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A PLAN FOR DISASTER
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I CAME BACK TO RECLAIM MY FAMILY HOME, BUT HE WAS WAITING TO CLAIM ME

I told myself this would be a quick trip. Sign the papers, sell the estate, and get back to my real life. But I should have known better. My name is Tessa Quinn, and returning to Cedar Ridge was never going to be simple. I thought I could outrun our history, but the moment I crossed the county line, I found myself trapped in the suffocating orbit of the man who once shared my childhood secrets. 

Emmett Lawson.

He isn't the boy I left behind years ago. He’s grown, hardened, and now he rules this town with a quiet, terrifying authority that leaves no room for defiance. I expected him to be angry. I didn't expect him to be everywhere. He looks at me like I’m a ghost he’s been waiting to exorcise, yet his possessive hunger threatens to consume the life I tried to build. 

I should hate him for making this difficult. I should hate the way he challenges every decision I make. But when we’re in the same room, the air changes. His touch brands my skin, a silent claim that makes me forget the world I left behind. I tell myself I’m leaving as soon as the house is sold, but Emmett has other plans. He is ready to burn every bridge leading out of this town to keep me exactly where I belong.

He says I’m home for good. And the terrifying part? I crave the thrill of being owned by the only person who truly knows my soul. 

★★★★★ "Finally, a small town romance that delivers on the angst! Emmett is the perfect grumpy protector—he's hurt, he's stubborn, but the way he loves Tessa? absolute swoon material. The history between them is palpable." – Kindle Customer

Book 1 of 3 in The Mess Of Love series — an emotional small town romance about second chances, deep roots, and the one love you can never really escape.
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CHAPTER 1
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TESSA P.O.V.

I can’t believe the Blue Plate Diner still uses that faded neon sign. It’s flickering with this rhythmic, dying buzz that probably hasn't changed since I was sixteen and nursing a cherry cola while staring at the floor, wondering if I’d ever actually make it out of this zip code. Now I’m back, and the pace of life here is so aggressive in its slowness that it’s almost offensive. My SUV feels way too shiny and way too aggressive for Main Street, like I’m driving a spaceship through a historical reenactment. I’m gripping the steering wheel so hard my knuckles are turning white, which is a total red flag for my current mental state. I should be relaxed. I should be zen. I’m a landscape designer; I’m supposed to be one with the earth or whatever, but right now, I’m just one with my own anxiety. Denver was a rush, a literal high-altitude blur of client meetings, deadlines, and high-stakes pitches that felt like life or death. But this? This is just... quiet. It’s too quiet. It’s the kind of quiet that makes you hear your own thoughts, and my thoughts are currently screaming that I might be making a massive, life-altering mistake. Stop analyzing, Tessa. Just drive. I’m literally spiraling and I haven't even put the car in park yet. My hand is resting on a crumpled city street map I threw on the passenger seat—totally unnecessary because I could drive these streets blindfolded, but I kept it there like a security blanket, a physical piece of the life I just walked away from. It’s just... quieter than I remember. The air is heavier here, thick with the scent of pine needles and that damp, rich earth smell that only happens in the mountains after a light rain. It’s a stark contrast to the sterile, recycled office air and the smell of expensive espresso I’ve lived on for the last decade.

I turn the corner onto my old street, the rhythmic click of my turn signal sounding like a ticking clock in the hollow interior of the car. I’m noticing things I never used to. The way the sidewalk is cracked near the old Miller place. The way the oak trees have created this massive canopy that blocks out the sun. It’s beautiful, sure, but it’s also a lot. It’s a lot of history to carry. I catch a glimpse of a woman walking a golden retriever, and she pauses, shading her eyes to look at my car. She doesn't know me—or maybe she does and I just don't recognize her through the lens of my city-fied brain—but she waves anyway. That’s the Cedar Ridge thing. Everyone is a neighbor, even if you’ve been a ghost for ten years. It’s a little unhinged, honestly. How can people be this friendly without an ulterior motive? In Denver, if someone waves at you while you’re driving, it’s usually with one specific finger. Here, it’s a whole hand affair. My internal monologue is reaching peak chaos levels. I’m trying to convince myself that I’m here for the right reasons—to save the family home, to reconnect with my roots—but there’s this nagging voice in the back of my head saying I’m just running away because the city got too loud.

I pull into the gravel driveway of the Quinn property and turn off the engine. The silence that follows is immediate and deafening. It’s the kind of silence that has weight. I stay in the driver’s seat for a second, staring through the windshield at the three-story Victorian. Calling it a 'fixer-upper' is the understatement of the century. My mother’s descriptions were definitely filtered through a lens of extreme nostalgia and perhaps a little bit of denial. The pictures she sent didn't do justice to the sheer scale of the neglect. Oh, the wisteria really went wild. It’s not just growing; it’s staging a hostile takeover of the wrap-around porch, thick, woody vines snaking up the railings and hanging like heavy, floral curtains. It looks a little haunted, maybe. Or like the house is trying to pull itself back into the earth. I compulsively straighten the rearview mirror, checking my reflection as if looking put-together will somehow make me more capable of handling this. My dark curls are already starting to react to the mountain humidity, frizzing out in a way that is definitely not the aesthetic I was going for. Right, Phase One: Demolition of the yard. I need to get a grip. I’m a professional. I’ve designed parks and luxury estates. I can handle a few rogue vines and some peeling paint. The house stares back at me with its empty window-eyes, and for a fleeting second, I feel like an intruder.

I take a deep breath, the mountain air sharp and cool in my lungs, and finally open the car door. The gritty crunch of the tires on the old, loose gravel is loud enough to wake the dead. I step out, my sturdy gardening boots hitting the ground with a solid thud. I’m wearing a sundress because I wanted to feel 'country chic,' but the boots are for business. I look at the lawn—if you can even call it that. It’s a sea of knee-high grass and dandelion clocks. Well, deep breath, Quinn. This is happening. I’m standing on my own ground. Literally. The altitude is making my head a little light, or maybe that’s just the realization that I don't have a return ticket. I catch my boot on an errant, thick root buried in the neglected lawn, stumbling slightly. I flail my arms like a caffeinated windmill for a second before regaining my balance. Please don't tell me the whole town is watching me trip. I glance around, half-expecting a localized audience for my clumsiness. The sweet, cloying smell of forgotten damp mulch is overwhelming, mixed with the freshness of the altitude. It’s visceral. It’s grounding. I’m actually here. No more spreadsheets. No more corporate synergy. Just me and a giant, decaying house that needs more love than I probably have to give.

