



Taylor Morgan TM

Contracted hearts









                    
                    
UUID: edcf548f-521d-4112-90bb-1abe9e08efea

This ebook was created with StreetLib Write

https://writeapp.io








    
    Table of contents


	
Contracted Hearts



	
Taylor Morgan TM



	
Chapters



	
Chapter 1 – A Door Closing



	
Chapter 5 – The House on Willow Street



	
Chapter 14 – More Than a Contract






landmarks


	
Title page



	
Table of contents



	
Book start






        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Contracted Hearts
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    



 















 








                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Taylor Morgan TM
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    



 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 








                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapters
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    



 










 










 









  

    
A
    Door Closing
    


    
  










  

    
The
    Unexpected Offer
    


    
  










  

    
A
    Temporary Arrangement
    


    
  










  

    
Walls
    and Windows
    


    
  










  

    
The
    House on Willow Street
    


    
  










  

    
Quiet
    Evenings
    


    
  










  

    
Cracks
    in the Armor
    


    
  










  

    
Learning
    to Trust
    


    
  










  

    
When
    the Past Knocks
    


    
  










  

    
The
    Cost of Promises
    


    
  










  

    
A
    Storm Between Them
    


    
  










  

    
What
    Was Never Said
    


    
  










  

    
Choosing
    to Stay
    


    
  










  

    
More
    Than a Contract
    


    
  










  

    
Where
    Home Truly Is
  





 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 










 








                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    
        
            
                
                
                    
                    
                        Chapter 1 – A Door Closing
                    

                    
                    
                

                
                
                    
                    
                    

 






 






 






 






 






 






 






 







  
Lena
  Whitmore stood in the empty hallway of the Willow Creek Youth
  Center,
  the sound of her footsteps echoing against the worn tile floor.
  The
  building had always been noisy—laughter spilling from open doors,
  music playing too loud from someone’s phone, the hum of
  conversation from teenagers who didn’t have anywhere else to go
  after school. Now, the silence felt heavy, almost
  accusing.




  
She
  tightened her grip on the folder in her hands.




  
The
  numbers inside it didn’t lie.
  


   Late payments. Cancelled
  donations. A grant that had fallen through at the last minute.
  The
  center had been operating on hope for months, and hope, she was
  learning, didn’t pay utility bills.




  
Lena
  stopped in front of the bulletin board near the entrance. Old
  flyers
  were still pinned there—announcements for art classes, basketball
  tournaments, weekend movie nights. Some of the corners had curled
  over time. She reached up and smoothed one of them down, even
  though
  she knew it didn’t matter.



“

  
Still
  trying to fix things that aren’t broken?” a voice asked
  gently.




  
She
  turned to see Mrs. Calder, the elderly volunteer who had been
  coming
  to the center since before Lena had taken over as director. The
  woman
  leaned on her cane, her eyes kind but tired.



“

  
Old
  habits,” Lena said, forcing a small smile. “If I don’t
  straighten something, I feel like I’m giving up on it.”




  
Mrs.
  Calder nodded, as if she understood far more than Lena had said
  out
  loud. “Any news?”




  
Lena
  hesitated. She had practiced this conversation in her head all
  morning, but now that it was real, the words felt too sharp to
  release.



“

  
No
  good news,” she admitted. “The last donor backed out. They’re
  cutting their funding across the board.”




  
The
  older woman exhaled slowly. “That’s the third one this
  month.”



“

  
I
  know.”




  
For
  a moment, neither of them spoke. The building seemed to listen,
  as if
  the walls themselves were waiting for the final verdict.



“

  
I’ll
  talk to the kids this afternoon,” Lena said finally. “They
  deserve to hear it from me.”




  
Mrs.
  Calder placed a hand on her arm. “You’ve done everything you
  could, dear.”




  
Lena
  wanted to believe that. She really did. But the truth sat heavy
  in
  her chest. Everything she could… hadn’t been enough.






  
That
  afternoon, the youth center filled with the familiar sounds of
  life
  again. The teens arrived in clusters, backpacks slung over their
  shoulders, energy spilling out of them as if the world had not
  just
  dealt them another uncertain hand.




  
Lena
  gathered them in the common room.




  
She
  recognized every face. Some had been coming here for years. Some
  had
  only arrived recently, drawn by the promise of a warm place, a
  safe
  place, a place where someone asked how their day had been and
  meant
  it.




