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      I should have called ahead.

      The thought loops through my mind as I navigate another winding curve, my Honda Civic’s engine humming steadily against the mountain silence. But every time I’d picked up my phone over the past three days of driving, I’d set it back down. What would I even say? “Hi, Mom. Surprise! Your successful daughter just got spectacularly fired and dumped, so I’m coming home to lick my wounds.”?

      My chest tightens. No, that conversation is better had in person. If I have it at all.

      The Vermont state line appeared an hour ago, and already everything feels different. The air seems cleaner somehow. Crisper. It carries the scent of wood smoke and something else—something I’d forgotten existed after eight years in Los Angeles. Autumn. Real autumn, with leaves that actually change colors instead of just growing dusty before falling onto concrete.

      A sigh departs from my lips as I gaze at the scenery, my elbow resting against the windowsill. I knew something was wrong when Derek started sniping at me at work, criticizing everything I did, almost as if he were looking for a reason to…

      I saw all the signs, the ones that pointed at something more terrible. I held on anyway, too stubborn to admit defeat, not wanting to see the truth. But how many times could I come home and wash the same lipstick stain off the collar of his shirt?

      The road crests a hill, and suddenly, Autumn Ridge spreads below me like a painting. My heart does something complicated in my chest—a mixture of relief and terror and something dangerously close to longing. I left this place with a broken heart eight years ago, swearing I’d never come back. And here I am, returning with my heart shattered all over again. Some patterns are too stubborn to break.

      The town sits nestled in its valley, surrounded by mountains that glow purple in the evening light. It’s so small. After LA’s endless sprawl, Autumn Ridge looks like a toy village, complete with the white church steeple rising above the maple trees and the gazebo on the Town Green where they’ll hold the Harvest Festival in a few weeks.

      I drive slowly down Main Street, taking in the familiar storefronts. Henderson’s General Store still has that hand-painted sign. Murphy’s Pharmacy still promises old-fashioned sodas and cookies for a reason I never truly understood. There’s a new bakery where the hardware store used to be—light spills from its windows onto the sidewalk where someone has arranged pumpkins and corn stalks.

      Everything is exactly the same and completely different. There are new buildings, some old ones freshly painted.

      I turn onto Elm Street, my palms suddenly damp against the steering wheel. The tree-lined road stretches ahead, maple branches forming a cathedral arch overhead. Mrs. Patterson’s garden is as meticulously maintained as ever. The Donnelly house still has that ridiculous plastic flamingo.

      And there, at the end of the street, sits home.

      The two-story colonial looks exactly as I left it—white clapboard, dark green shutters, Mom’s herb garden in terracotta pots on the wraparound porch. Golden light streams from the windows, and I can see movement inside. Shadows crossing back and forth. The sound of laughter drifts across the yard.

      They sound happy. Content.

      I’ve spent my entire childhood here, never hesitated before crossing the threshold of this house before. For the first time, I feel like a stranger here. I left because I had to, because I knew if I stayed, the price would be too many hurting hearts. So I chose to walk away. My parents didn’t understand why I distanced myself, why I was always too busy for a weekly call. They didn’t understand why I walked away from the man who had claimed to love me. But they didn’t push; they waited, they were patient.

      And now I’m here.

      I pull into the driveway but don’t cut the engine. What if this is a mistake? What if my arrival disrupts their perfect happy lives? What if⁠—

      The front door opens.

      Dad steps onto the porch, garbage bag in hand, probably heading to the bins. He’s wearing that old red and black flannel shirt Mom’s always trying to throw away. His hair is grayer than I remember, more lines around his eyes, but his posture is still straight and strong.

      He stops when he sees my car. Then his gaze finds me through the windshield.

      We stare at each other for a heartbeat—father and daughter, separated by glass and too many missed phone calls. His face cycles through confusion, recognition, disbelief.

      Then pure joy.

      The garbage bag hits the porch as Dad breaks into a run. I fumble with the door handle, my hands shaking, and then I’m stumbling out of the car just as he reaches me.

      His arms come around me like a fortress, crushing me against his chest. He smells like aftershave and coffee and home, and suddenly I’m eight years old again, running to him after skinning my knee.

      “Hazel-nut.” His voice cracks on my name. “My little girl.”

      The childhood nickname I haven’t heard in years pierces my heart. The tears I’ve been holding back for weeks finally break free, the knots tightening in my stomach finally relaxing at the sight and touch of my father. “Dad, I’m home.”

      “You’re home,” he whispers against my hair, and I feel his own tears. “You’re home.”

      The front door flies open again. Mom appears on the porch, dish towel in her hands, her face cycling through the same emotions Dad’s did. When she sees me in his arms, the towel drops.

      “Hazel?”

      The crack in her voice tells me I made the right decision and then she’s running too, her arms wrapping around both of us in a tangle of limbs and sobs and fierce love. She smells like vanilla and cinnamon, like every good memory I’ve been too busy to miss.

      “I should have called,” I manage through my tears.

      “This is your home,” Dad murmurs, pulling back just enough to cup my face in his calloused hands. His blue eyes shine with unshed tears. “You never have to call before coming. This will always be your home, Hazel.”

      Mom’s hands smooth over my long brown hair, and I see her taking inventory—the shadows under my eyes, the weight I’ve lost, the exhaustion I can’t hide.

      “Come inside,” she says softly. “Everything else can wait.”

      As I gaze at them, for the first time in weeks, surrounded by their love and the scent of home, I feel like I can finally breathe again.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, I find myself at the familiar kitchen table, watching Mom move around with determined purpose. Her eyes are still red-rimmed, and she keeps sniffling as she works, but her hands are steady as she heats milk on the stove. The scent of cinnamon and nutmeg fills the air, mixing with something rich and earthy that makes my mouth water.