I walk toward the porch, my eyes scanning the damage like a structural engineer. The peeling paint on the railings is coming off in long, curled strips, revealing the grey, weathered wood beneath. But it’s the bottom step that’s the real villain of the story. It’s sagging so badly it’s almost touching the dirt. I knew that step was bad, but 'sagging' was an understatement. This is a lawsuit waiting to happen. A few coats of primer aren't going to save this porch. I experimentally push my toe against the wobbly board, and it groans in protest, a low, dry sound that sends a few wood chips scattering into the grass. This is going to require structural integrity before I can even think about the fun stuff like paint colors and outdoor lighting. The physical decay is a mood. It’s like the house has been holding its breath for years, waiting for someone to notice it’s falling apart. My internal 'Spiraler' starts listing all the tools I don't own and the skills I haven't mastered. I can design a garden in my sleep, but can I replace a joist? Heavens, I don't even know what a joist looks like.

I climb the rest of the steps, avoiding the soft spots, and stand before the heavy front door. It used to be a vibrant, welcoming deep blue, but now it’s faded to a depressing shade of slate grey. I reach into my bag, my fingers brushing against my phone, my lip balm, and finally, the large, old-fashioned brass key. It’s a true artifact. It feels heavy and significant in my palm, the metal cold against my skin. The weight of it is a reminder that this isn't a rental. This is a commitment. Okay, let's see what horrors await. I’m half-expecting a family of raccoons to be living in the foyer, or maybe just a decade’s worth of dust bunnies the size of tumbleweeds. Come on, little time capsule. I take a breath, trying to steady my hands. This is the true point of no return. Once I open this door, I’m not a visitor anymore. I’m the owner. I’m the person responsible for every leak and every creak. The sight of cobwebs draping artfully over the door knocker gives the whole thing a very 'Gothic Romance' vibe that I did not ask for.

I insert the key into the lock. It goes in easily enough, but when I try to turn it, nothing happens. It catches immediately, a solid, stubborn resistance that makes my heart sink. I try again, more firmly this time. The mechanism grinds loudly and mockingly. Seriously? I drove a thousand miles for this? I’m literally standing on the threshold of my new life and the house is basically telling me to go away. Don't you dare stick on me. I jam the key in harder, the metal screeching against the brass plating of the lock face. It’s such a petty, frustrating obstacle. It’s just a lock, but in my head, it’s a symbol. It’s the town, the house, the past, all of it conspiring to keep me out because I dared to leave. The high-pitched screech of metal against metal is like nails on a chalkboard. The faint scent of old, dry rust tickles my nose. I’m starting to sweat, the heat rising on my neck, and I know I look ridiculous. A grown woman, a professional designer, being defeated by a piece of hardware from the nineteenth century.

I jiggle the key with both hands now, leaning my entire weight into the turn. My jaw is so tight it hurts. Good grief, what did they use, concrete? I’m muttering to myself, which is a great sign of mental stability. Turn, darn you, turn! My shoulder bag slides down my arm, the strap catching on my elbow and knocking awkwardly against the door frame. I’m a mess. I’m a literal disaster. I can feel the humidity making my hair even bigger, and I’m pretty sure I have a streak of dust on my forehead. This is not the triumphant homecoming I pictured. I didn't want to come back as the 'failed city girl' who can't even open her own front door. I want to be the 'successful visionary' who returns to her roots. Instead, I’m just a girl fighting a door. The distant buzz of a cicada in the overgrown oak tree feels like it’s laughing at me.

I give up momentarily, letting my hands drop to my sides. They’re shaky and red from the effort. I take a moment to breathe, leaning my forehead against the cool, dusty wood of the door. The gritty dust coats the door frame under my fingers, and I can hear the pounding rhythm of my own pulse in my ears. Maybe I should have stayed in Denver. At least there, the locks worked. At least there, I knew who I was. Here, I’m just the girl from the Quinn house, and I don't even know if that girl exists anymore. It's just a lock. It's just a lock, I mutter, my voice muffled against the wood. Why does the simple act of coming home feel like such a fight? It’s like the universe is testing my resolve, checking to see if I’ll just get back in my SUV and flee the moment things get difficult.

"Having a little trouble there, neighbor?"

The voice is deep, cheerful, and cuts through the silence like a saw through soft pine. I jump, my heart nearly leaping out of my chest, and I accidentally knock a small piece of loose, peeling blue paint from the door onto my shoulder. I whirl around, my hand going to my throat. "Goodness!" I gasp. I hope he’s a total stranger. I really, really hope he’s just some random guy so I can keep some shred of dignity. But as I look down the porch, I see a man walking across the lawn from the house next door. He’s tall—like, abnormally tall—with broad shoulders that fill out a faded blue flannel shirt. He’s wearing well-worn denim and work boots that have seen a lot of miles. He’s carrying a small metal canister, and he’s walking with this confident, easy stride that feels hauntingly familiar.

"Looks like that old lock hasn't seen action since 2005!" he calls out, a grin tugging at the corners of his mouth.

"I—I just need a little leverage, I think," I stammer, trying to sound like a person who has everything under control and is definitely not having a nervous breakdown on a porch. "Oh, you must be... the new neighbor?" I attempt to sound polite and distant, like a sophisticated city dweller who doesn't recognize local handymen. I instinctively smooth down my sundress, suddenly hyper-aware of the dirt smeared on my hands and the fact that I’m probably glowing with frustration-sweat. The sunlight catches the sandy highlights in his hair as he gets closer, and I feel this weird jolt in my stomach. He has these warm hazel eyes that are crinkling at the corners. He looks like a carpenter. Strong. Capable. And entirely too familiar. The woodsy smell of sawdust drifts from his direction, a clean, honest scent that cuts through the cloying smell of the damp mulch.

