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Chapter 1  Home Sweet Maple
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Elena Laurent guided the rental SUV up the winding county road, tires crunching over the first thin layer of November frost that glittered like powdered sugar on the asphalt. The heater hummed steadily, pushing warm air across her denim-clad knees, yet it couldn’t quite reach the deeper cold that had taken root somewhere behind her ribs. Five hours north of Manhattan, the landscape had surrendered its urban edges: no more towering billboards or honking taxis, only gentle hills draped in the final fiery breaths of autumn—deep amber oaks, scarlet maples, and pockets of evergreen standing sentinel.

She cracked the window a few inches. Cold, clean air flooded in, laced with the earthy tang of damp leaves and the faint, sweet promise of distant woodsmoke. It smelled like memory. It smelled like Gram.

The GPS chimed softly. “You have arrived.”

Ahead, half-hidden by overgrown forsythia, stood the weathered wooden sign: Laurent’s Maple Hollow Farm. The painted letters—once a bold crimson—had faded to a soft, rosy blush, curling vines of wild grape twisting playfully around the posts as if nature itself were trying to reclaim the name. Elena eased onto the gravel drive, the SUV dipping slightly as it left the paved road. Tall pines flanked the lane, their needles whispering against the roof in a hushed, familiar greeting.

The farmhouse came into view around a gentle bend: a proud two-story Victorian with white clapboard siding now peeling in long, weary strips, a wide wraparound porch that sagged like an old smile, and a brick chimney silent for far too many winters. The window boxes Gram had filled every spring with cascading petunias and sweet alyssum were bare, holding only cracked soil and the brittle ghosts of last year’s blooms. Elena’s heart gave a quiet, painful twist. She pulled up beside the detached garage—its double doors hanging crookedly open—and killed the engine.

Silence rushed in like lake water filling a hollow.

No sirens. No subway rumble beneath her feet. Only the rustle of wind through nearly bare branches and the lonely, echoing call of a crow somewhere deep in the sugarbush.

Elena stepped out, her ankle boots sinking into the soft gravel. The air bit sharper here, nipping at her cheeks and turning her breath into fleeting clouds. She tugged her thick cream cable-knit sweater closer and slung her supple leather tote over one shoulder. In her coat pocket, the old brass key—tied with the same faded red ribbon Gram had used for Christmas gifts—felt heavier than it should.

The front steps groaned beneath her weight, a sound both scolding and welcoming. At the forest-green door, paint blistered from years of sun and snow, she paused. Her gloved fingers traced the brass knocker shaped like a maple leaf, its edges worn smooth by decades of hands. How many times had she raced up these steps as a child, face sticky with sap, hair tangled from the woods, bursting through this very door to find Gram waiting with hot cocoa and an amused smile?

She slid the key into the lock. It turned with a reluctant click, as though the house itself needed a moment to remember her.

Inside, time seemed suspended.

A gentle mustiness greeted her—aged wood, old books, and the lingering trace of vanilla and cinnamon that had always clung to Gram’s aprons. Sunlight filtered through yellowed lace curtains, casting delicate patterns across the worn oak floorboards. Dust motes danced lazily in the slanted beams like tiny snowflakes reluctant to land. The foyer wallpaper—tiny maple sprigs on a cream background—had faded to a warm ivory, but the pattern still tugged at long-buried memories.

Elena closed the door softly behind her. The click echoed.

She stood still, letting the quiet settle around her like a blanket. To her left, the living room opened up: a stone fireplace cold and gray with ash, overstuffed armchairs draped in crochet throws now dulled by dust, bookshelves sagging under the weight of Gram’s beloved mysteries and gardening manuals. A faded quilt—patchwork maples in reds and golds—lay folded over the back of the sofa exactly where Gram had left it.

Straight ahead, the staircase curved upward, its banister polished smooth by generations of hands. Elena could almost hear the creak of those steps under her younger feet as she thundered down on Christmas mornings.

She slipped off her boots and padded into the kitchen. The heart of the house.

