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A PLAN FOR HOME


[image: ]


THEY WANT TO BULLDOZE MY LEGACY, BUT THEY HAVE TO GET THROUGH US FIRST

I’ve spent my whole life building things that last. My name is Emmett Lawson, and I thought I knew how to protect what was mine. I fixed the porch, I restored the workshop, and I finally convinced the woman I’ve loved since childhood that she belongs here with me. We were supposed to be starting our life, not defending it.

But a hundred-year-old secret is threatening to tear it all down.

A clerical error in a dusty file has turned into a demolition order. They aren't just coming for my land; they are coming to erase my grandfather’s history and pave over our future. I’m used to solving problems with my hands, but I can’t fight a team of corporate lawyers with a hammer. For the first time, I feel the foundation slipping beneath my boots.

I thought I had to be the strong one. I was wrong.

Tessa Quinn isn't the girl who ran away anymore. She’s the woman standing beside me, staring down the bulldozers with a fire that scares even me. She is the storm that protects this home, and I am the anchor that holds her steady.

They think they can buy us out or scare us off. But they forgot one thing: I built this life for her, and I will burn it to the ground before I let anyone take it from us.

★★★★★ "Emmett Lawson is the ultimate blue-collar boyfriend. The way he relies on Tessa in this book? Perfect character growth. A stunning, emotional conclusion to the best small-town series of the year." – Goodreads Reviewer

Book 3 of 3 in The Mess Of Love series — the emotional conclusion where the couple fights their biggest battle yet, not just for love, but for the place they call home.
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CHAPTER 1
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TESSA P.O.V.

The air in the workshop usually smells like home, all cedar and sawdust and that specific scent of Emmett’s laundry detergent, but right now it feels like a goddamn vacuum. I’m standing there, my hand hovering just an inch from his flannel-covered arm, and it’s like the world just stopped spinning on its axis and decided to hurl us into some dark-sided parallel universe. Emmett is deadass white. His face is usually full of life, those hazel eyes always looking for the next thing to fix or the next reason to smile, but right now he’s just staring at that legal notice like it’s a death warrant. I can see his thumb unconsciously rubbing that small, hard callous on his hand—the one he gets from the lathe—and it’s breaking my heart because that’s his tell. That’s what he does when he’s trying to keep his shit together and failing. The zoning reversion clause. It sounds like some boring-ass bureaucratic nonsense, but the cold reality is vibrating off the paper in his shaking hand. This isn't just a threat. It’s a fucking execution order for everything he’s built, everything his grandfather built, and the fact that some corporate suit found a way to weaponize a hundred-year-old clerical error is so beyond unhinged I can’t even process it. I’m looking at him and I’m seeing the exact moment his fundamental belief that the world is a fair place just shatters into a million pieces, and I’m already spiraling into a toxic mix of protective rage and "city girl" trauma because I’ve seen this movie before, and it never ends well for the people with the dusty boots.

“It’s signed by a notary in three different states, Tessa. This isn't just a threat,” Emmett whispers, and his voice sounds like it’s coming from a different room. He’s still clutching the paper, his knuckles turning into white peaks. “They want the land back, or they want us to buy it back at ten times the value. It’s theft. Pure and simple.”

“Goodness gracious, Tessa, they can’t just take it, can they?” He lets out this shaky breath that smells like the black coffee he had an hour ago and the woodsmoke from the stove, and I can’t take it anymore. I step into his space, my fingers brushing his cold skin as I gently pry the certified letter from his grip. He doesn't want to let go, his fingers tightening for a second like if he holds the paper hard enough, the words will change, but then he just collapses against the edge of his workbench. I start smoothing out the edges of the paper, obsessively straightening the creases where he’s crumpled it, as if making the document flat will somehow make the problem manageable. It’s a lie, obviously. The paper is heavy, expensive bond, the kind that only comes from law firms that charge five hundred bucks an hour just to say hello. My mind is already doing that thing where I connect ten different unconnected thoughts—the way the ink is slightly raised, the coldness of the shop, the fact that the ventilation system is humming a low, mournful B-flat, and the absolute audacity of Thorne Holdings thinking they can just waltz into Cedar Ridge and rearrange the furniture. I’m the rock. I have to be the fucking rock because if I’m not, we’re both going to sink into the sawdust and never come back up.

