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Synopsis
Lucy Parsons wants absolutely nothing to do with the Westmoore family or the maple syrup they produce. When Sierra Westmoore blows back into town after her father’s death and tries to rent a room at Lucy’s family’s bed-and-breakfast, The Maple Inn, Lucy kicks her out on the spot. It doesn’t matter that Sierra hasn’t set foot in Maple Run in fifteen years—the Westmoores are not allowed.
But small towns don’t leave a lot of room to hide, and Sierra and her brother, Drake, have set their sights on improving the town’s opinion of them now that their father is gone.
Lucy doesn’t believe any Westmoore could have good intentions, and although she may have to play nice with Sierra, it doesn’t mean she’s going to like it.





Chapter One
Sierra Westmoore eased her car into a parking spot around the back of the small inn and took a deep breath. She flipped the visor down and gave herself a cursory glance in the mirror. These days, she always made it a point to not look too closely—close enough to make sure she was presentable but not so much that she focused on the bags under her eyes, or on how her lips turned down in a slight frown so often that she had small wrinkles at the edges of her mouth.
She shook her head and ran her hands down her blazer before she tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. It had been fifteen years since she’d set foot in Maple Run, situated less than an hour outside of Portland, Maine, and no amount of breathtaking foliage or bright, starry nights away from the air pollution of cities could make her want to be back here.
The fall air was crisp, a slight chill enveloping her body as she stepped out of the car and pulled her black peacoat tighter around her tall frame. The parking lot had a narrow, cobblestone path rounding the side of the hotel that she walked gingerly across, hoping her impractical heels made the uneven journey safely.
At the sound of the opening door, a woman looked up. She was seated behind an ornate, wooden check-in desk, her fingers thumbing through the pages of a book. She cocked her head to the side and studied Sierra, like she was trying to place her. No doubt this would be the first of many similar interactions she didn’t want to have.
“Welcome to The Maple Inn,” the woman said with a soft, grounded voice whose confidence surprised Sierra. The receptionist continued to stare, her expressive green eyes narrowing as her gaze flicked back and forth between Sierra’s eyes and mouth like she was working to solve a complicated puzzle.
Sierra cleared her throat, and the woman lifted her stare to make eye contact again.
“I’m sorry. You just look so familiar,” the desk clerk continued chipperly. She must not have been checking Sierra out. “Have you stayed with us before?”
“No, this is my first time.” Sierra stared at the wall behind the woman, her eyes drawn to the photos and mementos plastered on almost every free surface, spanning back what looked like decades.
“Well, as I said, welcome. Can I get your name to look up your reservation?” The woman’s fingers hovered over a small keyboard, waiting for instruction.
Sierra tapped her manicured fingernails against the desk and tried to remember her manners. The drive from Boston had only taken a few hours, but all she wanted was to get her room and crawl into bed as soon as possible. “The reservation is under S. Clarke.”
“Great. I have you right here in one of our suites,” the woman said. She had light freckles dusting across her fair skin; her small lips were pink and rosy. “I’m Lucy, and I’ll be happy to help with anything you need during your stay.”
“As in Lucy Parsons?” Sierra slipped her sunglasses from her face and put them on the counter between them.
Lucy Parsons had been a few years behind her in grade school, slightly mousy as she remembered and more often with her nose in a book than talking to other students. That was not the woman in front of her now, her auburn hair framing her face, thick and lush with strands of gold woven throughout. She still had the book, but Sierra’s thoughts were not at all innocent as she watched a light blush wrap around the woman’s neck like a festive scarf.
Lucy laughed softly, the whites of her teeth contrasting against her flushed skin like it was the funniest thing she’d heard recently. “The one and only. Especially in a town this small. Sadly, I’m having trouble putting a name to your face.” There it was again, when she calmed from her laughter, the probing focus of her stare that made Sierra feel slightly uneasy.
But the truth was going to come out sooner or later. It had been silly to even use her middle name instead of her last name. If this town was anything like it had been when she was a kid, news of her return would spread faster than butter on a fresh biscuit.
“We went to school together, I think. I’m Sierra. Sierra Westmoore,” she said, extending her hand across the counter.
Lucy looked at her hand, then back to Sierra’s face, then back down to her hand, although she made no move to shake it. “Westmoore…” Her tone was one of disbelief, any hint of a smile on her lips disappearing like it had never existed. “Why did you come here?”
Sierra cleared her throat. No one had spoken to her like that in a long time. “Because I needed a place to stay.”
“Why aren’t you staying at your family’s estate?” she pushed, as if Sierra owed her an explanation.
“I don’t really think that’s any of your business.” She didn’t do a good job of hiding the clip in her voice, but it had been a grueling day at the office before she’d made the drive. Westmoore Estate hadn’t been her home for a long time, and she thought she’d at least get a night of pretending it wasn’t a horrible idea to come back, regardless of the reason.
Lucy shifted slightly in her chair and put the key she’d grabbed for the room back on its hook. “Well, as a private establishment, we do have the right to refuse service to anyone. I’m sorry, but I don’t think this is the right inn for you.”
Sierra’s pulse picked up, the heat of embarrassment causing her coat to become too stuffy, like she needed to shed it to take a full breath. Her jaw ached from unconsciously gritting her teeth, working to not say something too biting. At least years as a lawyer had given her more tact than the other woman in thinking before she spoke. “I think I’m a better judge of what’s right for me than you are.”
Lucy hopped down from her chair so that she stood up to her full height, still a few inches shorter than Sierra and her heels. It didn’t matter. Lucy’s small shoulders were squared, the sleeves of her flannel rolled up to her forearms. She was surprisingly imposing as she flexed her palms on the counter. “Westmoores are not welcome here.”
“Listen, I have not set foot in this town in fifteen years. Whatever problem you have, it isn’t with me.”
“If your last name is Westmoore, then it absolutely is with you.” Lucy gave her a dismissive glance that only infuriated Sierra further. “There are any other number of inns in this area that would be more than happy to have you as a guest.”
“But not this one?”
Lucy nodded like the answer was obvious. “Yep. Not this one.”
Sierra pushed her tongue against the back of her teeth before she said something she’d regret. “Can you tell me why that is exactly?”
“Pretty sure I don’t have to.” Lucy grabbed a small sign at the edge of the desk and slid it between them. Stepped out. Be back soon! it read in cursive letters. “I’m sure you can find your way out,” she said as she moved quickly away from the desk and disappeared through a swinging door.
    
“I’M HERE!” Although she had given Hannah a heads-up that she was coming over, Lucy used her extra key to let herself into her best friend's homey Cape Cod.
They’d been in and out of one another’s houses since childhood, but both of their schedules had picked up lately with planning the Fall Fest. It was nothing new for Lucy to still make it over a few nights a week; their hangouts the last few years had coordinated around Hannah’s more regimented life as the mother of a young daughter.
“Shhhhhh…” Hannah rounded the corner with her finger over her mouth. “I just got Chloe down for the night. If she knows Auntie Lucy is over, I’ll never get her back to sleep.”
“Sorry,” Lucy whispered, taking off her shoes next to the door. “Do you have wine? Please tell me you have wine.”
“Same place it always is. You feeling okay?” Hannah asked, following Lucy into the kitchen.
Lucy went straight for the wine rack and grabbed an unopened bottle and two glasses, setting them atop the counter. She turned quickly and focused her attention on her best friend. “You will not believe who walked into The Maple Inn tonight.”
“Who?”
“Guess,” Lucy said as she poured each of them a glass.
“I play Guess Who with a four-year-old, so I don’t think you’re prepared for my skills.”
“I don’t think you’re gonna guess.”
Hannah shifted across the floor in her slippers and tapped a finger on her chin. “Drake Westmoore…”
“Wait, why would you guess him? Also, weirdly close. You really are a pro at this.”
“You told me I was never going to guess, so I had to assume it was someone you’d never expect to see set foot in there. Are the Westmoores even legally allowed on The Maple Inn’s property?”
“No, they are not. And that’s exactly what I told Sierra Westmoore today when she tried to rent a room.”
“Wait, wait, wait. Sierra Westmoore tried to rent a room? Why didn’t she stay at her family’s house?”
Lucy nodded along with Hannah emphatically. “That’s what I asked her!”
Hannah let out a loud breath. “You didn’t.”
“I absolutely did.”
“I love how you’re Maple Run’s sweetheart until the Westmoores come up, and then suddenly you’re a mama bear protecting her cubs.”
“I don’t really know what you’re talking about, but I was not expecting to see her walk in. She said she’s been gone for fifteen years. I had no idea it was that long.”
“She’s probably back for her dad’s funeral.”
Lucy frowned. Right. Robert Westmoore had died last week. “I kinda forgot that while I was kicking her out.”
Hannah patted Lucy’s shoulder gently. “I don’t know what she was thinking walking in there, Luce. It’s not your fault, even if she’s going through a tough time. But what happened? Did you guys recognize each other? I need details. This is the most interesting thing to happen in Maple Run since the Donaldsons’ goats escaped and had their own parade down Main Street.”
Lucy laughed and walked over to throw her body down on Hannah’s living room sofa. She’d gone with her to purchase it a few years ago, the old one reminding Hannah too much of her late husband, Ben.
“We didn’t recognize one another.” Even though Lucy had come over expressly to tell this story, she felt strange saying the words, like she was telling a secret. “I told her she looked familiar. Also, get this… she checked in under a fake name.”
“No!” Hannah threw her hand up to cover her mouth, displaying the perfect amount of shock mingled with curiosity.
“Right! Who does that? They’re not the Rockefellers. The Westmoores are the epitome of big fish in a small pond.” Lucy humphed, although she couldn’t stop her immature words from spilling out.
She’d never forgive Robert Westmoore for all he’d put her family through. Whether or not his daughter had participated in his crooked, duplicitous schemes to maintain control of Maple Run and expand his maple syrup empire, she had directly benefited from the fortune he’d amassed.
“So, how’d she look? I always remember her being pretty, but I think she was older than us.” Hannah took a sip of wine and lifted an eyebrow, like she was daring Lucy to tell the truth.
Lucy was absolutely not going to mention that age had been very kind to Sierra Westmoore and that she had been more than a little bit curious about her when she’d stepped into The Maple Inn, all high fashion, with a commanding air that made Lucy slightly weak in the knees.
She sidestepped the information Hannah really wanted. “She looked like a wolf in sheep’s clothing.”
“God, you’re melodramatic. I forget that sometimes.”
“It’s true, but I don’t really know what there is to say. We had a strangely nice conversation until I found out who she was. Once I did, all I could focus on was getting her out of there as fast as possible. I don’t care if it makes me a bad person. I’ll never forgive her father.”
“But… she’s not her father.”
Lucy scrunched up her nose. “But she is a Westmoore.”
“I don’t think any of us want to be judged for who we’re related to.”
“That’s not true. You’re so proud to be related to Chloe.”
“Not when she picks her nose or when she wore a cape for an entire month.”
“She’s practical, and she knows what she wants!” Lucy raised her voice again, and Hannah slapped at her leg in warning. “Sorry!” she whisper-yelled across the small distance between them.
“I wonder how long she’s in town...” Hannah mused as she pushed a few strands of brown hair back into her short ponytail. She didn’t look nearly as exhausted as the single parent of a young child should in Lucy’s opinion, but Hannah had a tenacity that Lucy had always admired, a willingness to make the best of whatever life threw at her.
“Who knows? She obviously has a life somewhere else, so I wouldn’t expect it to be for long. Probably just for the funeral.”
“Are you going?”
Lucy’s head whipped up, and she rolled her empty wineglass between her fingers. “To the funeral?”
“Yeah. Why are you acting like that’s a weird question?”
“Why would I go?”
Hannah’s eyes softened, and she smiled sadly. “Closure?”
“Funerals are to celebrate those we love and to say goodbye to them. I don’t need the bad karma that would come with dancing on Robert Westmoore’s grave.”
“Oh my god.” Hannah bit her lip and tried to hold back a surprised laugh.
“I think the day I found out he died, I had the best night of sleep I’d had in years. No more worrying about insane, fabricated lawsuits or smear campaigns against the inn.” Lucy stilled for a moment and grew serious. “Do you think that makes me a bad person?”
Hannah reached out her hand and enveloped Lucy’s, giving it a gentle squeeze. “Sweetie, I think all that makes you is a person. I know how much you loved your dad, and I know you blame Mr. Westmoore for his heart attack. It makes sense to be conflicted.”
“My mom wouldn’t be happy if she heard me saying these things.”
“That’s because your mom rivals the saintliest of saints. She makes Jesus look like a bad boy.”
Lucy’s ears perked up. “Is that an angle you’re working for a new book?”
“Oh god.” Hannah laughed before draining the rest of her wine. “There’s probably a market for it. I can’t believe some of the tropes picking up steam these days.”
Hannah’s tenacity extended to the professional world as a best-selling romance novelist, and although straight romance novels weren’t Lucy’s cup of tea, she’d faithfully read each of the dozen books Hannah had written, many times acting as an editor and offering feedback in their early stages.
She’d read thousands of books in her thirty-odd years of life, and she couldn’t be more proud of Hannah’s accomplishments. She was thankful that her friend had found a way to have a great quality of life and stay with her daughter in Maple Run.
“Okay, now this is a way better conversation. I want to hear all about those tropes,” Lucy said, willing away the strange feeling that had been percolating in her stomach since Sierra Westmoore had walked back into town today.
    
SIERRA STOOD in front of the small cottage situated at the far edge of the Westmoore Estate. She debated knocking, but she’d come this far. It was too late to turn back now.
She looked down at her black dress and ran her fingers soothingly across the strand of pearls encircling her neck. Her mother’s pearls, one of the few things she’d taken with her before leaving all those years ago.
The door opened a few agonizing seconds after she’d knocked, and her rigid posture melted as she stared back into warm, brown eyes that she’d gone far too many years without seeing.
“Drake,” she breathed, instinctively taking a step toward her older brother.
He enveloped her in a hard hug, and she could barely stop the sob that worked to push free from her chest.
“Hey, sis. Long time no see.” He finally stepped out of the hug to let her into the cottage.
It was more modern than she expected, obviously updated since she’d last seen it. She felt the same about Drake; the years since she’d last seen him had been far more kind than she felt her own passage of time had been. He had the slightest hint of gray at his temples, but his eyes remained sincere and light, even given the somber tone of the day. At forty, he looked distinguished, every bit the eligible bachelor she assumed he was.
“How long have you lived in the cottage?” she asked as she stepped into the open floor plan of the downstairs.
“Since you left. Have a seat,” he said, gesturing toward a sleek gray sofa that contrasted nicely with the original wood floors and other wooden accents in the room.
She sat down on the edge of the sofa and crossed her legs, surprisingly at a loss for words. “So…”
“This is kinda weird, right?” he said, rubbing at the back of his neck. “Can I get you a drink or something?”
“Do you have whiskey? Is it too early for whiskey?”
He walked over to a decanter set on a table and poured them each a glass. He crossed the room in a few quick steps and handed her one of the tumblers before sitting in a chair a few feet away. “Didn’t know if you’d make it back.”
Sierra shrugged and worked to keep the emotion out of her voice. “Honestly, me either.”
“How have you been?” He lifted his hand and adjusted his thin tie, like he wished he could slip the constricting fabric off and throw it in a ball on the floor.
Besides the occasional birthday or holiday acknowledgment through text, they hadn’t kept in touch, mostly because of her unwillingness to engage, and Sierra couldn’t stop the frown that worked its way across her lips before she answered. “Busy. Still in Boston. I’m most likely going to be offered senior partner at the firm soon.”
“That’s great,” Drake said sincerely. He looked so much like their father it was hard for her to look at him, but the two men couldn’t have been more different.
She shifted in her seat and ran her hand against the tweed material of the sofa, enjoying the slightly harsh feeling against her palms. “How’s the maple syrup business?”
“Also busy. Dad didn’t stop no matter what life threw at him, working until the bitter end.”
“Sounds about right. But he ended up with his successful business, so it seems like he went out how he intended.”
“You know I always wanted you to come back. This is your home.”
Sierra cleared her throat and finished her glass of whiskey in a single gulp. “It was good for me to leave. Start my own life. Dad didn’t want a daughter, and he especially didn’t want a gay one. Striking out on my own was the best thing that could have happened to me, and I probably never would have done it if he wasn’t such a misogynistic asshole. So really, I should thank him.”
Drake’s brow drew upward, a small smirk tugging at the corner of his mouth. “I hope you’re not planning on leading with that at the funeral.”
“I think he’d most hate me speaking from the heart, so it really would be perfect.”
“I’m just glad you’re back. How long are you staying?”
Sierra stood up and wandered around the room, looking at all of the knickknacks adorning the thoughtfully designed space. “Probably just for the weekend.”
“I’d love it if you stayed longer. There’s a lot we have to go over.”
“Like what?”
“Sierra, you’re an estate lawyer. This is exactly what you do for a living.”
“There’s nothing to do. You’re still here, and I’m sure you inherited the company. I’m just a guest in town for a funeral.” She focused on a photo in a silver frame on the mantle. It was the two of them as children, with so much time and hurt between then and now.
Drake scratched at his light stubble. “I know you don’t really believe that.”
“Fifteen years is a long time, Drake.”
“Look, I was going to wait to discuss this until after the funeral, but I guess now’s as good a time as any.”
Sierra turned around, her back pushing lightly into the wooden mantle beam. “Discuss what?”
“The future of Westmoore Estate.”
“It’s a sugar bush. What’s there to discuss? There are still trees. You know how to run the business. You have months without Dad to prepare for the next harvest. It seems like an open and shut case.”
“I want you to stay and help me. I want us to run the business together.”
Sierra scoffed. She’d missed her brother, but that was an absolutely insane idea. “That’s not happening.”
“Why not? The reason you left is gone. You always loved the farm more than I did. And you’ve always been better at business than me. That’s the open and shut case as far as I’m concerned.”
“It’s not that simple, Drake. Should I just give up my life in Boston? Everything I’ve worked for?”
“If you can stay, even for just a few weeks, I’d really appreciate it. If it makes you feel any better, Dad ran our credibility with this town into the ground.”
Sierra bristled and fingered the pearls around her neck again like they were a meditation rock. “Why would that make me feel better? I’m not that petty.”
Drake ran his hand through his coiffed hair, ruffling it with his fidgety fingers. “I’m not sure, sis. I’m grasping at straws a bit here.”
Sierra’s heart lightened at the gesture that reminded her of Drake as a kid, but she didn’t know what to do with that feeling, didn’t understand how to just come back and pretend like everything that had happened was okay.
“I don’t need anything else tacked onto the list to prove he was an asshole. I am quite satisfied with what I experienced firsthand.”
“I know. I’m sorry. I know it’s a lot to ask, and I know I have no right, but I am asking for your help. Just to get through this transition phase. There is so much paperwork. I can go out and tap maple trees for the rest of my days, but I am unbelievably lost when it comes to the business side of things.”
“That’s a lot to admit. Especially to someone you haven’t seen in fifteen years.”
Drake took a few steps across the room and stood next to her in front of the fireplace. “You will always be my sister. I hated the decisions that Dad made, but I couldn’t change his mind. Trust me, I tried.”
Sierra rolled her eyes and gave him a playful shove. “I can’t believe you’re the older sibling. It makes no goddamn sense.”
“Is that a yes?” Drake’s eyes were earnest and full, his attention focused solely on Sierra’s agreement or rejection of his request.
“I can maybe give you some time on the weekends. No promises beyond that, since I’ll need to check in with work and figure out what’s possible.”
Drake sighed and put his hand on her shoulder. “Thank you. Seriously, thank you.”
“Also,” Sierra said as she thought about her less-than-comfortable prior evening spent in a motel outside the town limits. “I’m going to need a place to stay. And, why the hell are we banned from The Maple Inn?”
    
LUCY STOOD IN THE BRIGHT, open kitchen of The Maple Inn, wearing her favorite purple apron and surveying the guests seated around the long dining room table off to the side in the sunroom. She’d been making pancakes for the past hour with no end in sight; the visitors to Maple Run were intent on taking advantage of the breakfast part of the bed-and-breakfast this morning.
But on a Saturday in early November, they expected to be busy, with guests coming from all over the country to soak in the beautiful fall weather. Maple-tapping season wouldn’t be upon them for another few months in early spring, but fall in Maine was beautiful in its own right, even without the delicious, sugary scent of maple syrup boiling in the sugarhouses dotted across the landscape.
Lucy had been up since five a.m., but it was a lifestyle she’d had for most of her adult life. At this point, sleeping in until six in the morning felt decadent.
Eleven out of twelve of the rooms were full, and she wasn’t going to mention the missing guest unless her mother brought it up. In the decade since her father had died, they’d settled into a rhythm together running The Maple Inn. She spearheaded breakfast preparations each morning and worked the desk throughout the day while her mother turned over rooms or socialized with guests.
A small, quick flash burst across the room and encircled Lucy’s legs.
“Chloe,” she yelled down at a mop of dark hair, her arm braced against the granite countertop so she didn’t lose her balance.
“Auntie Lucy, I missed you!” Chloe bellowed as she continued to squeeze Lucy’s legs as hard as her small arms would allow.
“I missed you too, bug. Where’s your mom?” Lucy scanned the kitchen just as Hannah rounded the corner, surprisingly, dressed in all black.
Lucy’s mom, Jill Parsons, followed behind her, looking comfortable and relaxed in a chunky sweater and jeans, her wild gray hair clipped back on one side. She looked closer to fifty than sixty, and had a far better fashion sense than her only daughter, always thoughtfully dressed in whatever the season dictated. Lucy barely bothered to think about what she wore given for many months out of the year, her bulbous black coat covered it up anyway.
“Thanks for watching Chloe, Mrs. Parsons,” Hannah said as they made their way toward the counter spanning well over half the length of the massive room.
“You know you can call me Jill, honey. And it’s no trouble at all.”
Hannah plucked a berry from the bowl next to Lucy. “You’ll always be Mrs. Parsons to me.”
“Can I call you Jill?” Lucy cut in. She quickly flipped a row of pancakes and then flicked her spatula at Hannah to keep her hand away from the berry bowl.
“If you give me a grandbaby as cute as this one,” Jill picked up Chloe, who let out a squeal, “you can call me whatever your heart desires.” Jill spun Chloe around in a circle as the little girl screamed with excitement.
“Why are you dressed like that?” Lucy asked, pointing her spatula at Hannah again like it was an extension of her body.
Hannah rolled her eyes and plucked another berry from the bowl. “I’m going to the funeral. And I think you should come with me.”
Lucy let out a hoarse, unexpected laugh. “That’s not happening.”
“Come on. Let’s take the high road. I think it will be good for you.”
Lucy glared and flipped the pancakes onto a plate just before they burnt. She never burnt the pancakes, and damn if Robert Westmoore would be the reason she started. “I do not need that old buzzard thinking, even from the grave, that anyone misses him.”
“Mommy, what’s an old buzzard?” Chloe asked as she played with the necklace Jill wore.
“A buzzard is a bird, honey,” Hannah said, glaring right back at Lucy. “Your auntie is just very creative with words. All that reading.” She leaned in closer to Lucy and whispered menacingly. “Thanks. Now she’s going to be calling everything an old buzzard for the next month.”
Lucy leaned forward so she and Hannah were nose to nose and lowered her own voice. “At least I didn’t call him a crotchety old asshole, so you’re welcome.”
Hannah put her hand over her heart and stepped back. “And to think you kiss your mother with that mouth, Lucy Parsons. I know she raised you better.”
“Oh, she definitely did, but my dad let me swear like a sailor. Can’t imagine why I’m thinking of him today of all days.” She turned her attention back to the container of batter and scooped a new row of pancakes onto the long countertop skillet.
“Luce, I know this is hard,” Hannah said, shrugging softly. “But it’s been ten years since your dad died. I really do think some closure could help.”
“I was considering it until Sierra Westmoore walked into The Maple Inn yesterday. With her back in town, there’s a very real possibility that all of this nonsense will start up again, twice as bad as before.”
“Why was Sierra Westmoore here?” Jill asked, making it a point to keep her voice light as she booped Chloe on the nose.
“Probably casing the joint,” Lucy snapped.
“Luce…” Hannah’s voice was pained, but Lucy wasn’t relenting.
“I have no reason to expect that she isn’t as bad as her father.”
“Well then,” Hannah said, “the devil you know, you know? Wouldn’t it be better to see for yourself what her plans are instead of worrying that something is going to happen?”
“Oh, sure.” Lucy waved her spatula around dramatically. “Let me just walk in to her father’s funeral and ask her what her intentions are for Westmoore Estate and if they plan to continue their assault on The Maple Inn.”
Hannah stood up to her full height. “You can mock me, but it’s about as good an idea as kicking her out of your inn last night was.”
“Lucy, you didn’t!” Jill put Chloe down and patted her on the head. “Baby girl,” she said as she grabbed a plate and placed two pancakes from the freshly made stack on top. “Why don’t you go sit at the table and have some pancakes? Your Auntie Lucy made them just for you.”
“Wassabout maple syrup?” Chloe asked, already walking away quickly with the plate in case anyone changed their mind about her having a second breakfast.
“It’s on the table. And don’t get too messy,” Hannah called after her. “I didn’t bring you extra clothes.”
With Chloe safely away, Jill turned her attention toward Lucy. “Give Hannah that spatula right now.”
“Mom,” Lucy whined, more like a child than a thirty-three-year-old adult. She relinquished the cooking utensil and stepped away from the griddle so Hannah could slide in.
“What’s this about you kicking Sierra Westmoore out of here?” Jill asked.
“She’s not allowed here. None of them are.”
“Honey,” Jill said sadly as she put her hand on Lucy’s shoulder. “We’ve got to let this go.”
“I’m not sure how I can let go of something that’s still happening,” Lucy said. She used aggressive air quotes to hide how her hands shook with anger.
Jill ran her hand down Lucy’s arm, although it did little to calm the fire that was stoking inside of her. “You are so sweet and so kind and so protective. Your dad would be proud of the person you’ve become, but he wouldn’t want you to be so angry. I don’t want you to be so angry. It’s not worth it.”
Lucy avoided her mom’s stare. “It feels worth it.”
“Lucy,” Jill said softly. “He didn’t get away with it. He was the scourge of Maple Run, and even his own children wouldn’t live in that giant old house with him. He was a town pariah. He lost sight of everything that matters in this world.”
“Yeah, and what’s that?” Lucy scoffed as she shoved her hands into the pocket of her apron.
“Family. Community. Friendship. The only things that really matter. He died alone in that big house. I don’t think revenge is the right path, but if you wanted it, you already got it.”
Lucy bit back tears as the angry words she wanted to spit out dissolved on her tongue. “I just miss Dad.”
“I miss him too, sweetie,” Jill said as she enveloped Lucy in a warm hug. Her mom gave the world’s best hugs, and no one could tell her differently.
Lucy untangled her arms from her mother’s embrace and let out a long, deep breath. “Fine. I will go to the funeral, but only so that I can suss out what exactly their plans are now that he’s gone.”
“I wouldn’t expect anything less from Harriet the Spy,” Hannah chirped as she flipped her row of pancakes perfectly.
    
“I DON’T RECOGNIZE MANY PEOPLE,” Sierra said as she leaned closer to Drake. They stood at the back of the parlor room, greeting guests now that the ceremony was over.
She hadn’t spoken during the funeral, content to slip by mostly unnoticed as just another face in the crowd. She’d only come home a few times during college, before things had fallen apart for good, and she hadn’t been back since graduation. Lots of life and growing up had happened in between, and she felt like a stranger as she stood in her old home.
Drake scanned the room. “Honestly, these are mostly business associates. I didn’t expect many people from town to come.”
“Why?” Sierra asked, although she could make a few educated guesses.
“The way he treated the Parsons family really impacted this town. Most businesses stopped carrying our maple syrup and started carrying brands from other nearby towns because of the whole situation.”
“Wow,” Sierra said quietly as she stared across the room.
If a town produced maple syrup, most stores carried it as a show of support. The fact that businesses had revolted locally was damning evidence that her father was truly the person she’d feared.
“The problem was, he didn’t even care. He made the same money shipping it farther out and charging a premium. He missed the whole point.”
Apparently, Sierra was missing the point, too. “What was the point?”
“That it’s meant to be shared. To be enjoyed. He didn’t even run the tours the last few years when things got really bad. Once his attempt to purchase The Maple Inn fell through, he focused on the bottom line and nothing else, foregoing the community focus Mom had always insisted on.”
Sierra frowned. “I don’t know how she ever ended up married to him.”
“Maybe she thought she could change him. They were young when they got married. But even on the bad days, she always said having both of us made up for it,” Drake said with a small smile as he wrapped his arm around her shoulder.
“Damn,” Sierra said, surprised at the lump that formed in her throat when she thought about her mother, gone for more than twenty years. She instinctively touched the pearls at her throat in remembrance and willed her sadness away. God forbid anyone think the sorrow in her eyes was for her father.
“Buckle up,” Drake said as he eased his arm away from Sierra’s shoulder. He stood up straight and adjusted his tie.
Walking toward them was none other than Lucy Parsons and a woman who, though vaguely familiar, Sierra didn’t recognize. They both wore black dresses, although Lucy’s deep auburn hair cast a light halo around her, one side pinned back so that the long tendrils cascaded over her shoulder.
Sierra mirrored Drake’s posture and stood at her full height, wondering what Lucy Parsons had to say to her today.
“My condolences, Drake,” the other woman said as she stepped forward and shook his hand.
“Thanks, Hannah.” He placed his other hand on top and encircled hers. “It means a lot that people from Maple Run came.” Drake seemed almost sheepish, like he was embarrassed at how ill-regarded the Westmoore family had become.
Sierra cleared her throat and met Lucy’s stare, her green eyes deep and clear. She didn’t buy for one moment that Lucy’s anger had abated since yesterday. She knew all too well the scars that life leaves, and she didn’t expect that Lucy had managed some revelation that allowed her to heal in the last twenty-odd hours.
“Drake, you’ve met Lucy,” Hannah said as she turned slightly toward her friend.
Drake shook his head like he’d been lost in thought. “Yes. Lucy. Thank you for coming. And this is my sister, Sierra.”
“We’ve met,” Lucy said as she extended her hand for Sierra to shake. “So nice to see you again.”
There was a split second where Sierra considered behaving how Lucy had yesterday, but a gentle prod in her side made her think better. “Good to see you again, Lucy. I’m sorry we got off on the wrong foot. I didn’t realize our families had history.”
Lucy quirked a brow as Sierra’s hand encircled her own.
“I would have loved to be a fly on the wall for that conversation,” Hannah said with a light laugh. Sierra thought the edges of Lucy’s mouth turned upward in a slight smile, but she wasn’t sure.
“It was, for lack of a better word, illuminating. I hope that we can all move forward from the past. I’ll be in town for a little while to help my brother out with some of the estate planning.”
“She’s an estate lawyer,” Drake cut in, his eyes focused on how Sierra and Lucy continued to squeeze one another’s hands forcefully.
“Helpful to have a lawyer in the family when a father dies.” Lucy finally retracted her hand and flexed her fingers down at her side.
“But I was going to say,” Drake continued, “that her true calling was always making maple syrup, and I hope she’ll stay long enough to remember how much she loved it.”
Sierra blushed and jabbed an elbow right back at Drake. “I’ve been out of the game almost as long as I was ever in it, so I don’t know if there’s much truth left in that statement.”
“Can’t imagine why you ever stayed away then,” Lucy said, her eyes never leaving Sierra’s.
Sierra shifted almost imperceptibly as Drake leaned closer.
“I’m sure you can’t.” She ran a finger over her brow and took a breath as Hannah and Drake looked on. “Thank you for coming. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I should say hello to a few people.”





