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Chapter 1 – The Bridge That Broke
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Sarah Mitchell parked her truck by the bend in the road and cut the engine. The morning air was crisp, carrying the earthy scent of damp leaves and the faint tang of the creek below. She stepped out, pulling her jacket tighter as the chill of late autumn brushed against her skin.

Willow Creek’s old wooden bridge stood a few yards away, quiet and still, as though it had been holding its breath since the day it was closed. Weathered boards were missing in places, leaving gaps that showed the rushing water beneath. The railings leaned outward like tired shoulders. Once upon a time, the bridge had been the heart of the town — the place where kids played, couples met, and countless summer evenings ended with fireflies dancing over the water.

Sarah swallowed hard. To her, this bridge wasn’t just wood and nails. It was memories — some beautiful, some bittersweet.

She walked slowly to the barricade that now blocked access, resting her hands on the rough wood. Her fingertips traced the faded paint. She remembered coming here after school with her friends, dangling her legs over the side, laughing until their stomachs hurt. She remembered stargazing here on the night of the summer festival. And most of all, she remembered Ethan.

The boy with the easy grin, the quiet confidence, the one who’d kissed her for the first time under this very bridge’s lantern glow.

Sarah shut her eyes. Don’t go there.

“Never thought I’d see you here again.”

The voice — deep, warm, and instantly familiar — froze her in place. Slowly, Sarah turned.

Ethan Cooper stood a few steps behind her, hands tucked into the pockets of his worn jeans, a baseball cap shadowing his eyes. He was broader now, stronger-looking, with the kind of presence that made her chest tighten. The last time she’d seen him, they’d been standing on this very bridge shouting at each other.

“Ethan.” She said his name like a test, like she wasn’t sure if it still fit him.

He gave a small nod, his gaze sweeping past her to the bridge. “Council hired me to lead the restoration project.”

The words hit her like a stone skipping across water — sharp, quick, and leaving ripples in their wake.

“You’re... doing the restoration?” she managed.

“Yeah. Thought I’d be back for a few weeks at most, but looking at this thing, we’ve got months of work ahead.” He walked past her, stopping just at the barricade. “It’s worse than I thought.”

Sarah crossed her arms, trying to mask the way her pulse raced. “Guess you’ll be busy then.”

He glanced at her, his mouth curving in a way that wasn’t quite a smile. “Guess so. Council said you’re helping with the community fundraising side.”

Her stomach flipped. “That’s right.”

“Well then,” Ethan said, leaning against the railing, “looks like we’re working together.”

Sarah felt the ground shift beneath her — not literally, but in the way the air between them seemed to hum with things left unsaid.

The bridge wasn’t the only thing that needed rebuilding.
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Chapter 2 – First Steps Back
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Sarah spent the next morning trying to convince herself that working with Ethan Cooper would be fine. Totally fine.

She had a café shift in town, which usually kept her distracted, but even the familiar hiss of the espresso machine and the chatter of regulars couldn’t stop her mind from wandering back to the bridge. And to Ethan.

“Hey, you burned the milk again,” Lily called from the counter, snapping Sarah out of her thoughts.

Sarah grimaced and dumped the ruined foam. “Sorry. Rough morning.”

Lily raised an eyebrow. “Or a certain someone came back into town and stirred up all your feelings?”

Sarah groaned. “You already heard?”

“It’s Willow Creek,” Lily said, smirking. “Of course I heard. Half the town’s talking about it. Word is Ethan Cooper’s staying for months.”

Sarah didn’t reply, just focused on steaming a new pitcher of milk, letting the hiss and whirl drown out her thoughts.



That afternoon, Sarah headed to the bridge for the first official project meeting. A few townspeople had gathered — Mrs. Hathaway from the bookstore, old Mr. Turner from the hardware store, and two council members.

And Ethan.

He was already there when Sarah arrived, clipboard in hand, talking with Mr. Turner. The sight of him standing there, so familiar yet so different, sent Sarah’s stomach into an uncomfortable tumble.

When he noticed her, his expression softened, just a fraction. “You made it.”

