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Rest Stop

The fluorescent light above the bathroom sink buzzed like something dying.

Riley Chen gripped the edges of the porcelain and stared at herself in the mirror — mascara she'd applied nine hours ago migrating south, silk blouse wrinkled where the seatbelt had creased it, jaw clenched so tight her molars ached. She looked like a woman on the news. The kind where the anchor says sources close to the family say she showed no signs and everyone at home nods, unsurprised.

Her phone sat on the sink ledge. Forty-seven unread emails. Three texts from Marcus in litigation asking if she'd reviewed the Kessler brief. A voicemail from her mother she couldn't listen to right now or possibly ever.

She'd pulled off the highway twenty minutes ago because her hands had started shaking on the steering wheel and the road had gone swimmy, and some last-functioning corner of her brain had said pull over before you kill someone, you absolute disaster. So here she was. A gas station bathroom somewhere in rural Vermont that smelled like industrial cleaner and someone's poor life choices, having what her therapist would gently call "a physiological stress response" and what Riley called "falling apart in a place that doesn't even have two-ply."

She turned the faucet on. Cold water. Splashed her face. Watched the mascara run and thought, there, now I look as bad as I feel, at least there's honesty in that.

Her phone buzzed against the porcelain.

Marcus: Did you see my email about Kessler? Client's asking.

Riley picked the phone up, typed I'm on medical leave, Marcus, which you know because you were copied on the email, deleted it, typed Handled, will circle back, deleted that too, and turned the phone face-down.

Six hours ago, she'd been in her apartment on the Upper West Side, packing a bag she'd ordered from some direct-to-consumer luggage brand that promised "effortless travel." She'd stood in her walk-in closet and realized she didn't own a single item of clothing that wasn't designed to impress, intimidate, or seduce someone in a professional context. She'd packed three silk blouses, two pairs of tailored pants, a cashmere sweater, heels she couldn't justify but couldn't leave, and one pair of yoga pants she'd never done yoga in.

She was going to a farm.

A farm.

The booking confirmation on her phone showed a place called Hart Farm — dairy, honey, guest cabins, "authentic agricultural experience." The photos on the website looked like someone had pointed a camera at a lifestyle magazine's fever dream: golden light over green pastures, a red barn, jars of honey glowing amber, a farmhouse porch with an actual rocking chair. It looked peaceful. It looked like the kind of place where women in linen went to "find themselves" and came back with sourdough starters and a podcast concept.

Riley didn't want to find herself. She wanted to disappear for four weeks until the partners at Whitaker, Strauss & Lowe forgot that she'd had a panic attack on a client call — a visible, audible, undeniable panic attack, complete with hyperventilation and the sound of her phone clattering to the conference table while sixty people on a video call watched her try to remember how lungs worked.

The firm's wellness coordinator, a woman named Bethany who wore cardigans and smelled like lavender oil, had sat Riley down the next day and suggested — in the way that someone with HR's backing suggests — that Riley take her accrued PTO. All of it. Immediately.

"It's not disciplinary," Bethany had said, smiling the careful smile of someone trained in liability management. "We just want you to take care of yourself."

Translation: You're a problem. Disappear until you're not.

Riley dried her face with a paper towel that had the texture of recycled sandpaper, picked up her phone, and walked back to the rental car. A sensible sedan. Silver. The kind of car no one would remember seeing.

She pulled back onto the highway. The GPS said thirty-eight minutes to Hart Farm.

The towns got smaller. The stretches of green between them got longer. Cell signal dropped from four bars to two to one wavering line that kept threatening to flatline. Every bar that disappeared should have made her more anxious — she was a woman whose entire professional existence lived on her phone, whose value to the firm was measured in response times, whose longest relationship had been with the email app she checked before she brushed her teeth each morning.

Instead, something in her chest loosened with each vanished bar. Like she was shedding weight she hadn't known she was carrying. Or like she was dying. Could have been either.

