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Chapter 1: Late Fees and Leather Jackets
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The first time June Whitmore saw Rhett Maddox, he knocked over a display of romance novels and didn’t apologize.

It was a Tuesday. Rain whispered against the tall, arched windows of Wren Hollow Public Library. The kind of day that begged for quiet, for books, for routine. June loved routine. She breathed in the scent of old pages and new bindings, her cardigan sleeves pushed up just enough to keep her from the sin of dog-earing corners or letting returns fall out of order.

Her hair was twisted into a neat bun, a pencil stuck through it out of habit, and her glasses slid down the bridge of her nose as she double-checked the due dates for the morning drop box returns. She hadn’t even looked up when the bell above the door chimed—too focused on the crime of someone returning Austen with coffee stains.

And then came the crash.

Not a soft tumble. Not a misplaced footstep. But a full-on collision of leather, boots, and an entire curated display titled “Fall Into Love: Autumnal Romances That Will Steal Your Heart.”

Books spilled like a paper waterfall. The cardboard cutout of a windswept couple collapsed onto its side. June froze, a hardcover slipping from her hands and thudding against the checkout desk.

She looked up. And everything she believed about first impressions collapsed along with the display.

He stood six feet of contradiction in the middle of her library. Broad shoulders beneath a worn leather jacket. Tattoos snaking up his neck and disappearing under a shirt that clung to muscles in ways that made her throat tighten. Wet hair curling at the ends, jeans slung low, boots soaked with rainwater and maybe mud—if the smell was any indication.

He looked like he’d taken a wrong turn off a highway and stumbled into a place meant for whisperers and rule-followers. And June, ever the whisperer, ever the rule-follower, felt a flicker of heat beneath her collar.

“Oh,” she said, blinking. “Are... are you alright?”

He glanced down at the chaos he’d caused, then up at her. A lazy smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. “Didn’t see it there.”

“It was in the middle of the walkway.”

“Guess that’s my bad, sweetheart.”

Sweetheart.

June swallowed. “This is a public library. We—” She caught herself. Adjusted her glasses. “We have designated walking paths. There’s signage.”

He bent and picked up a romance novel, eyeing the cover: a bare-chested man cradling a woman in a red dress. “Looks like he’s about to drop her.”

“That’s... not the point.”

“Shame. She looks like she was having a good time.”

June stepped around the counter, kneeling to gather the scattered books. “Please refrain from handling the materials unless you’re checking them out.”

“Handling the materials,” he repeated, amusement curling in his voice. “God, you sound like a brochure.”

“I sound like a librarian. Because I am one.”

“I figured. You’ve got the whole look. Cardigan. Glasses. That thing with your hair. Buttoned-up, bristly. Kind of cute, if you’re into discipline.”

June stiffened. “Excuse me?”

He grinned. “You heard me.”

She did. Unfortunately. And somehow, the flush crawling up her neck wasn’t entirely from embarrassment.

He crouched beside her and started helping with the mess, stacking the books with an odd sort of care. “I’m Rhett.”

“I didn’t ask.”

“Sure didn’t. But I like to be friendly. Especially when I make a first impression.”

“You made one,” she muttered.

He handed her the last book, their fingers brushing. June pulled back as if burned.

He didn’t flinch. Just stood, slow and casual, towering over her. “Got any books on home repair? Plumbing? Wiring? That kind of thing?”

“Nonfiction. Second floor. Left side near the genealogy archives.”

“Thanks, librarian.” He winked and sauntered toward the stairs, dripping rainwater on the polished floors.

June stared after him, unsure whether to be annoyed, flustered, or both. She settled for being both. And confused.

Because men like that didn’t come to Wren Hollow.

Not anymore.

And certainly not to the library.

Especially not asking for plumbing manuals.

She glanced down at the book still in her hand: “Midnight Reckless,” spine bent, a page dog-eared. June fixed it with shaking fingers, heart thudding, mind whirling.

Who the hell was Rhett?

She found out an hour later when Mrs. Abernathy from the town council bustled in with her usual air of scandal.