      “Pumpkin spice hot chocolate,” she says without turning around, as if reading my mind. “With real pumpkin puree, not that artificial stuff.”

      Dad settles into the chair beside me, his calloused hand briefly covering mine on the scarred wooden table. “So, sweetheart,” he says gently, “how have you been?”

      The question hangs in the air like a loaded gun. I stare down at my hands, trying to find the words. How do I tell them that everything fell apart? That I lost my job, my relationship, my condo—basically my entire life in the span of two weeks? That I’m here because I have nowhere else to go?

      We talk maybe three times a year—Christmas, their anniversary, my birthday if I remember. It was easier that way, easier for me to hide my homesickness. They know I was dating Derek. I told them two years ago. But they don’t know about the late nights and the projects that consumed my life, about how I worked twenty-hour days, barely sleeping. They think I’m successful, happy, living the dream.

      “I’m...” The words stick in my throat. “I broke up with my boyfriend.” I take a shaky breath. “So I thought I’d take some vacation time. Come home for a visit.”

      Mom turns from the stove, a mug of steaming hot chocolate in her hands. Whipped cream swirls on top, dusted with cinnamon, and I can see chunks of real pumpkin clinging to the sides of the mug. She sets it in front of me with gentle care, but I can see the questions forming in her eyes.

      “What happened, honey?” she asks softly. “With Derek?”

      I wrap my hands around the heated mug, using it as an anchor. “I don’t want to talk about it.” My voice comes out smaller than I intended. “I just... I wanted to come home.”

      Mom and Dad exchange a look over my head—one of those wordless conversations that married couples have perfected over decades. Dad reaches across and squeezes my shoulder.

      “How long are you staying for?” Mom asks instead, settling into the chair across from me.

      Dad gets up while I try to figure out the answer, and I watch him rummage through the fridge, till he emerges with a foil-covered plate. He peels back the covering to reveal a perfect pumpkin pie, golden and glossy, with a lattice crust that could win awards. “Made this yesterday,” he says, cutting a generous slice. “Good timing.”

      The first sip of hot chocolate is like a hug from the inside out. Rich, creamy, with just enough spice to make my eyes sting—or maybe that’s the tears threatening to spill again.

      “A month,” I hear myself say. “Maybe... maybe a month.”

      Mom’s face lights up like Christmas morning. “A whole month?” She claps her hands together, flour still dusting her palms. “Oh, Hazel, that’s wonderful!”

      Their excitement thaws another chunk of ice within me. I take another sip, letting the heat settle in my chest.

      “How’s Brennen’s Brew doing?” I ask. The coffee shop has been a staple of Main Street for as long as I can remember—Mom and Dad opened it before I was even born, and it’s been the heart of the community ever since.

      Dad’s expression shifts slightly, and he runs a hand through his graying hair. “Well, it’s been... challenging lately. Sarah and Mike both left for college this month, and we’re down to just us and Mrs. Fuller part-time.” He sighs. “There’s more work than we can handle, especially with the fall rush and the Harvest Festival coming up.”

      Mom shoots him a meaningful look, then turns to me with studied casualness. “You know, if you’re going to be here for a month anyway... and only if you want to, of course... we could use an extra pair of hands. Nothing too strenuous. Just helping with the morning rush, maybe organizing our inventory system.”

      I can see right through her transparent attempt at nonchalance, but something about the idea appeals to me. After years of corporate meetings and endless spreadsheets, the thought of making coffee and talking to neighbors sounds almost therapeutic.

      “Linda,” Dad says, frowning. “She just got back, and she’s here to relax, not for us to put her to⁠—”

      “I’d like that,” I say, surprising myself with how much I mean it.

      “Hazel, you don’t have to⁠—”

      “I want to,” I smile at him. “I’ve been gone for so long, and I’m just not one to sit idle. It’s been eight years, Dad. I want to connect to my roots, to spend time with you. I know how busy the fall season can be for the coffee shop. I don’t want to take you away from your work. Let me help out.”

      Dad’s relief is palpable. “Only if you’re sure, sweetheart. We don’t want you to overburden yourself.”

      “I’m sure.” I take another bite of the pumpkin pie, savoring the perfect blend of spices. “Besides, I practically grew up in Brennen’s Brew. How can it be called work?”

      Mom beams before coming to wrap her arms around my neck from behind and pressing a kiss to the top of my head. “We’ve missed having you around. I’m so glad you decided to come home.”

      The tenderness in her voice makes my throat tight. It’s been so long since I felt needed for something other than my technical skills or my ability to fix problems. Here, I’m just their daughter who’s come home.

      “Sam is going to be so excited to see you,” she continues, checking on something in the oven.

      Sam Brennen, my older brother. We just have a year’s age gap, and I spent my entire childhood following him around. I know my sudden disappearance and my refusal to maintain regular contact had hurt him deeply. I doubt he will be pleased to see me. Not when I often wouldn’t pick up his calls, not when he would keep asking me why I left, why I didn’t think of his best friend, the man with whom I had been planning a future.

      “How’s his auto shop?”

      “Business is booming,” Dad says, pride evident in his voice as he gets another plate for himself. “Half the county brings their cars to him now. Can barely keep up with demand. He’s got magic fingers, they say.”

      “That’s wonderful,” I respond, and I mean it. Sam always had a gift with cars. He could make any car purr like a contented cat. He used to say that they speak to him. Of course, I told him he needed psychiatric help if he was having full on conversations with cars which ended up with him beating me with one of Mom’s favorite cushions. We both got grounded, me for calling him crazy and delusional, him for hitting me.