Pine cabinets showed their age in chipped corners and brass handles darkened by countless touches. The farmhouse sink—deep white porcelain—bore faint stains from decades of washing berries and maple equipment. On the windowsill above it sat a row of empty mason jars catching the light, waiting for a harvest that hadn’t come in years. The old cast-iron stove stood sentinel in the corner, its surface scarred but proud.

Elena set her tote on the scarred pine table and ran a hand over its surface. Initials carved long ago—her father’s, her own childish scrawl—peeked out beneath a thin veil of dust. She smiled despite the ache in her throat.

A small stack of mail lay where the mailman must have pushed it through the slot: mostly bills, a sympathy card from someone in town, and a yellowed envelope addressed in Gram’s careful handwriting. Elena’s name stared up at her. She picked it up, fingers trembling slightly, and slipped it into her pocket unopened. Not yet.

She moved through the downstairs rooms slowly, as if reintroducing herself. The dining room with its long walnut table that could seat twelve for Thanksgiving. The sunroom off the back, windows fogged with years of breath and dreams, overlooking the sugarbush that sloped gently down toward the creek. Through the glass she could see the sugar shack—a small, dark-shingled building nestled among the maples like a secret. Its tin roof glinted dully in the late-afternoon sun, chimney cold and silent.

The trees themselves looked weary. Many branches were bare, others clung to a few stubborn leaves the color of dried blood. Buckets hadn’t hung from their trunks in over a decade, lines hadn’t been run, sap hadn’t flowed. The forest felt like it was holding its breath, waiting.

Elena pressed her palm to the cool windowpane. “I’m here, Gram,” she whispered. “I came back.”

The wind answered with a low sigh through the eaves.

Upstairs, she found her old bedroom untouched. The twin bed with its maple-leaf quilt—hand-stitched by Gram the summer Elena turned ten. Posters of faraway cities still curled at the corners on the walls, dreams of escape from a seventeen-year-old who thought small-town life too slow. A layer of dust coated the dresser where her childhood treasures sat: a pressed maple leaf in a frame, a jar of beach glass from Lake Champlain, a worn copy of Anne of Green Gables.

She set her suitcase down and opened the window to let in fresh air. From here she could see the full sweep of the property: two hundred acres of maple forest, the old equipment shed, the gravel lot where the evaporator tanks rusted quietly under tarps. Beyond that, the hills rolled away toward the distant spine of the Green Mountains, already dusted with the first promise of snow.

Her phone buzzed in her pocket—service spotty but persistent. A text from her boss: Take all the time you need. Another from her best friend in the city: Call me when you get there. Miss you already.

Elena silenced it and slipped it away. She wasn’t ready for the city to reach her yet.

Downstairs again, she shrugged into her coat and stepped out the back door onto the porch. The boards creaked in familiar rhythm. Late-afternoon light slanted golden across the yard, turning the frost-kissed grass into a field of tiny prisms. She followed the worn path toward the sugarbush, boots crunching through fallen leaves that released their spicy scent with every step.

The sugar shack loomed closer, smaller than memory but no less magical. Its cedar shingles had silvered with age, windows filmed with dust and cobwebs. She climbed the three steps to the door—padlock gone, probably removed by the estate lawyer—and pushed it open.

Inside smelled of old wood, iron, and the faint, sweet ghost of maple syrup boiled long ago. Sunlight pierced cracked panes, illuminating the evaporator pan—dented stainless steel, big enough to cook hundreds of gallons. Gathering buckets hung from hooks like silent sentinels. A stack of split firewood stood in the corner, dry and waiting. In the center, the old arch where the fire would roar, now cold and dark.

Elena walked the length of the room slowly, fingertips brushing dusty counters. On a shelf she found Gram’s handwritten logbook, leather cover cracked, pages filled with dates and yields and tiny notes: Best run in twenty years—spring ’09. Too warm, sap soured—’12.

Tucked between the last pages was a single photograph: Gram in her seventies, apron tied over flannel, standing beside a much younger Elena—maybe twelve—both laughing, faces sticky, holding up a perfect golden bottle of syrup to the camera.

Elena’s eyes stung. She pressed the photo to her chest.

Outside, the sun dipped lower, painting the maples in molten amber. The air grew colder, sharper. Somewhere in the woods an owl called early.