“We don't know the full story yet, honey. Breathe. Just breathe,” I say, and I hate how much I sound like a yoga instructor when I actually want to scream. “This is just a paper threat. We're real people, Emmett. They are banking on us being scared and small. They want us to see the fancy letterhead and the signatures and just roll over like good little country folk.” I’m tapping my thumbnail against the embossed seal of the Thorne Holdings logo, feeling the texture of it, and it feels like ice. I know this name. Thorne Holdings. They’re based out of Denver, and back when I was still wearing pencil skirts and crying in the office bathroom, I heard stories about them. They’re vultures. They find these "creative zoning solutions" and use them to strip-mine the history out of towns just like this one.

“Thorne Holdings. I’ve heard that name before,” I mutter, my eyes scanning the jargon for the real meat of the attack. “This Marcus Thorne is no small player; he specializes in these kinds of loopholes. He’s a shark, Emmett. We need to treat him like the shark he is.” I look up and Emmett is just staring at his tools. He drags a heavy toolbox across the floor, this loud, grating screech of metal on concrete that sounds like a scream, and it’s a totally useless, frustrated move. He’s looking for something to hit or something to fix, but you can’t fix a zoning reversion with a hammer.

“A hundred years ago? Good grief, they dug deep for this,” I say, finally finding the date. 1922. A public use easement that was never officially vacated when his grandfather bought the plot. It’s a technicality. A stupid, dusty, irrelevant mistake made by a man in a waistcoat who’s been dead for fifty years, and now it’s being used to dismantle a legacy.

Emmett runs his hand along the smooth, worn wood handle of a plane his grandfather made. He looks like he’s saying goodbye to it. “It means they want the park, and my land is just collateral damage to them. They think a piece of paper from the twenties can erase three generations of work. My granddad sweat for this place, Tessa. He built this workshop with his own two hands when the town was nothing but a post office and a prayer.”

“Hey. Look at me.” I drop the paper onto the workbench and step fully into his space, wrapping my arms around his waist. He’s so tense he feels like he’s made of granite. I cup his stubbled cheek, forcing him to look at my eyes. I can feel his heart pounding against my chest, this rapid, panicked rhythm that makes me want to find Marcus Thorne and show him exactly how "petite" landscape designers handle corporate bullies. “We are going to fight this, Emmett. Tooth and nail. They picked the wrong town, and they deadass picked the wrong couple. I am not leaving this time. We are doing this together. Do you hear me? I’m in this. Every single inch of it.”

He buries his face in my hair for a second, gripping me so tight I can barely breathe, and I realize the weight of his trust is fucking massive. He’s not a fighter in the way I am—he’s a builder. He creates things. He doesn't know how to destroy, and that’s what this is going to take. It’s going to take some scorched-earth tactics.

“Let’s move this to the kitchen,” I say, pulling back but keeping my hand in his. “I need my laptop and a lot of caffeine. We’re not sitting in the dark here waiting for the hammer to drop.”

We walk across the lawn to my house, the grass still damp with evening dew, and the transition feels jarring. My kitchen is all "country chic" and domestic peace, but the second I flip open my laptop, the screen light feels like a cold slap. I’m hunched over the island, fingers flying across the keys, searching for everything I can find on Thorne. Emmett is pacing. His heavy boots are creaking on my pine floorboards, over and over, back and forth, like a caged animal. I’m grabbing a pen and scribbling notes on a pad of graph paper—it’s where I usually design gardens, but now I’m mapping out a war zone.

“He’s got a reputation, Emmett. They call him 'The Axe.' He targets heritage sites and flips them into strip malls or 'luxury mixed-use' garbage. That’s why he wants the park. It’s the anchor for his whole development. He specializes in tiring people out until they settle. He wants us to look at the legal fees and the stress and just take whatever crumbs he throws at us.”

Emmett stops pacing and leans heavily on the kitchen island, his eyes fixed on me. “Shoot, Tessa, if I lose the workshop, I lose everything my granddad built. It’s not just wood, it's my name. People see that sign out front and they know what it stands for. If that’s gone... who am I?”

I reach across the granite and grab his hand, pulling it flat over my heart. “I am proud of you, Emmett, the man, not the man with the workshop. We’ll build a new one, if we have to. But we won't. I promise. Don’t let that man take your hope, too. That’s what he really wants. He wants you defeated before the first hearing even starts. That’s how these assholes win.”

I don't wait for him to answer. I pick up the landline—the actual physical phone because it feels more official, more like I’m calling in the cavalry—and I dial Mayor Higgins. The guy picks up on the second ring, and he already sounds like he’s having a nervous breakdown. He’s rambling about "limitations of the municipal budget" and "procedural complications." It’s pathetic.