      The memory makes me chuckle slightly. Our parent’s idea of grounded was not being locked in our rooms. No, we had to do chores, clean bathrooms, deep clean the garage and the attic. Whatever Dad wanted cleaned, we had to do it.

      “Why’re you laughing?” Dad asks curiously.

      “I was just remembering how you wanted your car washed once and you egged me into eating Sam’s share of the chicken pot pie Mom cooked. We ended up fighting, and you got your car washed.”

      “Tom!” Mom gives him a horrified look. “You didn’t.”

      Dad takes a bite of his pie, feigning innocence. “Did I? It was such a long time ago. And you know with old age, my memory is not what it used to be.”

      “Your memory’s just fine,” Mom scolds him. “Honestly, I can’t believe you took advantage of your children to get free labor.”

      My father has the sense to look guilty, but my mother knows him too well, and she shakes her head exasperated. “I can’t believe you.”

      “Don’t worry, Mom,” I say with a laugh now. It’s funny now that I’m so far removed from it. “Sam and I caught on really quick, and we made sure not to fall for it.”

      “He’ll be so excited to see you,” Mom says, her face lighting up again. “He’s missed you, honey.”

      My smile softens, filled with a grief that I’ve tried to push away for years. “I’ve missed him too.”

      I see the questions in my parents’ eyes, questions they’ve held off on asking for a long time.

      Why did I leave so suddenly?

      Why did I suddenly reduce contact with all of them?

      Why didn’t I come home for eight years?

      Mom stands and moves to the refrigerator, pulling out ingredients. “You must be starving after that long drive. Let me make you a proper sandwich.”

      “Mom, the pie is plenty⁠—”

      “Nonsense.” She’s already laying out bread, turkey, and what looks like homemade cranberry sauce. “You’re too thin.”

      As she works, layering the sandwich, she pauses. “I should go get fresh linens for your bed. It’s been a while since⁠—”

      “I’ll do it,” Dad interrupts, standing and placing a hand on her shoulder. “You stay here with Hazel.”

      She turns to protest, but Dad shakes his head with a soft smile. “Linda, when’s the last time you had uninterrupted time with our daughter?”

      The question hangs in the air, and I see the exact moment Mom’s energy shifts into something quieter, more intentional. She nods, her eyes suddenly bright again.

      “Go on,” she says to him, shooing him toward the stairs. “We’ll be fine.”

      After he leaves, the kitchen feels different—smaller, more intimate. Mom finishes the sandwich and sets it in front of me, then pours herself a cup of coffee from the pot that seems to perpetually brew on their counter.

      “So,” she says, settling back into her chair. “Tell me about California. Not the work stuff, not Derek. Tell me about you.”

      I take a bite of the sandwich, buying myself time. The turkey is perfectly seasoned, the cranberry sauce tart and sweet. “There’s nothing to tell,” I say finally. “Being a Technical Product Manager sounds way more fun than it actually is.”

      “It doesn’t sound fun, it sounds taxing,” my mother says, her eyes searching mine.

      I shrug. “It was my choice. I knew what I was getting into.”

      “You look tired, Hazel, weary.” Mom’s voice is quiet, and I swallow, the sandwich tasting like ash in my mouth.

      “I am tired, Mom. I’m very tired.”

      She’s silent, the only sound in the kitchen coming from the pumpkin wall clock that Dad puts up every fall ‘to stay seasonal’. I can hear him moving about upstairs, his feet shuffling against the hardwood floors.

      My mother’s hand comes to rest on mine across the table. “Why didn’t you come home sooner, sweetheart?”

      I open my mouth and then snap it shut. I don’t want to lie anymore, but I don’t want to tell her the truth either. I don’t want to leave carnage in my wake. Let them live their lives, untainted with the truth.

      “I had my reasons, Mom.”

      “What about Luk⁠—”

      “Luke and I are over, Mom!” My voice is uncharacteristically harsh, and she flinches, taken aback by my tone.

      “S-Sorry,” I rub my hands over my face. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to raise my voice. I’ve been traveling nonstop for three days. I’m a little on edge.”

      “It’s okay. It’s alright, honey.” Mom reassures me.

      I meet her gaze, a honey brown, same as mine, and I feel guilty at the understanding in them. I reach out to squeeze her hand. “I’m here for a month, Mom. I don’t want to talk about Luke. I came back because I missed you and Dad. I missed Sam.”

      Mom studies my face with those knowing eyes that have seen through my excuses since I was five years old. “Are you hiding anything from me, sweetheart?”

      “No,” I lie, meeting her gaze as steadily as I can manage.

      She stands slowly, moving around the table until she’s beside my chair. Her hand is gentle against my cheek as she cups my face, thumb brushing away a tear I didn’t realize had fallen. Then she presses a soft kiss to my forehead, the same way she did when I was little and had scraped knees or hurt feelings.

      “I know you better than you think,” she says gently. “But I’ll wait for you to be ready to tell me.”

      The kindness in her voice breaks something open in my chest. I wrap my arms around her waist, pressing my face against her soft sweater, breathing in the scent of vanilla and home. “I missed you, Mom.”

      Her laugh is soft, musical, as her hand smooths over my hair. “Oh, my sweet girl. When you left, it felt like you took a piece of my heart with you.” She holds me tighter. “I’ve kept your room exactly as it is, you know. Your father and I couldn’t bring ourselves to change anything.”

