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Chapter One – Returning Home
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The Willow Creek bus stop hadn’t changed much in the ten years since Claire Dawson last set foot there. Same crooked bench. Same faded bulletin board cluttered with handwritten notes about bake sales and yard sales. Even the maple tree beside the stop seemed unchanged, branches heavy with early spring buds.

Claire stepped off the bus with a deep breath, clutching the handle of her worn leather suitcase. The scent of lilacs drifted on the breeze, and memories rushed back—late-night milkshakes at Whitfield’s Diner, whispered secrets under the stars, and one particular boy with a crooked grin who had once made her believe forever was possible.

Logan Matthews.

Her chest tightened at the thought. She hadn’t seen him since the night she left town, chasing dreams of something bigger. He’d been her best friend, her anchor. And the boy she broke with her silence when she slipped away without a goodbye.

“Claire?”

Her name cut through the hum of cicadas. Slowly, she turned.

There he was, leaning against a weathered pickup parked at the curb. Older now, broader, but still unmistakably Logan. His eyes—deep, steady, familiar—locked with hers, and for a moment it felt like the years had melted away.

“Logan,” she whispered, her voice catching.

He pushed off the truck, his expression unreadable, somewhere between surprise and something sharper. “Didn’t think I’d ever see you back here.”

Claire tightened her grip on her suitcase, her heart pounding. “I didn’t think I’d come back either.”

The silence stretched between them, heavy with unspoken history. Finally, Logan crossed his arms, studying her.

“Willow Creek’s small,” he said flatly. “You’ll be seeing a lot of me.”

Her lips parted, a dozen things she wanted to say clamoring at once. But all she managed was a small nod.

“Then I guess we’ll have to figure out how to handle that.”

Logan’s gaze softened just slightly, a flicker of the boy she remembered. “Yeah. I guess we will.”

And as the spring breeze stirred the lilacs, Claire realized coming back to Willow Creek might not just be about finding her place again.

It might be about facing the one person she’d never truly let go.
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Chapter Two – Old Wounds, New Chances
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The bell above the door of Whitfield’s Diner jingled as Claire stepped inside, the same way it had a thousand times before. She paused, her gaze sweeping over the red leather booths, the black-and-white tile floor, and the gleaming chrome counter stools. It was like stepping back into a photograph from her youth—except for the stares.

A few patrons glanced up from their coffee cups, surprise flickering in their eyes before the whispers began. Willow Creek wasn’t a town where people came and went unnoticed, and her return was bound to stir conversation.

Claire straightened her shoulders and slid into a booth near the window, determined not to let the weight of their curiosity push her out the door.

“Coffee?”

Her pulse jumped at the familiar voice.

Logan stood at her table, a pot of coffee in one hand, a dish towel tossed over his shoulder. His flannel shirt was rolled to the elbows, revealing strong forearms dusted with flour. She blinked in surprise.

“You’re... working here?” she asked.

He arched a brow. “Family owns the place now. Dad retired, Mom helps in the mornings, and I run it the rest of the time.” His lips twitched in something that wasn’t quite a smile. “Guess not everything in Willow Creek stays the same.”

Claire swallowed hard. “I didn’t know.”

His eyes met hers, steady and unreadable. “That’s because you weren’t here to know.”

The words stung, though she knew she deserved them. She dropped her gaze to the laminated menu, even though she could recite it by heart. “I’ll take the usual,” she murmured.

There was a pause, then his voice softened almost imperceptibly. “Pancakes with blueberries. Extra syrup.”

Her head jerked up, startled. “You remember that?”

Logan gave a small shrug and poured her coffee, the rich scent filling the air. “Some things you don’t forget.”

As he walked back toward the counter, Claire’s throat tightened. He remembered. After everything—her leaving, her silence, the years—they still carried the weight of the past between them.