“Did you see him?” the woman gasped, pulling her coat off with flair. “The man on Main Street? He’s at the old Lennox mansion. Said he bought it.”

June blinked. “The mansion’s condemned.”

“Not anymore! Says he’s going to fix it up. Has a whole team coming in tomorrow. Trucks. Tools. He’s even registered a business name. Maddox Construction.”

June’s stomach twisted. “He’s a contractor?”

“More like a roughneck with a hammer,” Mrs. Abernathy sniffed. “Covered in tattoos. Smells like motor oil and danger. But goodness, the eyes on him. You could fall into those and forget your morals.”

“Some of us never forget our morals,” June muttered.

“Some of us haven’t had cause to test them,” the older woman shot back with a grin.

June flushed and returned to reshelving the books Rhett had knocked over. Her hands paused on one: “Risky Desires.” A sigh slipped past her lips.

She had always liked tidy stories. Predictable ones. Where the characters followed arcs and lessons were learned in the right order.

But Rhett didn’t seem interested in arcs. Or rules.

And despite herself, June wondered what he was doing now.

By closing time, the question haunted her enough to glance down Main Street as she locked the doors. Rain had stopped. The sky had dimmed into a bruised lilac, and the old mansion stood tall and broken at the far end of the road—silent, shadowed, and too close to the library for her comfort.

Lights glowed inside.

She turned quickly and walked home, clutching her umbrella like a shield.

That night, she dreamed of motorcycles rumbling through fiction shelves and bookshelves collapsing under rough hands and smirking lips.

And June Whitmore, rule-keeper, calendar-queen, whispered his name into her pillow like a curse.

Rhett.

She saw him again two days later.

He strolled into the library like he owned the place, smelling of sawdust and cinnamon gum. A different jacket, same swagger. He moved like the air bent around him, like he didn’t care who watched. And unfortunately for June, she did.

“Back again?” she said, more breathless than she meant.

He dropped a book on the counter. “Returning this.”

She stared at it. “You didn’t check anything out.”

He leaned forward. “Sure I did. Page thirty-two of ‘Home Repair for Dummies.’”

“That’s not how libraries work.”

He grinned. “I like bending rules.”

June stepped back. “Why are you here?”

“I like quiet places. Ones that smell like old words and judgment.”

“I’m not judging you.”

“You’re judging everything about me.”

“I’m maintaining order.”

“Same thing.”

She narrowed her eyes. “You’re insufferable.”

“You’re adorable when you’re mad.”

“I’m not—” She stopped, took a breath. “You can’t flirt your way through life.”

“I haven’t had a complaint yet.”

June fumed. “You need to leave.”

He tilted his head. “Are you always this uptight, or is it just around me?”

She leaned across the counter, lips tight. “I value structure.”

“I can tell. Even your insults are alphabetized.”

“Out.”

He chuckled but stepped back, holding his hands up. “Alright, alright. I’ll go. But I’ll be back. I’ve got more questions about flooring.”

June didn’t answer.

But she watched him go.

And that night, when she logged the day’s late fees, she realized he hadn’t left a name for the book.

And she hadn’t asked.

She went home feeling like the pages of her carefully ordered life had started slipping out of their spine.

And for the first time in a very long time, June didn’t reach for her planner.

She reached for a romance novel.

The same one he’d picked up.

And read page thirty-two. Twice.
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Chapter 2: Rhett’s First Warning
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The sound of Rhett Maddox’s hammer echoed through Wren Hollow like a warning shot. Every swing, every metallic clang, felt like an announcement that something uninvited had arrived. The town had spent decades cocooned in its habits—quilting circles, committee meetings, Sunday potlucks where the only drama was whether Mrs. Keller’s cornbread would win again. And now, just past the turn in the road where maples lined the walk like sentinels, a new rhythm began to pound from the Lennox mansion, loud and irreverent.

Rhett worked shirtless that morning.

