
  
    [image: Sweet Winter]
  


  
    
      Sweet Winter

      A CLEAN SMALL TOWN ROMANCE

      
        MAPLEWOOD GROVE

        BOOK SIX

      

    

    
      
        DAISY LANDISH

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: Beaches and Trails Publishing]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Copyright © 2025 by Daisy Landish

        All rights reserved.

        No part of this book may be reproduced in any form or by any electronic or mechanical means, including information storage and retrieval systems, without written permission from the author, except for the use of brief quotations in a book review.

      

        

      
        First Edition

      

        

      
        Editing by Jessica McKenna

        Cover by Daisy Landish

      

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: Beaches and Trails Publishing logo]
          
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Daisy Landish

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      SAM

      All five members of Pearl Jam smolder at him from the poster stuck to the unremarkable white wall of his childhood bedroom.

      This, Sam thinks, is a telling snapshot of his life these days: lying akimbo in a bed his feet hang off of whenever he slides too far down his pillow, and a band he hasn’t listened to in years looking down at him with reproach.

      He almost feels guilty. He almost feels guilty a lot these days. It’s the kind of guilt that’s becoming somewhat signature to him. A brand of it that he has too much pride to commit to fully, yet not enough self-involved arrogance to pull off.

      “SAMMY! BREAKFAST!” his mom yells from downstairs. Like she sensed his eyes opening. Or she thinks he’s slept in enough. He pats around the mattress for his phone, lost in the folds of his polka-dotted quilt. Yeah, 8 AM. Slept in enough. His train of thought reeks of sardonicism these days.

      He opts for a meditative exhale. It comes out a resigned sigh. Lying in bed will only make this general ennui worse. He’s discovered that a record-breaking three days into being back in Maplewood Grove. His hometown. The same one he’d run from as soon as he could… and left plenty behind in, almost everything but a single duffle bag full of clothing he’d grown out of within the first year of college. He hadn’t meant to run. He’d just been looking for something that didn’t exist in this small town.

      He’s still looking, he thinks. Forty-three years old, and feeling painfully seventeen.

      Almost twenty-five years later, he remembers how he’d thought: Weddings or funerals are all I’ll come back for. The kind of passive-aggressive, flippant promises of someone young enough to think they knew everything.

      Weddings or funerals, he’d thought.

      Now, it’s too close a call to the latter that’s yanked him back here.

      Back to the same bathroom that they’d all shared, fighting to get dressed in the mornings. Sam almost expects to see his lanky teenage self in the mirror. Instead, while he brushes the sourness out of his mouth, the darkened bags under his eyes screech Middle-Aged Adult. “It doesn’t have to be forever,” he tells his reflection, spraying foamy spittle every which way. The traitorous greys creeping into the shadow of stubble across his jaw mocks him.

      “SAMMY!” his mom’s voice cuts through the reverie.

      Sam scrunches his eyes shut, spitting into the sink. “Coming, Ma!” he finally hollers back. He wipes his mouth, and the mirror, then makes his way downstairs.

      He pretends the faces in the photographs that line the stairwell wall don’t glare at him with every step he descends. It isn’t hard. Three days of practice is enough to nail it.

      Unfortunately, the same cannot be said for the shrewd look on the face of the man at the breakfast table with his hand already wrapped around a mug of coffee. He’s in his police uniform. Very distinguished, and he definitely knows it. What’s eeriest is how much like Sam himself he looks – only, obviously better.

      “Don’t you have a house of your own?” Sam asks his brother.

      Solomon Walker is the elder of the two Walker children. Sam’s big brother by four and a half years. And he never lets Sam forget it. Sam can hear the way his own voice grows pinched with irritation, the longer they face off.

      In a way, they have always been this way. Natural, their dad calls it. In another, it’s this: “It doesn’t need to be my house to be my family,” Sol says. My. Not our. Sam doesn’t miss it. He isn’t supposed to. It’s a minor miracle his teeth don’t audibly grind. “Just a part of my routine. Checking in after dropping the kiddos off at school. Has been since after Pop’s stroke, Sammy. You’d know if you’d been here.” There it is.

