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Chapter One – The New Dentist in Town
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The golden leaves of Willow Creek fluttered down Main Street, catching the soft October light as if the whole town were wrapped in an endless sunset. The familiar creak of the bakery’s swinging sign, the warm chatter of neighbors swapping recipes at the farmers’ market, the distant chime of the church bell—every detail was exactly as Emily Carter remembered from her childhood visits. Except this time, she wasn’t just visiting.

This time, she was staying.

Emily locked her car door and stood still for a moment, breathing in the crisp air. The smell of cinnamon and wood smoke curled around her, carried from the bakery on the corner. Across the street, Mrs. Henderson was already setting out baskets of gourds in front of Henderson’s Grocery, and a pair of teenagers zoomed by on bikes, laughing.

Her heart tightened in that way it always did when she remembered her father walking her down this street, his hand warm around hers, telling her stories about the people who made Willow Creek special. He had dreamed of retiring here someday. Emily never got to see that dream with him, but she could carry a piece of it herself.

She turned to face the modest brick building at the end of the street—her building now. The sign over the door gleamed with fresh paint:

Dr. Emily Carter, DDS – Willow Creek Dental Care

A mixture of pride and nerves swelled in her chest. It had taken years of school, late nights studying, and months of planning to finally open her own practice. She wasn’t naïve—she knew small towns could be skeptical of newcomers, even if she technically wasn’t one. But she also knew Willow Creek had always valued people who worked hard and cared for their neighbors. That was her plan: to show them she belonged, one smile at a time.

Inside, the office still smelled faintly of paint and new carpet. The waiting room was simple but cozy—plush chairs, shelves with children’s books, and a basket of complimentary muffins she had baked herself. Her receptionist, Claire, a cheerful woman in her fifties, was already at the front desk, arranging appointment cards.

“Morning, Doctor Carter!” Claire greeted, her voice warm. “First patient’s not until ten, but I thought I’d come in early. The phone’s been ringing off the hook since we put the ad in the Gazette.”

Emily smiled, relief softening her nerves. “That’s good news. Hopefully they’re calling for checkups and not because they’ve bitten into caramel apples already.”

Claire chuckled. “You know Willow Creek during Harvest Festival week. Half the town’s going to end up with sugar-related emergencies.”

Emily laughed, shaking her head as she hung up her coat. “Well, I guess it’s job security.”

She moved around the office, adjusting small details—the angle of a framed photo of the town fair, the placement of a vase of mums. Everything felt ready. Everything except the nagging flutter in her stomach. Today wasn’t just about polishing teeth. Today was about proving herself, about weaving her way into the fabric of Willow Creek.



Across town, Jake Matthews pushed the heavy glass door of his hardware store open with his shoulder, balancing two boxes of nails in one arm and a clipboard in the other.

“Morning, Jake!” called old Mr. Collins from the corner, where he was debating lightbulbs with a younger customer.

“Morning,” Jake replied, flashing a grin. He set the boxes on the counter and checked off his list, but his jaw gave a dull throb as he bent over. He winced, rubbing it absently.

He knew exactly what caused it—the caramel apple from last night’s Harvest Festival. He’d bitten into it too fast, too hard, and the crack that followed had been more than just candy shattering.

The pain had been off and on since then, but he wasn’t about to admit it. Dentists and Jake Matthews did not mix. Not since he was twelve years old and Dr. Parker back in his old town had left him shaking after a botched filling.

Still, as the ache pulsed again, Jake muttered under his breath. “Stubborn fool. Should’ve known better.”

“Talking to yourself again?” teased his sister, Megan, stepping through the door with a bag of coffee and two muffins. She owned the florist shop next door and had perfected the art of knowing when her brother was hiding something.

Jake shot her a look but accepted the coffee gratefully. “Just keeping myself company.”

Megan leaned against the counter, eyes narrowing. “You’re holding your jaw.”

“It’s nothing.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Nothing that came from a caramel apple?”

When Jake didn’t answer, Megan smirked. “Lucky for you, there’s a new dentist in town. Emily Carter. I met her at the Gazette launch party last week. She’s sweet as pie.”

“Dentist,” Jake repeated flatly, as if the word itself were sour. “No thanks.”

Megan crossed her arms. “Suit yourself. But if you keep avoiding it, you’ll end up needing more than a cleaning. You’ll need dentures before you’re forty.”

Jake groaned. “You sound like Mom.”

“Good,” Megan said with a victorious grin. “Because she’d tell you the same thing: go see the dentist.”



At ten o’clock sharp, the bell above Emily’s door chimed.

She looked up, expecting one of the Henderson twins or perhaps Mrs. Radcliffe, who’d already called twice to ask if she could bring in her cat “just for a peek.”

