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      I step out of my car in Wildwood Ridge, my heels crunching on gravel. The air is thick with pine and nostalgia, wrapping around me like a familiar shawl frayed at the edges. It's been years since I've breathed this mountain air, but it feels like only yesterday.

      "Still the same old Wildwood," I murmur to myself, though the words sound foreign in the vastness of open space. Mrs. O'Leary's apple pies scent the breeze, a recipe unchanged by time, pulling me back into a world where every corner holds a memory.

      As I walk towards my childhood home, each step feels heavy, reluctant. I can almost hear the creak of the gate that no longer swings on its hinges. My fingers trace the peeling paint of the picket fence, the white now giving way to the gray of weathered wood and lost time.

      "He kept mom's roses," I whisper. They're wild now, a riotous explosion of color unchecked and untamed—so different from the neatly pruned bushes she tended with such care when she was alive. But now they're both gone, leaving me with the house and a thousand faded memories.

      I let out a breath I didn’t realize I was holding and lean against the fence, my gaze sweeping over the house. "You've aged, old friend," I say softly, allowing the corners of my lips to lift in a bittersweet smile.

      The house is larger than when I left. My father was always building onto it; he called it his never-ending project. My heart clenches, missing his reassuring presence.

      It's been ten long years since I left Wildwood Ridge. I said goodbye to my family, my childood, and my first love.

      "Grant," I say his name aloud, testing it on my tongue, wondering if he still remembers me as vividly as I do him. "I bet you never left." My voice is a mix of admiration and accusation, for he always had roots here deeper than the pines that tower above.

      I steel myself to push past the gate, to reclaim a fragment of the life I left behind. This wild, untamed garden is just the beginning. Beyond it lies a house full of echoes, an echo of love, loss, and the chance to find redemption in the clearing of overgrown paths.

      The door creaks on ancient hinges, a sound that once heralded the start of countless childhood adventures. Now it ushers in a different journey, one I've delayed for far too long. "Just a house," I whisper to myself, but as the musty air hits me, laden with the scent of old books and traces of my father's cologne.

      The walls, crammed with dust-coated books and adorned with faded family photos, don't answer. Sun-bleached curtains flutter like spectral hands guiding me into the heart of my past. Everything is untouched, preserved; a museum exhibit of my former life.

      "Should have come back sooner," I murmur, my voice swallowed by the silence. My fingertips graze the spines of worn novels on the shelves—each one a world my father had escaped to, away from the clutches of his illness. He's everywhere yet nowhere within these walls.

      My gaze falls upon the framed photo beside the couch, our last family picture. We're all smiling—mom, dad, and me, the day of my high school graduation.

      A small box catches my eye, tucked away in the corner of the hall closet. Inside, I find fragments of my past: old photos, school reports, handmade birthday cards. They're tokens of love and pride, each one a whisper of 'I remember.' There's a photo of me holding up a trophy, my face beaming. Dad had snapped that picture right after I won the science fair. He always believed in me, even when I didn't.

      "Always my champion," I say, my voice catching. The walls seem to hold their breath, absorbing my words, my pain, my longing.

      The crunch of tires on gravel startles me, tearing me from my reverie. I glance out the window to see an SUV pulling into the driveway. My heart hitches as I watch him step out—Grant Evans, the boy who once knew all my secrets, now a man whose life I know nothing about.

      Time has sculpted him, the boyish charm giving way to rugged lines and a confidence that suits him. His hair, still tousled, looks like it's been kissed by the mountain winds, and those blue eyes... they could still drown me if I let them.

      I take a deep breath, steeling myself for the encounter. It's funny how a place can change so much and yet feel exactly the same. Wildwood Ridge is like that; it's in the scent of pine needles, the whisper of the leaves, the solid earth beneath my feet—it's home.

      "Let's do this, Alli," I pep-talk myself, smoothing down my blouse, trying to reclaim some semblance of composure. Opening the door, I step out to meet my past.

      "Allison," he grins, his voice is a rich baritone that ripples through the stillness.

      For a heartbeat, we're statues in the golden afternoon light, remnants of another time. It's his jaw, sharper now, along with the silver threads catching the light in his hair. He's the same Grant, yet the lines of experience etched into his face speak of untold years lived without me.

