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For everyone who has ever waited for love.

Your patience is not weakness. It is strength.

Your heart will find its home.
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Chapter One: Letters Never Sent
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Charlotte Webb had been in love with the same man for fifteen years.

It started when she was seventeen, the summer before her senior year, when Noah Brennan moved to Willowbrook with his mother after his parents' divorce. He was tall and quiet and had the saddest eyes she'd ever seen. Eyes that looked like they'd already experienced a lifetime of disappointment.

They became friends first. Then best friends. Then something more—something Charlotte felt so deeply it scared her. She wrote him letters she never sent. Filled journals with his name. Dreamed of a future where they'd be together forever.

But Noah never saw her that way. To him, she was Charlotte—his buddy, his confidant, the girl who made him laugh when everything else felt impossible. He dated other girls. Told Charlotte about them. Asked for her advice on how to impress them.

And Charlotte smiled and helped and died a little inside each time.

At eighteen, Noah left for college across the country. Charlotte stayed in Willowbrook, taking over her grandmother's bookshop, building a life that felt small but safe. They kept in touch—emails at first, then texts, then the occasional phone call that left her heart aching for days afterward.

She dated. Tried to move on. Had relationships that lasted months, even years. But no one ever compared to Noah. No one made her feel the way he did with just a text, just a phone call, just the memory of his laugh.

Fifteen years. Fifteen years of loving him. Fifteen years of waiting for something that would probably never happen.

Now she was thirty-two, standing in her bookshop on a rainy October afternoon, when the bell above the door chimed and everything changed.

"Charlotte."

She looked up from the register. And there he was.

Noah Brennan. Taller than she remembered. Broader. Lines around his eyes that hadn't been there before. But still him. Still the boy she'd loved since she was seventeen, now a man standing in her bookshop like he'd never left.

"Noah." His name came out breathless. Embarrassing. "What are you doing here?"

"I came home." He stepped closer, dripping rainwater on her floor. "My mom's been sick. I'm staying to help her through treatment."

"I'm so sorry. I didn't know."

"She didn't want anyone to know. You know how she is." He looked around the shop—at the shelves Charlotte had arranged, at the reading nook she'd created, at the life she'd built in the fifteen years since he'd left. "This place is amazing. It looks nothing like it did when your grandmother ran it."

"I made some changes."

"You made it yours." He met her eyes, and something in his expression made her heart stutter. "I've missed you, Charlotte. More than I ever admitted."

She didn't know what to say. Didn't know how to process Noah Brennan standing in her bookshop, saying he'd missed her, looking at her like he was seeing her for the first time.

"How long are you staying?" she managed.

"As long as my mom needs me. Months, probably. Maybe longer." He ran a hand through his wet hair. "I know it's been a long time. I know we've both changed. But I was hoping... maybe we could be friends again? Like we used to be?"

Friends. The word felt like a knife, even now. Even after fifteen years.

But Charlotte had become an expert at hiding her feelings. Had practiced for half her life.

"Of course," she said, her smile perfectly constructed. "Friends. Like we used to be."

Noah grinned—that same grin that had captured her heart at seventeen—and Charlotte felt the familiar ache spread through her chest.

Fifteen years of waiting. And now he was back.

But nothing had changed. Not really.

She was still in love with a man who only saw her as a friend.

And the long waiting continued.
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Chapter Two: Coming Home
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Noah Brennan hadn't meant to stay away so long.

He'd left Willowbrook at eighteen, desperate to escape the wreckage of his parents' divorce, desperate to become someone other than the sad kid with the broken family. He'd gone to college, then graduate school, then a career that took him to different cities every few years.

He'd been running, he realized now. Running from pain, from memory, from the place that reminded him of everything that had gone wrong.
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