Instead, a tall man stepped inside, shoulders broad beneath a faded blue flannel shirt, jaw shadowed with a hint of scruff. He moved with a kind of easy strength, but there was a stiffness in the way he held himself, like he’d rather be anywhere else.

“Morning,” Claire chirped. “Do you have an appointment?”

The man hesitated, eyes flicking to Emily. For a moment, she swore the air in the room shifted. His eyes—warm brown with flecks of gold—locked onto hers, and she felt something tug low in her chest.

“Not exactly,” he said finally. His voice was rich, a little rough around the edges. “I, uh... think I broke a tooth. Last night.”

Emily straightened, pulling professionalism around herself like armor. She was the dentist. He was the patient. No matter how unfairly handsome he was.

“We can take a look right away,” she said, her tone calm, inviting. “Why don’t you come with me?”

As she led him back, she couldn’t ignore the little voice in her head. Willow Creek might have just given her the kind of challenge she hadn’t prepared for—not fixing a broken tooth, but keeping her own heart steady.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two – The Man in the Chair
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The exam room smelled faintly of peppermint polish and fresh linen, the kind of scent Emily always found reassuring. She hoped her patient would feel the same.

“Go ahead and take a seat,” she said, gesturing to the chair.

The man hesitated, eyeing it as though it were a trap set just for him. His broad frame seemed almost too big for the small room, and when he finally lowered himself into the chair, the leather creaked under his weight.

Emily slipped on her gloves, keeping her tone light. “So, you said you broke a tooth?”

He rubbed the back of his neck, eyes fixed anywhere but on her. “Yeah. Caramel apple. Guess that’s what I get for being stubborn.”

Her lips twitched with amusement. “You’re not the first casualty of the Harvest Festival. Won’t be the last, either.”

That earned her the ghost of a smile, quick and reluctant. But when she adjusted the overhead light and leaned closer, his entire body stiffened. His hands gripped the armrests as if preparing for battle.

Emily paused, tilting her head. “Do you hate the dentist, Mr...?”

“Matthews. Jake.” He grimaced. “And hate’s a strong word. Let’s just say dentists and I don’t have the best history.”

Ah. That explained the tension. Emily softened her voice, keeping it steady and warm. “Bad experience?”

His jaw flexed, and he looked away. “When I was a kid. Let’s just say the guy thought a little pain built character.”

Emily’s heart ached at the thought. She’d heard stories like his before—patients carrying fear from one careless encounter for years. “Well,” she said gently, “I don’t believe in that. I’ll tell you everything I’m doing before I do it. And if at any point you need me to stop, you just raise your hand. Deal?”

His eyes met hers then, wary but searching. For a moment, she thought he might argue. Instead, he gave a short nod. “Deal.”

She smiled, trying to project reassurance. “Good. Let’s take a look.”

As she leaned closer, adjusting the tiny mirror, she caught the faintest whiff of cedar and soap from him, grounding and distracting all at once. Focus, Emily. He’s a patient.

“Open, please,” she said softly.

He obeyed, though his muscles were taut, shoulders bunched. The cracked tooth wasn’t as bad as she’d feared—a molar with a clean break, nothing beyond her skill. She withdrew, tugging her gloves off.

“Well, the good news is it’s fixable. You’ve got a crack, but no infection. I can do a crown today if you’ve got an hour to spare.”

Jake shifted in the chair, relief flickering across his face. “That bad, huh?”

“It’s not so bad,” she reassured him. “But if you leave it, it could get worse. And then I’ll be giving you a lecture about root canals, which no one enjoys.”

That drew a chuckle out of him, warm and surprising. “Fair enough. You’re better at this than the last guy already.”

Emily’s cheeks warmed. She wasn’t used to being flustered by a compliment, but something about the sincerity in his voice tugged at her. “Glad to hear it.”

She prepared her tools, keeping her movements calm and unhurried. As the procedure began, she talked to him—not about teeth, but about Willow Creek. It was a trick she’d learned early: distraction by conversation.

“So, are you new in town?” she asked, adjusting the drill.

“Nope. Born and raised,” Jake answered, his voice slightly muffled. “Own the hardware store on Main.”

Her eyebrows lifted. “Matthews Hardware? My dad used to take me there when I was little. The toy aisle was my favorite.”

Jake’s eyes flicked toward hers, curiosity sparking even through his nerves.

“Your dad was from here?”

Emily’s throat tightened, but she kept her smile steady. “He grew up visiting. Always said Willow Creek was home, even when we lived in the city.”

Something softened in Jake’s expression, but before she could linger on it, he flinched as the drill buzzed. Emily paused immediately.

“Too much?” she asked quickly.

He shook his head. “No. Just... memories.”

Emily met his gaze, steady and reassuring. “Remember our deal. You’re in control here, not me.”

After a moment, he relaxed, exhaling slowly. “Right. Deal.”

By the time she finished, Jake looked almost surprised. He touched his jaw experimentally. “That
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