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Chapter 1 — A Perfect Fit

[image: ]


Lila Hart pushed open the door of Mercer & Thread and was greeted by the familiar scent of cedarwood, steam, and freshly pressed fabric. The tiny bell above the entrance jingled, echoing through the quiet tailor shop. A soft hum of an iron being set aside drifted from the back room.

“Be right there!” Evan’s voice called—steady, warm, and unmistakably his.

Lila smiled despite the heaviness she carried today. She looked around the shop, comforted by its quirks. Evan had always kept the place just slightly messy: stacks of folded fabric in rich colors, half-pinned garments on mannequins, spools of thread lined like tiny soldiers against the wall. She’d spent half her childhood in this place, waiting on a stool while Evan’s father fixed hems and told them stories.

When Evan emerged, wiping his hands on a navy apron, Lila’s breath caught in her throat for a moment. She hated that it happened more now—this little hitch, this quiet awareness—but she tucked it away, the way she always did.

His dark hair was a little tousled, and he had a smudge of chalk on his forearm. Classic Evan.

He froze when he saw her expression. “Hey... you okay?”

“Yes,” she said too quickly. “I mean... no. Maybe. I brought something.” She held up the garment bag in her hand, her fingers gripping it tightly. “It’s my grandmother’s dress.”

Evan’s face softened instantly. “The blue one she used to wear to church?”

“That’s the one.” Lila swallowed. “I found it in a storage box today. It’s damaged—some seams ripped, a few stains... I just—” Her breath wavered. “I want to wear it to her memorial dinner next week. If it can be saved.”

Evan stepped closer, his gaze gentle. “Let me see it.”

He guided her to the wide table in the center of the shop. As she laid the dress out, the memories rose with it: her grandmother’s laugh, the way the hem swished when she danced around the kitchen. Lila blinked away the sting in her eyes.

Evan ran his fingers over the fabric with careful reverence. “Vintage satin... hand-stitched embroidery...” He glanced up at her. “This was made with a lot of love.”

“Yeah,” she whispered. “She never went anywhere fancy, but she said every woman deserves one dress that makes her feel like she matters.”

Evan’s lips curved slightly. “Sounds like something she’d say.”

He inspected the torn seams, then lifted a small section near the hip. “This can be fixed. It’ll take some work, but it’s not beyond saving.”

Relief washed through Lila, warm and overwhelming. “Thank you. Really.”

He straightened. “I’ll make it beautiful again. For you—and for her.”

She exhaled shakily, and without thinking, reached out and touched his forearm. Just a brush. Just gratitude. But the spark that shot through her was immediate and unwelcome.

Evan didn’t flinch, but she saw something flicker in his eyes before he masked it. He gently moved his arm away under the guise of reaching for his tape measure.

“Do you need the dress by the dinner date?” he asked, already slipping into professional mode.

Lila nodded. “Next Friday.”

“I’ll prioritize it.”

“You don’t have to—”

“I want to,” he said, his voice low, steady.

Their eyes held for a moment too long.

Lila looked away first, pretending to examine the fabric bolts. “So, uh... how’s business?”

He snorted quietly. “People always need their pants hemmed crooked, so... steady.”

She laughed, the tightness in her chest easing. This was them—always a blend of ease and something unspoken.

“Actually,” he added, leaning against the table, “I’ve been thinking of adding a custom line. Formalwear, maybe wedding attire.”

“That’s amazing! Evan, you’d be incredible at that.” She lit up, genuinely proud of him. “You’ve always had an eye for this stuff.”

His cheeks colored slightly. “Thanks. I’ve been sketching ideas when things are slow.”

“Can I see them sometime?”

The question slipped out before she could reel it back. His eyes widened just slightly—surprised she was interested.

“Yeah... sure,” he said. “If you want.”

“I do.”

Silence fell—but not the uncomfortable kind. A soft, lingering quiet.

Evan gently lifted the blue dress and hung it on a mannequin. “I’ll start work tonight.”

“You don’t have to stay late for me.”

“I don’t mind.” He smiled softly. “Besides... it feels important.”

Her heart squeezed. She stepped back, suddenly nervous to stand so close. “Okay. I should... probably get going.”

“Lila?”

She paused at the door.

“You can come by anytime,” he said. “Even if it’s not about a dress.”

Her breath hitched again. “I know.”

She left before her feelings could trip her up.

Outside, Willow Creek’s quaint main street glowed in the late afternoon sun. Kids biked past the bakery, and someone laughed near the flower shop. A warm breeze rustled the hanging baskets above the sidewalk.

Lila walked slowly, hugging herself.

She’d always loved Evan—everyone knew that. Loved him like a friend. A constant. A safe place.

But lately... lately it felt like more.

