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    To everyone who has ever found their way back to a place—or a person—that still felt like home.
This book is dedicated to childhood friends who grew together, hearts that survived misunderstandings, and dreamers who learned that love should never require giving up who you are.
To those brave enough to forgive the past, speak the truth, and choose a future built on friendship, trust, and mutual dreams—may you always find someone who stands beside you without asking you to shrink your own hopes.
And to every reader who believes that the sweetest love stories sometimes begin right next door—this one is for you. 
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Chapter 1 — The House Next Door
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Sophie Miller had spent twelve years convincing herself that Maple Ridge was part of her past.

Now, standing at the end of the quiet street where she had grown up, she wasn't so sure.

The town looked almost exactly as she remembered.

Tall maple trees lined the sidewalks.

White fences surrounded small gardens.

Porches overflowed with flowerpots.

The bakery on the corner still had its striped awning.

Even the old clock tower remained above the town square.

But Sophie's family home looked different.

The white paint had faded.

The porch needed repairs.

The garden had become an overgrown collection of weeds and wild vines.

She parked her car beside the house and stared at it.

"This is going to take some work."

She had accepted a remote position with a growing design company, which meant she could work from Maple Ridge while taking care of the house her parents had left behind.

At least, that was the plan.

Stay for a while.

Repair the property.

Decide what to do with it.

And eventually move forward.

She had no intention of becoming permanently attached to Maple Ridge again.

She had already learned what happened when she allowed herself to become too attached.

Twelve years ago, she had left without saying goodbye.

She had never returned.

Until now.

Sophie stepped out of her car.

Before she could reach the front door, she heard the sound of a lawn mower.

She turned.

The house next door had changed completely.

When she was a teenager, it had been abandoned and badly maintained.

Now it was beautiful.

Dark green shutters framed the windows.

Flower boxes lined the porch.

A stone pathway led through a carefully landscaped garden.

And beside the driveway stood a man wearing work boots, faded jeans, and a gray T-shirt.

Sophie froze.

The man turned off the mower.

He looked toward her.

For several seconds, neither moved.

Then his eyes widened.

"Sophie?"

Her heart skipped.

Daniel Carter.

Her childhood neighbor.

Her best friend.

The boy who had known every secret she had ever kept.

The boy she had left behind.

Now he stood before her as a grown man.

Taller.

Broader.

More confident.

But she would have recognized those eyes anywhere.

"Daniel."

He stared at her.

"What are you doing here?"

Sophie gave a nervous smile.

"Apparently, moving back."

He looked toward her house.

"You're staying?"

"For a while."

His expression was difficult to read.

"Welcome home."

The words struck her harder than she expected.

Home.

She looked away.

"Thanks."

Daniel crossed the lawn.

Up close, Sophie noticed the small details she remembered.

The slight crease between his eyebrows when he was thinking.

The way he tilted his head when he wasn't sure what to say.

The familiar half-smile.

But there were differences too.

He no longer looked like the boy who used to race her to the creek.

He looked like a man who knew exactly where he belonged.

"You've changed the place," Sophie said.

Daniel glanced toward his house.

"It needed work."

"You did all this?"

"Most of it."

"What happened to the old shed?"

"Collapsed."

She laughed.

"I remember that shed."

"You nearly fell through the roof."

"I was fourteen."

"You were reckless."

"You pushed me onto the roof."

"I told you not to climb it."

"You also climbed it."

"I was making sure you didn't fall."

Sophie smiled.

For a brief moment, twelve years disappeared.

They were teenagers again.

Sneaking into the old shed.

Riding bicycles through the neighborhood.

Sitting on the fence between their houses and talking until their parents called them inside.

Then reality returned.

Daniel looked at her.

"You never called."

Sophie swallowed.

"I know."

"Not once."

"I know."

"I waited."

Her chest tightened.

"Daniel..."

He shook his head.

"Sorry."

He stepped back.

