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They say you can’t go back.

That once you’ve left, once you’ve broken something, it stays broken. That second chances are fairy tales we tell ourselves to feel better about our mistakes.

I believed that for ten years.

Ten years of running—from relationships, from commitment, from the memory of what I’d destroyed. Ten years of convincing myself I’d made the right choice when I left Jake Moreno three days before our wedding.

I told myself I was protecting us both. That I was too broken, too scared, too damaged to be the wife he deserved. That leaving was an act of love, not cowardice.

I was wrong.

This is the story of how I found my way back—to Cypress Cove, to Jake, to myself. It’s messy and painful and nothing like the romance novels I used to read. There are no grand gestures that fix everything, no single moment where all the hurt disappears.

Instead, there’s therapy. And hard conversations. And learning to sit with discomfort instead of running from it. There’s the slow, terrifying work of trusting myself not to destroy the thing I love most.

This is a story about second chances—not the easy kind, but the ones you have to earn. The ones that require you to face what you’ve done, forgive yourself, and choose differently. Every single day.

They say you can’t go back.

But sometimes, going back is the only way forward.














  
  One

  
  
  Chapter 1

  
  
    
    chapter-seperator
    
        
            
        
    

  




Chapter 1: The Way Back




The highway stretched ahead of Elara like a question she didn’t know how to answer. Mile markers ticked past—seventy-three, seventy-two, seventy-one—counting down to Cypress Cove the way her anxiety counted up. She gripped the steering wheel tighter, knuckles white against the cracked leather, and tried to remember when driving had stopped feeling like freedom and started feeling like fleeing.

The back seat was a disaster. Two expensive suitcases—remnants of a life that looked good on paper—were wedged next to black trash bags stuffed with clothes she’d grabbed in a panic at three in the morning. There was a metaphor in there somewhere, probably. Elara had gotten good at not examining those too closely.

Her phone buzzed in the cup holder. Mara. Again. The preview on the screen read: You can still turn around if you need to. Sweet, but pointless. Elara had already burned the bridge behind her. Quit her job via email. Left her apartment keys on the kitchen counter next to a note for her roommate. Broken up with David through a text message that started with I’m sorry and ended with It’s not you, which was true in the technical sense that the problem had always been her.

Thirty-two years old, and she was still pulling the same disappearing act she’d perfected at twenty-two. The only difference was that the excuses had gotten more sophisticated.

The Welcome to Cypress Cove sign appeared around a bend, weathered blue paint peeling at the edges. Someone had added a hand-painted banner underneath: Home of the Annual Crab Festival! Elara’s stomach twisted. She’d kissed Jake Moreno for the first time at that festival. Seventeen years old, sticky with cotton candy, certain they’d invented love.

God, she was an idiot.

The town rolled out exactly as she remembered it—too small, too familiar, too full of people who would ask questions she didn’t want to answer. Main Street still had the same brick storefronts, the same cafe with the same crooked awning. Murphy’s Hardware. The bookstore that somehow survived the internet. Even the stoplights seemed to change at the same lazy intervals.

Nothing ever changed here. That was supposed to be comforting. Instead, it made Elara feel like a time traveller visiting her own past, watching it refuse to move on without her.

She turned onto Harbour Drive and immediately regretted it. The water spread out to her right, all silver light and sailboats, achingly beautiful in the late afternoon sun. She and Jake used to park at the overlook and watch the fishing boats come in. He’d bring his camera—the old film one, before everything went digital—and she’d lean against his shoulder while he explained aperture and shutter speed in that patient way he had, like she was the only student who mattered.

Elara’s hands started shaking. She pulled into the nearest parking spot and killed the engine.

Breathe. Just breathe. In for four, hold for four, out for four. The therapist she’d ghosted six months ago would be proud she remembered something.

Her phone rang. Mara, of course. Elara let it go to voicemail, then immediately felt guilty and called back.

“You made it!” Mara’s voice was so bright it hurt. “Where are you? Are you at the house?”