  
She
  cleared her throat. “Hey, everyone. Can I have your attention for
  a
  minute?”




  
The
  room quieted, slowly.



“

  
I
  need to talk to you about something important,” she continued. “I
  won’t sugarcoat it. We’re in trouble financially. We’ve lost a
  lot of our funding, and unless something changes very soon… we
  may
  have to close the center.”




  
The
  words landed hard.




  
A
  few voices rose at once.



“

  
Close?
  Like, for good?”
  


   “Where are we supposed to go?”
  



  “You can’t just shut this place down.”




  
Lena
  raised her hands gently. “I know this is scary. It’s scary for me
  too. I’m doing everything I can to find a solution. This place
  matters. You matter. And I promise you I’m not giving up on
  you.”




  
A
  boy in the back—Marcus, sixteen, always quiet—looked at the
  floor. “People always say that.”




  
The
  room went still.




  
Lena
  met his gaze. “You’re right,” she said softly. “People say a
  lot of things. All I can offer you is this—I’m still here. I’ll
  keep looking for a way. Even if this building closes, I won’t
  disappear from your lives.”




  
Some
  of the tension eased. Not all of it. But enough for the room to
  breathe again.




  
After
  the meeting, the teens drifted back into their routines, quieter
  than
  usual. Lena retreated to her small office, closing the door
  behind
  her.




  
She
  sat down at her desk and stared at the wall for a long
  moment.




  
Then
  she opened her laptop and pulled up a list she had sworn she
  wouldn’t
  touch again.




  
Potential
  contacts.
  


   People she had already tried.
  


   And one name she
  had avoided.




  
Noah
  Reed.




  
They
  hadn’t spoken in years. Not since a brief, awkward interaction at
  a
  charity event where he had donated a large sum without even
  staying
  long enough to accept thanks. He was known in Willow Creek as a
  private, successful property developer. Quiet. Distant.
  Untouchable.




  
And,
  inconveniently, the owner of several unused properties on the
  edge of
  town.




  
Lena
  closed her eyes.




  
Asking
  Noah for help felt like stepping onto thin ice. He wasn’t
  unkind—just unreachable. The kind of man who built walls so tall
  they looked permanent.




  
Still,
  the kids needed space. The center needed time. And time required
  somewhere safe for them to go if the building shut its
  doors.




  
She
  typed an email. Deleted it. Typed again. Deleted that too.




  
Finally,
  she wrote:




  

    
Hello
    Noah,
    


     I’m not sure if you remember me. This is Lena Whitmore
    from the Willow Creek Youth Center. I’m reaching out because
    we’re
    facing an urgent situation and I’m hoping you might be willing
    to
    talk. If you have any availability this week, I’d be grateful
    for a
    few minutes of your time.
  




  
She
  hovered over the send button, her heart thudding in her
  chest.




  
Then
  she clicked.






  
The
  reply came two hours later.




  

    
I
    remember you.
    


     You can come by my office tomorrow at 9 a.m.
    



    —Noah
  




  
Lena
  read the message twice.




  
He
  remembered her.




  
She
  let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding. Tomorrow
  at nine. It wasn’t a yes. It wasn’t even close to a promise. But
  it was a door that hadn’t closed completely.




  
She
  shut down her laptop and looked around her tiny office—the
  chipped
  desk, the donated bookshelf, the crooked photo frame of last
  year’s
  summer picnic. This place was fragile. Temporary. Held together
  by
  care and stubborn hope.




  
She
  stood, squared her shoulders, and turned off the light.




  
If
  doors were closing, she would knock on new ones.




  
Even
  if the door belonged to a man who had built his life around
  keeping
  people out.
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The
  house on Willow Street looked different in the early
  morning.




  
The
  light caught the freshly cleaned windows, and the porch no longer
  sagged with neglect. It wasn’t beautiful in the way new buildings
  were beautiful, but it had begun to carry the quiet dignity of
  something being cared for again.




  
Lena
  arrived with a bag of groceries balanced against her hip. She
  paused
  at the gate, taking a moment to look at the place. The house felt
  less like borrowed space now and more like a promise she was
  trying
  very hard not to break.




  
Inside,
  the kids were still asleep. The quiet felt earned.




