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    Dedicated to everyone who has ever left a place they loved in search of something more, only to discover that home was never a destination but a feeling carried in the heart.**
To the dreamers who chase new opportunities, to the families who preserve traditions, and to the people who believe in second chances—this story is for you.
And to those who have learned that love often grows in unexpected places, may you always find the courage to return to what truly matters.
May this story remind you that sometimes the greatest journeys don't lead us somewhere new—they lead us back to the people, the places, and the love that make us feel at home.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 1 — The House on Willow Lane


[image: ]


The road into Meadowbrook had not changed as much as Sophie Bennett had hoped.

That was the first thing she noticed.

The second was that she remembered every turn.

She had spent twelve years convincing herself that she had forgotten this place.

Apparently, her memory disagreed.

The old oak tree stood at the edge of Miller's pasture, its branches reaching over the road exactly as they had when she was seventeen. The white church steeple still rose above the rooftops. The grocery store still occupied the same corner, though its faded blue sign had been replaced with something cleaner and brighter.

Even the wooden bridge crossing Willow Creek looked familiar.

Sophie slowed her car as she drove over it.

For a moment, she could almost see herself as a girl again, sitting on the passenger side of a battered pickup truck while Noah Carter drove with one hand on the wheel.

They had been sixteen.

He had been laughing.

She had been pretending not to stare at him.

Then the memory disappeared.

Sophie tightened her grip on the steering wheel.

"No."

She wasn't sixteen anymore.

She was thirty-one.

She had a career in Chicago.

She had an apartment with a view of the river.

She had clients who trusted her.

A schedule that rarely left room for anything unexpected.

And she had absolutely no reason to be sentimental about Meadowbrook.

She was here for one reason.

The cottage.

Her late Aunt Rose had left it to her.

Sophie had been surprised when the lawyer called.

She hadn't expected to inherit anything.

Her aunt had always been independent and practical. She had lived quietly in the little house on Willow Lane for nearly forty years, growing vegetables in the backyard, making preserves, and becoming the kind of person everyone in town seemed to know.

Sophie had loved her.

But after moving away for college, she had visited less often.

Then work had become demanding.

Then life had become complicated.

Visits became phone calls.

Phone calls became occasional messages.

And eventually, there had been the call telling Sophie that Rose was gone.

Now the house belonged to her.

For how long, Sophie hadn't decided.

Her plan was simple.

Inspect the property.

Hire a contractor.

Repair what needed repairing.

Clean everything.

Put it on the market.

Sell it.

Return to Chicago.

Three weeks.

Maybe four.

Then Meadowbrook would become a memory again.

She repeated that plan as she turned onto Willow Lane.

The road narrowed.

Tall trees lined both sides.

The houses became fewer.

Fields opened beyond the roadside.

And then she saw it.

The cottage.

Sophie slowed.

Her heart gave an unexpected little pull.

The house stood at the end of a long gravel driveway.

It was smaller than she remembered.

Or perhaps she had simply grown.

The white paint had faded.

Green vines climbed one side of the porch.

Several shutters hung crookedly.

The roof needed attention.

But the front garden was still there.

Rose's roses.

They had grown wild.

Pink and red blossoms tangled among weeds, spilling over the old stone border.

Sophie parked beside the porch and turned off the engine.

For several seconds, she didn't move.

This was supposed to be a property.

A project.

An asset.

Something to renovate and sell.

Yet looking at the house, she remembered summer afternoons with her aunt.

Fresh lemonade.

Bare feet on the porch.

Books stacked beside the rocking chair.

Rose laughing from the kitchen.

And Noah.

Always Noah.

Sophie closed her eyes.

"He's not here."

She opened the car door.

The moment her feet touched the gravel, the familiar scent of the countryside surrounded her.

Grass.

Damp earth.

Wildflowers.

Wood smoke from somewhere nearby.

Chicago suddenly seemed very far away.

She grabbed her suitcase and walked toward the house.

The front door stuck.

Sophie pushed harder.

It opened with a groan.

"Welcome home."

She stopped.

The words came from behind her.

She knew the voice.

She had not heard it in years.

She turned slowly.

Noah Carter stood on the other side of the fence.

For a moment, Sophie forgot how to breathe.

He was older.

Of course he was.

But somehow, he was exactly the same.

And completely different.

At sixteen, Noah had been lanky and restless, with dark hair that never seemed to stay in place.

Now he was broader through the shoulders.

Stronger.

His dark hair was shorter, though a few strands had fallen across his forehead.

He wore faded jeans, work boots, and a blue flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled to his elbows.

There was a little dirt on one forearm.

His face had changed too.

There were faint lines around his eyes.

Not many.

Just enough to remind Sophie that twelve years had passed.

He smiled.

It was the same smile.

That was the dangerous part.

"Sophie."

She swallowed.

"Noah."

He rested his arms on the fence.

"I heard you were coming."

"News travels fast."

"It does here."

She looked toward the neighboring property.

She had known there was a farm beside the cottage.

She simply hadn't bothered to check who owned it.

She wished she had.

