

  [image: Cover]




Ruby Red Vale

The Girl Who Left the Lights On


A Heartwarming Small-Town Romance About Coming Home





  
    First published by Jadestone Press 2026

  

  Copyright © 2026 by Ruby Red Vale


  
    All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored, or transmitted      in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, scanning, or otherwise without      written permission from the publisher. It is illegal to copy this book, post it to a website, or distribute      it by any other means without permission.

  
    This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters, and incidents portrayed in it are      the work of the author's imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or localities      is entirely coincidental.

  
    Ruby Red Vale asserts the moral right to be identified as      the author of this work.

  
    Ruby Red Vale has no responsibility for the persistence      or accuracy of URLs for external or third-party Internet Websites referred to in this publication and does not      guarantee that any content on such Websites is, or will remain, accurate or appropriate.

  

  

  
    First edition

  

  

  

  
    This book was professionally typeset on Reedsy

    Find out more at reedsy.com
  


  




  
    
      Contents
    

    
    
      	
        1. The Fall
        
      

    
      	
        2. The Collision
        
      

    
      	
        3. Forced Proximity
        
      

    
      	
        4. Gossip Storm
        
      

    
      	
        5. Paparazzi Warning
        
      

    
      	
        6. The Disguise Crash Course
        
      

    
      	
        7. The Town Warms to Her
        
      

    
      	
        8. The First Opening
        
      

    
      	
        9. Snowstorm & Shared Space
        
      

    
      	
        10. The PR Leak
        
      

    
      	
        11. She Helps Him
        
      

    
      	
        12. The Confession
        
      

    
      	
        13. The Kiss
        
      

    
      	
        14. The Turning Point
        
      

    
      	
        15. Paparazzi Break-In
        
      

    
      	
        16. The Separation
        
      

    
      	
        17. The Breakthrough
        
      

    
      	
        18. Elias’s Side
        
      

    
      	
        19. The Grand Gesture
        
      

    
      	
        20. Happily Ever After
        
      

    
      	
        21. Building a Life Together
        
      

    
      	
        22. The Media Strikes Again
        
      

    
      	
        23. The Big Decision
        
      

    
      	
        24. Epilogue
        
      

    
      	
        About the Author
        
      

    
      	
        Also by Ruby Red Vale
        
      

    
    


  




  
  One

  
  
  The Fall

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




Rowan Hale sat on the edge of her sleek apartment couch, her phone trembling slightly in her hand as she scrolled through the latest barrage of notifications. Headlines blinked across the screen like a strobe of accusation: “Rowan Hale’s Secret Exposed!” “Hollywood’s Darling in a Scandal!” “Who Is the Mystery Man in the Viral Video?” Each click made her stomach tighten, a sharp, hollow pain gnawing at her ribs. She had been preparing herself for scrutiny for years, but nothing had prepared her for this: the raw, relentless, invasive force of the internet unleashed against her.

Her phone vibrated again, this time with a text from her manager, Lisa. She didn’t even need to read it to know what it said. Lisa’s messages had been short, clipped, and all business since the incident hit. “You need to disappear. Now. Go somewhere no one can find you until this dies down. I’ll handle the media.” Rowan’s jaw tightened. Disappear. It sounded easy when Lisa said it, but it wasn’t. It sounded like running, hiding, admitting defeat. And yet, the idea of facing the cameras, the flashing lights, the endless questions, it was unbearable. She could barely breathe in her apartment without feeling like the walls themselves were recording her.

Outside, the city hummed with chaos. The low rumble of traffic on the streets below, the sharp honking of impatient drivers, and the distant sirens combined into a soundtrack of her own unraveling. She pressed her hand to her forehead and closed her eyes. I can’t stay here. I can’t.

Rowan knew exactly where she needed to go. The thought surprised her, almost embarrassed her: the one place she had sworn she’d never return. Her hometown. Pine Hollow. A small mountain town tucked away between forested peaks, a place she had fled twelve years ago with nothing but her suitcase and a heart full of ambition. Back then, she had believed small towns were cages, and city lights were freedom. Now, freedom felt elusive, and the cold, familiar embrace of Pine Hollow beckoned like a lighthouse guiding her through the storm.

