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  Chapter 1: Coming Home

  
  






The last time Mira Walsh cried in a car, she’d been eighteen years old and leaving Maplewood Ridge in her rearview mirror. Now, ten years later, she was crying again as the town’s welcome sign came into view through the golden October sunshine.

“Get it together,” she muttered, swiping at her cheeks with the back of her hand. “You’re not even unpacked yet and you’re already a mess.”

The Honda Civic coughed in what she chose to interpret as sympathy. The car had seen better days, much like its owner. Between the two of them, they’d barely made it from Boston with nothing but suitcases, boxes of books, and the crushing weight of failure pressing against Mira’s chest.

Fired. She’d been fired.

Well, technically she’d been “let go due to restructuring,” but everyone in the office had known the truth. Her campaign for Riverstone Athletic Wear had tanked spectacularly. Three months of work, a six-figure budget, and a social media strategy that somehow managed to offend both yoga enthusiasts and CrossFit devotees. The campaign video had become a meme for all the wrong reasons. Her boss had looked genuinely pained when he’d called her into his office.

“These things happen, Mira. You’re talented, but maybe this pace isn’t for you. Maybe you need something… quieter.”

She’d wanted to argue. Wanted to fight for her job, prove she could bounce back, show them all she was more than one failed campaign. Instead, she’d cleaned out her desk, gone home to her overpriced studio apartment, and found her grandmother’s letter waiting in the mail.

The letter had arrived the day before Mira’s thirtieth birthday, which felt both impossibly cruel and somehow cosmically perfect. Her grandmother’s handwriting had been shaky but clear: The bookshop is yours now. I know you think you belong in the city, sweetheart, but maybe it’s time to come home. Make it matter.

Three weeks later, here she was.

Maplewood Ridge looked exactly the same and completely different all at once. The maple trees lining Main Street were ablaze with color, reds and oranges and golds that would’ve made her marketing brain spin with autumn campaign possibilities. The old clock tower still presided over the town square, its face showing 11:47. The Hungry Bear Diner still had its hand-painted sign, slightly more faded now. The hardware store, the post office, the town hall with its white columns.

Home.

Mira hadn’t let herself use that word in years. Home was supposed to be Boston, with its opportunities and energy and proof that she’d made something of herself. Except she hadn’t, had she? She’d burned out spectacularly, spent two years in therapy learning to manage her anxiety, and still ended up right back where she started.

“Okay, universe,” she said to the empty car. “I’m listening. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

She turned onto Maple Street, aptly named for obvious reasons, and her heart did a complicated flutter when she saw it. The Pages bookshop sat between the post office and what used to be an antique store but now appeared to be a bakery. The building was narrow, two stories of weathered red brick with large front windows and a forest green door that needed repainting. The sign above the door, hand-carved wood that her grandfather had made forty years ago, read “The Pages” in elegant script.

Mira pulled into the small parking lot behind the building and turned off the engine. The Civic made one final concerning rattle before falling silent.

“We made it,” she whispered. “Now we just have to figure out what happens next.”

The back door key was where her grandmother had always kept it, under the third flowerpot from the left. Mira’s hands shook slightly as she unlocked the door and stepped inside.

The smell hit her first. Old paper and dust and something sweeter, almost like caramel. The back room was dim, lit only by the weak October sunlight filtering through a high window. Boxes were stacked everywhere, and she could see the doorway leading into the main bookshop beyond.

And then she heard it. Movement. Someone else was here.

Mira’s heart jumped into her throat. She should leave. Call the police. Do literally anything other than investigate the mysterious sounds coming from her grandmother’s bookshop. But she’d already had such a terrible month, and honestly, what else could the universe possibly throw at her?

She crept forward, trying to avoid the squeaky floorboard she remembered from childhood. She failed. The board let out a theatrical creak.

The movement stopped.

“Hello?” a voice called out. A male voice. Deep and cautious and achingly, impossibly familiar.

No. No, no, no. It couldn’t be.

Mira stepped fully into the back room and froze.

Cole Brennan stood in front of a bottling station that definitely hadn’t been there eight years ago, holding a glass jar of amber liquid in one hand. He’d been in the process of capping it when she’d interrupted. Now he was just staring at her, those dark eyes wide with shock.