Chapter Two
“I think you’re being a little unfair, Luce,” Hannah said as she picked up a box filled with apples and carried it over to a dolly.
It had been almost a week since Robert Westmoore’s funeral, and Lucy couldn’t understand Hannah’s insistence on mending fences. She was fine. The inn was fine. No good would come from engaging with the Westmoore family.
Lucy grabbed the last remaining box and placed it on top of Hannah’s, now positioned on the small cart. “I have no reason to believe anything’s changed. Why do you care?”
“I care because I care about you. Fall Fest is one of your favorite times of the year, and you’ve been sulking around this week like someone limited your screen time.”
Lucy leaned her arm against the stack of boxes and plucked an apple from the pile. “You really have to stop using Chloe as a baseline for adult behavior.”
“Why?” Hannah challenged. “You two are acting similar these days.”
“Low blow.” Lucy narrowed her eyes and ran a hand through her slightly sweaty hair.
They’d been working for the last few hours, putting the finishing touches on the festival happening tomorrow, something they did together every year.
Hannah walked over to a portable table that had been situated in their de facto planning space for the last two weeks and picked up her coffee. “Did you get final confirmation from all of the vendors?”
“Yep. I swung by everywhere this morning. The firefighters told me to tell you hi by the way.”
Hannah’s lips turned downward, although she hid it well. “That’s nice of them.”
“They mentioned they haven’t seen you in a while.”
“I’m no longer the wife of a firefighter, so there isn’t much of a point for me to stop by anymore.”
“I’m sure they miss you. And I’m sure they miss Ben.”
“Look, I don’t blame them. That fire got out of control. It was no one’s fault except the faulty wiring of the building, but I don’t need to keep hanging out at the station. That’s not my life any more, and I’m trying to move on.”
“I know,” Lucy said, taking a step closer. “I just wanted to pass along the message. I know you’re a big girl, and you make your own choices.”
Hannah looked slightly past Lucy’s shoulder toward the open doors of the community center. “So, I need to talk to you about something.” Hannah spoke quickly, the sentence coming out in a single burst of air.
“What?” Lucy asked as she turned and followed Hannah’s line of sight.
Sierra Westmoore walked slowly across the hall in a pair of dark, tapered jeans and an emerald sweater pushed up to the elbows. Lucy was offended on her own behalf at the slightly haphazard thrum of her pulse when Sierra caught sight of them. She stared between Hannah and the approaching Sierra, willing the fire to leave her eyes.
“Just remember this isn’t my fault,” Hannah whispered as Sierra walked straight toward Lucy and her former best friend.
“Hi, Hannah,” Sierra said brightly as she arrived in front of them. “Hi, Lucy,” she said with a quick nod of acknowledgment.
It wasn’t lost on Lucy how Hannah stepped forward slightly to act as a human barrier between them. “Hi, Sierra. Happy Friday! How has your week been?”
“Glad it’s over. I was back in Boston, but I’ll be able to stay this upcoming week and work remotely while I help Drake out with some things.”
“How lucky for Maple Run,” Lucy chimed in, unable to hide the bitterness in her voice.
Sierra continued to focus her attention on Hannah, which only infuriated Lucy more.
“I stopped by to pick up the vendor packet.” Sierra clasped her hands in front of her, although she stood straight, her voice unwavering.
Who in the hell did this woman think she was? Waltzing into town after fifteen years and trying to restore the name her family had done quite a good job smearing all on its own. Like Robert Westmoore’s death would simply wipe the slate clean.
“I’m sorry,” Lucy said with the most saccharine voice she could manage. “Vendor registration is closed. Your family wasn’t on the list of recurring vendors who are grandfathered in, as your family hasn’t participated in the Fall Fest in almost a decade.”
“I—” Sierra looked, confused, at Lucy, but then shifted her focus toward Hannah. “Jill said—”
“So, your mom told me she ran into Sierra last Sunday as she was heading back to Boston for the week,” Hannah said brightly, as though, through sheer force of will, she could convince Lucy she hadn’t gone insane.
“The point being?” Lucy was working hard to keep up with the conversation, especially her mother’s unexpected inclusion in it. ‘Traitor’ was the first word that came to mind, but she didn’t allow herself to say it.
Hannah took a deep breath. “Your mom may have mentioned it was the last day to register for a spot. And she may have had an extra copy of the sign-up form with her. And she may have stopped by and dropped it at my house later that night. And as vendor coordinator, I may have not thought that I needed to run it by you.” Hannah flashed a dazzling grin, her cheeks red and splotchy.
Lucy gritted her teeth and mentally ran through a barrage of ugly words before she quieted her mind and smoothed her hands down her bright orange Fall Fest T-shirt, refusing to look at Sierra. “My mother, the good samaritan. You didn’t feel the need to mention this all week?”
“Just trying to handle my role as vendor coordinator, Luce. I wanted you to be able to focus on the big-picture stuff. Which I do think you’ll agree was the right call. This is going to be the best year yet with all the planning you’ve done,” Hannah beamed.
“You’re trying to butter me up.”
“Noooooo,” Hannah said melodramatically. “The butter will be eaten tomorrow to your heart’s content. I’m just trying to compliment what a great job you’ve done this year.”
“And this is already done?” Lucy asked, like she wasn’t the head of the entire committee.
Hannah grabbed onto one of Sierra’s hands and one of Lucy’s, like a referee before the winner of a boxing match was announced. “Signed and sealed. I think this could be a fantastic first step for the Westmoores and the Parsons to bury the hatchet.”
Sierra raised her brow and looked at Hannah dubiously but didn’t pull her hand away. “And here, I thought we’d all had such a lovely time at the funeral. My mistake.”
“It was a beautiful wake,” Hannah said, finally releasing their hands. “But anyway… will you be doing the 5K tomorrow?”
Sierra perked up slightly for the first time since the conversation had begun. “I was thinking about it.”
Lucy gave Sierra a once-over as she considered her next jab. Sierra looked like a runner. Long legs. Good posture. Physically fit. Lucy hadn’t seen her with fewer than the layers a New England fall dictated, but she moved quickly wherever she went, the contours of her body smooth beneath whatever clothing she wore.
Lucy cleared her throat and took a quick step back once she realized she’d been staring, Sierra and Hannah’s attention now focused on her. “Well, isn’t that great. Just really soaking up everything Maple Run has to offer.”
Sierra shifted from the balls of her feet to her heels and back again, maturely dodging every insult Lucy had thrown. “Guess so. What about you, Hannah? Will you be running?”
Hannah let out a deep, throaty laugh. “Not a chance, but Chloe and I will be proudly cheering Lucy, and now you, on at the finish line.”
“Lucy’s a runner, too? Is that so?” Sierra shot Lucy a glance, like she was more interested in the conversation than she had been moments ago.
Hannah put her arm around Lucy. “She wins the women’s division every year.”
Sierra bit the side of her cheek and stared at Lucy for a few seconds longer than Lucy was comfortable with; the hair on her arms stood up with the focused attention. “Maybe I’ll be able to keep up.” Sierra shrugged.
“I’ll be sure to tell Chloe to get a cup of water ready for you when I pass the finish line. She should have plenty of time.” Lucy had no idea what she was actually up against, but damn if she’d back down from a Westmoore.
“Great! Water for everyone,” Hannah said loudly, stepping in the middle again, as the two women on either side of her were now almost nose to nose. “Gotta stay hydrated! Sierra, if you want to walk with me, I’ll grab that packet for you.”
Hannah shot Lucy a death stare as she walked away, and Lucy felt unsure of what she’d gotten herself into.
    
SIERRA SAT in the passenger’s seat of Drake’s SUV as they drove to the Fall Fest, the sun just barely peeking over the horizon.
“How’s staying in the house been?” Drake asked as he turned up the heated seats and defroster. The inside of the windshield was foggy with the difference between the outside temperature and inside the car.
“Weird.”
“Chatty as ever.” Drake laughed as he continued to focus on the road. There was no time a New Englander could assume a wild animal wouldn’t run into the road and in front of the car, especially at this time of day.
“Everything has an echo. You think it’d feel smaller as an adult, but it doesn’t.”
“It was never really my cup of tea either. Maybe with a family or something, but me and Dad in that house alone was more depressing than you could ever imagine.”
Sierra pushed her back against the seat. “I guess I couldn’t imagine it.”
“Sorry. I didn’t mean it like that.”
“I know you weren’t trying to be hurtful. Weird really was the best way to describe the situation. But it’s funny. Partners I work with in Boston pay stupid amounts of money to keep homes like ours for nothing more than a skiing weekend or a trip to the country.”
“So you haven’t missed Maple Run at all? City life really is all it’s cracked up to be?”
Sierra laughed and ran her hands down her skintight yoga pants. “I miss things about it. The air is so fresh here. And I miss the smell of maple syrup. Sometimes, I still feel like I get phantom whiffs of it in the city.”
“You’re probably walking by an IHOP,” Drake teased.
“I can’t say I miss the small-town politics, though,” Sierra said. She turned her attention to the thinning trees passing by as they got closer to downtown.
Maple Run was like many small towns dotted throughout Maine. The downtown area was comprised of a few one-way streets running parallel to one another with a smattering of houses and businesses situated along the picturesque landscape. Many residents lived in homes on plots of land outside the city limits, the Westmoore Estate included.
They owned a few hundred acres that housed the maple trees growing for close to a century. As such, the end of their property was much closer to the edge of town than their house.
The SUV passed by the Maple Inn. The Westmoore and Maple Inn property lines touched, although it took a few miles to get from one place to the other on the country roads.
Not enough distance as far as Sierra was concerned.
The lights of the bed-and-breakfast were already bright in contrast to the near darkness outside. The shadows of guests were visible, probably up and eating breakfast to head to the Fall Fest soon.
She wondered if Lucy lived at the inn, but chastised herself for giving the woman even an extra second of her thoughts. Lucy Parsons had been nothing but rude, arrogant, and condescending since Sierra had stepped into town.
“Remind me why we’re doing this again?” Sierra asked, still staring out the window.
“Because this is our home, and Dad is no longer in charge. It’s going to take a long time to rebuild the damage he did to the Westmoore name, but I want to do it. I have to do it.”
Sierra turned her head. “Why’s that?”
“Because… because it sucked. Knowing how everyone felt about us. Being unable to change Dad’s mind about anything. I couldn’t make it better then, but I’m sure as hell going to do my part now.”
“You really are a big softy,” Sierra said as she moved to ruffle his hair.
“Hey!” He swerved slightly and shifted his head. “Not safe. I’m driving. What if you hurt your leg and couldn’t show everyone the Westmoores are still a force to be reckoned with?”
Sierra scoffed and pulled her ponytail tighter, the ends just brushing her shoulders. “I thought we were making a good impression today?”
“We are participating in a community event, but that doesn’t mean we can’t put our best, uninjured foot forward.”
Sierra slipped the packet of papers out of her bag and flipped through the pages. “So, it looks like the run is at nine a.m. and then the event starts at ten a.m. You’ll set up the booth, right?”
She turned around and stared at the boxes shoved into the backseat filled with bottles of maple syrup from last season, along with anything resembling event furniture they’d found in various nooks and crannies of the production building.
It was a strange and haphazard amalgamation of items that clashed with her precise, planned demeanor, but she’d never let a few setbacks slow her down. More importantly, she wouldn’t give Lucy Parsons the satisfaction of watching her struggle.
“I will set up the booth,” Drake confirmed as they pulled into the parking lot of the community center.
The 5K would be run throughout the town, a lane on each of the one-way streets closed for runners. The course formed a loop that ended up back in the parking lot and adjoining grass field where the Fall Fest took place. A surprising number of people were already milling about and setting up.
“Wow.” Sierra exited the vehicle and began to stretch, intent on being as prepared as possible. “This is bigger than I expected, and a lot bigger than I remember.”
“Lucy’s really pulled out all the stops these last few years. She’s a real-life Leslie Knope as far as Maple Run is concerned.”
Sierra scowled and let out a huff that attracted the attention of a few people walking by. She shifted her weight onto her left foot and pushed until she felt the stretch through her thigh. “I don’t know why you’re defending her. She hasn’t been very nice this past week.”
Drake laughed and opened the trunk door. “I didn’t know kindness was an attribute you valued, Ms. Hotshot Lawyer. She’s smart and helpful and tenacious—at least to everyone whose last name isn’t Westmoore.”
“How can you say it like that makes it okay?”
With a palm flat on the car, Drake ran his free hand through his hair in quiet contemplation. “I’m just saying, I think you two have more in common than you’d like to believe. I wish you’d give one another a chance.”
Sierra dropped into a deep lunge to keep from attacking her brother, a person she had to keep reminding herself was not the enemy. “I am not the one causing the problem. I have been as sweet as maple syrup since arriving.”
Drake walked to her side, his voice quieter than before. “I know, sis. But this feud has been fifteen years in the making. It’s going to take more than a few platitudes to make things right.”
“I know that. I just don’t know why we’re taking the brunt of it for Dad being an asshole. It’s not like I didn’t suffer under his wrath, but you don’t see me being a jerk to the darling of Maple Run as some sort of retribution for her getting to live her life in a town she’s always loved because I somehow feel robbed.”
“Do you… feel robbed?”
Sierra shifted her weight and lunged to the other side. “I don’t like feeling like my choices have been taken away. But I know that her life has nothing to do with mine, so I would never bring her down to make myself feel better.”
“Well, well, well…” Drake smiled and roped Sierra into a hug. She couldn’t help but melt into his familiar arms, missing him after so many years. “Maturity looks good on you, S.”
“Don’t get too carried away. I’m about to go kick Lucy Parsons’ ass in this race, so please reserve your congratulations for that.”
    
LUCY STOOD at the starting line at 8:59 a.m., but she’d been up since practically the night before. Months of planning had led to today, and tomorrow, it would all begin again for the Maple Fest in just a few more months.
She considered herself an introvert, but there was something about planning an event and bringing people together that she loved. It made all of her pandering for donations and coordinating weekly check-in meetings with volunteers worth it, just to see little kids happily running around and families experiencing the beautiful fall weather together.
There wasn’t enough of that anymore, and the Fall Fest was a single day when everyone was focused on food, drinks, and company, people on their phones to take pictures, not scroll through Facebook.
Sierra Westmoore stepped up to the line, completing a group of about twenty runners. Lucy took a few deep breaths and bounced lightly up and down to keep the warmth flowing until she could begin running. In only a tank top this early on a fall morning, she counted the seconds until the official told them to start.
She glanced down at Sierra’s perfectly pristine running shoes instead of making eye contact, wondering if this was all for show. Her own shoes were slightly worn from use. Because she didn’t just throw things away when she’d used them all up.
But as she watched Sierra continue to stretch next to her, she knew that wasn’t very likely. She had an effortless gait, her legs a few inches longer than Lucy’s, her arms swinging back and forth like she was a swimmer ready to hop into the pool and begin laps. Sierra looked like an athlete, although they were about to put that to the test.
Lucy looked up as Sierra gave her a nod which Lucy reciprocated. After all, she had a reputation to protect.
The official yelled, “Start,” and Lucy took off as fast as her legs would allow. She quickly settled into a rhythm.
She did a run of a similar length most days, and this one was even easier given the flat terrain. Sometimes, her long, windy runs took her through the woods, across small streams and uneven dirt as she wound through the country until she barely knew where she was anymore.
With her head down, she maintained her focus on her breathing. She knew the route by heart, and more importantly, there was no way she was letting a Westmoore beat her.
They finished the first mile, almost out of eyesight of the rest of the pack, who seemed more intent on having a leisurely start to their day.
She pushed herself as Sierra kept an even pace close by, although it was difficult to tell if Sierra was at her limits or not. Her graceful stride was even and rhythmic like a horse’s gallop.
“Morning,” Sierra said suddenly, shifting closer to Lucy.
“I don’t talk when I run.”
“It helps with cardiovascular endurance.”
“I don’t need help with my cardiovascular endurance.”
“Sounds like a lot of don’ts for this early in the morning,” Sierra continued without a hint of breathiness in her voice, like she could do this all day.
Lucy kicked it up a few notches, her thighs beginning to burn as they crossed the second mile faster than she ever had before.
“Leave me alone,” she pushed out as Sierra continued to keep pace next to her.
“I’m not dropping back, so I guess that just means I need to give you space by moving forward.” With her words, Sierra shot past her like Lucy had been standing still, her stride lengthening as she pulled ahead easily.
Lucy growled into the almost empty street, unable to do anything but watch Sierra and her perfectly sculpted ass pull away, each second increasing her lead. She stared as Sierra rounded the last corner and slipped out of sight, one last stretch to the finish line where the majority of the spectators waited to congratulate the runners.
She bit her lip and maintained her stride. If she couldn’t win, she’d damn sure still get her personal best. When she rounded the same corner, Chloe and Hannah came into sight, cheering loudly and holding up a sign they’d made for her.
Lucy blew a kiss at Chloe as she crossed the finish line, the little girl catching the imaginary kiss with her chubby fingers and slapping it against her cheek like Lucy had taught her. Lucy’s anger and annoyance dissipated until a voice called for her attention, her body bristling at the frustratingly sultry sound.
Sierra walked up to her with a small cup of water in hand and a smirk that Lucy wanted to slap off her face. “Thought you could use this.” She held out the cup for Lucy to take.
What was it about Sierra Westmoore that got under her skin so badly? She stared at the plastic cup and reached her hand out slowly before she plucked it from Sierra’s grasp, ensuring their fingers didn’t touch.
“Think I have cooties or something?” Sierra said like she could read her mind.
“Never can be too careful,” Lucy bit back before draining the cup in a single swig. At the same time, something knocked into her. She held her hand over her mouth and coughed, the liquid burning her nostrils and causing her eyes to water.
“Coooooooties,” Chloe screamed. She continued to hold tightly onto Lucy’s legs like a koala bear who’d found its favorite tree.
“Baby girl.” Lucy breathed once the water was clear from her airway. “We agreed you’d warn me before surprise attacks.”
Chloe was wholly undeterred. “Wouldn’t be much of a surprise.”
Sierra laughed but covered her mouth when she noticed the death glare Lucy shot in her direction.
“Mom says you’re gonna teach me to run so fast,” Chloe said. She extended her arms upward for Lucy to pick her up.
Lucy hoisted Chloe into her arms, her anger again forgotten. “Absolutely. Your mom can’t get the cookies you steal back from you if she can’t catch you.” She booped Chloe’s nose as the girl squealed with absolute delight at the new idea.
Chloe pointed at her fingers and counted off like she was reciting an important vow. “I love cookies. And cupcakes. And pancakes. And pretzels. And bacon. And strawberries. And cotton candy.”
“Well, great news for you, Chlo. We’ll have breakfast cooking at The Maple Inn booth. Maybe your mom will let you have some if you behave.”
“I always behave,” Chloe said like it was an obvious statement before she quickly turned her attention toward Sierra. “You’re super-duper fast. Even faster than Auntie Lucy.”
Lucy groaned but kept her remarks to herself and tickled Chloe’s ribcage. Her favorite tiny monster wriggled and squirmed in her arms, but it was a welcomed distraction from whatever annoying thing Sierra was about to say.
“All I had to do was get up and go running this morning. I’m sure your Aunt Lucy has been busy for a long time planning the event. She’s been doing a lot of jobs, but I only had one. So I think really, it was a tie.”
A blush crept around Lucy’s neck as she worked to hide her surprise at the unexpectedly thoughtful comment, especially considering her own insistence that she’d win this race with no problem.
“My mom says being my mom is her most important job,” Chloe said, “but she does a bunch of stuff, too. So all you do is run?”
Lucy resisted making a Forrest Gump joke that would be lost on Chloe anyway.
Sierra laughed and put her hands on her hips. “I’m a lawyer, but today, all I had to do was run.”
Chloe scrunched up her nose in quiet concentration. “So, you put people in jail?”
“Not that kind of lawyer. I help people plan stuff when things in their families change.”
“Did you help my family when things changed?” Chloe asked quietly, her tiny mind working to make sense of all the new information.
Sierra looked toward Lucy.
This would never be something to use to make Sierra squirm, so Lucy stepped in quickly as she gave Chloe a hug. “Chloe’s daddy, Ben, used to be with us, but he isn’t anymore.”
As recognition dawned on Sierra’s face, Lucy was struck by the intensity of emotion that flashed across it.
“I wasn’t here, sweetie, but I’m sure great people helped out,” Sierra said as she brushed a thumb across Chloe’s cheek.
“Yeah,” Chloe said, bravely puffing out her chest. “I was just a baby, so I don’t ‘member much.”
The strange gravity of the exchange coupled with the normalcy of a conversation with Sierra Westmoore of all people set Lucy on edge. She placed Chloe down gently and dropped down in front of her. “Your daddy loved you so much, baby girl. And you know what else he loved?”
“Wassat?” Chloe leaned forward, like she was learning the world’s most valuable piece of information.
“Pancakes!” Lucy tickled Chloe’s sides until she gasped with laughter, squealing so hard she couldn’t speak. “So how about we go see my mom and get you some? We’ll see if you can eat as many as your daddy could. Does that sound good?”
“Yeppers,” Chloe said, slipping her hand into Lucy’s.
Emotion welled in Lucy like Chloe’s tiny hand had wrapped around her heart instead, and she looked down at the bright, shiny eyes filled with so much happiness and excitement about the world.
“Do you wanna come for pancakes?” Chloe asked, her finger pointed at Sierra, less than a foot away.
“Um…” Sierra looked down at Chloe and then up toward Lucy, her bottom lip tucked between her teeth.
“You’re too cute for your own good, kid,” Lucy said as she ruffled Chloe’s hair. Today was not the day Lucy would explain to her the unfairness of the world and how some things couldn’t be fixed. “Just for that great sign you made me, she can definitely come along for pancakes.”
Making eye contact with Sierra, Lucy raised an eyebrow and gestured for her to follow.
    
SIERRA WALKED on the other side of Chloe through the growing number of visitors to the Fall Fest, praying there would be enough of a buffer that Lucy wouldn’t make some cutting remark. But Lucy seemed to be on her best behavior when Chloe was around, so she hoped the little girl would be present for all of their future interactions.
Not that there would be too many of those. Although she’d agreed to help Drake figure out the future of Westmoore Estate, she didn’t know if she wanted to be a part of it. The few nights she’d stayed in the monolithic house since her return had been somber and mostly sad. She was unable to stop wondering what her father had done padding around in that house alone for the last decade.
She willed the thoughts away as they reached The Maple Inn table, inconveniently located right next to Westmoore Estate’s setup.
Jill Parsons stood behind the inn’s table, which was decorated with a cute checkered cloth, attending to the visitors queuing for a delicious homemade breakfast. Hannah stood behind the grill, flipping pancakes like a seasoned pro. The food smelled fantastic. Faint hints of sweet and savory flooded through Sierra’s nostrils as her stomach growled in anticipation.
“I see you haven’t run off to live with the wolves,” Hannah said as she dropped her spatula and extended her arms toward Chloe’s body, who was already dodging around the table toward her mother.
“Mommy, I made a new friend,” Chloe said proudly as she pointed toward Sierra again.
Sierra tried to blend in and stand near the table Drake sat behind, surprised at her unwillingness to take up space in the comfortable family atmosphere. In Boston, she commanded attention when she walked in a room, her confidence rivaling the most respected partners at her firm.
But these people didn’t respect or fear her, and she didn’t know how to deal with her new social status. Back in Maple Run, she felt like a wayward child, wondering how she was perceived. That all needed to stop now.
She stood up straight as Hannah focused on her, a surprisingly welcome smile on her face. “Glad you could join us, Sierra. Your brother was just giving us a few tips on making maple syrup, although he says you’re the real pro in the family.”
Sierra rolled her eyes in Drake’s direction. “He’s gotta stop leading with that.”
“Just speaking the truth, sis,” Drake said, standing up from his chair.
“How’s it going so far?” Sierra took a step closer toward the table and eyed the array of maple syrup and assorted candies made of, or coated with, maple syrup.
Lucy peeked her head around to the front of their table, dressed with a simple white banner carrying the Westmoore Estate logo. “I see no one’s egged it yet, so you’re doing better than expected.”
“Lucy Parsons!” Jill stared at her daughter, mouth agape, like Lucy had just confessed to murder.
“Well, you’ve been otherwise occupied, but the day is still young.” Sierra cocked her head to the side and plucked at the medal on her chest, watching as Lucy’s focus was drawn toward the object. “Let’s just hope you throw better than you run.”
Lucy turned away from The Maple Inn table and took a step forward. “Sadly, I don’t seem to have as much experience running from my problems as you do.”
Sierra bristled. This woman didn’t know shit about her or her life. The absolute arrogance was unfathomable. She bared her teeth and considered how far into the jugular she wanted to bite. Metaphorically, of course. Lucy Parsons had contracted some sort of disease that made her incapable of acting like a real human, and Sierra didn’t want to catch it.
“Mr. Drake,” Chloe called out in between the tables. The moment broke as all eyes shifted to the tiny human who’d hopefully not noticed the tension.
Drake looked down quickly at Chloe and her pancake-piled plate. “What’s up, Chloe?”
“Can I have some syrup? I like that kind.” She held her plate precariously in one hand as she pointed at one of the half-open bottles on the table with the Westmoore Estate logo printed on it.
“I think you’re confused, sweetie,” Lucy said as she continued to glare at Sierra. “You’ve never had that kind.”
“Yes, I have. I had it at my house. I ‘member because I liked the bucket on it.” Chloe put her plate on the table and pointed emphatically at the brown bucket pouring liquid onto a maple leaf.
Lucy looked toward Hannah, who had a strange look on her face that Sierra couldn’t figure out. Maybe she was embarrassed to have let the scourge of the syrup world into her home.
Hannah cleared her throat. “Must have been an old bottle she found somewhere. Sorry, Luce,” she said sheepishly, her fingers fidgeting at her sides.
Did Lucy Parsons really put an embargo on all Westmoore Estate maple syrup in this godforsaken town? Sierra tried to bite back her scoff, but it slipped out anyway.
“Seriously?” Lucy pushed her fingertips hard into her hips and planted her feet, focusing her anger toward Sierra.
Thank god looks couldn’t kill or Sierra would be dead as Lucy’s focus bored into her, her green eyes narrowed in disdain.
But Sierra Westmoore had dealt with far worse, within her family no less. Lucy Parsons was not going to intimidate her anymore.
Sierra walked quickly over to Chloe and dropped down on the balls of her feet so that they were almost at eye level. “Do you know how maple syrup is made?” she asked, her voice light as she grabbed the bottle from the table and handed it to Chloe.
Chloe grabbed the jug from her hands and popped the top like a seasoned pro. “How?”
“It comes from a tree.”
“No way!” Chloe poured an excessive amount of viscous, sugary liquid over her pancakes, bouncing around so excitedly she almost missed her plate.
“Yes way! Maybe if your mom says it’s okay, you can come by one day and Drake and I can show you!”
“Oh, wow,” Chloe breathed, like she’d just been told she was getting a VIP ticket to the North Pole to visit Santa Claus. She turned quickly toward Hannah. “Can we, Mommy? Can we please, please, please?”
Sierra almost felt bad for the position she’d put Hannah in. Almost, except for the satisfaction she experienced watching smoke pour from Lucy’s ears, her mouth scrunched so tightly in frustration it practically disappeared from her face.
Watching Lucy Parsons with her hands balled into fists, unable to do anything about her righteous anger, Sierra gave herself over to Drake’s plan for the Westmoore family to start making amends with Maple Run. This town was going to get back on board with Westmoore Estate come hell or high water, and Chloe was going to be their first superfan.
    
“SO…” Hannah sat in the small cafe downtown and twirled maple syrup around on her spoon before dipping it into her coffee. “The event went great yesterday! I think this was undoubtedly the best one yet.”
Lucy managed to stifle her groan. Hannah was not the enemy, at least that’s what she kept telling herself when she remembered Hannah’s upcoming trip to Westmoore Estate.
“I begrudgingly accept your compliment.” Lucy grabbed the maple syrup from the table, very importantly not made by Westmoore Estate, and poured a few drops in her own cup of steaming coffee, freshly delivered moments ago by their favorite waitress, Sue.
Hannah kicked at her foot under the table. “Come on, Luce. You raised a ton of money for the town’s budget. People couldn’t stop raving about how well organized it was. And perfect weather! You hit the trifecta.”
“But alas...” Lucy clasped her hands together, interlacing her fingers on the white tabletop and sitting up straight in the booth with a serious look on her face. “We’ve lost sweet, young Chloe. I had such high hopes for her.”
“Do you even hear yourself? It’s a trip to a sugarhouse, not a blood oath. I think you’re being a little melodramatic here, and that’s saying a lot.” Hannah took a sip of coffee, acting like the sudden involvement of Lucy’s sworn enemies in their lives was normal.
“You do understand why I’m upset though, right?”
Hannah let out an exasperated breath. “Are you going to tell that sweet angel baby that she can’t go run around a pretty farm and poke trees? Because if you want to have that conversation, by all means, we can reconsider our RSVP.”
Lucy deflated and ran a hand through her thick mop of hair. Hannah was right, but then again, Hannah was always right. God, she had to hand it to Sierra Westmoore. That woman was smart. Lucy was suddenly thrown into a game of chess in which she had woefully underestimated her opponent. She was already well on her way to defeat if she didn’t pick up her pace.
But what was the endgame? That was the real question, and one Lucy hadn’t been able to answer. If she knew Sierra’s real motive, she could calculate the moves. The problem was that she didn’t know what Sierra was thinking, and it frustrated her beyond belief.
Lucy relaxed her posture. “I think I’d like to come along.”
Hannah lifted an eyebrow. “You do know we’ll have to frisk you before you go onto the premises for any incendiary devices or cameras.”
“You don’t want to check for packets of powder detergent? A couple of those bad boys in the maple syrup tanks and it’s all over.” Lucy laughed, but Hannah looked horrified.
“What’s wrong with you?”
“Just a part of my sparkling personality,” Lucy said with a broad grin. “I wouldn’t do that, obviously. I don’t need to do anything for the Westmoores to mess things up. It’s probably in their genetics.”
Hannah sighed. “I think you’re being a little bit unfair. Drake has always been nice to you, and Sierra hasn’t even been around for the last fifteen years.”
Lucy leaned across the table. “You know that saying, the one about time healing all wounds?”
Hannah looked like she knew she was being led into a trap. “Yes…”
“Well, it’s not actually true. I am living proof to debunk that myth.”
“Lucy.”
“Hannah.”
“You need to stop this. You’re going to start alienating people.”
“Like who?”
“This town has a long memory, but it’s a fair one. If Drake and Sierra try to be better than their father, I think Maple Run will be open to that. You stopping the town healing and moving forward is only going to make you an outsider, Maple Run’s favorite daughter or not.”
Lucy humphed and threw her body back against the high back of the booth. “I strongly dislike the amount of sense that makes.”
“Why do you want to come to Westmoore Estate with us? And you have to be honest.”
“Because I want to know what they’re up to. Obviously.”
Sue stopped by the table again and dropped off their meals with a flourish before popping over to refill coffees for the other regulars. In a town as small as Maple Run, most people were regulars. There was a good amount of tourist traffic, but they sadly preferred the Starbucks that had taken up residence in the middle of the downtown area a few years ago. Lucy had tried tooth and nail to put her foot down to stop it, but people wanted what they knew, and Maple Run had moved one step closer to becoming a commercialized town.
“What are you thinking about?” Hannah asked as she stared at Lucy suspiciously.
“Starbucks.”
“Really?”
“I promise.”
“Do you think the Westmoores are in cahoots with Starbucks now? You’re starting to sound a bit like a conspiracy nut.”
Lucy clicked her tongue, almost unwilling to dignify the jab with a response. “I was lamenting over the death of the small town, if you must know.”
“There’s that flair for the dramatic,” Hannah said seriously. “The Westmoores making amends with the town will be good for everyone except Starbucks. Don’t you think it’s weird that the people in the town where the maple syrup is produced don’t even use it?”
Well, damn. Another annoyingly spot-on point from Hannah. “No…”
“It seems to me you’re caught between a rock and a hard place.”
Lucy squinted. “And how’s that?”
“You love Maple Run more than anything, but you also hate the Westmoores more than anyone. If the town ingratiates the family again, tourism improves, but you lose. And if the town rejects the family again, tourism declines, and you lose. You seem to have set up quite a pickle for yourself.”
“So, you’re saying this is all fucked no matter what and I should just run off to some tropical island?”
Hannah took a long sip of coffee and stared Lucy down. “Not at all. I’m saying that you have to decide what’s more important: Maple Run succeeding or you holding your grudge against the Westmoore children, who, I will mention one more time, are not their father.”
“I’ll think about it. So, what time are you picking me up for the tour?”





