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Chapter 1: Cedar Ridge, Again
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The sign was still crooked.

Maya Hayes eased off the gas as her old sedan crawled past the rusted “Welcome to Cedar Ridge” sign, the bottom corner hanging loose, as if even the town itself couldn’t muster the energy to stand tall anymore. It leaned to the left like it had for the past decade, and something in her chest twisted at the familiarity. A pang of nostalgia? Regret? She wasn’t sure. All she knew was that it was back—Cedar Ridge, in all its quiet, worn-down glory, wrapped in pine trees and the scent of wet earth.

She hadn’t planned to stay long. Just long enough to fix the store, maybe sell it if she could, then get back to the life she’d built in Denver. A life of spreadsheets, order, stability. Not splinters, squeaky floorboards, and the ghosts of everything she’d once loved.

And definitely not Luke Carter.

Her fingers clenched the steering wheel as the thought of him slid into her mind like a splinter she couldn’t shake loose. Seven years hadn’t dulled the image. He still haunted her, always with that damn cocky smile, those callused hands, the way he looked at her like he could read all the parts of her she kept buried.

But he was part of the past. This trip was about the future—about keeping the Hayes Hardware Store from becoming a boarded-up memory at the end of Main Street. Her father’s health was worse than she’d expected, and her mother had barely made it through the last winter without help. The place needed work. The books were a mess. And for once in her life, Maya needed to be the one who fixed something instead of running from it.

Her tires crunched over gravel as she pulled into the driveway of her childhood home. The house was still the same two-story colonial with faded blue siding and a porch swing that moaned in the wind. A light flicked on inside, and her mom’s silhouette moved past the front window. Maya exhaled slowly. This was it. No turning back now.

She stepped out of the car, stretching her back and brushing the road dust from her jeans. The wind tugged at her coat, carrying the scent of pine needles and wood smoke, and somewhere in the distance, a chainsaw buzzed—a sound as familiar as a lullaby in Cedar Ridge.

“Maya!” Her mom’s voice cut through the quiet as she rushed out the front door, arms wide, apron still dusted with flour. “Oh honey, you’re here.”

Maya let herself be folded into her mother’s embrace, the warmth of it tugging something loose in her chest. She hadn’t realized how much she’d missed this—being held like she mattered, like she was someone’s girl and not just a woman hustling for promotions in an overpriced apartment.

“Hi, Mom.” She smiled softly. “Missed you.”

Her mom pulled back, eyes shining behind her glasses. “You look too skinny. Are you eating? And you chopped your hair again. It looked so nice long.”

“Nice to see you too,” Maya teased.

Her mom laughed, dragging her inside by the hand. The house smelled like cinnamon and lemon cleaner, and Maya’s suitcase bumped against her leg as she stepped over the threshold. The furniture hadn’t changed. The same couch with the frayed armrest. The same dusty photos lining the walls. And in the kitchen, her dad sat in his recliner, oxygen tank humming softly at his side, a crossword puzzle in his lap.

“Hey, Dad,” she said, voice catching in her throat.

He looked up, his eyes brighter than she expected. “There’s my girl.”

He tried to rise, and Maya rushed forward. “No, don’t get up. I got you.”

He grunted as she hugged him gently, the oxygen tube cool against her cheek. “You came.”

“Of course I came.”

For a while, they talked—about nothing and everything. Her job, the weather, how the mayor’s dog kept escaping again. But beneath every word was the unspoken truth: the store was dying, and they needed her. She could hear it in her mother’s tired sighs, see it in her father’s sunken cheeks.

After dinner, Maya stood in the dark hallway, staring at the old photograph hanging beside the thermostat. Her and Luke at prom—her in that terrible lavender dress, him in a tux that didn’t quite fit, both of them grinning like they had the world ahead of them.

She almost took it down. Almost.

Instead, she turned off the hall light and went upstairs to her old room, still painted a soft lilac, the edges of the ceiling cracked just slightly. She sat on the bed, running her hands over the familiar comforter. So much had changed. And yet, it felt like she’d never left.

The next morning, she walked to the hardware store just after sunrise, keys jangling in her coat pocket. Main Street was waking up slowly—the bakery already smelled like fresh bread, and Mrs. Henderson was sweeping the sidewalk in front of the thrift shop.

Hayes Hardware stood at the corner of Main and Fifth, its sign faded, the windows a little dusty. Her stomach fluttered as she stepped inside. The bell above the door jingled, and the scent hit her all at once—wood, metal, oil. Memories.

It was quiet, too quiet. A few shelves were half-empty. The register looked ancient. A “Help Wanted” sign had been taped to the window with crooked Scotch tape. She exhaled, walking down the first aisle, fingers trailing over boxes of nails and screws. This place had raised her in a way school and friends never had.

And then she heard the door open behind her.

“You’re not supposed to be here until nine,” came a deep voice, rough and low, like gravel and honey.

Maya froze.

That voice.

She turned slowly, her heart thudding hard in her chest.

Luke Carter stood in the doorway, framed by sunlight, holding a two-by-four over one shoulder. He wore a gray thermal shirt stretched over broad shoulders, tool belt slung low on his hips, jeans worn and dusty. His hair was longer, shaggier, and a thick beard framed his jaw. Tattoos crept from beneath his sleeve, and his eyes—God, those eyes—were the same blue-gray storm she remembered.

“Maya,” he said, as if her name tasted strange on his tongue.

She swallowed, throat dry. “Hi, Luke.”

They stared at each other for a long beat. The years stretched between them, filled with things unsaid. Apologies never offered. Nights never forgotten.

“I didn’t know you were—” he started, then stopped. “You’re back.”

“Just for a while,” she said, forcing her voice to sound casual. “Helping out.”

His jaw flexed. “Right.”