      The taunt isn’t new. It isn’t even a taunt, coming from his brother. That’s not Sol. No, Sol is never that juvenile. That’s a role better assigned to him. Sol is the Reasonable One. The one with the answers. The good son, the one who stayed. It had been him who’d made the call to Sam last week when their father had collapsed in the grocery store. Sam wishes he were a big enough person for that to not chafe at him, but he’s not.

      “I’m here now,” Sam says curtly.

      “Sure. In your pajamas all day. Skulking around uselessly.”

      He wishes he wouldn’t flinch. That there wouldn’t be the petulant edge to his voice when he demands, “What’s your point, man?”

      Sol doesn’t pause. Like he’d been waiting for Sam to ask, he answers without hitch, “Just because you’re back in our small town doesn’t mean you’ve got to treat it like you’re slumming it. My point is, if you’re here then be here.”

      Sam snorts his derision. “And how the heck would you have me do that?”

      “Figure it out, Peter Pan,” Sol says. “Be a man for once in your life.”
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        * * *

      

      Next to the beat-up Jeep his dad’s had since Sam was a kid, his glossy BMW looks out of place. Sam doesn’t bother getting into it when he steps out of the house. Everything his brother had said felt unfair. This didn’t mean it was likely it was a shared sentiment around town.

      It is roughly 9 AM. He’d managed to get showered and dressed after his brother landed a few more kicks at his downtrodden pride. Sam is already out of fight for the day. Maybe for the week. He’d have to check his reserves again at the end of the day – on the off chance that something just might fill his cup.

      He takes off on foot. Whether he’s now perceived as an outsider, or the Maplewood Grove native he is for better and for worse, Sam hasn’t forgotten how this place works. He gets a little thrill out of eliciting a look of pleasant astonishment out of more than one passer-by when he greets them by name as he jaunts through town.

      It’s almost enough for him to forget he doesn’t have a destination in mind. Not as much as he has a mental list of destinations he won’t go. The top of which is likely to feature the most morning traffic: Loretta’s Diner. A classic American diner with delicious dishes and more town gossip than the newsstand down the street. Sam can't help but think of it like a fishbowl.

      Maybe he was being presumptuous. Maybe Sol had made him paranoid. There was always that chance. But he wasn’t Peter Pan; contrary to his brother’s reviews, he wasn’t always up to taking a chance.

      Besides, it wasn’t as if Maplewood Grove was prone to change. The same sidewalks and same shops line the streets. Even the décor that’s begun to bedeck the town is somewhat recycled from previous years. He can tell. He recognizes the lights strung up between street light poles. Of course, the town is still buzzing with excitement.

      Fortunately, Sam doesn’t have to go far to get answers. He asks the first person he sees: Cliff Barnett. The grizzly owner of the Sip ‘n Saw bar could come off as intimidating—but he’d only been a couple of years ahead of Sam in school. Asking, “What’s with the—?” while gesturing vaguely at the banners strung up down the street featuring a couple of aged men who looked familiar but not.

      “Heritage Festival,” Cliff replies after a brusque nod in greeting. “They’re doing a theme for the winter festival this year.”

      Sam almost laughs, raising a hand in thanks as Cliff carries on past him. He wasn’t expecting the man to stop to exchange idle pleasantries. He’d bet the bar owner didn’t even need to ask why Sam was in town. There were chances most people in this town had known about his dad’s stroke before he had. If he’d asked Sam what he was doing, what would he even answer? He looks at Cliff’s retreating back, watching him until he’s turned the corner and out of sight.

      Yeah, he thinks, probably best he didn’t stop.

      

      MAGGIE

      A couple of streets over, Loretta’s Diner is precisely where a bespectacled brunette walks into. She wouldn’t necessarily call herself a casual frequenter. A woman couldn’t afford to eat out so often with a librarian’s paycheck, after all. She’s definitely not here for the gossip.

      But Maggie Foster did like her little routines.

      Especially on days like today, the ones where she felt like a storm cloud was following her around. She calls them her Blue Days. It’s her favorite color and makes them sound less insidious than they feel. The days when there is just something in the air that coats her skin in a film negativity sticks to, like a fly in honey.

      She prides herself in not letting even these get her down. It may not be easy. But Maggie is a methodical woman. She knows when not to be alone with herself. Of course, she respects herself too much to force herself to talk to anyone either, when she’s not much of a conversational partner to dance around with.

