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Chapter 1: The Promise
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The sun was dipping low behind the rolling hills of Willow Creek, painting the lake in streaks of gold and rose. The air smelled faintly of pine and the last traces of summer rain. Eli Parker leaned back on his elbows at the edge of the dock, boots hanging just above the water, and let out a slow, satisfied sigh.

“You ever think this place feels too small sometimes?” Tessa Monroe asked, sitting cross-legged beside him. Her hair, the color of honey in the sunlight, had escaped her braid and was blowing across her face. She brushed it away absently, her eyes fixed on the reflection of the sky rippling on the lake’s surface.

Eli smiled without looking at her. “Not once.”

“That’s because you’ve never lived anywhere else,” she teased, nudging his arm with her shoulder.

“And you have?” he countered.

Tessa grinned, that familiar spark of mischief in her eyes. “I plan to. Someday.”

“Someday,” Eli echoed softly, picking up a smooth pebble and skipping it across the water. One, two, three skips—then it sank. “You’ve been saying that since we were fifteen.”

“Dreams take time, Eli. You can’t just whip them up like cookie dough.”

He chuckled, the sound warm and low. “Everything’s cookies with you, Tess.”

“Baking metaphors are part of my charm.”

“Yeah,” he said, glancing at her then, “they are.”

For a moment, the air between them shifted—something unspoken but tender flickered there, before Tessa laughed it away.

She leaned back on her hands, her gaze traveling across the lake. “Promise me something,” she said suddenly.

Eli raised an eyebrow. “Depends. Is this another one of your wild schemes? Because I still haven’t forgiven you for the goat parade incident.”

“That was one time,” she said, laughing. “No, I mean it. A real promise.”

Her voice softened, and Eli sat up, noticing the way her tone carried a thread of vulnerability he didn’t often hear. “Okay,” he said. “Shoot.”

Tessa drew a slow breath. “Promise me that no matter what happens—no matter where we end up—you’ll still be here. You’ll still be... you. My person.”

Eli looked at her for a long moment. The late light made her eyes seem almost golden. “That’s a big promise.”

“I know.”

“And what about you?” he asked quietly. “If you take off for the city one day, open your fancy bakery, and forget all about small-town guys who fix trucks, what happens to that promise then?”

“I won’t forget you, Eli Parker.” Her voice was steady, but there was something wistful in it. “You’re part of this place for me.”

He hesitated, then nodded. “Okay. I promise. As long as you promise too.”

Tessa held out her pinky, smiling. “Deal.”

He laughed. “Are we twelve?”

“It’s binding,” she said solemnly.

He linked his pinky with hers, the gesture simple but suddenly meaningful. “Then it’s binding.”

For a moment, they sat in silence—the world around them hushed except for the whisper of water against the dock. Somewhere, a loon called across the lake, lonely and low.

“You think promises can last forever?” Tessa asked softly, her voice nearly drowned by the evening breeze.

Eli didn’t answer right away. He was too busy memorizing the way the light framed her face, the way she tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, unaware of how his heart had started keeping time with hers years ago.

“Yeah,” he said finally. “If you make them with the right person.”

When she smiled, he thought it might be the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2: Stirring the Batter
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Saturday mornings in Willow Creek always smelled like coffee and fresh bread. The air buzzed with quiet energy as the town came alive—doors opening, bells jingling, greetings exchanged across the street.

At Sweet Beginnings Bakery, the hum of mixers and the clatter of pans filled the cozy shop. Tessa Monroe stood behind the counter, her apron dusted in flour, her brow furrowed as she studied a tray of golden muffins that had baked just a minute too long.

“Burnt again?” called a teasing voice from the doorway.

She turned, trying not to smile. “They’re not burnt. They’re caramelized.”

Eli Parker leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed, a lazy grin spreading across his face. His T-shirt was smudged with grease, and his hair looked like he’d run his fingers through it one too many times. Somehow, he still managed to look unfairly good doing it.

“Caramelized,” he repeated. “That what you’re calling it now?”

“Better than calling them a disaster.” She slid the muffins onto a rack and reached for another bowl. “Don’t you have an engine to rebuild or something?”

“Shop’s closed till noon.” He stepped inside, the smell of cinnamon and sugar wrapping around him. “Besides, I heard you needed help hauling stuff to the fairgrounds.”