“Mayor Higgins, it's Tessa Quinn. I have read the notice. Panic is not a plan,” I say, and my voice has that sharp, professional edge that used to make interns cry. I can feel Emmett watching me, a spark of something—admiration, maybe—flickering in his eyes. “He’s relying on you stalling. We need action now. We have to mobilize the town before he can file the injunction. I want an emergency town hall meeting. Tonight. Seven PM.”

The Mayor starts stuttering about how it’s too short notice and how we should wait for a committee.

“Tell them it's mandatory. Tell them the park and Lawson’s Workshop are at stake. I need you to open the town archives first thing tomorrow, Mayor. We need the old deeds. We can’t fight an external force if we are paralyzed internally. Tonight we unify. Do you understand?” I’m gripping the receiver so hard my knuckles are white. I can hear the static of his panicked voice on the other end, but I don't give him an inch. “Seven PM. Open the doors.”

I hang up and the adrenaline is humming through my veins like a live wire. I feel that familiar irritation with incompetence, that city-bred urge to just take the wheel because everyone else is driving toward a cliff. Emmett slides a warm mug of coffee in front of me and sits down finally. He looks at me like I just grew a second head, but in a good way.

“Darn, you’re something else, Tessa Quinn. You just handled that Mayor better than any lawyer would.” He takes my hand, squeezing it tight. “I married a warrior, didn’t I? Well, I'm hoping to, anyway.”

“We need to bring this same fire to the meeting,” I say, letting the heat of the mug seep into my chilled hands. My head is spinning with a million different variables—the legal fees, the timeline, the way Thorne is going to try to buy off the council. “Thank you for not letting me crumble, Tessa,” he whispers, and I realize how fragile his belief in the system is. He thinks people are good. I know people can be monsters if there’s a dollar sign involved.

“We’re going to Clara’s,” I say, standing up. “If we’re going to pack that hall, we need the hardware store grapevine.”

We drive over to Clara’s in Emmett’s truck, the dusty interior feeling like a safe haven for ten minutes. Clara is in the middle of tallying stock, wearing that denim apron that looks like it’s seen forty years of work. When we tell her, she doesn't cry. She doesn't even flinch. She just slams her hand onto the countertop, scattering a handful of small nuts and bolts everywhere.

“Thorne Holdings? That man has no conscience, Emmett,” she says, her face hardening into a mask of pure Lawson grit. “I'll call the fire chief, the school principal, and the church elders. We need all hands on deck. He is trying to starve us out. We can’t let him.” She’s already grabbing her cell phone, her thumbs flying.

“Mrs. Gable already heard a rumor,” Clara says, looking up from her screen. “She’s currently spreading the news faster than a brushfire. By seven o'clock, that hall is going to be standing room only.”

“Well, at least that old gossip is good for something,” I say, pulling out my own phone to text the neighbors I know. “We have to make sure the message is clear: this is a fight we can win. We need to look confident, even if we’re terrified. The second they see us flinch, they’ll start looking for the exits.”

The drive to the Town Hall at 6:50 PM is the longest five minutes of my life. When we pull into the lot, my heart just drops. Right there, parked dead-center in front of the rustic, peeling white building, is a sleek, black, intimidating SUV. It’s got tinted windows and chrome that’s been polished to a mirror finish. It looks like a predator sitting in a sheep pen. It’s so out of place in Cedar Ridge, among the dusty pickups and the ten-year-old sedans, that it feels like a physical invasion.

“That’s a city car if I ever saw one,” Emmett mutters, checking his reflection in the side mirror. He looks down at his flannel and his work boots, and I can see the self-consciousness creeping in. He feels small.

“He wants us to be intimidated by his money, honey. That’s the whole point of the car. It’s a costume.” I reach for his hand, my fingers interlacing with his. “Let’s go show him what 'small town' really means. It means we don't give a fuck about his car.”

We walk into the foyer and there he is. Marcus Thorne. He’s in his 40s, wearing a suit that probably costs more than my car, adjusting a cufflink like he’s bored. He looks up and gives us this cold, professional smile—the kind that makes you want to go home and scrub your skin with steel wool. He doesn't move out of the way, forcing us to navigate around him like we’re the intruders in our own town hall.

“I admire your enthusiasm, but sentimentality won't pay the legal fees, Mr. Lawson,” Thorne says, his voice smooth and oily. “A quick settlement is better for everyone. Save the pretty park designs, Miss Quinn, you can submit them to me later. I might find a place for a small garden near the loading docks.”

Emmett bristles. I can feel the heat radiating off him, his body tensing for a physical fight. “Mercy, Mr. Thorne, you don't know this town very well if you think we’re for sale. This is home.”