The sun had crept through the trees like a nosy neighbor, and by the time June walked past on her early route to open the library, he was already knee-deep in the wreckage of rotted floorboards and stained wallpaper. His hair was a messy halo of curls, sticking to his forehead, and his jeans were stained with paint and something darker she didn’t want to guess at. A cigarette smoldered between his lips, unlit. Just something to chew on while he measured joists and tore out paneling like it had personally offended him.

June wasn’t going to look. She told herself that repeatedly. She had a path, a destination, and a precisely calculated fifteen-minute window for morning setup before the library opened. She was not going to give that man the satisfaction of watching her falter.

But her feet betrayed her. Just slightly. Enough to slow, to glance, to watch as Rhett leaned against the porch railing and blew imaginary smoke into the air, eyes cutting toward her like he’d known exactly when she’d appear.

“Mornin’, librarian.”

She gave him a tight nod and didn’t stop walking.

“You’re missing the demo. It’s like therapy but louder.”

“I prefer silence,” she called over her shoulder.

“Shame. Silence never changed anything.”

The words stuck with her longer than she wanted. Through the unlocking of the front doors, through her routine—straightening displays, setting out the returns cart, turning on the computer monitors. Silence never changed anything. What a ridiculous sentiment. Silence protected. It preserved. It kept the world from unraveling.

By the time the town’s first patrons arrived, June had almost shaken the conversation from her head. That was, until Mrs. Kline showed up with her weekly stack of gardening mysteries and gossip.

“Have you seen what that man is doing to the Lennox house?” the woman asked in a tone equal parts scandalized and thrilled. “He’s turning the parlor into a workshop. Knocked out a whole wall yesterday.”

June scanned the books. “It was structurally unsound. Probably necessary.”

Mrs. Kline leaned in. “Honey, that man doesn’t care what’s necessary. He cares about making noise. And attention.”

“He’s restoring the property. That’s more than anyone else has done.”

“He’s trouble.”

“I’ve heard.”

Mrs. Kline narrowed her eyes. “You’ve seen him up close, haven’t you?”

June hesitated.

The older woman smirked. “Lord help you. Just don’t let him check out your heart the way he checks out those power tools. Man like that doesn’t give anything back in one piece.”

June didn’t answer. Because there was nothing to say. Not about the way Rhett’s voice lingered in her thoughts. Or how her eyes involuntarily sought him out when she walked home. She was imagining things. Romanticizing the wrong parts. That was all.

That evening, she stayed late to reorganize the reference section.

It was a quiet task, solitary and satisfying. She’d just reshelved the last volume of the historical register when the front door creaked open.

Library hours were over.

June straightened, heart skipping. “We’re closed.”

The door didn’t close.

Instead, Rhett stepped into the soft, amber glow of the main reading room, dragging a tarp-covered box behind him and leaving a trail of plaster dust across the freshly mopped floor.

“Figured you’d be here.”

She bristled. “This is a public building. It has set hours.”

“Yeah. I figured. But I needed to return something.”

“You never checked anything out.”

He dropped the box with a thud that made the shelves tremble. June winced.

“What is that?”

“Books. Found them in the attic of the mansion. Figured they belonged here. Some look old. Might be useful.”

June hesitated, curiosity warring with protocol. She stepped closer, nudging the tarp back. A cloud of dust bloomed into the air.

The box was filled with crumbling spines and leather-bound journals. Old county records. A few first editions. One had a handwritten dedication dated 1894.

Her heart fluttered.

“These are...” She trailed off. “These are amazing.”

“I thought so. Figured you’d like them.”

She looked up sharply. “Why?”

He shrugged, unbothered. “You look like the kind of woman who appreciates forgotten things.”

There was no sarcasm in his voice. Just a strange kind of honesty that made her throat tighten.

“You still can’t be here after hours.”

He moved closer, slowly, like he was aware of the weight of each step. “Then you better write me up. Give me a fine.”

She stared at him. At the faint scar above his left brow. The ink that curled down his arm in symbols she didn’t understand. The rawness in his expression that no smile could hide.

“I don’t want trouble,” she whispered.

“I’m not trying to be trouble,” he said just as softly. “I’m just trying to fix something that needs fixing. Thought maybe that included this town.”