She grabbed her coat from the rack by the door, brushing a hand through her dark hair, now streaked faintly with silver at the temples despite her thirty years. She slipped into her boots, thick and worn, perfect for winter roads, and snatched a scarf from the counter. Her suitcase, hastily packed in a few minutes, waited beside her, containing only essentials: a few outfits, her laptop, some toiletries, and a small bag of personal items she couldn’t risk losing. Her eyes lingered on the framed photograph of her younger self on the apartment wall, Rowan at eighteen, grinning with reckless ambition, the same girl who had left Pine Hollow with dreams too big for its narrow streets.

Her phone buzzed again. Another headline, another wave of comments, some cruel, some absurd, but all venomous. She pressed her thumb over the screen to silence it. She didn’t want to see any more. She didn’t want to think about the city, the industry, or the people who had built her up only to tear her down. For now, she needed anonymity, a place where no one would recognize her, where she could breathe without judgment, without cameras lurking, without gossip ricocheting from every angle. She needed home, in the purest sense of the word, even if home had been the place she had abandoned.

The drive to Pine Hollow was long, a winding route through snow-dusted mountains and icy highways. The storm had picked up, draping the world in thick, silent snow that made the road feel both beautiful and perilous. Headlights cut through the white haze, illuminating the skeletal branches of pines heavy with frost. Rowan gripped the steering wheel tighter, knuckles whitening, and forced herself to focus on the ribbon of asphalt ahead. Her thoughts kept wandering, spiraling into memories she had tried so hard to bury.

She remembered the day she left Pine Hollow, the day she had packed her bags and walked out of her parents’ small, cozy home with a promise she barely understood herself: I’ll never look back. Her father had hugged her tightly, his frame bigger than she remembered, his rough hands warm against her back. Her mother had cried quietly, her tears wet against Rowan’s shoulder. Years ago, her parents had sold the house, trading mountain winters for sun and distance. And Elias. Her heart squeezed at the memory. Elias Carter, with his easy smile, quiet strength, and the way he had looked at her as if she were the only person in the world who mattered. She had left him without explanation, without warning, too focused on escaping the small town she feared would suffocate her. She had chosen ambition over love, city lights over the snow-crusted streets she had once called home.

Now, twelve years later, the thought of Elias and Pine Hollow was strangely comforting. The town hadn’t changed much. The mountains, the winding roads, the general store on Main Street, all of it felt like it had been waiting for her return, silent and patient, offering a strange promise of forgiveness she didn’t know if she deserved.

The wind whipped across the windshield as Rowan rounded the last bend before entering the town limits. She could see the first rooftops emerging from the snow, smoke curling from chimneys like lazy tendrils reaching toward the gray sky. Pine Hollow hadn’t changed, but she had. The girl who had left so boldly was gone, replaced by a woman with hard-earned scars, fatigue etched into her expression, and the weight of public scrutiny pressing down like a physical force. She was no longer sure she belonged here, but somehow, it felt like she didn’t have a choice. Not now.

Rowan eased the car down the main street, every familiar landmark stirring memories she hadn’t touched in years. The bakery on the corner, still painted the same shade of cream with faded lettering, brought back the smell of cinnamon and sugar from Saturday mornings she had spent sneaking muffins behind the counter. The small park with its frozen pond reminded her of winter afternoons spent skating with Elias, his hands warm and steady as he guided her across the ice. She could almost hear his laughter carried on the icy breeze.

Her phone buzzed again, this time with an incoming call from Lisa. Rowan ignored it. She couldn’t face any more questions, any more advice about how to survive the scandal. She needed to do this herself. She needed to drive through the storm, to push forward, to arrive in Pine Hollow as if nothing else mattered.

The snow fell heavier now, flakes drifting lazily before colliding with the windshield, and Rowan’s headlights illuminated the turnoff leading up to the old highway that wound through the forest toward the outskirts of town. Her breath caught slightly in her throat, not from the cold but from a mixture of fear and anticipation. What would it be like, to see the streets she had once known intimately, to see the people who had loved her before fame, before the cameras, before the world’s eyes had turned sharp and critical? Could she face it? Could she face Elias?

Her knuckles tightened around the steering wheel again. She had left him behind once. She wasn’t sure she could face leaving him, or the town, a second time.