He stops at the base of the stairs, not climbing up yet, which I appreciate. He holds up the silver canister of oil like it’s a peace offering. "Old houses are like old friends, Tessa. They sometimes need a little TLC to open up."

He knows my name. He knows my house. My brain is misfiring, trying to connect the dots. He nudges the rusty old mailbox post with the toe of his boot, looking completely at home in my overgrown yard. "I saw your car pull in. Thought you might need a welcome wagon, or at least some WD-40."

The shock of recognition hits me then. It’s not just the face—it’s the way he stands, the way he looks at me like he’s seeing through all my city pretenses. I grip the heavy key so tightly my knuckles turn white. "Emmett? Emmett Lawson?" I breathe, my voice sounding thin and breathy in the afternoon quiet. "Goodness, is that really you? You’re... enormous!"

The word 'enormous' comes out before I can filter it, and I want to crawl into a hole and die. But he just laughs, a low, rumbling sound that vibrates in the air. He climbs the rickety steps with an ease that suggests he’s done it a thousand times, despite the sagging boards. He beams at me, and for a second, the last ten years just evaporate. "Guilty as charged, T. Welcome home."

He called me 'T.' That old nickname hits me like an electric current, grounding me and making me want to cry all at the same time. "Guilty as charged," he repeats, his eyes dancing. "Shoot, it’s good to see you. You didn't think I'd let you break an ankle on my watch, did you?" He jumps the last step, causing the already unstable wood to bounce slightly. He doesn't seem to care about the decay. He sees the potential, or maybe he’s just used to things being a little broken around here. My childhood best friend is standing here, and he looks like he stepped off a magazine cover for 'Handymen of the Year.' He’s gone from a scrawny, shy teenager to this... this presence.

I try to pull myself together, to be pragmatic. "It's just the old brass lock," I say, gesturing vaguely at the door. "It always gets sticky in the humidity. I just haven't figured out the trick yet."

Emmett is already focused, his head tilted as he inspects the mechanism with the practiced eye of a craftsman. "No shame in asking for a little professional consultation," he says softly. He’s so close now that I can smell the cedar-wood shavings clinging to his clothes. It’s a much better scent than the dusty, stale air coming off the house. I nervously run my hand over the rough-hewn surface of the door, avoiding his gaze. I realize that while I was getting good at office politics and navigating city traffic, he was getting good at fixing the tangible world. He’s competent in a way that makes me feel both relieved and slightly annoyed.

He carefully squirts a steady stream of lubricating oil into the keyhole. I step back to give him space, but the porch landing is small, and there’s nowhere to go. I’m trapped between the door and his muscular frame. I feel a flicker of acute awareness—the heat radiating off him, the way his flannel shirt stretches across his shoulders. It’s deeply unsettling. I’ve spent years around polished men in suits who smell like expensive cologne and ambition. Emmett smells like work and home.

"That's probably enough," I say, my voice a little higher than usual. "Don't want it dripping down the door."

"Heavens, you always did know how to fix things," I add, trying to fill the silence. Our hips brush lightly as I try to find more room on the landing. The contact is brief, just a whisper of denim against my sundress, but it feels like a spark. I’m definitely blushing now. I can feel it in my ears.

"Sometimes you just have to know where to apply the pressure," he says, and I swear there’s a hint of a tease in his voice. He looks at me, those hazel eyes searching mine. "Give it a go now."

I insert the key again, but my hands are still shaky. The proximity, the history, the sheer Emmett-ness of him is making me clumsy. I fumble with the key, and it slips slightly on the smooth brass head because my palms are damp with nerves.

"Hold on, let me get that grip," he says, his voice low and close to my ear.

Before I can protest or move, he places his large, warm, rough palm completely over my smaller hand. He encases my grip on the key, his skin calloused and radiating heat. The shock of it is visceral. I can feel the intense difference between us—my soft, city-bred skin and his hand, which clearly knows the weight of a hammer and the grit of lumber. He gently guides my wrist, applying the necessary torque.

"Slow and steady, just like that," he murmurs. He’s leaning slightly over my shoulder now, our heads inches apart. I can feel the vibration of his chest near my back as he speaks. "You’ve still got the touch, T."

I’m holding my breath. I’m literally not breathing. This simple, helpful touch feels profoundly intimate, rooting me to the spot. I’m overthinking it, obviously. He’s just being a neighbor. He’s being the Emmett he’s always been—reliable and helpful. But my heart is racing like I’ve just run a marathon.

Then, with a sudden, satisfying 'clack,' the lock finally turns. It sounds like a gunshot in the afternoon quiet. We both let out a small, collective breath of relief. The mechanical tension is gone, replaced by a different kind of tension that I’m not sure I’m ready to name.

"Mercy! It worked!" I cry, a genuine laugh of relief escaping me.

"Told you. Just needed a little partnership," he says, grinning down at me. "Darn old thing. She just wanted to make sure you were serious about coming back."

I quickly pull my hand away, tucking a stray, damp curl behind my ear. The loss of his heat leaves a cold spot on my skin that feels weirdly lonely. "I don't know what I would have done without you, Emmett. Truly." I take a shaky step back, my boots shifting on the dry, dusty porch boards. "You always save the day, don't you?"

"I try to keep the neighborhood running," he says, stepping back to give me space, though he doesn't go far. He stays on the landing, his presence a solid anchor against the uncertainty of what lies behind that door.

I reach out and push the heavy door open. It lets out a long, mournful creak that seems to go on forever, revealing a hallway dense with dust motes dancing in the limited light. The shadows of the past are heavy in there, and the air that puffs out is stagnant and smells of camphor and old wood. It looks cold and imposing compared to the warmth of the afternoon sun and the living, breathing man standing next to me.

"Well, there she is," I whisper, looking into the gloom.