  
She
  set the groceries down in the kitchen and started the kettle. The
  sound of water filling the pot felt grounding. Ordinary. She
  liked
  the ordinary. It meant things were, at least for now, under
  control.




  
Noah
  entered a few minutes later, a folded newspaper tucked under his
  arm.



“

  
You’re
  becoming predictable,” he said lightly.




  
She
  smiled. “Careful. That sounds like a complaint.”



“

  
It’s
  an observation,” he replied. “One I don’t mind.”




  
They
  stood in the kitchen together, the morning light falling between
  them.



“

  
I
  wanted to show you something,” Noah said. “In the back
  room.”




  
She
  followed him down the narrow hallway. The back room had been
  mostly
  empty, its walls marked with old nail holes and faded
  paint.




  
Noah
  knelt near one corner and lifted a loose floorboard. Beneath it
  was a
  small metal box, rusted but intact.



“

  
I
  found this during the inspection,” he said. “It belonged to the
  family who lived here years ago.”




  
He
  opened it carefully. Inside were a few photographs, a faded
  ribbon,
  and a folded piece of paper.




  
Lena
  picked up one of the photos. A family stood on the front
  porch—two
  adults and a young child, smiling in the sun.



“

  
They
  look happy,” she said.



“

  
They
  were,” Noah replied. “For a while.”




  
The
  words carried weight.



“

  
You
  knew them?” Lena asked.




  
He
  nodded. “Briefly. I was younger. This house was one of my first
  renovation projects. I met the owners when I came to assess the
  damage after a storm. The father wanted to fix everything
  himself. He
  didn’t want help.”



“

  
And?”
  Lena asked softly.



“

  
And
  sometimes wanting to do everything alone costs more than you
  expect,”
  Noah said. “They lost the house not long after. Too much damage.
  Not enough support.”




  
Lena
  closed the box gently. “That’s… heavy.”




  
Noah
  straightened. “This house has been empty since then. I think part
  of me didn’t want to bring anyone else into it. It felt like
  reopening something that had never really closed.”




  
She
  looked at the walls, imagining laughter where there had only been
  silence for years. “Maybe that’s why it matters that it’s full
  again.”



“

  
Maybe,”
  he said.






  
Later
  that day, the kids painted the living room walls. The color was a
  soft, warm neutral, chosen after a long debate. Splashes of paint
  dotted the floor, their clothes, and more than one face.




  
Noah
  watched from the doorway, arms crossed.



“

  
They’re…
  enthusiastic,” he said.



“

  
That’s
  one word for it,” Lena laughed. “Another is unstoppable.”




  
Sophie
  approached them, paint on her cheek. “Is this okay?” she asked,
  gesturing to a messy corner.




  
Lena
  nodded. “It’s more than okay. It’s yours too, while you’re
  here.”




  
Sophie
  hesitated. “It feels weird, making changes to someone else’s
  house.”




  
Noah
  crouched slightly to her level. “It’s still my house. But right
  now, it’s your space. And spaces should reflect the people who
  live
  in them.”




  
Sophie
  studied him for a second, then nodded and went back to
  painting.




  
Lena
  glanced at Noah. “You’re good with them.”




  
He
  shrugged. “I’m better with buildings. But I’m learning.”






  
That
  evening, after the kids had gone to bed, Lena and Noah sat on the
  front steps. The street was quiet, the air cool.



“

  
This
  place feels different now,” Lena said. “Like it’s remembering
  how to be a home.”



“

  
Houses
  don’t remember,” Noah replied. “People do. They carry memory
  into the spaces they occupy.”




  
She
  smiled at him. “You make everything sound heavier than it
  is.”



“

  
And
  you make everything sound lighter,” he said. “Maybe that’s
  balance.”




  
She
  tucked her knees closer to her chest. “I worry sometimes. That
  I’ll
  fail them. That this will fall apart and I’ll be the one who
  promised more than I could give.”




  
Noah
  was quiet for a moment. “Failure isn’t promising too much. It’s
  walking away when things get hard.”




  
She
  looked at him. “Is that how you define it?”



“

  
It’s
  how I learned it,” he said.




  
She
  didn’t ask for details. The way he said it told her they existed,
  and that they weren’t easy to share.



“

  
I’m
  glad you didn’t walk away from this,” she said.



“

  
So
  am I,” he replied.




  
Their
  shoulders brushed lightly as they sat. The contact was brief,
  accidental—but neither moved away.