      I’m about to respond when the back door slams open with enough force to rattle the windows. Heavy footsteps pound across the mudroom, and I hear a familiar voice calling out.

      “Whose deathtrap of a car is that in the—” Sam’s voice cuts off abruptly as he appears in the kitchen doorway.

      For a moment, we just stare at each other. My big brother stands frozen, still wearing his work coveralls with “Brennen’s Auto” embroidered on the chest. There’s grease under his fingernails and oil stains on his shirt, but his eyes—the same blue as Dad’s—are wide with shock.

      He’s taller than I remember, broader through the shoulders, with the same unruly dark hair that never wants to stay combed. A few days’ worth of stubble covers his jaw, and there are new lines around his eyes that speak of long days and honest work.

      “Hazel?” My name comes out as barely more than a whisper.

      I untangle myself from Mom’s embrace and stand slowly, my heart hammering. “Hi, Sam.”

      Sam called over the years, first once a week, then once a month, but I would rarely answer. I knew that if I talked to him, if I heard him say he missed me, my resolve would break. I also knew who he wanted to talk  about, and I wasn’t ready for that. In the past couple of years, his calls stopped, and the crack in my heart widened. But could I really blame him?

      I expected him to be cold towards me. Despite what our parents said, I knew he was angry. I left home so abruptly, overnight, breaking his best friend’s heart as he told me on the phone once.

      He takes a staggering step forward, then another, as if he can’t quite believe I’m real. Then suddenly he’s moving, crossing the kitchen in three long strides and pulling me into a hug that lifts my feet clean off the floor.

      I freeze.

      “Hazel,” he breathes against my hair, his voice thick with emotion. “What are you doing here?”

      His arms are strong around me, smelling of motor oil and the outdoors, and I realize how much I’ve missed this—missed him. My big brother who used to chase away my nightmares and teach me how to change a tire and threaten to beat up anyone who made me cry.

      “I came home,” I whisper into his shoulder as my eyes turn wet, my body trembling.

      I can hear the sound of boots being kicked off in the mudroom—someone else came in with him. Sam must realize it too, because he suddenly stiffens in my arms.

      “I’ll be right back,” he says, releasing me quickly. His voice is oddly tight as he glances toward the mudroom. “Just... give me a minute.”

      He disappears back through the doorway, and I hear the low murmur of voices—Sam’s and someone else’s, though I can’t make out the words. The conversation is brief, urgent, followed by the sound of boots being hastily put back on and then footsteps heading toward the back door. A moment later, a car engine starts in the driveway.

      When Sam returns, I’m still standing in the middle of the kitchen, Mom hovering nearby with worry creasing her features.

      “Who was that?” I ask, though part of me already knows.

      Sam runs a hand through his hair, looking awkward in a way that reminds me of when we were kids and he’d broken something. “Just a friend.”

      Something cold settles in my stomach. His reaction confirms who it was, but I push the thought away before it can take root.

      “Well,” Mom says, breaking the tension with practiced ease, “you’re both here now, and that’s what matters. Sam, go wash up. I’ll make you a sandwich.”

      He nods and heads back toward the mudroom. I hear water running, then he returns a few minutes later with clean hands, taking the seat across from me. Mom begins preparing another sandwich, falling back into the rhythm of feeding her children.

      I settle back into my chair, but my hands shake slightly as I pick up my hot chocolate. The normalcy of the moment feels surreal—here I am, sitting in my childhood kitchen after eight years, as if no time has passed at all. The emotional intensity of seeing my family again, of being home, leaves me feeling off-balance.

      “So,” I manage, wrapping my hands tighter around the mug. “How’s... how’s the auto shop been?”

      Sam takes a bite of his sandwich, studying my face as he chews. “Busy. Good busy. Why are you back?”

      His blunt question makes Mom hiss at him but he ignores her. “No, I want to know. She’s been gone for eight years without so much as a visit or calls.”

      “I called,” I frown.

      He scoffs. “Barely. Let’s face it, Hazel. You cut us off.”

      “Sam, that’s enough!” Mom’s voice is sharp just as Dad enters the room.

      “What’s going on?” he asks, looking at the tense atmosphere.

      “He’s going to drive her away if he keeps up this attitude!” My mother turns to him, sounding upset. “She just got here, and he’s —”

      “Mom, I’m fine.” I look between my parents before my gaze settles on Sam. “This is my home too. I can come and go whenever I please.”

      Sam makes a face about to say something but Dad slaps him on the back of his head. “Enough. Be nice to your sister.”

      My brother just rolls his eyes and bites into his sandwich, but not before kicking me lightly under the table. I kick him right bac,k and he immediately makes a huge show of choking, clutching his leg dramatically, his mouth still full. “She kicked me! My leg!”

      Our parents immediately look at me.

      “He kicked me first!” I protest.

      “I think she broke my leg.” Sam whines, and as my Mom checks, Sam sticks his tongue out at me, making me bristle.

      “Your leg’s fine, Sam. Hazel, don’t kick your brother,” Mom chastises.

      “Yeah, don’t kick— Ow!” Sam lets out a cry as Mom grips his ear in a punishing hold.

      “And don’t try to get your sister in trouble.”

      Dad just rolls his eyes. “I’ll take your things out of your car, Hazel.”

      “No, Dad. I can—” I begin, but he just holds out his hand for the keys.

      Sighing, I hand them over.

      Sam blinks, rubbing his ear as Mom lets go of him. “That your car out there? The Honda?”

      “Yeah.”

      “It’s in bad shape. I’ll take a look at it for you. Just for the heck of it.”

      “Leave my car alone, Sam.”