The last turn was unmarked — just a gravel road between two stone walls, maples arching overhead, the light going green and dappled. Her rental car bumped over ruts. Her suitcase, the effortless-travel one, thudded in the trunk.

Then the trees opened up, and there it was.

Hart Farm looked nothing like the website photos. Or rather, it looked exactly like them but real — messier, louder, more alive. The farmhouse was white clapboard with a porch that sagged slightly on one end. The red barn was enormous, its paint faded to the color of dried blood. Behind it, rolling pasture climbed toward a tree line, and behind that, mountains — actual mountains, blue-gray and distant and absurdly beautiful.

There were animals. Chickens scratching in the dirt near the house. A ginger cat on the porch railing, watching Riley's car with open contempt. And in the pasture, white shapes that were either goats or very small, very judgmental sheep.

Riley parked beside a mud-caked pickup truck and sat in the rental car for a full thirty seconds, engine off, listening to the silence. Not silence — there was no silence here. Birds. Wind. A rhythmic clanking from the barn. Something that might have been a rooster, or a very ambitious chicken.

But no sirens. No construction. No cab horns, no subway rumble, no conference calls bleeding through thin office walls. The absence of city noise was so total that it felt like pressure, like being underwater.

She opened the car door and stepped onto gravel in her Saint Laurent mules.

The air hit her first. It smelled like grass and something warm and animal and underneath all of it, faintly, sweetly — honey. Not the commercial kind. Something rawer. She breathed it in and felt her shoulders drop half an inch for the first time in months.

A voice came from somewhere to her left: "You must be the four o'clock!"

Riley turned. A person was approaching at speed, pushing a wheelbarrow with the enthusiasm of someone who genuinely enjoyed pushing wheelbarrows. Young — early twenties, maybe — with short-cropped dark hair, sun-pinked cheeks, and a grin that belonged on a golden retriever. They wore overalls with one strap undone and a T-shirt that said GOAT MOM in block letters.

"I'm Wren." They dumped the wheelbarrow at the edge of the drive and stuck out a hand. Their grip was warm and calloused and surprisingly strong. "You're Riley, yeah? The lawyer from New York?"

"That's me." Riley managed a smile. "The lawyer from New York."

"Cool. Love New York. Went once. Got screamed at by a pigeon." Wren was already grabbing Riley's suitcase from the trunk before she could object. They lifted it like it weighed nothing. "Maggie's in the barn. Probably arguing with Dolly — that's our most opinionated goat. She'll be out in a sec. Want me to show you to the cabin?"

"Maggie is the —"

"Owner. Boss. General commander of all living things on this property, including me." Wren was already walking. "She's great. You'll love her. She's got that whole—" They gestured vaguely. "Stoic farmer thing. Very hot in a 'could throw you over a fence' kind of way. Don't tell her I said that."

Riley followed, her heels sinking into gravel with each step. She was going to have to buy different shoes. She was going to have to buy a different life.

The guest cabin was a hundred yards from the farmhouse, tucked against a line of birch trees. Small, cedar-shingled, with a porch the size of a yoga mat and a window box full of herbs. Inside: a queen bed with a white quilt, a dresser, a tiny bathroom, a woodstove, a bookshelf stocked with paperbacks, and — Riley checked immediately — a Wi-Fi card on the nightstand.

hartfarm2024. And yes, it's slow.

"Breakfast at six," Wren said, setting the suitcase down. "Guests help with morning chores — it's part of the whole thing. Maggie'll explain. Dinner's at the farmhouse, communal, usually around seven. Don't leave anything on the porch — the goats will eat it. Literally anything. Leonard ate a bra last summer."

"Leonard?"

"He's not sorry about it."

Wren left with a wave, and Riley stood alone in the cabin that smelled like cedar and lavender and someone else's idea of peace.

She sat on the bed. The mattress was firm, the quilt soft, the pillows fat. Through the window, she could see the pasture and, beyond it, the mountains doing their postcard thing. It was obscenely pretty. The kind of view that made you feel like an asshole for being unhappy.