Chapter Three
Sierra stood at the edge of the driveway and waited for her brother to emerge. She’d worked hard the past week to prove her remote status wouldn’t be a problem, answering emails as quickly as if someone had popped into her office and asked the question directly. Of all the times for her life to dramatically change, the coming months were the most inconvenient. Her opportunity to make senior partner was finally within reach.
“Morning,” Drake said as he stepped out of the cottage and closed the door behind him. “You could have come in.”
“So many buildings, so little time,” Sierra said, wrapping her peacoat closer around her body.
“You need a better coat.”
“I love this coat.” She looked down at her dark, stylish wool coat, which had proven practical in most situations she’d found herself in over the last few years.
“It’s a traipsing-between-offices coat, not a spending-hours-outside coat. I assumed you’d know the difference.” Drake’s eyes were light, his hands pulling at the hem of his own warm, down coat.
“I’ll keep that in mind. I really didn’t expect to do a lot of traipsing here. I was told my help would be business-related.” Sierra lifted an eyebrow and smirked, although she didn’t feel nearly as annoyed as she could have been.
“Wanna walk around a bit? That is, if you think you and your coat can manage?” Drake set off down the long drive leading away from the main house and the cottage toward the sugarhouse and other buildings that supported maple syrup production. They didn’t speak for the first few hundred feet of the walk, Sierra choosing to fall into step with her brother and focus on the sound of leaves crunching underneath her boots. “So, what did you think?”
Sierra knew exactly what he meant. What did she think after poring over the stacks of business documents and estate documents related to the passing of Robert Westmoore and the future of Westmoore Estate. And on top of that, what did she think about seeing everything after so many years, through the lens of someone who’d experienced Westmoore Estate then and now.
She focused on the business instead of her emotions; she hadn’t quite gotten a grasp on those yet. “The numbers are surprisingly positive considering your vendor market and the newer focus on nationwide shipping.”
“Surprisingly?”
“It’s clear you’re leaving money on the table by not taking advantage of local opportunities. Not all lawyers major in prelaw. My business degree is serving me well to illuminate the painfully obvious on this one.”
“I told you what happened.”
Sierra stopped as they came upon the first building, more excited to go inside than she wanted to admit. “No. You used veiled platitudes to tell me that local selling wasn’t a great revenue stream for the past few years. I let you have that since Dad’s death was fresh, but now, we need to really get into it.” She stood up straight, although she was still a few inches shorter than her brother. “What’s that about?”
“I told you about the Parsons.”
“Tell me more.” Lucy Parsons’ anger and fire told her what words might never be able to convey, but she needed to understand the situation from Drake’s perspective—to understand how things had gotten so wildly out of control.
Drake ran a hand through his slightly unkempt hair before dropping it to ruffle his beard in contemplation. “After you left, Dad threw everything he had into the business.”
“That doesn’t tell me what I need to know.”
“He became obsessed. He wanted to put Westmoore Estate on the map in a way it had never been before. He was shrewd, and he knew that an all-encompassing experience was a way to boost credibility.”
Sierra took a breath, visible like the heat from a smokestack as it puffed into the air in front of her. “So, why didn’t he build one?”
“I don’t know. For whatever reason, he decided that purchasing The Maple Inn, or at least the land and their business by proxy, was a better option. It was already established. It had the brand recognition. Again, he didn’t tell me, but to him, it made sense.”
Sierra scoffed. “A lot of things made sense to him that I’ll never understand.”
Drake took a step closer. “I know. I didn’t understand most of the choices he made either. I know I’ve said it before, but I never wanted this. Any of this. You were always better than me, and even though I was older, I hated that he didn’t see it that way.”
“But…” Sierra stubbed her boot against the ground, that strange feeling of being a child again called into mind.
“What was I going to do?” Drake said. “I’m not creative or smart like you. I work hard, and I wanted to work hard here. It’s all I’ve ever known. I didn’t know what the right thing to do was. I stayed here for fifteen years, and I need you to know that I tried to change his mind.” He took another step closer and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I wish I’d been able to do more, but when I wrack my brain, I don’t know what that could have been. I hope you understand that, and I hope I didn’t mess up.”
Sierra willed away the prickle forming behind her eyes. She wasn’t emotional, and more importantly, her father no longer held this power over her. It was Drake saying these things that caused the confusing swirl of emotion, but given her father’s permanent position in the ground, he didn’t much matter anymore.
“I know, Drake. We’re in this together now. There wasn’t a right solution, just a lot of hard choices.”
Drake cleared his throat, like he was fighting against his own emotions. “Then why didn’t you answer my calls?”
“Because it was easier. I work with complicated family dynamics every day. At best, after they die, someone passes along something they loved. At worst, families bicker and squabble over who’s entitled to what. Maybe it’s not fair, but I didn’t know if there could be an us when there was a you and him.”
“Shouldn’t that have been our choice?”
Sierra plucked at a nonexistent fray in her coat and didn’t make eye contact. “I made the choice I thought was right at the time. The same choice you made.”
“Have you…” Drake stilled, like he was trying to find the right words. “Have you dealt with everything?”
This time, she wasn’t quite sure she understood what he meant. “I cut ties and did my best to live my life. I moved to Boston and never once apologized for who I was. At the end of the day, I think that the best revenge is a life well lived.”
“And in Boston, you’re living a life that makes you happy?”
“You really should have been a philosophy major, Drake. You always did have a knack for asking the tough questions.”
Drake laughed and pulled her into a side hug as they stared at the large red building, only seen by staff members in the last few years. “The tough question now is how in the hell do we get this ready to take someone on a tour?” He looked over at her, his lips turned upward in a smile. “I can’t imagine what ever made you want to invite someone to check out the estate, but I’m glad it’s happening.”
If only Drake knew, but she was never going to admit it.
    
LUCY SAT in the passenger’s seat of Hannah’s SUV and focused on the winding drive up to the Westmoore Estate. They navigated through the front gate and continued for about thirty seconds until a classic brick colonial came into view.
They passed by the turnoff to the main driveway, then another decently-sized home behind the main house as a second turnoff breezed by.
With the exception of the areas closest to the buildings, all available ground was taken up by thick maple trees that grew more dense the farther into the property they drove. The trunks ranged from younger trees less than a foot in diameter to hulking giants that two people with arms outstretched couldn’t encompass.
The ground was covered with thousands of leaves in varying colors, the oranges and reds like a picturesque photo plastered onto a postcard.
“Wow,” Lucy breathed begrudgingly as they continued through the endless landscape. She turned around and confirmed that Chloe was enchanted with the trees and not paying attention to the conversation in the front seat, although she still lowered her voice. “You never imagine the devil’s den looks like a Gustav Klimt painting.”
“You better get that out of your system now,” Hannah said, “because when we exit this car, I need you to be Lucy Parsons, the community leader I vouched for.”
Lucy rolled her eyes. “I’m surprised I didn’t have to sign a waiver.”
“Honestly, me too, but Sierra and Drake said you were welcome to join.”
“Where was I when this whole ‘chummy with the Westmoores’ thing happened? If you tell me that I’ve been bumped down your speed dial list, I will literally throw myself out of this car.”
Hannah ignored the comment for the moment as she focused on the road. They approached an area clear of maple trees. A few differently sized buildings came into view, all painted red.
“I didn’t realize you and I had some type of exclusivity pact,” Hannah said as she put the car in park. She turned around in her seat to face her daughter. “Are you excited to see how maple syrup is made?”
“Yeppers!” Chloe unbuckled the seat belt on her car seat and waited for her mother to come around and open the door.
Hannah and Lucy both hopped out of the car, Lucy choosing to spend her time leaning against the exterior like a sulking teenager.
From her vantage point, it was easy to spot Sierra Westmoore when she stepped out of one of the largest buildings. Her hair was pulled back in a high ponytail, and she wore a thick, bright flannel with a black puffy vest over it like she’d just stepped out of an L.L. Bean catalog.
It had to all be for show because no one could seriously look that good in outdoor wear that was actually practical for working. Lucy looked down at her own bulky coat, which made her look like she’d evolved from primordial sludge, and righted her posture.
Sierra walked over, closer than Lucy would have preferred, as Hannah and Chloe rounded the vehicle. “Glad you could make it.”
“Hi,” Chloe said excitedly as she ran around the three adults in a tight circle.
“I like your braids,” Sierra said, gently patting the top of Chloe’s head as she eyed Lucy’s almost identical fishtail French braids.
“Thanks. Aunt Lucy did them for me this morning. She said we had to show a united front, but I’m not sure what that means.”
“Did she now?” Sierra asked, looking pointedly at Lucy.
Hannah took a step forward, like she did almost every time the three of them had found themselves together over the past few weeks. “Thanks again for inviting us. Chloe’s been talking about it nonstop all week. She thinks this is the equivalent to winning a golden ticket to the Wonka Factory.”
Sierra frowned. “I hope we can live up to the hype. Sadly, we don’t have any Oompa Loompas, so we may need to do some expectation setting.”
Chloe rolled her eyes and stopped running. “I’m not dumb. I know Oompa Loompas only live at the Wonka Factory. That’s their home.”
Lucy couldn’t resist the laughter that bubbled up with Chloe’s earnest statement, though she put her hand over her mouth before a snort escaped. “You’re absolutely right, Chloe. How’d you get so smart?”
“Mom says it’s because I read so many books like you. Except she won’t let me read her books. She says maybe when I’m older.” Chloe talked while she wandered around the driveway and inspected a few rogue leaves stuck to the pavement.
Sierra turned her attention toward Hannah. “You’re a writer?”
“For a few years now.”
“That’s awesome,” Sierra said, and Lucy was surprised at the genuine enthusiasm shining through in her voice.
“I absolutely love it. For writing never being the plan, it’s shaped up nicely.”
Hannah was too modest. “Hannah’s an absolute beast,” Lucy said. “Her books are smart and funny and sexy. “
Hannah blushed and elbowed Lucy, although it barely touched her body with the thickness of her jacket.
“Sexy?” Sierra asked.
“I write romance novels. Sex isn’t the main focus, but it’s definitely part of it.”
“Just like life,” Sierra said with a light laugh.
Listening to Sierra Westmoore make a reference to sex was not something Lucy had planned on doing today. Or, like, ever. Lucy’s pulse picked up, her blood threading faster through her veins than it had been moments ago. She wasn’t oblivious. She accepted that Sierra was strikingly pretty—if a person was into athletic blondes with piercing eyes. But probably straight. And most importantly, the daughter of her sworn enemy.
“Lucy?”
She looked up to find Sierra and Hannah staring at her. “What?”
“You were in your own little world there,” Hannah said, eyeing her with confusion.
Lucy cleared her throat and willed the blush heating her cheeks to dissipate. “Sorry. What did I miss?”
“We were going to go inside. Think you can manage that?” Hannah asked, her focus making Lucy uneasy.
She nodded and took a few cautious steps forward, her chaotic thoughts making her completely forget to glare. “Yes.”
    
SIERRA LOVED the sound of leaves crunching underfoot as they meandered through a pocket of the oldest and best-producing maple trees on the property.
“What are all those tubes?” Chloe asked, leaning forward but not touching anything.
“Those are pipes to help transport the maple syrup to the sugarhouse that I showed you. In spring, we’ll use those, but for today, I’ll show you how to tap a tree and hang the bucket. It’s a little cold, so no promises we’ll get any sap.”
“Cool,” Chloe said as she stood close to a tree, the look of wonderment never fading for even the most mundane explanations of the process.
“Do you want to help me pick a tree?” Sierra spun slowly in a circle with her finger pointed outward. “Say when…”
“When!”
She stopped, her finger pointing at a majestic tree, one of their oldest, although Lucy stood between the lucky winner and Sierra.
Hannah’s voice rose above the faint sound of wildlife. “So, you gonna tap that?” She burst into laughter, her body vibrating so hard she braced her arm against a tree close by.
“Hannah…” Lucy stood ramrod straight and perfectly still except for using her voice. She looked like an animal camouflaging itself from prey, her typically feisty demeanor invisible as her cheeks flushed pink. “That’s not appropriate.”
Hannah barely managed to stop laughing so that she could respond, her voice high. “Oh, now we have standards for behavior? I’ve felt like the parent to two children instead of one the last few weeks.”
Sierra watched the scene play out, unsure if she should interject. She couldn’t pretend she wasn’t getting a bit of satisfaction from Hannah telling Lucy off. The woman hadn’t been the easiest to deal with, and she enjoyed every moment of watching Lucy eat her humble pie.
Lucy stubbed her boot into the hard ground, her eyes cast downward. “It hasn’t been that bad.”
Before the conversation could continue, Drake emerged through a small path in the trees and waved.
“Hi, Mr. Drake!” Chloe darted from her spot near her chosen tree and ran up to him like an excited puppy. “How are you today?”
“I’m good, Chloe. And you don’t have to call me Mister. Just Drake is fine. Are you having fun?”
“Sure am,” Chloe said as she zigged and zagged around him. “I saw the big tanks and the little tanks and the tubes and the trees. Sierra said there won’t be any maple syrup today. Bummer…”
Drake dropped down low so he was at Chloe’s eye level. “We can’t make it, but we sure have plenty left to eat if you want some.”
Chloe rubbed her stomach like it was a genie lamp. “Well, I am pretty hungry.”
Hannah laughed and walked closer to the two of them. “She’s lying. She had lunch right before we came over.”
“I was going to make some maple-inspired dinner tonight if you’d all like to join.”
Sierra shot Drake a look. Since when did he make maple-inspired anything?
Lucy jumped in quickly. “Oh, no, thanks. We don’t want to impose.”
Drake beamed a smile that could melt even the coldest of hearts—maybe even Lucy’s. “No imposition at all. I’d love to have you all join. I’ve started most of it, so it’ll be ready soon.”
“Whatcha makin’?” Chloe asked seriously.
“I was thinking burgers with maple bacon, maple baked beans, and maybe some maple monkey bread for dessert. How’s that sound?”
Sierra didn’t know what Chloe thought, but she was going to Drake’s house whether invited or not if that was the menu. Her long hours and years in the city had only allowed her to live off delivery. Save for the microwave, her kitchen was sparkling clean from lack of use.
Hannah looked toward Lucy and smiled broadly. “Well, doesn’t that sound delicious, Lucy. You in?”
“You drove me here, so I’m not sure I have a choice. The good news is that with the situation as it stands, at least I can have a drink.” Lucy turned her focus on Sierra then, like being in her presence put her in the running for martyrdom. “Or four.”
“Who knows, maybe you’ll loosen up a bit,” Sierra said, lifting her brows and trying poorly to hide a smile.
“Awesome,” Hannah said before another battle of words could erupt. “We can get the car and meet you guys there in a few minutes.”
“Sounds good,” Drake said brightly.
    
LUCY HAD to admit that Westmoore Estate made a delicious maple syrup. Maybe one of the best in the state. Maine didn’t get much visibility when it came to maple syrup production with Canada and Vermont so close by, but there were a few serious producers, and the Westmoore family had spared no expense or attention to detail in their production.
The facility she’d toured was spotless, and even in the off-season, the trees were unexpectedly well maintained. She couldn’t understand how these people had been spawned by Robert Westmoore, the antithesis of family and community values.
Drake’s home was what the Westmoores referred to as a cottage, but was probably at least fifteen hundred square feet and more than enough for a small family.
Lucy sat outside in a landscaped back area with a fire pit and heaters, wondering how long she could pretend this was normal.
“I’m going to go inside to finish a few things in the kitchen,” Drake said as he removed the burgers from the grill. “Chloe, my sous chef for the evening, do you have an interest in helping?”
It seemed unlikely that Chloe could consume more food considering the amount of maple candy she’d managed to sneak in the last hour, but Lucy had learned to never be surprised where Chloe’s bottomless pit of a stomach was concerned.
Hannah stood up and moved toward the back door. “I’ll help you two. Chloe’s running on a sugar high right now, and I wouldn’t wish wrangling her around appliances on my worst enemy.”
Lucy leaned against her bulky jacket, no longer necessary with the warmth radiating from the fire pit situated in the middle of the patio. Sierra sat across from her, only the two of them now. She’d focused on staying quiet since they’d sat down, though the task was increasingly more difficult.
She looked up to find Sierra staring at her.
“What?” She ran her hands down her cable knit sweater. She might as well ask. Whatever Sierra Westmoore found lacking, she was likely to hear about anyway.
Sierra crossed her legs, and Lucy worked to pay attention with her brain and not her body. “Maybe we should pick some safe topics.”
Lucy crossed her arms. “What are ‘safe topics’?”
“I don’t know. We haven’t picked them yet.”
“Har-dee-har-har,” Lucy deadpanned. God, Sierra Westmoore was infuriating. Practical and forthright and communicative. Who acted like that?
Sierra sat up a little straighter and took a sip from her bottle of beer. “It’s a small town, and I’m going to be around more. For whatever reason, you’ve decided to transfer your hatred of my father onto me. Fine. Accepted. But we need to be able to have a conversation like actual adults. So I say we agree to a list of at least a few things we can talk about that we know won’t piss the other person off. And we’ll both agree to not pick fights.”
Lucy pursed her lips like she was seriously considering Sierra’s request. “What do you think are safe topics?”
“We both seem to like running. And we both like Chloe. That’s a start.”
“I like reading,” Lucy said, surprised at her forthrightness.
“Hmm… I’m more of a ‘lose myself in a brain dulling oblivion of reality television’ kinda girl,” Sierra answered, a smile tugging at her slightly wet lips.
“I really can’t tell if you’re joking or not.”
“I can’t either. But I do also enjoy reading. I don’t have nearly enough time for it, but I try to keep up with the world. Or just read to escape some days.”
Lucy’s pulse thrummed lightly in her neck, although she worked to quell any acknowledgment that she was engaged in the conversation. They weren’t going to become friendly so that Sierra could lull her into a false sense of security. And she definitely didn’t care why Sierra wanted to escape from her life.
“All right.” Sierra held up her fingers and counted off. “We’ve got running, Chloe, and books. Seems like a start.”
“How old are you?”
Sierra drew her brows together, and she held her tongue between her teeth for a few seconds before she spoke. “I’m thirty-six. Why?”
“I don’t remember you from high school.”
“I went to boarding school in Vermont.”
“Not surprising.”
Sierra sat up a little straighter in her chair. “And how old are you? Hard to gauge given you can’t hold a nonaggressive conversation.”
Lucy crossed her hands over her chest. “I’m thirty-three.”
“So you’re younger, and I still kicked your ass that badly in the 5K?” Sierra let out a low whistle.
Now they were getting somewhere, frustration working its way through Lucy’s veins. She’d been waiting for a reason to go off, and Sierra had just handed it to her on a silver platter. “Must be nice.”
“I don’t follow…” Sierra cocked her head to the side and tapped her fingers against the wooden arm of her chair.
“For your family to get everything they want and not care who they step on along the way. I bet it drove your dad insane that we wouldn’t sell The Maple Inn to him.”
Sierra stared at her with a look Lucy hadn’t seen on her before, her lips pursed tightly, her eyes cold and hard. “I really wouldn’t know.”
“Oh, no. Did you and Daddy have a falling-out over your trust fund allowance?” That one was a low blow, even for her.
Sierra flinched. “That’s not really any of your business.”
“Embarrassed to tell me? Did you crash one too many Range Rovers after a night on the town? Develop a pill-popping problem? Nothing enough money can’t solve, I’m sure.” Each time she dug in the knife, she thought of her own father and how disappointed he’d be with her cruel and thoughtless words.
But right after shame threaded through her body, she’d think of Robert Westmoore and all the things he’d done to them, and the words just wouldn’t stop coming, like she was stuck in purgatory and doomed to play out the same situation over and over. She kept pushing, intent to get Sierra to admit that she wasn’t Little Miss Perfect, back for noble reasons that wouldn’t throw Lucy’s life into a tailspin.
Sierra stood up, her face emotionless and pale, and Lucy knew she’d gone too far. Sierra stared down at her, the only sound the crackling of the fire pit as little embers danced between them in the growing darkness. “He disowned me when he found out I was gay,” Sierra said. “So, if you consider it a choice, then sure, me not coming back here my entire adult life was my own doing.” She rubbed at her neck and sighed. “This has been a real treat, but I’m about tapped out for tonight. I’m heading inside to say bye to everyone. I’d say have a good night to you, but I think we both know I won’t mean it.”
Lucy sat motionless as Sierra picked up her empty beer bottle and headed inside without looking back. There was a hollow pain in Lucy’s chest, and emptiness that made her want to curl into a ball on the patio furniture and cry as she came down from the moment, from the awful things she’d just said.
Whatever she’d been trying to coax Sierra to admit with her cruel jabs, it hadn’t been that.
    
“LET’S GRAB A DRINK.” Tara Collins, another partner at Sierra’s law firm, stood in the doorway to her office.
Tara had a very no-nonsense look, always in black pantsuits, her short, dark hair just the right length to not require much work but still look well maintained.
“I’m swamped here, T. Raincheck?”
Tara pushed her glasses up the bridge of her nose. “I will not take no for an answer. I’ve been dying for you to tell me about being back home.”
“God, word travels fast around here. I was hoping my absence would go unnoticed.”
“People love you, Sierra. Your absence, even for a week, was felt. Is this going to be a more permanent thing? Flood can’t be happy.”
Daniel Flood was the founder of Flood & Associates Law Group, and at seventy, he still worked sixty-hour weeks and could run circles around most junior associates. It had taken years for Sierra to earn his respect, mostly by way of never leaving the office before him.
She’d sacrificed relationships, friendships, and a significant amount of her mental health, but she was up for senior partner, and it finally all felt worth it.
Sierra groaned and looked up from her laptop. “I’ve been a model employee for twelve years. He’s smart enough to know this shouldn’t be the fight he picks. It’s only temporary anyway, so as long as I get my work done, I doubt I’ll hear complaints.” Or so she hoped.
“Come on, grab your coat. I’m buying."
After a few groggy seconds wrestling with her laptop bag, Sierra decided not to take her work computer home tonight and followed Tara from the building.
They stepped into a wine bar less than a mile from the office, the normal happy hour crowd long gone given that it was after 8 p.m.
Maple Run was only three hours away from Boston, but it was worlds apart in the speed at which life moved. Even though Sierra fell into bed exhausted on the nights she spent back home, it was a different kind of exhaustion, and she’d woken up in the morning excited to do it all again.
After sitting down at the bar and ordering a bottle to split, Tara wasted no time getting into details. “So, tell me everything.”
Sierra sighed, wondering how much she should share. Auburn hair and steely green eyes flashed through her mind, and she hated that Lucy Parsons was taking up any of her mental space, fueled by anger or not.
“It’s nice to be home. I enjoyed seeing my brother. It’s been a long time.”
“You mentioned him once I think, but you don’t talk about your family much.”
“There wasn’t much to talk about. Until going home for my dad’s funeral, I hadn’t seen Drake in fifteen years.”
Tara put down her wineglass. “Shit. That’s a long time. How was it?”
“Weird.”
“Is that a technical term?” Tara teased.
Sierra laughed and rolled her shoulders. “Everything felt the same, but the trees were bigger. And small-town politics are alive and well. I went home trying not to have expectations.”
“How’d that work out for you?”
“I didn’t think I’d miss it there so much. I don’t let myself think about it a lot.”
“Sounds like you and your family weren’t on very good terms. A few hours’ drive is no distance at all. That’s like getting across the city during rush hour traffic.”
She knew Tara, who’d been married to her wife, Lisa, for close to twenty years at this point, would understand. “Let’s just say my father was a bit more conservative when push came to shove than I expected.”
“And he didn’t change his mind?”
Sierra took a long sip of wine. “Not that I knew.”
“What about your mom?”
There was a dull ache in Sierra’s chest that had lessened with time but would likely never go away “She died when I was young. Breast cancer.”
“I’m sorry to hear that, Sierra.”
“I’d like to think she would have been okay with the person I am. She was always so loving and accepting.”
“The acceptance of other people can make a world of difference, but I think the most important thing is that you accept yourself.”
“I do.”
Tara laughed and picked up a cracker from the charcuterie and cheese board the bartender dropped between them. “How’s your love life?”
“Not fair. Between work and more work, there’s not much time for anything else. We can’t all meet the loves of our lives at an all-women’s college when we’re twenty. Talk about cliché,” Sierra said with a playful eye roll.
Tara smiled. “I guess we can’t. But it sounds like you gave up a lot to live your life, so I wouldn’t want you to waste it. Did you stumble on any prospects in your hometown?”
Sierra laughed. “Don’t gay people leave small towns to find romance?”
“Life’s funny like that. Sometimes you find what you didn’t even know you were looking for in the most unexpected places.”
“When did you become so cryptically self-actualized?”
“You didn’t tell me yes or no.”
“No. The closest I have to an ongoing relationship is a woman who absolutely hates my guts and has pretty much used the phrase ‘sworn enemy’ to define our engagements.”
“Wow,” Tara breathed out. “How’d you piss her off so quickly?”
“Family feud. Small-town politics really are no joke.”
“Think she’ll come around?”
“I don’t really care if she does. Why would I want to be around someone who’s not very nice to me?”
“Fair point. But if you’re back more, won’t you keep running into her?”
Sierra had been considering the exact same idea in the week she’d been back in Boston. “I’m really wishing invisibility cloaks were real right about now.”
“I’ve never seen Sierra Westmoore run away from conflict.”
“I’ve never met someone who dislikes me so much.”
“She doesn’t know you.”
“We had a bit of a blowup before I left last weekend. She pushed it, and I let her get under my skin. I hate that. All I’m trying to do is focus on reconnecting with my brother and enjoy how beautiful the town is.” Sierra cocked her head to the side. “By the way, you and Lisa should come visit one weekend. Now that my father’s gone, I can’t see a more befitting way to use the house than to host a gaggle of lesbians.”
“If you consider three people a gaggle, we really need to amp up your party life.”
“Is this your way of telling me you don’t want to be trapped on a beautiful maple syrup estate for the weekend with me?”
“Sounds idyllic, actually. Lisa and I haven’t taken a trip in far too long. Let me check with her, and we can figure out a few weekends on your side that work. Maybe after the new year?”
“Awesome,” Sierra said as they clinked their wineglasses together.
Now, all she needed to do was figure out a way to avoid Lucy Parsons and every social event Maple Run organized for the rest of her life.





Chapter Four
“I fucked up.” Lucy slid into their regular booth at the diner and pulled her scarf slowly from around her neck, her cheeks rosy with the bite of fall.
Hannah took a long sip of her coffee and closed the laptop sitting in front of her. “Want to clarify what this is about?”
It had been a week since her visit to Westmoore Estate, and she still hadn’t mustered up the nerve to admit what she’d done. Not to Hannah. Not to her mom. Not even to herself. And definitely not to the person she owed a serious apology.
But earlier today, as she’d been shopping at the hardware store for supplies for the inn, she’d spotted an unmistakable vest and another brightly colored flannel—Sierra Westmoore walking quickly down Main Street, back in town for who knew how long.
“You were right.”
Hannah let out a sigh and smiled broadly. “Those words are music to my ears, but I still have no idea what you’re talking about.”
Lucy ran her hands through her wilder than normal hair, given the day’s blustery wind. “I have been unfair to the Westmoores. I maybe took things a little far with Sierra last week when we were at their house.”
“I assumed.”
“What do you mean, you assumed?”
“Sierra didn’t say anything if that’s what you were thinking. She came inside and told Drake she had some urgent work thing to take care of, but I didn’t really buy it. I also didn’t push you about it on the way home because you looked like someone set your first edition copy of Fahrenheit 451 on fire.”
“Ok, first of all, way to pander to me. Secondly, I didn’t assume she said anything.” As the words rolled out, Lucy realized their truth. She hadn’t thought for a moment that Sierra had told anyone. From what she’d learned so far, it was not in the other woman’s nature to tear other people down to build herself up. Even when they deserved it.
Sue stopped by their table just as Lucy was psyching herself up to come clean, which was about as enticing as participating in the town’s polar bear plunge.
“Morning, girls,” Sue said. Lucy was sure that it wouldn’t matter if she was sixty and the waitress was ninety; she and Hannah would always be kids in Sue’s eyes.
Lucy scooted the empty coffee cup next to her place setting toward the edge of the table. “Heya, Sue. What’s shaking today?”
She fluffed her hair and winked. “Little of this, little of that. You know I like to keep things fresh.”
“This town doesn’t deserve you,” Hannah said with a broad smile.
They’d been coming to Beau’s Diner since they were kids, named after Sue’s late husband who’d passed away when they were young.
“Maybe it doesn’t. But I’m here, so I may as well give ‘em a good show,” she said with a hearty laugh.
Sue took their brunch orders and moved along quickly, a line of guests forming at the door.
“It’s busy today,” Hannah said, looking around.
“The bed-and-breakfast is at capacity, too. I didn’t know if I’d be able to leave to come meet you.”
“You’re lucky Chloe wasn’t there or you’d never have been able to stop making pancakes.”
Lucy laughed and took a sip of coffee. “That’s very true. We’re going to need to get her to start earning her breakfast keep there.”
“Can you really put a price on those tiny little arms giving you a koala hug?” Hannah’s eyes were bright, her adoration and devotion of Chloe as consistent as the Earth orbiting the sun.
“To be fair, she doesn’t get syrup in your hair nearly as often as mine,” Lucy said, pushing the long, tangly mane over one shoulder.
“You haven’t accepted the sophistication that is the mom bob.” Hannah pointed at her chin-length hair. “Harder to reach.”
Lucy pursed her lips. Her current life trajectory was so far from motherhood that it was laughable. “I’ll cross that bridge when I get there.”
Hannah’s posture shifted. “So, tell me what you did.”
Why had Lucy thought she needed to come clean? She could bury her bad behavior deep, deep inside and pretend it had never happened. Lots of people did it. She needed to learn to be more like them.
“I need you to say it.”
Hannah shifted her head. “Say what?”
“I need you to say that no matter what, it will all be okay.”
“Wow. This must be bad.” It was a back and forth they’d done since they were little, each refusing to have the conversation until the other promised it would all be okay. Hannah had made Lucy say it when Ben had died, and Lucy had made Hannah say it when her dad had passed away.
Usually, it was about things that weren’t their fault, the circumstances of a cruel world. But this time, Lucy had only herself to blame, and the guilt had chipped away at her every day she kept it inside. It really wasn’t helping that she’d reread “The Tell-Tale Heart” earlier this week.
She felt the thump thump of her own heart, ringing through her ears. She pushed her fingertips into the table and tapped aggressively in tandem with her pulse.
“Lucy?” Hannah’s voice was laced with concern, no doubt since Lucy hadn’t taken a breath in the last thirty seconds.
“I was an asshole,” she said. “An absolute asshole. I kept pushing and pushing, thinking I’d be vindicated when I found out the truth.” Lucy put her head in her hands. “All it did was make me feel worse.”
“What did you push?”
“I may have insinuated that Sierra left home because she and her father had a fight over her trust fund and her blowing it partying. Or something like that,” Lucy finished with an embarrassed mumble.
“Lucy.”
“I know.” She shook her head back and forth. “I knooooow. I said I was a complete asshole.”
“I’m sure that was really, really hurtful to her that you’d think that. Did she tell you why she left home?”
Would Hannah notice if Lucy slipped below the table and hid? “Yes.”
“Lucy, I know that Sierra is gay.”
Like a record scratched, Lucy’s head whipped up. “Wait. How did you know?”
“I’ll tell you, but I need you to say it.”
“Say what?”
“It.”
What in the hell was Hannah talking about? Whatever it was, she needed to know. “No matter what, it will all be okay,” Lucy said dutifully, like a spell that unlocked Hannah’s next words.
“I’m dating Drake.”
Lucy searched her best friend’s eyes for a sign that she was joking, only to find clear assurance behind them.
Confusion bubbled up as she tried to make sense of Hannah’s words. “Excuse me?”
“No, let me clarify. I’ve been dating Drake. For about six months now. That’s how I know about Sierra.”
“I say this in the nicest way I can manage, but what the actual fuck?” Lucy willed her erratic heartbeat to slow down. How could Hannah not have told her? She hadn’t dated anyone seriously since Ben had died. Hadn’t even seemed interested in dating anyone.
“We kept running into one another around town. I never planned for it to happen, but it did. I thought it might fizzle out and I’d never mention it, but it hasn’t.”
“What are you telling me? Does Chloe know? That girl can’t keep a secret to save her life, so I feel like this is some big joke.”
Hannah’s eyes narrowed. “It’s not a joke, and it’s not about you. Like, at all. I did what I thought was right by not bringing it up until it was serious, but Lucy, it’s serious. He hadn’t met Chloe until the Fall Fest. She doesn’t know I’m seeing him, and I’d prefer I be the one to tell her when I’m ready.”
“So…” Lucy’s mind worked to keep up with all the new information. “All the times you’ve seen one another since Sierra came back, you’ve been pretending to not know each other but you’re really together?”
“I can’t tell if you’re mad at me or proud of me for keeping this secret.”
“It’s just really unexpected. That’s all. I think my biggest question is why you didn’t tell me.”
“Really, Lucy? You’ve been on a one-woman crusade against the Westmoores since I can remember. I didn’t want to hurt you.”
“I—” Lucy deflated and fell back against the booth. “I’m sorry.”
“Drake is a sweet, kind man, and if it’s any consolation, he hated how his father behaved. And how his father treated Sierra. I can’t tell you how happy he’s been since she’s been back.”
“Wow…” Lucy took a few seconds to compose herself, a million thoughts knocking around in her brain. “It’s like you have this whole other life. I’m sorry you didn’t feel like you could share it with me. And I’m not saying that to guilt trip you. I really am sorry. I know how hard things have been for you since you lost Ben.” Tears pricked behind Lucy’s eyes, and she did everything in her power to stop them from falling.
“I’m just glad I was able to finally tell you,” Hannah said. “I hated keeping this from you.”
“I’m glad you told me. I reserve my disdain for Robert Westmoore, but I completely admit I’ve been unfair to Drake and Sierra.”
“Speaking of which, what are you going to do about Sierra? I think you owe her a huge apology.”
“I owe her more than an apology. I just hope she’s willing to hear it.”
    
