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​Chapter 1. Autumn Comes Home
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Autumn knew she’d arrived in Sugar Creek when the roads became lumpy in some places and smooth in others. Her Jeep bounced a little and the roads began to fill with drifted snow. 

She pushed her strawberry blonde hair away from her face. She regretted not putting it up in a clip. Her freckles stood out in the winter sun. Her green eyes squinted from the brightness of it, even behind sunglasses.

The only other vehicle on the road was a truck with a plow on the way to a random driveway. She lowered her speed, taking it down to fifty-five. No one was behind her, so there was no need to rush.

On the right side of the road, she saw a familiar barn. It was painted white, and the shingles on the roof spelled, C-O-N-N-O-R in contrasting colors. She would never forget that name as long as she lived. It was the last name of her high school sweetheart, Cole Connor.

Must be married by now, she thought. For just a moment, she was transported to that day they were in the sugar shack boiling sap. The Connors ran a maple syrup farm. Autumn smiled when she thought about the time when they were so into each other that they overcooked the sap. 

The crystalline taste of the maple candy was a byproduct of their mishap. The taste was the best part. She treasured the amber sweetness of the memory. The sugary mess was a reward for their hard work. 

Autumn focused once more on the road, remembering the purpose of her visit. She wanted what everyone wants. Inner peace. This was something she was missing in her present lifestyle. 

She thought that as a junior graphic designer she could work her way to the top. It would take time, hard work, dedication, and excellence. She didn’t mind working hard, but it was the time element that bothered her. 

Her supervisor expected her to work into the night until the designs were precise to the client’s specifications. After a full week, she was also expected to be available on the weekends. In the end, the final product was a replica of what the client started with. Her role as designer felt utterly scrapped.

The thought of days building mock-ups to see them shot down and the lack of positive pursuits. The apartment she worked so hard for seemed hardly worth it. She felt chained to her job, and the apartment was her cell. It was mid-November, and she had a plan to break free.

Autumn checked with her co-worker Toni in human resources about taking some vacation days. 

“You haven’t had a vacation in a while, Autumn. I suggest you put in for one now. You know how Gregory is. He’ll need advance notice. If you ask for it now, you might get a Christmas vacation. Admit it. You need some time off.” Toni said with a smile.

“I’m not admitting anything, Toni! I’m doing okay.” She replied, trailing off, sensing she was about to get Toni’s two cents on the matter. It was too late to turn back now. Toni knew she was feeling restless.

“C’mon, Autumn. I’ve been here awhile. I can spot a runaway designer a mile away.” Toni observed. Autumn wouldn’t allow herself to admit Toni was right. Things would really escalate if she did.

“I don’t see myself doing that at all, I think I’m just in need of some rest like everyone else,” Autumn said, but she didn’t believe her own words. In fact, she was planning on leaving the company. She formally requested the full two weeks off that day. Once the idea of taking a break was expressed, it sounded about right.

A week later, it was approved. Gregory acted strange around her when he found out. Just like that, the new opportunities went to the latest intern. She continued to work, counting the days to her vacation in December.

Autumn had a full two weeks to weigh her options. It was like the sun slipped away from a dark cloud. She knew exactly where she was going to go. She was heading home. In the time she was given, she would decide if she was coming back or not.

As the Jeep made tracks to her parent’s house, it began to set in just how much she missed the place. She turned left at the familiar mailbox with her family’s name on the side. As she arrived at the Milroy family home, the longing to see her family made her press the gas pedal. She could tell the driveway would need plowing if it continued to snow.

The assorted birch and maple trees along the driveway greeted her. Leftover autumn leaves, encased in ice, clung to the branches. As she pulled in, she heard the sound of Denim’s barking, the yellow Labrador who earned his name by chewing a favorite pair of her jeans.
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​Chapter 2. Snapshot

[image: ]




Her mother opened the front door as soon as she pulled in the driveway letting their boisterous Labrador retriever out. When she got out of the car, Denim nearly knocked her down. He was so happy to see her that he wouldn’t stop jumping. He was much too big to be held. He kept trying to lick her face, and so she hugged him, loving the feel of his furry coat against her face.

“You have no idea how much I’ve missed you Denim.” she told him.