I put a steadying hand on Emmett's forearm, grounding him. “We aren't interested in your settlement, Mr. Thorne. This isn't Denver. You can’t just bully people into submission because you have a better tailor.”

“I only understand quarterly reports, Miss Quinn. Enjoy your meeting,” Thorne says, checking his watch. “I’ll be in the back. I find these local theatrics... charming.”

We walk into the meeting room and the air is thick enough to cut with a saw. It’s packed. People are lining the walls, sitting on the windowsills, whispering in these low, frantic murmurs. Every single eye turns to us as we walk down the center aisle. It’s a weight I wasn't prepared for. They aren't just looking at us; they’re looking for a lifeline. Mayor Higgins is at the podium, sweating through his shirt, shuffling a stack of papers that look like they’ve been through a blender.

“Goodness gracious, the air in here is thick,” Emmett whispers in my ear.

“We have to give them certainty, Emmett. Not panic,” I whisper back.

Higgins starts talking, and it’s a total disaster. He’s using words like "easement reversionary clause" and reading directly from a memo in this monotone, cracking voice. He accidentally knocks over his glass of water, and the loud splash silences the room for a second before the murmurs start up again, louder and more terrified than before.

“Darn it, Mayor, just tell them what it means!” someone yells from the back.

I can’t sit here and watch this. I stand up, and I don't even think about it. I just move. I step toward the front, my boots clicking on the old floorboards, and the room goes dead silent. I adjust the microphone stand—it’s too low for me, a practiced gesture I remember from a hundred boardrooms—and I look out at the crowd. I see Samuel Reed, Emmett’s apprentice, looking like he’s about to cry. I see Mrs. Gable, nodding like a bobblehead.

“With all due respect, Mayor Higgins, let me clarify,” I say, my voice clear and projected. I feel the rush of public speaking, that high-stakes clarity. “This is what you need to know: Marcus Thorne is trying to take the park and Emmett’s workshop based on a paperwork error from a century ago. He thinks we’re an easy target. He thinks we’ll see his lawyers and his SUV and we’ll just give up because we’re 'just' a small town.”

Emmett stands up and walks to the front to join me, standing shoulder to shoulder. I feel his presence like a shield.

“We are not going to let him,” I continue, looking directly at the back of the room where Thorne is leaning against the doorframe. “We fight him with history and unity. We need a legal defense fund immediately. And more importantly, we need to search the archives. We need to find the proof that this easement was relinquished. We need every signature, every witness, every dusty old photograph that proves this town intended to keep that land.”

I lay out the plan. It’s simple, aggressive, and tactical. “Emmett and I will lead the document hunt, but we need teams for fundraising and community outreach. This is about history, not profit. And we are richer in history than he is in dollars.”

Samuel Reed stands up in the back, his voice surprisingly steady. “I’ll start the petition tonight. We won’t let them take Mr. Lawson’s shop. I’ll give my whole allowance to the fund.”

Suddenly, it’s like a dam breaks. Clara promises a raffle. Mrs. Gable starts listing off the pies she’s going to bake for a sale. An old guy in the third row, an accountant, offers to manage the fund. The collective sigh of relief in the room is audible. We moved them from fear to purpose in ten minutes, and the energy is fucking electric.

I look at the back of the room and lock eyes with Thorne. He looks mildly annoyed, like a man who just realized the movie he’s watching is going to be much longer than he thought. He checks his watch again and slips out the door. He thinks this is background noise. He thinks we’re a temporary inconvenience.

Emmett’s hand finds the small of my back, firm and warm. It grounds me instantly, cutting through the adrenaline. I lean back into him for just a second, closing my eyes and breathing in the scent of him.

“I’ve got you,” he whispers.

“We just started a war, Emmett.”

“You gave them hope, Tessa. Heavens, you were incredible. I don't know what I'd do without you.” His voice is husky, and for a second, I forget about the deeds and the sharks and the legal fees. I just feel the pride swelling in his chest.

Mayor Higgins approaches us as the meeting breaks into smaller, buzzing groups. He looks like a man who just got a stay of execution. “I truly don’t know what Cedar Ridge would do without you two. I’ll have the archives open at 8 AM sharp.”

“See you then, Mayor,” Emmett says, his voice sounding like the man I know again—strong, steady, and ready to work. “We have a town to save.”

We walk out of the hall, our arms linked. The moon is high over the town, casting long shadows across the historic facades of the buildings. It’s so quiet and beautiful, and the thought of it being replaced by some glass-and-steel strip mall makes my stomach turn. I hear the distant sound of Thorne’s SUV accelerating down the main road, leaving town for the night.