"Looks like you have your work cut out for you, doesn't it?" Emmett says. He remains on the porch, not intruding on my first moment inside. He leans against the peeling newel post, pulling a small splinter from his flannel sleeve. He looks at the house, then back at me, his smile genuine and patient. "We've all been wondering when you'd come back, Tessa."

"It's just dust, T. We’ll get rid of it," he adds, his voice firm and supportive. He sees the daunting challenge of the house and he doesn't flinch. He’s used to dealing with things that need fixing. I realize then that he’s not just the boy next door anymore. He’s a man who knows how to rebuild things from the ground up.

I look back at him, feeling the shift in my own perspective. I came here thinking I’d be alone in this, fighting the house and the town and my own doubts. But Emmett is standing right there, leaning against my porch as if he never left.

"Don't hesitate, T," he says, standing up straight and stretching, his tall frame catching the last of the direct sunlight. He points casually over his shoulder toward his own place—the beautifully maintained Victorian next door that looks like it belongs in a magazine. "I’m right through those hydrangeas. Yell if you need a hammer, or just coffee."

"I might just take you up on that coffee, Mr. Lawson," I say, a little of my confidence returning.

"Goodness gracious, call me Emmett," he laughs, turning to head down the steps. "You used to call me worse when we were ten and I stole your bike."

He whistles a soft, tuneless tune as he walks away, and I watch him for a second, the sound of his boots on the gravel a comforting rhythm. Coffee with Emmett. That sounds suddenly, wonderfully promising. It’s a lot less scary than the dark hallway behind me.

I take my first committed step inside, kicking my suitcase over the threshold. I intentionally let the heavy door fall shut with a soft thud, closing out the daylight. The silence inside is immediate, but I don't feel entirely alone anymore. I brush the lingering dust from the lock off my hand, focusing on the faint, clean scent of the oil Emmett used.

"Okay, Cedar Ridge," I whisper into the shadows. "I'm home."

I look toward the dark, daunting stairs, my mind already starting to plan the demolition. Here we go. It’s going to be a long road, and the house is a total wreck, but at least the door is open. That has to count for something.
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EMMETT P.O.V.

The belt sander was humming a low, steady tune against the cedar paneling, and I was focusing on the way the grain swirled like a thumbprint, trying to get that perfect, glass-smooth finish Clara wants for the shop display, but then I heard it—a sound that didn't belong in the quiet rhythm of the afternoon. It was an engine, something heavy and struggling, a dusty SUV crunching its way up the gravel next door at the Quinn place, a driveway that hadn't seen a tire tread in years. I went still, my hand twitching just enough that the edge of the sander caught the wood, leaving a jagged little score across the cedar that I’d have to spend an hour fixing later, but I didn't care because I was already at the workshop window, wiping the dust off the glass with the side of my fist. My heart did this weird, stupid jump in my chest, a frantic kind of thudding that felt like a bird trapped in a shed, and for a second, I couldn't breathe because I’d spent ten years wondering if that house would ever be anything more than a ghost on the hill. It was her, it had to be her, even from forty yards away I recognized that tilt of the head and the way she stepped out of the car like she was expecting the ground to give way under her boots, and I felt this rush of heat that had nothing to do with the humidity in the shop.

I watched her for a minute, just standing there by the property line, feeling like a total creep but unable to look away because she looked so different and exactly the same all at once. She was wearing one of those sundresses that looked like it cost more than my truck and these little gardening boots that were way too clean for Cedar Ridge soil, her dark curls bouncing as she wrestled with a heavy iron handle on the front door. She looked tiny against the massive, peeling facade of that old Victorian, a petite silhouette fighting a losing battle with a lock I knew was rusted solid from a decade of neglect. She adjusted her sunhat, and I saw a bead of sweat catch the light near her hairline, her shoulders hunching with that same stubborn determination she’d had since she was six years old, that "I can do it myself" posture that always meant she was about ten seconds away from a total meltdown. The iron handle gave a metallic shriek that set my teeth on edge even from the yard, a grating sound of metal on metal that told me she wasn't getting in without a fight, and I realized I was still holding the sander like a weapon, my knuckles white and my brain a total jumble of "don't go over there" and "get moving before she breaks a finger."

I dropped the sander on the bench, the vibration still tingling in my palms, and started grabbing things. I needed to look like I was just being neighborly, not like I’d been waiting for this moment since the day she left for the city, so I grabbed a canister of penetrating oil and my small toolkit, the one I keep organized because searching for a flathead is a waste of a man's life. I caught my reflection in a sheet of polished steel leaning against the wall and stopped for a second, smoothing down my plaid flannel and running a hand through my hair, which was probably full of cedar dust, but there wasn't much I could do about the fact that I’d filled out since high school. I wasn't the scrawny kid she remembered, I was six-foot-two and built from a decade of hauling timber and framing houses, and I suddenly felt massive, like I was going to walk over there and just accidentally knock the whole porch down. I took a breath, adjusted my belt, and stepped out into the afternoon heat, the sun beating down on my neck as I crossed the lawn, my boots making a loud, rhythmic crunch on the dry grass that felt like a countdown I wasn't ready for.

"Tessa? Tessa Quinn?" I called out, my voice coming out deeper than I expected, vibrating in my own chest as I hit the bottom of her porch steps.

She jumped so hard she nearly left her boots, her hand flying up and the key ring she’d been wrestling with flying out of her grip and hitting the concrete with a loud, ringing clatter.

"Heavens!" she gasped, spinning around, her eyes wide and panicked for a split second before they locked onto mine.

"Sorry about that, didn't mean to give you a heart attack," I said, pulling off my leather work gloves and tucking them into my back pocket so I wouldn't look like I was about to perform surgery on her house. I stepped up onto the porch, and for a second, everything just stopped, the sound of the crickets, the wind in the pines, all of it. "Goodness gracious, Tessa Quinn. You’re actually here."

She just stared at me, her bright green eyes tracking from my boots up to my face and back down again, her mouth slightly open. "Emmett? I... I didn't know you were back. I mean, I heard the Lawsons still owned the place, but I didn't think..."