She opened her laptop. The Wi-Fi connected after two attempts, slow enough to feel personal. Her inbox loaded in resentful increments. Six hundred and twelve emails. She scrolled without reading — subject lines blurring into a wall of demands: URGENT, Per my last, Following up, Action Required, Please advise, Circle back, Time-sensitive, ASAP.

She closed the laptop. Opened it. Closed it again. Pressed her palms against her eyes until she saw shapes.

Four weeks, she told herself. Four weeks of chickens and honey and early mornings and you'll go back fixed. You'll go back better. You'll go back.

The sound of boots on gravel pulled her to the window.

A woman was walking from the barn toward the farmhouse. Tall — taller than Riley by a good five or six inches — with broad shoulders and a walk that said she'd never once in her life wondered if she was taking up too much space. Dark blonde hair in a braid that fell over one shoulder, fraying at the end. Flannel shirt rolled to the elbows over tanned forearms. Jeans that had been washed a hundred times and fit like they'd surrendered to her body years ago. Work boots caked with mud and other things Riley chose not to identify.

Maggie Hart.

She had to be. Nobody else could walk across a farmyard like they personally owned gravity.

Riley watched her stop at the porch, pull off her boots, and go inside. The screen door banged behind her. Simple. Routine. The kind of thing this woman probably did five thousand times a year without thinking about it.

Riley thought about it.

She thought about the width of those shoulders and the way the flannel pulled across them when Maggie had reached up to push hair out of her face. She thought about the forearms — Jesus, the forearms — ropy with muscle, dusted with sun-bleached hair, a leather watch on one wrist. She thought about the efficiency of the movement, boots off, door open, gone, no wasted energy, no performance.

Stop it, she told herself. You're here to recover from a mental health crisis, not develop a crush on a farmer you haven't even spoken to.

She changed out of her silk blouse — wrinkled beyond salvation — into a clean T-shirt and the yoga pants. Put on the only flat shoes she'd brought, a pair of white sneakers that were about to have the worst week of their lives. Walked to the farmhouse.

The front door was open behind the screen. She could see a kitchen — big, farmhouse-style, cast iron on the stove, herbs drying from a rack overhead. She knocked on the frame.

"It's open."

The voice was low. Not deep, but low — the kind of voice that vibrated in the space behind your sternum. Unhurried. Like the owner had never once needed to raise it to be heard.

Riley stepped inside.

Maggie was at the kitchen sink, washing her hands. She turned, and Riley got her first full look.

Up close, Maggie Hart was — something. Not beautiful in the way Riley usually catalogued beauty, the sculpted, curated, city way. This was rougher. A strong jaw, a mouth that looked like it defaulted to a straight line and had to be convinced into anything else. Sun lines at the corners of her eyes. Freckles — everywhere, bridge of her nose, cheekbones, down her neck into the collar of her shirt. Green eyes, or maybe hazel, the kind of color that probably changed with the light and the mood.

Those eyes were looking at Riley the way someone looks at a package that was delivered to the wrong address.

"Riley Chen?" Maggie dried her hands on a towel hung from the oven handle. "You're the four-week booking."

"That's me."

"Wren get you settled?"

"Cabin's great. Really beautiful."

Maggie nodded once, like beautiful was an acceptable but unnecessary observation. She leaned against the counter and folded her arms. The flannel stretched.

Riley's brain helpfully provided a detailed inventory of the muscles involved in that arm fold. She told her brain to shut up.

"So here's how this works," Maggie said. "This isn't a hotel. It's a working farm that happens to have guest cabins. Part of what you're paying for is the experience, which means you help."

"Right, the website mentioned—"

"Mornings start at five. I'll come get you at five-fifteen. We do feeding, milking, egg collection, whatever else needs doing. It takes about two hours. After that, your time's your own until dinner."

"Five in the morning."

"Five-fifteen. I already gave you the fifteen-minute grace period."

Riley opened her mouth to say something charming and self-deprecating. Maggie continued like she hadn't noticed.