“Heavens, that was a day,” I say, the exhaustion finally hitting me like a physical weight.

“We survived the first round. Together,” Emmett says. We pause by his truck, leaning into each other. He kisses my forehead, his stubble grazing my skin, and for the first time since he showed me that letter, I don't feel like I’m spiraling.

“Tomorrow we find that deed, Emmett. Tomorrow we begin truly building our home for good.” I look up at him, and I know I’m fully rooted. There’s no Denver, no high-rise office, no "Axe" that can pull me out of this soil.

We get into the truck, the gravel crunching under the tires. I’m already thinking about the dust in those archives and how many cups of coffee it’s going to take to find a hundred-year-old signature, but as we drive past the dark silhouette of the park, I just feel tired and ready for bed. The war can wait until tomorrow morning. Right now, I just want to go home.
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CHAPTER 2
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EMMETT P.O.V.

The antique workbench under my palms felt like the only solid thing left in a world that had suddenly turned into a blur of legal threats and corporate greed. I stood there, staring at the crisp, white sheet of paper that had basically told me my family’s history was a nuisance to some developer’s bottom line. It was just a document, ink on dead trees, but it felt heavier than any block of seasoned oak I’d ever hauled across this floor. I tried to brush a layer of fine, pale pine dust off the page, my fingers trailing over the cold, technical language of the 1920s easement, but the words didn't disappear. They just sat there, mocking me. This place was built on sweat and sawdust and three generations of Lawsons who didn't take crap from anyone, yet here I was, feeling like the foundation was rotting right under my boots. Every time I closed my eyes, I didn't see the projects I wanted to finish or the grain of a beautiful piece of cherry wood; I just saw those damn bulldozer logos and the cold, unfeeling face of Victor Sterling. It was a physical weight in my chest, a tightness that made every breath feel like I was inhaling wood glue.

The heavy sliding door creaked, a sound I usually loved, and Tessa stepped in. She didn't say anything at first, just walked over with that quiet, purposeful grace she always had, carrying a steaming thermos and two mugs. She set them down near my elbow, the smell of strong coffee cutting through the sweet, heavy scent of sawdust like a knife. I didn't look up, I couldn't, not yet. I just kept my eyes on that legal notice. "This paper... it feels heavier than any block of oak I've ever lifted," I muttered, my voice sounding rough even to my own ears. I felt her move closer, the warmth of her presence a stark contrast to the cold metal of the steel beams overhead. "Did you get any sleep, honey?" she asked, her voice soft but steady. I finally looked at her, seeing the worry in those bright green eyes, even as she tried to play the anchor. "Just enough to remember why I can’t let this go," I said. I looked back down at the document, the ink blurring slightly. "It’s amazing how cold corporate language can sound in a warm room. I wish I could just fix this with a hammer and nails."

Tessa didn't hesitate. She stepped around the bench, her gardening boots light on the shavings, and reached up to rub my shoulders. I didn't realize how much I was wearing my stress like a suit of armor until she started kneading the knots out of my neck. I let out a breath I’d been holding since yesterday, leaning back into her warmth, letting my head drop forward. My muscles were like rusted iron, locked tight from the sheer panic of realized vulnerability. I wasn't a man who did well with things I couldn't touch or build or break with my hands. This legal stuff was a ghost, and you can't punch a ghost. I reached up, lifting one of her hands and pressing it briefly against my chest, right over my heart. It was racing, a frantic thrumming that I hoped she could feel so she’d know I wasn't as calm as I was trying to look. Then I let go, because I didn't want to drag her down into the pit with me. "Shoot, Tessa, I just can't wrap my head around it," I admitted, my shoulders finally dropping an inch. "It feels like a bad dream. Like I’m watching someone else’s life get dismantled."

"Let me take some of that weight, Emmett. It’s ours, not just yours," she said, her voice firming up. It was that tone she used when she was designing a landscape—the one that said she saw the problem and was already visualizing the solution. I shook my head, the guilt gnawing at me. "I feel like I failed already. My one job was to keep this land. My grandfather, my dad... they never had to deal with this. I kept thinking, ‘What would a lawyer do?’ Which is definitely not my skill set." I felt her hands squeeze my shoulders one last time before she pulled back. "Your shoulders are like rocks, love. Breathe," she commanded gently. I took a deep lungful of the workshop air, the cedar and the pine, and tried to find my center. I looked at her, really looked at her, and saw that she wasn't just here to comfort me. She had a look in her eye that usually meant someone was about to get a very polite, very professional lesson in why they shouldn't mess with her.