"Yeah, well, gravity catches up with everyone eventually," I said, giving her a wide smile even though I felt like I was vibrating. "You look like you’ve been fighting that door for twenty miles. It’s good to see you, Tessa. Really."

"Heavens, Emmett? You’ve... definitely grown," she said, her gaze lingering on my shoulders for a second too long before she looked away, nervously sweeping a few dry, brown leaves off the porch railing with her hand. "I’m a mess, I’m sorry. I’ve been driving for six hours and this door is being—well, it’s being a nightmare."

"Saw you wrestling with the old girl from the workshop," I said, nodding toward my place through the trees and holding up the oil canister. "That lock has always been a bear. My dad used to say you need oil and muscle to get in here, not just brute force. You want a hand or are you planning on sleeping on the porch tonight?"

"I almost had it, I think," she insisted, her pragmatism flaring up, but she looked down at her hand and I saw the red, angry scrape where the key had dug into her palm. She pulled a pristine white cloth out of her bag and started wiping at the rust residue on the handle, which was about as effective as trying to clean a tractor with a silk scarf. "I just need a little more leverage."

"Let me just give it a little shot of this," I said, stepping into her space before she could argue, the scent of her perfume hitting me—something clean and expensive that didn't belong in a dusty foyer. "I’m your neighbor now, by the way. Right through those pines. I took over the family place and set up my shop there a few years back."

"The Lawson place? You’re running a workshop?" she asked, her voice hitching as I leaned down near her, the sharp hiss of the oil hitting the rusted metal making us both blink.

"Custom cabinetry, furniture, whatever pays the bills," I said, my knee grazing the edge of her tote bag as I worked. I stood back up and held out my hand for the key. "Alright, give it a go. But look, it’s not just the lock. It’s the frame. This whole house has settled to the left over the last decade. You have to lift the handle hard while you turn, otherwise the bolt just jams against the plate. It’s a quirk of this old place."

"A quirk or a cruel joke?" she muttered, grabbing the key. She gripped it so hard her knuckles turned white, her face scrunched up in concentration as she tried to lift and turn at the same time, but she just didn't have the angle.

"Here, move over a hair," I said. I didn't ask. I just slid my hand over hers, my palm large and calloused covering her smaller, softer fingers on the cold iron handle.

The contact felt like holding a live wire. She stiffened, her breath catching in a way I could feel against my arm, and I could see the rapid pulse point on her wrist jumping under my thumb. Darn it, I shouldn't have done that, but I couldn't pull away. I just guided her hand, feeling the heat of her skin.

"Like this. Just a little finesse," I whispered, the proximity making my head swim. I gave the handle a sharp, practiced jiggle and a heavy lift, and then there was a satisfying, heavy thunk as the bolt finally retracted.

The door swung open so fast she nearly fell forward into the dark hallway, and I instinctively caught her by the elbow, steadying her. We both burst into a breathless, shaky laugh, the kind you have when you finally win a fight with an inanimate object.

"We got it! Goodness, that was a fight," she said, looking up at me, our faces way too close for a casual neighborly chat.

"Thanks, partner. I think the house wanted to keep me out," she added, stepping back and pulling her arm away, though she didn't seem mad about it.

"Maybe it’s just shy," I said, following her as she took a tentative step inside.

The air that hit us was thick, stale, and smelled like a basement that hadn't seen the sun since the nineties—mildew, dust, and old wallpaper. I coughed, my eyes adjusting to the gloom, and my heart sank for her. This wasn't just a dusty house. There was peeling paper hanging in long strips like dead skin, grime coating every surface, and a pile of water-stained newspapers from 2014 in the corner.

"Mercy," Tessa whispered, covering her nose with the back of her hand as she looked around. "I feel like I just walked into a tomb. I forgot how much work this place needs. It looked so much... bigger when I was a kid."

"It’s a project, for sure, but it’s got good bones," I said, trying to be the optimist even though I was thinking that this was a full gut job. "Most of this is just cosmetic. Dust and bad memories."

"So, how long are you planning to be around, Tessa? A few weeks?" I asked, trying to sound like I didn't care about the answer while every nerve ending in my body was screaming for her to say 'forever.'

"I’m on sabbatical from the firm in the city," she said, kicking at a stack of newspapers and watching the dust motes dance in the light. "Just long enough to get this place presentable and figure out what to do next. My boss thinks I’m crazy for coming back here."

Sabbatical. The word felt like a punch to the gut. It meant she had a return ticket. It meant she was just visiting the museum of her childhood before heading back to her real life. I felt a surge of that old, frustrated energy, the need to fix things, to make them stay.

"Well, I'm a carpenter by trade now, Tessa. I specialize in old houses. Use me—it’s the neighborly thing to do," I said, rubbing my hands together and dusting off the residual oil. "Seriously. Don't go trying to fix a leak with a Pinterest board. Good grief, I’m right next door."

"Good grief, Emmett, I couldn't possibly impose on your day. You have work to do," she said, that stubborn streak coming back.

"It’s not an imposition. It’s neighborly dues, and I need a break from cedar anyway," I said, giving her a playful wink and walking back out to her car before she could argue. I popped the trunk and grabbed two of her heaviest suitcases, hoisting them like they were filled with feathers just to show off a little. I’m a man, sue me.

"Are those lead? You carry those like they're empty," she said, following me with a small plastic bin of cleaning supplies, her eyes wide as she watched me haul her life onto the porch.

"Clara is running the hardware store now, you know," I told her as we walked back in, trying to ground her in the town. "She’s going to flip when she sees you. The whole town has been abuzz since your aunt’s lawyer mentioned the house might be opening up. People missed you, Tessa. Honestly. Everyone wants to know if you're staying."

"Everyone can mind their own business," she teased, but I could see the pressure of it hitting her.

We set the bags down in the foyer, and I looked at her again. In the dim light, with the dust swirling around her, her green eyes were the only thing that looked alive in this house. I felt that sharp spark of the old crush I’d had when I was seventeen, but it wasn't a kid’s feeling anymore. It was heavy and focused. I noticed a smudge of rust on her cheek, probably from when she’d been leaning against the door handle, and before I could talk myself out of it, I reached out.

