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Chapter 1: Flight Risk
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The airplane coffee tasted like regret, but I drank it anyway. Thirty thousand feet above somewhere in New England, I hunched over my laptop screen, editing photos of truffle mac and cheese that would make my Instagram followers weep with envy. The restaurant—some impossibly hip place in SoHo with Edison bulbs and exposed brick—had served portions the size of my palm for forty-three dollars. I'd photographed it from six different angles, crafted the perfect caption about "elevated comfort food," and watched the likes roll in like slot machine coins.

But right now, staring at those perfectly styled noodles, all I could think about was the oversized bowls of actual mac and cheese Mom used to make on Sunday nights. The kind that came from a box and tasted like childhood.

"Ladies and gentlemen, we're beginning our descent into Burlington."

My stomach clenched, and it had nothing to do with the turbulence. Ten years. Ten years since I'd been back to Millbrook for more than a hasty Christmas visit, and those barely counted—forty-eight hours of surface-level catch-ups before I fled back to the safety of city anonymity. But here I was, laptop balanced on my knees at altitude, because apparently even I wasn't heartless enough to skip my ten-year high school reunion.

Well, that wasn't entirely true. I was absolutely heartless enough. What I wasn't was strong enough to disappoint my mother, who'd been dropping increasingly less subtle hints about the reunion for the past six months. The final blow had been her casual mention that she was catering the event for the Henderson family.

Henderson.

I forced myself to focus on the screen, scrolling through comments on my latest post. OMG where is this place? I'm literally drooling. You have the best life ever! That last one made me laugh, though there wasn't much humor in it. Best life ever. If they only knew I'd eaten that beautiful, tiny portion alone while livestreaming to strangers, then gone home to my pristine studio apartment to eat leftover Chinese takeout in my pajamas.

The plane banked left, and through the small window, I caught my first glimpse of Vermont's autumn landscape. Even from this height, the explosion of reds and golds was breathtaking. I'd forgotten how the maples could set the entire world on fire when October hit just right. In the city, autumn meant pumpkin spice everything and decorative gourds at the farmer's market. Here, it meant something deeper—the earth's last gorgeous gasp before winter's sleep.

My phone buzzed. A text from Marcus, my sort-of boyfriend who worked in finance and thought my job was "cute, like a hobby." Have fun at your thing. Don't get too crazy with the small-town gossip.

I stared at the message for a long moment before switching my phone to airplane mode without responding. Marcus and I had been dating for eight months, and he still referred to my hometown as "that place in Vermont" and my career as "your thing." He was safe, predictable, and appropriately ambitious. He was also about as warm as the airplane coffee.

The landing was smooth, but my nerves weren't. Burlington's airport was exactly as I remembered—small enough that you couldn't get truly lost, big enough that you might want to. I'd rented a car, partly because I needed the independence, mostly because I wasn't ready to see my mother's knowing smile when she picked me up. She had an uncanny ability to read my moods, and right now, my mood was approximately seventy percent anxiety, twenty percent nostalgia, and ten percent terror.

The drive to Millbrook took forty-five minutes through countryside that looked like a postcard from a tourism board's fever dream. Every tree was competing for the title of Most Photogenic Fall Foliage, and they were all winning. I found myself slowing down despite my eagerness to get this over with, my Instagram instincts warring with my desire to flee.

When I finally turned onto Main Street, the first thing that hit me was how small everything looked. Not charming small—I'd lived in New York long enough to appreciate charming small. This was more like looking at your childhood bedroom after you'd grown up. The buildings were the same, the layout identical, but somehow everything had shrunk in my absence.

Murphy's Hardware still had the same hand-painted sign that had been weathered when I was sixteen. The library's front steps still needed repair—the same repair they'd needed when I'd sat on them reading Nancy Drew mysteries twenty years ago. Even the stoplight seemed to hang at the same lazy angle, blinking its eternal rhythm of caution.

I should have felt nostalgic. Instead, I felt claustrophobic.

Mom's bed and breakfast sat at the end of Maple Street in the Victorian house where I'd grown up. She'd painted it a cheerful yellow with white trim, hung flower boxes that somehow still bloomed despite the October chill, and added a discreet wooden sign that read "Millbrook Inn" in elegant script. It looked exactly like the kind of place food bloggers would call "quaint" and "authentic," and I hated that I immediately started composing an Instagram caption in my head.