She locked the shack behind her—though there was little to steal—and walked back toward the house. Tomorrow she would call contractors, make lists, figure out what could be salvaged. Tonight she would light a fire in the fireplace, open that letter from Gram, and begin to remember how to be the girl who once knew every trail through these trees.

As she reached the porch steps, the first star pricked the deepening indigo sky.

Home sweet maple, she thought, the words half prayer, half promise.

The wind carried the scent of coming snow.
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Chapter 2  The Grumpy Carpenter
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Elena Laurent stirred awake to pale morning light seeping through the gauzy curtains of her old bedroom. The quilt—stitched with intricate maple leaves in shades of crimson and gold—felt heavier than memory, weighted by years of dust and neglect. She lay there for a moment, listening to the unfamiliar quiet: no honk of taxis, no distant wail of sirens, only the soft tick of the grandfather clock downstairs and the occasional creak of the house settling into another cold day.

Her body ached faintly from tossing on the lumpy mattress, but a quiet excitement bubbled beneath the fatigue. Today marked the beginning of action. No more lists on paper; today she would hire help and start reclaiming Gram's legacy.

She swung her legs over the side of the bed, toes curling against the chilled hardwood floor. The air in the room carried a faint chill, so she quickly pulled on thick socks before padding to the bathroom. The claw-foot tub gleamed under a fresh scrub from the night before, and the water ran hot and strong—small mercies. Elena showered quickly, letting steam fill the space as she shampooed with the lavender soap she'd brought from the city. It felt indulgent amid the rustic surroundings.

Dressed in comfortable layers—soft black leggings tucked into wool socks, a long-sleeved thermal in heather gray, and Gram's old oversized flannel shirt in deep green and navy plaid—she headed downstairs. The steps groaned familiarly under her weight, a sound that brought a smile to her lips.

In the kitchen, sunlight streamed through the windows, illuminating particles of dust still lingering despite her efforts. She filled Gram's vintage percolator with fresh grounds and water, the machine gurgling to life on the stovetop. Soon, the rich, bold aroma of coffee enveloped the room, chasing away the last remnants of mustiness. Elena poured a mug, steam curling up like inviting fingers, and settled at the scarred pine table with her laptop.

Time to find a carpenter.

A quick search for "woodworkers Maple Hollow Vermont" yielded a handful of results, but one stood out: Holloway Woodworks. Five-star reviews across local directories praised reliability, craftsmanship, and fair pricing. Photos showed beautifully restored barns, custom cabinetry, and intricate carvings. Perfect for the sugar shack's needs.

She dialed the number listed, heart thumping with anticipation.

The line rang twice before a deep, gravelly voice answered. "Holloway Woodworks."

"Good morning. This is Elena Laurent calling about Laurent's Maple Hollow Farm. I'm the new owner, and I need repairs on the sugar shack—primarily the roof—and possibly some structural work on the house. Do you have time for a site visit soon?"

There was a brief shuffle of papers on the other end. "We're pretty backed up. Holidays coming, everyone's rushing last-minute projects. Earliest I could schedule a consult is mid-January."

Elena's stomach dropped. Mid-January? Sap season started in late February if the weather cooperated. "I was really hoping for something sooner. The roof leaks badly, and with snow in the forecast—"

"Laurent's farm?" he interrupted, tone shifting slightly. "The old Harper place? Wait, Laurent— you're related to Evelyn Laurent?"

"She was my grandmother. She just passed, and left the farm to me."

A longer pause this time, filled only by the faint scratch of a pen. "I knew Evelyn. Good woman. Sorry for your loss." The gruffness softened just a touch. "Tell you what—I can stop by this afternoon. Around two. See what we're dealing with."

Relief flooded her. "That would be amazing. Thank you so much."

"Name's Ryan Holloway. See you at two."

The call ended, and Elena exhaled a breath she hadn't realized she'd been holding. Ryan Holloway. She glanced at the website again—a headshot showed a serious-faced man with dark hair and a neatly trimmed beard. Competent-looking. Exactly what she needed.

