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Chapter 1 — Preparing for the Centennial
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Willow Creek had always been known for its quiet charm. A slow-moving river curved through the center of town, the old wooden bridge arched proudly over the water, and every porch seemed to carry the scent of lavender or freshly baked bread. But on this particular summer morning, the town felt more alive than Susan Westin had ever seen it.

She stood outside Sweet Creek Bakery, squinting into the bright sunlight as volunteers hurried past carrying banners, crates of decorations, and more balloons than any small town could possibly need. “One hundred years,” Susan murmured to herself, brushing a streak of flour from her cheek. “You don’t turn that every day.”

Inside, the bakery was a whirlwind. Three ovens glowed, two mixers churned, and every countertop was covered with cooling pastries. The air smelled of vanilla, warm sugar, and fresh dough—a comforting chaos Susan had learned to navigate like a ship captain in stormy waters.

“Susie, the centennial cupcakes are done!” her assistant, Claire, called from the back. “But we’re out of blue frosting!”

“Of course we are,” Susan sighed with a smile. “On the busiest week of our lives.”

She tied her hair into a messy bun, grabbed her apron, and moved quickly through the kitchen. The celebration committee had ordered nearly a thousand cupcakes, four sheet cakes, and—her pride and joy—a towering five-tiered centennial cake that would stand in the center of the town square.

No pressure.

Claire appeared beside her, cheeks flushed and hair covered in a dusting of powdered sugar. “I don’t know how you’re still standing. I would’ve melted by now.”

Susan laughed. “You get used to it. Besides, I love this town. If we’re going to celebrate a century of Willow Creek, then we’re going to do it right.”

She didn’t say the other part aloud—the truth that baking kept her grounded. After her long-ago heartbreak, after the relationship that fizzled when she thought it was forever, the bakery had become her home. Creating something sweet for others filled a space in her heart she didn’t always admit was still tender.

A bell jingled at the front door.

Susan wiped her hands on her apron and stepped out to the counter. Henry Lawson, head of the Centennial Committee, marched in with his usual determined stride and a clipboard under his arm.

“Susan! Tell me we’re still on schedule.”

“As on schedule as humanly possible,” she answered. “The big cake will be ready by tomorrow morning.”

Henry let out a dramatic breath of relief. “Perfect. The photographer gets into town tomorrow too. We want pictures of everything—the booths, the dance, the fireworks, the food...” He glanced around the bakery. “Especially your work.”

Susan chuckled. “I’ll do my best to look less sweaty by then.”

“You always look fine, dear,” he said, already flipping through his clipboard again. “Don’t forget, you’re opening the celebration with the cake reveal. A hundred years of Willow Creek depends on you!”

And then he was gone, swept away in the wave of festival chaos.

Claire leaned over the counter. “A photographer, huh? Maybe he’ll be cute.”

Susan shook her head, though she couldn’t help smiling. “The last thing I need is a cute photographer distracting me.”

“You say that like it would be a bad thing.”

“Claire...”

“Okay, okay,” Claire said, hands up in surrender. “But you never know. Willow Creek celebrations have a reputation for magic.”

Magic. Susan wasn’t sure she believed in that anymore. But as she glanced out the window at the bustling streets, the glowing lanterns being strung across Main Street, and children running with excitement, she felt something warm flutter in her chest.

Maybe this celebration really would be special.



By late afternoon, the bakery had finally quieted enough for Susan to step outside for a breath of fresh air. The sun dipped lower in the sky, casting a golden glow over the town. The square was nearly transformed—colorful tents lined the edges, a stage was being set up near the fountain, and a giant banner reading WILLOW CREEK CENTENNIAL CELEBRATION fluttered proudly.

Susan walked slowly, taking in the sight. She loved this place. Its people, its rhythm, its familiarity.

She could never imagine living anywhere else.

“Looks like a lot of work for a birthday party, doesn’t it?” a voice said behind her.

She turned, expecting a neighbor. But instead she saw a man she didn’t recognize—dark blond hair slightly tousled, a camera bag slung over one shoulder, and a smile that looked easy, unhurried, like he was taking in every detail the way a traveler does.

He nodded toward the square. “I’m guessing they’re going all out for the big hundred?”

Susan found herself blinking. “Yes. They... are.” Then she remembered herself and extended a polite smile. “Welcome to Willow Creek. Are you visiting for the celebration?”

“Something like that,” he said, shifting the strap across his shoulder. “I’m Dirk. Dirk Lawson. Here for a photography assignment.”

Lawson? Susan thought. Maybe Henry’s nephew? That explained the clipboard panic.

“Well, Dirk Lawson,” she said, offering her hand, “I’m Susan. I run the bakery down the street.”

When he shook her hand, she noticed his grip was warm, steady. His eyes curious, bright.

“I’ll have to stop by,” he said. “Local bakeries are the heart of any good town. And I never turn down a pastry.”

Susan laughed softly. “Good to know. The celebration starts tomorrow. You’ll see plenty of those.”