SIERRA PULLED herself up from the sofa in the den and padded through the house toward the knocking at the front door.
She opened the door with a smile on her face, but it quickly dropped when she saw the visitor on the other side. She’d noticed Lucy earlier in town, but she’d kept walking, sure that no good could come from them speaking.
“Wait,” Lucy said before Sierra could close the door in her face. “Can we talk?”
“I can’t imagine why that wouldn’t be high on my list of priorities today,” Sierra said with a bite she couldn’t hold back.
Lucy put her hands out, palms up. “I know. I wouldn’t want to talk to me if I were you either, but I came to apologize. If you’re open to that.”
Sierra pushed her tongue against the back of her teeth and stared at Lucy evenly. She wore her oversized coat and tall boots, her hair piled into a messy bun on her head, the wild auburn curls barely contained.
Sierra didn’t trust her, but she damn sure hadn’t been expecting for Lucy to show up—with an apology to boot. She stood up to her full height when she realized she was in leggings and an oversized T-shirt. “Why?”
Lucy squinted. “Why what?”
“Why do you want to apologize?”
“Because what I said was mean and in extremely poor taste?” Lucy phrased her words like a question.
“Are you sure?”
Lucy scrunched her nose in a way that would have been cute if Sierra didn’t wish she’d never have to see this woman again. “Are you trying to confuse me?” she asked.
“I’m just trying to figure out if someone is making you apologize,” Sierra said as she folded her arms across her chest.
“No,” Lucy answered indignantly before she calmed. “I decided it was the right thing to do.”
“Come in.” Sierra stepped back and let Lucy pass into the foyer.
“I see I’ve provided a satisfactory answer to the Sphinx’s riddle,” Lucy said absently, staring at the vaulted ceilings.
Sierra closed the door behind them to stop the heat from escaping into the near-freezing outside. “Have you ever been here before?”
“I did actually egg your house once. Not my finest moment, and when I realized it wasn’t even going to be your dad cleaning it up, I felt even worse.”
A smile itched at the corners of Sierra’s mouth, but she kept her lips neutral. “Seems like you have a track record.”
“Of what?”
“Not thinking things through.”
Lucy bit the inside of her lip. “I’m going to let you have that one.” She took a step closer to Sierra so that they stood about a foot apart. “I’m sorry. The things I said to you were horrible.”
Sierra shifted from her heels to the balls of her feet. Could it really be that easy? Just accept Lucy Parsons’ apology and move forward? “I appreciate you saying that.”
“And, well, I also had something I wanted to ask you. Your brother, too.” Lucy stilled and waited for Sierra’s confirmation to continue, her hands clasped in front of her.
Sierra enjoyed the blush wrapping itself around Lucy’s neck, the splotches of color vibrant against her pale skin. “What’s that?”
“My mom does a Thanksgiving thing at The Maple Inn every year. I wanted to invite you and Drake if you don’t already have plans.” Lucy looked nervous. “Hannah and Chloe will be there.”
“Tempting offer.” Sierra finally allowed her lips to turn upward in a smirk. “This olive branch doesn’t have anything to do with the fact that your best friend and my brother are dating, does it?”
“Wow. Good news travels fast in this town.”
Sierra cleared her throat. “But you do think it’s good news, right? Hannah’s not just toying with my brother?”
Lucy shook her head emphatically. “Hannah is one of the best people I’ve ever met, and she hasn’t seemed serious about anyone since her husband passed away three years ago. Whatever it is between them, it’s not a fling.”
“Thank god you didn’t take up with him,” Sierra said with a laugh. “Could have really put a cramp in your style when it comes to hating our family.”
Lucy’s eyes darted around. “So… should I tell my mom you’ll both be joining us or…”
“Let me talk to Drake, but if Hannah and Chloe will be there, I’m sure he’d like to join, so I will, too.”
“Cool. Well, I better go. But really, thank you.”
“For what?”
“For being willing to accept my apology.”
“Oh, I never said I was accepting your apology,” Sierra said. “But I do love turkey and can’t cook to save my life, so I’m willing to continue this conversation at Thanksgiving dinner.”
She opened the front door again without another word, and Lucy skittered out into the cold and disappeared as suddenly as she’d arrived.
    
EACH YEAR, The Maple Inn closed for a few days over Thanksgiving. They’d be open for Christmas when the town was decorated festively; when maple-tapping season came, it was far too busy to turn down the flood of visitors that flocked to the area to tour local sugarhouses and surrounding festivals.
Hannah and Chloe always came for Thanksgiving Day, along with an assortment of wayward strays in the town, although no one in the Westmoore family had ever made that list. This year would be different for many reasons, and as Lucy crawled out of bed and raised her arms over her head to stretch, she considered just how much everything had changed in the past month.
She still lived in her small home, built slightly back from The Maple Inn and situated near the similar, but bigger, home where her mother lived. Her dad had built her house when she’d decided to return to Maple Run after college in Portland, although before then, she’d lived in their home and commuted to school.
She’d always worked or gone to school, and she’d never had the type of college experience that was quintessential for many kids, leaving home and figuring out what life looked like outside of the nest.
She wondered what Sierra Westmoore’s life had been like. What it must have been like to leave everyone she’d ever known and start an entirely new life. Lucy couldn’t imagine. She still had her childhood best friend. She worked with her mom every day. Everyone in town had known her for her whole life.
In Maple Run, she knew how things worked. She escaped to grand adventures through the stories in books, and she threw herself into helping the town and preserving what made it so special to her.
So really, the only thing that was different, as she stared out her bedroom window toward The Maple Inn, was that they’d struck some sort of truce with the Westmoores. Hannah was dating Drake, and Sierra was…
Lucy didn’t know what Sierra was to them, and whenever it bubbled up in her mind, as it had with increasing frequency the last few days, she pushed the thoughts back and focused on her list of tasks.
Today, she’d take a quick run in the crisp weather and head over to the inn to start preparations for Thanksgiving dinner. She never knew exactly how many people would show up, but it didn’t matter. People in town knew they had an open invitation if they needed a place to spend the day, and they always made enough food for far more than had ever shown up.
As she walked toward the inn a little over an hour later, her mind still whirred, her run and the following shower not enough to help a calmness settle over her body. The Westmoores would be at dinner, one of whom--and it still felt strange to think about--was Hannah’s boyfriend.
Lucy ran through the list in her mind as her mother entered the kitchen.
“Morning, Lucy. Happy Thanksgiving.” Her mom, dressed in khakis and a bright orange sweater, walked around the counter and enveloped her in a hug, squeezing extra tight like she was still a small child.
Lucy’s dad had always loved Thanksgiving. No presents. No important decorations. Just people who cared about one another spending the day together. For those reasons, Lucy loved it, too; it was one of the only holidays her parents’ didn’t work, and she didn’t have to compete with twenty or thirty inn guests for attention. She’d gotten used to it over the years, but she still looked forward to Thanksgiving every year, and after her dad’s death, she’d become the head chef executing the event.
“Happy Thanksgiving! Do you have a final count for today?” Lucy asked, knowing her mom didn’t.
“I told a few people. We’ll set places for ten, but we can always add more if we need. Are Hannah and Chloe coming over early?”
Lucy stilled and considered the question. “Honestly, I don’t know. Maybe they’ll come with Drake?”
“Oh, I’m so happy for her,” Jill said. “Hannah’s had a hard life, and I wish her all the happiness that could possibly come her way. She’s been different lately, the happiest I’ve seen her since Ben passed away.”
Lucy moved toward the industrial-sized refrigerator and began gathering ingredients for the turkey. “I know.”
And Lucy did know. Hannah’s parents weren’t the affectionate or doting type, gone now, and she’d struggled through her childhood until she began spending more time at Lucy’s, the Parsons’ home always available when things got bad. It had taken a long time for Lucy to understand that some parents didn’t show their children enough love or patience, given that her home always had plenty, but Hannah had thrived in spite of her tumultuous upbringing.
And when Ben had died… Lucy could still barely think about it without tearing up. She hadn’t known if Hannah, left with a barely one-year-old daughter and a two-year college education, would ever recover. Lucy couldn’t count the number of times over the first year after Ben’s death she’d found Hannah crying in her house, wondering if it would ever get easier.
Jill leaned her hip on the edge of the counter. “You haven’t really talked to me about how you feel about Hannah and Drake. You doing okay?”
“Hannah is my best friend. If she thinks Drake is a good person, then so do I. Simple as that.”
“And what about Sierra?” Jill asked, arching a brow.
“What about Sierra?”
“What do you think about her?”
She stared into the refrigerator. “I don’t think about her because I don’t really know her.”
“Well, I think she seems nice. Such a shame you two got off on the wrong foot, but I’m glad to see you mending fences.”
Lucy heaved the turkey into her arms and carried it over to the counter. “I’m doing this for Hannah and Chloe, no other reason, so don’t go reading more into this than there is.”
As a lesbian in a small town, there weren’t many opportunities for her mother to play matchmaker, though that didn’t stop her from sighing meladramatically from time to time and saying, “I just want my baby to be happy,” like she did now, staring wistfully out the window.
“Mom,” Lucy whined. “You literally know nothing about her except that she’s pretty.”
Jill beamed. “So you think she’s pretty?”
Lucy rolled her eyes and aggressively snapped on her gloves to start cleaning the turkey. “I am not having this conversation with you. She’s as pretty as Drake is handsome. Confusing, given their father looked like a gargoyle with a bad toupee.”
“Lucy!”
“That’s my name, don’t wear it out. Ba-da-bah!” Lucy said as she drummed into the air with her gloved hands.
“Sometimes, I can’t believe you’re my child.”
“What? A smart, independent woman?”
Jill’s eyes were light, although her lips turned downward. “You get your stubbornness from your father. You two were always a force to be reckoned with when you set your minds to something, especially if it was pulling one over on me.”
Lucy had been doing better with her grief, not even thinking about it some days, but the loss of her father had flared up again with the death of Robert Westmoore. She couldn’t take this walk down memory lane or she might start crying over a twenty-pound bird, not the start she wanted to her favorite holiday. “That’s what you always tell me, although I think you underestimate your own tenaciousness. Now, are you going to make us both some coffee so I can at least properly defend myself against you?”
    
“THANKS FOR ARRIVING WITH ME,” Sierra said as they stood outside The Maple Inn, hoping it wouldn’t play out like her last visit. She turned toward Drake and grinned. “Sorry if I ruined your whole prom couple debut thing.”
Her brother laughed and pushed his shoulder into hers. “Chloe doesn’t know yet, so right now, I’m just another friend of her mom’s.”
“Wow. So you guys have talked about the whole introduction to Chloe thing? Sounds pretty serious.”
“It is,” Drake said with a smile that lifted his ears. “But I’m happy to take things as slowly as needed so that Hannah’s comfortable telling Chloe.” He knocked on the door, for which Sierra was grateful. Her hands were filled with bottles of wine, whiskey, and as much maple syrup as she could carry.
Jill Parsons answered the door moments later, dressed festively, her short, curly hair wild around her head. It was a similar texture to Lucy’s, although the younger Parsons must have gotten the reddish color from her father. She would have asked Lucy, but that was a decidedly unsafe topic in her mind, so she tucked the mental note away.
Sierra smiled and waved as much as the bottles allowed. “Hi. Happy Thanksgiving!” She wracked her brain for the last time she’d done a proper holiday of any kind, coming up empty and willing that thought away, too.
“Come in.” Jill ushered them into the inn quickly, the entry familiar to Sierra from the last time she’d been asked to leave the premises. This was the second place in Maple Run she’d been banned from in her lifetime, although the first one hadn’t stuck, and it appeared this one wouldn’t either.
“Is there a good place to put these?” she asked.
“Head straight through the hallway, and you’ll land in the kitchen and dining room in the back.”
“Great.” Sierra beamed and took off to make sure she didn’t drop anything as her arms went numb.
She entered the bright, open kitchen to find Lucy Parsons alone, hair tied haphazardly on her head and wearing a purple apron, her face so close to the oven that it looked like she was trying to put it inside.
“That would be quite a Thanksgiving memory, Ms. Plath,” she said as she heaved the items onto the counter just above hip level.
Lucy shot up quickly, but not before she bumped her head on the protruding oven handle in surprise. “Shit!” She hopped around like she’d hit her foot instead, making small, panicked circles.
Sierra moved reflexively to her side and put her arm on Lucy’s shoulder. “I didn’t mean to startle you. Are you okay?”
As though Lucy finally remembered the source of her injury, she ran her fingers along her forehead and rubbed lightly. Sierra waited for some frustrated scowl or angry comment, but it didn’t come. “Yeah. Just clumsy. I don’t know why I was surprised when a house full of people are set to arrive today.”
“You wouldn’t be the first woman to fall under my spell,” Sierra joked. Sarcasm was easier, but it felt wrong when Lucy stilled. “I’m sorry I surprised you.”
Lucy waved her hand and ducked out from under Sierra’s touch. “I really am clumsy. It’s why I run. Can’t really be trusted with anything except my own two feet, and even then, it’s a test sometimes.”
Sierra studied Lucy as she bounced around the kitchen like she didn’t want to stay still long enough for them to have a conversation. So, she may have been right: the invitation was mostly to placate Hannah and her new boyfriend, Sierra’s invitation by proxy.
Fair enough, but the food smelled delicious, so Sierra was staying. “Can I help with anything? And by help, I mean maybe pour you a glass of wine or a cup of coffee. Your clumsiness aside, I am wholly unqualified to work in the kitchen.”
Lucy finally stopped and put her hands on her hips, studying Sierra in the same way she’d done only moments before. “Why’s that?”
“Why’s what?”
“Why are you unqualified?”
Sierra shrugged. “It’s just not a skill I’ve developed. There wasn’t really a reason. Cooking for one is no fun, and I work long hours.”
She didn’t like the frown that appeared on Lucy’s face. “Cooking is one of the most basic human functions.”
“I’d have to argue that eating is one of the most basic human functions. Maybe I have a whole life as a wild berry and mushroom forager.”
Lucy laughed, her body puffing out with the punctuated sound pushing from her lips. “You make maple syrup. That’s a type of cooking.”
“That’s a production process. It’s different.”
“It’s not. You take something and turn it into something else. With cooking, you just add more things before making something else.”
Sierra cocked her head to the side and considered the explanation. “Not a bad way of looking at it. But my original points still stand.”
Lucy busied herself chopping potatoes. “Aren’t you some big-time lawyer or something? Shouldn’t you control your own hours? Or get a girlfriend if you want to cook for more people?”
So at least Lucy wasn’t homophobic and could say the word girlfriend without blushing or pretending like lesbian relationships didn’t exist.
Sierra slipped off her coat and draped it on the back of a counter chair before she sat down. “It’s not my law firm, so I don’t really get to dictate my hours. And what, should I just go put my skills to work and forage a girlfriend from a girlfriend tree somewhere? If only life were that simple.”
“Tell me about it,” Lucy said absently as she continued to chop potatoes with a precision and focus that impressed Sierra.
“Tell you about what?”
Lucy looked up, like she’d been acting on autopilot. “What?”
Sierra didn’t want to repeat the comment, wishing she’d never said it in the first place. “Nothing. So, can I get you anything? We brought some maple syrup on the off chance that you wanted any. If not, it’s just a gift.”
“We?”
“Me and Drake.” Sierra pointed to the doorway that Drake and Jill Parsons still hadn’t emerged through.
Lucy nodded solemnly. “Poor buddy. He’s probably getting a sickeningly sweet third degree from my mother now that she knows he’s dating Hannah. He doesn’t know what he’s in for.”
Sierra slid her forearms against the counter so that she inched toward Lucy, her curiosity piqued. “And what’s he in for?”
“Well, there won’t be any overt ‘if you hurt her, I will hurt you’ business, but there will be a lot of death by a thousand papercuts. By the time he walks in here, he’s going to think Hannah’s a mythical creature, wondering if he shouldn’t just rip out his beating heart as a sacrifice now.” Lucy continued chopping and dropping the potatoes into a mixing bowl with no acknowledgment of what she’d just said.
“Lucy. What the hell?” Sierra laughed.
Lucy looked up, her green eyes bright. “Drake dealt with your father. I’m sure the gentle yet well-meaning prodding of my mother isn’t going to break him.”
Sierra was struck by the sincerity in Lucy’s voice--the astute observations of her own mother mingled with a certain acceptance that Drake was in the club, provided he paid his dues and really did worship Lucy’s best friend. And most importantly, the way Lucy spoke about Robert Westmoore, even if it was negatively, without turning it into a bigger conversation.
“I’m starting to get the impression he’d walk through fire for Hannah,” Sierra said.
“I’m happy for her,” Lucy said. “She deserves to be with someone who would.” She pointed her knife at Sierra. “And with Chloe on his shoulders if needed.”
“Absolutely.” Sierra nodded and smiled, the moment strangely heavy. “But we appreciate you inviting us. I’m sure Drake is happy to have the chance to spend Thanksgiving with Hannah and Chloe.”
Lucy’s eyes went wide, like she’d been caught at something. “Hey,” she said loudly, looking over Sierra’s shoulder. “When did you get here?”
Hannah strolled into the kitchen and placed a few bags on the high counter next to Sierra. “Happy Thanksgiving.”
Sierra couldn’t stop staring at the flush wrapped around Lucy’s neck.
Lucy put the knife down and wiped her hands across her apron. “Where’s Chloe? I’m shocked I didn’t get a tiny body slam already.”
Hannah laughed. “I have a slinking suspicion Drake’s started keeping maple candies in the pockets of all of his jackets to get on Chloe’s good side, so she’s in the entry with him and your mom.”
“Not a bad tactic. She is very food-motivated.”
“Lucy, she’s not a dog.”
Sierra laughed but at least had the decency to cover her mouth as two sets of eyes looked toward her. “Sorry. I mean it’s funny. I don’t spend that much time with kids, but Chloe seems like one of the good ones, doggish traits and all.”
Hannah smiled and turned toward her. “You’re always welcome to hang out with us. Now that the cat’s officially out of the bag with the adults, Drake and I were thinking about having him around a little bit more so that Chloe can get comfortable with him.”
Sierra grew uncomfortably emotional at the invitation and cleared her throat. “That’s very sweet of you.”
Hannah walked around the counter and poured herself a cup of coffee. “You too, Luce. Now that you two are mending fences, I assume I don’t have to act as a human shield?”
Lucy blushed further, the tips of her ears turning slightly red. “I thought it was my magnetic personality that drew you to me.”
“I know you’d like to believe that’s why women like you, but have you considered they come for the looks and stay for your loyalty?”
The hair on the back of Sierra’s neck stood up, and she couldn’t stop the words that popped out. “Wait… you’re gay?”
Lucy’s face turned an even deeper shade of red, confirming the answer to Sierra’s question. Why hadn’t she told her when she’d come over to apologize the other day?
“Oh my god. I thought you told her,” Hannah said, staring at Lucy with her coffee cup hanging a few inches from her mouth. “Shit. Sorry.”
“It’s not a secret. It just didn’t come up.”
“I—” Hannah’s words were cut off as Chloe dashed into the kitchen with Drake and Jill following closely behind.
“Aunt Lucy!” Chloe screamed as she barrelled her body into Lucy with impressive force. Someone should really sign that child up for a contact sport, Sierra thought.
After Chloe gave Lucy a hug, she scampered over to the side of the counter and stood in front of Sierra, her arms outstretched. Could people melt? Was that really a thing? With Chloe standing in front of her waiting for a hug, she thought she might.
Sierra hopped down from her chair and dropped to her knee. As she opened her arms, Chloe came at her faster than a tackle off the snap, pushing forward with the full force of her body. “Hi, Sierraaaaaaaaaaaa.”
She hadn’t had a hug this serious in a long time, her arms encircling Chloe as the little girl squeezed her tightly. “Hey, kiddo. Happy Thanksgiving.”
Chloe shifted her body back slightly so that their faces were a few inches apart. “I like your brother. He gives me candy,” she whispered conspiratorially.
Sierra touched her empty pockets. “I don’t have any candy, but I did bring a whole bunch of maple syrup.”
Chloe’s eyes lit up like fireworks on the Fourth of July, and just like that, Sierra was in the club, too. She wished letting grown people into her own life was that simple, that she hugged anyone she knew with the same ferociousness Chloe did a newfound friend.
She stood up when Chloe stepped back and began eyeing the maple syrup bottles on the counter, her eyes drifting over to Lucy who watched the scene play out without speaking. Maybe Lucy would be frustrated that Chloe’s attention had become split, but mostly, Sierra hoped that Lucy would be able to start seeing whatever it was Chloe saw in her. And that Sierra could see it in herself, too.
    
LUCY’S MOM shooed her away when she reached the sink. “You cooked all day, Lucy. Go hang out with everyone.”
By everyone, she meant the most surprisingly light turnout of a Thanksgiving to date. No one except for the Westmoores and Hannah and Chloe had come this year. Lucy hadn’t minded; the rest of the day was filled with laughter and drinking, the fridge now filled with more leftovers than they’d know what to do with.
“I think Hannah, Drake, and Chloe are having a moment,” she said, staring at the dining room table where the three sat together, assembling a puzzle.
“Why don’t you give Sierra a tour? It’s the least you can do after what happened the first time she came here.”
“I think she stepped out to take a work call,” Lucy said as she spotted Sierra walking through the hallway into the kitchen.
“Perfect timing.” Her mom beamed. “Sierra, Lucy’s going to give you a tour of the inn if you’d be interested.”
Sierra froze, her posture stiffening as she waited for a confirmation from Lucy.
“Least I can do,” Lucy said sheepishly, the understatement of the year.
Sierra looked through the kitchen to the dining room and spotted the trio assembling the puzzle. “A tour sounds good.”
“So, you’ve seen the kitchen and dining area,” Lucy said, stepping closer. “When we’re open, we do breakfast every morning between seven and nine.”
“Who cooks?”
“Me, mostly, although we get help a few days a week.” Sierra nodded in understanding, and Lucy moved past her into the hallway to continue their impromptu tour. “Follow me?”
Sierra trailed a few steps behind, like she was unsure if Lucy would throw her out of the house at any moment. A prickle erupted across Lucy’s skin at Sierra’s trepidation, embarrassed that she’d been the one to cause it.
“And this is the greeting and check-in area, which is as far as you made it last time,” Lucy said with a light laugh. The least she could do was acknowledge the elephant in the room.
“I remember it vividly,” Sierra said as her lips turned upward in a smile. “I’ve never been thrown out of a hotel before.”
“Technically, it’s an inn, but there’s gotta be a first time for everything, right?”
Sierra looked around the room, her attention shifting from the small seating area surrounding a fireplace to the ornate check-in desk, finally settling on the deep staircase that led to the second floor. “It’s very homey.”
“Is that some kind of veiled insult wealthy people use?”
“No. It feels comfortable,” Sierra said, though Lucy was unable to pinpoint the emotion etched across her face. “I like it. Maybe that’s why I tried to stay here.”
Heat wrapped around Lucy’s neck, her pulse thrumming through her body. “I really am sorry about that. I’ll say it as many times as you need to hear.”
Sierra took a step closer. “I sort of believe you. I think you’re sorry now, but I don’t blame you for what happened. My brother told me a bit about the situation.”
“This doesn’t seem like a safe topic.” Lucy’s voice was quiet, a small bubble forming in her throat.
“It’s probably not. Why don’t you show me the rest?” Sierra’s eyes were light, like she enjoyed watching Lucy squirm.
Lucy moved wordlessly toward the steps. “After you,” she said, gesturing for Sierra to head upstairs.
She watched as Sierra climbed the stairs, her body bouncing gently with each step, a gracefulness in her movements. Sierra reached the landing and turned back toward her, and Lucy was caught off guard by their sudden closeness.
For the second time that day, she felt Sierra’s hand on her body, although this time, the purpose was to keep her from falling backward down the steps she’d walked up a million times before.
Sierra’s grip was strong as she pulled Lucy safely onto the landing. Their bodies were pressed together. Lucy’s heart beat wildly in her chest, acutely aware of where they connected at the hips and how one of Sierra’s hands enveloped her upper arm, the other fastened around her waist like they were dancing.
“Are you okay?” Sierra said with a strange look on her face.
Lucy averted her stare. “I’m fine. Wow, I told you I was clumsy, but I’m really proving it today.”
“So, if you have magnetic energy, I must have the repelling kind?” Sierra joked as she continued to hold her. A strange confusion bubbled inside Lucy with their closeness. Sierra smelled sweet like maple syrup, her body much softer to the touch than Lucy had ever anticipated, given her athleticism.
Lucy shook her head back and forth and tried to focus on the conversation and not the feeling she hadn’t felt in far too long. “I think Hannah clarified that I’m not magnetic. And you’re definitely not repelling.”
Sierra loosened her grip then, letting her arms fall to her sides. “That’s always nice to hear, especially from my archnemesis, but don’t sell yourself short. I think you can be very magnetic when you want to be.” Lucy’s body heated from the inside out, the soft lilt of Sierra’s words confusing for so, so many reasons. “I mean, Chloe is your number one fan. She’s stuck to you like velcro.”
The mention of Chloe brought her back to reality and her misinterpretation of the situation, and she took another small step, away from the staircase but sidestepping Sierra. “Children do love me for reasons I cannot fathom.”
“Do you carry maple candy in your pockets, too?”
“What would you think if I did?”
“I’d be impressed with your preparedness, although it’s a dicey gamble in the summer.”
Lucy pulled her lip in between her teeth and tried to come up with a witty response, annoyed that the erratic thrum of her heartbeat hadn’t stilled. She was even more annoyed that her eyes focused on the exposed column of Sierra’s neck, smooth and soft, like she was a vampire eyeing her next meal.
“Shit,” Lucy said out loud when she realized how far her mind had traveled.
“What?” Sierra met her gaze, her brown eyes drawn upward in confusion.
“Shit, I’m a terrible tour guide. Let me show you the upstairs, and we can get back to the group.” Lucy walked down the long hallway with purpose, her stomach doing tiny flips with each step as she willed the feeling away.





Chapter Five
Sierra sat in her perfectly decorated office, listening to her perfectly curated playlist of Christmas music, unable to focus on anything related to work. She stared out through the window, the trees naked and barren, not a bloom in sight. There was a harshness in the air that bit at her exposed skin the moment she stepped outside each night, and she could practically feel it from the safety of the perfectly temperature-controlled building as she watched the wind whip around and shake the thin branches.
She liked perfection, and she liked control. The last month had been neither of those things. Spending Thanksgiving with the Parsons family and her brother had kicked off a whole range of emotions she wasn’t prepared to deal with, so she’d done what any mature adult would.
She’d run back to the safety of Boston and its anonymity, refusing to set foot back in Maple Run. She’d made excuses, and she’d just flat out ignored calls, but there was a prickle under her skin. An itch she couldn’t scratch.
Nothing had even happened. She was on even better terms with her brother than they’d been as children, her family had slowly worked its way back into semi-acceptable standing, and she’d proved to her company that she could juggle the work here and there with little issue.
So why did she feel so out of sorts? So at odds with herself all the time?
Her phone buzzed, and she hit the speaker button. “Yes?”
Janet, her assistant, was on the other end. “Your last appointment for the day is here. Should I send them in?”
“Yes.” She stood up from her desk and smoothed her pencil skirt, making sure her crisp, white shirt was tucked in. She walked over to the door and waited for her newest clients to arrive, the Coopers.
She’d always excelled at her job because she didn’t get caught up in the emotions. People were clients, and clients gave her money. She was friendly and sympathetic, but she didn’t get down in the weeds.
At least, she hadn’t before Thanksgiving, but her job was now more complex than she’d ever dreamt possible. Suddenly, clients were people. People with lives and hopes and dreams and losses. People wondering how to allocate money to take care of their disabled adult children after they were gone; people wondering if there would be anything left after they were gone to give to their families. People making difficult decisions about the ends of their lives or people with things to lose doing the best they could to prepare in the event something unexpected happened.
Sierra had spent so long living outside of it all that she’d never considered herself one of those people. She’d had her own plans drawn up years ago, her assets to be divided among a number of charities. Simple as that. There was no one else. Nothing else to consider.
An older couple stepped into her office, and she pushed the thoughts away and greeted them with a smile and a handshake. “Nice to meet you both. Please, have a seat,” she said, gesturing towards a sitting area off to the side of her desk.
They sat down on the sofa together, hand in hand, and Sierra situated herself in one of the wingback chairs.
“Since this is our first meeting, I always like to discuss where your life is currently. I already have your financial information, but I’d like to understand what you’re looking to do so that I can help you navigate the process.”
Mrs. Cooper squeezed her husband’s hand. They were at least in their seventies, both graying. Mr. Cooper had more hair in his nose and ears than was still left on his head. But they both seemed happy, leaning into one another like the physical touch gave them comfort.
Mrs. Cooper began speaking, her voice soft but strong. “I was diagnosed with cancer last year. We’ve fought a good fight, but we’re nearing the end of the road.”
Tears pricked behind Sierra’s eyes. Jesus Christ. She didn’t want to break down crying in front of these people who’d spoken barely a sentence so far.
“I’m sorry to hear that, Mrs. Cooper. I am more than happy to help you arrange your assets and finances.”
“I want John to move to one of those fun-loving retirement communities in Florida or somewhere warm. Wrestle some alligators. Play some bingo. Maybe find some new friends to pass the time with.”
“Darling,” John said, his voice full of emotion as he squeezed her hand tighter.
“We’re heading down there for a visit next week,” she said happily. “I’ve never been to Florida.”
With those words, Sierra wasn’t a human anymore. She was a puddle of emotion held together by skin, although at any second, it could begin seeping out of her and into the world, like water forcing itself through a pipe after a clog had been removed.
Sierra took a breath and crossed her legs, picking up the manilla folder on the table. “I hope you two have a lovely trip.” She flipped idly through the pages she’d already reviewed multiple times prior to the meeting, looking for any excuse not to make eye contact. “You have done the hard work, which is planning well up until now. Today, we’ll discuss a bit more about what you want to do in the coming year or so and then ensure you have plenty to live on before we look at allocating the remainder of the funds.”
Mrs. Cooper leaned forward, her light green eyes filled with happiness. “You don’t need to be so gentle with us, Ms. Westmoore. We’ve lived a good life. A great life in fact. We raised children. I was one of the first female vice presidents at my company. John was the head of our neighborhood watch and the leader for our son’s Eagle Scout troop.”
“And we’ll be together again soon,” John said as he stared lovingly at his wife. God, were they trying to kill her?
“I’m happy to hear that,” Sierra said as she choked back the emotion, working to focus all her energy on keeping it together.
When Sierra stepped outside into the bitter air she’d dreaded earlier, she welcomed the bite. It made her feel something different than the nebulous, uncomfortable feeling that had taken up residence in her chest since her conversation with the Coopers.
She pulled out her phone and searched her contacts as she walked toward her car. She hit dial before she chickened out and waited for the call to connect.
“Hey, I’m surprised to hear from you,” Drake said on the other end. “It’s been a few weeks.”
She dug her keys out of her coat and stopped in front of her car, laughter echoing on the other end of the call. “Sorry, big brother. Busy couple of weeks at the office ahead of Christmas. Am I interrupting anything?”
“I can talk for a minute,” Drake said, the background noise changing like he had moved to a quieter location. “I’m at Hannah’s with Chloe and Lucy. We’re making pizza.”
Sierra smiled as she thought about the scene playing out, Chloe eating every topping in sight while Drake and Hannah made moony eyes at one another and playfully argued over the perfect dough recipe.
And Lucy… What was Lucy doing? She was probably rolling her eyes while being the most secretly invested in the process, painstakingly prepping perfect cuts of each topping to use and encouraging Chloe to think outside the box with her choices.
She felt that familiar constriction in her chest again, the thought of going home to an empty apartment less tempting than it had seemed minutes ago. “That sounds fun.”
“It is. We wish you were here. Chloe’s asked about you a few times. Lucy, too, although her questions used verbs like ‘scampering’ to describe your sudden departure.”
She ignored the second part. There was only so much she could deal with in a day. “I miss that little munchkin. Have you told her yet?”
“We have. She doesn’t quite understand the concept of dating, but she seemed excited I’d be hanging out more, so I’m chalking that up as a win. She also said I make pancakes almost as good as Aunt Lucy, which is definitely a win in my book.”
Sierra didn’t have to think before answering. “That woman is the best at anything she sets her mind to, so you’re right to feel proud.”
“That she is. She’s already deep in planning for the next few community events. The polar bear plunge is happening in January, and then Maple Fest after that, which is the biggest event of the year.”
She quirked a brow. “Wow, I didn’t realize Maple Run had such a bustling social calendar.”
“It does with Lucy Parsons at the helm. With all of Dad’s bullshit, the town could have taken a real hit. Lucy stepped up and made a name for fun, local events the town could rally around.”
Sierra smiled and thought about the frenzy that was Lucy Parsons, remembering the day she’d seen her at the Fall Fest. “I don’t doubt that for a second.”
“So, not to cut this short, Sierra, but were you just calling to chat or…”
She took a deep breath. “I just wanted to see what your plans for Christmas were.”
“I see,” Drake said knowingly. “The alley cat needs a place to rest for the long winter.”
“I’m not an alley cat, Drake. My god.” What was wrong with her brother? His comment was fair, but seriously?
“I’m kidding. I was going to spend Christmas Day at Hannah’s, but I’m sure you’re welcome to join.”
Sierra wavered. “I don’t want to impose.”
“Let me discuss with Hannah tonight after Chloe heads to bed. And, sis...”
“Yeah?”
“I miss you. Come home soon.”
“I will, D. Let me know after you talk to Hannah.”
Sierra ended the call and started her car, strangely nostalgic for a life she’d never had.
    