“Harbour Drive.” Elara watched a seagull land on a piling. “I’m—I needed a minute.”

“Oh, El.” Mara’s voice softened. “I know this is hard.”

“I’m fine.”

“You’re sitting in your car having a panic attack, aren’t you?”

Elara closed her eyes. “Breathing exercise. Very controlled. Totally different.”

“Come to the venue. We’re doing the final walkthrough with the photographer. It’ll be good—distraction, pretty flowers, cake samples. You love cake.”

The photographer. Right. Mara had mentioned him in one of her endless wedding emails that Elara had skimmed while pretending to pay attention during conference calls. Some local guy. Probably someone they went to high school with, now making a living documenting other people’s happiness.

“Where’s the venue again?”

“The old Brightwater Estate. You know, that mansion on the bluff? They converted it last year.” Mara paused. “You’re not going to bail on me, are you?”

“I drove six hours to get here.”

“That’s not a no.”

Elara opened her eyes and stared at the harbour. A small boat was heading out, probably for an evening fishing run. She used to know all the boats by sight. “I’ll be there in twenty minutes.”

“Thank you. I love you. Drive safely. Don’t overthink.”

“Too late for that,” Elara muttered, but Mara had already hung up.

The Brightwater Estate sat on a cliff overlooking the ocean, all white columns and manicured gardens. Elara had been here exactly once, for a high school fundraiser where she’d worn a borrowed dress and felt like an imposter the entire night. Some things never changed.

She parked between a catering van and a BMW with Massachusetts plates—probably Mara’s fiancé, Owen, who was from money in a way that made Elara vaguely uncomfortable. Not that Owen wasn’t nice. He was relentlessly nice. That was somehow worse.

The front door was propped open. Elara could hear voices inside—Mara’s laugh, bright and easy, followed by a deeper voice she didn’t recognise. She smoothed down her shirt, which was wrinkled from six hours in the car, and wished she’d at least stopped to fix her hair.

Too late now.

She stepped inside and immediately wanted to step back out. The foyer was enormous, all marble floors and a chandelier that probably cost more than her car. Flower arrangements covered every surface—cream roses, dusty blue hydrangeas, sprigs of something green and delicate. It smelled like a very expensive garden.

“El!” Mara appeared in a doorway to the left, already in motion. She crossed the foyer in four strides and pulled Elara into a hug that smelled like vanilla perfume and wedding stress. “You’re here. You’re actually here.”

“I said I would be.”

“You say a lot of things.” Mara pulled back, holding Elara at arm’s length. Her eyes did that thing they always did—cataloguing, assessing, worrying. “When did you last eat?”

“Gas station, somewhere in Connecticut.”

“That’s not food. Come on, there’s cake in the ballroom. And you need to meet Jake.”

Elara’s brain stuttered. The world tilted slightly left. “What?”

“The photographer.” Mara was already walking, pulling Elara by the wrist. “Jake Moreno. He does incredible work—Owen found him through a wedding blog. Apparently, he used to do photojournalism, but now he’s all about—oh.”

Mara stopped walking. Turned around. Her face had gone pale.

“Oh, El. I didn’t—I didn’t put it together. Moreno. God, I’m so stupid. You never talk about him, and I just—I can find someone else. I can call right now and—”

“It’s fine.” Elara’s voice came from somewhere outside her body, calm and detached. “It was ten years ago. I’m fine.”

“You’re not fine. You look like you’re about to pass out.”

“Low blood sugar.” Elara forced herself to smile. “You said there was cake?”

Mara looked at her for a long moment, and Elara could see the calculation happening. Push or let it go? She chose mercy. “Right. Cake. This way.”

The ballroom was obscene. Floor-to-ceiling windows overlooked the ocean, and the late afternoon light poured in like liquid gold. More flowers. More chandeliers. A small army of people in black shirts was setting up chairs in perfect rows.