Dirk looked out at the glowing lanterns, the gathering crowd, and the gentle river reflecting the sky. “Something tells me,” he said quietly, “this is going to be a memorable weekend.”

Susan felt that flutter again—unexpected, uninvited, but undeniably there.

Maybe magic really was in the air after all.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2 — Dirk Arrives in Willow Creek
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Dirk Lawson had driven through dozens of small towns in his years as a traveling photographer, but Willow Creek greeted him with something different.

Warmth.

Not the heat of the afternoon sun, though that certainly shimmered across the dusty road as his car rolled past the Welcome to Willow Creek sign. No—this warmth was softer. It seeped through the windows when he slowed at the edge of Main Street, watching a group of volunteers hang bunting from lamp posts. It drifted into him like a familiar melody when two elderly women waved at his car as if they’d known him his whole life.

He found himself smiling—a rare thing after weeks of long miles, lonely motels, and assignments that often felt hollow.

He parked in front of the only bed-and-breakfast in town, a charming two-story house with white trim, a wraparound porch, and rocking chairs that looked old enough to remember the town’s founding. The sign read: Riverbend Inn — A Home Away From Home.

Inside, the air smelled of lemon polish and baked apples.

“Welcome!” called a cheerful voice. A petite woman in her sixties appeared behind the counter, her silver hair pinned neatly and her smile bright. “You must be Dirk. Henry told me you’d be arriving today.”

“Word travels fast here,” he joked, adjusting his camera bag.

“We’re a small place. Gossip is our sport.” She handed him a key with a brass tag. “Room three, up the stairs. Breakfast at seven. And if you need anything, I’m usually in the kitchen pretending not to eavesdrop.”

Dirk chuckled. “Good to know.”

Once he settled into his room—sunlit, clean, and decorated with old photographs of Willow Creek—he stepped to the window. He could see the heart of town: the square, the fountain, and people preparing for the centennial celebration with an energy he couldn’t help but admire.

His fingers drifted over his camera.

He had taken photos in big cities and remote villages, photographed powerful faces and forgotten ones, but something told him this small-town festival might be the most meaningful thing he’d captured in a long time.

He slung his camera over his shoulder and headed outside.



Walking through Willow Creek felt like stepping into a storybook.

Children chased each other around the fountain, laughter spilling through the air. A group of teenagers set up wooden booths near the square, joking loudly as they painted signs. Across the street, the scent of fresh bread drifted from a bakery with a hand-painted sign: Sweet Creek Bakery.

Dirk paused.

The door was propped open, letting out a warm, buttery scent that hit him straight in the chest. He lifted his camera without thinking, taking a wide shot of the storefront. Something about it radiated comfort—soft colors, cozy windows, the faint shadow of someone moving inside.

He wondered if they’d mind him taking a closer look.

But first—work. The town square was bustling, and he needed to capture the preparations. He spent the next couple of hours walking, snapping photos, and talking to locals. Everywhere he turned, someone had a story.

Old Mr. Callahan, who’d lived in Willow Creek all ninety-three years of his life, proudly showed off the original centennial banner from fifty years ago.

Teenagers waved art supplies, showing him the mural they planned to reveal at the celebration.

Even the mayor insisted he photograph the newly polished fountain, which apparently hadn’t been cleaned since the ’80s.

Dirk felt something loosen in his chest—something he hadn’t realized was tight. This place was alive. Genuine. It felt like the kind of town where people looked out for each other, where time slowed, where life had roots.

He had never felt rooted—not since his traveling photography career had taken off, pushing him from city to city, story to story. Always leaving before anything could last.

But here... he felt a flicker of something he couldn’t yet name.



As the afternoon sun dipped lower, casting golden light across Main Street, Dirk wandered back toward the bakery, drawn by the glow inside the windows. He stepped closer, peering through the glass.

Behind the counter, a woman was carefully piping frosting onto a tray of cupcakes. Her hair was pulled back in a loose bun, a few curls slipping around her face. She looked focused, steady—even graceful in her concentration.

There was something familiar about her. Something warm.

Before he could think more about it, she looked up. Their eyes met through the glass—hers wide with surprise, his caught like a deer in headlights.

Dirk blinked, lowered his camera, and instinctively stepped back.

Smooth, Lawson. Real smooth.

He cleared his throat, turned, and quickly crossed the street. He wasn’t sure why he felt suddenly unsteady. Maybe it was the long drive. Maybe the town’s strange magnetism. Maybe the woman in the bakery whose eyes seemed to pull him into their warmth.

He needed a walk. Some air. Some distance.

But as he headed toward the river path, he couldn’t help glancing back once more at the bakery.

She was still there—focused again on her cupcakes, unaware of the way she’d rooted herself in his thoughts.

Dirk took a slow breath.

“Yeah,” he murmured to himself, “this place might be more interesting than I expected.”

And somehow, he knew—deep down—that Willow Creek was about to change more than just his travel schedule.
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