LUCY STOOD in front of the six-foot pine tree at Hannah’s house, which was covered on almost every branch with more ornaments than she thought the tree could sustain.
Chloe, however, felt differently, her body bobbing around in search of another branch to place the ornament she held in her hand.
“You’re playing a dangerous game, Chloe.” Lucy took a sip of her eggnog, watching the scene play out without doing much to stop it.
Hannah bustled around the kitchen, Drake helping her as they prepared Christmas Eve dinner. She’d be back tomorrow to spend the day, with a few more guests in attendance.
“Yessssss,” Chloe whispered next to the tree. She placed the shiny ornament along a wide, fat part near the bottom. It was something she’d made at school the day before, although Lucy couldn’t quite tell its intended form.
Chloe bobbled over to her in her bright, festive pajamas. “Aunt Lucy, when is Santa coming?”
“Tonight. Have you been good this year?”
“Yes,” she said, nodding emphatically.
“Are you sure?”
“Definitely.”
She admired Chloe’s unwavering confidence. “So, you haven’t been sneaking maple candies?”
Chloe tilted her head and put her hands on her hips. “Those were a gift.”
“How many candies have you had today?”
“I don’t know. A couple,” Chloe said, staring past her mischievously.
Lucy turned around to see Drake give the little girl a wink. She couldn’t even be mad. It was so sweet, the camaraderie they’d developed over the past month. The maple candies didn’t hurt, but it was because Drake was consistent and loving. Even Lucy had found herself won over by his presence.
Besides, she hadn’t seen Hannah this happy since Ben had died. She had a glow about her, like she floated when she walked these days, a wistfulness that reminded Lucy of teenagers with their first crushes. She’d never begrudge her best friend that happiness, even if it had come from an unlikely source.
“The maple candy monster wants to know when dinner will be ready,” Lucy said toward the kitchen.
“In just a minute. Chloe, go wash your hands,” Hannah said as she stepped from behind the counter separating the living room and galley kitchen.
Chloe stood still and stomped her feet. “I don’t wanna.”
“Santa knows when you don’t wash your hands.”
Chloe sucked in her cheeks and raised her eyebrows like she was getting ready to fight. “Santa’s pretty tough this year,” she said as she stalked off toward the bathroom at the end of the hall.
“How many more years do you think you can get her to behave with the threat of Santa Claus?”
Hannah laughed and threw a dish towel over her shoulder. “At least ten?” she said hopefully.
Lucy moved toward the dining room table and took a seat. “Good luck with that. I just spent an hour painstakingly explaining how Santa Claus made it to every house in the world each Christmas. That kid’s brain has a brain.”
“I’m sure you explained it well,” Drake said as he walked toward the table with a large pan.
“Can I help with anything?”
Hannah shooed her back into her seat with a handwave. “No, Luce. Sit. You’ll have an inn full of people to make breakfast for tomorrow morning, and you always cook.”
The inn was about half full for Christmas Eve, mostly couples without children or families that didn’t celebrate the holiday, taking advantage of the lower prices during this time of year.
“That used to be true. Drake is giving me a run for my money. Not that I’m complaining at all,” she said, rubbing her stomach for emphasis as Drake set the pan down on a hot pad in the middle of the table.
Drake walked back to the counter and picked up a bowl filled with maple-glazed brussels sprouts. “There isn’t much by way of delivery in this town, so I would have starved if I hadn’t learned to cook.”
“Makes sense why your sister has thrived in Boston. Unlimited delivery options.” Sierra had come up a few times in the last month, although her sudden departure from Maple Run hadn’t been explained other than veiled references to a busy work schedule.
“She is also very much a survivor, although as you can tell, in very different ways.”
Lucy took a chance. “So, is she still coming for Christmas dinner?” She hoped her curiosity wasn’t as overt as it felt inside, her body uncomfortably anxious for the answer.
Hannah moved over to the table with mashed potatoes just as Chloe skittered out from the hallway. “I think so. Right, Drake?”
Drake nodded and sat down in a chair. “Yes. Sierra told me she’ll be here tomorrow.”
A small thrill shot through Lucy’s body at the idea, although she worked to temper the sensation and display nothing outwardly. December had been a strange month, her mind often drifting to what Sierra Westmoore was doing when she lived her life in Boston. Probably dating. Probably eating at expensive restaurants. Probably living her life on exactly her terms. And probably, not giving a single thought to Lucy since she’d been gone.
And why should she? They’d barely ended Sierra’s last visit on good terms, even if that was a much better term than they’d begun their relationship on.
“Sierra’s gonna be here?” Chloe asked as she climbed into a chair next to Drake, adjacent to Hannah at the head of the table.
“Yes, sweetie,” Hannah said as she sat down, too. “You remember that Sierra is Drake’s sister, right?”
Chloe looked expectantly at the food-laden table. “Yep. She’s the pretty one who gives me maple syrup.”
Hannah looked at Drake. “You are also the pretty one who gives her maple syrup as far as I’m concerned.”
“Boys can’t be pretty,” Chloe said with certainty, her small hand reaching for a spoon.
Lucy looked across the table. “And who told you that?”
“I dunno. Girls are pretty, not boys.”
“I agree, girls are pretty. But boys can be pretty, too. And girls can be handsome. And everyone can be beautiful. Or clever and smart and funny and kind.” God, this kid was going to be a handful.
Chloe shook her head back and forth. “Boys are yucky.”
“Oh, my dear, sweet Chloe. We have so much in common,” Lucy said with a laugh she couldn’t contain.
Chloe was just beginning to understand that sometimes, people picked people that they wanted to spend their time with, although the details of what that entailed were still a long ways off. But she knew her mom had picked Drake, and she seemed satisfied with that choice.
“Mom just thinks Drake is pretty because he’s her boyfriend.”
Hannah’s face went red, and Drake stifled a laugh and took another sip of wine.
“Drake is my boyfriend, but I don’t like him because he’s pretty. I like him because he’s a good person. Although it doesn’t hurt,” Hannah said as she looked at Drake lovingly.
“Sierra’s pretty, and she’s nice,” Chloe said as she shoved a piece of bread in her mouth. “Maybe she can be your girlfriend, Aunt Lucy?”
Lucy choked on her eggnog and slapped her chest. Hannah and Drake both stared at her, like neither of them wanted to touch the topic of conversation, leaving Lucy to figure out how to move forward once she could breathe again. “She is pretty and nice, and yes, I will have a girlfriend and not a boyfriend. But Sierra is just a friend.” Kind of. Maybe. Who knew these days?
Chloe finished chewing her hunk of bread and pursed her lips, deep in thought. “You could do a lot worse.”
Lucy leaned toward Hannah, her voice low. “Who taught her to say that?”
Hannah laughed. “She probably heard you say it. But I mean really… the kid has a point.”
    
“SIERRA?” Drake called her name from somewhere downstairs, although it was slightly muffled given the size of the house.
She’d arrived back in Maple Run late the night before, sending Drake a confirmation text before falling into bed. She padded out onto the landing in her pajamas, the railing on the second floor opening into the entry below.
“Hey, Drake,” she said sleepily.
“I figured we’d head over to Hannah’s together today. Merry Christmas, by the way.”
“Merry Christmas. Sorry, I just figured you spent last night there.”
“We are very progressive, but we figured we’d take things one step at a time when it comes to Chloe.” Drake cocked his head to the side. “How have you been?”
“Tired. Do you want to make us coffee, and I’ll be down in a few minutes?”
Sierra wandered back to her bedroom and tried to wake up. She’d been restless last night, with a strange nervousness at returning to Maple Run. The weather had held out, but there was a storm on the horizon that she hoped didn’t dampen their holiday celebrations or travel to and from Hannah’s house.
In Boston, the worst-case scenario was that she had to walk in her snow boots a few blocks to the closest convenience store during a blizzard, but here, the situation necessitated practical vehicles or hunkering down with provisions to make it through the winter storms.
She washed her face and brushed her teeth in the en suite bathroom, the same one she’d had as a child. Even with her pick of the rooms, the master bedroom included, she’d gravitated back here, with a desire to reclaim what she’d lost all those years ago.
Within ten minutes, she padded downstairs, still in her pajamas, and met Drake in the kitchen, which was comically oversized given how few people ever used it.
Drake handed her a cup of coffee. “How was the drive?”
“Meh, but I made it. How are things here?”
“Getting a little busier. I’m starting to confirm staff for maple-tapping season.”
“And how’s Hannah?”
Drake’s face lit up like a Christmas tree. “She’s fantastic. Excited to see you today.”
“I’ll bet,” Sierra said as she took a gulp of coffee.
“She is. Everyone is.”
Sierra stilled. “Define everyone?”
“I think today it will be you, me, Hannah, Chloe, Lucy, and Jill.”
God, she was an idiot. Why hadn’t she considered that Lucy and Hannah spent the holidays together? “Oh, great. I feel bad, I didn’t get Lucy and Jill anything.”
Drake laughed. “That’s fine. I’m sure they didn’t get you anything either.”
“Well, that settles that. When did you want to head over?” It was barely nine in the morning, but Drake was showered and dressed to go, so she assumed as soon as possible was the real answer.
“Whenever you’re ready. I wanted to give you your Christmas present.” He slid a small box from his pocket across the counter between them.
She opened the small velvet box, a set of pearl earrings on the satin pillow inside. “Drake…”
“I noticed you wearing the pearl necklace at the funeral. The matching earrings were still here, and I wanted you to have them.” He cleared his throat. “Mom would have wanted you to have them.”
“Drake…” she repeated, overcome with emotion. How had he ever become such a good man? She swallowed the hiccup in her voice. “They’re perfect. Thank you so much. It’s the perfect Christmas gift.”
“I’m glad you like them. I didn’t know if sentimental was your style, but when I saw you wearing the necklace, I took a chance.”
“I got you something, too.”
“You didn’t have to do that. You coming back home is the best present ever.”
Sierra laughed and moved around the counter. “Well, I’m glad you think so because that’s pretty much it. I know that I went MIA this past month, and I feel badly about that. And more importantly, I missed you.” Drake stared at her expectantly. “I can’t promise to uproot and move here, but I do want to be here for tapping season. I’m probably a little rusty, but I’d like to help on the weekends with whatever I can moving forward, and I’ve already scheduled to work remotely from mid-February through mid-March.”
Drake’s eyes lit up; he moved from his chair and enveloped her into a hard, tight hug. “Really?” he asked, almost like he didn’t believe it.
“Yes, really. I want to help out, and I was thinking we could even kickstart tours again, now that we’re back in the good graces of the town.”
“Wow.” He ran his hands through his hair. “This is amazing, Sierra. Thank you.”
“Does that buy me at least an hour to get ready?” she asked, running her hands through her own hair, desperately aware of how much she needed a shower.
“At least,” Drake said, smiling.
    
HANNAH OPENED the door to Lucy and her mom, their hands full of festively wrapped presents. “I can’t believe you didn’t leave the presents under the tree last night,” she admonished them.
“And let her think Santa can wrap this well? Not a chance.” Lucy stepped inside the house, which was already filled with savory smells.
“Hey, Mrs. Parsons,” Hannah said.
“Hi, honey. Merry Christmas,” Jill said as she moved into the house from the below-freezing weather outside and gave Hannah a hug. There was an eerie stillness, the reason the calm before the storm had gotten its name.
Lucy looked around the house. Christmas music filtered through the living room as Chloe sat on the floor next to the tree, playing with some of her presents. “Drake’s not here?”
“We decided he’d come over later today. Didn’t want to have too much change too soon.” For someone that had no game plan, Hannah was navigating dating like a pro. “Although she has already asked about him at least five times. Same with you,” Hannah finished with a grin. “It’s like she’s addicted to something you two have in common… although I can’t quite put my finger on it…”
“It’s the charm. It has to be the charm.”
“Or the food,” Hannah countered, moving in for a hug once Lucy dropped the presents near the door. “Merry Christmas, Luce.” Hannah pulled her in for a tight hug and didn’t let go until she could barely breathe.
“Merry Christmas to you, too. What’s gotten into you today?”
Hannah sighed. “This holiday has just been so perfect. Drake has been so perfect. I never thought it would happen. I wasn’t even looking for it to happen. But it’s just…”
“Right,” Lucy supplied, understanding exactly what Hannah meant. She’d never had it herself, but she’d seen it between her parents, she’d seen it between Hannah and Ben, and now, between Hannah and Drake. The glances. The understanding. The awareness of the other person.
Sure, she’d had flings, slightly long-distance relationships with people in Portland over the years. But there was something different about building a life with someone, about making choices together instead of fitting one another in when it was convenient.
She’d kept herself busy with planning events in Maple Run and running The Maple Inn, but she wondered sometimes, what it would be like to be so in sync with someone like that, two people united in a common goal and figuring out how to make it work, how to take on the world together.
Almost as soon as the door closed, there was another knock, and Hannah moved to open it. Drake stood on the other side, his hands also filled with gifts. Next to him was Sierra, looking like she was attending a holiday with politicians instead of the more likely possibility that Chloe would smear syrup on her and laugh maniacally as she did.
Sierra wore black, skintight jeans with an oversized red sweater, a strand of pearls with matching earrings adorning her ears. And, most distractingly, a pair of high boots molded around the contours of her calves like they’d been made especially for her.
“Merry Christmas,” they said in unison.
Hannah stepped forward and gave Drake a hug. “Merry Christmas.” She turned to Sierra and wrapped her into their hug. “Merry Christmas, Sierra. We’re so happy you’re here today.”
Sierra blushed but didn’t try to release herself from the group hug. “Thanks for letting me tag along.”
“Nonsense,” Hannah said with a wave as she finally let the Westmoores go. “You’re always welcome here.”
Lucy had moved over to the living room and sat down with Chloe, who for once in her short life, was not the least bit focused on what was happening in the kitchen. “Merry Christmas, Chloe.”
“Merry Christmas, Aunt Lucy.”
“What did Santa bring you?”
“Well…” Chloe sat up on her knees seriously and turned her attention toward Lucy. “Some very important stuff.”
“Gonna change the world, shrimp?” Lucy said as she tickled at Chloe’s sides.
“I did get some cool Play-Doh and a kit to do some ‘periments.”
Lucy cocked her head to the side. “What’s a ‘periment?”
“Like with science,” Chloe said like it was obvious.
“Ohhhh.... experiments. That’s awesome. Are you going to be a scientist?”
Chloe rolled her eyes. “I’m four, Aunt Lucy.”
Like most days, Lucy resisted a laugh and pulled Chloe closer to her so that she rested on her lap. “And four you shall be. But what happens when you’re five?”
“Some tough decisions.” Chloe was so serious. “Drake said when I’m five, I can help make maple syrup.”
“Is that so?”
“Yep. It’s a pretty big job,” she said with a dramatic sigh. “Did you see how big those trees are?”
Lucy nodded seriously. “I did.”
Another deep sigh. Chloe, the martyr. “Yeah. It’s a lot of work.”
“I’m sure it is.”
Chloe’s attention shifted, and Lucy followed her line of sight. Sierra had moved from the entry into the living room and stood at the edge of the sofa.
Sierra ran a hand through her hair and gently touched one of the pearls on her earlobe. “Merry Christmas, Chloe.”
“Hi, Sierra,” Chloe said, jumping up. “Merry Christmas! Drake said you were coming.” She barreled into the woman and wrapped her arms around her legs.
Sierra ran her hand across Chloe’s head. “Are you having a good Christmas?”
“Yep! I got lots of stuff. Come check it out.” She motioned for Sierra to follow and moved into the middle of the living room, where her presents were strewn about.
Lucy hadn’t seen Sierra in almost a month, and she tried to will away the awareness of Sierra in such close proximity, working to focus her attention on anything except the woman in front of her. “Hey, Sierra. Merry Christmas.”
“Merry Christmas, Lucy,” Sierra said as she sat down with her legs crossed, their knees almost touching. “How are things in Maple Run?”
“I can barely keep up with the hustle and bustle,” Lucy said wryly. “The polar bear plunge is happening soon, and we’re already planning for the Maple Fest.”
“Is the polar bear plunge what I think it is?”
“If you think it’s people throwing themselves into an icy lake for a good cause, then it’s absolutely what you think it is.”
“Wow. Will you be participating?”
“I do every year. I can’t very well rope people into doing something that I, myself, wouldn’t be willing to do.”
“How very diplomatic of you as a leader.”
Lucy’s lips twitched with the compliment. “I wouldn’t call myself a leader. I’m more the person with the most time who also has a vested interest in helping Maple Run succeed.”
Sierra chewed her lip in a way that shouldn’t be remotely attractive but that set Lucy on edge. “And what does the success of Maple Run look like to Lucy Parsons?”
Lucy considered the question for a few seconds before answering. “The town thriving without too many outside interests getting involved. Maintaining the integrity of the small-town feel without being overrun by chain stores.”
“So, you want it to be a Hallmark holiday movie?” Sierra asked with a laugh.
“Look, I don’t care if they’re about straight people all the time. They’re addictive. My mom and I have already watched more than we can handle.”
Sierra smiled and leaned closer. “I thought you weren’t a television person.”
“We all have our weaknesses.” Lucy tried not to get lost in the moment. “How’s Boston been?”
“Fine,” Sierra said, shifting back into her original position of more space between the two of them. “I actually…”
Lucy moved closer. “What?”
“I’ve been working a lot because my Christmas present to Drake is that I plan to be around for this maple-tapping season. And as many weekends leading up to it as I can manage.” It was almost like Sierra was acknowledging it to Lucy to see if she’d be upset by the admission.
A frightening number of juxtaposed emotions coursed through Lucy’s body, and she pushed her hand into the carpet to steady herself. “I’m sure he’s thrilled. He talks about you all the time.”
“He’s one of the good ones.”
“You’ve said that before.”
Sierra’s brow lifted. “When?”
“At Thanksgiving. You said that Chloe was one of the good ones.”
“My mom used to say it,” Sierra said quietly. “I’ve always liked the phrase.”
Lucy moved even closer. “It’s a good phrase.”
“No wonder you’re so hard on people. Your mind is like a steel trap.”
“Are you trying to pick a fight on Christmas?” Lucy asked, her eyes shifting toward the kitchen where her mom, Hannah, and Drake talked and laughed.
Sierra bit her lip again. “No. I promise.”
“I don’t know how much stock I put in promises from Westmoores.”
“Are you trying to pick a fight on Christmas?” Sierra parroted the words back, her lips turned upward in a smirk.
“Surprisingly, no.” Lucy focused on Sierra. “I should have said that I used to not to put much stock in promises from the Westmoores.”
“But now?”
Lucy’s lips shifted back and forth as she looked for the right words. “I have to give credit to you and your brother. Drake has made Hannah and Chloe so happy, and you’ve kept coming back in spite of my best efforts.”
“So, you were trying to run me out of town?” Sierra was so close that Lucy could smell her shampoo, light and fragrant without being overwhelming.
She decided to answer honestly. “Maybe at first? But I don’t feel that way anymore.”
Sierra’s hand on the floor was less than an inch from her own. They both leaned into the conversation, Lucy’s heart thrumming erratically in her chest. “And how do you feel now?”
“Ready for dinner?” Hannah asked as she stepped into the living room.
Lucy felt like a live wire, Hannah’s words pulling her out of whatever alternate plane of existence she’d been on. “Absolutely,” she answered, jumping up quickly and heading toward the table before she could think too much about what she’d been wanting to do moments ago.
    
“OH, IT’S NO TROUBLE, HONEY,” Jill said as she slipped her warm jacket around her frame.
Sierra tried to quiet the voices in her head, working to accept the offer without protest. Drake should stay tonight if he wanted, so Jill and Lucy giving Sierra a ride home made the most sense.
She shifted the bag of leftovers in her hand back and forth like a protective barrier. From what, she didn’t quite know. “Are you sure?”
“Absolutely,” Jill said, beaming a smile at Sierra near the doorway.
Lucy stepped up next to them, her comical coat already situated around her small frame. “Your Uber awaits,” she said with a flourish.
“Can you hold your arms out in front of you wearing that coat? And more importantly, maneuver the steering wheel?”
“Don’t you worry about me and my coat,” Lucy said as she gave Chloe a quick kiss before hugging Hannah and then Drake.
The ride home was comfortable, Lucy and her mother chatting in the front while Sierra stared idly out the window at the dark, muted colors of winter. It was less than a fifteen-minute drive from Hannah’s house in town out to the Westmoore Estate, a few of those eaten up on the windy driveway up to Sierra’s house.
Or maybe not her house, but the place where she stayed. Would it ever be her house? Did she want it to be? She shook the thoughts away as they arrived at the entrance.
“Thank you so much for the ride home. I appreciate it. I hope you both have a great rest of your Christmas.”
Jill turned around in her seat and looked at Sierra with a warmth that made her want to melt. “Merry Christmas, Sierra. I hope we get to see more of you soon.”
“Same to you, Mrs. Parsons,” she said as she hopped out of the back seat, surprisingly anxious given the calmness of the day.
Lucy rolled down her window as Sierra exited the car. “Merry Christmas, Sierra.”
Sierra stopped next to the window and placed her hand against the side of the car, struck by the green in Lucy’s eyes and how her hair curled around the cuff of her coat. “Merry Christmas, Lucy.”
By the time she entered the house, the car was gone from the driveway, and Sierra was left alone in the cavernous home.
She slipped her jacket off at the door along with her shoes, wondering what to do with the rest of her night. When she stayed here, she spent most of her time in the den, the other rooms impersonal and impractical. She’d always loved the den as a child, its deep, wood accents and large library of books comforting in a way she couldn’t explain.
She sat down on the long leather sofa that faced a television situated above the fireplace. She’d asked Drake about the fireplace in November, which still functioned although he said it was rarely used. Typical of her father. Why enjoy something when he could be working?
It was Christmas for Christ’s sake, and she was going to experience the lull of the softly crackling fire as she lost herself in some sappy movie. She’d brought in some firewood the last time she was home, and she moved over and began stacking the logs in a thoughtful pile.
As she lit a match and placed it under the small stack of kindling below the logs, the doorbell rang.
She padded in her bare feet through the long hallway and opened the door, a chill in the air she hadn’t noticed when she’d arrived home.
Lucy stood in front of her, a bag clasped between her gloved hands. “You forgot your food in the car.”
“You’re really taking your job as my driver to a whole new level,” Sierra said, wrapping her arms around her body as the cold air filtered inside.
Lucy shifted the bag in her hands. “I was going to say something about how the residents of Maple Run try to do right by one another, but in all honesty, I assumed you’d starve if you didn’t have food.”
She wasn’t wrong, and it was annoyingly thoughtful Lucy had considered it. Sierra relaxed her stance. “Thank you. I appreciate it. Do you want to come in?” It was only polite to ask, even if she didn’t think Lucy would take her up on it.
Lucy looked past her into the empty house. “What are you doing?”
Sierra lifted an eyebrow. “I didn’t know I should have planned an itinerary ahead of time for a visit I didn’t know was happening.”
“You’ve lived in the city for too long,” Lucy said, stepping inside. “First rule is to always be prepared.”
“For what?”
“Storms. Boring people. Life.”
“And how do you prepare for life?”
Lucy didn’t miss a beat. “I always have a book with me.”
Sierra walked toward the kitchen, and Lucy followed. “I can’t imagine you have much time for reading with your busy events schedule.”
“You’d be surprised. There’s always time to read a few pages.”
“Isn’t it hard to focus?” Sierra stopped in front of the wine rack built into the edge of the cabinetry. “Do you want a glass of wine?”
Lucy slipped her hands out of her gloves and shoved them into her pockets. “No, it’s not hard to focus. And sure, a glass of wine sounds nice.”
Sierra plucked a bottle from the rack. She could begrudge her father all she wanted, but he had had excellent taste in wine. She placed two glasses on the counter and uncorked the bottle, an earthy aroma hitting her nostrils.
Lucy waited quietly as Sierra poured them both a glass, only speaking after she’d taken her first sip. “This is delicious.”
“I hope so,” Sierra said before taking a long sip. “It’s an expensive bottle, and nothing gives me more happiness on Christmas than sharing it with someone who disliked my father as much as me.”
“It’s disappointing that your father couldn’t accept who you are, but selfishly, it’s probably good for me. I can’t like someone who liked him.”
Sierra pushed up the sleeves on her sweater and put her palms down on the counter. “You like me?”
A light flush wrapped itself around Lucy’s neck, her eyes darting around the kitchen. “I like that you’re not the person I thought you were.”
Why did Lucy Parsons have to be so annoyingly attractive and smart and funny when she wasn’t being a total pain in the ass? It was like some strange cosmic joke at Sierra’s expense.
Sierra picked up her glass again, twirling the stem dexterously between her fingers. “A glowing endorsement.”
Lucy pulled at the neck of her shirt, like she was uncomfortable. “It’s hot in here.”
“Are you okay?” Sierra put her glass down and stepped around the counter next to her. “Your face is really red.”
Lucy touched her neck, her eyes going wide. “No. Um. So… I think I’m having an allergic reaction to something in the wine. It’s not like my throat swells up or anything, but this has happened before. Do I have hives right now?”
“You do.” Sierra tried to stay calm, touching lightly at Lucy’s neck as darker blooms of red began to emerge in contrast with her fair skin. “What can I do for you?” She leaned closer and kept her fingers just above the thrum of Lucy’s pulsepoint, checking to see if her breathing was erratic.
“Do you have a T-shirt I can borrow? Or no, actually, I’ll just go home before it gets worse.” Lucy moved toward the hallway to leave.
“It’s dangerous to drive if you might get worse. Stay here.” Sierra’s voice was commanding as she stood in between Lucy and the path to leave. “Do you promise you’ll stay?” Protests would do no good. Sierra wasn’t letting Lucy out of her sight if there was a chance she could be injured on the way home.
“I promise.”
Sierra was back within a minute, a folded T-shirt in her hands. “Here. There’s a bathroom right there,” she said, pointing at a door off the hallway that she’d just come through.
While Sierra waited for Lucy to emerge, she took another sip from what had become her personal bottle of five-hundred-dollar wine. Outside, the first flakes of snow began to fall as the winter sun dropped low on the horizon.