Tessa arched an eyebrow. “Did you now?”

“Mm-hmm. Word travels fast in a small town.” He leaned over the counter, snagging a spoon from her mixing bowl before she could stop him.

“Eli Parker!” she cried, swatting his hand. “That’s raw batter!”

He licked the spoon anyway, then grinned. “Tastes fine to me.”

“Unbelievable,” she muttered, fighting the urge to laugh. “You’re going to get salmonella.”

“Worth it.”

Tessa shook her head but couldn’t hide her smile. This was them—bickering, teasing, comfortable. Too comfortable, maybe. She’d told herself a hundred times that what they had was friendship—steady, easy, safe. But lately, something about the way he looked at her made her heart trip over itself.

“Come on,” she said, trying to sound casual. “If you’re done stealing my batter, help me load the van.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

Outside, the sun had climbed high, casting warm light over Main Street. Tessa’s old white delivery van sat parked at the curb, its back doors open and filled with boxes of cupcakes, pies, and her signature maple pecan tarts. Eli lifted one effortlessly, muscles flexing beneath his rolled-up sleeves.

“You sure you don’t want me to build you a new shelf for this thing?” he asked. “One good bump, and these’ll be roadkill.”

“I’ll drive carefully,” she said, sliding another tray in beside him. “Besides, you’re the one who keeps saying she’s got at least another year left.”

“She’s got character,” he admitted, tapping the dented side of the van. “Kind of like you.”

Tessa shot him a look, but her cheeks warmed. “You mean old and full of dings?”

He grinned. “I mean dependable.”

For a moment, they both froze, the air thickening between them. The way he looked at her—steady, a little softer than before—made her pulse jump. Then he stepped back, shutting the van doors like nothing had happened.

“You entering the baking contest again?” he asked.

“Of course. This year’s my year, Eli. I can feel it.”

“Didn’t you say that last year?”

“Yes, but this time I’ve perfected my recipe.” She lifted her chin proudly. “Maple pecan tartlets with bourbon caramel drizzle. They’ll knock everyone’s socks off.”

“I’ll be sure to wear two pairs,” he said, climbing into the passenger seat. “Just in case.”

She laughed, shaking her head. “You’re incorrigible.”

He tilted his head toward her, smirking. “You love it.”

The words hung there, heavier than they should have. Tessa swallowed, turning the key in the ignition. The van sputtered to life, and they rolled toward the fairgrounds with the window down and the wind tugging at her hair.

As they drove past the lake—their lake—Tessa caught a glimpse of the water flashing between the trees, golden in the sunlight. For just a heartbeat, she remembered the feel of his pinky hooked around hers, that quiet promise made under the fading light.

Maybe promises didn’t always have to mean forever. Maybe sometimes, they were just reminders of what was already written between two people.

And as Eli laughed beside her, easy and unguarded, she couldn’t help wondering if someday was closer than she thought.
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Chapter 3: A Photograph to Remember
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The Willow Creek Summer Fair was in full swing by the time Tessa finished setting up her booth. The air shimmered with heat and laughter—music drifting from the bandstand, children racing past with sticky fingers and cotton candy smiles, the smell of kettle corn and grilled corn on the cob weaving through it all.

Her table gleamed with neat rows of tarts, each topped with glossy pecans and drizzled caramel. She brushed a crumb from her apron, surveyed her display, and took a deep breath.

This was it. Her chance to finally win the baking competition she’d been entering since high school.

“Looks good enough to frame,” Eli said behind her, his voice warm with admiration.

She turned to find him standing there, camera slung around his neck, his shirt rolled at the sleeves. “Since when do you carry that thing around?” she asked.

He shrugged, adjusting the lens. “Been playing with it lately. Thought I’d take a few shots for the town newsletter. You mind?”

“Of course not,” she said, smoothing her apron quickly. “Just make sure you get my good side.”

“Both sides are your good side,” he said before he could stop himself.

Her eyes flicked to his, a faint smile tugging at her lips. “Careful, Parker. Someone might think you’re flirting.”

He grinned, but his pulse jumped anyway. “Guess I’ll risk it.”

Tessa turned away to arrange her tarts, pretending not to notice the warmth creeping up her neck. The truth
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