"Dinner's communal. I cook, you're welcome to help or stay out of the way. Either's fine." She paused. "Guests eat what I make. I'm not a restaurant."

"I'm not picky."

"Good." Another single nod. "There's a trail map on your cabin desk if you want to hike. Creek's about a quarter mile east — good for swimming if you don't mind cold water. Town's fifteen minutes by car. Don't leave food on the porch."

"Wren mentioned. Something about a bra?"

The corner of Maggie's mouth twitched. It was not a smile. It was the ghost of a smile, haunting the premises, unwilling to commit. "Leonard has no boundaries."

"I'll guard my underwear."

The ghost twitched again. Maggie unfolded her arms and straightened. "Any allergies?"

"No."

"Dietary stuff?"

"No."

"Health issues I should know about?"

I had a panic attack three weeks ago that felt like a heart attack and I haven't slept more than four hours a night since November and sometimes I forget to eat until 3 p.m. because I'm on a call and my last therapist said I have the cortisol levels of a combat veteran but sure, no, nothing worth mentioning.

"No," Riley said. "I'm fine."

Maggie looked at her for a beat too long. Those green-hazel eyes were sharper than they had any right to be. Like she'd heard every word Riley hadn't said and was filing them away.

"All right." She moved toward the door, which Riley took as her cue that the orientation was over. "Five-fifteen. Wear something you don't care about ruining."

"I'll dig deep."

Maggie held the screen door open. Riley passed through, and for a moment they were close — close enough that Riley caught her scent. Not perfume. Soap, maybe, something plain and clean, and under it: hay, warm skin, a hint of something sweet that might have been the honey from the hives or might have just been her.

Their arms brushed in the doorway. Flannel against bare skin. Riley's nerve endings lit up like a circuit board and she kept walking, kept her face neutral, made it down the porch steps on steady legs.

"Riley."

She turned. Maggie was still in the doorway, backlit by the kitchen light, arms braced on the frame. She filled the space like she'd been built to fit it.

"Welcome to the farm."

It wasn't warm, exactly. It wasn't cold. It was the verbal equivalent of a handshake — firm, brief, and surprisingly hard to stop thinking about.

"Thanks," Riley said. "Glad to be here."

She walked back to the cabin. Sat on the bed. Stared at the ceiling. The silence pressed in from every direction, enormous and alive and nothing like the silence of her apartment, which was just the absence of noise. This silence had texture. Crickets, wind, the distant sound of water, the settling of old wood.

She picked up her phone. Forty-nine emails now. She put it face-down on the nightstand.

She brushed her teeth. Changed into the oversized T-shirt she slept in. Crawled under the white quilt, which was heavier and softer than anything she'd slept under in years.

And then she heard it.

A sound from outside — low, somewhere between a groan and a sigh. Animal or human, she couldn't tell. She went to the window.

Moonlight made the farm silver and shadow. The barn was a dark shape against the sky. And crossing the yard toward it, alone, was Maggie.

She'd changed — or maybe just stripped down. A tank top now, her arms bare, her braid undone so her hair fell loose past her shoulders. She walked the way she always seemed to walk, unhurried, sure, like the ground existed at her convenience. But something was different in the set of her shoulders. Tiredness, maybe. The kind that went deeper than a long day.

She reached the barn and paused at the door. One hand on the frame. Head slightly bowed. She stood like that for a long moment — silhouetted, still, carrying something invisible and heavy — and then she went inside, and the darkness folded around her.

Riley stood at the window, hand on the glass, chest aching with something she had absolutely no name for.

She was here to rest. To recover. To perform wellness for four weeks so she could go back to her desk and pretend she was fixed.

She was not here to stand at a window at midnight, heart pounding, watching a woman she'd known for an hour walk into a barn and thinking, What are you carrying? Can I help? Would you let me?

She pulled the curtain closed. Got back in bed. The quilt smelled like lavender and cedar and the faintest trace of something sweet that she already, dangerously, recognized.

Sleep took a long time to come. When it finally did, she dreamed of rough hands and honey.
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Five A.M.