The land stretched farther than she remembered.

Fields.

Barns.

A large red farmhouse.

A tractor near one of the sheds.

Several rows of crops.

She looked back at him.

"You own this?"

"My family does."

She nodded.

"Right."

"Right."

Silence.

Neither seemed to know what came next.

Finally, Noah smiled.

"How long has it been?"

"Twelve years."

He looked impressed.

"You counted."

"So did you."

"I did."

Something fluttered inside her chest.

Sophie ignored it.

"I didn't know you were still here."

"Where else would I be?"

"I don't know."

"Chicago?"

She gave him a surprised look.

"You remember?"

"You talked about it every day."

"I did not."

"You did."

"What did I say?"

"You said you were going to live in a city with skyscrapers and never wake up before eight."

She laughed.

"I still don't wake up before eight."

"No?"

"Seven thirty."

He smiled.

"Close enough."

She looked at him.

"You stayed."

"Yeah."

"Why?"

He glanced toward the fields.

"This is home."

The simple answer unsettled her.

She looked at the cottage.

"I suppose we made different choices."

"Looks like it."

Sophie carried her suitcase inside.

Noah remained outside.

She could feel him watching her.

She turned.

"Do you need something?"

"No."

"Then why are you still standing there?"

He smiled.

"Just making sure you're real."

She frowned.

"What?"

"Nothing."

He pushed away from the fence.

"If you need help with the house, let me know."

"I can handle it."

"I know."

She expected him to leave.

Instead, he added,

"The roof has a leak on the north side."

She looked up.

"How do you know?"

"I can see it from the farm."

"Of course you can."

"And the back porch needs reinforcing."

"I'll hire someone."

"Okay."

"And the water pressure is probably going to be low."

She stared.

"Anything else?"

He thought.

"The kitchen window sticks."

She smiled despite herself.

"You remember everything about this house?"

"My family's been next door since before you were born."

"Right."

He nodded.

"Welcome back, Sophie."

Then he walked away.

She watched him cross the field.

She hated how easily he still made her heart beat faster.

Inside, the cottage smelled like dust and old wood.

Sophie opened the curtains.

Sunlight spilled into the living room.

Furniture covered with white sheets filled the space.

Her aunt's old rocking chair sat beside the fireplace.

Sophie pulled the sheet away.

A small cushion with faded flowers remained on the seat.

She touched it.

She remembered sitting there as a child.

Rose had sat beside her, telling stories about Meadowbrook.

Stories about storms.

Harvests.

Family arguments.

Neighbors who had been married for fifty years.

And sometimes stories about Noah.

Sophie smiled.

She had spent years trying to forget how much she had loved him.

It had been innocent.

At first.

Then it hadn't been.

At seventeen, she had known with absolute certainty that she wanted him.

She had imagined leaving Meadowbrook together.

Going to college.

Finding an apartment.

Building a life.

She had never told him.

Not properly.

And then the summer ended.

She left for college.

Noah stayed.

They had promised to keep in touch.

They hadn't.

At least, not for long.

Sophie had waited for him to call.

Noah had apparently waited for her.

Neither had understood that the other was waiting.

Then years passed.

Now he was standing on the other side of her fence.

And she was trying to sell the house next door.

The irony was almost cruel.

That afternoon, Sophie began inspecting the property.

The house needed more work than she had expected.

The plumbing was old.

The kitchen cabinets were worn.

The floors needed refinishing.

The bathroom needed a complete update.

The roof definitely needed repairs.

She wrote everything down.

Then she stepped into the backyard.

The garden was enormous.

Or it had been once.

Rose had grown tomatoes, peppers, beans, herbs, and flowers.

Now weeds covered most of the beds.

An old wooden trellis leaned against the fence.

Sophie walked toward it.

A small metal sign hung crookedly from one side.

Rose's Garden.

She smiled.

Then she heard a tractor.

She looked across the fence.

Noah was driving slowly through one of the fields.

He noticed her.

He raised a hand.

She waved back.

Then immediately lowered her hand.

Why had she done that?

She shook her head.

This was ridiculous.

She needed to focus.

She turned toward the garden.

A voice came from behind her.

"You planning to keep it?"

She spun around.

Noah stood at the fence.

She frowned.

"Do you always appear without warning?"

"You used to say I walked too quietly."

"I was sixteen."

"You said it yesterday too."

She smiled.

"Fine."

He looked toward the garden.

"Rose loved that place."

"I know."

"She spent half her time there."

"I know."

"She used to send vegetables to my mother."

Sophie smiled.

"She probably thought your family needed feeding."

"We did."

He looked at the weeds.

"You could bring it back."

Sophie shook her head.

"I'm selling the house."

His expression changed.

"Oh."

"I'm renovating first."

"Of course."

"I don't have time to maintain a garden."

He nodded.

"Right."

She noticed disappointment in his face.

It was brief.

But she saw it.

"Why?"

"Why what?"

"Why do you care?"

He looked toward the garden.

"Because it mattered to Rose."

Sophie softened.

"Yes."

He nodded.

"She told me you might sell."
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