“He’s missed you, that’s for sure!” her mother said.

When Autumn walked in the door of her childhood home, she could feel the warmth right away. It was a contrast to her apartment, a combination of convenience and generic, pale gray walls. The apartment was like a perpetual rainy day, but it was near work, so she moved in.

Everything was bland in her minimal space, and even a color matched artwork did nothing to brighten the place. At home, she could press a tack in the wall and hang her art up, but not there.

She was two steps in the house when her mother rushed over to give her a hug. She was wearing her favorite navy blue sweatpants along with a matching t-shirt. Her blonde hair was in a ponytail. 

Her mother loved to be comfortable, especially after retiring from teaching. The happiness in her warm hazel eyes made her face glow. 

“Autumn! I’m so glad you’re home! What took you so long?” she asked. Autumn smiled. 

“I’ve been busy at work, Mom. Remember? I told you about it on the phone.” she replied. She tried to be patient, but her mother had a tendency to be repetitive.

“Life isn’t all work. You have to take some time for yourself.” She lectured. Autumn laughed. 

“Isn’t that what I’m doing here?” she replied. Meanwhile, her father joined them. 

“That’s enough, Theresa. Our girl just got here!” he told his wife. Theresa laughed as she hugged her daughter. When she let her go, Autumn gave her father a hug next. His flannel shirt smelled like fresh sawdust. 

She was reminded of the wooden bookshelf he gave her as a housewarming present. She placed it in her living room and added books. Looking at it made her feel homesick.

“My vacation begins right here at home.” Autumn told them.

“Thank goodness for small miracles!” Her mother said. After all the hugs, Autumn caught the scent of delicious food. She smelled oven cooked vegetables and the savory scent of beef and herbs.

“What’s for dinner?” she asked. Her mother laughed.

“We’re having a pot roast. It should be done in about fifteen minutes.” she told her. Autumn smiled. This would be the first real home cooked dinner she’d had in quite some time.

“I can’t wait!” she said. Her mother pointed towards the upstairs.

“Your room is all ready, just the way you like it. Why don’t you take your things up there? By the time you get done, dinner will be ready.” her mother suggested. Autumn walked upstairs, marveling at how everything was the same as when she left. 

Her high school senior portrait was hanging in the same place. When she got to the top of the stairs, she turned right. When she opened her bedroom door, she was shocked to see her mother hadn’t turned it into a craft room. 

Mom always thought I’d come back. Maybe she was right, she thought. 

Autumn stepped into what she considered a time capsule. She’d been away for four years without visiting. Her parents had visited her three times. She called them once a week.

It wasn’t enough, she thought.

Autumn sat on her bed, happy she’d chosen a full size mattress and frame all those years ago. She removed her shoes, and pressed her toes into her fuzzy daisy rug and hopped up and down. 

The bed still had a nice bounce. Her mother’s handmade quilt was fresh and clean. The sheets were crisp and the pillow cases as soft as ever.

She looked at the walls. Her artwork was still hanging up, humble posters she made to fill the space. She recognized her favorite tiger drawing, a self-portrait, and —

A snapshot of Autumn and Cole Conner was still there. She grabbed the frame from the wall, surprised her mother hadn’t taken it down and tucked it away. 

In the photo, Cole was giving his signature distant smile. His eyes had a hint of sadness. She didn’t dare believe it had something to do with her getting a scholarship for a far away university.

Shortly after the photo was taken, he told her that he wasn’t going to college, he was staying home to help run his father’s maple syrup farm. Their syrup was the best in three counties, made from the finest sugar maples. 

His father needed his help to keep up with the demand. February, March, and April were busy months for sugaring.

Autumn wasn’t surprised by his decision to stay, she expected it. When he told her he wouldn’t be in a long distance relationship, she was crushed. They’d shared so much. 

Why didn’t he want to stay in touch? She felt she needed a degree to have a career. Art school scholarships were few and far between.

“We can’t make this work if you’re so far away and into what you’re doing.” Cole told her, his dark blonde hair gleamed in the September sunlight. He wore it longer than most guys. She used to call him a hippy.

When she looked into his blue eyes, she longed to tell him she’d stay. Something inside of her wouldn’t allow it. She wanted to see the world outside of Sugar Creek. 
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