
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Love Under the Maple Tree

Chapter One – Autumn Promises

The first leaves of autumn drifted down, swirling lazily before landing on the worn wooden porch of Willow Creek Elementary. Grace Whitmore knelt to sweep them into a neat pile, her scarf fluttering in the cool October breeze. She loved this time of year—the air crisp and full of promise, the town dressed in reds, oranges, and golds.

“Leaves don’t stand a chance with you around,” came a familiar voice from the sidewalk.

Grace looked up, smiling before she even saw him. Daniel Hart leaned against the fence, sleeves rolled to his elbows, a length of maple wood balanced on his shoulder. His brown hair caught the sunlight, the same way it had when they were twelve and he used to meet her here after school, waiting to walk her home.

“Someone has to keep the steps clear for the kids,” she said, brushing her hands on her jeans. “Can’t have them slipping before class even starts.”

“Always looking out for everyone,” he said with an easy grin, shifting the plank of wood. “Speaking of, Mayor Whitfield wants me to build a new stage for the Fall Festival. Guess who he volunteered to help me with decorations?”

Grace tilted her head, feigning innocence. “Let me guess. Someone with an excellent eye for color and zero free time?”

Daniel’s grin widened. “Exactly. You.”

She groaned, though her heart secretly fluttered. The Fall Festival had always been her favorite—hayrides, pumpkin pies, and the town gathering beneath the centuries-old maple tree that stood like a guardian at the park’s edge.

“You’re impossible,” she said, though she was already mentally sketching out banners and lanterns.

Daniel shifted the wood again, his gaze softening as he looked at her. “Maybe. But you’ve never let me down, Grace.”

Something in his tone lingered, heavier than the playful banter they usually shared. For a moment, the world felt smaller, the sound of children’s laughter in the distance fading into silence. Grace’s pulse stumbled in her throat.

She shook it off quickly, tucking a stray strand of hair behind her ear. “Fine. But if I’m helping, you’re buying me cider every night until the festival.”

“Deal,” he said, his smile easy again, but his eyes—those steady, thoughtful eyes—held something she couldn’t quite name.

As the wind rustled the maple leaves overhead, Grace had the strange, unsettling sense that this autumn would change everything.
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Chapter Two – Cider and Secrets
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The Willow Creek Café buzzed with the familiar hum of conversation, the scent of cinnamon and baked apples weaving through the air. Grace slid into a corner booth, unwinding her scarf, while Daniel returned from the counter with two steaming mugs of cider.

“Extra cinnamon, just like you like it,” he said, setting one in front of her before sliding into the seat across.

Grace smiled, wrapping her hands around the warm cup. “You do know how to bribe a girl.”

“Not bribery. Payment,” he corrected, leaning back casually. “You agreed to help with festival decorations, remember?”

“Reluctantly,” she teased, taking a sip. The cider was sweet and sharp, warming her throat. “But I didn’t realize you’d cash in immediately.”

He smirked. “You should know by now I don’t waste time.”

For a moment, they sat in comfortable silence, watching the town through the café window. Children darted between the piles of leaves outside, their laughter carrying on the crisp air. Across the street, Mrs. Callahan adjusted the pumpkin display in front of her bakery, humming to herself.
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