and suitable for a small town.

      "Caleb Morgan," the woman called, "are you squatting in abandoned buildings again?"

      Caleb smiled. "Morning, Marla. Just showing Gabi around. “Gabi Whitmore, this is Marla Greene. Town clerk, realtor, and gossip central."

      Marla rolled her eyes at Caleb before focusing on Gabi. She extended her hand, her grip surprisingly firm. "Gabi Whitmore? Any relation to Lily Whitmore?"

      "My mother," Gabi confirmed, no longer surprised by the recognition.

      Something softened in Marla's expression. "I was a few years behind her in school. She was always kind to the younger kids." She glanced around the dusty bakery. "You know she worked here during high school? Old Mr. Turner said she had the lightest touch with pastry he'd ever seen."

      The confirmation sent a surge of emotion through Gabi. "That's why we're here. I found some of her things' photos, a postcard from this place."

      Marla's eyes narrowed with friendly curiosity. "Are you just visiting, or...”?

      "Let's just say I'm curious," Gabi said, keeping her tone easy. "Is the building still on the market?"

      The question hung in the air, laden with possibilities. She had come for answers, perhaps for closure, not to upend her entire life. And yet, slowly, her words lingered as if they belonged to someone braver, someone hiding within her. She hadn’t meant to say it; she hadn't meant to want it. But now that the idea had taken hold, it was impossible to ignore. What was she thinking? She didn't bake; she didn't belong here; this was nostalgia talking, grief wrapped in flour and cinnamon. And yet, she didn't take it back…

      "Technically, yes." Marla's realtor persona is emerging, professional, and straightforward. "The Hoffmans have had it listed on and off for years. The structure's sound, Caleb did some work on the roof a couple of years back, but the inside would need complete renovation to be operational again."

      Gabi nodded, looking around with new eyes, not just at what was, but what could be.

      "Would you be interested in seeing the upstairs?" Marla asked. "The apartment's small but charming. Great light in the mornings."

      Before Gabi could respond, the
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