Maggie's alarm went off at four-thirty. She'd been awake since four.

She lay in the dark and listened to the farm. The old house ticked and settled around her — pipes cooling, floorboards adjusting, the particular creak of the third stair that happened every night at the same time for no reason anyone had ever determined. Outside: wind in the maples, the barn owl that nested in the east loft, the soft shifting of animals settling and resettling in their pens.

These were the sounds that had been her entire world for fifteen years. They should have been enough.

She reached over and killed the alarm before it could do more than chirp once. Sat up. Swung her legs off the bed and put her feet on the cold floor and let the shock of it push the sleep out of her body, the way she did every morning, the way her mother had done before her, and her grandmother before that. Hart women didn't ease into their days. They hit the ground and started walking.

The kitchen was dark. She didn't turn on the overhead — just the small light above the stove, enough to see by, enough to fill the coffeemaker and press the button and stand there in her underwear and a flannel she'd pulled off the back of a chair while the machine hissed and the sky outside the window went from black to the deep bruised blue that came before dawn.

The letter was still on the counter.

Third one this month. Whitfield Rural Development LLC, the return address embossed like it mattered. She hadn't opened this one. The first two had been polite — exploring opportunities, mutual benefit, we'd love to discuss. The third was thicker. Probably numbers. Probably the kind of numbers that would make a reasonable person sit down.

Maggie wasn't feeling reasonable.

She poured her coffee, black, and took it to the porch. Boots on, laces loose. The air was cold — Vermont mornings in early summer still had teeth — and it smelled the way it always smelled at this hour: dew, earth, the green-sharp scent of things growing. The mountains were a dark line against the lightening sky. The barn was a shape she could've drawn from memory with her eyes closed.

She drank her coffee. Watched the light come. Let the day settle into her bones the way it always did, slow and heavy and sure.

Then she set the mug on the porch rail and went to wake up the city girl.

•  •  •
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The cabin was dark. Maggie knocked — three sharp raps, the same knock she gave the barn door when a goat was sleeping where it shouldn't be.

Nothing.

She knocked again. Harder.

A sound from inside that might have been a word or might have been a human being dying. Then shuffling. A thud. A muffled shit.

The door opened.

Riley Chen looked like she'd been assembled in the dark by someone who'd never seen a person before. Her hair was a black storm around her face. She was wearing a sweatshirt that Maggie recognized — it had been left in the cabin closet by a guest three seasons ago, oversized, soft from washing, the logo on the front so faded it was unreadable. It hung off one of Riley's shoulders, exposing the sharp line of her collarbone and a strip of skin that Maggie's eyes went to before her brain could intervene.

Below the sweatshirt: boxer shorts. Bare legs. Bare feet on the cold cabin floor.

Her eyes were barely open. She squinted at Maggie like sunlight was a personal offense.

"It's not even light out," Riley said. Her voice was wrecked — low, rough, half-swallowed. Morning voice. The kind that made you think of warm sheets and bodies that hadn't untangled yet.

Maggie shut that thought down with the efficiency of a woman who'd been shutting down inconvenient thoughts for a decade and a half.

"Light's been coming up for twenty minutes. You're already behind. Get dressed — something you can get dirty. Boots if you have them." She looked at Riley's bare feet. Small. Red toenail polish, half chipped. "You don't have boots."

"I have sneakers."

"They'll do for today." They wouldn't. Those white sneakers were going to look like they'd been to war by seven a.m. "Five minutes. I'll be at the barn."

She turned and walked away before the image of Riley in that sagging sweatshirt with her sleep-messed hair and her bare shoulder could take up any more space in her head.

•  •  •
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Riley appeared at the barn door six minutes later — Maggie counted — in yoga pants, the sweatshirt, and white sneakers that were already developing an expression of regret. She'd tied her hair back in a knot that was trying to be a bun and failing charmingly.

Charmingly. Jesus.

"Okay." Maggie handed her a bucket. "Chickens first."