And that scared her more than she could admit.
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Chapter 2 — Stitching Memories
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The shop was quiet after closing hours, the kind of quiet Evan Mercer had grown to appreciate. It was the hour when Willow Creek settled, when the bakery shut its lights and the last patrons drifted home from the café across the street. Only the low hum of the streetlamps seeped in through the shop windows.

Evan rolled up the sleeves of his navy shirt and stood before the mannequin wearing Lila’s grandmother’s dress. Soft, pale-blue satin. Hand-embroidered flowers flowing along the bodice. It was delicate, aging—but special.

He set a gentle hand along the torn seam.

“This mattered to her,” he murmured to himself. “So it matters to me.”

He gathered the needed tools: fine needles, matching thread, a small set of clips. He worked slowly, the way he always did when something deserved his full focus. His father used to say, “Good stitches are like good choices—you do them with intention.” Evan still lived by that.

The satin caught the lamplight, creating soft ripples as he tugged the thread tight. While he worked, his thoughts drifted—dangerously, as they often did—to Lila.

He saw her earlier, standing in the shop doorway with hope in her eyes and sadness hidden beneath her smile. He knew her well enough to recognize the difference. He’d always known her. She’d been at his fifth-grade birthday party. She’d been the first friend he made after moving to Willow Creek. And she’d been the only person to show up at his father’s funeral with a bag of chocolate croissants because, she’d whispered, “I didn’t know what else to bring, but you always eat when you’re sad.”

Lila always meant well. Always cared deeply.

And that was the problem.

Evan pulled the finished seam taut and let out a quiet breath. He should’ve been able to look at her as just a friend, the way he always had. But time had a way of shifting things when you weren’t paying attention.

He didn’t remember the exact moment when her laugh started sounding different in his ears. Or when her visits to the shop made his chest tighten. Maybe it began the day she walked in with that new haircut, curls bouncing wildly, proud of her first freelance contract. Or maybe it was the night he helped her hang twinkle lights in her apartment while she rambled about a client who wanted all their fonts to be purple.

Whatever it was, it had crept up on him quietly.

And now it was everywhere.

Evan set down the needle and rubbed the back of his neck. “Get it together,” he muttered. “Friends. Just friends.”

The dress shimmered softly under the lamplight.

He sighed and picked up the garment’s bottom hem—frayed, stained slightly at the edges. It would need special care. He turned to grab the steamer, and as he did, a small stack of papers slid off the side table.

Sketches.

He froze.

He knew exactly what they were—the designs he’d been making for weeks. New suits, dresses, wedding gowns. His dream to expand the shop from basic alterations to custom pieces. He puffed a breath through his nose. It felt ridiculous when he thought of it out loud, like a small-town boy trying to reach beyond what people expected of him.

But Lila...

Her voice echoed in his head, bright and confident: “You’d be incredible at that.”

No one believed in him the way she did. Even when he didn’t believe in himself.

He gathered the papers, smoothing out a corner that had bent. One sketch caught his eye—a deep emerald-green gown with elegant draping along the shoulder. He’d drawn it the night after Lila had come by to show him her new business cards. She had worn a simple sundress, yellow with tiny white flowers, and the pattern had lingered in his mind long after she left.

He brushed the thought aside quickly. He didn’t design it for her. He couldn’t have. That would’ve meant something.

He set the sketches neatly aside and returned to the dress.

As he repaired the hem, the bell above the door suddenly chimed.

Evan straightened, confused. The lights were dim. He definitely locked the door.

A familiar voice whispered behind him.

“Please don’t freak out. I know it’s late.”

He turned, and there she was—Lila—standing in the doorway, clutching a takeaway cup in one hand and a small paper bag in the other. Her hair was in a messy bun, curls escaping everywhere. She wore soft leggings and a loose sweatshirt that hung off one shoulder.

She looked... comfortable. Like home.

“I didn’t mean to scare you,” she added, stepping inside. “The door was still open.”

Evan blinked. “I thought I locked it.”

“You didn’t.” She lifted the items in her hands. “I brought you something.”

His brows lifted. “Why?”

She shrugged, a tiny smile appearing. “Because every time you take on a late-night project, you forget to eat. And also... because I was thinking about my grandma. And then I was thinking about the dress. And then I was thinking—well, I guess I was just thinking a lot.”

She handed him the bag. Warmth radiated through it.

“Chicken pot pie from the diner,” she said softly. “Your favorite.”

Evan felt something tighten in his chest. “Thank you.”

She came to stand beside him, her eyes landing on the dress halfway repaired. Her breath caught. “Evan... you’re already this far?”

“I wanted to give it a head start,” he said, trying not to sound like he’d been obsessing over it for hours.

Lila gently touched the repaired seam. “It looks beautiful.”

Her voice was so full of reverence that his hands suddenly felt warm.

She glanced up, and for a moment, neither of them moved.

Her eyes held so much emotion—gratitude, sadness
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