And in the centre of it all, crouched next to a light stand, was Jake Moreno.

He stood up as they approached, and Elara’s first thought was: He got old. Which was stupid, because of course he had. They both had. But there was silver threading through his dark hair now, and lines around his eyes that hadn’t been there at twenty-two. He was wearing a simple black t-shirt and jeans, and he looked solid. Real. Like a person who had stayed in one place long enough to build a life instead of running from one.

His eyes met hers, and something flickered across his face. Recognition. Then nothing—smooth, professional blankness.

“Jake, this is my sister, Elara.” Mara’s voice was too bright, compensating. “El, this is Jake. Our photographer.”

Jake extended his hand. “Nice to meet you.”

Elara stared at his hand like it was a foreign object. Then she took it, because what else could she do? His palm was warm, calloused. The handshake lasted exactly two seconds—professional, impersonal, like she was a stranger he’d just met.

It was worse than yelling would have been.

“You too,” Elara managed. Her voice sounded normal. That was something.

Owen appeared from somewhere, tall and friendly and blessedly oblivious. “Elara! Finally! Mara’s been texting updates like you were tracking a hurricane.” He pulled her into a hug that smelled like expensive cologne. “How was the drive?”

“Long.”

“Well, you’re here now. That’s what matters.” Owen was already moving toward the cake table. “We’ve got samples—chocolate, vanilla, this incredible lemon thing. Mara can’t decide, so we’re doing a taste test. You’re the tiebreaker.”

Elara let herself be led to the table, acutely aware of Jake still standing by the light stand. She could feel him not looking at her. It was loud, that absence of attention.

“So, chocolate or vanilla?” Owen handed her a small plate with three cake squares, each perfectly arranged.

“I don’t—”

“Try the lemon,” Mara said. “It’s life-changing.”

Elara picked up a fork. The cake was probably delicious. She couldn’t taste it. She nodded and made appropriate sounds while Owen talked about frosting ratios and Mara debated floral arrangements.

Jake moved through the space like a ghost, adjusting lights, checking angles. Professional. Efficient. He didn’t look at her again.

After what felt like an hour but was probably only twenty minutes, Jake packed up his equipment. “I think we’re all set,” he said to Owen. “I’ll be here at three on Saturday for prep shots. Ceremony starts at five, right?”

“Perfect,” Owen said. “Thanks, man.”

Jake nodded at Mara, then at Elara. “Nice to meet you,” he said again, like he was reading from a script.

Then he left, carrying a camera bag and a light stand, and Elara watched him go. The ocean beyond the windows was turning pink and orange with sunset. It should have been beautiful. It just felt empty.

“El?” Mara touched her arm. “You okay?”

Elara turned away from the windows. Smiled. “I’m fine. Just tired. Long drive.”

Mara didn’t believe her. Elara could see it in her eyes. But she let it go, because that was what Mara did. Let Elara lie to her, let her run, let her pretend everything was fine when it clearly wasn’t.

“Why don’t you head to the house?” Mara said. “Your room’s all set up. Owen and I need to finalise some things here, but we’ll be back for dinner. There’s food in the fridge if you can’t wait.”

“Yeah.” Elara was already moving toward the door. “Yeah, I’ll do that.”

She made it to her car before the shaking started for real. Hands first, then her whole body, like something inside her was trying to break out. She gripped the steering wheel and counted breaths. In for four. Hold for four. Out for four.

Jake had looked at her like a stranger.

Which was fair, she supposed. She’d turned herself into one.

The childhood home was exactly as she remembered it and completely different. Same blue shutters, same front porch, same oak tree in the yard. But smaller somehow, like it had shrunk in her absence. Or maybe she’d just gotten used to bigger spaces, emptier rooms, places where she didn’t have to face her own history.

Mara had left the front door unlocked. Small-town habits that used to drive Elara crazy. Now they just made her sad.