They stood there, between stacks and silence, while the clock on the wall ticked loudly enough to count heartbeats.

Then the door opened again.

Deputy Marshal Blake entered, the jangle of his keys slicing through the moment.

He stopped short at the sight of Rhett, his expression tightening. “Maddox. Thought I told you to keep a low profile.”

Rhett’s jaw flexed. “I’m dropping off donations.”

Blake turned to June. “Everything alright here?”

She nodded, voice tight. “He was just leaving.”

Rhett didn’t argue. He met Blake’s eyes for a long moment, then turned and walked out, not looking back.

The deputy watched him go, then turned to June. “Be careful with that one. He’s got a record long enough to stretch from here to the county line.”

June’s stomach dropped. “A record?”

“Assault. Disturbing the peace. Nothing recent, but trouble follows him like smoke.”

She folded her arms. “He hasn’t done anything wrong.”

“Yet. But men like him don’t change, June. Not really.”

When Blake left, the room felt colder.

June knelt and opened the box of books again. Her fingers brushed over old names, dedications, bits of history preserved in pages.

Rhett had found these. He’d brought them here.

She didn’t know what kind of man that made him.

But she knew what it made her want to believe.

The next day, he didn’t come.

Or the day after.

June found herself checking the street more than once. Listening for boots. Watching the shadows in the windows of the mansion like they might move.

When he finally returned, it was with a Band-Aid across his temple and paint on his jeans.

She didn’t ask what had happened.

He didn’t offer.

But he dropped off a second box of books.

And this time, he waited while she opened it.

“I used to think libraries were a waste,” he said quietly.

June raised an eyebrow. “That sounds like something you shouldn’t admit to a librarian.”

He gave a half-smile. “I figured they were for people who had time. For kids. Not for someone like me.”

“And now?”

“Now I think maybe they’re for the people who didn’t have time before. Who need it now.”

June stared at him.

Then, slowly, she smiled.

A real one.

Not the kind she gave polite patrons or well-meaning neighbors.

The kind that said something had shifted.

Rhett didn’t say anything else.

He just turned and walked away.

But that smile stayed with him.

And the warning Blake had given her?

That started to feel less like a red flag and more like a dare.
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Chapter 3: The Book He Never Returned
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The door chimed at 11:07 a.m. on a Wednesday. The kind of late morning where the library usually basked in serenity, with only the sound of page turns and muffled footsteps to break the hush. June was behind the front desk cataloguing a recent donation of local history volumes, her world a quiet hum of dates and Dewey decimals, when Rhett Maddox swaggered in with the kind of presence that turned silence into tension. He didn’t speak immediately. He didn’t have to. His boots announced him first—scuffed, loud, unapologetic. The sound sent an involuntary flutter to June’s chest, and she reminded herself for the sixth time that week that his interruptions were not charming, and that she did not look forward to them.

He was carrying something in his hand. A book, tattered at the edges, spine bowed as though it had been read repeatedly under poor lighting and rough hands. June adjusted her glasses and looked at him over the top of the monitor.

“That’s not ours,” she said before he even made it to the counter.

“It was,” he replied, holding it out like a peace offering. “At some point.”

She took it reluctantly, scanning the inside cover. Wren Hollow Public Library. The ink was faded, but unmistakable. She flipped to the checkout slip. The last date stamped was 1999. No name.

“This was due back over two decades ago.”

“Well,” he said, tilting his head, “I guess I’m a little late.”

“Where did you find it?”

“Same place I’ve been finding everything lately. Lennox attic. This one was tucked behind a loose plank near the fireplace.”

She thumbed through the pages. Marginalia lined the edges—notes in loopy cursive, underlined phrases, sometimes little hearts next to specific lines. One page had a quote circled three times: ‘Sometimes, the story you want is not the story you need.’

“You ever do that?” he asked.

June looked up. “Do what?”

“Write in the margins. Talk back to the book.”

She hesitated. “Once. When I was thirteen. I wrote a whole argument in the margins of a fantasy novel because the main character made a selfish decision. I was furious for days.”