But it was the drive past Henderson Farm that nearly made me pull over.

The white farmhouse looked smaller than I remembered, its paint not quite as crisp. The red barn that had once stood proud as a monument to Vermont agriculture now leaned slightly to one side, like an old man favoring a bad hip. Even the maples that lined the long driveway—the same trees that had dripped golden sap every March of my childhood—seemed tired.

It looked like a place that was trying to hold on but losing the battle.

My chest tightened in a way that had nothing to do with the altitude change. This was the Henderson farm, where I'd spent countless afternoons learning to tap trees and boil sap, where I'd fallen in love with the magic of transforming something simple into something extraordinary. Where I'd fallen in love with other things too, though I wasn't ready to think about that yet.

I forced myself to drive past without slowing down, but in my peripheral vision, I caught a glimpse of someone near the sugar house. Tall, broad-shouldered, moving with the kind of easy confidence that came from knowing every inch of your own land. My heart did something stupid and hopeful before I could stop it.

Ten years, I reminded myself. People change in ten years. I'd changed. Everything had changed.

By the time I pulled into Mom's driveway, my hands were white-knuckled on the steering wheel. I sat there for a moment, staring at the house where I'd dreamed of leaving and conquering the world. Well, mission accomplished, right? I had the career, the apartment, the lifestyle blog that people envied. I had everything I'd wanted when I was eighteen and desperate to escape.

So why did coming home feel less like a victory lap and more like admitting defeat?

Mom must have been watching for me because the front door opened before I'd even turned off the engine. She appeared on the wraparound porch in her favorite apron—the one with tiny maple leaves that I'd bought her from a tourist shop in Burlington years ago—and her smile was so genuinely delighted that my throat tightened.

"There's my city girl," she called, wiping her hands on the apron as she hurried down the front steps. "How was the flight? You look thin. Are you eating enough? I made your favorite cookies."

Some things, at least, never changed. I climbed out of the rental car and let myself be enveloped in one of Mom's legendary hugs—the kind that smelled like vanilla extract and fresh bread and unconditional love.

"I'm fine, Mom. I eat plenty." I pulled back to look at her, noting the new lines around her eyes, the silver threads in her auburn hair that she hadn't bothered to hide. She looked happy, settled in a way that made something in my chest ache. "The house looks beautiful. The B&B is doing well?"

"Can't complain. October's our busiest month with all the leaf peepers." She linked her arm through mine, steering me toward the porch. "Wait until you see your room. I kept it exactly the same, just like you asked."

That was a lie, and we both knew it. I'd never asked her to keep my room the same. But as we climbed the familiar steps, I was grateful for the fiction. I wasn't ready to face a room that had moved on without me.

"So," Mom said, settling into the rhythm of small talk as we headed inside, "the reunion's tomorrow night at the community center. Sarah Henderson's been helping me with the catering—you remember Sarah, don't you? Jake's mother? She's so excited you're back in town."

My step faltered almost imperceptibly. "That's nice."

"Jake's been working so hard on the farm since his father passed. Such a shame about Tom—you probably heard. Heart attack, completely unexpected. Jake's been carrying the whole operation by himself." Mom's voice carried that particular tone mothers used when they were being casual about something that was anything but casual. "He's done a wonderful job, though the farm's been struggling a bit. You know how hard it is for small operations these days."

I made a noncommittal sound, focusing on the familiar creak of the front door, the way the afternoon light slanted through the windows just like it always had. But my mind was stuck on the image of that tired-looking farm, the slight lean of the barn, the weight of responsibility in those broad shoulders I'd glimpsed.

"Anyway," Mom continued, "I'm sure you two will have plenty to catch up on tomorrow night."

The thing about mothers is that they never really stop hoping. Even when their daughters have spent ten years proving that some bridges are meant to stay burned, they keep a little flame of optimism burning in their hearts. It's endearing and heartbreaking and absolutely terrifying all at once.

"Maybe," I said, following her up the stairs to my old room. "We'll see."

But even as I said it, I was already planning my escape route. I'd make an appearance at the reunion, smile and nod through the inevitable questions about my glamorous city life, and then I'd be on the first flight back to New York
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