He looked different. Older, obviously, but it was more than that. The lanky boy she’d known had filled out into someone broader, more solid. His hair was longer, dark waves that brushed his collar. He wore a flannel shirt with the sleeves rolled up, revealing forearms that suggested he spent his days doing actual physical work rather than sitting in meetings. A beard shadowed his jaw. There were lines at the corners of his eyes that hadn’t been there before.

He was beautiful. He’d always been beautiful, but this version of Cole Brennan was something else entirely. Rugged and real and looking at her like she was a ghost.

“Mira.” Her name came out rough, almost accusatory.

“Hi, Cole.” Her voice was smaller than she wanted it to be.

They stared at each other. The moment stretched into something uncomfortable. Mira’s mind raced through a thousand things she could say, should say, had practiced saying during the drive. All of them evaporated.

Cole set down the jar with careful precision. “You can’t be here.”

“Funny,” Mira said, finding her voice through sheer defensive instinct. “I own the building.”

His jaw tightened. It was a small movement, but she’d once known every expression that crossed his face. That particular tightening meant he was angry and trying to control it.

“Your grandmother rented me this space three years ago. I have a lease.”

“A lease.” Mira looked around the back room, really seeing it now. The bottling station was professional, clearly well-used. Boxes of jars were stacked against one wall. A label maker sat on a shelf. This wasn’t a temporary setup. “What are you doing?”

“Bottling maple syrup. What does it look like?” Cole crossed his arms. The movement made him look bigger, more immovable. “I run Brennan’s Maple Farm now. Have for the last six years. This is my production space.”

Maple syrup. Of course. Cole’s family had owned the sugar maple grove behind the bookshop for generations. She remembered spending autumn afternoons there with him, watching his father tap the trees, tasting fresh syrup that was almost too sweet.

She remembered a lot of things she’d been trying very hard not to think about.

“I didn’t know,” Mira said carefully. “Grandma didn’t mention it in her letter.”

“Why would she? You never came back. Not for holidays, not for her birthday, not even for…” He stopped, seeming to catch himself. “You never came back.”

The words hit like a slap. Guilt rose hot in her throat. She hadn’t come back. Not when she was drowning in college coursework, not when she landed her first job, not even last year when her grandmother’s health started failing. There had always been an excuse, always something more important. Until there wasn’t anymore, and it was too late.

“I know,” Mira said quietly. “I know I should have visited more.”

“More?” Cole let out a bitter laugh. “You could’ve visited at all. That would’ve been a start.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Isn’t it?” He took a step toward her, and Mira had to force herself not to step back. “She talked about you constantly. Every time I came by to pay rent, it was ‘Mira’s doing so well in Boston’ and ‘Mira’s working on such exciting projects’ and ‘I’m sure she’ll come home for Christmas this year.’ She never stopped believing you’d come back.”

Each word was a needle under Mira’s skin. “Cole…”

“But you didn’t. Not until she was gone and you got her letter.” His voice was flat now, emotionless in a way that was somehow worse than the anger. “So what are you doing here, Mira? Come to sell the building and get back to your real life?”

“No.” The word came out fierce. “I’m not selling.”

That seemed to surprise him. His eyebrows rose slightly. “You’re not?”

“No. I’m staying. I’m going to reopen the bookshop.” Saying it out loud made it feel more real, more possible. “Grandma wanted me to make it matter. So that’s what I’m going to do.”

Cole studied her for a long moment. His expression was unreadable, that careful blankness he’d perfected whenever he didn’t want people to know what he was thinking. She used to be able to break through it. Used to make him laugh until that guardedness melted away.

Not anymore, apparently.

“Fine,” he said finally. “Then I’ll be out by the end of the month. I’m buying this building. I’ve been saving up, and I’ve got a loan approved. You can name your price.”

“It’s not for sale.”

“Everything’s for sale, Mira. That’s how the world works.”

“Not this building. Not to you.” She lifted her chin, channeling every ounce of false confidence she’d learned in her marketing career. “If I’m reopening the bookshop, I need this space. All of it.”

Something flickered across his face. Hurt, maybe, or anger. “You’re kicking me out? After I’ve been keeping this place from falling apart for three years?”