Chapter Six
How had this happened? Lucy was still asking herself that question almost an hour later, unable to accept the confluence of events that had led her to be trapped at the Westmoore Estate. The snow continued to fall, picking up momentum as the wind swirled the flakes around outside. She had a beautiful view. The two of them were situated in a den with windows facing a cluster of maple trees, which were now coated with at least five inches of thick, powdery snow, with no end in sight.
Sierra sat on one side of the sofa and Lucy on the other, the fire crackling between them like some ridiculous, romantic scene in a holiday movie. Coincidentally, the scene was very similar to the holiday movie they watched now, the protagonists caught somewhere alone together in a storm, forced to ride out the weather and not kill one another—or give into their growing attraction.
“Seems fitting,” is what Sierra had said when she pressed play on the movie, already queued up on her watchlist.
Lucy plucked at the hem of the thin T-shirt she wore and tried to get comfortable, a task she hadn’t accomplished yet. Her hives had disappeared, but her body continued to flush with heat every few minutes, although she didn’t think she could blame her reaction to the wine anymore.
“This is ridiculous. One bed? Really?!” Lucy yelled at the television like she was watching a football game.
Sierra shifted her focus from the movie and stared at Lucy. “This is where you can’t suspend your disbelief? Not that he built his cabin by hand or that she hated him on sight because he was too helpful?”
Lucy laughed and changed her position so that she faced Sierra. “You have to admit it’s a bit much.”
“That’s the magic of the movies. Every conceivable possibility to throw them together happens in spite of their best efforts to stop it. What do you think romance movies are? I thought you considered yourself a fan, but I’m beginning to doubt that.”
“Are you really gatekeeping holiday romance movies right now?”
“Are you really going to pretend you don’t love that they have to have an awkward conversation about the position they’ve found themselves in?”
The words rang true, and Lucy wondered if Sierra was still talking about the movie. “I guess I have to admit, finding myself in a very similar position right now, that maybe there is some possible truth to the story.”
Sierra scrunched up her nose. “At least you don’t hate me anymore, so I hope it’s not quite the same.”
“I hated who I thought you were, and I’ve admitted I was wrong about that.”
“How very adult of you, Ms. Parsons.”
Lucy shook her head. “No, this is where you’re supposed to say you were wrong about me, too. Probably with a couple of compliments thrown in.”
Sierra paused the movie and shifted slightly closer, her feet tucked under her legs, one of her long arms draped over the back of the sofa. “But I wasn’t wrong about you.”
Lucy inched forward against her brain’s advice and mirrored Sierra’s position. “How do you figure?”
“I never disliked you. My behavior was all a reaction to your behavior. I think you’re stubborn and loyal and combative.” Sierra shrugged her shoulders. “How was I wrong?”
“Some of those don’t quite sound like compliments.”
“They are if you’re in someone’s corner. If you’re on the other side, well, I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy.”
“You did all right for yourself. Tell me the truth, did you think I’d come around?”
Sierra pushed a strand of hair behind her ear, and Lucy couldn’t stop as her eyes followed the line of Sierra’s long, graceful neck. “I was more confident until I beat you in the Fall Fest race, at which point, I had done something that would have actually deserved your anger.”
Lucy acquiesced and dragged her stare back to Sierra’s eyes. “I should not have been such a poor sport about that. More importantly, I shouldn’t have done so much trash talking before I knew what I was up against.”
“So, if you’d have known I was a faster runner, you’d have been nicer?”
“Absolutely not. I would have done a better job ignoring you or I would have tried to get you banned from competing.”
Sierra cleared her throat, her eyes vulnerable and bright as the fire reflected in them. “I’ve found that tactic a little difficult, if I’m being honest.”
Lucy couldn’t stop herself from walking through the door Sierra’s comment had opened as the intensity of the moment shifted, her stomach fluttering with anticipation. “Found what difficult?”
Sierra licked her lips, her voice barely above a whisper. “Ignoring you.”
“Why would you want to ignore me?” Lucy acted shocked. “I mean, I know I’ve been sullen and combative and unwelcoming since your arrival, but really...”
“You need me to say it?”
“Yes.” There was no possible way Lucy was going to misinterpret this. If they were on the same page, she needed Sierra to spell it out.
“If I don’t ignore you, I’ll spend too much time thinking about you.” Lucy’s heart thrummed in tandem with the cadence of Sierra’s voice.
“So, you’re saying your type is stubborn women with allergic reactions? Hypothetically, of course...”
“Those are just a few of your many interesting traits, but yes.” Lucy admired Sierra’s bravery, how willing she was to say something that must have been terrifying to admit, especially given how they’d started out.
“Mine?” Lucy said, putting her hand over her heart. “You mean, we’re talking about me?”
Sierra shifted forward and rested her weight on her legs. Lucy’s bravado faltered when Sierra ran her fingers along Lucy’s collarbone, her stomach dropping low with the touch.
Sierra lifted her fingers upward to cup her jaw and held her hand in place. “No sarcastic quip now?”
“I really am surprised,” Lucy whispered into the slight space between them.
“About what?”
“That this is something you’d want.” Lucy held her breath. She didn’t know what overt clarification she still needed, but it was hard to believe this was happening. Harder still to accept she hadn’t been this turned on in a long time, her stomach tight like a coiled spring when all Sierra had done was touch her face and neck.
“Well, I’ve thought about it…”
Lucy’s brow quirked upward. “Tell me more.”
“What I mean,” Sierra said, her hand still on Lucy’s jaw, “is that we’re two adults who happened to get off to a poor start. I’m going to be around more, and I enjoy spending time with you, which probably makes me a masochist. But I have to admit, you look very cute in my shirt.”
Lucy stared down at the T-shirt, emblazoned with a faded Harvard logo, almost sheer from its years of wear. “I—”
Her next words were cut off as she watched, transfixed, as Sierra leaned forward on her knees and ghosted her lips across Lucy’s. She felt the touch everywhere in spite of the gentleness of the action, and she couldn’t hold back the soft sigh that slipped out.
“Was that okay?” Sierra asked, only leaning back about an inch so their mouths no longer connected.
“Was that okay?” Lucy repeated, her lips light and buzzy, her face moving forward. But she didn’t kiss Sierra. Not yet. She put her hand on Sierra’s chest, her palm flat as she pushed her into a sitting position against the back of the leather sofa.
Sierra complied, her eyes tracking Lucy’s movements with focus, her bottom lip drawn between her teeth. Lucy remembered how soft Sierra’s body had felt when they’d collided in the hallway at the inn on Thanksgiving, and she remembered Sierra’s strength as she’d pulled Lucy into her, the way their bodies had felt molded together.
Lucy wanted that again. A kiss wasn’t nearly enough, and she moved quickly to straddle Sierra, her legs situated on each side of the woman’s long frame. She pushed forward and connected their lips again, Sierra’s hands coming up to her sides and anchoring her in place.
They’d gone from zero to one hundred faster than Lucy had been prepared for, but she couldn’t stop herself now that they’d started, couldn’t make the flips in her stomach calm. Instead, she gave into the sensation, and she wrapped her fingers around the back of Sierra’s neck as she deepened the kiss, Lucy’s hips pushing insistently against her, the actions more primal than anything she’d felt before.
“Will you take this off?” Lucy asked into Sierra’s mouth. She plucked at the bottom of her oversized sweater, far too much clothing between them.
Sierra complied, shifting her body forward and slipping off the sweater with a grace that made the throb between Lucy’s legs deepen, insistent until it felt stronger than her pulse.
“Your turn.” Sierra leaned back against the sofa again, her body exposed from her navel up to her chin.
“You aren’t wearing a bra…” Lucy sat, her weight held on her thighs, working hard to not fall apart on top of Sierra right then and there.
“I took it off when I got home. It’s over there somewhere,” Sierra said, pointing behind the sofa and raising an eyebrow. “Do you want me to put it back on?”
Lucy’s face flushed, and she reached her hand out tentatively to cup one of Sierra’s breasts. “If it’s all the same to you, absolutely fucking not. Why don’t you walk around naked all the time?”
Sierra laughed and pulled at the hem of the shirt Lucy wore, again encouraging her to remove it. “Well, we do live in New England, and if the law didn’t get me, the freezing temperatures might.”
“You need to move to a tropical climate with a gated home where you can walk around naked.”
“Sounds like you’ve given this some thought…”
Lucy pulled the shirt roughly over her head. “In the last ten seconds, all the thoughts I have.”
She thought she’d have a moment to compose herself, like the calm before the storm she’d seen earlier tonight. And then, Sierra Fucking Westmoore did the absolute sexiest thing in the world, reaching her hand down between them and popping the button of her own pants before doing the same to Lucy’s with quick, purposed movements.
Lucy took in a sharp breath, her thighs and stomach tensing in anticipation.
“Is this too fast?” Sierra asked as she stared at their unbuttoned jeans and pushed her hands hard into Lucy’s thighs, massaging gently but making no move to take things further.
“Maybe, but I don’t think I could stop now if I tried,” Lucy answered honestly. She braced her arm against the back of the sofa and looked down at Sierra’s eyes, now trained on her.
Need bubbled through Lucy’s body as Sierra slipped her hand inside her jeans, using her other arm to shift Lucy above her for better access. As Sierra eased inside of her, she bit back a moan by pushing her body forward and biting gently at the exposed skin of Sierra’s shoulder, her hips grinding in tandem with the pace Sierra set.
Lucy slipped her own hand inside the waistband of Sierra’s pants before she became too lost in her own pleasure. She lifted a hand back to Sierra’s breast, mimicking the attention she was giving to her clit, unable to stop her hips from rutting against Sierra’s arm, the build up of her orgasm already prickling through her body.
Maybe it was their months of back and forth, of push and pull, but she was already on edge, close. Sierra continued to slip inside of her with a practiced focus, Lucy’s breath coming out more punctuated with each passing second.
“God, you’re sexy,” Sierra said as she wrapped her arm around Lucy’s neck and anchored her in place. Lucy rolled her hips as they bucked embarrassingly out of her control, the soft, lilting syllables of Sierra’s words sending her closer to the edge.
“Are you trying to kill me?” Lucy pushed out as she slid another finger inside of Sierra easily, the body below her taut, Sierra’s thighs clenched hard.
“I’m trying to make you come,” Sierra said seriously, “but those things might be one and the same at this point.” And then, she pulled Lucy’s face down to her, tangling their mouths together in a kiss that took Lucy’s breath away, Sierra’s tongue moving in tandem with her fingers, everything hot and insistent and too much to bear.
Sierra moaned into her mouth, and Lucy’s body tensed. It took every ounce of focus she possessed to continue moving her fingers inside of Sierra, to make her feel the same sensation exploding through her own body in that moment, their lips and hips and bodies pushing against one another so hard Lucy thought she might have bruises in the morning.
The orgasm that rolled through her body made her forget how to breathe, Sierra arching below her when Lucy hit the right spot with one of her hands, the other plucking harder at Sierra’s nipple than intended. But Sierra seemed to like it, moaning deeply as her own orgasm rocketed through her, everything stilling for a moment before Sierra relaxed against the leather, her breathing deep and even, eyes lidded and unfocused.
Slowly, Lucy’s mind shifted back to reality, to what she’d just done and who she’d done it with. She took a deep breath as Sierra’s fingers moved up to rest under her chin, demanding her attention.
“Hey, you look kind of overwhelmed right now. It’s not like we just agreed to get married or anything.”
“I—” The words got caught in Lucy’s throat. Could it be that simple? Just sex between two people who wanted to have sex? After all, she had very, very much wanted to have sex with Sierra Westmoore.
“I am getting tired, and considering what we’ve already done, you’re more than welcome to sleep in bed with me. I can also show you to a guest room. I don’t want to make any assumptions, but the snow’s still falling.”
Lucy looked out the window; the snow was coming down harder than it had been earlier. They’d already had sex, so there was really no turning back now. “Let’s head to bed.”
Sierra put out the fire, and they picked up their various pieces of clothing strewn about the room. In the strangest turn of events, Lucy followed Sierra quietly through the house to share a bed with her in the Westmoore Estate.
    
SIERRA WOKE UP, the room bright as the morning sunlight reflected off the feet of snow outside. The bed was empty, and she wondered if she’d find the outline of boot prints leading from the front door. Had Lucy made a great escape, having changed her mind about what happened between them?
Sierra padded onto the landing and down the steps, the scent of food hitting her squarely in the gut, her stomach growling with anticipation. She was wholly unprepared for what she saw when she stepped into the kitchen: Lucy, cooking breakfast, dressed in Sierra’s college T-shirt and a pair of shorts she’d given her before going to bed. Her wild, auburn hair was tied up in a messy bun on top of her head, and she hummed along quietly to a song playing through her phone.
“Morning,” Sierra said as she moved to the safety of a counter chair, unsure what the tone of their conversation would be. Friends? Lovers? Awkward tension?
Lucy flipped an egg without looking at the pan, her stare trained on Sierra. “Morning.”
“I didn’t know if you’d still be here.”
“You think I’m the ‘dashing out in the wee hours of the morning’ type?” Lucy pointed her spatula toward the window. “We’re still snowed in. We got about three feet last night.”
“You didn’t want to sleep in on your unexpected day off?” And maybe go for another round? Sierra added silently.
“I’m usually up by five. Old habits die hard,” Lucy answered sheepishly before she continued. “I told my mom I got stuck here. Hank, who owns the farm across from yours, is going to plow the inn out soon, and he said he can swing by and do your driveway up to the main house and Drake’s cottage.”
Sierra’s heart skipped a beat at the unexpectedly thoughtful gesture, but she didn’t want to read into it. “Makes sense. You can’t make your escape on foot.”
“Why do you keep insinuating I don’t want to be here? Do you want me to leave?”
“Just trying to suss out if you have any regrets about last night. It happened kinda unexpectedly.”
Lucy stopped cooking and put her hands down on the counter. Sierra held her breath, unsure of the response. “I don’t. Do you?”
“Nope.” Sierra couldn’t stop the smile that bloomed wild across her face when she thought about the den, and then again, as they’d found one another in the darkened bedroom after a few hours of sleep, a tangle of whispers and touches and bodies connecting in a way she’d never experienced before.
“What are you thinking about?” Lucy asked like she could read her mind.
“Last night, obviously. But I’m also wondering where you found food in this house?”
Lucy laughed and cracked another egg into the skillet. “You had eggs and cheese in the fridge, and I’m using leftovers from dinner to make omelettes.”
“If you had asked me if we had food, I would have told you this house was empty.”
“I guess we just look at things a little differently.”
Sierra stood up from her seat and walked around the counter to pour a cup of coffee. “I’m sure we look at lots of things differently, but that doesn’t mean we can’t complement one another.”
Lucy’s ears perked up, the tips turning a light shade of red. “Is ‘complement’ a euphemism for…”
“Giving one another incredibly satisfying orgasms? Yes, that’s exactly what it means.” Sierra grew unsure for a moment as her pulse picked up, but she wanted to be honest. “At least they were for me.”
Lucy licked her lips, and it was so sexy Sierra barely remembered she had a scalding hot cup of liquid in her hand. “Me too.”
Sierra moved to stand next to her and placed her coffee cup on the counter. “But no pressure. Seriously. I know our lives intersect at a lot of complicated points. I don’t want this to impact anything.”
“Impact?” Why did Lucy look so cute when she scrunched her nose in confusion?
“Like with Drake or Hannah or anything else you may have going on in your life. I just want you to know, I don’t have expectations.”
Lucy cleared her throat. “Noted. Right back at you. You have a whole life in Boston. No pressure here from me either.”
“So we both enjoyed last night, and neither of us have any expectations. Aren’t we a surprisingly communicative and progressive example of modern life?”
“You might be overselling it now.”
Sierra moved closer and took a chance, running her fingers against Lucy’s torso. How could she possibly stand so close and not touch her now that she knew what it felt like? Lucy’s stomach tightened as her fingers brushed lightly, and she leaned into Sierra.
Lucy drew her lip into her mouth and sucked gently. Sierra’s body thrummed in response to the simple connection of her fingers against the thin material of Lucy’s shirt. She remembered all the things Lucy’s lips had done last night, the sounds and whispers they’d elicited from one another as the snow fell outside, time suspended like they’d been living inside a snowglobe.
“You’re very sexy in the morning,” Sierra said quietly, her bare feet silent against the floor as she stepped closer, their hips almost touching.
“You’re the one who has literal bites across your skin. I’ve been looking at them since you stepped into the kitchen wearing them like a badge of honor.”
Sierra bunched the material of Lucy’s shirt into her fist and pulled her closer, her voice low and throaty. “You left those bites.”
Lucy’s lips twitched, and she put her hand on Sierra’s hip. “I blame you for tasting so good.”
Heat flooded through Sierra’s veins, and she pushed her fingers harder against Lucy’s abdomen. “I guess that’s blame I’m willing to take.”
“God. If someone had told me six months ago that I’d be having sex with Robert Westmoore’s daughter in his house, I’d have laughed them out of town.”
Like a flame had been extinguished, Sierra felt a cold emptiness in Lucy’s words. Whether they’d meant to cut her, they had, and she knew then that they were one of the reasons this could never work. Even if the sex was great, the long-term compatability was not.
She stood up straighter and dropped her hands back to her side. “I’m more than just his daughter. And whatever we have has to be completely outside of him. This can’t be a thing, however casual, if you can’t accept that.”
Lucy ran her hand across the back of her neck and refused to meet Sierra’s stare. “You’re right.”
“I—” Had Lucy just agreed with her? Without protest or a fight? “You think I’m right?”
Lucy nodded emphatically, her hair bobbing up and down a half second behind her head. “Yes. You’re absolutely right. I’m sorry for saying that. It was thoughtless.”
Sierra smiled and ran her finger just above the waistband of Lucy’s shorts. “Wow,” she mused, tracing errand patterns against the exposed skin.
“Wow, what?” Lucy breathed out as she braced her hand on the counter, her voice slightly raspy in a way that made Sierra want to drag her back to bed until they both couldn’t move.
Sierra dipped her hand lower and stared into Lucy’s bright eyes, her own body humming with the electricity between them. “You must have really enjoyed the sex. I’ve never seen you back down from a confrontation that easily before.”
    
“YOU’RE ACTING WEIRD.” Hannah sat across from Lucy on the sofa in Hannah’s house.
It was New Year’s Eve, and Drake and Chloe had run to the store for some supplies for the party Hannah was throwing. There was a chance Lucy wouldn’t make it until midnight with another impending storm on the horizon and her complete lack of a normal sleep schedule the past week because of all of her extracurricular activities with Sierra.
She wondered if Hannah could tell that something was up between them. The thought propelled her into wanting to come clean, but she didn’t know which option was worse: lying by omission or admitting that she’d slept with Sierra—more than a few times at this point.
“Well…”
“You do realize you’re about as subtle as a piano thrown from a balcony.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?”
“You’ve been unfocused. Downright pleasant. And I haven’t heard you say anything negative since you walked in my door tonight. Romance looks good on you, Lucy Parsons.”
Lucy’s eyes went wide. “You can’t tell that. You’re bluffing.”
“I may have been suspicious, but I saw your car leaving Sierra’s house the other day while I was at the cottage with Drake.”
Heat snaked across Lucy’s chest. Nothing could ever stay a secret in small towns. “Maybe I was just dropping something off?”
“Lucy…” Hannah admonished. “You want to tell me. I want you to tell me. Why are you torturing yourself?”
“Because I’m the biggest hypocrite in the world of hypocrisy. I could be the queen of the hypocrites.”
Hannah smiled broadly. “Admit what you’ve done first, and then we can hash out your emotional inability to deal with it.” Lucy held a pillow over her face and mumbled. “What was that?” Hannah asked as she pulled the pillow away, so that there was no barrier to protect Lucy from the weight of her words.
“I slept with Sierra. Like maybe a couple of times.” With multiple orgasms every time, but Hannah didn’t need that detail.
“Why are you saying it like it’s a bad thing?”
“Are you kidding me? You’re dating her brother. I have the worst history with her family. And she doesn’t even live here. She skitters into town every week or so, but that’s no way to build a life.”
Hannah’s lips turned upward. “And you’re trying to build a life with her?”
“You’re twisting my words. I’m just saying it’s doomed to fail.”
“Well, with that outlook, definitely. Why can’t you just have fun? Judging from the hickey you didn’t do a good job of hiding, it seems like you’re having fun.”
Lucy blushed. She ran her hands through her hair to distract herself and casually cover the bloom on her neck. “You should be a little more sympathetic. I was the victim of a hickey.”
But Hannah was relentless. “Interesting, because I saw some very similar marks on Sierra earlier this week. So maybe you give as good as you get?”
Lucy refused to make eye contact. “If you tell me that this is gossip at the diner, I will literally melt into a puddle and die of embarrassment right now.”
“Luce. Look at me.” Lucy finally lifted her stare and looked into Hannah’s warm eyes. “This is not a bad thing. You deserve to have some fun. And to be with someone who makes you happy.”
“I’m not with anyone.”
“Whatever you want to call it is your prerogative, but Sierra’s had the same shit-eating grin on her face all week, too, so if that’s what you’re worried about, I don’t think it’s just you.”
“If you bring this up when she comes over, I will murder you.”
Intimidation had never worked on Hannah, even when they were kids. “So, is tonight like a double date then?”
Lucy put her face in her hands. “Please stop.”
Hannah laughed and pulled Lucy’s hand away. “Okay, I’m sorry. Obviously this is weighing on you. I promise to be on my best behavior tonight, but I cannot make the same promise for Chloe if she gets wind of this.”
“Do not tell her.”
“She’s a perceptive little one. I will not say a word to her about it, but she notices things. Someone,” Hannah continued emphatically, “taught her the word ‘gooey,’ and she’s been using it nonstop to describe me and Drake.”
Lucy smiled. She couldn’t help but be pleased with Chloe’s vocabulary retention, even if it may come back to bite her. “That’s my girl.”
“Have you two talked about anything?”
“Like what?”
“Like what you’re doing?”
“Hannah, it’s been a week. I know lesbians have the stereotype of moving quickly, but give me a break.”
“But you’ve known her for months. It all makes so much sense now.”
Lucy tilted her head to the side. “What makes sense?”
“The tension. Wow. Like, I’d wondered when you two met if I was imagining it, but clearly, I was not.”
“My frustration with her unexpected return to Maple Run made complete sense.”
“As would your attraction to her. She’s smokin’ hot.”
Lucy blushed, but mostly because her body couldn’t hide its total and emphatic agreement with Hannah’s words. “Please tell me you’ve shared that opinion with Drake.”
“Oh, he knows.”
“Poor guy. That’s his sister you’re talking about.”
“Well, I also told him that she’s smart and funny and keeps you on your toes, which are attributes I care far more about if I’m planning the rest of your life for you.”
“Hannah.” She could not do this right now, especially with Sierra set to arrive any minute. “Stop this right now. I don’t need you playing matchmaker.”
“Can I help it that I want you to be happy? And that I do it because you’re your own worst enemy?”
Lucy glared. “Just for that, Ms. Romance Novelist, I’m not even going to tell you the torrid story of how we got snowed in together with nothing but a fire to keep us warm.” Dramatic, but mostly true, and she knew it would hit Hannah’s buttons.
The door opened, and Chloe crashed into the house with Drake right behind her, his arms full of bags while Chloe made a beeline for Lucy and threw her whole body at her.
“You’re evil, Lucy Parsons,” Hannah hissed as she stood up from the sofa and turned her attention toward helping Drake.
    
WITH ANOTHER STORM on the horizon, they’d made their way back to the safety of Lucy’s house before midnight in preparation for the impending weather.
“Hannah knows.“ Sierra had barely stepped into the house and taken her coat off before the words tumbled from Lucy’s lips.
“I guessed as much. Is that a problem for you?” Sierra wasn’t an idiot. Hannah had watched the two of them tonight with more curiosity than normal during dinner, although she’d at least tried to hide it when Sierra had caught her staring at them.
“No. I just wanted you to know. Which probably means Drake knows, too. The lovebirds are thick as thieves these days.”
“I don’t really care if they know. I’m not trying to hide anything. Beyond the complications of us all knowing one another, we’re not doing anything wrong.” And more importantly, she didn’t want to stop what they were doing.
It wasn’t midnight yet, but with another storm on the horizon, they’d both left earlier than planned. When Lucy had texted her to come over before she was out of Hannah’s driveway, it wasn't difficult for Sierra to decide where to bunk down for the impending storm.
Lucy sat down on the sofa and stretched her legs out. “I know. Everyone is just so nosy. And god, when my mother finally gets wind of this, I’ll never live it down.”
“Do you think she’ll care?”
“Oh, it’s not that. She will be over the freaking moon. But I don’t think my mom quite understands modern dating, at least for lesbians in small towns.”
Sierra lifted her brow. “And how does a lesbian in a small town date?”
“Well, you get really used to traveling far longer distances than straight people ever would for a date.”
“Well, isn’t it lucky for you that I fell into your lap,” Sierra said as she sat down on top of Lucy, loving how the smaller woman’s body felt against hers. She couldn’t help herself as she wrapped her arms protectively around Lucy and nuzzled her face against her neck.
“You aren’t at all how I expected,” Lucy mused as she snaked her fingers under Sierra’s sweater and pressed her fingers into warm, welcoming skin.
Sierra lifted her head and stared into Lucy’s eyes. “And what did you expect me to be like?”
“You’re just much more affectionate than I anticipated when you breezed into town.”
“I didn’t breeze into anything. And you’re different than I expected, too,” Sierra admitted.
“Tell me more.” Lucy continued to run her hands against Sierra’s stomach, ghosting her nails across the taut skin, a current of want flowing through Sierra’s body with the touch.
“That. That right there,” Sierra pushed out as she tried to remember to breathe. “The nails and the biting and the passion. I don’t know, I think I expected you to be a little more subdued in bed.”
She could practically feel Lucy’s smirk. “So, you thought about what I’d be like in bed?”
“Well, you are quite pretty. In a bookish, angry sort of way,” Sierra said with a light laugh.
Lucy pushed the tips of her fingers in harder, and Sierra finally did forget how to breathe. “There is a certain quote about not judging a book by its cover…” A soft sigh escaped Sierra’s lips as she repositioned herself on top of Lucy. “And, unless I’m mistaken in the way I’m interpreting sounds, you seem to like my passion.”
The dull throb between Sierra’s legs grew more persistent. “I do. Very much.”
“And I very much like the sounds you make,” Lucy said proudly. “Oh, I also should have mentioned that I have to be up early to help with breakfast tomorrow.”
Sierra stared at Lucy’s wet lips, every part of Lucy’s body turning her on. “Okay. Do you want me to go?” She forced the words out, hoping Lucy didn’t take her up on it since she had to head out of town and back to Boston tomorrow.
Lucy shook her head and pulled Sierra’s hips down to hers, so that heat licked across Sierra’s body like she hoped Lucy’s tongue would do soon. “No. That is not what I’m saying at all. What I meant is that when you wake up, you can come over to the inn for breakfast.”
“Because I’m incapable of feeding myself?” Sierra ran her hand across Lucy’s chest and down her arm. She couldn’t imagine a world where she’d gone so long without touching her. Without them doing this.
“No. Because given what I want to do to you, you’ll need to replenish your energy in the morning.”
It was such a turn-on how verbal Lucy was with what she wanted, especially what she wanted from Sierra in bed. “And what do you want to do to me?”
Lucy slipped her hand out from under Sierra’s sweater, and Sierra immediately missed the contact. She followed Lucy’s stare down to the phone she’d just pulled from her pocket.
“Well, first, I wanted to give you a New Year’s kiss,” Lucy said softly. The screen glowed brightly, the clock reading a few minutes after midnight.
Sierra’s stomach fluttered. “How romantic of you.” She leaned forward so that Lucy’s breath ghosted across her skin.
Lucy enveloped Sierra’s bottom lip and ran her tongue gently across it. Sierra’s body thrummed, her skin hot and tight with the slow pace. “Lucy…”
Lucy slipped her tongue between Sierra’s lips and licked inside her mouth, purposefully, like Lucy had done with other parts of Sierra’s body recently. Sierra pushed her hips down hard and wrapped her arms around Lucy’s neck, deepening the kiss as much as her position would allow. Her heart hammered in her chest, her pulse loud in her ears as she willed herself to feel instead of think about feeling.
She didn’t know what kind of spell Lucy Parsons had cast on her, but it was not going to end well.
    
DRAGGING her naked body out of bed while Sierra slept peacefully next to her was one of the most difficult things Lucy had ever done. She was still thinking about last night as she stood in the kitchen and flipped chocolate chip pancakes on the griddle built into the countertop.
“Morning, Lucy,” her mother said as she rounded the corner into the kitchen, smiling and waving at a few guests. “Did you have a fun New Year’s Eve?”
“It was supposed to snow, so I left before midnight, but yes, it was fun.” No need to mention any activities that had taken place after that, although her mother would probably suss things out when Sierra wandered into the kitchen.
Her mom was intuitive, but Lucy had neither confirmed nor denied anything including getting stuck at the Westmoore house overnight last week. Surprisingly, she hadn’t pushed her on it, and Lucy was thankful she had a bit more time to work things out in her head without the need to process or clarify what was happening with her.
“I’m glad to hear that,” her mom said as she scanned the room, the guests eating or chatting on the far side of the dining room. “I saw a car in your driveway when I walked over.”
Oh. Apparently, they were doing this now. So much for her hopeful notion that her mom would take a backseat attitude on this. “Yep.”
“Will they be joining us for breakfast?”
“Probably.”
“Well, we have enough food,” her mom said, staring at the mountains of pancakes Lucy had been distractedly cranking out since she’d started cooking.
“Sure do. Full house. Lots of guests. We need to give them their money’s worth.”
“That’s my baby. Always so thoughtful.”
Lucy rolled her eyes. “I live to serve,” she said with a flourish as a flash of blonde rounded the corner. She stood up straight and willed the nervousness bubbling up in her stomach away. It was just breakfast. She was an adult. Her mom wouldn’t even care.
“Morning,” Sierra said brightly, dressed in clothes Lucy had seen most recently balled up on her bedroom floor.
“Morning, Sierra,” her mom said more enthusiastically than eight a.m. conversations dictated. “Do you want some coffee?”
“Coffee would be great. Thank you,” she said shyly, the tips of her cheeks pink. She shot Lucy an affectionate look that made her heart constrict, a current of understanding passing between them.
After the things they’d done last night, why wouldn’t they be on the same page? Lucy had been so tired and blissed out she’d barely made it out of bed when her alarm had gone off, Sierra’s hair fanned across the pillow, her body naked underneath the comforter. God, she’d looked so sexy and sleepy and sweet. All Lucy had wanted to do was crawl right back in bed and continue alternating between having sex and napping cuddled against her for the rest of the day.
“Were you at Hannah’s for New Year’s Eve?” her mom asked as she set a cup of coffee in front of Sierra. Lucy pushed her thoughts of last night away, even if no one could hear them except her.
“I was. Hannah’s been so welcoming since I’ve been home.” Good job, Sierra. Don’t be led down the path of no return.
“Hannah’s always been a sweet one. A little sugar to Lucy’s spice. I think that’s why they got on so well as kids.” Oh, no. She knew the look in her mom’s eyes. The look where she was about to start telling embarrassing childhood stories.
“Hannah is a better person than me, I’ll acknowledge that,” Lucy said as she aggressively flipped pancakes, hoping the conversation would detour soon.
“I think Lucy’s nicer than she wants people to believe,” Sierra said casually before taking a sip of her coffee.
“She’s come a long way.” Her mom’s voice was embarrassingly proud as she turned toward Sierra. “And really, I never imagined you two would become such good friends.”
Heat flooded through Lucy’s body; nowhere was safe to look. Definitely not at Sierra, whose face, she could tell, was flushed with embarrassment. And definitely not at her mom, who was likely leading her into some kind of trap, although she hadn’t sussed it out yet. “Yep, you know me, Mom. Just defying the odds every day.”
“So, Sierra…” Lucy prayed the next words out of her mother’s mouth had nothing to do with intentions for her daughter. “How’s it been being back in Maple Run?”
Lucy let out an exhale that was so loud it caught the attention of a few people across the room. She gave a half-hearted wave and ducked her head down.
“It’s been great. I forgot how much I missed it.”
“Will you be staying to help your brother?”
Lucy fantasized about faking an emergency and evacuating the inn to stop this conversation from continuing.
“Not long-term. But I’m going to help where I can, especially this maple-tapping season. I have to go back to Boston for most of this upcoming month, but I’m hoping to make it back for the polar plunge.”
Lucy worked to hide any emotional response to Sierra’s words. Casual and with no expectations. That was the deal. That was the plan.
Jill nodded. “I’m sure he’ll be happy to have the help. At Christmas dinner, he mentioned you might start up tours again.”
“What are you, the head of the Maple Run Gossip Committee, Mom?”
Her mother didn’t waver, her eye twitching so slightly anyone else would have missed it. “My apologies, Lucy. I didn’t realize you were the only one allowed to make friends with the Westmoores.” She finished with a smile that told Lucy she meant business, her inflection and understanding clear.
Lucy ignored her mother, knowing she’d lost, and she turned her attention to Sierra. “I didn’t know that, about the tours.”
Sierra blushed and fidgeted with a strand of her hair, twirling it between her fingers in a way that made her look far more innocent than Lucy knew to be the case. “Not for sure yet, but I think it could go a long way toward encouraging good will with the town again. Helping tourism and all that.”
“I think it’s just great,” Lucy’s mom said. “Those beautiful trees have gone far too many years without anyone gawking at their beauty.” Jill looked at Sierra and then at Lucy, her eyes light. “Just like my daughter.”
“Did you see that bug? Wow, look at the size of it. Don’t see ‘em that big so late in the year.” Lucy started aggressively waving her spatula around to cause a distraction, though she failed miserably.
Sierra ducked her head and tried to hold back her laughter, also failing miserably.
Lucy put her spatula down and turned off the skillet. “I think we have enough to get us through the rest of breakfast. You okay to finish up here, Mom?”
Her mom smiled so sincerely that Lucy almost forgot she’d wanted to murder her seconds ago. “Sure, sweetie. You girls go have fun.”
Lucy got her wish to spend the day wrapped up in one another and safe from the world outside, but when Sierra kissed her goodbye later that night before heading back to Boston, she felt a sadness she hadn’t expected. A loss whose intensity surprised her.
“So, you’ll be back in a couple of weeks?” she asked, hoping Sierra didn’t hear the desperation in her voice.
Sierra smiled and ran her hand soothingly against Lucy’s jaw. “I will. I know we’re keeping things casual, but do you think it would be okay if I called you in between?”
“Absolutely.” Lucy hadn’t even considered a sarcastic comeback before the word was out.
“Okay. I need to get on the road.” But Sierra didn’t leave, staying rooted in place.
Lucy leaned forward and wrapped her arms around Sierra’s neck, leaning into the softness. “Okay.” She kissed Sierra gently, almost as tentatively as the first kiss they’d shared, her body heavy with the weight of the simple action, of all the things it said.
Sierra groaned, finally pulling back. “You’re making this hard.”
Lucy nipped at the skin along Sierra’s jaw, unwilling to break contact. “You created this monster.”
“I find that hard to believe,” Sierra said, stepping out of Lucy’s grasp. She turned around, though she stopped at the first step. “But maybe while I’m gone, you’ll call me one night and tell me just how much you miss me?”
A sticky, hot heat enveloped Lucy’s body at the thought. A wave was all she could manage as Sierra slipped into her car and drove off into the darkness.
She walked back into her house and shut the door behind her, absolutely sure Sierra Westmoore was going to be the death of her.





