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For everyone who has ever lost their way

and found the courage to begin again.

The music is still there, waiting.
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Chapter One: Silent Keys
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The piano sat in the corner of Nora Bennett's Manhattan apartment like a beautiful ghost—gleaming black wood, ivory keys that hadn't been touched in six months, and a silence that seemed to echo louder than any music ever could.

She stood at the window, watching the city lights blur through tears she refused to let fall. Below, New York hummed with its relentless energy—taxis honking, people rushing, the pulse of a city that never stopped. Once, that energy had fueled her. Once, she had been part of its rhythm, her name on concert programs and her face in magazines.

Nora Bennett, piano prodigy. Nora Bennett, rising star. Nora Bennett, the woman who froze on stage at Carnegie Hall and couldn't play a single note while two thousand people watched in horrified silence.

That was six months ago. Six months of canceled performances, unanswered calls from her agent, and a growing certainty that the music that had defined her entire life had simply... left.

Her phone buzzed on the counter. Another text from Marcus, her agent: We need to talk about the European tour. Sponsors are getting nervous. Call me.

Nora didn't call. She hadn't called in weeks. What was there to say? I'm sorry, I can't explain why my hands won't work anymore. I'm sorry, I don't know if I'll ever play again. I'm sorry, I'm sorry, I'm sorry.

The buzzing stopped, replaced by the particular silence of a life on pause.

It was into this silence that the letter arrived.

Nora found it in her mailbox three days later—a cream-colored envelope with her name written in elegant, old-fashioned script. The return address made her breath catch: Maple Hollow, Vermont. Her grandmother's address.

But Grandma Rose had been gone for two years now.

She opened it with trembling fingers and found a letter from a lawyer she'd never heard of.

Dear Ms. Bennett,

I hope this letter finds you well. I am writing regarding the estate of Rose Catherine Bennett, your late grandmother. As you may know, Mrs. Bennett's cottage in Maple Hollow has remained unoccupied since her passing, maintained by a trust she established before her death.

Per the terms of her will, the property was to remain in trust for a period of two years, after which it would pass to you, her only grandchild, provided you agree to spend a minimum of three months in residence to "remember what matters."

If you choose not to accept these terms, the property will be donated to the Maple Hollow Historical Society.

Please contact my office at your earliest convenience to discuss the details.

Sincerely, Harold Pemberton, Esq.

Nora read the letter three times before the words fully registered. Grandma Rose's cottage. The little blue house at the edge of the woods where she had spent every summer of her childhood, learning to identify wildflowers and catch fireflies and play the old upright piano that Rose had inherited from her own mother.

Three months. In the dead of winter. In a tiny Vermont town where she knew no one and nothing.

It was ridiculous. It was impractical. It was exactly the kind of whimsical, romantic gesture that Rose would have found delightful.

Nora looked at her silent piano, at the phone still dark with unanswered messages, at the apartment that had begun to feel less like a home and more like a very expensive cage.

"Remember what matters," she murmured.

Two weeks later, she was driving north through a February snowstorm, her car packed with suitcases and uncertainty, leaving behind everything she knew to chase something she couldn't name.

The town of Maple Hollow emerged from the snow like a scene from a Christmas card—a single main street lined with Victorian storefronts, lampposts wrapped in twinkle lights that had apparently never been taken down, and a town square dominated by a massive oak tree and a frozen fountain.

Nora pulled up in front of what appeared to be the only commercial establishment still open at seven in the evening: a coffee shop called The Grind, its windows glowing warm and golden against the grey winter dusk.

She needed directions. She needed caffeine. She needed to stop her hands from shaking.

The bell above the door chimed as she entered, and the smell of fresh coffee and cinnamon rolls wrapped around her like a hug. The shop was small but cozy, filled with mismatched furniture, local artwork on the walls, and a surprising number of customers for such a tiny town.

Behind the counter stood a woman about Nora's age, with wild red curls and a smile that seemed to light up the entire room.

"Well, hello there! You must be lost, frozen, or both. Which is it?"

"Both, probably," Nora admitted. "I'm looking for Willow Lane? My grandmother's cottage is supposed to be there."

"Willow Lane!" The woman's eyes widened. "You're Rose's granddaughter? The famous pianist?"

Nora flinched at the word. "I'm Nora. And I'm not really... famous isn't..."

"I'm Sophie Chen, and I am absolutely thrilled to meet you." Sophie was already coming around the counter, enveloping Nora in a hug before she could protest. "Your grandmother talked about you constantly. We all felt like we knew you already. She was so proud of you."

The unexpected kindness cracked something in Nora's chest. "Thank you. I wish I'd visited more."

"Don't we all say that about the people we love?" Sophie's voice was gentle. "Now, let me get you something warm to drink, and I'll draw you a map. Willow Lane is easy to find, but that cottage has been empty for two years. You might want to stop at Mitchell's Hardware for some supplies. And maybe call Caleb about the heating system—it was always temperamental."

"Caleb?"

"Caleb Harding. He takes care of most of the maintenance around here. Carpenter, handyman, general fixer of all things. He looked after Rose's place while she was sick." Sophie's expression flickered with something—amusement? Warning? "He's... an acquired taste. But he's good at what he does."

"I'll keep that in mind."

Twenty minutes later, armed with a hand-drawn map, a latte, and a bag of cinnamon rolls "for the road," Nora navigated her car down increasingly snow-covered roads until she found it: the little blue cottage at the end of Willow Lane, its windows dark, its garden buried under snow, but somehow still exactly as she remembered it from twenty years ago.

She sat in the car for a long moment, just looking.

The last time she'd been here, she was eight years old, sitting at Grandma Rose's old upright piano, picking out a melody while Rose braided her hair and told her stories about the magic that lived in music. That was the summer Nora had fallen in love with the piano—not as an instrument to be mastered or a career to be pursued, but as a friend, a companion, a way of speaking when words weren't enough.

When had she forgotten that?

The cottage was cold and musty when she finally let herself in, but underneath the smell of disuse, she could detect traces of Rose—lavender sachets and old books and the particular warmth of a home that had been deeply loved.

The electricity worked, thank God, and she found the thermostat and cranked it up. The old furnace groaned to life with a concerning rattle.

And there, in the corner of the living room, exactly where it had always been, sat the piano.

It was an old Steinway upright, probably worth a small fortune, its wood scratched and worn but its lines still elegant. Rose had played it every day of her life, filling the cottage with music that seemed to seep into the very walls.
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