And maybe, just maybe, the possibility of something unfinished.
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Chapter Three – Collisions
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Claire hadn’t been in Willow Creek for more than forty-eight hours when fate—or maybe the town’s meddling nature—threw her directly into Logan’s path again.

She was unpacking boxes in her mother’s old cottage when a knock rattled the door. Wiping her hands on her jeans, she opened it to find none other than Mayor Hamilton, his smile warm and insistent.

“Claire Dawson,” he said, clasping her hand as if she hadn’t been gone for a decade. “So glad to have you back in town. We could use a Dawson around here again.”

She blinked, caught off guard. “Thank you, Mr. Mayor. I’m just settling in—”

“That’s exactly why I’m here. We’ve got the Spring Fair in three weeks, and we’re short on organizers. Since you grew up running bake sale booths and art contests, I thought you’d be perfect to co-chair.”

Claire hesitated. “Co-chair?”

The mayor beamed. “With Logan Matthews, of course. He’s been running the fair since his father stepped down.”

Her heart dropped straight to her toes. “Logan?”

“Yes, yes. He’s steady, reliable. Knows this town inside and out.” The mayor’s smile deepened. “You two were thick as thieves back in the day, weren’t you? This’ll be just like old times.”

Before Claire could protest, he tipped his hat and strode off, leaving her speechless on the porch.



Later that afternoon, she found herself standing in the community center with a clipboard in hand, staring across the room at Logan. He was stacking folding chairs, his jaw tight, as though he already knew she was coming.

“So it’s true,” he said, without looking up. “The mayor roped you into this.”

Claire clutched the clipboard like a shield. “I didn’t exactly volunteer.”

“Neither did I,” he muttered, shoving another chair onto the stack. “But once the mayor gets an idea in his head, there’s no stopping him.”

Silence stretched, filled only by the scrape of chairs and the faint hum of the air conditioner. Claire drew a breath, forcing steadiness into her voice. “Look, Logan, I know I don’t deserve a warm welcome. I left without saying goodbye, and I’m sorry for that. But the fair... it matters to this town. We don’t have to like each other to pull it off.”

Finally, Logan looked at her, his gaze sharp and searching. For a moment, she thought he’d snap back, remind her of the hurt she’d caused. Instead, he surprised her.

“You’re right. The fair comes first.”

Her heart skipped. “So... we’ll work together?”

He gave a curt nod. “Strictly business. Don’t read more into it than that.”

Strictly business.

Claire told herself she was fine with that. But as she watched him walk away, the ache in her chest told her she wasn’t fine at all.

Because no matter how much she tried to bury it, her heart remembered.

And maybe, just maybe, Logan’s did too.
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Chapter Four – Cracks in the Armor
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The community center smelled faintly of lemon polish and old books, its walls lined with faded photographs of Willow Creek through the decades. Claire sat at the long oak table with her clipboard, determined to keep things professional. Across from her, Logan spread out maps of the town square, his expression as serious as if he were negotiating peace treaties instead of booth placements.

“Okay,” he said, tapping the map with his pencil. “We’ll put the food vendors along Main Street, games near the fountain, and the stage for the talent show in front of the gazebo.”

Claire scribbled notes, her voice even. “That makes sense. We’ll need more volunteers than last year, though, especially for setup.”

Logan glanced up, his brow furrowed. “You remember last year?”

Heat rose in her cheeks. “I... may have followed the updates online.”

His pencil stilled. For the first time since they’d been forced together, a flicker of something softened his eyes. “So you were watching. From wherever you were.”

Claire swallowed hard. “Some part of me never really left Willow Creek.”

The air between them thickened with unspoken things, but Logan cleared his throat and returned to the maps, his walls snapping back into place. “We’ll need sponsorships. Can you handle that?”

“Yes,” she said quickly. “I still have contacts from my time in Chicago. Maybe I can bring in some bigger vendors.”

“Good,” he replied, though his jaw was tight. “But keep in mind—this fair’s about
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