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Some love stories end with goodbye.

Others spend years waiting for a second chance.

Ten years ago, Isla Whitmore walked away from the only man she had ever truly loved. Leaving Noah Bennett behind was the hardest decision she had ever made, but some wounds felt too deep to explain and some fears too powerful to overcome.

Now, after the loss of her father, Isla returns to the small town she once called home, hoping to settle unfinished business and leave before old memories can catch up with her.

But Noah is still there.

Older. Stronger. Impossible to forget.

The boy who once promised her forever has become a man carrying scars of his own, and seeing Isla again stirs emotions neither of them buried as deeply as they believed.

As they navigate grief, family secrets, and the echoes of a love that never truly faded, Isla and Noah must decide whether the past is something to leave behind or something worth fighting for.

Because some hearts never stop belonging to each other.

And sometimes forever simply takes the long way home.
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Ten Years Earlier

The rain fell in quiet sheets across the empty parking lot.

Isla Whitmore stood beside her car, gripping a folded letter so tightly that the paper had softened beneath her fingers.

The porch light from Noah Bennett's house glowed in the distance.

She could still see his bedroom window.

Still see the curtain moving gently in the breeze.

Still imagine him inside.

Waiting.

Trusting.

Loving her.

A sharp ache spread through her chest.

One more minute.

That was all she needed.

One more minute to be brave enough to walk to his front door.

One more minute to tell him the truth.

Instead, she stood frozen.

The words she needed to say felt impossible.

The future they had planned together felt even more impossible.

She looked down at the ring resting in her palm.

A simple silver band.

The promise of everything she had ever wanted.

Tears blurred her vision.

She loved Noah.

God, she loved him.

That was the problem.

Loving him should have made staying easy.

Instead, it made leaving unbearable.

A car passed on the distant highway, its headlights briefly illuminating the wet pavement.

Time was running out.

If she knocked on that door, she would never leave.

If she saw his face, she would tell him she was scared.

That she wasn't ready.

That she wasn't the woman he deserved.

And Noah would do what Noah always did.

He would convince her to stay.

Slowly, she slipped the ring into the envelope and sealed it shut.

A goodbye she prayed he would one day forgive.

A goodbye she already regretted.

The tears came harder now.

She climbed into her car, started the engine, and stared one final time at the house that held every dream she was about to destroy.

The porch light remained on.

Waiting for her.

Waiting for a future that would never come.

Or so she believed.

With trembling hands, Isla shifted the car into drive.

Then she left.

Leaving behind her first love.

Her best friend.

The only home her heart had ever known.

And the man she would spend the next ten years trying, and failing, to forget.
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CHAPTER ONE
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THE RETURN
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"Sometimes the hardest journeys are the ones that lead us back to where our hearts never truly left."

The town appeared exactly as Isla remembered.

That was the problem.

As her car rolled beneath the familiar canopy of oak trees lining Maple Street, a strange ache settled in her chest. The storefronts stood where they always had. The bakery on the corner still displayed flower boxes overflowing with bright petunias. The old church steeple still rose above the rooftops like a silent guardian watching over the town.

Nothing had changed.

Except her.

Ten years ago, she had left Willow Creek believing she would never return.

Now she was back because her father was dead.

The words still felt unreal.

Dead.

Gone.

The finality of it refused to settle in her mind.

Her fingers tightened around the steering wheel.

Three days ago, she had been sitting in a hotel room in Seattle, finishing an article assignment. Then the phone had rung.

Everything after that had become a blur.

The flight.

The tears.

The silence.

The grief she still could not fully process.

Ahead, the cemetery gates came into view.

Isla swallowed hard.

The funeral would begin in twenty minutes.

She had spent the entire drive rehearsing how she would get through today.

Smile politely.

Accept condolences.

Avoid emotional breakdowns.

Leave as soon as possible.

Simple.

Or at least it should have been.

The moment she parked her car, memories began rising around her like ghosts.

Her father's laugh.

Summer picnics.

Bike rides through town.

The small white house she'd grown up in.

And Noah.

Always Noah.

She closed her eyes briefly.

Ten years.

Ten years should have been enough time to forget someone.
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