Her bedroom was at the end of the hall, the second door on the right. Mara had kept it mostly the same—same pale yellow walls, same white furniture. But she’d packed away most of Elara’s teenage debris, leaving it clean and neutral, like a guest room. Which was what it was now, Elara supposed. She was the guest.

She dropped her bags on the bed and lay down beside them, staring at the ceiling. There was still a water stain in the corner from the leak in the roof ten years ago. Her mother had meant to fix it. Never got around to it. Then she died, and some things just stayed broken.

Elara’s phone buzzed. A text from Mara: I’m so sorry about Jake. I really didn’t know. Do you want me to find someone else?

Elara typed back: Don’t be silly. I’m fine. It’s been ten years. Water under the bridge.

Liar, liar, liar.

She rolled onto her side and pulled her knees to her chest. Through the window, she could see the neighbour’s house, the one with the tyre swing that Jake had helped hang when they were sixteen. He’d kissed her against that tree afterwards, tasting like summer and possibility. 

Elara closed her eyes.

This was going to be a long week.
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Chapter 2: The Ghost in the Lens




Jake saw her before she saw him.

He was adjusting the colour temperature on his main light when movement in the doorway caught his eye. Mara’s sister. Had to be—same dark hair, same sharp cheekbones, though where Mara was all easy smiles and warmth, this woman looked like she was bracing for impact.

Then she stepped fully into the light, and his hands went still on the light stand.

Elara.

Ten years. He’d thought about this moment more times than he cared to admit. Imagined running into her at the grocery store, at a coffee shop, somewhere neutral where he could be prepared. He’d practiced being casual, indifferent, the kind of man who’d moved on so completely he barely remembered her name.

None of that preparation mattered now.

She looked different. Older, obviously. Her hair was shorter, falling just past her shoulders instead of halfway down her back. She’d lost weight—not in a healthy way, in a way that made her collarbones too prominent, her wrists too delicate. There were shadows under her eyes that makeup couldn’t quite hide.

But her eyes were the same. Dark brown, almost black, and currently wide with something that looked like panic.

Jake forced his hands to move. Checked the light meter. Adjusted the stand. Anything to look busy, professional, like his heart wasn’t trying to punch its way out of his chest.

“Jake, this is my sister, Elara.” Mara’s voice was too bright. She knew. Of course she knew. Small town, long memories.

He straightened up. Extended his hand. Smiled the smile he used with clients. Polite. Neutral. Empty.

“Nice to meet you.”

The lie tasted like metal.

Elara stared at his hand for a second too long, and Jake saw the calculation in her eyes. Take it or don’t. Pretend or acknowledge. She took it. Her palm was cold.

Two seconds. That was all he allowed himself. Then he let go and turned his attention back to the light stand like she was just another stranger at just another wedding.

Owen started talking about cake, and Jake tuned it out. He’d photographed enough weddings to operate on autopilot—adjust, check, reposition. His hands knew what to do even when his brain was somewhere else entirely.

Somewhere like seventeen years ago, sitting in his truck with Elara pressed against his side, her head on his shoulder, talking about the future like it belonged to them.

He packed up his equipment with mechanical precision. Lights, stands, camera bag. Everything in its place. Everything controlled.

“I think we’re all set,” he said to Owen, not looking at Elara. “I’ll be here at three on Saturday for prep shots. Ceremony starts at five, right?”

“Perfect. Thanks, man.”

Jake nodded at Mara then, because he had to, at Elara. “Nice to meet you.”

The second lie burned worse than the first.

He made it to his truck before his hands started shaking.

Luis was at the studio when Jake got back, editing photos from a corporate event on the big monitor. He looked up when Jake walked in, took one look at his face, and spun his chair around.

“What happened?”

“Nothing.”

“You look like you saw a ghost.”

Jake set his equipment bag down harder than necessary. “I’m fine.”

“Is this about the Hartley wedding? I thought that was just a walkthrough.”

“It was.”

Luis waited. He was good at that—waiting, letting silence do the work. It was what made him a good partner and an annoying friend.