Sarah kept her tone neutral. “Wouldn’t miss it.”

Ethan gestured to the group. “We’re going over what needs to be done — structural repairs, new planks, repainting. It’s going to take time, and we’ll need volunteers.”

Mrs. Hathaway patted Sarah’s arm. “That’s where you come in, dear. You’re so good at getting people together.”

Sarah smiled politely, though inside, her nerves felt like tangled wires. She glanced at Ethan. “I’ll handle volunteers and fundraising.”

“Good.” He paused, as though he wanted to say more, then turned back to the group. “We start tomorrow.”



After the meeting, as the others left, Sarah lingered, staring at the bridge in the fading light.

“You really don’t have to do this,” Ethan said quietly from behind her.

She turned. “Do what?”

“Work with me. I know... what happened before. I wouldn’t blame you if you walked away.”

Sarah’s chest tightened. “This isn’t about us, Ethan. The town needs the bridge.”

His jaw tightened, but his eyes were searching hers. “And what about you? What do you need?”

The question caught her off guard. She opened her mouth, then closed it again. “I need to go home,” she said finally, and turned to leave.

But as she walked back to her truck, Sarah couldn’t shake the feeling that she wasn’t just rebuilding a bridge for Willow Creek — she might be rebuilding something for herself too.
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Chapter 3 – Hammer and Nails
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The next morning, Sarah arrived at the bridge early, hoping to get a head start on organizing the volunteer sign-up sheets before Ethan showed up.

But of course, he was already there.

He stood near the middle of the bridge, tool belt slung low on his hips, measuring tape in one hand. The morning sun caught the edges of his hair where it stuck out from under his cap. He looked entirely at home — and far too distracting.

Sarah cleared her throat as she approached. “You’re early.”

Ethan glanced over his shoulder, one corner of his mouth lifting. “You too. Guess old habits die hard.”

She ignored the way her stomach fluttered. “I wanted to make sure everything’s ready for the volunteers.”

He nodded toward the planks stacked neatly by the railing. “I’ve got the first batch of wood delivered. We’ll start pulling up the rotten boards today.”

A truck rumbled down the road, bringing Lily and a handful of other locals who had signed up to help. Within minutes, the bridge was buzzing with activity — hammers clinking, sawdust floating in the air, and people chatting as they worked.

Sarah busied herself passing out gloves and clipboards, but it didn’t take long for Ethan to find his way back to her side.

“You still remember how to do this?” he teased, nodding toward the hammer in her hand.

Sarah arched a brow. “I built the junior year homecoming float with you, remember? I can handle a hammer.”

He chuckled softly — that same low laugh that used to make her knees weak. “Fair point.”

They knelt side by side, prying up one of the first damaged boards. Their shoulders brushed as they worked, sending a spark through Sarah that she pretended not to notice.

Lily, watching from a few feet away, grinned knowingly. “Well, would you look at that. The dream team is back.”

Sarah shot her a look, but Ethan only smiled faintly. “Guess so.”



By midday, the crew had pulled up half the rotten boards, stacking them into a neat pile for disposal.

“Lunch break!” Mr. Turner called, and people started gathering near the picnic tables set up by the road.

Sarah wiped sweat from her brow, her hands sore but her chest surprisingly light. Working alongside Ethan had been... easier than she expected. Familiar, even.

As she grabbed a bottle of water, Ethan joined her, leaning against the railing.

“You’re good at this,” he said, nodding toward the volunteers laughing and eating nearby. “Keeping people motivated. Keeping things running.”

Sarah shrugged, looking out at the creek below. “The town needs this bridge. People love it.”

Ethan’s gaze lingered on her. “And what about you? You love it too?”

She hesitated, then nodded. “I do. This bridge... it holds a lot of memories.”

Something unreadable flickered across his face. “Yeah. Me too.”

Their eyes met, and for a long moment, the world seemed to go still — just the two of them, the sound of the creek rushing softly below.

Then someone called Sarah’s name, breaking the spell. She looked away quickly, taking a sip of water.

“Better get back to work,” she said.

But as she walked back toward the volunteers, her heart was beating faster than it had in years.
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