

    
        
          Falling Hard in Willow Creek

        

        
        
          Willow Creek, Volume 6

        

        
        
          Alexander Grant

        

        
          Published by WriteBooks Publishing, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      FALLING HARD IN WILLOW CREEK

    

    
      First edition. November 21, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Alexander Grant.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 979-8232139933

    

    
    
      Written by Alexander Grant.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Falling Hard in Willow Creek

Further Reading: The Boys of Summer Trilogy

About the Author


By the time I roll into Willow Creek, the sun is stretching itself across the sky like a lazy cat, golden and slow, draping everything in warm light that feels a little too gentle for the day I’ve had. My car smells like stale iced coffee, anxiety, and the plastic scent of camera equipment that’s been cooking in the backseat for three hours. I should be exhausted—I am exhausted—but something about the way the light hits the hills makes my chest loosen in a way I haven’t felt in months. I came here to photograph small-town life. I didn’t expect the first thing I’d want to capture was the air itself.

The Willow Creek Motel appears around a bend in the road, its neon sign blinking with the enthusiasm of someone who’s been asked to stay late at work. The “O” in MOTEL flickers just enough to change the meaning entirely, and honestly, M TEL feels like the most honest description of my life at the moment. The parking lot is half gravel, half faded asphalt, and there’s a single rocking chair on the porch that looks like it’s been through at least four political eras. I park and climb out, stretching my back until I hear something crack that probably shouldn’t. Welcome to thirty-one, I guess.

Inside the office, the air-conditioning is losing a valiant battle against the heat. Behind the desk sits a woman who looks like she could run the whole town without breaking a sweat. She’s wearing a floral blouse, square-framed glasses, and an expression that says she does not tolerate nonsense in any format. Her nametag reads MARLA, but she looks up before I can even introduce myself. “You must be the photographer,” she says, not glancing away from the crossword she’s been savaging with a pen. “I can tell. You’ve got the ‘I’ve just driven too far and my soul needs a snack’ face.” I blink at her. “Is that... a common face?” “Around here?” she says. “Sweetheart, it’s practically our town motto.” She slides a metal key across the counter—Room 7, old-fashioned and heavy. “Well, if you need extra towels, soap, or someone to tell you which places in town are worth photographing and which ones only think they are, you let me know.” I smile. “Deal.”

I step back outside into the warm evening, and it’s like the whole world exhales with me. I carry my bags to the room, unlock the door, and take in the space: clean, simple, a little worn in a way that feels comforting. I set my things down, splash water on my face, and decide that if I don’t eat soon, I may actually wither into dust. So I head back out, past the flickering neon sign, and start walking down Main Street. The air smells like pine, warm asphalt, and someone grilling something tantalizing two blocks over. The breeze brushes my skin like a welcome, and the shadows of the buildings stretch long and thin across the sidewalk.

The Big Sky Diner sits on the corner like it’s always been there, warm light spilling out onto the street, the windows fogged just slightly from the heat inside. The bell above the door chimes as I walk in, and the place hits me with a wave of noise and color—mismatched tables, ceiling fans that look older than me, a jukebox playing something soft and nostalgic. The people inside are talking, laughing, living. It’s all so painfully, beautifully real that my fingers itch for my camera.

And there he is. Behind the counter, working the grill.

Eli.

I don’t know his name yet, but I know it’s him because my whole heartbeat stutters like someone just unplugged and re-plugged it. He’s broad-shouldered, wearing a faded t-shirt that fits like it’s been washed a million times, the collar stretched soft from use. His hair curls a little at the ends from the heat of the grill, and the back of his neck is flushed a warm pink. He moves with this easy, practiced rhythm—flip, turn, plate, slide—that makes cooking look like choreography. And he’s smiling playfully at someone at the counter. He’s obviously flirting. It looks easy for him. Natural. And it’s clearly just who he is.

My stomach does this weird, unwanted flip I pretend not to notice. 

“Sit anywhere,” a voice says beside me.

I turn, and the waitress standing there has a high ponytail, sharp eyeliner, and the calm, practiced look of someone who’s been doing this job long enough to read people in five seconds flat. Her nametag says KELLY.

“You’re new,” she says—not dramatic, just matter-of-fact, like she’s noting the weather. She gives me a quick once-over. “We don’t usually get someone walking in here at this hour who looks like they’ve been in a car all day.”

I manage a tired half-smile. “Long drive,” I admit.

