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    For everyone who's ever loved someone they couldn't have, and everyone who's ever been given a second chance at love.

      

    



  	
        
            
            The best things in life aren't things at all — they're people. And sometimes, you get to keep them twice."
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For anyone who ever wondered, "what if?"
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Chapter 1
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The little bell above the door of "The Turning Page" chimed, its familiar, gentle sound a comforting punctuation to the quiet afternoon. Maya Lin looked up from the stack of new arrivals she was cataloging, a smile ready on her lips for whichever resident of Maple Creek had wandered in. It was Mrs. Gable, her floral scarf a vibrant splash of color against the muted tones of a late autumn day.

"Just picking up my order, dear," she said, her voice as soft as the cashmere of her sweater.

“It’s all ready for you,” Maya replied, moving from behind the worn oak counter. Her bookstore was her sanctuary, a haven of paper and ink she had built from the ground up in the decade since high school. The scent of old books and freshly brewed coffee—a complimentary perk for her customers—was the smell of home. It was a good life, a quiet life. Predictable, stable, and a million miles away from the chaos of the world beyond the town line.

After Mrs. Gable left, the silence settled back in, broken only by the ticking of the grandfather clock in the corner. Maya ran a hand over the spine of a classic, the leather cool beneath her fingers. She was content. Truly. She had her business, her small circle of friends, and Ben. Ben Carter, the local contractor, was as reliable and sturdy as the houses he built. Their relationship was comfortable, a gentle current that carried them along without any turbulent waves. It was everything a person was supposed to want.

So why, in quiet moments like this, did a phantom ache sometimes surface? A ghost of a memory, a whisper of a different life, a different boy. A boy with eyes the color of a stormy sea and a smile that could unravel her completely.

She shook her head, pushing the thought away. That was a closed chapter, a book returned to the shelf a long, long time ago. Liam Caldwell was a name that belonged to her past, to a girl who believed in forever and hadn't yet learned the sharp edges of ambition.

Her phone buzzed on the counter, pulling her from her reverie. It was her mother. "Hi, Mom. Everything okay?"

"Maya, honey. I have some news. It's about the Caldwells."

Maya’s stomach tightened. The Caldwells were practically family, her parents and Liam’s having been best friends for thirty years. "What is it? Is everything alright?"

"It's Robert. He had a heart attack this morning. He's at the county hospital. He's stable, but it was serious."

“Oh my god,” Maya breathed, sinking onto the stool behind the counter. Robert Caldwell was a pillar of the community, a man with a laugh that could fill a room. "Is he... is he going to be okay?"

"They think so. He's a strong man. But Maya... that's not all." Her mother paused, and in that small silence, Maya knew. She knew before the words were even spoken.

"They called Liam. He's flying in from New York. He's coming home."

The name, spoken aloud, landed in the quiet bookstore like a stone dropped into a still pond. Liam. After ten years of silence, ten years of carefully constructed peace, he was coming back. The boy who had promised her the world and then left to find his own without her. The big-shot lawyer. The one who got away. The one she had pushed away.

The bell above the door felt a world away. The scent of paper and coffee suddenly seemed thin, fragile. For the first time in a long time, the walls of her sanctuary felt less like a haven and more like a cage she had built for herself.

Liam was coming home. And Maya had no idea if she was ready to face the ghost that was about to walk back into her life.
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The sleek, black sedan ate up the miles of highway, leaving the steel and glass canyons of New York City further and further behind. Liam Caldwell kept his hands locked on the steering wheel at ten and two, a posture of control that felt like a lie. Inside, he was a tangled mess of anxiety and a deep, resonant dread he hadn't felt in years.

The call had come at 6 a.m., shattering the pre-dawn calm of his minimalist apartment overlooking the Hudson. His mother’s voice, strained and thin, had cut through him. "Dad... heart attack... you need to come home."

He’d thrown a week's worth of clothes into a duffel bag, sent a curt email to his partners canceling his meetings—"Family emergency"—and was on the road within an hour. He hadn't stopped, hadn't allowed himself to think. But now, as the landscape shifted from urban sprawl to rolling hills and dense forests, the thoughts came flooding in.

Maple Creek. A place he had spent the first eighteen years of his life desperate to escape and the next ten years trying to forget. To him, it had been a cage of pleasantries, a town where ambition went to die. He had needed more. He had needed to prove himself, to become someone his small-town self could only dream of. And he had. Liam Caldwell, Esquire. Partner at a top Manhattan law firm before the age of thirty. He had the tailored suits, the corner office, the
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