She pulled a neat, leather-bound notebook from her bag and set it on the workbench, right on top of the legal notice. It felt like a declaration of war. She started flipping through pages covered in her precise, elegant handwriting. "We fight with what we have: community, Emmett. And I’ve made a list," she said, her fountain pen clicking decisively against the paper. The sound was sharp, snapping me out of my spiral. I leaned over, squinting at the columns. "Good grief, you sorted everyone by their tax bracket, didn’t you?" I asked, a small, tired smile tugging at my mouth. She didn't even look up. "No, I sorted them by their ability to dismantle an ancient easement. Our legal fund might be small, but our brain trust is huge. I need you to be the face, but I’ll be the logistics chief." I watched her tap a name on the list—a retired surveyor I’d known since I was a kid. It hit me then that she wasn't just being supportive; she was building a foundation. She was taking her city-honed pragmatism and layering it over the roots she’d rediscovered here. It was brilliant, and it was the first time I felt like maybe we weren't just waiting for the axe to fall.

The rumble of a heavy engine interrupted us, vibrating through the workshop floor. I knew that sound anywhere—Clara’s hardware store truck. A second later, the door slammed and my sister marched in, looking like she was ready to go ten rounds with a bear. She started unloading boxes from the truck bed before she even said hello, shoving them toward the workshop entrance. I walked out to meet her, seeing labels like 'Security' and 'Industrial Grade' on the side. "Clara, what is all this?" I asked, looking at the stack of high-quality locks, reinforced hinges, and heavy-duty floodlights. She kicked a box toward the door with a resolute expression that told me arguing was a death sentence. "Don’t you dare tell me to put any of this on your tab, little brother," she snapped, wiping a smudge of grease off her forehead. I held up my hands. "Clara, I can’t ask you to eat the cost of all this. This is hundreds of dollars in inventory." She just looked at me like I was being dense. "You didn’t ask. Consider it the Cedar Ridge defense budget. If they try to trespass, they’ll break a leg on these security lights. They attack one of us, they attack the hardware store, too."

I stood there, feeling that familiar tightness in my throat. It was a weird mix of pride and shame, the Lawson trait of wanting to handle everything yourself clashing with the reality that I was being carried by the people I loved. "Darn it, Clara, I don’t want charity," I said, though my voice lacked conviction. She stepped forward and wrapped me in a hug that nearly squeezed the wind out of me. It was the kind of big sister hug I hadn't gotten since I fell out of the oak tree when I was twelve. She even mussed my hair, a gesture that should have been annoying but just made me feel grounded. "It’s not charity. It’s investment in our lineage. Now swallow your pride," she muttered into my shirt. "This building is older than the last five Mayors, Emmett. We don’t let it fall. I’ll deduct it from your Christmas present fund." She stepped back with a wink, her eyes reflecting the same grit I saw in Tessa’s. I nodded, knowing when I was beat. "Fine. But I’m buying you the biggest dinner when this is over." Accepting the help felt like a different kind of strength, a realization that being part of a community meant you didn't have to be the only pillar holding up the roof.

I was barely done helping Clara when Samuel pulled up on his bike, tires skidding on the gravel like he was arriving at a crime scene. The kid looked like he hadn't slept either, his eyes wide and his hands shaking as he leaned the bike against the workshop wall. He practically ran over to me. "Mr. Lawson, they can’t take the park, right? Where will we play football? I heard they’re gonna make it look like a strip mall," he said, the words tumbling out of him in a frantic rush. I put a hand on his shoulder, feeling the nervous energy vibrating off him. "We’re fighting fire with diligence, Sam. Not gasoline," I told him, trying to keep my voice steady for his sake. "I heard Mr. Sterling has like, five hundred lawyers," he whispered, looking toward the road as if an army of suits was about to crest the hill. I gave his shoulder a firm squeeze. "We have Cedar Ridge, Sam. That’s worth more than five hundred lawyers. Just stay calm." He looked at me, desperate for something to do. "Just tell me where to go. I’ll stand guard all night."

I knew that kind of energy—it was dangerous if it didn't have a place to go. I pointed toward the back of the shop where the lathes were. "Darn it, Sam, we’re going to work harder, not louder. And right now, that lathe needs your attention. Precision matters. Always. Whether it’s carving wood or fighting a lawyer." I handed him a can of oil and a rag, watching as he took them with a confused but grateful look. "This workshop runs on routine. Stick to it. If we lose our focus, we lose our fight," I added. He looked at the rag, then back at me. "Are you trying to teach me a life lesson or just keep me busy?" he asked, a bit of his usual sass returning. I just pointed at the tools. "Both. Now get to it." The steady, rhythmic sound of him polishing the metal started a moment later, a small piece of normalcy returning to the air. Mentoring him was as much for me as it was for him; it reminded me that the work I did here wasn't just about the objects I made, but the people I helped shape.