"You got a little... right here," I said, my thumb brushing against her cheek.

Her skin was so soft it was shocking, like flower petals compared to the rough timber I handled all day. She froze, her breath hitching, and for a second, I thought I might just lean in and kiss her right there in the middle of the dust and the mildew. Her pupils dilated, and the silence in the house became something loud, something that felt like a question I wasn't allowed to answer yet.

I pulled my hand back abruptly, clearing my throat so hard it echoed. "Shoot, I should let you get settled. You look like you haven't slept since the state line."

"Right. Settling. I should probably find a clean blanket. Or a hazmat suit," she joked, her voice a little higher than usual as she shifted her weight, avoiding my eyes.

"I’ll be right next door," I said, stepping back onto the porch and pointing through the trees to my workshop window. "If the power shorts out, or the plumbing acts up, or if you hear any strange bumps in the night, holler. I mean it. Don't be a hero."

"I might take you up on that sooner than later," she said, leaning against the doorframe. She gave me a genuine, warm smile, the first one that actually reached her eyes, and the house didn't look so gloomy for a second. "It’s good to see a friendly face, Emmett. Really."

"Welcome home, Tessa," I said.

I walked back across the lawn, my steps slower than they had been on the way over. I could feel her watching me, and when I looked back from my porch, I saw her shadow through the window. My quiet, predictable life of sanding cedar and drinking coffee alone was officially cooked. I reached into my pocket and touched my work gloves, my thumb still tingling from the feel of her cheek. I was going to have to find a reason to bring her coffee in the morning, and I was definitely going to have to fix that porch step before she tripped and broke an ankle.

I went back into my shop, looking at the scored cedar panel and the dust-covered tools, and realized I didn't give a damn about the wood anymore. She was back. Now I just had to figure out how to make sure she didn't leave again.
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CHAPTER 3
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TESSA P.O.V.

The sun was doing entirely too much for seven in the morning. It was aggressive, honestly. It streamed through the grimy window of my childhood bedroom in a way that made every single speck of dust visible, and let me tell you, there were millions of them. I was currently living in a literal museum of my own teenage angst and mid-century neglect. I stretched, my muscles screaming from yesterday’s haul of suitcases, and my hand smacked right into the sloping ceiling beam.

"Good grief," I muttered, rubbing my knuckles.

I sat up and stared at a cobweb dangling from the window frame. It was swaying in the draft, looking like a tiny, terrifying chandelier. I’d spent the last five years in a sleek Denver apartment where the biggest maintenance issue was a temperamental smart thermostat, and now I was here. In the quiet. There were no car horns, no sirens, just the frantic chirping of some overachieving crickets and a mourning dove that sounded like it was going through a serious breakup. It was unhinged how silent it was. I was on a sabbatical—a term that felt increasingly like a fancy word for "mid-life crisis at twenty-nine"—and the weight of the silence was hitting me harder than the dust. This wasn't a vacation. It was a structural intervention. I needed order, I needed a plan, and most of all, I needed caffeine before I started hallucinating from the lack of a double-shot espresso.

I navigated the hallway like I was playing a high-stakes game of Minesweeper, stepping gingerly over the exposed edge of a warped floorboard that had definitely gotten more treacherous since I was eighteen. The house felt like it was actively resisting my presence, groaning with every step I took. Downstairs, I made a beeline for the kitchen, targeting the ancient coffee maker that looked like it belonged in a black-and-white sitcom. I filled it with water, spooned in some grounds I’d found in my 'emergency' stash, and flipped the switch.

It didn't brew. It hissed. Then it emitted a thin, acrid plume of gray smoke that smelled like burning hair and regret.

"Are you kidding me right now?" I kicked the plug out of the wall, my heart doing a weird little frantic dance in my chest. "Good grief, I haven't even had coffee yet and the house is trying to kill me. That’s a red flag. That is a massive, flaming red flag."

I looked at the ceiling and noticed a new water stain near the light fixture. If I ignored it, maybe it wouldn't grow. Maybe it would just vibe there and not turn into a hole. I settled for a mug of lukewarm tea—herbal, because of course that’s all I had—and decided I needed a minute of fresh air before I had a total meltdown in the kitchen.

I pushed open the heavy front door and stepped out onto the porch. The morning air was actually incredible, smelling like wet grass and pine, and for a second, I felt like I could actually do this. I could be the girl who renovates a historic home and finds her soul. Then I took one step toward the edge of the porch.

Crunch.

The middle step didn't just give; it disintegrated. My foot plummeted through the wood, my ankle twisting at a sickening angle. I gasped, the mug of tea flying from my hand as I lunged for the railing, my fingers scraping against the weathered wood. I caught myself just before my face met the floorboards, but the pain in my ankle was a sharp, white-hot reminder that this house was a literal deathtrap.

"Oh, you have got to be kidding me," I hissed, leaning against the railing and clutching my foot. "It's worse than I remembered. Note to self: Hire professional carpenter. Or just burn the whole thing down and start over. Mercy, that hurt."

"You okay there, Tess?"

I froze. My head snapped toward the property line. Emmett was already halfway over the low hydrangea hedge, vaulting it with a terrifying amount of ease. He was wearing a flannel shirt that looked like it had been through a hundred washes and denim that was definitely holding on for dear life, and he was carrying two stainless-steel thermoses. He landed silently in the grass, his golden retriever energy on full display, though his face shifted into immediate concern when he saw me hobbling.

"Morning, Tessa. I brought the good stuff. Did you—" He stopped, his eyes dropping to the gaping hole in my porch step. "Shoot, are you alright?"

"I'm fine," I lied, my pride hurting way more than my ankle. "I was just... testing the structural integrity of the wood with my foot. It failed."

He was up the steady part of the steps in three seconds. He didn't even hesitate, reaching out to steady me. His hand brushed my sleeve, his fingers warm and firm, and I felt a jolt of something that was definitely not just embarrassment. It was high-key physical tension, and I was not prepared for it this early.