Jake gave in. “Elara’s back.”

Luis sat up straighter. “Elara. Like, Elara Elara?”

“Yeah.”

“Holy shit.” Luis leaned back in his chair. “When? Where? Is she—”

“Mara’s sister.”

Luis’s eyebrows shot up. “Mara Hartley? The bride?”

“Yeah.”

“So you’re photographing her wedding where her sister is going to be. For an entire day.”

“Yeah.”

“Jake, man, you need to—”

“I need to do my job.” Jake started unpacking his camera bag with sharp, efficient movements. “It’s been ten years. I’m a professional. I can handle photographing a wedding.”

“Can you handle photographing a wedding where your ex-fiancée is the maid of honour?”

Jake’s hands stilled on his camera. “She’s the maid of honour?”

Luis pulled up the wedding contract on his laptop. Scrolled down. “Yep. Elara Hartley, maid of honor. There’s even a note here about making sure we get good shots of her speech.”

Of course there was.

Jake closed his eyes and counted to ten. It didn’t help. “I can handle it.”

“Or,” Luis said carefully, “I could take this one. Tell them you have a conflict.”

“We don’t lie to clients.”

“It’s not a lie. You definitely have a conflict.”

Jake looked at him. Luis looked back, worried in that quiet way he had, like he was trying to solve a problem he didn’t have all the variables for.

“I’m fine,” Jake said. “It was ten years ago. She left. I moved on. End of story.”

“Did you, though?”

“Did I what?”

“Move on.”

Jake turned away, started organizing his lens collection even though it was already organized. “I dated Simone for two years.”

“And then she wanted to get married and you said no.”

“Because it wasn’t right.”

“Or because she wasn’t Elara.”

Jake spun around. “Don’t.”

Luis held up his hands. “I’m just saying—”

“I know what you’re just saying. Drop it.” Jake grabbed his keys off the desk. “I need to get out of here.”

“Jake—”

But he was already out the door.

Jake drove without thinking, and his truck took him where it always did when he needed to clear his head—the overlook at Harbor Drive.

He pulled into the same spot where he used to park with Elara. The view was the same. The ocean, the boats, the way the light hit the water at this time of day. All the same.

Everything was the same except them.

He killed the engine and sat there, hands on the wheel, staring at nothing.

She’d looked scared. That was the thing that kept circling back. Not guilty, not sorry—scared. Like seeing him had been as much of a shock to her as it had been to him.

Which was ridiculous. She was the one who left. She was the one who disappeared three days before their wedding with nothing but a note that said she was sorry, that she couldn’t do it, that he deserved better.

Twenty-two years old, standing in their apartment in his rented tux, holding a piece of notebook paper with her handwriting on it, trying to understand how someone could just vanish like that.

He’d called her. Fifty times the first day. A hundred the first week. Her phone went straight to voicemail, and after a month, the number was disconnected.

He’d gone to her mother’s house. Mrs. Hartley had answered the door with red eyes and a face that said she knew exactly why he was there.

“Is she here?”

“No.”

“Do you know where she is?”

“No.”

“Is she okay?”

Mrs. Hartley had looked at him for a long moment. Then, quietly: “I don’t think so. But she doesn’t want to be found, Jake. She made that clear.”

He’d tried anyway. Called her friends, her old coworkers, anyone who might know. No one did. Or if they did, they wouldn’t tell him.

After six months, he stopped looking.

After a year, he stopped expecting her to come back.

After two years, he could say her name without his voice cracking.

After five years, he could date other people without feeling like he was cheating.

After ten years, he thought he was over it.

He’d been wrong.

A fishing boat motored past, heading back to the marina. Jake watched it go, remembering how Elara used to name them based on their colors. The red one was Clifford. The blue one was Smurf. The white one with the rust stains was Grandpa.

She’d been ridiculous. He’d loved that about her.

His phone buzzed. A text from Luis: You ok?