The morning turned into a whirlwind when Mrs. Gable marched onto the property. She looked like she was heading into a bunker, carrying three massive casseroles and a stack of yellowed books that looked like they belonged in a museum. She didn't wait for an invite, just started barking orders about where to put the food. "Well, Emmett Lawson, you boys need to eat if you’re going to fight off those city slickers!" she announced, her floral dress rustling as she navigated the sawdust. I hurried to help her with the heavy dishes. "Mrs. Gable, goodness gracious, that’s too much food!" I protested, the savory smell of broccoli and tuna casserole suddenly making my stomach realize it hadn't eaten in eighteen hours. "Nonsense. This is war rations. Now where can I plug in my electric kettle?" she demanded. She set a casserole down, sniffing the lid to make sure it was still piping hot. "That broccoli casserole is my mother’s recipe. It cures all forms of legal stress. I’ve also brought the 1938 Ladies Auxiliary minutes. Someone might have mentioned that utility line."

Tessa was over there in a second, her eyes lighting up at the sight of the old directories. "Mrs. Gable, these directories are invaluable! You are a lifesaver," she said, reaching for the brittle, yellowed pages with reverent fingers. Mrs. Gable preened, adjusting her glasses. "I told you, that beauty salon is better than the courthouse for information, dear. I’ve been listening to the chatter. I heard old man Fitzwilliam swore the line was always four feet too far north. He passed, but his niece lives in town." I watched them work, Tessa already pulling names and dates from the old woman’s memory like she was harvesting a garden. The dry, musty smell of the antique paper filled the corner of the shop, and for the first time, the "ghost" of the legal easement started to feel like something we could actually track down and trap. Tessa’s ability to turn gossip into strategy was something I’d never seen before, and it made me realize how much I’d underestimated the power of the town’s collective memory.

Then Mayor Higgins showed up, and the mood shifted. He looked like he’d been dragged through a hedge backward—his shirt was wrinkled, his face was pale, and he hadn't shaved. He pulled me aside, his voice a conspiratorial whisper that smelled faintly of stale coffee. "Emmett, I need you to know, they’re threatening injunctions. It’s scary stuff," he said, his hands fluttering nervously at his collar. I felt a flash of frustration. This was the man who was supposed to lead us, and he looked like he was ready to fold like a cheap card table. "What are they offering, Mayor? Tell me the number," I asked, my voice flat. He shook his head. "It’s not about the number, Emmett, it’s about avoiding a massive lawsuit we can’t afford. We have to be careful. Sterling’s lawyers are sharks." He looked defeated, his posture slumped as if the weight of the town hall was sitting on his shoulders. "Don’t settle, Mayor. Not for a piece of our history," I told him, but I could see the cowardice creeping into his eyes. It made my blood boil. We were out here fighting for our lives, and the leadership was already looking for the exit.

Tessa must have sensed the shift because she was there in an instant, her eyes flashing with a green fire that would have made a braver man flinch. She took the Mayor’s arm, not unkindly, but with a firmness that forced him to look her in the eye. "Mayor, Sterling relies on us panicking. We are not panicking," she said, her voice cutting through his defeatism. She pulled out her notebook and showed him the list. "Look at this. We have a surveyor, a paralegal, and a historian—all working pro bono. Heavens, Mayor, you worry about the council. We’ll handle the archives. If we show them we are organized, the political pressure shifts back onto Sterling." I watched the Mayor’s expression change, the slump in his shoulders easing just a fraction as he looked at the names on her list. "Tessa, you always know how to light a fire under people," I muttered, feeling a surge of pride so strong it almost made me dizzy. She was the heart of this, the engine that was going to keep us moving when everyone else wanted to stop.

By noon, the workshop was unrecognizable. It wasn't a place of quiet creation anymore; it was a command center. Mr. Henderson, a retired county surveyor, arrived with rolled maps that smelled like old dust and ink. A local paralegal set up a laptop on my finishing table, the glow of the screen looking alien next to my hand planes. The town historian brought boxes of leather-bound books, and suddenly the air was full of the sound of clicking keys and rustling paper. It was chaotic, and a part of me hated seeing my sanctuary invaded, but another part of me was awestruck. When the paralegal accidentally tripped a breaker with his charger, I didn't even grumble; I just moved through the crowd and flipped it back with a flick of my wrist. "I used to survey this very line back in the nineties. Let me see the originals," Mr. Henderson said, his shaky fingers tracing lines on a map that was older than I was. I stood back, watching it all unfold. This was what community looked like—messy, loud, and completely committed. My workshop had become a fortress, and every person in it was a stone in the wall.