“I’m not kicking you out. I’m just… I need to figure out what I’m doing here. And I can’t do that with…” She gestured vaguely at his bottling station. “With all this in the way.”

“In the way.” He repeated the words slowly, tasting them like poison. “Right. Of course. I’m in the way.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Sure it is.” Cole moved toward the door, his movements sharp and controlled. “You know what? Fine. Keep the building. I’ll find somewhere else for my syrup operation. Shouldn’t be hard. Anywhere that isn’t here.”

He brushed past her, close enough that she caught the scent of wood smoke and maple and something that was purely him. Her traitorous heart squeezed.

“Cole, wait.”

He stopped in the doorway but didn’t turn around. “What?”

Mira’s mind raced. This wasn’t how she’d wanted this to go. She hadn’t wanted anything to go any particular way because she’d convinced herself she wouldn’t see him at all. In her imagination, Cole had moved away years ago, gotten married, built a life somewhere far from Maplewood Ridge. The idea that he’d been here all along, working in her grandmother’s building, keeping this place running while Mira stayed away, was too much to process.

“The Fall Harvest Festival,” she said suddenly, remembering the date circled on the calendar she’d seen in the main shop. “It’s in two weeks, right?”

“Yeah. So?”

“So give me two weeks. Let’s both use the space to get ready for the festival. You need to bottle syrup for your booth, and I need to clean up the bookshop. We can share the space for two weeks. Then after the festival, we can figure out a more permanent arrangement.”

Cole turned slowly. His expression was suspicious. “Why would I agree to that?”

“Because…” Mira scrambled for a reason that didn’t sound completely insane. “Because your lease isn’t actually up until the end of the month, which is after the festival. And because we’re both going to have booths, and the town expects us to participate. And because…” She took a breath. “Because fighting about this helps neither of us.”

He studied her, and she forced herself to hold his gaze. Those eyes had once looked at her with so much warmth, so much love. Now they were shuttered, cautious. She’d done that. She’d closed that door when she left for college and never looked back.

“Two weeks,” Cole said finally. “I’ll be here mornings and evenings. You can have afternoons. We stay out of each other’s way.”

“Deal.”

“And after the festival, you’re selling me this building.”

“We’ll discuss it,” Mira said, which wasn’t agreement but also wasn’t refusal.

Cole’s mouth tightened, but he nodded. “Fine. Two weeks. Then you’re either selling or I’m finding a new production space.”

He walked out before she could respond, leaving her alone in the dusty back room surrounded by boxes of maple syrup and the ghosts of everything they used to be.

Mira sank down onto a stack of books, her legs suddenly shaky. Through the open door, she could see into the main bookshop. It looked smaller than she remembered, more crowded. The shelves were half empty, dust coating everything. So much work to do. So much to figure out.

And Cole Brennan, grumpy and guarded and more beautiful than any man had a right to be, bottling maple syrup in her back room every morning and evening for the next two weeks.

“What have I gotten myself into?” Mira whispered to the empty room.

From somewhere in the building, she heard a floorboard creak. The bookshop settling, probably. Or maybe it was her grandmother’s ghost, laughing at the mess Mira had just created.

She pulled out her phone and took a photo of the chaos around her. Then, because apparently she was a glutton for punishment, she opened her notes app and started a list:

Things to do in the next two weeks: 1. Clean the entire bookshop 2. Order new books 3. Figure out what to do with Cole 4. Don’t fall back in love with Cole 5. Definitely, absolutely, do not fall back in love with Cole

She stared at the last two items, then deleted them. Some things were too dangerous to write down, even in a private note.

Through the window, she could see the maple trees swaying in the breeze, their leaves blazing gold and scarlet. Somewhere in the grove beyond, Cole was probably cursing her name.

Two weeks. They could survive two weeks.

Mira looked around the dusty, cluttered, perfect bookshop and felt something loosen in her chest. Something that had been wound tight for years, maybe since the day she’d driven away at eighteen.

“Okay, Grandma,” she whispered. “I’m here. I’m home. Now show me how to make it matter.”

The bookshop stayed silent, but somehow, Mira thought she felt approval in the dust-moted air.

She rolled up her sleeves and got to work.