Chapter Seven
“How’s the drive?” Lucy was on speaker as Sierra made her way back to Maple Run, thankful there was no looming storm to encourage a heavy foot.
“It’s the dead of winter and dark out, so not the best adventure of my life.” Sierra couldn’t stop smiling into the empty car.
It had only been three weeks since her last visit, but she missed Maple Run, missed Lucy’s touch in a way that scared her. It wasn’t normal. At least, it hadn’t been normal during her life. She didn’t get stuck on people, didn’t orient her life around them, but with Lucy Parsons, all the rules and thoughts she had went out the window.
A present for Lucy was next to her in the passenger seat, and she had to remind herself every few miles to maintain the speed limit and arrive safely.
“And what was the best adventure of your life?” Lucy asked. In their frequent phone calls since Sierra had been back in Boston, they’d talked about everything and nothing, no question or tangent too small or insignificant to wander down.
Sierra bit at the inside of her cheek. “I’m thinking. And you know I’m going to ask you the same question, so I hope you’re thinking about your answer.”
“That’s not fair.” She could practically feel Lucy rolling her eyes from Maple Run, growing closer with each passing mile.
“I have my answer, but you’re going to laugh at me.”
“You can’t see it, but I’m holding my hand over my heart. I promise I will not laugh at you.”
“I don’t believe you, but honestly, it’s been reconnecting with my brother. Coming back to Maple Run and getting a second chance.” Lucy was silent on the other end. “I don’t know if silence is worse than laughter.” Sierra tapped her fingers on the steering wheel and waited for Lucy’s response.
“I wouldn’t laugh at you for that.” Lucy’s voice was serious, like they were talking about a conversation bigger than adventures.
“What’s yours?”
“Running the inn with my mom. Proving to ourselves that we could do it. It was never the plan, and it wasn’t how I thought my life would play out.”
Sierra focused on the road as it grew increasingly windy, passing around Portland and heading north. “How did you think your life would play out?”
“I don’t know. I read so much, I deluded myself into thinking that counted as having a grand adventure, but I’ve always wanted to travel more. I thought I’d help my parents for a few years and then go do my own thing for a while, knowing that I’d probably come back one day.”
“You can still travel.”
“Yeah, maybe. How far away are you from Maple Run?”
Sierra sensed that Lucy wanted to change the subject, so she didn’t push. “Less than thirty minutes.”
“Are you coming here?”
“Yes.”
“Good. I miss you.”
“I miss you, too. I’m going to give my brother a call, but I’ll be there soon.”
They ended the call, and Sierra told her car to call Drake, who picked up on the first ring. “Hey, sis. What’s up?”
“Just on my way back. I’ll see you tomorrow at the polar plunge?”
“Sure thing. Are you not going to be at the house tonight?”
“No, not tonight.” She heard laughter and shouting in the background. “What are you doing?”
“Hanging with Hannah and Chloe. You’re welcome to join us if you want, but it sounds like you may have other plans…”
“Shut up.”
“You two look good together, sis. And you can keep up with one another.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.” She wasn’t trying to keep things a secret, but she didn’t know what Lucy had said or done in the almost month she’d been gone. Sierra didn’t want to arrive back in town thinking their relationship was more serious than Lucy did.
“I’m sure you don’t,” he said, laughing into the phone.
“You get one girlfriend and suddenly you’re the Love Guru.”
“Fiancée, actually.”
Sierra almost slammed on the brakes. “What, what? Congrats, Drake.”
“It just happened today. It’s new, but I’m very excited.”
“I’m so happy for you. I can’t believe you didn’t tell me you were proposing.”
“Well, that’s because I didn’t.”
“Drake. Stop it. Tell me everything.”
Drake laughed. “She proposed to me. She told me that she wanted me in her life, and if I was open to it, she wanted to get married. So yeah, that’s really all there is to it. We’re on the same page. I’ve basically been living over here, although we are trying to make sure Chloe is comfortable with everything happening. She thinks she’s been having the world’s most extended sleepover, so it hasn’t been an issue yet.”
“I tell you what, these women in Maple Run are a force to be reckoned with.”
“That’s the truth. No plans have been set, but I’m glad I got the chance to tell you. One second.” Drake moved the phone away from him. “This means no take backs, Hannah. I just told Sierra.”
She heard Hannah’s voice, which sounded far away. “I’m not trying to take it back. I’m trying to lock you down.”
Drake laughed, his voice louder as the phone came closer. “Light of my life.”
“Does Lucy know? You know, if I happen to see her during this trip, I don’t want to inadvertently spill the beans.”
“Hannah told Lucy of her intentions toward me beforehand. She invited her to hang out with us tonight, but mysteriously, she has plans. Wonder what that’s about…”
“This town is seriously the worst. All right, big brother, I’ve gotta go. Again, congrats. Please tell Hannah the same.”
“Tell Lucy I said hi.”
Sierra rolled her eyes and hung up the phone, just as she pulled up to Lucy’s house.
It took about three seconds after Sierra turned off the car for Lucy to open the door and step out into the freezing cold wearing a sweatshirt and boy shorts. She clomped down the steps in her winter boots, her completely exposed legs, strangely juxtaposed to the precautions she’d taken with her footwear.
“Do you need help?” Lucy asked when she reached the car.
“I’ve just got the one bag. Why are you dressed like that in this weather?”
Lucy grinned, her hair in a haphazard bun barely contained on top of her head. “I’m practicing for tomorrow.”
“I don’t know if any amount of practice can prepare you for throwing yourself into an icy lake. I think it’s just one of those things you do without thinking too much about it. Otherwise, you’d probably chicken out.” Lucy was nonplussed by her lack of clothing, but Sierra shooed her back toward the house quickly. “I’m cold just looking at you.”
She followed Lucy into the house and shut the door behind her with a thud, immediately enjoying the warmth from the fireplace. She dropped her bag and slipped off her coat, taking care to hang it on the rack next to the door.
Would it be different now that they were back together in person? Would the bravery of distance and a phone between them change Sierra’s ability to be forthright with her feelings?
She hoped not, because staring at Lucy caused her heart to beat erratically, her fingers itching at her sides to reach out and touch her. Lucy looked at her with the deepest, greenest eyes, and Sierra’s knees went weak.
“Think I have cooties or something?” Lucy teased as she turned and walked across the living room, still wearing her snow boots.
Sierra followed her into the kitchen without another thought, like Lucy pulled her on an invisible string. She lacked any control over her own body; she was unable to stay away.
Lucy held up a bottle of wine. “Would you like a glass?”
“Is this another elaborate ruse to break out in hives and get stranded together?”
Lucy put the bottle down and stepped around the kitchen island so they stood face to face. “Do I need an excuse to get you to stay?” she challenged, her voice low and smooth.
Sierra’s body heated up from the inside out as the word flowed through her. “No.”
“Perfect,” Lucy said as she ran her fingers down Sierra’s front, plucking at her buttons without unfastening them. “Let’s go to the bedroom.”
“Cutting right to the chase, are we?” Not that Sierra minded. If anything, she was already out of her mind with want now that Lucy was so close to her again.
Lucy bit the inside of her cheek and continued to push her fingers against Sierra’s silk blouse. “I guess this is another one of those things we see differently because as far as I’m concerned, listening to your voice on the phone the last three weeks and not being able to touch you was torturous foreplay.”
Sierra blushed and cleared her throat. “I thought we took care of that?” More than a few times.
“I did,” Lucy said as she popped open the top button and slid her hand against smooth skin. Heat pooled between Sierra’s legs as her stomach tightened. “Has anyone ever told you that you have a very sexy phone voice?”
“Can’t say it’s come up that often.”
Lucy unbuttoned another button. “Not coming often isn’t a good thing. Bad for your health.”
“That’s not what I said.”
“I’m sorry. You said come, and I got distracted.”
Sierra gave into the sensation of Lucy’s hands exploring her ribcage. “Like this isn’t distracting?”
Lucy pushed her fingertips in harder and scratched gently with her nails. “No. This is foreplay.”
“I thought you said foreplay was torturous?” Sierra breathed out, an uneven lilt in her voice.
Lucy met her stare then, her lips turned upward in a knowing smirk. “Not when I’m the one doing it.”
    
LUCY DROVE toward the lake where the polar plunge would take place, situated at the far side of town. She had a box of documents with participant information in the back of the car along with as many extra towels as she could pilfer from the inn; over a hundred people were set to join this year.
Sierra, dressed warmly in a coat, hat, and gloves, sat next to her, but Lucy knew the truth. Underneath those layers was a bathing suit that took Lucy’s breath away more than the icy water ever could. She hoped she’d be able to focus on the event and not do something wildly embarrassing like get caught ogling Sierra Westmoore in front of the whole town.
“Are you excited?” Sierra asked, turning her attention from the passing scenery outside the car.
“I’m excited for this to be over. It’s a great event, but we’ve picked up steam on Maple Fest, and I’ve been so busy I barely know which way is up anymore.”
“You did seem a little distracted last night.”
Lucy blushed, unwilling to admit the truth. She’d been distracted by having Sierra in her arms again. She was unable to stay focused because her heartbeat refused to slow down in Sierra’s presence and because every time she thought she’d gotten used to her, she was struck by how cute Sierra looked doing something mundane like brushing her teeth. Lucy had to keep reminding herself that Sierra’s life wasn’t here. That although Sierra was obviously having fun, she was a city mouse. Maple Run was her idea of a vacation away from her real life, a life that probably didn’t include Lucy.
Sierra picked up the stalled conversation. “I talked to Drake last night.”
“Oh, wow. Yeah. I’m so happy for them,” Lucy said sincerely.
“Don’t you think it’s kind of fast? Obviously, I didn’t mention that to him. I can see how much they care about one another, but it’s been less than a year.”
Lucy shrugged and tried to feign indifference. “I guess when you know, you know.”
“Did you ever think you knew?”
She was caught off guard by Sierra’s question. For all they’d talked about, they’d mostly steered clear of conversations about their love lives. “I think when I was young I was a little infatuated with people. Maybe I even loved them.” She could feel Sierra studying her and was unnerved by the focus. “What about you?”
“There were options, but I don’t think I ever prioritized it.”
“Oh, I’m sure you had options,” Lucy said with a light laugh, hoping to break the tension she felt percolating in her gut.
“Hey, I’m more than just a pretty face.”
Lucy countered immediately. “Exactly. Which is why I’m sure you had options. You’re the whole package. Smart. Sexy. Confident. I don’t doubt you’ve left a trail of broken hearts in your wake, whether you knew it or not.” She needed to focus on the road, so she couldn’t look at Sierra to see her reaction to the words.
“And you don’t think you’re giving me a run for my money?”
Lucy couldn’t do this right now, couldn’t go down this path. “Maybe in another life,” she said, pulling her car into the parking lot situated near the lake. “I’m already late for check-in, so I need to run. But Hannah and Drake should be arriving soon. You good?” She looked at Sierra then, an imperceptible look on the other woman’s face.
Sierra ran her gloved hands back and forth on her pants. “Yep. I’m good.”
Lucy slipped quickly from the car, though all she really wanted to do was stay inside with Sierra and kiss her until the windows fogged up.
After grabbing the boxes and towels from the back, Lucy walked over to the small table set up to check participants in and collect donations. All she needed was to confirm they had a waiver and then send them over to the lake. This was not an all-day event like some of the larger polar plunges happening across the East Coast this time of year.
The swim was set to start in less than an hour. In the afternoon, the Maple Run Brewery would host a party to celebrate the participants with discounts and winter-themed games, a new event Lucy had worked hard to bring to life this year.
“Morning, Sue,” she said as she placed her items down next to the table. The diner was always a sponsor, and Sue helped out every year come hell or high water. “How’s it going so far?” She scanned the grassy area, where about thirty people were milling about or sitting in their warm cars.
“So far, so good. The people in their cars are the crazy ones. It’s going to hurt worse to go from warm to freezing cold than from cold to colder,” Sue said knowingly. She’d grown up in Maple Run, just like Lucy, although their thirty-five-year age gap meant Sue had lived a much more rough-and-tumble lifestyle than Lucy could ever imagine.
Lucy snuck behind the table and scanned the list of participants and their pledged donations along with who still needed to submit their waivers. “I agree.”
The stream of people checking in picked up, and Lucy was thankfully distracted for the next thirty minutes until Hannah, Drake, Sierra, and Chloe stepped up to the table.
“Will you be participating this year?” Lucy asked Hannah with a smirk, working to focus on anything except how Sierra looked in anything she wore.
“Not a chance. I’ve also convinced Drake to see things my way because I don’t need young Chloe getting any ideas that this is a suitable event.”
“I’ve got lots of ideas,” Chloe chirped up, her body wrapped in a bulky green coat with little more than her face visible.
“I know, Chlo. You’re the smartest out of all of us.” Lucy went for a high five but was denied. Ouch.
Chloe humphed and tried to cross her arms over her chest, impossible with the size of her jacket. “If you and Sierra get to do it, I don’t know why I don’t.”
“She makes a valid point, Hannah,” Lucy agreed, knowing the trouble she was walking into with her comment.
“Lucy Jillian Parsons.”
“Ohhhh,” Chloe said knowingly. “She used your full name, Aunt Lucy. You’re in trouble.”
Lucy stood up straight, refusing to back down. “Just for that, I’m going to train her so that she can do it next year.”
“Yay!” Chloe squealed, trying to clap her hands together and failing.
“You’re really trying to take this ‘cool aunt’ thing to the max,” Hannah said, shooting daggers across the table before her face mellowed unexpectedly. “I mean, makes sense, since Sierra can give you a run for your money now.”
The jab on the tip of Lucy’s tongue melted away when she noticed Sierra’s arm draped loosely around Chloe’s jacket, the little girl leaning into her. “I would never begrudge Chloe the love of anyone,” Lucy said.
Hannah opened her mouth and then closed it, surprise drawn across her face. “Well, I’ll be damned.”
Lucy ignored that comment. “Now, if you could please step aside and go with the other spectators, the event is scheduled to happen in a few minutes, and I need to get ready.”
Hannah, Drake, and Chloe walked away, though Sierra stepped around the table. They began walking in step toward the edge of the pond, both quiet.
“You ready to do this?” Lucy asked, unzipping her coat.
Sierra leaned in close so that no one else could hear. “Only if you promise to warm me up later.”
Heat fanned across Lucy in spite of the layers dropping from her body, a prickle against her skin that had nothing to do with the freezing temperatures. “I think that can be arranged.”
“Good.” Sierra slipped off her vest first before removing her two shirts, and then untied the drawstring on her pants so they fluttered to the ground. She stood in front of Lucy at the edge of the lake in nothing but a black bathing suit. Lucy was unable to tear her eyes away. Sierra waved her hand in front of Lucy’s face. “You’re going to miss go if you don’t take off the rest of your clothing.”
Lucy shook her head and tried to come out of her trance. “Right. Right.” She quickly disrobed down to her own purple bathing suit. The day was thankfully devoid of any strong winds.
Sue stepped up to the group of people, some dressed in full outfits, some wearing nothing more than bikinis or swim trunks, and lifted a megaphone to her mouth. “On your mark.” Lucy shifted her legs back and forth, willing the strange nervousness away. “Get set.” She did this every year, and this year should be no different. “Plunge!”
With Sue’s command, the group rushed the lake. Sierra was next to Lucy. Lucy knew she couldn’t slow down or she’d stop hurling her body toward the icy water. She dove under, the cold like a million tiny knives slicing into her skin, and she lost her breath with the intensity of the sensation.
When she popped up, Sierra was bobbing in the water next to her, a content smile on her face like she wasn’t in a freezing cold lake.
“Why do you look so pleased?” Lucy asked, her teeth chattering as she began to make her way back to the edge.
Sierra was hot on her heels, her long arms propelling her body with ease like she belonged in a frigid Maine lake in the middle of winter. “You promised to warm me up later, so as far as I’m concerned, this was just foreplay.”
Lucy dragged herself from the cold water, a stupid smile on her face she couldn’t hide from the cheering spectators, and a stupid flitter in her heart she couldn’t hide from herself.
    
THEY ENTERED Lucy’s house less than an hour after they’d emerged from the icy lake, nothing on Sierra’s mind except seeing Lucy in the least amount of clothing possible, preferably none. Until now, Lucy had been the aggressor, but Sierra couldn’t wait. Couldn’t imagine not undressing Lucy and getting her back into bed.
Lucy shut the door behind them, and Sierra was on her, unzipping Lucy’s ridiculously bulky jacket and letting it fall in the entryway.
“I didn’t realize jumping into a freezing lake was an aphrodisiac,” Lucy said lightly as she followed Sierra’s lead and began unzipping the vest Sierra wore.
“Off. I want it all gone. Now.” Sierra was surprised by the commanding tone of her own voice. She was spurred on by the heat pooling between her legs, ready to go again although they’d done this less than twelve hours ago.
Lucy lifted her long-sleeved shirt over her head and unbuttoned her pants. “A shower is probably a good idea.”
Sierra smiled wolfishly, embarrassed she hadn’t thought of it. “A shower is an absolutely fantastic idea.”
For as excited as Sierra was, or maybe because of it, she couldn’t stop herself when she pushed her body forward and trapped Lucy against the door, holding her in place at the hips. She nipped at Lucy’s ear, hard enough that Lucy moaned and shifted her body. Sierra’s leg slipped in between Lucy’s thighs. Lucy’s nipples were hard, maybe from the cold, or maybe not, and Sierra ran her hands down Lucy’s exposed arms as she held her in place, alternating between kisses and nips against her neck.
Lucy tilted her head away, her voice breathy. “I’m going to come soon if we don’t move this to the shower, and I’d much prefer that that happened naked.”
Sierra’s stomach dropped low. She was aware of her own orgasm building, wondering if she could stop now. “Okay,” she said without moving.
Lucy pushed her hips away from the door, and Sierra stepped backward in response. “Come with me.” Lucy held out her hand like it was the most normal thing in the world and led Sierra to the bathroom.
Lucy turned on the shower and then quickly turned her attention to Sierra. She began unbuttoning her shirt, her fingers pressing into the cold skin as each new inch became available.
When Sierra was down to nothing more than her bathing suit, she slipped the garment from her shoulders as Lucy mirrored her actions and removed hers. They hadn’t done this before, undressed in front of one another in the bright lights of the bathroom. Sierra’s stomach was tight with want as she took all of Lucy in.
After a few moments of unabashed staring, Lucy turned around and stepped into the stream of water, steam beginning to fill the room.
Sierra expected Lucy to push her up against the wall when she joined her, expected Lucy to slide a finger inside of her and pull an orgasm from her within seconds. But that’s not what happened.
Lucy ran a tender hand down the goose bumps dotting Sierra’s arm until she interlaced their fingers and led Sierra to the wall. Lucy’s other hand wrapped itself around the base of Sierra’s neck, and she leaned forward and gave Sierra a kiss that she felt from her ears down to the tips of her toes. Soft and sweet and wildly sexual, Lucy’s mouth enveloped Sierra’s bottom lip as she pulled it in between her own and sucked lightly.
Sierra moaned and arched her back from the wall, seeking Lucy’s hips like a moth to a flame. She felt like she was having an out-of-body experience, trying to make sense of the touches and the water and the heat against her cold skin, trying to find any anchor to tether herself to reality instead of floating way.
Lucy moved the hand nestled against Sierra’s neck downward, her nails gently scratching across skin, still kissing Sierra with a conviction that caused warmth to radiate through her body. It was different than an orgasm building, although that was undoubtedly happening, too. This made her feel safe. It made her feel wanted. It was Lucy taking care of her and taking things slowly, savoring the moment like they had all the time in the world instead of a few fleeting days every few weeks.
“Lucy,” she breathed out against the woman’s mouth, the strength of her emotions bubbling out as a single word on her lips.
“You deserve to be worshipped,” Lucy said, shifting her mouth over to Sierra’s collarbone and kissing down, along her sternum. “Let me worship you.”
“I am all for that,” Sierra panted, “but I’m not going to last much longer. I need to feel you. I want you to feel me.”
She could feel Lucy’s smile against her skin. “Your wish is my command,” she said as she slid the hand toying with Sierra’s nipple lower. Lucy ghosted her fingers across her aching center, settling them between Sierra’s legs as she ran one purposefully against Sierra’s entrance.
Sierra breathed deeply, her body throbbing intensely but slowly, like she was still in the cold water. She was on the precipice of something she couldn’t begin to describe, and she wanted to run away from it as much as she wanted to give into it.
“Please,” she begged as Lucy slid the finger against her again, her hips pushing from the wall in encouragement.
“I like you like this,” Lucy said lightly as she continued her ministrations without entering Sierra, each agonizingly slow stroke making Sierra wonder how much longer she’d survive.
“What? Begging?” Sierra asked as she settled her head back against the tile, surprised she’d been able to push the words out.
“Being vulnerable. Trusting me. Letting me do this.”
“If you knew how this felt right now, you’d let you do it, too.”
“Tell me.”
Sierra’s eyes opened from their lidded haze, and she turned her head downward to meet Lucy’s sharp green ones. “Tell you how it feels?”
“Yes,” Lucy said as she slid a single finger inside before drawing it out slowly.
“Oh my god,” Sierra breathed into the shower. She’d tell Lucy anything right now as long as she kept doing that. “It’s kind of, for lack of a better word, indescribable.”
“I know you have a better vocabulary than that,” Lucy teased as she pushed the finger inside again.
“I think you’re trying to kill me.”
“I just want to know what you’re feeling. Is that so wrong?” Lucy said innocently, a smirk on her slightly swollen lips.
“It’s just… I can feel you everywhere, and all I want is more.”
Lucy seemed to like that answer, and she slid another finger inside. Sierra’s body easily accepted it. “More like that?”
“Like that, and like everything.” Sierra couldn’t pretend to hold back, couldn’t stop the words falling from her parted lips. “I want your hips against me. And I want you to kiss me. And I feel like I’m going to explode in oblivion at any moment, but I don’t want it to be over.”
Apparently, that was the right answer. Lucy began to slide her fingers in and out, pumping against Sierra methodically, her thumb gently encircling her clit, Sierra’s legs weakening in response. Lucy slid her other arm around Sierra’s hips and pushed in closer, Sierra pinned against the wall as Lucy’s lips found hers, as she kissed her so forcefully that Sierra couldn’t breathe.
But she didn’t want to breathe. Lucy was giving her what she wanted, exactly what she’d asked for, and it only took a few more purposeful strokes of Lucy’s fingers before Sierra’s body arched from the wall, Lucy capturing the muffled moan of her orgasm in her mouth as she continued to kiss and lick and nip against her lips.
As Lucy held her against the tile, she resisted saying the only words that might change everything, the words she didn’t know if Lucy would want to hear.
What had it felt like? It had felt like coming home.
    
LUCY RUSHED around the Maple Run Brewery in preparation for the afternoon event. She’d managed to push through and focused on setting up the games, the sign to announce the money raised, and to make sure everyone who’d participated was given their free drink token upon entry.
Josh, the owner, shifted down the bar and stood across from her. “Everything looks great, Lucy. We’re already busier than normal, and the event hasn’t even started yet.”
“Yep. It’s fantastic.”
“So, I had a question for you.”
Lucy pulled her focus from counting drink tokens on the bar. “What’s up?”
“Hannah’s over there with the Westmoores, right?”
Lucy glanced across the open room to where Sierra, Hannah, Drake, and Chloe all sat together in a round booth. “Yes…”
“And I noticed you talking to them earlier today.”
Lucy had no idea where this was going. “Yes.”
“So, are your families on good terms again?”
Were they? If what she’d done with Sierra Westmoore in her shower a few hours ago was any indication, they were on more than good terms. “Getting there,” she said with a shrug to hide her blush. “Why do you ask?”
“Well, since Maple Fest is coming up, I had wanted to try out a new brew, a maple-infused beer brewed especially for the season. I appreciate all you’ve done for this town, and I didn’t want to step on any toes.”
Lucy cocked her head to the side. “I don’t understand. What does this have to do with me?”
“I was going to talk to the Westmoores about a partnership to use their maple syrup to make it.”
“Oh.” She worked to push down the confusion of feelings that swirled around her body. “It’s not my place to hold anyone back. I didn’t realize my endorsement counted so heavily around here,” Lucy said.
“It absolutely does. If you say the Westmoores are good people, we all trust you in that. I know things were hard between your families for a while, and I didn’t want to go stirring up trouble or hurting our business relationship.”
Lucy softened. “That’s a sweet thought, Josh. It’s amazing what you’ve done with the brewery, and I think a maple-infused beer is a fantastic idea. Provided,” she said, staring at him intently, “you feature it at Maple Fest.”
He grinned and stuck out his hand for Lucy to shake. “Absolutely.”
Lucy wandered back to the booth a few minutes later, a deliciously citrusy New England IPA in tow, and slid into a seat at the end next to Sierra.
“Hey, Luce.” Hannah beamed at the same time she stole a french fry from Chloe’s hand.
“Hey, guys. How’s your day been?” Lucy grabbed a french fry from the plate in the middle of the table, her hunger bubbling up in full force.
“Good. We grabbed lunch at the diner after the event.” Hannah raised an eyebrow. “I was surprised I didn’t see you there. That’s usually your go-to spot after the plunge.”
Lucy laughed awkwardly and took a sip of her beer. “Had to get ready for the brewery event,” she said, holding up her glass.
“Right. We must have missed you when we arrived. You were probably in the back or something.”
“Probably.” Lucy almost jumped out of the chair when she felt a hand on her thigh, although Sierra stared intently at the group, like nothing was amiss. She tried to still her heartbeat and focus on the conversation. “So, have you two announced your engagement? I’m sure it will be the event of the season.”
“Announced it to who?” Hannah asked. “I told your mom, and I told Sue today. Everyone else will find out when they find out.”
“Shady lady,” Lucy said before taking another unnecessarily large gulp of beer.
Hannah shook her head and stared at her friend with steely eyes. “I am very proud to be with Drake.”
Was that a dig about the nature of her relationship with Sierra? Lucy really couldn’t deal with that right now. “You are both very lucky to have found one another.”
“So, Sierra, how’s making partner going?” Hannah asked, shifting her attention to her soon-to-be sister-in-law.
Lucy’s heart dropped low. She hated Hannah for bringing up the topic she’d been too scared to ask about this weekend.
Sierra smiled, and Lucy couldn’t pull her eyes away from the soft, pink lips next to her. “Good. Surprisingly so given how much I’ve been out of office.”
“That’s great. Are you still on track to be here again in a couple of weeks?”
“Yep. That’s still the plan.”
Hannah enveloped Drake’s hand above the table. “And after that?”
Lucy wanted to murder Hannah right now.
“Back to Boston, I suppose,” Sierra said.
“Well, we love having you around,” Hannah said sincerely.
Sierra stopped tracing errant patterns across Lucy’s thigh. “I’ve really enjoyed being here. It’s been a breath of fresh air.”
Hannah lifted her brow. “I’ll bet.”
Lucy interjected, anxious to detour the conversation. “So, Drake, Josh mentioned he might be eyeing Westmoore Estate for a possible partnership.”
Drake’s eyes lit up. “Oh, really? That’s great. Josh makes excellent beer.”
“Yeah, he mentioned wanting to do a maple-infused beer for Maple Fest. He’ll probably talk to you about it today.”
“Awesome. We’re going to be busy the next couple of months, but hopefully we can make it work.”
The conversation shifted to Drake and Hannah’s upcoming plans and Hannah’s new book until Lucy had to excuse herself to kick off the event, but she couldn’t quiet the nagging feeling lodged in her throat as the night wore on, couldn’t stop the erratic heartbeat that thumped in her chest whenever she thought about the future.
Later that night, when she crawled into bed with Sierra next to her, her anxiety reached a crescendo, her mind no longer willing to ignore the reality of the situation.
She’d get another month or so with Sierra when she returned, and then what? Stolen weekends and trips back and forth to visit one another? She wanted what Drake and Hannah had. What her parents had.
The worst part of everything, the part that made her sick with frustration, was that she’d finally accepted that she wanted those things with Sierra, but she was too afraid to ask.
    
THE NEXT MORNING, Lucy had gotten up early to make breakfast at the inn. Sierra was content to lay in bed, her body exhausted from the weekend of socializing and freezing water and marathon sex.
When Lucy returned a few hours later, Sierra was hanging out in the living room reading one of Lucy’s books.
“Hey?” Lucy said questioningly, like she was surprised Sierra was still there.
“Morning. How was breakfast?”
“Today was French toast day, and nothing gets the crowd going more than French toast.”
Sierra put down the book, aware of the strange shift in Lucy’s mood she couldn’t quite put her finger on. Annoyance? Frustration? “I’ll bet.”
Lucy moved toward the kitchen and didn’t make eye contact. “You head back today, right?”
Sierra stood up and stretched. “Yeah. The next couple of weeks will be a bit challenging, but outside of client appointments, I can get the hours done whenever it makes sense.”
“Sounds nice. I wish I could feed people breakfast at noon some days.” There was a distance in Lucy’s voice that Sierra wanted to ignore, but it cut jaggedly through her body like she’d been plunged into ice water.
“Like this morning?” she flirted, stepping closer to Lucy and trying to will her paranoia away.
Lucy sidestepped Sierra and headed back toward the living room. “I was tired this morning.”
“You had a busy weekend.”
“Par for the course as a dignitary of Maple Run. The fun just never stops.”
Sierra stilled. “Are you okay? Did something happen?”
Lucy stood up straight and put her hands on her hips, like she wanted to make Sierra regret asking the question. “No, and it’s not going to.”
“What does that mean?”
“What are we doing here, Sierra? Sure, the sex is great, but this isn’t a long-term option for me.”
A chill ran through Sierra’s body with Lucy’s harsh words. “I thought you were okay with what was happening.”
“I was, for a while, but it’s not sustainable. I don’t want weekends and moments. My life is here. I want to build my life here. Your life is not here.”
Anger itched under Sierra’s skin, and she worked to keep her voice even. “I don’t think it’s your right or responsibility to tell me where my life is.”
“What, are you going to just pick up and move back to Maple Run? Give up being partner? Give up the life you’ve built?”
“You seem to have a lot of opinions about how I’m living my life for someone who’s trying to act like they don’t care.”
“I do care, and that’s the problem. I can’t deal with you coming and going from my life. It’s just too hard.”
Sierra willed away the tears pooling behind her eyes. “You haven’t even asked me what I want.”
“I know what you want,” Lucy said with conviction. “You want it all. To have your life in Boston and then escape here when it’s convenient. To get the fun of small towns without the slow grind of monotony that is life some days.”
“Are you saying this because you’re scared?”
“I’m saying it because it’s true. The Westmoore family already took too much from me, and I won’t let them take my shot at being happy one day.”
Sierra felt like someone had slammed a sledgehammer into her stomach. “Sounds to me like you’re the only one in this room who’s taking your shot at being happy away.” She couldn’t hold back the anger from her voice anymore, couldn’t stop the bile from rising in her throat. “If you wait for everything to be perfect, you’re going to spend the rest of your life waiting. I think you care about me, and I think that scares you beyond belief. I think the distance is just a convenient excuse for you to make this easy on yourself and pretend like you’re the victim in all of this.”
“I—”
Sierra cut her off, her face hot with anger, her hands balled into fists. “I’m not finished yet. I cannot believe you’d throw the things my father did back in my face. You don’t get to tell me what being here means to me. And you don’t get to tell me how I feel about coming back here and trying to build a life. I was pushed out by my father, and I will sure as hell not be pushed out by you.”
She turned on her heel and walked quickly through the house, gathering her things.
“Sierra, I’m—”
Sierra turned around. “Nope. Not doing it. Ain’t gonna happen. I will come and go from Maple Run as I please, and you don’t get a say in it.” She ran a hand through her unbrushed hair. “You know the worst fucking part in all of this? If you would have asked, I would have stayed.”
And then, Sierra got in her car and drove back to Boston in her pajamas, stopping every thirty minutes to cry.