He stepped inside, walking past her to drop the board onto the counter with a thud. “Your mom asked me to do some repairs. Said the ceiling’s leaking near the back.”

Of course she did. Her mom, the world’s most obvious matchmaker.

Maya nodded, arms crossed tightly. “Okay. Thanks.”

Silence settled again, thick and tense. Luke looked at her, really looked, like he was trying to see through the armor she’d built.

“You look good,” he said finally, voice low.

“Thanks.” She swallowed. “You too.”

Another beat passed.

Then he turned, grabbing a clipboard from the counter. “I’ll stay out of your way.”

He disappeared down the aisle, and Maya stood there, heart pounding, hands shaking.

This was going to be harder than she thought.

Because the truth wasn’t just that she was back in Cedar Ridge.

The truth was that Luke Carter still made her feel things she hadn’t felt in years.

And he was only getting started.
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Chapter 2: The Hammer Drops
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The next morning, the hardware store was colder than she remembered.

Maya clutched a paper coffee cup between her hands as she unlocked the front door of Hayes Hardware, her breath fogging in the early autumn chill. The bell chimed overhead, announcing her arrival to no one but the dusty shelves and echoing quiet. She inhaled deeply, letting the scent of aged lumber, oil, and metal wrap around her like an old sweatshirt. The past lived in the walls here—every screw and socket carried her childhood fingerprints, her father’s laugh, her mother’s humming as she restocked paint cans. She’d spent weekends sweeping these floors, labeling bolts, dreaming of a bigger life outside this sleepy town.

Now, she was back, holding the broken pieces.

She walked behind the counter and booted up the ancient computer, watching the screen flicker like it might just die of old age. The numbers didn’t lie. Sales had tanked. Inventory was scattered. Orders were months behind. And there was a leak in the back ceiling, just like Luke had said.

Luke.

His name alone was enough to make her stomach twist. Seeing him yesterday had shaken something loose inside her, something she’d thought was long buried beneath ambition and distance. Seven years should’ve been enough to forget. Seven years should’ve dulled the edges.

It hadn’t.

The man was broader, rougher, his once-boyish charm replaced by something magnetic and dangerously mature. He had the kind of presence that made the air feel heavier, the kind of gaze that felt like it could peel back your layers with nothing but silence. And he’d looked at her like she still mattered.

She wasn’t sure what was worse: that he hadn’t run, or that a part of her wished he had.

The front bell chimed again.

Maya glanced up, bracing herself, and sure enough—there he was. Luke stepped in, holding a toolbox in one hand, a pair of work gloves in the other. His shirt clung to him like sin, the sleeves shoved up to his elbows, exposing strong forearms lined with tattoos she didn’t remember. He was all shadows and edges, the kind of man who looked like he could fix anything with his hands—except the kind of damage he’d done to her heart.

“Morning,” he said, voice low and unreadable.

“Morning,” she echoed, setting her coffee down.

He didn’t ask before heading toward the back, moving with the kind of quiet confidence that made her want to both punch him and lean in closer. Maya followed, unable to help herself.

The storage room was dimly lit, the ceiling stained from years of slow leaks and winter storms. Luke climbed the ladder like he’d done it a hundred times, screwdriver between his teeth, jeans hugging his hips just right. Maya hated that she noticed. She really, really hated it.

“You’re quiet today,” he called down.

She crossed her arms, leaning against a shelving unit. “Didn’t think we were in a talking kind of place.”

He grunted. “We used to be.”

“That was a long time ago.”

“I remember.”

The words hung there, heavy.

Luke pried at a panel and a puff of insulation dropped onto his shoulder. He brushed it off without flinching, then looked down at her. “You didn’t have to come back.”

“Yes, I did,” she said quickly. “This is my family’s store.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

She flinched. “Well, maybe I don’t care what you meant.”

He climbed down slowly, tool belt rattling. “I didn’t mean it like that, Maya. I just meant... I’m surprised. You hated this town.”

“I didn’t hate it,” she snapped. “I hated how small it made me feel.”

His eyes locked on hers. “And was that my fault?”

She didn’t answer.

Because yes, part of it had been. Luke had loved her like the town loved tradition—tight, possessive, fearful of change. She’d wanted more, and he hadn’t understood that. He’d wanted her to stay, to settle, to shrink herself to fit the mold. But she wasn’t made for molds. She’d always been the kind of woman who broke them.

“You left,” he said, voice lower now. “No warning. One minute we’re talking about moving in together, the next, you’re gone.”

Maya turned away. “Don’t.”

“No,” he said, stepping closer. “You don’t get to come back and pretend like you didn’t tear us down with that goodbye.”

She spun on him, heat rising in her chest. “You think it was easy for me? You think I didn’t cry every goddamn night for months? I was drowning here, Luke. I needed air.”

“You needed air, so you ran,” he said bitterly. “You didn’t even give me a chance to understand.”

She stared at him, her throat tightening. “And what would you have done, huh? Followed me? Given up the shop? Left your brother alone?”

He went quiet.

That was the heart of it. Luke had been responsible for too much—his brother Jake, their father’s crumbling business, and the grief that had hollowed them both out. He hadn’t had room to leave, and she hadn’t been willing to stay.

“I was scared,” she admitted softly. “I loved you so much, it scared the hell out of me.”

His jaw worked. “You think it didn’t scare me too?”

Silence fell again. This time, not cold. Just... tentative.

Luke stepped back, rubbing a hand over the back of his neck. “I’m sorry,” he muttered. “I didn’t come here to fight.”

“Me neither.”

They stood there for a beat longer, the distance between them crackling with memory. Then he turned and got back on the ladder. Maya let out a breath she didn’t realize she’d been holding.

As he worked, she watched. Watched the way he
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