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​Prologue — The Day He Disappeared

Willow Creek was never meant to hold big dreams. It was a place of slow mornings, muddy roads, and the same faces that never changed. But for Amy Wells, it had always meant something more — because Ricky Smith was there.

He’d been her first everything — first kiss, first love, first promise of forever. They’d spent nearly every evening that summer by the sea, talking about the future they were going to build together. He was saving to buy his own workshop, and she was applying to design schools. They were young, foolish, and certain that love could survive anything.

Until the morning he was just... gone.

No goodbye. No letter. No explanation.

Just an empty driveway where his truck used to sit, and a rumor that he’d taken a job two towns over — maybe further.

Amy had stood on that same seashore for hours that day, waiting. Her phone never buzzed. The sun sank, the wind picked up, and her heart broke in quiet pieces no one else could hear.

For weeks she tried to tell herself it was a mistake — that something had happened, that he’d call. But days turned into months, and all that filled the silence was the echo of his laughter that wouldn’t leave her head.

Everyone in Willow Creek had whispered that she’d been foolish to believe in him. Maybe they were right. Maybe love didn’t last in small towns. Maybe forever was just a word people said when they didn’t know how to say goodbye.

So when Amy’s acceptance letter came from the Chicago design program, she didn’t think twice. She packed her bags, left her Aunt Maggie’s house before sunrise, and didn’t look back.

Still, sometimes, when the city lights blurred through her apartment window and the world went quiet, she could swear she heard his voice — soft, low, saying her name like a prayer.

And though she’d never admit it aloud, part of her heart was still standing near the ocean, waiting for Ricky Smith to come back.
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​Part 1- When We Fell Again
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​Chapter 1 – Coming Home
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Amy Wells hadn’t seen the ocean in years, Willow Creek a place full of painful memories.
Now, standing in front of her late Aunt Maggie’s old bookstore, she could smell the salt and memory of summers gone by. The faded blue awning flapped in the breeze like it had been waiting for her. Everything looked smaller, quieter, and older—just like the town itself.
She set her suitcase down on the porch and exhaled. You’re just here to clean it out, fix it up, and sell it, she reminded herself. Two weeks, tops.

The bell over the door jingled as she stepped inside. Dust motes danced in slants of morning light, and the air smelled faintly of paper and lavender. The place had always been her refuge as a kid. The thought of selling it made her chest tighten. Memories of the old days started to crawl up again in her mind.

But nostalgia was dangerous. That was something she’d learned the hard way.

She pulled out her phone, scrolled to the number the real estate agent had given her for the renovation guy, and hit the number.

“Smith Contracting,” a deep, familiar voice answered.

Amy froze. That voice—steady, low, unmistakable.

“Ricky?” she whispered before she could stop herself.

There was a pause, then a faint chuckle. “Amy Wells. I’ll be damned.”

Her heart skipped. Of course. Her hometown was small. She should have known of all  people.

“I didn’t realize you were the one doing renovations now,” she said, forcing a professional tone.

“Guess that makes two of us,” he said easily. “Are you at Maggie’s place already?”

“Yes,” Amy answered. 

“I’ll be there in ten.”

Before she could respond, the line went dead. Amy lowered the phone slowly, her pulse tapping at her throat. She can’t believe she’s going to see him the day she arrives.

Ten minutes later, the familiar sound of a truck pulling up made her stomach twist. When the door opened, there he was—Ricky Smith, the boy who’d stolen her heart at eighteen and shattered it by nineteen.

He was broader now, his once-boyish grin replaced with the quiet confidence of a man who worked with his hands for a living. His hair was a little longer, sun-streaked from long days outdoors, and those blue eyes—still as disarming as ever. He looked more handsome than before and that’s dangerous.

“Hey, Ames,” he said softly.

No one had called her that in ten years, and he’s the one who gave me that nickname.

“Hi, Ricky,” she replied, arms crossed to hide the sudden shake in her hands. “Thanks for coming.”

He looked around the shop, letting out a low whistle. “Man, this place brings back memories. I used to come here just to watch you shelve books.”

Amy rolled her eyes, but her lips betrayed her with a faint smile. “You used to come here to eat the cookies Aunt Maggie kept behind the counter.”

He grinned. “Maybe both.”

For a second, the years melted away. Then the silence stretched too long, thick with everything they hadn’t said.

“So,” Ricky said, clearing his throat, “why don’t you show me what needs fixing?”

“Sure,” she said, leading him deeper into the shop.

As they walked, old floorboards creaked beneath their steps—echoes of another time. And as Ricky’s arm brushed hers when he leaned down to inspect a broken shelf, Amy realized something she wasn’t ready to face:
Her heart still recognized him. The longing and also the painful past that comes with it.
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​Chapter 2 – Dust and Memories
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By the third day, Amy had almost convinced herself she was fine.
She wasn’t really.
Ricky had been there every morning at eight sharp, tool belt slung around his waist, bringing with him the smell of cedar, coffee, and faint cologne. He worked quietly, humming under his breath, but every so often, he’d flash her that smile—the one that could unravel her resolve in seconds, a smile that she used to love to see all the time.

They’d slipped into a rhythm. He’d sand down counters and shelves while she sorted through Maggie’s books. They talked about the weather, the renovations, even the gulls outside. But beneath the easy conversation, unspoken tension buzzed like static.

On the fourth morning, Amy found an old photo tucked between two novels on the shelf—her and Ricky, barefoot on the beach, faces sunburned and laughing. The sight of it hit her like a wave.

“You kept that?” Ricky’s voice startled her. He’d come up behind her quietly, glancing over her shoulder.

“It was here,” she said quickly, tucking the photo against her chest. “Probably Aunt Maggie kept it.”

He tilted his head. “You sure about that?”

Amy turned to him. His eyes were gentle, but searching for something else. 

“It doesn’t matter,” she said, setting the picture down on the counter.

He hesitated, then spoke softly. “I never stopped thinking about you, Ames.”

Her breath caught off guard. She wasn’t ready for that—not after all this time. “Ricky...”

“I know,” he said quickly. “You moved on. I get it. It’s just—when I heard you were back, it felt like the world was giving me a second shot.”

Her chest tightened. “You had your shot, remember? You left without saying goodbye.”

He looked down. “Yeah. And I’ve regretted it every damn day since.”

The words hung between them. Amy turned away, pretending to focus on a stack of books.

“Let’s just finish the job,” she said quietly. “Then we can both move on for good.”

Ricky nodded, though his expression said otherwise.
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