The drive grew quieter, the sound of tires crunching over snow dominating the interior of the car. Rowan let her mind wander, recalling snippets of the life she had built in the city: glamorous parties, award shows, contracts, interviews, endless rehearsals, and the constant pressure to maintain a perfect image. None of it mattered now. All of it had been stripped away by a single viral moment, leaving her raw, exposed, and desperate. The city that once promised freedom now felt suffocating, suffocating and unforgiving.

The first familiar sign appeared on the side of the road: a weathered wooden sign that read Welcome to Pine Hollow: Population 3,214. Rowan felt a flicker in her chest she hadn’t expected, a combination of relief and apprehension. This town hadn’t changed, hadn’t moved on without her, and in a strange, inexplicable way, it felt like a lifeline.

She pulled off the highway onto the familiar winding road leading into town. Snow lay thick on the ground, muffling her tires and the world around her. The trees arched overhead, branches laden with frost forming a delicate canopy that made the headlights glow against the white. She drove slowly, taking in every detail: the corner shop with its faded green awning, the ice-crusted lampposts along the square, the general store on Main Street that had been Elias’s family’s for as long as she could remember.

Her stomach twisted as she approached it. The thought of seeing Elias again after all these years made her heart pound. Would he recognize her instantly? Would he still feel anger, betrayal, or disappointment? Would he even want to speak to her at all? She swallowed hard, gripping the steering wheel with one hand while brushing back a stray lock of hair with the other. I can’t run anymore. Not from this. Not from him.

The storm intensified as she pulled into the small lot beside the general store. Snowflakes plastered her coat and hair, glinting like tiny diamonds in the headlights. She took a deep breath and exhaled slowly, letting the cold air clear her mind. With one last glance at the road behind her, the long stretch of highway, the mountains she had once thought were prisons, she stepped out of the car.

The wind bit at her cheeks, but she hardly noticed. Her gaze was fixed on the store, the street, and the life she had abandoned. Rowan Hale, the girl who had fled ambition for fame, the actress whose scandal had made headlines across the country, now stood in the quiet heart of Pine Hollow, a stranger and a familiar face all at once.

And as she trudged through the snow toward the entrance, suitcase in hand, she couldn’t help but feel a flicker of hope amid the fear: maybe, just maybe, this place could still be home.
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The bell above the door jingled sharply as Rowan Hale pushed Carter’s General Store open, the warmth of the shop washing over her like a small, unexpected wave of comfort. She tugged her hood lower over her face and pulled the scarf tighter around her neck, attempting invisibility. The city paparazzi were nothing compared to this, small-town eyes were sharp, and rumors traveled faster than the snow outside ever could.

Her boots scuffed over the old wooden floor, each step echoing lightly through the quiet store. The scent of pine cleaner, freshly baked bread from the corner bakery, and the faint hint of coffee made her stomach clench with nostalgia. Memories she had tried so hard to bury began to stir. She had spent years convincing herself that the mountains, the quiet streets, the people, especially Elias, were things she didn’t need. And yet, standing here, it all felt impossibly alive.

Rowan’s eyes scanned the shelves, carefully avoiding direct eye contact with anyone. She needed to appear as just another shopper, a traveler perhaps, someone no one would recognize. She wasn’t ready for conversations, for questions, for the reminders of who she had been, and who she had hurt.

And then she saw him.

He was behind the counter, cleaning a set of glass jars, his hands steady and confident, the way she remembered from years ago. Elias Carter. Her chest tightened, an unwelcome jolt of electricity surging through her body. He hadn’t changed much, not in height, not in stance, not in the subtle tilt of his head when he was concentrating. The same strong jaw, the same dark hair that fell just slightly into his eyes.

Rowan froze mid-step, the cart she had been pushing nearly tipping over. She ducked instinctively behind a display of canned soups, hoping to disappear entirely. A voice, low and amused, floated from behind the counter.

“Rowan?”

Her heart skipped. She knew that voice anywhere, even muffled by scarves and city-bought sunglasses. She slowly raised her head, careful not to meet his gaze directly.

“Yes,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper, tight with tension. “Hi.”

Elias’s brow lifted, a faint frown tugging at the corner of his mouth. “Hi.” His tone was clipped, controlled. Professional, almost. But she could feel the underlying tension, the recognition, the shock, all threaded through it.