Jake stared at the message. His thumbs hovered over the keyboard. He could type the truth—no, he wasn’t okay, seeing Elara had ripped open something he’d spent a decade trying to seal shut. Or he could type what he always typed when people asked if he was okay.

He typed: Fine. Just needed to drive.

Another lie. He was getting good at those.

Luis texted back: You want to grab a beer?

Jake almost said yes. Luis was good company—knew when to talk and when to shut up. But tonight Jake didn’t want company. He wanted to sit in his truck and stare at the ocean and pretend his chest didn’t feel like someone had reached inside and squeezed.

He texted back: Rain check. Thanks though.

He pocketed his phone and leaned his head back against the seat. The sun was setting, painting the sky in shades of orange and pink that would have made a beautiful photo. He didn’t reach for his camera.

This was the thing about being a photographer—you learned to see everything as a potential image. Light, shadow, composition. Other people looked at a sunset and thought it was pretty. Jake looked at a sunset and calculated exposure times.

Except with Elara. She was the only subject he’d never been able to frame properly. Too much light, or not enough. Too close, or too far. Every photo he’d taken of her had felt like trying to capture something that refused to be contained.

He still had them. The photos. Boxed up in his closet, buried under winter clothes he never wore. He’d told himself he kept them for the work—they were good shots, technically strong. But that was another lie.

He kept them because looking at them hurt, and sometimes he needed the reminder that he’d been stupid enough to love someone who could leave without looking back.

A knock on his window made him jump.

He looked over and found Mrs. Chen from the bookstore, bundled up in a jacket despite the mild evening, peering at him with concern.

Jake rolled down the window. “Mrs. Chen. Hi.”

“Are you alright, dear? You’ve been sitting here for quite a while.”

Had he? Jake checked his phone. An hour. He’d been staring at the ocean for an hour.

“I’m fine. Just thinking.”

Mrs. Chen studied him with the kind of knowing look that came from running a bookstore in a small town for forty years. “Thinking about someone with dark hair and sad eyes?”

Jake’s throat tightened. “You saw her?”

“Came into the shop this afternoon. Bought a mystery novel and asked if we still had that reading chair in the back corner.” Mrs. Chen smiled softly. “She sat there for an hour, just like she used to in high school.”

Of course Elara had gone to the bookstore. It had been her favorite place, back when everywhere in this town had been their place.

“Did she—” Jake stopped. He didn’t know how to finish that sentence. Did she ask about me? Did she look okay? Did she mention why she came back?

Mrs. Chen patted his arm through the open window. “She looked like someone who’s been running a long time and finally got tired. You two—you were always good together. Maybe it’s not too late.”

Jake looked back at the ocean. “It’s been ten years, Mrs. Chen. That’s pretty late.”

“Time doesn’t mean much when it comes to matters of the heart.” She squeezed his arm gently. “Don’t let pride keep you from at least having a conversation, Jake. You’ve been half-alive since she left. Don’t let the other half waste away too.”

She walked away before he could respond, disappearing into the early evening shadows.

Jake sat there, her words echoing in his head.

Half-alive.

Was that what he’d been? He’d built a business, made friends, dated. He’d gone to therapy for a year to deal with the abandonment issues. He’d done everything you were supposed to do to move on.

But had he actually moved on, or had he just gotten really good at pretending?

His phone buzzed again. This time it was his mother: Heard Elara Hartley is back in town for Mara’s wedding. You doing okay, honey?

Small town. Long memories. Everyone would know by tomorrow if they didn’t already.

Jake started the truck. He needed to go home, take a shower, maybe eat something. Act like a functional human being instead of someone who’d just had his past show up wearing a wrinkled shirt and eyes full of ghosts.

But as he pulled out of the overlook, he couldn’t help glancing in the rearview mirror, half-expecting to see Elara’s car parked in her old spot, like the last ten years had been a bad dream and they were still those kids who thought love was enough.

The spot was empty.

Of course it was.