I stepped back behind a stack of curing lumber, needing a second to just absorb the sight of Tessa leading the charge. She was moving from person to person, managing the paralegal’s technical issues, soothing the historian’s frustration, and keeping the Mayor from bolting. She was magnificent. The corporate world had definitely lost a powerhouse when she chose to come back to Cedar Ridge, and I felt a wave of adoration that was almost overwhelming. She really came home, didn’t she? Not just to me, but to the fight. Goodness gracious, she’s incredible when she’s passionate. I knew I was the muscle, the one who would physically hold the line if it came to it, but she was the foundation everything else was built on. I ran my thumb over a piece of smooth cherry wood, grounding myself. I’d follow her anywhere, even into a courtroom, because I knew that with her leading the way, we had a chance.

The peace was shattered when a sleek, black sedan pulled up to the property line, moving slow enough to be an insult. I saw Marcus, Sterling’s young, smarmy assistant, roll down the tinted window. He looked out at my yard, at the casseroles and the old maps and the neighbors, with a disdain that made my hands curl into fists. I walked down to the edge of the grass, planting my feet wide and crossing my arms. I wanted him to see every inch of the man who wasn't going to move. "Well, look at the little pep rally," he called out, his voice smooth and dripping with condensation. I didn't blink. "You lost, fella? This isn’t the highway." He smirked, tapping a manicured finger against the door. "Just ensuring our potential future assets aren’t being damaged. You sure you want all this trouble, Lawson?" The low rumble of the car's engine felt like a growl, but I didn't budge. "Tell Sterling to save his gas. This property is secured," I told him, the words coming out cold and hard.

Marcus didn't like that. His smirk faltered for a second before he recovered. "Sentiment doesn't win in court, Lawson. Your quaint little effort is just delaying the inevitable," he said, rolling the window up halfway. I stepped closer, close enough to smell the unnatural scent of new leather wafting out of the car. "Sentiment is why people fight harder, son. You should try it sometime. Goodness gracious, you sure are lost if you think this is just about sentiment. This town is my life, Marcus. What’s in it for you? A bonus check? You tell Mr. Sterling that Cedar Ridge is officially organized." He didn't have a comeback for that. He just finished rolling up the window and peeled away, the tires spitting gravel. I felt a rush of adrenaline that made my heart hammer against my ribs. It wasn't just a confrontation; it was a confirmation. They were worried. They were trying to scare us because they knew they didn't have the easy win they’d expected.

The moment the car was gone, Tessa was at my side. She didn't ask what he’d said; she just took my hand, her palm warm and steady against my calloused skin. The tremor of adrenaline in my arm started to fade the second we touched. "Are you okay? That felt like a chess move," she said, looking toward the dust cloud the sedan had left behind. I consciously relaxed my shoulders, letting the tension drain out. "I’m fine, just... trying not to curse too loud in front of the Mayor," I admitted, giving her hand a squeeze. She smiled, a small, fierce thing. "He’s just trying to scare us, Emmett. It didn't work. Come on, tell me what the surveyor found." I let her lead me back toward the workshop, feeling the weight of the day settle into something more manageable. We stood together, a united front, and as we walked back into the noise and the light of the workshop, I knew that whatever happened next, we were going to face it as a pair.

Inside, Clara and Samuel were busy transforming my main workbench into a research station. They’d cleared away the shavings and laid out more maps and law books, using masking tape to secure the edges of the brittle paper to the wood. It felt weird seeing a law firm set up where I usually cut dovetails, but it also felt right. "Careful with that mahogany dust, Sam. It’ll get all over Mrs. Gable’s directories," I said, walking over to check on their progress. Clara looked up, her expression softened but still determined. "Think of it as building a legal cabinet, Emmett. Same principles. This table has been holding up wood for seventy years. It can handle a little paper." I nodded, running a hand over the edge of the wood. This workshop had seen a lot of things, but this was the first time it was being used to save itself. I found a strange beauty in the chaos—the way the old tools glinted in the light next to the modern laptop, a bridge between our past and our future.

The breakthrough happened just as the sun started to dip. Mr. Henderson let out a sharp intake of breath, his magnifying
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