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      The aroma of freshly baked pumpkin muffins wafted through The Cozy Cup as Eliza Frost twirled behind the counter, her curly red hair bouncing with each pirouette. She beamed at the familiar faces filling her café, her heart as warm as the steaming lattes she served.

      "Who's ready for some Pumpkin Spice Lane Festival magic?" Eliza sang out, brandishing a whisk like a wand.

      A chorus of cheers erupted from the regulars. Old Mr. Jenkins raised his mug in salute, while the knitting club in the corner clacked their needles in approval.

      "I heard there's going to be a pumpkin carving contest this year," piped up Jenny, a freckle-faced regular. "Are you entering, Eliza?"

      Eliza winked, setting a plate of cinnamon rolls on the counter. "You bet your bottom dollar I am! I've got a design that'll knock your socks off faster than you can say 'jack-o'-lantern'!"

      As laughter rippled through the café, Eliza's mind wandered to her plans for the festival. Maybe I'll add some twinkling fairy lights to my booth this year, she mused. Or perhaps a talking scarecrow to greet customers? Oh, the possibilities!

      Her whimsical musings were interrupted by Mrs. Peabody, the town gossip, bustling through the door like a gust of autumn wind.

      "Did you hear?" Mrs. Peabody exclaimed, her eyes wide behind rhinestone-studded glasses. "Barry Armstrong is back in town!"

      The café fell silent. Eliza's stomach did a little flip, and not the good kind. She forced a smile, though it felt more like a grimace. "Barry Armstrong? Well, isn't that...something."

      As the chatter in the café resumed, Eliza's mind drifted back to her high school days, when Barry Armstrong had been the star quarterback and the object of her secret affections. She remembered the way his sandy blonde hair caught the sunlight, the way his laughter echoed through the hallways, and how his smile could make her heart skip a beat.

      They'd been close friends, spending long hours studying together in the library, sipping hot cocoa at The Cozy Cup, and volunteering side by side at the animal shelter. Barry had a way of making Eliza feel like she was the only person in the world, his green eyes twinkling with mischief and warmth whenever they shared an inside joke.

      There had been moments, fleeting but precious, when Eliza thought that maybe, just maybe, Barry felt the same spark between them. The lingering hugs, the gentle brush of his hand against hers, the way he'd tuck a stray curl behind her ear—each gesture had set her heart aflutter with possibility.

      But then came the day Barry announced he'd been accepted to a prestigious college in the big city. Eliza had plastered on a brave smile, congratulating him even as her heart splintered into a thousand pieces. She'd always known he was destined for greater things, but a selfish part of her had hoped that maybe, those greater things could include her.

      The night before he left, they'd taken a walk through Maplewood's quaint streets, the autumn leaves crunching beneath their feet. Under the glow of the streetlamps, Barry had pulled Eliza into a hug, his embrace lingering a moment longer than usual. For a heartbeat, she'd allowed herself to imagine a future where he'd stay, where they'd explore the tantalizing "what if" that hung between them.

      But the next morning, Barry was gone, taking a piece of Eliza's heart with him. She'd thrown herself into The Cozy Cup, channeling her emotions into baking the most delectable treats and creating a haven of warmth and comfort for her beloved community.

      Now, years later, the mere mention of his name stirred up a whirlwind of memories and emotions. Eliza shook her head, trying to dispel the ghosts of her past. She was a different person now, confident and content in the life she'd built. Barry Armstrong might be back, but she refused to let his presence unravel the beautiful tapestry of her world.

      With a deep breath, Eliza straightened her apron and turned her attention back to her customers, determined to focus on the present and the joy of the upcoming Pumpkin Spice Lane Festival. The past was the past, and she had a café full of smiling faces and pumpkin-flavored delights to attend to.

      "They say he's some big-shot developer now," Mrs. Peabody continued, oblivious to Eliza's discomfort. "All suits and briefcases. A far cry from the boy who used to mow lawns for pocket money!"

      Eliza's eyes instinctively rolled skyward. Of course, Barry Armstrong had to waltz back into Maplewood just when everything was perfect. She could almost hear the universe chuckling at her expense.

      "Well," Eliza said, her voice a touch too bright, "I'm sure he'll find Maplewood exactly as charming as he left it. Now, who wants to try my new Autumn Spice Delight latte?"

      As she busied herself with the espresso machine, Eliza couldn't help but wonder what Barry's return might mean for their sleepy little town. And why, after all these years, did the mere mention of his name still make her pulse quicken?

      With a shake of her head, she pushed those thoughts aside. There was a festival to plan, after all, and no prodigal son was going to distract her from making it the best one yet.

      Sarah leaned against the counter, her eyes twinkling with mischief. "So, Eliza...Barry Armstrong, huh? I seem to recall a certain someone doodling 'Mrs. Eliza Armstrong' in her math notebook."

      Eliza nearly dropped the mug she was wiping. "Sarah!" she hissed, glancing around to make sure no one had overheard. "That was a million years ago. I was young and foolish, with terrible taste in boys and hairstyles."

      "Mhmm," Sarah hummed, unconvinced. "And I'm sure your heart didn't skip a beat when you heard he was back in town."

      Eliza huffed, tossing her dishrag onto her shoulder. "The only thing skipping is my patience. Barry Armstrong is ancient history."

      But even as the words left her mouth, unbidden memories flooded her mind. Barry's crooked smile, the way he'd ruffle his hair when he was nervous, the butterflies she'd felt when he'd asked her to junior prom...

      "Earth to Eliza!" Sarah waved a hand in front of her face. "You were totally daydreaming about him just now, weren't you?"

      "I was not!" Eliza protested, feeling heat rise to her cheeks. "I was...thinking about pumpkin spice ratios for the festival."

      Sarah opened her mouth to retort, but the jingling of the café door cut her off. Eliza looked up, her witty comeback dying on her lips as she locked eyes with none other than Barry Armstrong himself.

      He stood in the doorway, backlit by the afternoon sun, looking unfairly handsome in a crisp button-down and dark jeans. His hair was shorter, his jawline sharper, but those warm brown eyes were exactly as she remembered.

      "Eliza?" Barry's voice was deeper than she recalled, sending an involuntary shiver down her spine. "Eliza Frost, is that you?"

      Eliza swallowed hard, painfully aware of Sarah's knowing smirk beside her. "Barry," she managed, her voice only slightly strangled. "Welcome back to Maplewood. Can I get you a coffee?"

      Barry's lips curved into a slow smile as he approached the counter, his gaze never leaving Eliza's. "A coffee would be great, thanks. And maybe one of those famous pumpkin muffins I've been hearing about?"

      Eliza busied herself with preparing his order, grateful for the distraction. Her hands shook slightly as she poured the coffee, and
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