      “It’s okay, Hazel. You don’t have to beg me to fix it.” He grins. “When did you last change the oil?”

      I frown. “Six years ago. I think. Or maybe four years. I don’t remember.”

      He drops his sandwich on his plate. “Did your brain stop working when you left Autumn Ridge? You know that the car oil has to be changed at least⁠—”

      “A mechanic takes care of all those things,” I mumble.

      Sam shakes his head, looking at me like I’ve suddenly grown two horns. “You’re crazy.”

      “I didn’t have time. I was working!” I argue.

      “Oh please.” Sam is ready to launch into another argument when my Mom breaks it up.

      “Stop it. No fighting. Hazel, let your brother have a look at the car. He knows what he’s talking about.”

      “Fine, but I need it to get around.”

      “Since you’re helping at the coffee shop,” Mom interjects, “your father and I can drive you.”

      Sam’s eyebrows shoot up. “You’re working at the coffee shop? Since when?”

      Mom beams. “Since she offered to help us out. Unlike some people, she has time to spare.”

      I waggle my brows at Sam. “See, I’m helpful.”

      “Hey,” Sam protests, pointing his sandwich at her. “I’ve got a business to run. Can’t be making lattes all day.”

      “You made exactly three lattes the last time you helped,” Mom retorts. “And you burned two of them.”

      “Technical difficulties,” Sam says with mock dignity.

      I find myself smiling despite everything. This—this teasing, this connection—is what I’ve missed most.

      “You really drove all the way from LA?” Sam asks, turning back to me. “Why didn’t you just fly?”

      “I wanted to clear my head.”

      Without warning, he reaches over and flicks my forehead with his finger.

      “Ow! Sam!”

      “Just helping you clear the cobwebs,” he says with a grin. “Looks like you’ve got plenty of room up there.”

      “You’re such a pain,” I complain, rubbing my forehead, but I’m laughing now, and it feels good. Real.

      “Too bad. Now you have to deal with me while you’re here,” he says, taking another bite of his sandwich. “Which is how long?”

      “A month.” Dad replies, entering the room with my suitcase. “She broke up with Derek.”

      “Dad!” I scowl. “He doesn’t need to know that.”

      “Why not?” Sam immediately turns to face me. “What did he do?”

      His question catches me unawares.

      He didn’t ask what happened, what I might have done, what caused the breakup. He just naturally assumed my ex-boyfriend did something.

      “Nothing I want to talk about,” I finally say. “I’m going to go to bed. I’ve not slept properly in days.”

      “Go, go.” Mom ushers me out of the kitchen. “Sleep. We’ll be here in the morning. And you don’t have to come to the coffee shop to work if you don’t want to. You can just come there to sit, meet your friends.”

      At the landing of the stairs that lead up the bedrooms, she takes me in her arms, squeezing me so tight that I can’t breathe for a moment. Her voice is thick with tears. “I’m so glad you’re back, Hazel. Your father and I have missed you.”

      I hug her back, my arms around her neck as I let her warmth soothe some of the pain inside me.
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        * * *

      

      My childhood bedroom is exactly as Mom promised—the same pale yellow walls, the same white furniture, even the same stuffed animals arranged on the window seat. It’s like stepping back in time, and for a moment, I’m twenty again, heartbroken and desperate to escape.

      I try to sleep, but my mind won’t quiet. The events of the past few weeks keep replaying in my head—Derek’s betrayal, the humiliation of being escorted from the building, the long drive home. And underneath it all, the nagging question of who Sam sent away tonight.

      Finally, I give up and do what I used to do as a kid when sleep wouldn’t come. I climb out my bedroom window onto the roof of the wraparound porch, settling into the spot where I used to sit and watch the stars.

      The October air is sharp against my skin, carrying the scent of dying leaves and distant chimney smoke. Above me, the sky is clearer than it ever gets in LA, scattered with more stars than I remember.

      I’ve been sitting there maybe ten minutes when the window creaks behind me.

      “Knew I’d find you out here,” Sam says, settling beside me with the careful movements of someone who’s done this before.

      We sit in comfortable silence for a while, leaning against each other the way we did when we were kids. I rest my head on his shoulder, feeling some of the tension leave my body for the first time in weeks.

      “Are you okay?” he asks quietly, his earlier sarcasm no longer there.

      The simple question breaks something loose in my chest. “No.”

      “Hazel, if you want to talk…”

      “I don’t. I just want to be around my family. I want to feel okay, Sam, like my life isn’t falling apart around me.”

      He presses a kiss to the top of my head, the gesture so familiar and comforting that I have to close my eyes against the sudden sting of tears.

      “You’ll be fine,” he says softly. “You’re home now.”

      I don’t answer, but I lean into him a little more, letting his certainty and his presence wrap around me like a blanket. Maybe he’s right. Maybe being home really will be enough to put me back together again.
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      I stretch slowly in my childhood bed, my body fighting the unfamiliar softness of the mattress. For a blissful moment, I forget where I am—then the pale yellow walls come into focus, and everything floods back. Home. I’m home.

      Sunlight streams through the lace curtains Mom made when I was in middle school, casting dancing patterns across the hardwood floor. The light has that particular golden quality that only exists in autumn, warm and honey-colored. Nothing like the harsh glare of LA mornings.

      I look at the wall clock. It’s eight in the morning. Mom and Dad must have left for the coffee shop. I turn on my side and look out the window at the breeze flirting playfully with the trees, who shed their leaves in response. It looks beautiful, the leaves displaying the colors of fall as they flutter to the ground, scattering gracefully.

      “When was the last time I slept for twelve hours straight?” I murmur.