"That was a long time ago."

She nodded.

"It was."

But neither of them believed that meant it didn't matter.

A loud dripping sound came from Sophie's house.

She frowned.

"Did you hear that?"

Daniel looked toward the house.

"Yes."

They hurried inside.

Water was spreading across the kitchen floor.

Sophie stared.

"Oh no."

Daniel immediately moved toward the sink.

"The pipe under here has burst."

"Can you fix it?"

He looked at her.

"I own a landscaping company, not a plumbing company."

"That's not what I asked."

He smiled.

"I can fix it."

Sophie laughed.

"Some things haven't changed."

"Neither have you."

She raised an eyebrow.

"Excuse me?"

"You still panic first and ask questions later."

"I am not panicking."

"You are standing in a puddle."

She looked down.

"Oh."

Daniel laughed.

She couldn't help laughing too.

The tension between them eased.

For the next hour, Daniel worked beneath the sink while Sophie brought towels and tried not to get in his way.

"You really became a contractor?"

"Landscaping."

"Right."

He tightened something beneath the sink.

"After college, I started working for a landscaping company."

"And then?"

"I bought the business."

Sophie looked impressed.

"You own it?"

"Now I do."

"What happened to the old Daniel who wanted to become a wildlife photographer?"

He looked up.

"You remember that?"

"Of course."

He smiled.

"I still take photographs."

"Really?"

"Sometimes."

"Do you ever leave town?"

"Sometimes."

She smiled.

"So you didn't become completely boring."

"Neither did you."

"I work in design."

"I know."

Sophie stared at him.

"How?"

"Your mother mentioned it years ago."

She looked away.

Of course.

Their families had remained in contact even after she left.

Apparently, Daniel had known more about her life than she realized.

When the leak was finally repaired, Daniel stood and wiped his hands.

"That should hold."

"Thank you."

"You'll want someone to check the rest of the plumbing."

"I'll find someone."

"I can do it."

She looked at him.

"You don't have to."

"I know."

The answer was simple.

But something about it made her heart beat faster.

Daniel picked up his toolbox.

"I'll come by tomorrow."

"Why?"

"To check the pipes."

"You really don't have to."

"I know."

He smiled.

"I'll see you tomorrow, Sophie."

Then he walked toward the door.

She followed him.

"Daniel?"

He turned.

"Yeah?"

"I'm sorry."

His expression changed.

"For what?"

"For leaving."

He was silent.

Then he nodded.

"Maybe we'll talk about it someday."

"Maybe."

He stepped outside.

Sophie watched him cross the lawn.

At the fence between their houses, he stopped.

He looked back.

For a moment, they simply stared at each other.

Then Daniel smiled.

The same smile she remembered from twelve years ago.

He walked away.

Sophie closed the door.

She leaned against it and exhaled.

She had come back to Maple Ridge expecting an old house, unfinished repairs, and a temporary stay.

She hadn't expected Daniel.

And she certainly hadn't expected the feelings she thought she had left behind with everything else.

That evening, Sophie unpacked boxes in the living room.

Near the bottom of one box, she found an old photograph.

She sat on the floor.

The photograph showed two teenagers sitting on the fence between their houses.

Daniel had an arm around her shoulders.

Sophie was laughing.

On the back, written in faded blue ink, were six words:

Always next door. Always best friends.

She traced the words with her finger.

Then she heard something outside.

Sophie looked through the window.

Daniel was standing in his garden.

He looked toward her house.

Their eyes met through the glass.

Neither waved.

Neither looked away.

Finally, Daniel turned and continued walking.

Sophie held the photograph against her chest.

Maybe coming home wasn't going to be as simple as she had imagined.

Because the house next door no longer belonged to the boy she remembered.

It belonged to the man she had never stopped wondering about.

And for the first time since returning to Maple Ridge, Sophie wondered whether leaving had really been the hardest thing she had ever done.

Maybe coming back would be harder.
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