"Don't worry, my coffee is strong enough to heal bruises," he said, handing me one of the thermoses.

The weight of it was grounding. The scent of dark roast hit me, and I felt my soul slowly re-entering my body. "Heavens, Emmett. You're like a professional rescue service. Do you just wait behind the bushes for me to almost die?"

"Only on Tuesdays," he joked, but then his expression went serious. He squatted down, his muscular frame looking massive compared to the crumbling porch. He brushed away a handful of wet leaves and bits of rotten wood with his fingers—work-roughened, calloused fingers that looked like they actually knew how to fix things, unlike mine which were currently trembling. "You almost went down, didn't you?"

"I caught myself," I said defensively, taking a long, life-saving gulp of the coffee. "I have it on my list. The porch was... well, it was item number five."

"That board isn't safe, Tess. The joist underneath is probably toast." He poked the wood, and it crumbled like a dry biscuit. "Don't apologize for the house. It's just old. But you can't be walking on this. If you’d gone all the way through, you’d be looking at a cast, not just a bruise."

"I was going to tackle the steps after the roof, Emmett. I have a plan. I’m a landscape designer, I understand projects. You have to prioritize the envelope of the building first."

He straightened up, crossing his arms over his chest. The flannel stretched across his shoulders, and I had a brief, delulu moment where I wondered if he’d been working out or if he’d always been this solid. Probably the carpentry.

"Darn it, Tessa, you can’t use a plan if you're in a cast," he said, shaking his head. "It’ll take me an hour, max. Less time than it takes to call a contractor. Let me worry about the safety hazards, you worry about the flower beds."

"I can handle it, Emmett. I’m not some city girl who’s afraid of a little sawdust."

"I know you aren't. But you don't have a miter saw in your purse, do you?" He gave me a wry grin, the kind that made his hazel eyes crinkle at the corners. "I need a two-by-ten and my saw. Won't be long. Don’t move. Seriously, don’t step on that thing again. Just sit there and drink your coffee."

I watched him jog to his truck, the movements easy and powerful. He pulled a leather tool belt out of the bed and strapped it around his hips, the metal tools jangling like a cowboy’s spurs. I sat down on the top step—the one that felt solid—and tried to convince myself I wasn't staring at the way he wore that flannel like a uniform. He looked so competent. So grounded. It was a stark contrast to the way I felt, which was basically a collection of anxiety and bad decisions in a sundress.

He was back in minutes with a piece of lumber and a circular saw. "I need you to do me a favor," he said, looking up at me. "Can you hold the flashlight? I need to see the support beam under the edge here. I think the rot is localized, but I need to be sure."

"I can do that," I said, feeling slightly less useless. I knelt near the edge of the porch as he crawled partially under the overhang. The earthy, damp scent from the crawlspace mixed with the clean smell of cedar and whatever soap he used—something crisp and masculine.

"Careful! Are you okay?" I asked as I heard a dull thud.

"Goodness gracious," he muttered, rubbing the back of his head. "Hit the cross beam. We need to replace the riser and half the support joist, just to be safe. That's why these old places creak. It's the rot talking to you."

"What’s it saying?" I asked, holding the light steady even as my hand felt a little shaky from being so close to his legs.

"It's saying it’s tired, Tess. It’s been holding up this house for seventy years. It deserves a break." He started working with a crowbar, the sound of tearing wood and groaning nails echoing in the quiet morning. "So, you’re just the town's resident savior now?" I asked, trying to keep the conversation casual. "Fixing porches and rescuing damsels who refuse to admit they're in distress?"

"I’m just a guy with the right tools," he said, his voice muffled by the porch. "I’ve been running the business for five years now. Keeps me busy. Honestly, I worried about you during the big storms when you were still in Denver. I used to look over at this place and think about how that roof was holding up. I missed having someone to share a storm porch with."

I flickered the flashlight by accident. "You thought about the house during storms?"

"I thought about the girl who used to live in it," he corrected, pulling himself out from under the porch. He looked me straight in the eye, sawdust clinging to his hair. "You always made it sound like Denver was constantly sunny. I figured you forgot what a real Cedar Ridge rain felt like."

"I didn't forget," I whispered. "I just... got busy."

"How's Clara? Is she still running the hardware store?"

"With an iron fist," he laughed, standing up to measure the new board. "She’ll probably charge you double for paint once she hears you’re back. She says you owe her a decade of gossip."

He set the board down and looked at me. "Hold it tight right there. Put your weight on the end so it doesn't pivot while I drill the pilot holes. You’ve got a good eye for level, landscape designer. Let's see if you've still got the touch."

I moved forward, my hand resting inches from his on the fresh, honey-colored wood. As he pulled the trigger on the drill, the vibration traveled through the lumber and into my palm, a low, buzzing hum that felt strangely intimate. We were kneeling so close I could feel the heat radiating off him. The drill slipped slightly as he finished the hole, and his hand brushed hard against mine.

I flinched, not because it hurt, but because the contact felt like a literal electric shock.

"Wait, you've got a— don't move," I said, noticing a tiny, dark sliver of wood embedded in the base of his index finger. Instinct took over. I reached out and took his hand, turning it over to inspect the splinter. His palm was calloused and warm, tracing the line of a small, faded scar on his knuckle that I vaguely remembered from a bike accident when we were twelve.

"It’s nothing, Tess. Just a little pine," he said, his voice dropping an octave.

"It'll get infected," I insisted, my thumb brushing over his skin. I looked up, and his hazel eyes were locked on mine, intense and searching. There was a protective streak in his gaze that made me feel entirely too seen.

"You always used to worry about the smallest things, didn’t you?" he asked softly. "I still have that Band-Aid you put on my knee when we were ten. Probably somewhere in a box in the attic."

"You do not," I said, my heart hammering against my ribs.

"I might," he winked, gently pulling his hand back. "But I'm okay. Promise."

He finished driving the last heavy-gauge screw with a satisfying thunk. The new wood stood out against the weathered gray of the rest of the porch, a bright promise of stability. He wiped the sweat off his brow with the back of his hand and started packing his tools into the box with meticulous care.