Chapter Eight
One month later
Hannah pushed Lucy’s plate of food toward her. “You need to eat something.”
“I’m not hungry.”
“Look, I’m all for this tortured artist thing you’re trying out, but this isn’t healthy anymore. You look like you haven’t slept in days.”
“Maple Fest starts tomorrow. I’m busy.”
“Is that all?”
Lucy sighed and focused on a chip in the table. “And Sierra still won’t return my calls.”
“Well, you were shitty.”
Lucy looked up to find Hannah smirking at her. “What the fuck, Hannah?”
“I’m just being honest, bestie.”
“And now she’s back in town, and she still won’t talk to me.”
“If I remember your dramatic retelling accurately, that’s because you told her you didn’t want her waltzing in and out of your life.”
Lucy put her face in her hands and stifled back a sob. “But I didn’t mean it. I was scared. She was absolutely right. I’m miserable.”
“Oh, definitely. How could she be so wrong in assuming you meant what you said to her?”
Lucy stabbed at a bite of food on her plate. “You are not helping.”
“Luce, look at me.” Lucy looked up to find Hannah staring at her intently. “I love you, but sometimes, you have a narrow view of the world.”
“Are you calling me a country bumpkin?”
“No. See, this is a perfect example. You have this unfailing moral compass, but sometimes you don’t see the shades of gray. You made a choice for both of you by pushing her away, and it came back to bite you in the ass.”
Lucy scoffed. “Nothing has touched my ass in a month.”
Hannah laughed and put her hand on top of Lucy’s. “Maybe just give it some time? It’s not like you were getting laid on the regular before you met her.”
“Not that it’s any of your business, but no one else would compare anyway. And it wasn’t just the sex.”
“Wow,” Hannah breathed out. “She’s got you all messed up.”
“She probably has a new girlfriend to go along with her new job title in Boston. No wonder she won’t return my calls.”
“You know what’s attractive, Lucy?” Hannah looked her up and down. “Besides showering more than once a week?”
“I have a feeling you’re going to tell me.”
“Admitting when you’re wrong.”
“I tried. Hence the problem that she won’t return my calls.”
“I’m sure you two will run into one another. She’ll be at the Westmoore Estate tent tomorrow. If it’s any consolation, Drake has been so busy with maple-tapping season and running tours that I’ve barely seen him.”
Lucy sighed and righted her posture. “I’m sorry, Hannah. You’ve been absolutely amazing, and I’ve been a monster lately.”
“Look how well you just did admitting when you were wrong! And I didn’t even have to ask you!”
“I will accept your compliment because I need this win,” Lucy said with a solemn nod before she took a bite of her food.
When she left the diner thirty minutes later, the afternoon sun was already slipping below the horizon. A flash of blonde caught her attention, and she looked up to see Sierra walking toward her, a literal angel on Main Street.
She immediately regretted not taking Hannah’s advice sooner about more frequent showering as Sierra moved closer, although she still hadn’t noticed Lucy.
But she may not get another chance, and personal hygiene be damned, she needed to take it. “Hey,” she said, stepping back onto the sidewalk.
Sierra looked at Lucy like she was going to keep walking, but she stopped and spoke into her phone. “Can I call you back in a minute?” Sierra slipped her phone into the pocket of her puffy vest and looked at Lucy expectantly.
“Hey.” Smooth, Parsons.
“You already said that. Can I help you with something?”
Lucy deflated. There was no reason this should have been easy, but Sierra’s indifference made her want to crawl into a hole. “Can we talk?”
“I feel like we did all of our talking last time I was in town.”
“To be fair, I didn’t really get to say any more stuff after you said stuff after I said stuff.”
Sierra bit her lip, almost like she wanted to laugh, but her eyes were cold. “I didn’t really care about the other stuff you had to say.”
“What I said wasn’t fair to you. And I’m sorry.”
“Well, the great thing about our country is it’s your right to say it. But I don’t have to like it, and I don’t have to listen to it.”
“Sierra, please.” Lucy’s voice grew strained, although she tried to stay quiet so that they didn’t attract attention. “I’m sorry.”
“I appreciate your apology. Is that all? I’m on my way to a meeting.”
Lucy cocked her head to the side. “A meeting?”
“Yeah, with Maple Run Brewery.” Sierra stopped talking, like she wished she’d said nothing in the first place.
“Josh told me the new beer would be ready for tomorrow,” Lucy said. “That’s great news. When did you get back into town?”
“Last week.”
Lucy bit the inside of her cheek and tried to find something clever to say but, “I haven’t seen you around,” was all that came out.
“I’ve been busy.” Ouch. Lucy deserved Sierra’s dismissive words, but they still hurt to hear.
“I didn’t get the chance to say thank you for the gift you got me. It was perfect.”
“Glad you liked it.” Sierra looked down at her watch. “I’ve really gotta run. Bye, Lucy.”
Sierra moved down the sidewalk and disappeared in the entrance of the brewery a few doors down. Lucy was left standing there alone, wondering how she had made everything slip away.
    
“I WAS NOT BUILT for this life, Drake.” Sierra had already been up for hours at the farm before they’d headed over to the Maple Fest to set up their tent, the biggest size the event offered. She’d spent the last hour organizing jugs of every available size of syrup, putting up the promotional items for the tours that had started last weekend, and trying to wrangle Chloe as she ran around on a maple syrup high from breakfast.
“Hey, Josh,” she said warmly as he stepped behind the booth next to them.
Josh smiled and tipped his baseball cap before he ducked back below the table and continued checking keg lines.
Westmoore Estate and Maple Run Brewery had gotten booths next to one another in preparation for the maple ale they’d debut today, produced by the brewery with the syrup provided by Westmoore Estate.
Sierra had been in constant communication with Josh over the past week to ensure everything would be ready. More importantly, she was excited to have found a new friend in town to distract herself.
She’d made it a week without running into Lucy, which was more than she’d expected, but it didn’t lessen the thump in her heart when she had seen her again unexpectedly on the sidewalk.
She should have pretended she was still in Boston—constant vigilance, always aware of her surroundings—but she’d slipped, too focused on her phone call with Drake before her meeting. She hadn’t noticed Lucy until she’d popped up, materializing out of nowhere.
Lucy hadn’t looked great by any stretch of the imagination, and the most frustrating thing was that Sierra hadn’t even cared. She was wildly attracted to her, but that wasn’t what drew her to Lucy. Her infatuation, or whatever it was, was comprised of so much more.
She’d stupidly thought they could have more. That they could do all the things Lucy had so callously thrown back in her face the last time she’d left. A life together. A future.
She shook her head and refused to continue down this path. She’d done it too much in the weeks back in Boston, and she needed a fresh start. They were going to see one another, and that couldn’t be helped. All she could control was her reaction to it.
“What time will you open today?” Sierra asked, peering at Josh as he finished checking his keg lines.
“Same time as you,” he said with a laugh. “This is the most important holiday in Maple Run, so there is no excuse not to have a beer with breakfast—especially if it’s maple-infused.”
Sierra rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “You bring up an excellent point.”
“Do you want one?”
“I mean… sure,” she answered, stepping over to the table.
“Here you go.” Josh handed her a plastic pint cup, filled to the brim.
“I really can’t be drunk before noon.”
“It’s fine. Low ABV. Mellow taste. Buttery smooth.”
Sierra took a sip. She’d had it before, but nothing was quite the same as tapping a fresh keg, and maybe she was a little sentimentally attached to the idea that Westmoore Estate had some hand in producing it. “It’s good.”
“Right? I have a trade show next week, and I’m going to take a few cases there to see the response.”
“That’s fantastic. Maple Run’s doing big things.”
“It’s not the size of the dog in the fight, it’s the size of the fight in the dog,” Josh said before taking a sip from his cup, downing half the liquid in a single gulp. “I wanted to do this last year, but the town would have never gone for it.”
“Why not?”
Josh rubbed his beard in contemplation. “Your daddy was a mean one. Rest in peace, but I won’t mince words. You don’t treat the people in your town the way he did. When I saw you and Lucy Parsons running around the first time, I damn near fell out of my chair.”
Sierra sighed and took another drink of her beer. They hadn’t even been together, and yet they’d be inextricably tied in everyone’s minds for the rest of eternity in Maple Run. “I mean, Hannah is the one marrying Drake, and she’s practically a Parsons.”
“That’s true. Hannah always supported Lucy, but she never got the brunt of your daddy’s wrath.”
“What do you mean?” Sierra’s curiosity was piqued, even if this conversation could lead nowhere helpful.
“When they wouldn’t sell, he made it his personal mission to ruin The Maple Inn. He made up all kinds of horrible rumors, even went so far as waging phony lawsuits to tire them out. Constant land surveys and reporting them to health agencies with bogus claims. And then, Lucy’s dad’s health started declining, but still he was relentless. The day of the funeral, Mr. Westmoore tried to have them served with papers for a new lawsuit since technically, the owners of the property had changed.”
“Oh my god. That’s awful.” Sierra’s pulse pounded hard in her chest, a wave of shame washing over her. No wonder Lucy had hated her family so vehemently.
“It was a bad time for our town. When you came back and everyone started to get along, it was like the sun coming out after a long winter,” Josh said poetically before letting out a quiet burp.
“I hope this is the start of a new beginning.”
“Are you going to drink all day or help me finish setting up?” Drake called from the tent next to her.
Sierra put her free hand on her hip. “What I hear you saying is that you want me to bring you a beer...”
“Also that,” Drake said. He walked over with Chloe on his shoulders, where she tugged playfully at his ears.
“Sierrraaaaaaa,” Chloe called from atop her human pedestal.
“Yes, Chloe?”
“Do you know where Aunt Lucy is? I can’t see her from up here.”
Sierra leaned close to Drake and whispered, “Did put her up to that?”
“I promise I did not. I’m trying to survive today.”
“I don’t, sweetie,” she told the girl. “I’m sure she’ll see you later. She’s organizing the event, so I’m sure she’s busy.”
Chloe’s fidgety arms stilled. “I wanna give her a hug. She’s been sad.”
“I’m sorry to hear that. Sometimes people get sad.” Is that what you said to a child? She really had no idea.
“Mom said Aunt Lucy gots to take ‘sponsibility for her actions.”
Sierra pulled her lip into her mouth and resisted the laughter threatening to push out. “It’s the hardest thing about being a grownup.”
“Except grownups get to eat all the candy they want,” Chloe responded seriously as she pulled a maple toffee from her pocket.
“Seems to me like you also get to eat all the candy you want,” Sierra said as she eyed Chloe’s hand.
“Aunt Lucy!” Chloe screamed from her vantage point. She began to wiggle. “Drake, let me down.” Drake deposited Chloe onto her feet before she tried to climb down his back, and she set off on foot quickly, covering the ten feet to where Lucy stood talking to another vendor.
“Hi, Chloe,” Lucy said excitedly, picking her up and continuing her conversation without missing a beat.
Sierra watched the scene play out with a dull thud in her chest she wished would disappear. Lucy seemed to have gotten a little pep back between yesterday and now; she was dressed in a vest similar to the one Sierra usually wore, her face rosier than the last time their paths had crossed.
After a minute, Lucy walked Chloe hand in hand back to the table. “I found this.”
“Correction, she found you,” Drake said as he stepped up next to Sierra. He knew what had transpired, and Sierra didn’t doubt for a moment he was in her corner if she needed him.
“Just checking in before things kick off.” Lucy held her clipboard tightly to her body, like it offered some sort of protection. “I expect you to be the two busiest booths with Josh’s hotly anticipated maple ale.”
Josh spoke up. “It was a group effort. Do you want to try some, Lucy?”
“Maybe just a taste,” Lucy said, moving over to the table.
Sierra watched as Lucy removed the glove from her hand to accept the sample Josh poured for her. Lucy’s fingers wrapped gently around the plastic cup before she moved it up to her mouth and swallowed the amber liquid in a single gulp.
Her eyes lit up. “This is really delicious. And here I thought you refused to let me try it before the event because it tasted so bad!” she joked to Josh.
“Not even close. Just had to get the final seal of approval from my business partners before we released it into the world.”
Lucy lifted a brow and turned her attention toward Sierra and Drake. “Business partners?”
Drake answered. “If things go well, yes.”
“That’s great,” Lucy said with a smile. “Well, I’ll let you guys finish getting set up. Let me know if you need anything.”
She turned and walked away. Sierra was confused as to why the sudden absence upset her so much.
    
LUCY WEAVED through the thinning crowd, exhausted beyond measure. The festival had been filled all day; this year’s event was the most successful to date. She should feel proud, but all she felt was sad and a little bit hollow as she passed by the families and groups of friends who were laughing and talking as they headed toward the exits.
The event was officially closed, and most of the other vendors had shut down. The Maple Run Brewery and Westmoore Estate tents still had a line five people deep, Josh churning out beers as fast as he could until Lucy undoubtedly shut him down.
She stepped up to the booth, hating that she had to be the rules enforcer. “You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here.”
“Aw, ten more minutes?” Josh pleaded.
Sierra popped up from behind the stall. “Yeah, ten more minutes?” she said, her eyes light.
Lucy wavered. She’d technically gotten the permits to serve alcohol until thirty minutes after the event had been set to close. “I’ll compromise. You can finish serving the line, but it ends with that guy,” she said, pointing at the last person in line.
That guy pumped his fist. “Yessss.”
“You know you’re going to be at the brewery in an hour anyway, Brendan,” Josh yelled toward the back of the line. “But I appreciate you acting like you just won the lottery. I promise,” Josh said, looking at Lucy, “he isn’t a plant. This is one-hundred-percent bonafide love for the maple ale.”
The many tapped kegs behind them led her to believe Josh was telling the truth. “It seems like it’s a hit.”
“Work’s over,” Sierra said, handing her a cup and walking around the table to her side. “Have a little fun.”
Was this a trick? Why was Sierra suddenly willing to talk to her? Probably so she’d let the brewery keep serving, but she didn’t care at the moment. All Lucy cared about was that Sierra continued to say words, any words, to her.
“Thank you.” She took the cup, their fingers gently brushing. Little zigs and zags of awareness shot across her body, but she did her best to hide the impact. “It really is good.”
“Josh did all the heavy lifting on the recipe. We just supplied the maple syrup.”
“Well, cheers to you both then.” Lucy lifted her cup.
“You have to put your finger in front.”
Lucy looked down at her cup. “What?”
“When it’s plastic, you’re supposed to clink fingers with the other person for good luck.”
She didn’t know if she could touch Sierra again without breaking down, but she did it anyway, raising her glass with her finger extended around the front of the cup as Sierra did the same. Their fingers dusted across one another, Sierra’s warm and smooth and entirely too familiar.
“We never even held hands,” Sierra said quietly, almost like she was talking to herself.
Lucy’s heart thrummed, wondering if she’d heard wrong from the blood coursing through her ears. “What?”
Sierra’s voice was low, and it was obvious she’d had at least a few beers during the day. “It’s so weird how painful everything was. We weren’t together. We didn’t even hold hands. Why did it hurt so much?”
It hurt—it still hurts—because we love each other was what she should have said, but the words wouldn’t come. “I think we had something special.”
“I thought being mad at you would make me feel better, but I don’t.” Sierra polished off the beer in her hand. “But I am mad at you.” She pointed at Lucy for good measure.
“And that’s fair. I said some horrible things that I wish I could take back.”
Sierra tilted her head to the side. “Yeah, why do you do that? Why do you keep pushing me away?”
Lucy smiled sadly. “Because I’m an absolute idiot.”
“Do you know why I gave you that book?” That book meant the first edition of The Price of Salt Sierra had left in her house when she’d gone back to Boston after their fight. When everything had fallen apart and Lucy had cried herself to sleep cradling the book like a stuffed animal.
Lucy didn’t want to guess wrong and make things worse. “Why?”
“Because it’s considered the first lesbian novel that gives its characters a happy ending. And I thought that was sweet. I thought we were going to get a happy ending together, but now, I think that happy endings are stories that just haven’t finished yet.” Sierra held up her cup and stared at it suspiciously, like she was surprised to see it was empty. “Isn’t that fucked up?”
God, they needed to have this conversation. Lucy had been waiting a month to finally have this conversation. But not when Sierra was drunk and maybe wouldn’t remember. It was too important for that. Sierra was too important to her for that.
“Can we get together tomorrow and talk about this? Talk about us?”
“I’m mad at you,” Sierra said again, her voice light and airy as she put her hand on Lucy’s chest.
“And it’s okay to be mad at me. I’m mad at me, too.”
“I found out some more shitty things my dad did to you and your family. I’m sorry for that.”
“No,” Lucy said, wrapping her hand around Sierra’s, which was still pushed against her vest. “I promised I would never make us about him, and I did that. I was wrong.”
“He was such an asshole. I feel like I should go home and egg my own house just to stand in solidarity.”
“Big words for someone who’s teetering,” Lucy said. She wrapped her arm around Sierra to hold her steady.
Sierra leaned in dangerously close, the smell of maple and hops on her breath. “You know I have a great vocabulary. Remember?” She wiggled her eyebrows before breaking into laughter, Lucy’s body going along for the ride as she held her in place.
“I remember.” She couldn’t forget if she tried.
“I like your vest,” Sierra said unexpectedly, her thoughts all over the place.
“Thank you.”
“It looks like mine. Did you get it because you miss me?”
“I absolutely miss you, and probably, yes. Does that make you feel better or worse?” She knew it was wrong to keep talking to Sierra when she was drunk like this, but she couldn’t stop herself.
Tomorrow, Sierra might wake up sober and want nothing to do with her, and Lucy would remember tonight then. When Sierra had said some nice things and some sad things. When Lucy thought for a brief moment maybe they could make things work.
“It looks good on you,” Sierra said. “Your other coat made you look like a jelly bean.”
Lucy laughed at the surprising comment. “I agree.”
“But you don’t really look like a jelly bean.” Sierra lowered her voice to a whisper again. “You’re sexy.”
Lucy’s stomach dropped low. “You can’t say that to me right now.”
“Why, because I’m mad at you?”
“No, because you’re drunk.”
Sierra continued to whisper. “I’m not drunk. I’m honest. You are sexy. We had good sex. Simple as that.”
“Sierra, you are absolutely killing me right now. Will you come over tomorrow so that we can talk? Or I can come to you? Whatever works. Just say yes. I want us to have this conversation.”
Sierra scratched her fingers against Lucy’s vest, their hands still connected. “I’m going to be mad at you tomorrow, too.” She paused and scrunched up her nose. “But we’re gonna have a while to fight about it.”
Lucy stilled. “What do you mean?”
“I live here now. You are looking at the new director of events and partnerships for Westmoore Estate,” Sierra said proudly, albeit with a slight slur.
Lucy thought her heart was going to fall out of her chest. She was thankful there was more than her wild emotions holding it in. “You’re staying here?”
“Yeah. I didn’t want to tell you.”
“Why didn’t you want to tell me? That’s fantastic. I’m so proud of you.”
“Because you don’t like Westmoore Estate.”
“But I like you. And I like what you and your brother have done with the company.”
“But I’m a Westmoore.”
“I know.”
Sierra leaned so close Lucy thought she might kiss her, but she booped her on the nose instead. “You’re so confusing.”
“It’s my curse. Mostly the curse of being an idiot. I am going to come over tomorrow, okay?”
“Are you trying to schedule a booty call with me?”
“That’s not what booty call means.” Lucy forced herself to look away from Sierra and scanned the Westmoore Estate tent. “Drake,” she yelled across the now-empty lot to get his attention.
“What’s up?” he asked, walking over.
“Your sister has agreed to let me come over to talk to her tomorrow, but she’s kind of drunk. If needed, can you gently remind her of this in the morning?”
Drake looked back and forth between the two of them. “Wow. Okay. I just hope she doesn’t shoot the messenger.”
“Thank you, Drake. I promise to only say good things about you if you and Hannah get into a fight.”
Sierra had wandered away to help Josh finish his cleanup, and Drake leaned in close. “Do not hurt her again.”
“I promise. I won’t.”
    
SIERRA SPENT her morning wondering why birds were so loud as she took small groups on thirty-minute tours of the Westmoore Estate. Thank god she’d gotten in a rhythm last weekend because all she could do now was work on autopilot, hoping her body didn’t betray her.
She remembered last night, but to be fair, how did a person know they remembered what they didn’t remember? If what she did remember was any indication, it was wholly possible she’d pushed a lot out of her consciousness so that she didn’t die of embarrassment today.
Drake walked up to her as the last tour group of the day exited to meander around the grounds. “Hey, sis. You look like shit.”
“Thanks, Drake. With compliments like that, it’s no wonder I uprooted my entire life to come back here and help you run this godforsaken sugar bush.”
“You should probably go get ready. I left some food in your fridge for you.”
“Ready for what?”
Drake didn’t take the bait. “I know you know. You either fix things or have the ‘let’s figure out how to be friends since we’re going to see one another all the time’ talk.”
“What about the ‘awkward avoidance without any real resolution of problems’ talk?”
“That is not your style. Go get ‘em, tiger,” Drake said with a light arm punch.
“I hate you.”
Sierra walked up to the house and hopped in the shower without allowing herself to think about what was coming. What was coming was Lucy Parsons to her door in an hour to deal with the weight of Sierra’s drunken ramblings last night.
She wished she could take it back, at least parts of it. Mostly the part where she admitted how sexy she thought Lucy was and that they’d had good sex, but everything would have come to a head sooner or later.
Right on time, Sierra’s doorbell rang, and a nervousness settled through her bones.
Sierra took a deep breath and opened the door. “Hey, what are you doing here?”
Lucy stood on the other side and shifted back and forth for a few seconds before speaking. “Do you really not remember? I’m going to kill Drake…”
“I’m sorry. It was too good of an opportunity to pass up.” Sierra moved to the side to let Lucy enter.
She walked through the house toward the den, Lucy following silently. Sierra sat down on the plush leather sofa and patted the space across from her for Lucy to sit down, too. To Lucy’s credit, she looked wildly uncomfortable, like maybe this had been a bad idea.
“I won’t bite,” Sierra said, patting the sofa again.
Lucy sat down next to her, their bodies turned inward so they faced one another. “So…”
When Lucy didn’t speak for a moment, Sierra fiddled with a loose thread on her sweater. “I do believe you were the one to call this summit.”
“Yeah. I’m just not sure how much of last night you remember, so I’m not quite sure where to start.”
Sierra eased her body against the sofa and draped her arm across the back. “I remember everything. Guess you aren’t the only one with a mind like a steel trap.”
Lucy’s lips twitched. “So you remember asking if today was a booty call?”
“Yes.” Sierra hadn’t had sex in a month. She wasn’t going to hold that against herself.
“And you remember telling me I looked like a jelly bean in my jacket?”
“Absolutely.”
“And you remember telling me you wanted to egg your own house?”
“Definitely,” Sierra said with a light laugh, although that one was fuzzier than the rest for some reason.
Lucy took a breath from their back and forth and stilled her movements. “And you remember telling me why you got me the book?”
Fight or flight kicked in, but Sierra resisted the urge to give into it. “Yes.”
“So, I told you a few things last night, too, but I wanted to tell you a few more. Is that okay?”
“We’re here to talk,” Sierra said, gesturing between them.
Lucy took another deep breath. “In the beginning, I was so mad at what I felt for you that I tried to keep you at arms’ length. And then, I was so afraid of what I felt for you that I pushed you away. And then after you left, I was so sad at what I felt for you that I tried to pretend like I’d made it out to be a bigger deal than it was in my head.”
“And did you? Make it out to be a bigger deal than it was?”
“Absolutely not.” Lucy grabbed Sierra’s hand that lay between them. “I am so sorry for the things I said. I am so sorry for pushing you away. And I would have told you this even if I didn’t know you were staying. I want to make it work with you, whatever work means for us.”
“I—”
Lucy interjected. “You cut me off last time, so I’m hoping I can do the same now. Sierra Clarke Westmoore, I was so, so stupid. And so selfish. I couldn’t see past my own pain and anger. My whole identity was tied up in what happened to my family. I took it out on you when you’d done nothing but be unconditionally supportive. Maybe I don’t deserve you, but I want you in my life. And I don’t think happy endings are stories that haven’t finished yet. Life is work and love is work, but I want to do those things with you.”
Tears prickled behind Sierra’s eyes. Lucy was saying all the right things, but how could she know it was true?
“I bet you’re asking yourself how I can know something like that?” Lucy asked.
Sierra let out a surprised murmur.
Lucy laughed and squeezed Sierra’s hand again. “I know because I lost you. It never should have happened the first time, but it did. And I’m going to spend the rest of my life trying to make that up to you if you’ll let me. To prove to you what I know to be so clearly true.”
“Lucy…” Sierra’s voice caught in her throat.
“I love you. And I’m sorry I didn’t say it until now. To be fair, I would have absolutely said it last night, but I didn’t want that to be the first time I said it.”
“Really?”
“Or I could have said it when I jumped onto the sidewalk the other day when I saw you. Or when I found the gift you left me. Or when we made love in the shower, but I was too afraid to admit that’s what it was.” Lucy looked at her, eyes focused and clear. “Or when you walked into The Maple Inn that day, and you were the most beautiful, enchanting woman I’d ever seen.”
“Don’t think that would have been too soon?” Sierra asked wryly.
“Knowing what I know now, absolutely not.” Lucy dropped her gaze to their interlaced hands. “Do you know what we’re doing right now?”
“We’re holding hands.”
“And if you can do that, even mad at me, imagine all the things we could do when we’re not mad.”
“So… this is a booty call?” Sierra’s lips turned upward in a smirk as she rubbed her fingers along Lucy’s knuckles.
“That’s not what I meant,” Lucy huffed. “I prepared this beautiful, thoughtful speech, and that’s what you take away from it?”
“I spent today trying not to think about this conversation.”
“Why?”
“Because I was scared to have it.”
“Why?”
“Because this scares me. You scare me. I’m all in, Lucy. In case you couldn’t tell from the book I gave you, I’ve been all in for a while now. But with our families’ past and all of the other stuff, I didn’t know if it could work.”
“I don’t know if anything ever works unless people try to make it work.”
“That’s an annoyingly good point. Did you read that in a book?”
“Nope. That’s all from the heart. What happened in Boston?”
Sierra sighed and fidgeted against the sofa. “They offered me the job.”
“Why are you saying that so sadly?”
“They offered me the job, and then I realized that the only people I wanted to call and celebrate with were here in Maple Run. For as much as I talked a big game about building my life when I moved away, I didn’t really do it. I worked, and I threw myself into my career. I didn’t have healthy relationships, and I don’t really have friends who aren’t also coworkers. How sad is that?”
“Whatever led you to this point, they weren’t wrong decisions, just steps on the path to where you ended up.” Lucy’s finger brushed under Sierra’s chin and lifted her stare. “Just so you know, I’m really, really happy you’re back. I want you to know, there are people who miss you and who think about you and who can’t wait to fall asleep wrapped in your arms. Who maybe didn’t know they could feel so much until you wandered into their life.”
Sierra smiled. “People?”
“Okay, me. It’s obviously me.” Lucy looked unsure for a moment, but she leaned in closer. “And I would really, really like to kiss you right now.”
Sierra did her part and moved closer, too, so close she could feel Lucy’s warm breath on her cheek. Maybe it was too soon for this kind of reconciliation, but she didn’t want to wait anymore. Waiting one more minute felt like trying to breathe underwater, and she desperately needed a gulp of air. “Then what are you waiting for?”
Lucy closed the last bit of space between them and gave her a light, sweet kiss that quickly spiraled as Sierra pushed her back against the sofa, unable to control her body or her heart after their time apart.
Minutes later, Sierra came up for air, finally able to breathe again in so many ways. She looked into Lucy’s green eyes, deep and true and everything she’d always been searching to find. “For the record, I love you, too.”
    
LUCY, Sierra, Jill, Hannah, Drake, and Chloe all sat together in one of the large booths at The Maple Brewery later that evening. Lucy had extended the summit invitation to everyone who’d struggled along with them while she and Sierra got their shit together.
“So, we don’t have to pretend like you two aren’t madly in love or anything?”
“You need to stop.” Lucy threw a french fry at Hannah. She was in love, not mature.
They’d spent the last few hours wrapped up in one another’s arms, Lucy almost unwilling to drag herself out of bed for dinner, worried it was all a dream.
But when Sierra had walked up behind her as they got ready and gently kissed her shoulder, whispering a simple “I love you,” she’d let herself accept it was real, that they were finally on the same page, a page better than any book she’d ever ready or story she could have dreamt up in her imagination.
And now, with Sierra’s hand tightly interlaced with her own on top of the table, she felt the weight and truth of that statement, surrounded by a group of people she’d never expected to be so interwoven in her life.
“You have to admit,” Sierra said, staring at Lucy sweetly, “we did put them through some things.”
Hannah nodded in acknowledgment of her deep struggle. “Thank you. I think if I had had to listen to Lucy mope about you for one more day, we may have had to have a tough conversation.”
Sierra turned her attention to Lucy, whose face was red with Hannah’s words. “Is that so?”
“I wasn’t that bad.”
“Trust me, it was bad,” Hannah said loudly, holding court.
Lucy glared at Hannah. “You’re lucky I love you.”
“We’re already family, but one day we might be double family.” Hannah tilted her head to the side and considered the words. “Is that the right term? It sounds weird.”
Everyone laughed, but Lucy was most surprised when her mom spoke up. She’d been gently prodding but surprisingly hands-off during this tumultuous time in Lucy’s life. “I’m just so happy you two found one another. As you probably know, I knew your father, Sierra.”
The table grew silent at the words. Lucy was unsure if they should go down this path. “Mom…”
“No, it’s all right, Lucy,” Jill turned her attention to Sierra. “I met him in person a number of times, more than I’d probably have liked, but he let it slip once why he’d told you to leave.”
Sierra squeezed Lucy’s hand.
“Mom.”
“This is important, Lucy,” her mom said before quickly turning her attention back to Sierra. “Anyway, when he said it, and I know this may sound strange, it was him I felt badly for, not you. You were in undergrad at Harvard at the time, and I’d known you since you were little. You were the sweetest, kindest child, and if that was his opinion, I was happy you had the chance to go spread your wings and live your life, away from his backwards and archaic notions.”
Lucy’s throat was heavy as she watched Sierra fight back tears. “Thank you, Mrs. Parsons.”
“You can call me Jill, honey,” she said. “But when Lucy came out to me, I’d already seen your father’s reaction to a similar situation. How he’d behaved so poorly and lost an amazing person from his life. We love Lucy no matter what, but your father showed us exactly how we didn’t want to behave, how we might risk losing what we treasured most dearly.”
“Mom, you never told me that.”
“I didn’t need to. It wasn’t my story to tell. I’m telling Sierra now because I want her to know that she’s surrounded by people who love her and support her. Maple Run will always be her home, and for as sad as I was that she left, I’m so happy she found her way back.”
Lucy bit back a sob. “Oh my god. We have to stop letting you watch Hallmark movies.”
“Lucy Jillian Parsons. I am trying to have a moment with my future daughter-in-law.”
Sierra laughed, her eyes shiny. Lucy watched her intently for any sign of distress,working to ignore her mother’s comment about marriage. “I appreciate you saying that, Mrs.—I mean, Jill.”
“I know Lucy’s been hard on you and Drake about the situations your father caused, unfairly so at times, but I want her to see the bigger picture.”
“And what’s the bigger picture, Mom?”
“That life is confusing and unexpected and so, so surprising in the best ways sometimes.”
“That’s it. I’m canceling cable,” Lucy said as she worked to hold back tears, now squeezing Sierra’s hand far harder than Sierra had done to her.
Sierra, surprisingly, stepped in. “I think what Lucy is saying is that she’s lucky to have you as a parent.”
“I’m lucky to have her as a child. And she’s lucky to have you, too.” Her mom beamed in a way that made Lucy remember what it felt like to be tucked in and read stories and loved so unconditionally that she didn’t know people lived any other way.
They all said their goodbyes an hour later, and Drake, Hannah, and Chloe headed back to Hannah’s house for the evening.
Lucy, Sierra, and her mom drove back toward The Maple Inn, the ride quiet as they moved through downtown.
“I hope I didn’t speak out of turn earlier,” Lucy’s mom said from the passenger seat.
“No, not at all,” Sierra said from the back. “I spent a long time wondering what I could have done differently or if I’d made the right choice leaving. For as hard as it was when it happened, I know now, like you said, that it was the best thing that could have happened to me.”
When Lucy parked the car, her mom gave them both a kiss goodnight and headed toward her house.
“I’m sorry about my mom,” Lucy said as they shut the door behind them.
“Don’t you dare apologize. I get Hannah as a sister-in-law, Chloe as a niece, a relationship with my brother again, and your mom in my life on top of it. It’s all I’ve ever wanted.”
Lucy took off her puffy vest, the same one she’d endured more than a few comments from Hannah about tonight regarding its similarity to Sierra’s, and placed it on the coat rack near the door. “Really?”
“I adapted, Lucy. I think to a certain extent, we all romanticize what we don’t have. You wanted a big adventure. I wanted a big family. We consider what we have as a baseline for what we should want beyond that.”
“I have to disagree with you,” Lucy said, taking a step closer and running her hands down Sierra’s arms, loving the softness and the way Sierra leaned into the touch.
“How so?”
Lucy kissed Sierra lightly, pulling back before the moment got beyond her control. “Because I deeply, unequivocally believe that life with you will be the greatest, most fulfilling adventure I could ever have.”
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