The henhouse was behind the main barn — a weathered A-frame with a fenced run and thirty-two birds with opinions about everything. Maggie unlatched the coop door and the flock spilled out in a clucking, flapping tide. Riley watched with the expression of someone who'd never considered that chickens were real animals and not just a theoretical food source.

"You scatter the feed." Maggie demonstrated: handful from the bag, wide arc, even spread. "They'll sort themselves out. Don't let Bruce intimidate you."

"Bruce?"

The rooster answered for himself — a massive Rhode Island Red with a battered comb and the attitude of a bouncer at a club he didn't respect. He puffed his chest, spread his wings, and charged directly at Riley's white sneakers.

Riley shrieked.

It wasn't a scream — it was a shriek, high and sharp and completely involuntary, and she stumbled backward with the feed bucket clutched to her chest like a shield while Bruce strutted in front of her, triumphant.

Maggie laughed.

She didn't mean to. It just came out — a real laugh, surprised out of her, warm and full in the cold morning air. She hadn't laughed like that in weeks. Maybe longer.

Riley stared at her. Bucket still raised. Sneakers already stained with chicken shit. Hair escaping its knot in three directions. And her face did something complicated — embarrassment, then surprise at the laugh, then something else. Something soft.

"He's harmless," Maggie said, and had to clear her throat because the laugh was still in it. "Throw the feed. He'll forget about you."

Riley threw the feed. Bruce forgot about her. The morning continued.

•  •  •
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Mucking stalls was next. Maggie handed Riley a pitchfork and a brief education in the difference between clean bedding and bedding that needed to go. Riley's face when the smell hit was — well. Maggie had seen that face on every city guest she'd ever hosted. The jaw clench. The throat working. The desperate commitment to not showing weakness.

"Breathe through your mouth for the first few minutes," Maggie said. "You stop noticing."

"I don't think that's true."

"It's absolutely true. I don't smell it anymore."

"That's because your nose has given up. That's not adaptation, that's surrender."

Maggie bit the inside of her cheek. She was not going to laugh again. She was not going to find this woman funny. Funny was worse than pretty. Pretty faded when the novelty wore off. Funny stuck.

They mucked in near-silence after that. Riley worked harder than Maggie expected — her arms were thin but there was a wiry stubbornness to her, a refusal to quit that Maggie recognized because she carried the same thing. Different source, same steel.

By the time the stalls were clean, Riley's sneakers were unrecognizable, there was straw in her hair, and her cheeks were flushed from effort. She leaned on the pitchfork and blew a strand of hair out of her face.

"What's next?"

•  •  •
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The bee yard was a different energy. Maggie's hives sat in a row along the south pasture fence — eight white boxes facing the morning sun, humming with the low, steady vibration that she'd loved since she was a kid watching her grandmother work the frames.

She suited Riley in a spare veil and gloves. They were too big — the veil sat crooked, the gloves swallowed her hands — and she looked absurd and slightly alien and Maggie had to look away for a second to collect herself.

"We're just checking today. Not pulling frames." Maggie lit the smoker, puffed it across the hive entrance. "Stay calm, move slow, don't swat. They can feel panic."

"Great. I'm excellent at not panicking. It's my signature skill."

The delivery was so dry that Maggie almost missed the crack beneath it. She glanced at Riley through the mesh. Riley was watching the bees pour out of the entrance with an expression that was equal parts terror and wonder.

"They're incredible," Riley said quietly. "How many are in there?"

"Fifty, sixty thousand per hive."

"Sixty thousand?"

"Give or take. The queen lays about two thousand eggs a day."

"That sounds like my inbox."

Maggie cracked the hive lid. Showed Riley the frames — the capped brood, the honey stores, the workers moving in their purposeful, ancient patterns. She talked about the colony the way she always did, low and steady, more words than she used for anything else in her life. The bees deserved narration. They were the most perfectly organized society she'd ever encountered, and they did it all without conference calls.

Riley listened. Really listened — not the performative attention of a guest ticking off a farm experience, but the genuine engagement of a smart person encountering something that fascinated her. She asked questions. Good ones. How do they decide when to swarm? How do they communicate? Can they really sense fear?