He grinned. “You’re adorable when you admit to rebellion.”

“It was one time.”

“Still counts.”

She turned the book over in her hands again. “You’re returning it. Even though it’s not yours.”

He shrugged. “Figured it should come back where it belonged.”

She paused, not just at the sentiment, but the look in his eyes—strangely earnest, like he wasn’t just talking about the book.

“I can waive the late fees,” she said softly.

“Probably wouldn’t be able to afford them anyway,” he replied, smile crooked.

She placed the book carefully on the desk. “Do you want to check anything out today?”

His eyes flicked to the shelves behind her. “Do you have anything about second chances?”

June blinked.

He didn’t wait for her to respond, just moved past her into the aisles like he belonged there. He trailed a finger across the spines, scanning titles, pausing at one or two before settling on a slim volume of poetry. He brought it back, holding it like it might bite.

“Don’t laugh.”

“I won’t.”

“Poetry’s weird,” he muttered. “But sometimes it makes my head stop buzzing.”

She scanned the barcode, watching him from the corner of her eye. There was something different today. A weight to him. Less cocky. More contained. Like he was trying to keep something inside from spilling out.

“You okay?” she asked before she could stop herself.

He didn’t answer right away. Instead, he looked out the window. The sky was gray. The clouds were heavy. A storm was coming.

“I had a phone call this morning,” he said finally. “My brother.”

“You haven’t mentioned him.”

“We don’t talk much.”

“Is he alright?”

“He’s dying.”

June’s fingers froze on the barcode scanner. “I’m so sorry.”

Rhett nodded slowly, eyes still on the horizon. “Pancreatic cancer. Stage four. He didn’t tell me until now. Didn’t want me to ‘worry.’ We haven’t talked in three years. Last time we spoke, we shouted over a kitchen table about who got to sell Dad’s tools.”

June didn’t speak. Didn’t need to.

“I don’t know how to say goodbye to someone who’s already gone in most of your life,” he added, voice quieter now. “I don’t know if I should go back or stay here. I don’t know what I’d even say.”

She came around the counter, her hand brushing his forearm lightly. “You don’t have to have the right words. Sometimes just showing up is enough.”

He looked at her then, and the vulnerability in his expression made her throat tighten.

“I don’t think he wants me to show up.”

“Do you?”

“I don’t know,” he said again, and the uncertainty in his voice was so human it broke something open in her chest.

She stood there with him, in the quiet of the library, with the rain beginning to tap softly at the windows and the overhead lights casting a golden halo over the old wood floors.

“I used to think people were black and white,” he said suddenly. “Good or bad. In or out. But this place... you... it’s making everything feel more complicated.”

June swallowed the lump in her throat. “Life is complicated. People are, too.”

“And you’re okay with that?”

“I have to be. Or I’d never make it through a book club meeting.”

He laughed, the sound sudden and genuine, and she felt it in her ribs like warmth.

“Do you want to stay for a bit?” she asked after a moment. “We’re technically open another hour. It’s quiet. There’s coffee in the back.”

He looked surprised. “I can just... stay?”

“This is a public space. I can’t technically stop you.”

“But you’re inviting me.”

“Yes,” she said softly. “I am.”

He didn’t respond with words. Just nodded once, and followed her past the counter to the reading area near the back window where the storm clouds cast soft shadows. She poured two cups of coffee, handed him one, and sat across from him with the poetry book between them.

They didn’t talk for a while.

The rain came heavier.

She read aloud. He closed his eyes and listened.

And in the quiet of the library, with a long-overdue book resting beside them and the scent of old pages in the air, something gentle began to root itself in the space between them.

Not romance.

Not yet.

But something.

Later that evening, June sat alone after he left, the poetry book still open on the table. She traced a line with her fingertip: ‘The ache is not weakness. It is proof that we still care.’

The book he never returned sat on her desk.

She opened it again.

And this time, she noticed a name penciled faintly at the top corner of the first page.

Amelia Lennox.

The mansion’s last occupant.

June’s breath caught.

And just like that, the margins of her life shifted once more.
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