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	When the Distance Breaks

	Description

	After losing her parents at a young age, Lily Adams was taken in by her father’s best friend, Ethan a man of few words and unshakable loyalty. In the quiet shelter of his home, she found a sense of safety she never questioned. Years later, now grown and chasing dreams that no longer feel like hers, Lily returns to the place she once called home. But Ethan isn’t the same. Time has weathered his smile, and something unspoken hangs in the air between them.

	What begins as a gentle reunion stirs long-buried feelings ones that neither of them know how to name. Lily finds herself drawn to the one man who has always seen her, even when she tried to disappear. Ethan, torn between the past he promised to protect and the future he never allowed himself to imagine, fights a love he believes he has no right to claim.

	As old letters surface, boundaries blur, and the town begins to whisper, Lily and Ethan must confront the truth neither dared speak aloud. Is love still love when it crosses the lines we once swore not to cross?

	Or is it exactly what was meant to be, all along?

	 


Chapter 1: The Return

	Lily

	The gravel crunched beneath the tires as the car eased to a stop in front of the old cottage. I sat behind the wheel a moment longer than necessary, hands resting at ten and two, heart tapping softly against my ribs like it wasn’t sure whether to be nervous or relieved.

	The porch looked the same. Weatherworn. Familiar. The railing still sagged slightly on the left side, the hydrangeas had overgrown in defiant bloom, and the rocking chair creaked in the breeze empty now, but somehow still carrying the ghost of my father’s laughter.

	I didn’t realize how tightly I’d been holding my breath until I stepped out and exhaled. The air was cooler here, tinged with pine and the scent of last night’s rain. The kind of air that clung to memory like it knew what had happened here and didn’t want to let go.

	I hadn’t seen Ethan in over three years.

	I hadn’t forgotten the way his voice dipped when he was tired, or how he never used more words than necessary. I hadn’t forgotten how he used to watch over me from a careful distance as if keeping me safe was a promise carved into his bones.

	I knocked on the door, even though he knew I was coming. He’d insisted I didn’t need to, that I could just walk in. But something about standing here, as a woman now not the broken girl he once brought in under his wing made me want to honor the space. Or maybe I just didn’t trust my legs to carry me past the threshold without warning.

	The door opened with the soft scrape of wood on wood.

	He stood there, older than I remembered, though not by much. His hair was more salt than pepper now, but his eyes were the same still that quiet, sea-storm gray that made it hard to look directly without feeling like he saw too much.

	“Hey,” I said.

	He nodded once. “Lily.”

	That was it. Just my name, spoken like it hadn’t been years, like I hadn’t left a whole life behind to chase something I wasn’t sure I even wanted. Like nothing had changed except everything had.

	I hugged him. I don’t know why maybe to prove something to myself. Maybe to feel the shape of what time had and hadn’t stolen. His arms circled me after a brief hesitation. Warm. Firm. But brief. Respectful.

	He always was.

	“You didn’t have to come out here for me,” he said as I stepped inside.

	“I wanted to.” I looked around the living room. The same worn leather couch. The same yellowed curtains. The photos hadn’t changed. My parents on the mantle. Me, twelve years old, smiling beside a younger version of Ethan who looked less tired. “This place is like a museum.”

	He gave a soft grunt of agreement, but I caught the way his fingers twitched at his side.

	Unpacking didn’t take long. Just a few bags, a few folded clothes, a few notebooks I wasn’t sure I’d even open. I moved into the guest room the same one I’d lived in during high school after the accident. The walls were still pale blue, but they felt smaller now, like the years had pressed inward while I was gone.

	Later, we sat on the porch. I held a mug of tea between my hands even though it was lukewarm. He had a beer he hadn’t touched.

	“You didn’t have to keep everything the same,” I said quietly.

	He didn’t look at me. “Didn’t see a reason to change it.”

	I stared at the horizon, where the forest met the sky in a jagged green line. I didn’t ask if he meant the room, or the house, or his whole life.

	I already knew.

	“You okay out there?” he asked finally.
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