      Airtel Tech hired me when they were in their startup phase, and I worked hard for them in the beginning. Dating Derek was a mistake. I found it hard to say no to him, and as he kept adding his work on mine, I began working eighteen-hour days, sleep becoming a luxury.  My blood boils as I recall the humiliating manner in which I was forced out of the company just a week ago. All that work and effort into building client relationships, into creating systems for them, and they threw me out in a heartbeat.

      However, as I look outside at the swaying trees, for the first time in weeks, I feel... calm. My problems seem distant here, like they belong to someone else. Derek’s betrayal, the humiliation at work, the uncertain future—it all feels fuzzy around the edges, softened by the comfort of this room where nothing bad ever happened except failed algebra tests and teenage heartbreak.

      I take my time getting dressed, savoring the quiet. No honking traffic, no neighbor’s leaf blower at eight AM, no urgent emails pinging on my phone. Just the gentle sound of wind in the maple tree outside my window and the distant hum of the coffee grinder downstairs.

      When I finally make my way to the kitchen expecting to see Sam, I stop dead in the doorway.

      The table looks like something from a magazine spread. There are fresh blueberry muffins still steaming from the oven, thick-cut bacon arranged on Mom’s good platter, scrambled eggs fluffed to perfection, hash browns golden and crispy, fresh fruit salad in a crystal bowl, and what appears to be homemade cinnamon rolls drizzled with glaze.

      Dad is pouring himself coffee while Mom is marking something on the calendar, her apron still tied around her waist.

      “What are you guys doing here? Shouldn’t you be at the coffee shop?” I ask, bewildered.

      “Not today.” My mother beams at me. “I wanted to make you breakfast today. We’re opening late. My daughter came home after all.”

      “Do you always eat like this?” I stare at the feast, her words warming me.

      Dad grins sheepishly from behind his coffee mug, flour still dusting his flannel shirt. “We wanted you to have a good breakfast on your first morning home, and maybe we got a little carried away.” He gestures at the spread with obvious pride.

      Mom pulls out a chair for me. “I couldn’t decide what to make, so I figured I’d just make everything and let you choose.”

      I sink into the chair, overwhelmed by their effort. “This is incredible. Thank you.” I glance at the fourth place setting, sitting empty. “Where’s Sam?”

      “Already gone to work,” Mom says, settling across from me with her own coffee. “He left before dawn this morning.”

      I pause mid-bite, my fork halfway to my mouth. “Before dawn? Sam?” I can’t hide my disbelief. “The same Sam who used to sleep until ten every morning and complained if anyone woke him up before noon on weekends?”

      Mom’s face softens with pride. “He’s put everything into that auto shop, sweetheart. Your brother has become very responsible since you left. He’s there every morning by six-thirty, sometimes earlier if he has a big job to finish.”

      Something twists in my stomach. Sam has changed a lot since I left. Years of changes I wasn’t here to see, milestones I missed, a brother I barely recognize from Mom’s description. What else have I missed while I was building my ‘perfect’ life in LA? What other transformations happened in my absence?

      I take another bite of eggs, but they taste different now—tinged with the bitter realization of how much distance I’ve let grow between myself and the people who actually matter.

      As I finish the last bite of cinnamon roll, Mom glances at the clock. “We should probably head to the shop soon if we want to beat the morning rush.”

      “You’ve probably already missed it.” I point out.

      Mom sighs. “Time just got away from us today.” She squeezes my hand with a smile on her lips and my own lips curve in response. “You want to drive with us?”

      “Actually, I think I’d like to walk over instead,” I say, pushing back from the table. “I want to explore the town a bit, see what’s changed over the years.”

      “That’s a wonderful idea, Hazel-nut,” Dad says, his face lighting up. “Take all the time you need to reacquaint yourself with the place.”

      “Are you sure you don’t need me right away?” I ask, already feeling guilty about not helping immediately.

      “Absolutely sure,” Mom says, already moving to clear dishes. “Even if you don’t want to work at the shop, it’s fine. We can manage.”

      Once they leave in Dad’s pickup truck, I check my phone out of habit. No missed calls. No urgent emails. No crisis demanding my immediate attention. I slip the phone into my jeans pocket and feel relieved.

      I grab my coat from my suitcase—a lightweight jacket that seemed perfectly adequate in LA but feels woefully thin against the Vermont morning chill—and step outside.

      The morning air hits me like a revelation. It carries the scent of apple orchards and wet earth and something indefinably autumn that makes my lungs feel bigger. I’d forgotten air could smell this pure, this alive.

      The world looks completely different in daylight. Last night, driving in the dark, I’d missed so much. Now I can see that nearly every house on Elm Street has embraced the season with enthusiasm. Corn stalks tied to lamp posts, pumpkins clustered on porches, wreaths of orange and gold leaves hanging on front doors. Mrs. Patterson has turned her entire front yard into a fall wonderland, complete with scarecrows and hay bales.

      I walk slowly, in no hurry to get anywhere. The leaves crunch satisfyingly under my feet—actual autumn leaves in brilliant shades of red and gold, not the sad brown things that fall from palm trees. Above me, the maple canopy creates a tunnel of fire, sunlight filtering through in shifting patterns.

      This is what I’d forgotten about small towns—the way seasons actually matter, the way people have time to notice them and celebrate them. In LA, autumn was just a date on the calendar, marked only by pumpkin spice lattes appearing in coffee shops.

      On impulse, I turn off Main Street and follow the path that leads into the woods behind the elementary school. It’s the same trail I used to take as a kid, though it seems narrower now, more overgrown.