"There. Safe for another fifty years."

"That is beautiful work, Emmett. Thank you. I can't believe how quickly you did that. It would have taken me three days and at least one trip to the urgent care."

He handed me the old, rotten piece of wood. It was so light, so decayed, that it snapped like a cracker when I squeezed it. "Go on. Test it. Give it the jump test."

I tentatively put my weight on the new step. It didn't creak. It didn't give an inch. It felt utterly, completely solid. I closed my eyes for a second, a sigh of genuine relief escaping me. It was the first thing in this entire chaotic house that felt right.

"See? No more worries," he said.

I stepped down toward the lawn, but my heel caught the edge of my loose gardening boot—the ones I’d bought for the 'aesthetic' but clearly hadn't broken in. I stumbled forward, my arms flailing, and before I could even yell 'good grief,' Emmett’s hand shot out.

He caught me firmly by the waist, his large palm steadying me. The warmth of his hand penetrated the thin fabric of my sundress, his thumb resting right under my ribcage. I had to look straight up to meet his eyes, my breath hitching in my throat. We stood there for a beat too long—the kind of beat that changes the vibe of a whole friendship. He didn't let go immediately, his gaze dropping to my mouth for a split second before snapping back to my eyes.

"Whoa! See, still treacherous," he said, though his voice wasn't as steady as it had been.

"I'm sorry, I am so clumsy today. The audacity of these boots, honestly."

"Heavens, that was close," I breathed, my heart doing that frantic bird-in-a-cage thing again.

"You always did have a knack for finding trouble," he murmured, his hand finally dropping away as I stepped back. He cleared his throat forcefully and started gathering a few stray screws from the grass. "Y-you're welcome, Tessa. It's just... standard maintenance."

"I'll pay you, obviously. Just tell me what I owe—"

"That'll be ten bucks, plus the cost of my pride," he joked, the golden retriever energy returning to mask the tension.

My phone buzzed in my pocket. I pulled it out and saw an email notification: Follow Up: Quinn Account Status. My boss in Denver. I felt a surge of nausea and immediately flipped the phone over, shoving it back into my pocket.

"Is everything settled in Denver?" Emmett asked, noticing the reaction.

"I'm on a sabbatical," I said, a bit too quickly. "No Denver today. Denver is a different planet."

"Good. Because this planet needs you more." He checked his watch. "Shoot, I should probably go. I’ve got a fence repair across town. But we need to do a serious run to the hardware store for supplies soon. Clara has that good paint primer you’ll need."

He lingered by the railing for a minute, looking like he wanted to say something else, but he just shook his head. "Don't fall down again, you hear? Do you need me to bring anything by later?"

"I think I’ve reached my quota for near-death experiences for the morning," I said, walking him toward his truck. I reached out and impulsively wiped a smudge of sawdust off his chest. "Thanks, Em. You're a lifesaver."

He froze at the nickname, a small, genuine smile breaking across his face. "Goodness gracious, don't climb anything dangerous, Tess. I'll see you for coffee tomorrow morning, okay? Don't let the house win."

"The house is currently losing," I called out as he climbed into the driver's seat.

I watched the truck pull away, the gravel crunching under his tires. I stood there on the new step, bouncing slightly on my heels. It was solid. Reliable. It didn't care about my career status or my overthinking or the fact that I was currently failing at being a functional adult.

He fixed it. Just like that. If only the rest of this life were that easy to repair. I looked back at the house, the peeling paint and the water stains, and then down at the new honey-colored wood. Maybe some chaos really does just need a carpenter. I took another sip of the coffee—still hot, still strong—and realized that for the first time since I’d crossed the town line, my feet actually felt like they were on solid ground. Now I just had to figure out how to stop my heart from tripping over itself every time he looked at me.
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CHAPTER 4
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TESSA P.O.V.

The sun in Cedar Ridge doesn’t just rise; it aggressive-glitters through the windowpane like it’s personally offended I’m still in bed. I blinked against the morning light, watching a million dust motes dance in a single beam that cut across my childhood bedroom. I reached out a finger, tracing a swirling pattern in the air, trying to catch one. It’s weird how a house can feel both like a warm hug and a direct threat to your sanity at the same time. My back was screaming at me—a lovely parting gift from yesterday’s manual labor—and my brain was already doing that thing where it lists every single project that needs to happen before I can escape back to my actual life. Just two more months of this organized chaos. Eight weeks. Fifty-six days of rustic living and then it’s back to the city, back to high-speed internet, and back to people who don't know my middle name. I just need to stay focused and not get distracted by the fact that the air here smells like old cedar and a very specific kind of peace that feels like a trap.

I rolled out of bed, my feet hitting the cold hardwood with a thud that echoed through the cavernous, slightly neglected hallway. I caught my reflection in the tarnished mirror at the top of the stairs and did a double-take. My curly hair was a certified disaster zone, and I looked like I’d been through a metaphorical blender. I threw on a floral sundress—because if I’m going to be a stressed-out renovator, I’m going to do it with a country-chic aesthetic—and shoved my feet into my gardening boots. The boots are robust, mud-stained, and definitely the most honest thing I own right now. Every creak of the stairs sounded like a complaint. The house was basically a giant wooden instrument playing a song about how much I was neglecting it. I carefully stepped over the third floorboard from the bottom, the one that let out a high-pitched squeal if you so much as breathed on it. I’d already mentally marked that one for Emmett to look at. This place is swallowing me whole. Good grief, the list of repairs is literally endless. It’s like the house knows I’m trying to leave and is actively conspiring to keep me here by falling apart in strategic increments.

The morning air hit me the second I stepped out onto the porch. I had my empty mug in hand, and the first thing I did was deliberately stomp my foot on the step Emmett fixed yesterday. It didn’t budge. Not even a wiggle. The new wood was smooth and solid under my boot, a stark, light-colored patch against the weathered gray planks. It felt... trustworthy. Which is a problem. I shouldn't be assigning character traits to carpentry, but here I am, feeling a
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