“Makes sense.” She gestures to a nearby booth. “Go ahead and grab a seat. I’ll put your order in.”

I slide into the booth, doing my best not to stare at the grill even though I absolutely am.

Kelly drops off a menu but doesn’t leave right away. She studies me for a second, then says, “If you want the special, I’ll just get it started.”

“Yeah,” I say. “That’s fine.”

She nods and calls toward the back, “Eli? Special!”

He turns just briefly—quick glance, quick look at me, quick smile—then goes right back to what he’s doing.

Kelly doesn’t comment on it. She just walks away to check on another table.

No teasing.
No over-the-top commentary.
Just the quiet awareness small towns have about new faces—nothing more.
Our eyes meet again for the smallest moment — just a quick check-in from him, nothing more. He gives me that same easy, automatic smile he’d probably give anyone walking in hungry. Then he’s back to the grill, joking with someone at the counter like I’m already part of the background.

It shouldn’t affect me.
But my pulse jumps anyway, ridiculous and obvious to no one but me.
My food arrives, and it’s... unfairly good. Eli cooks with the confidence of someone who knows exactly what he’s doing. Kelly swings by twice to refill my water and gives me that quiet, amused smirk people get when they’ve noticed something you hoped was subtle.

Halfway through dinner, the bell over the door rings again. The sheriff walks in—tall, calm, and carrying the kind of authority that doesn’t need to be loud. With him is his partner Greg, dressed neatly, carrying a stack of folders under one arm like he’d reorganize the entire county if someone gave him fifteen uninterrupted minutes. Kelly sees me looking, comes over to me and whispers, “Local power couple. Also, local gossip goldmine. Not that we gossip. We just... observe aggressively.”

I smile harder than I mean to. Everything in this town feels alive in a way I didn’t expect.

When I step outside, the sky is violet fading into blue, the air warm and soothing. Streetlights flicker on one by one as if welcoming me to the night. I glance back through the diner window. Eli is laughing at something Kelly said, head thrown back just slightly, eyes creasing at the corners. I lift my camera almost without thinking and snap a shot. Just one. But when I review it, the frame is soft, warm, perfect. Real. The kind of photo you don’t plan—you just... feel.

Something tells me it won’t be the last photo I take of him. Or the last time I end up in that diner. Or the last time my pulse does stupid things for a man who smiles like the sun is always shining behind him.

***
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The morning sun in Willow Creek blasts through the motel curtains like it’s auditioning for a spotlight. I lie there for a second, squinting at the ceiling and trying to remember why my shoulder feels like someone beat me with a pillowcase full of rocks. Then it comes back: long drive, too many rest stops, extremely questionable posture. Right. Perfect.

I shower, throw on a clean shirt, sling my camera bag over my shoulder, and step out into the warm morning. Main Street looks different in the early light—softer, quieter, like the whole town hasn’t fully woken up yet. The air smells like coffee drifting somewhere ahead, which is enough motivation to get my feet moving.

The diner is already buzzing. The bell above the door jingles as I step in, and immediately my eyes drift toward the counter.

Eli is there.

Fresh shirt. Damp hair. Sunlight catching the edge of his smile as he talks to an older woman at the counter.

And—yep—he’s flirting again.

Not in an over-the-top way. Just warm, easy charm that seems to pour out of him without effort. He leaves the grill for a moment, goes over to her, and says something that makes the woman laugh; she swats at his arm like he’s her favorite nephew.

It’s ridiculous how fast my stomach flips.

I slide into the same booth as yesterday, telling myself it’s coincidence.
It is not.
Kelly appears beside me like she was already halfway over here.

“Well, look who’s becoming a regular,” she says.

“It’s breakfast,” I reply. “People eat breakfast.”

She gives me a small, amused look—subtle, not pushy.
“Sure. Just funny how everyone picks a favorite spot in this place on their second day.”
I try not to look at the grill.
“I just like the booth.”
“Mm-hm.” She writes something down. “You want the breakfast special? Two eggs, bacon, hash browns, pancakes, and toast?”

“I—yeah. Sure.”

She nods and heads off, not saying anything else, but the tiny smile she leaves with makes it very clear she’s noticed more than she’s letting on.

Eli turns, sees me, and something in his expression shifts—surprised first, then noticeably pleased.

“Hey,” he yells over to me. “You came back. Morning.”

He says it like he didn’t expect me but is genuinely happy that I’m there.

It’s
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