      Her solution, therefore, is tried and true: the diner.

      Where conversation always formlessly hums around her without needing her input or intervention. It just is. That’s comforting to her. She breathes a little easier just opening the door.

      Immediately upon stepping in from the January chill, Maggie spots a familiar head of golden hair. Her friend and fellow Book Club bluestocking, Rachel Green, is herding her little boy out of the diner bathroom. From the way Rachel dabs at Jamie’s pudgy little hands, Maggie deduces they’re done eating and on their way out.

      Only a beat later, Rachel spots her back. She waves with an exhausted sort of enthusiasm that’s become signature to her. “Maggie!” Rachel huffs, taking a break from grinning at her to glare at her son until he lets her wrap a cozy green scarf around his neck. “Gosh, I wish I’d known you were coming in. Breakfast with a real adult conversation may have been just the thing. I’m—Well, you know.”

      Maggie smiles softly at her. She does know. Rachel, new in town and still finding roots to put down, has been on the hunt for a job. No luck yet. She doubts the little boy shyly looking at her from where he’s tucked himself by Rachel’s hip does, though, so she stays mum. Her dark blond hair conceals the greys a closer look would pinpoint.

      She squeezes Rachel’s hand in passing. “Good luck. I’ve got my fingers crossed for you,” Maggie promises, then holds her hand up to show her how literally she means it. Just in case Rachel needs it.

      “Thanks, Mags,” the woman says warmly. “I’ll see ya later, right?”

      It isn’t long after Maggie agrees that Rachel’s gone.

      The exchange is brief. Not at all unwelcome. But when Maggie drops down into the closest chair, she does so heavily. Jasmine, one of the kids Loretta lets waitress before school some days, takes her order—“A plate of some of that fluffy French toast with a cup of hot chocolate!”—after a swift greeting, takes it to the kitchen, and then she’s on her way out the door too. She doesn’t instigate the regular exchange of pleasantries and only leaves with a friendly wave.

      Maggie releases a relieved breath. So far, the universe is on her side, it seems.

      She is free to take her time laying that week’s Maplewood Grove Gazette out in front of her, paging her way to the crossword puzzle. She’s barely four words into solving it when that warm egg and sugar smell envelops her, making her mouth water. Loretta Beam, owner and namesake of this diner that’s always been here, sets her plate and mug down in front of her. “Enjoy, sweets,” Loretta coos, squeezing Maggie’s shoulder on her way back behind the counter.

      She sets down her pencil to pick up a knife and fork. The toast is still visibly too hot, but she can’t help it. Maggie is huffing with her ruddy cheeks puffed like a blowfish, exhaling steam and regretting her burnt tongue, when she hears a familiar pair of voices behind her.

      Well, she hears tutting at first. Then, she hears, “So unfortunate. In her 40s and not one prospect—” A second, similar voice intersects, intertwining, “How could there be? That gal blinks at anyone who dares to look her way until they run for the hills!” It’s the Carlton twins. Maggie can rarely, if ever, tell the two apart. It isn’t anywhere near as difficult to decipher who the subject of their exchange is, though. “Living her life away in books…” the first voice adds as if Maggie needed any confirmation to know it’s her they’re talking about.

      She lets out a slow, tempering breath.

      If it works, Maggie doesn’t find out. One of the twins audibly grumbles, “Ah, she didn’t even come to the last meeting, did you know?” It is the other’s turn to cluck her tongue like a disapproving hen. Maggie’s stomach turns. She can see the hand around her fork quivering.

      “If she had, she would’ve heard what Gene said.”

      Gene… Maggie considers. The mayor. What⁠—?

      “Poor girl. What’s she gonna have left when they have to shut the library down?” Maggie’s terror ratchets. Her utensils drop with a clatter. She doesn’t hear the aged twins’ reaction to that; her blood roars in her ears too loudly, flowing in a panicked rush. The sugar turns sour in her mouth.

      She’s going to be sick. She would be, right now, if she had more than half a bite of French toast in her system. Even that may just fall out of the hole that’s been burrowed in her chest. It feels that way. Like she’s been stabbed through the chest with an icicle from outside. Like the two old women have conspired to bundle a fistful of snow, and then shot it right at her face like a fastball.
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