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Prologue: 

The Key Under the Mat
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Harper Wells hadn’t set foot in Pinehill for nearly three years, but the town greeted her exactly the way she remembered—softly, as if afraid of startling her. Snow drifted down in slow, feathery spirals, settling on rooftops and pine branches like powdered sugar. Porch lights glowed through the dusk, warm and steady, little beacons in the winter quiet.

Her car rolled to a stop in front of Sugar Pine Café, and Harper just sat there for a moment, hands still on the steering wheel, breath fogging the windshield. The old building looked smaller than she remembered, but somehow sturdier. Like it had waited for her. Like it hadn’t given up hope.

Her father’s handwriting still curved across the faded sign above the door. She blinked hard at the sight.

Dad, I’m here. I made it back.

Harper stepped out, boots crunching in fresh snow, and walked slowly to the entrance. The porch creaked in that familiar, comforting way. She half expected her father to swing the door open and say he’d been watching for her headlights.

Instead, the door was locked.

And the key—

The key was gone.

Her heartbeat stuttered. She lifted the faded “Closed for Winter” sign and checked behind it anyway. Nothing. Under the flowerpot? Empty. She crouched, brushing snow aside with her bare hand, searching the familiar hiding spots her father used in January when the café was closed for repairs.

Still nothing.

A knot formed in her throat.

She stepped back and let her eyes adjust to the dim interior through the glass.

The café... looked different.

Cleaner.

Brighter.

Repaired.

Wood, she remembered as splintered was now smooth. The counter had been sanded and stained.   The crooked shelf behind the register—her father’s pride and joy, even if it leaned like a tired old man—now stood straight. The place looked loved. Cared for. And definitely tended by someone who knew what they were doing.

Someone who wasn’t her.

Harper’s heartbeat fluttered uneasily.

A small envelope was taped to the inside of the window.

She recognized the handwriting instantly.

Not her father’s.

Noah Archer.

Her breath caught. She stared at the envelope as though it might vanish if she blinked.

With numb fingers, she pulled the door open—a second key had been left in the lock—and stepped inside. The warm scent hit her first: cedar, fresh varnish, and just the faintest hint of cocoa lingering from some recent test batch.

The café felt alive.

On the counter, propped upright against a mug, sat the envelope.

She opened it.

Inside was a short note, written in Noah’s steady, quiet handwriting:

Harper,

I noticed some drafts and loose boards. Couldn’t leave the place like that.

Your father wouldn’t have wanted it. Neither would I.

Welcome home, even if it’s only for a little while.

— Noah A.

Harper read it twice. Maybe three times.

Then she pressed the note to her chest.

She had barely set foot in Pinehill, and already the past was reaching out to her. Already the place felt different.

Different because Noah had been here.

Different because he cared enough to fix what she had left behind.

Snow tapped gently against the windows. Somewhere outside, a porch light flickered on.

Harper exhaled, long and shaky.

She wasn’t staying. She wasn’t planning roots or romance or anything that required vulnerability. She had a life two states away, a business to run, and decisions to make about whether to sell this café at all.

But as she looked around the warm, repaired space, she felt it—

a crisp, unfamiliar spark low in her stomach.

Hope.

Possibility.

And something she hadn’t felt in a long, long time.

A pull.

A pull toward home.

A pull toward Pinehill.

A pull toward a man who had fixed the broken things without being asked.

Harper closed her eyes, just for a moment, and let the feeling settle.

Maybe she wasn’t staying.

But something in her already knew:

Pinehill wasn’t finished with her.

And neither was Noah Archer.
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1 - Home in the Snow
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Harper had forgotten how quiet Pinehill could be at night.

Back in New York, silence felt unnatural—something carved out between sirens and footsteps and neighbors arguing through thin apartment walls. But here, standing in front of Sugar Pine Café with snow settling like lace on her coat, the quiet felt... gentle.

Like the town was holding its breath, waiting for her to come inside.