Rowan’s palms sweated inside her gloves. Okay, Rowan, she told herself. Act normal. Don’t run. Don’t panic.

“Uh,” she began, fumbling with the strap of her bag, “I, just needed some… supplies.” Her voice cracked slightly, betraying her calm façade.

Elias’s gaze swept over her, sharp and precise. “Supplies,” he echoed, skeptical. He didn’t reach for his usual easy smile, didn’t offer the warmth she remembered. He was wary, guarded, like a man preparing for a confrontation he didn’t know he wanted, or feared.

Rowan took a cautious step forward. Her eyes flitted across the aisles, hoping no one else was around to notice this tension, to witness the collision of their worlds. The store was quiet, almost eerily so, apart from the soft hum of the old heater and the muted jingling of the bell as other customers trickled in. She could feel the past and present colliding in the air between them, dense and uncomfortable, like a storm waiting to break.

Elias set down the jar he was polishing and crossed his arms over his chest. “It’s been… a while.”

Twelve years. Twelve years, and he sounded like he hadn’t spoken to her in a lifetime. Rowan nodded, forcing a polite smile. “Yes. A long time.”

He didn’t smile back. His eyes lingered on her, sharp, assessing, and she felt a pang of guilt twist in her chest. She had left without explanation. She had left because she had been afraid, afraid of staying, afraid of failing, afraid of the small-town life she had once despised. But that fear had come at a cost, and now, standing in front of him, she felt the weight of every lost year, every unspoken word, every scarred memory.

“I didn’t expect… you,” Elias admitted slowly, choosing his words carefully. “Not here. Not now.”

Rowan swallowed hard. “I didn’t expect to be here either.” Her eyes flicked to the floor for a moment, ashamed at how small she felt despite her fame, despite all she had achieved in the city. The truth was raw and simple: she had nowhere else to go, nowhere else to hide. And the thought of returning to Pine Hollow, to Elias, made her stomach churn with a mix of dread and longing she didn’t fully understand.

He leaned back slightly, letting out a quiet breath. “You’re… dressed differently.”

She tugged her hood tighter, pulling the scarf even higher. “It’s… cold.” A weak excuse, but the best she could manage.

“Right,” he said, unconvinced. He didn’t press further, though the subtle narrowing of his eyes suggested he wanted to. He always had wanted to. The weight of the past pressed between them, heavy, silent, unspoken.

Rowan moved slowly down an aisle, picking up a jar of soup with exaggerated care. “Do you… still run this place?” she asked, her voice small.

Elias straightened slightly. “Yeah. Family business.” He gestured toward the back of the store. “Mom and Dad retired. I kept it open.” His tone was factual, clipped, but there was pride there, subtle and steady. She remembered this pride, the quiet way he carried responsibility, the loyalty he never abandoned, even when she had run.

“I see,” she said, forcing herself to nod. She didn’t tell him that she had thought about this place endlessly over the years, about him, about what might have been. She didn’t tell him she had cursed herself a thousand times for leaving.

The silence stretched between them, tense and fragile. Rowan wanted to fill it with words, with apologies, with explanations, but every time she opened her mouth, nothing came out. Every instinct screamed at her to flee, to disappear into the snow outside, to escape the guilt and the longing that threatened to suffocate her.

Elias’s eyes softened for a fraction of a second, a memory of the boy she had loved, but he quickly masked it with the same cool reserve that had defined him for years. “I guess… you’ll need a few things,” he said finally, picking up a shopping basket.

Rowan hesitated. She didn’t want him to help her. She didn’t want to admit that she had nothing, that she was vulnerable in this small town she had once rejected. But the familiar weight of the basket in her hands, the casual closeness, felt disarmingly comforting. She nodded, her throat tight. “Thanks.”

As they moved through the aisles, she noticed the small changes in him, the faint lines at the corners of his eyes, the way he moved with a careful precision she had always admired. It struck her how much he had grown while she had been running, chasing a dream that now seemed hollow in the face of everything she had lost.

Rowan reached for a loaf of bread when her hand brushed against his. Instantly, a jolt of memory shot through her, a dozen moments from high school, from evenings walking home, from stolen smiles and whispered secrets. She pulled her hand back quickly, embarrassed.
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