The morning passed in a flurry of productivity. She unpacked groceries she'd picked up on the drive in—eggs, bread, cheese, fresh produce—and made a hearty breakfast scramble in Gram's cast-iron skillet. The sizzle and scent filled the kitchen with life. Eating at the table, she refined her to-do list: clean the evaporator, inventory tools, research modern sugaring equipment.

By noon, fortified with another cup of coffee, she ventured outside. The November air nipped sharply, carrying the metallic tang of impending winter. Frost silvered the grass, and the maples stood nearly bare, their branches skeletal against a pale blue sky.

She followed the familiar path to the sugar shack, boots leaving prints in the soft earth. The building looked even more forlorn in daylight—shingles curled like old paper, paint peeled in flaky strips, one window cracked. But Elena saw potential: the sturdy frame, the spacious interior perfect for boiling.

Inside, the air was cooler, scented with aged cedar and faint sweetness long faded. She rolled up her sleeves and got to work—sweeping floors with an old broom, wiping down counters, clearing fallen leaves from corners. Sunbeams pierced dusty windows, highlighting the massive stainless evaporator pan that dominated the center. It needed polishing, but the bones were good.

She paused to run a hand along the arch where fires would roar, imagining steam rising, sap transforming into golden syrup. A thrill ran through her. This could work.

At 1:45, she heard the low rumble of an engine approaching. Heart skipping, she stepped outside, smoothing her flannel shirt.

A rugged black pickup truck pulled up beside the shack, kicking up a light dust cloud. The driver's door opened, and Ryan Holloway emerged—taller than his photo suggested, easily six-two, built solid from years of manual labor. Dark hair peeked from under a gray wool beanie, and a close-cropped beard framed a strong jaw. He wore a thick canvas jacket over a thermal henley, jeans tucked into heavy work boots, and carried a large metal toolbox effortlessly.

His gray eyes scanned the property quickly before landing on her. "Elena Laurent?"

"Yes. Ryan? Thanks again for coming so quickly." She stepped forward, offering her hand with her brightest smile—the one that usually disarmed skeptical clients in the city.

He shook it firmly, his palm rough and warm, calluses speaking of hammers and saws. The contact was brief, but she noted the strength in his grip. "No problem. Let's see the shack."

Direct. No small talk. Elena led him inside, explaining as they went. "The roof is the main issue—multiple leaks. Some floorboards feel soft near the evaporator, and I'd like an assessment of the overall structure before I invest in new equipment."

Ryan set his toolbox down with a thud and began a thorough inspection. He moved methodically: testing beams with knuckle knocks, shining a flashlight into dark corners, climbing the rickety ladder to poke at rafters. Elena watched, impressed by his focus. No wasted motion.

After twenty minutes, he descended, brushing dust from his hands. "Roof needs full replacement. Shingles are shot, underlayment rotted in places. Flashing around the chimney's failed—that's your main leak source. Beams are solid, thankfully. Floor can be patched, but if you're planning heavy production, reinforce it."

Elena nodded eagerly. "Production is the goal. I want to revive the sugarbush fully—tap trees, boil syrup, maybe sell at the festival."

His eyebrow arched sharply. "The Maple Festival? That's in February. You're looking at a tight timeline."

"I know. But Gram did it for decades. I can learn."

He crossed his arms, leaning against a counter. Up close, she saw faint lines at the corners of his eyes—laugh lines? Or from squinting in sun? A thin scar traced his left temple. He smelled of fresh-cut pine and clean soap.

"Learning sugaring takes seasons," he said bluntly. "It's not just drilling holes and boiling. Weather, timing, equipment— one bad freeze, and you're done."

Irritation prickled. "I'm aware it's hard work. That's why I'm hiring experts—like you."

A huff that might have been a laugh. "Fair enough. But most city returnees last one winter before selling to developers."

The assumption stung. "I'm not most people. And I'm not selling. This farm is family."

His gaze held hers for a beat longer, assessing. Something flickered there—curiosity? Doubt? Then it shuttered. "Suit yourself. I'll get you an estimate. Materials for the roof alone will run five to seven grand. Labor on top."