She locked the door behind her and took one more long look around. The café looked beautiful now. Almost heartbreakingly so. Someone had cared for every board, every chair, every corner. Someone with patience. Someone with a soft touch.

Someone like Noah Archer.

Her chest tightened, unexpected and unwelcome.

Harper flicked off the lights and crossed the small parking lot toward her car. The engine sputtered twice before rumbling to life. She slid into the driver’s seat and leaned her forehead against the steering wheel for a moment, the tension of the day uncoiling slowly.

Coming back wasn’t supposed to feel like this.

This... emotional.

This... personal.

She shook herself and drove toward the rental cabin Margaret had arranged. Pinehill’s roads curved in smooth arcs between pine trees, the snow glowing in the beams of her headlights like scattered crystals. The cabin sat on a small hill overlooking the frozen creek, its porch light already on. Harper smiled tiredly—Margaret always remembered the small kindnesses.

Inside, the cabin smelled faintly of cedar and cinnamon. A fire flickered in the stone hearth, crackling softly. Harper dropped her suitcase near the door and sank into the oversized armchair, boots off, body sinking into warmth.

But her mind... stayed in the café.

Stayed on the repairs.

On the varnished counter.

On the note with Noah’s careful handwriting.

She closed her eyes and exhaled.

Don’t go there, Harp. You’re here to make a decision, not to feel things.

But her heart, stubborn thing that it was, ignored her entirely.

_________________________________

Morning arrived with soft light filtering through the cabin’s curtains. Harper stretched, took a long shower, and pulled on a thick sweater and a pair of jeans. She tied her hair into a low, loose ponytail—practical, but a few strands still framed her face.

When she stepped outside, the air was crisp and bright. Pinehill looked like a painting at this hour. Smoke curled from chimneys, and the scent of fresh bread drifted from somewhere down the road—probably Rhonda’s bakery.

Harper walked toward the café. The farther she went, the more familiar everything felt.

The creak of the wooden bridge.

The way the morning sun hit the church steeple.

The little handwritten signs in shop windows.

Pinehill wasn’t big, but every inch was full of memory.

She reached Sugar Pine Café just as someone rounded the corner, moving a little too quickly, arms full of supplies.

Noah.

Harper froze mid-step.

He didn’t see her at first.

He set the box down on the bench outside the café and brushed snow off his flannel sleeve. His breath came out in soft white clouds. His hair—longer now—fell across his forehead in that annoying, effortlessly attractive way. A short winter beard framed his jaw, and when he pushed his sleeves up, forearms dusted with sawdust peeked out.

Harper swallowed. Hard.

He looked like Pinehill personified—warm, rugged, and steady.

And older.

And better.

He finally noticed her. His eyes widened slightly, then softened into the kind of smile that made something inside her shift.

“Harper.”

Her name in his voice was deeper than she remembered.

“Hey,” she managed, pushing her hands into her coat pockets before they could start trembling. “You’re up early.”

“So are you.” His smile deepened. “You look... well. Different. In a good way.”

Heat pooled low in her stomach. She looked away before her heartbeat could betray her.

“I came to check on the café,” she said.

“Good.” Noah stepped aside, opening the door for her. “It missed you.”

The words hit her harder than they should have.

Inside, the café felt warmer with him there. He carried the supply box to the counter and unpacked it—new mugs, sealed bags of coffee beans, a jar of cinnamon sticks. Small things, thoughtful things. Things her father would have liked.

“You didn’t have to do all this,” Harper said softly.

“I know.” Noah’s tone was gentle. “I wanted to.”

Their eyes met.

Heat flared between them—unexpected, uninvited, undeniable.

Harper’s breath caught.

He didn’t move toward her.

But he didn’t look away either.

And for one suspended moment in the quiet café, surrounded by sunlight and wood and the faint scent of chocolate—

Harper forgot entirely why she’d ever left Pinehill.
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