  
The
  house behind them felt warmer than it had that morning. Not
  because
  of paint or repairs.




  
Because
  it was being claimed by care.
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The
  contract ended on a Thursday.




  
Not
  the legal one—at least not yet. The one they had never written
  down. The quiet agreement that everything between them would stay
  practical, temporary, contained.




  
Lena
  felt it shift the moment Noah told her he had turned down the
  offer.




  
She
  stood in the kitchen, holding a mug she hadn’t taken a sip from
  in
  minutes. “You didn’t have to do that,” she said.



“

  
I
  know,” Noah replied. “That’s why I did.”




  
The
  words settled between them, heavier than any document they could
  have
  signed.



“

  
I
  don’t want you to stay out of obligation,” Lena said
  quietly.



“

  
I’m
  not,” he replied. “I stayed because leaving felt like pretending
  this is just a project. And it’s not anymore.”




  
She
  looked at him, searching for certainty in his face. “Then what is
  it?”




  
He
  hesitated. “It’s more than a contract. More than a temporary
  arrangement. More than a house.”




  
Her
  breath caught. “Noah…”



“

  
I
  know,” he said softly. “I’m not good at saying these things
  cleanly. But I don’t want to hide behind logistics
  anymore.”




  
The
  honesty in his voice made her chest ache.






  
That
  afternoon, they worked in the back room together, packing away
  tools.
  The space felt smaller with everything that hadn’t been said
  pressing against the air.



“

  
You
  changed this place,” Noah said. “Not just with paint and repairs.
  With presence.”



“

  
You
  did too,” Lena replied. “You let people in. That wasn’t easy
  for you.”




  
He
  nodded. “It still isn’t.”




  
They
  worked in silence for a few moments.



“

  
I’m
  scared,” Lena admitted suddenly. “Not of you. Of what it means to
  let something good become real. Good things can hurt more when
  they
  leave.”




  
Noah
  set down the box he was holding. “I’m scared of staying and
  failing. Of not being enough in the ways that actually
  matter.”




  
She
  met his eyes. “What if we’re both scared—and we choose to try
  anyway?”




  
The
  question lingered like a held breath.






  
That
  evening, the kids planned a small thank-you dinner for Noah.
  Nothing
  elaborate. Just shared food, laughter, gratitude.




  
Sophie
  handed Noah a card. “For letting us use your house,” she
  said.




  
He
  accepted it, visibly moved. “Thank you for taking care of
  it.”




  
Marcus
  added, “It doesn’t feel like just your house anymore.”




  
Noah
  glanced at Lena. “That’s because it isn’t.”




  
The
  house hummed with warmth. The kind that came from being
  seen.






  
After
  the kids went to bed, Lena and Noah stood on the porch. The night
  was
  clear, the air cool.



“

  
This
  was never supposed to be personal,” Lena said softly.



“

  
No,”
  Noah agreed. “It was supposed to be manageable.”




  
She
  smiled faintly. “We’re bad at manageable.”




  
He
  laughed quietly. “You especially.”



“

  
Hey,”
  she said, nudging him lightly. Then her expression softened. “I
  don’t regret this. Even if it ends someday.”




  
He
  looked at her. “I don’t want to build things with an ending in
  mind anymore.”




  
Her
  heart thudded. “That’s a dangerous way to live.”



“

  
It’s
  an honest one,” he replied.




  
The
  space between them felt charged with possibility.



“

  
Noah,”
  she said, her voice steady despite the tremor in her chest, “I
  care
  about you. Not because you helped. Not because you stayed. But
  because of who you are when you’re here.”




  
He
  stepped closer. “I care about you too. Because you don’t let
  people disappear. Because you stay even when it hurts.”




  
They
  stood inches apart, neither rushing the moment. No dramatic
  gestures.
  Just truth.




  
He
  reached for her hand, stopping just short. “Is this okay?”




  
She
  nodded. “Yes.”




  
Their
  fingers intertwined—simple, intentional, real.




  
No
  kiss.
  


   No grand declaration.




  
Just
  the quiet acknowledgment that what had begun as an agreement
  between
  two careful people had become something that required
  courage.




  
Contracts
  ended when the work was done.
  


   What was growing between them had
  no end date.




  
And
  that was what made it matter.



 






 






 






 






 






                    
                    
                

                
            

            
        

    