      The forest welcomes me with dappled sunlight and the rustle of small creatures in the underbrush. I breathe deeply, feeling my shoulders relax for the first time in months. When was the last time I’d been surrounded by this much quiet? In LA, I was always working—evenings, weekends, even vacations were just opportunities to catch up on projects.

      I find myself at the old rope swing that hangs over Miller’s Creek, the thick rope frayed but still sturdy-looking. Sam and I spent countless summer afternoons here, taking turns swinging out over the water and dropping in with spectacular splashes.

      Sitting on the fallen log we used as a launching pad, I close my eyes and listen to the water bubbling over the rocks. For the first time since Derek’s betrayal, I’m not thinking about what comes next or how to fix everything. I’m just... here. Present. Breathing.

      A chipmunk scurries across the path, cheeks bulging with acorns, preparing for winter with single-minded determination. I envy its clarity of purpose, its simple understanding of what needs to be done.

      The morning sun climbs higher, warming my face through the canopy. I should probably head to the coffee shop soon, but I’m not ready to leave this peaceful spot just yet. I decide to take the long way around, following the creek toward the old stone bridge that connects this part of the woods to the main trail.

      The bridge looks exactly as I remember it—weathered gray stones covered in patches of moss with a simple wooden railing that’s probably older than I am. I step onto it carefully, testing the first stone. It seems solid enough.

      Halfway across, I hear the creek babbling below and pause to look down at the water. That’s when the stone beneath my right foot shifts with a grinding sound that sends my heart into my throat.

      I’m falling⁠—

      Strong hands grab my arms, hauling me back against a solid chest just as the loose stone tumbles into the creek with a splash.

      “Careful there.” The voice is low, familiar, and sends electricity shooting straight through my veins. “That stone’s been loose for years. I keep meaning to fix it.”

      My heart doesn’t just stop—it completely abandons me.

      I know that voice.

      I pull away quickly, turning to face him, and my breath catches. Black hair—rich and dark with hints of copper that gleam in the morning sunlight—falls across his forehead in waves that look like he’s been running his hands through them. Those blue eyes I used to dream about are wide with shock as they meet mine.

      “Hazel?” Luke stares at me like he can’t believe I’m real.

      I stare at him, stunned. I knew I’d run into him eventually, but not like this, not so soon. I just needed some time to collect myself first. But it seems the fates decided it was time now.

      He’s changed. The twenty-one-year-old I left behind has filled out into broad shoulders and solid muscle. His jaw is stronger now, defined by stubble, and there are lines around his eyes that speak of responsibility and long days. But those eyes—those impossibly blue eyes—are exactly the same.

      “Luke.” His name comes out as barely a whisper.

      The silence stretches between us, heavy with history and hurt and all the words we never said. I don’t know what to do with my hands, my eyes, my racing heart. This wasn’t how I wanted to see him again. I wasn’t ready for this.

      I take a step back, toward the other side of the bridge. “I should⁠—”

      “How have you been?” he asks, cutting off my escape attempt. His voice is carefully neutral, but I can see the tension in his shoulders, the way his hands flex at his sides like he doesn’t know what to do with them either.

      “Fine,” I say quickly. “I’m fine. How are you?”

      He shrugs, a gesture that tries to be casual but doesn’t quite succeed. “Surprised to see you back here. Didn’t think you’d ever come back.”

      The words sting more than they should. “I’m here for a month. To spend time with my family.”

      A mocking smile tugs at the corner of his mouth, and it transforms his face into something harder, more guarded. “A whole month? Well, that’s generous. And then what—you’ll vanish for another eight years?”

      My eyes harden. “If I do, that’s none of your business.”

      “Right.” His laugh is bitter. “How could it be my business?” He pauses, studying my face with those too-blue eyes. “How’s your boyfriend?”

      The question hits me like a slap. He knows about Derek. How does he know about Derek? Did Sam tell him? I hope to God my brother didn’t mention the breakup—the last thing I need is Luke knowing how spectacularly my life fell apart.

      “He’s fine,” I manage.

      “Good for him.” Luke’s voice is flat.

      I cross my arms, feeling defensive. “And how’s Brittany?”

      For a moment, he looks confused. Then he shrugs. “She’s fine.”

      I glance around the woods, anywhere but at his face. “Well, this has been fascinating, but I really need to go.”

      “Of course you do,” he says, his voice low and biting with sarcasm that cuts right through me.

      Without waiting for any further response, I turn and walk away as quickly as I can without actually running. My heart hammers so hard I’m sure he can hear it echoing through the trees. I wish it would just stop betraying me like this, wish it would remember that Luke Harrison broke it once already and I barely survived putting it back together.
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        * * *

      

      By the time I reach Brennen's Brew, my hands have finally stopped shaking. The familiar sight of the coffee shop soothes something raw inside me—the hand-painted sign Mom refuses to let Dad replace, the mismatched chairs and tables that somehow work perfectly together, the warm yellow light spilling through windows framed by flower boxes that are somehow still overflowing with petunias despite the season.

      I pause outside for just a moment, one hand on the worn brass handle Dad installed when I was seven. Through the glass, I can see him behind the counter, silver threading through his dark hair now, laugh lines deeper than I remember. The weight in my chest shifts, pressing against my ribs.

      The bell above the door chimes—that same cheerful jingle—and suddenly I'm sixteen again, rushing in after school, backpack sliding off my shoulder.

      "Hazel-nut!" Dad looks up from the register, his whole face lighting up. "Right on time."

      The nickname makes my throat tight. I step fully inside, and the scent hits me like a wave: espresso and cinnamon, old wood and the faint vanilla of the candles Mom keeps on the windowsills. The same candles. The same scent. Eight years might as well be eight minutes.