      "Hey, Grant," I manage, the words tasting strange and formal in my mouth. Does he hear the way my heart stutters, the way it used to whenever he was near?

      "Hey." His greeting hangs, suspended between us.

      "Been a while," I say, aiming for casual but missing by a mile. Small talk feels clumsy, a poor substitute for the torrent of questions I want to unleash.

      "Too long," he agrees, his gaze lingering on my face like a touch. "You look good."

      "Thanks." I tuck a strand of auburn hair behind my ear, conscious of his gaze following the movement. "So do you."

      "Wildwood Ridge agrees with me," he admits, a half-smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

      "Seems to." I nod, though my throat tightens at the admission. This town, this man—they've shaped each other in ways I can only guess at.

      After a long moment of silence, I gesture him forward. "You're the realtor, right?"

      "Yeah. Your father left it in his will. Said he wanted someone who knew the beauty of the home to sell it to someone else that would appreciate it." His reply is soft and accommodating as we move inside, side by side but not touching. "Looks just like I remember," he comments, glancing around the room that cradles so many shadows of our past.

      "It's like a time capsule," I murmur, and his chuckle, warm and low, wraps around me. "Thank you for handling the sale."

      "Of course." Grant's voice is gentle, his smile sincere. "It's what I do."

      I nod, trying to ignore the pull in my chest, the longing for more than polite conversation. There's a history here, one that whispers through the creak of floorboards and the sigh of the wind through the pines outside.

      "Your dad would be glad you're taking care of things," he says, and that simple sentence breaks through the dam, letting a rush of grief and warmth flood in.

      "Thanks, Grant." My voice cracks, and I clear my throat, embarrassed. "He loved this place."

      "So did we," he adds quietly, and the 'we' envelops me, a reminder of a time when 'us' was a possibility. Another awkward moment passes in silence before he clears his throat and changes the subject. "Can I help you with anything while I'm here?" Grant asks.

      There's a lot to sort through. When mom died, dad never got rid of anything. I have years of memories to go through and decades of happiness to sell, trash, or save. "You don't have to do that. Mom and dad were packrats; you know that."

      I turn away, busying myself with a stack of papers atop an old oak desk. But Grant's presence is pervasive, like the scent of pine that seeps into everything here. It's hard to concentrate when every little thing seems to whisper his name.

      "Your dad kept everything just so," he comments softly, picking up a faded fishing lure from the desk. "He was a good man. Even if he did have a lot of stuff," Grant winks.

      "Hey, remember when we built that fort out back?" he asks, gesturing toward the window overlooking the overgrown backyard.

      "How could I forget? We were invincible in that fortress of ours."

      "Feels like a lifetime ago," he muses, and I catch the note of wistfulness in his voice, mingling with my own longing for simpler times.

      "Remember how we used to argue about pizza toppings?" The words slip out before I can stop them, a playful smirk lifting the corners of my mouth. "Do you still hate pineapple pizza?"

      Grant chuckles, the sound rich and unexpected in the quiet room. "Hate's a strong word, but let's just say it's not my first choice."

      "Good to know some things never change," I quip, my heart skipping a beat as our eyes meet. His gaze holds mine, and for a split second, time folds upon itself, the years dissolving like mist over the ridge outside.

      "Hey Alli," Grant starts, hesitation flickering in his eyes for just a moment. "How about catching up over coffee tomorrow? I'm sure you have a lot to do, but if you have a few minutes," he trails off.

      "Sure," I reply, the word feeling like a key turning in a lock. "Coffee sounds good."

      "Great." His relief is palpable, and his smile reaches his eyes, igniting them with a hope that reflects my own. "I have a couple of showings in the morning and early afternoon. Would 2 pm work?"

      I nod, the corners of my mouth lifting in anticipation. "Two is perfect."

      "Then it's a date." The term hangs, tender and tentative, a bridge over years of silence.

      And as he leaves, closing the door softly behind him, I'm left with the echo of that word—date—and the fluttering in my chest that suggests this could be the beginning of something beautiful, something like coming home.
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