Elena swallowed but kept her chin up. "Send it over. If it's reasonable, we start immediately."

He nodded once. "Emailing tonight."

As he turned to leave, she followed him out. "Coffee? I have a fresh pot inside. Least I can do for the house call."

He paused at the door, glancing back. The afternoon sun caught the gold flecks in his eyes. For a split second, his expression eased. "Appreciate it, but I've got a deck repair across town. Rain check."

Then he was striding to his truck, toolbox swinging. The engine roared to life, and he backed out without another word, leaving Elena standing in the doorway.

She exhaled slowly. Grumpy was an understatement. Brooding, judgmental, infuriating.

Yet... competent. Thorough. And undeniably handsome in that rugged, Vermont way.

Elena shook her head, locking the shack. Focus on the farm, not the carpenter's stormy eyes.

Inside the house, she poured that untouched coffee and sat to wait for his email. The work was just beginning—and so, apparently, was dealing with Ryan Holloway.

The day wore on. She explored the equipment shed, finding rusted buckets and tangled tubing, salvageable with effort. Dinner was simple—soup simmered on the stove while she read Gram's old sugaring journals by firelight. The flames crackled in the stone hearth, casting dancing shadows.

Her phone pinged late evening: an email from RHolloway@woodworks.com.

Subject: Estimate for Laurent Farm Sugar Shack Repairs

Attached: a detailed PDF—itemized costs, timeline (start next week if approved), references.

Reasonable. Professional.

She replied immediately: Approved. Let's schedule start date.

His response came minutes later: Monday morning, 8am.

Short. To the point.

Elena smiled into the firelight. Grumpy he might be, but the farm was moving forward.

Little did she know how entangled their paths would become.
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Chapter 3  Sap and Sparks
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Monday morning arrived under a thin veil of pale gray clouds, the kind that promised snow but held back, teasing the Vermont hills with their indecision. Elena woke before dawn, the old house creaking around her like a ship adjusting to the sea. She lay in bed listening to the wind rattle the windowpanes, her mind already racing ahead to the day.

Ryan Holloway would arrive at eight. The roof repairs would begin. And, if she played her cards right, she might convince him to walk the sugarbush with her afterward—to assess the trees, the old tap lines, the potential for a full season run.

She rose quickly, the chill of the floorboards biting through her socks. In the bathroom mirror, her reflection showed dark circles under hazel eyes—evidence of restless nights spent poring over Gram’s journals and online forums about modern maple production. But there was color in her cheeks too, a flush of purpose.

Downstairs, she stoked the fireplace back to life, feeding it split birch logs that crackled and popped. The scent of woodsmoke filled the rooms, mingling with the coffee she brewed strong and black. Breakfast was simple: thick slices of sourdough toasted over the flames, slathered with butter and a jar of last-year’s syrup she’d found tucked in the pantry—still good, still tasting of sunshine and earth.

By seven-thirty, she was bundled in layers: thermal base, soft fleece pullover in deep burgundy, and her grandmother’s old waxed canvas jacket, patched at the elbows. Sturdy hiking boots, wool hat pulled low over her ears, gloves tucked in pockets. She looked like someone ready for work, not the city girl Ryan clearly expected.

The rumble of his truck announced him precisely at eight. Elena stepped onto the porch as he parked beside the sugar shack, the black pickup dusted with road salt. He climbed out carrying a thermos and a coil of rope over one shoulder, toolbox in hand. Today he wore a heavy wool jacket in charcoal, collar turned up against the wind, and a knit cap that shadowed his eyes.

“Morning,” he said, voice low, nodding once as he approached the shack.

“Good morning.” Elena descended the steps, breath fogging in the cold. “Coffee’s fresh inside if you want some before you start.”

He paused, considering. “Brought my own. Let’s get to it.”

Straight to business. She hid a smile and followed him to the shack.

The crew—two younger men Ryan introduced as Jake and Mateo—arrived minutes later in a second truck loaded with shingles, tar paper, and lumber. They set to work immediately, ladders clanging against the building, hammers ringing out in steady rhythm. Ryan directed them with short, precise commands, then turned to Elena.
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