      Everything is exactly as I remember, yet somehow different too. The exposed brick walls still display local art—though the paintings have changed. The chalkboard menu still hangs behind the counter in Mom's looping handwriting, but the specials are new. The mismatched furniture has been rearranged, chairs and tables in slightly different configurations, but it's still the same eclectic collection—the blue velvet armchair in the corner, the wobbly table by the window that Dad keeps meaning to fix.

      "Where should I—" I start, but Dad's already pulling a forest-green apron from beneath the counter.

      "Same place we've always kept them." He holds it out with a smile.

      My fingers tremble slightly as I take it, the canvas soft and worn. When I tie it around my waist, the strings fall to exactly the same length they always did. Some things, I think, don't change. Some things wait.

      I move behind the counter like I'm sleepwalking through a dream. The espresso machine—that temperamental beast—still sits in its place of honor, chrome dulled slightly with age. Dad's already grinding beans, the familiar whir and rich aroma filling the space between us.

      "Mrs. Henderson just sat down," he says casually, nodding toward the window. "She'll want her usual."

      I glance over at the grey-haired woman. She and her husband own the General Store in Autumn Ridge.

      My hands move almost without thought. I tap the portafilter against the knock box—that satisfying thunk—and reach for the grinder. The dosing feels instinctive, muscle memory waking up from its long sleep. Twenty grams, just like Dad taught me. Tamp with even pressure, not too hard. Lock the portafilter into the group head with that familiar twist.

      The machine hisses and gurgles like the temperamental dragon it is, and espresso begins to pour in twin streams, dark and thick and perfect. The crema forms on top, tiger-striped and beautiful.

      While the shots pull, I move to the steam wand. The pitcher is right where it's always been, hanging on the hook to the left. I pour cold milk, remembering Dad's lessons: fill to just below the spout, angle it right, keep the wand just beneath the surface.

      The steam wand shrieks as I purge it, then settles into that steady hiss as I begin to steam. The milk swirls and stretches, temperature rising under my palm. I cut the steam at exactly the right moment—140 degrees, never scorching—and the microfoam is glossy and perfect.

      I pour slowly, watching the white cascade into the amber espresso, tilting the cup, creating the rosetta pattern that took me months to master in high school. The leaves bloom across the surface, delicate and precise.

      “You haven’t lost your touch,” Dad says, grinning as I slide a perfect latte across the counter to Mrs. Henderson.

      “Hazel Brennen!” Mrs. Henderson beams, her weathered hands wrapping around the mug. “Look at you, all grown up and beautiful. Welcome home.”

      “It’s good to be back.” I smile at her.

      She sits down across from me. “And how’s that boyfriend of yours? Your mother mentioned you were seeing a city boy up there.”

      The disdainful tone to her voice as she says ‘city boy’ makes me fight back a smile.

      “You know how city boys are,” I keep my voice somber, hiding my amusement at her obvious disgust.

      “Too fast, I’ll tell you that much.” She shakes her head. “My niece, Georgie—you remember, Georgie? You used to babysit her—she brought home her college boyfriend. All fast talk and no substance I tell you. I told him to chop some wood for the fireplace. The boy couldn’t even pick up an axe.”

      I shake my head, clicking my tongue. “How shameful.”

      “Exactly!” Mrs. Henderson says loudly, completely unaware of the way I’m biting my tongue trying not to laugh.

      My mother shoots me a reproachful look for egging on the older woman. It’s easier to fall into old habits than I thought it seems.

      “And what about your city boy?” Mrs. Henderson eyes me. “Tell me you picked one who’s a little capable.”

      “She broke up with him,” my father announces as he carries out a tray of freshly washed cups and begins drying them.

      “Dad!” I protest, annoyed. Can’t my parents keep one thing to themselves?!

      “Oh, freshly single, huh?” The gleam that enters the older woman’s eyes makes me shudder.

      “I’m not looking to mingle, Mrs. Henderson.” I put a slice of pumpkin pie before her. “I just came home for Mom and Dad.”

      “No reason you can’t do both.” Mrs. Henderson gestures dismissively with her hand. “Besides, the Harvest Festival is coming up. It’s the perfect time to find yourself a nice reliable young man and settle down.”

      “She’s here for a month, Mavis,” my mother says ruefully.

      Mrs. Henderson winks at her. “Not if she finds herself head over heels for someone.”

      “I’m right here, you know,” I remind the two women, dryly.

      “You should sign her up as a volunteer for the festival,” Mrs. Henderson says, in a conspiratorial  whisper. “They’re always looking for people to help. And it’s a fine way to meet single men.”

      “Why do I even bother?” I mutter exasperated. “I’m going to go check on the cinnamon rolls.”

      Disappearing into the kitchen, I ignore my father’s sympathetic look. I forgot how nosy people in small towns can be.

      Word about my arrival spreads quickly in a small town. Throughout the morning, familiar faces appear—former teachers, old neighbors, parents of childhood friends—all eager to welcome me back and hear about my life in California. I deflect most questions with vague answers about taking a break from work, but their warmth wraps around me like a security blanket.

      The fall menu board catches my eye. Drink of the Day: Pumpkin Spice Latte. Mom’s handwriting is as careful and artistic as ever, each letter perfectly formed.  I’m still looking at the board when I nearly trip over a box.

      “Who left this here?” I ask, annoyed.

      “I keep meaning to get to those.” Dad looks up from behind the cash register. “Those are the fall decorations for the exterior of the shop. Can you handle putting them up,  if you’re not doing anything?”
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