Maggie answered all of them without once worrying that she was talking too much.

That should have been the warning sign.

•  •  •
[image: ]


The goats were last.

Maggie's dairy herd was small — twelve does, all Saanens, white and leggy and possessed of a collective intelligence that was primarily deployed toward causing problems. They occupied a clean, airy section of the barn with access to a fenced paddock, and they greeted Maggie each morning with a cacophony of bleating that sounded, to the uninitiated, like a crowd of very opinionated toddlers.

"This is the milking parlor." Maggie gestured. A raised platform, a stanchion with a feed trough, a stainless steel bucket underneath. Simple. Her grandmother's setup, mostly unchanged. "It's not glamorous, but it works."

She led the first doe up — Clover, her calmest, the one she used for demonstrations. Clover hopped onto the platform, stuck her head in the stanchion, and started eating grain like she'd invented the concept of routine.

Maggie sat on the three-legged stool. Positioned the bucket. Cleaned the teats — warm water, clean cloth, a habit so ingrained she could do it in her sleep. Then she wrapped her hands around the udder, right hand on the right teat, left on the left, and showed Riley the motion.

Squeeze from the top. Index finger first, then middle, then ring, then pinky. A rolling compression, firm but not rough. Release. Repeat. Milk hit the bucket in a rhythmic hiss — two alternating streams, left-right-left-right, steady as a heartbeat.

"See?" Maggie said. "Top to bottom. Firm, not hard. She'll let you know if you're doing it wrong."

"How?"

"She'll kick the bucket over. Or kick you. Clover's polite about it, though."

Riley crouched beside the stool, watching Maggie's hands. Her face was focused, intent — the same expression she probably wore in a courtroom, all that intelligence narrowed to a point.

"Your turn." Maggie stood, offered the stool.

Riley sat. She positioned herself the way Maggie had, bucket underneath, and reached for the teats. Her fingers were slim, hesitant. She squeezed.

Nothing happened.

She squeezed again, differently. Clover shifted her weight and made a sound that was clearly editorial.

"Too gentle," Maggie said. "She can't feel that. You need actual pressure."

"I don't want to hurt her."

"You won't. She's tougher than you think. Here—"

And this was the moment, later, that Maggie would replay in the dark of her bedroom with her hand over her face, wondering exactly when she'd lost control of the situation.

She stepped behind Riley. Close. Closer than necessary — she knew that even as she did it, felt the excuse forming in her mind (it's easier to demonstrate from this angle) and knew it was bullshit and did it anyway.

Her front against Riley's back. Her thighs bracketing Riley's thighs on the low stool. She reached around, her arms alongside Riley's arms, and wrapped her hands over Riley's hands on the teats.

Riley went still.

Not tense. Not pulling away. Still. Like every atom in her body had stopped to pay attention.

"Like this." Maggie's voice came out lower than she intended. She could smell Riley's shampoo — something floral, out of place here, too expensive for a barn — and underneath it, sweat from the morning's work and the farm's own scent that was already settling into her clothes and hair. "Squeeze from the top. Index first."

She guided Riley's fingers through the motion. Squeeze, roll, release. Their hands moved together. Under their combined grip, milk shot into the bucket in a clean, satisfying stream.

"There," Maggie said. "Feel that? The rhythm?"

"Yeah." Riley's voice was different. Thinner. Breathy in a way that had nothing to do with exertion. "I feel it."

"Keep the pressure even. Don't rush. She'll give you everything she's got if you take your time."

She should have stepped back then. The demonstration was done. Riley had the motion. There was no reason — no functional, agricultural, defensible reason — for Maggie to stay pressed against her back with their hands intertwined on a goat's udder at five forty-five in the morning.

She stayed.

Another three pulls. Left, right, left. The rhythm between their bodies synchronized — Maggie's fingers tightening over Riley's, guiding the squeeze, the roll, the release. The milk hit the pail in a steady cadence. Maggie could feel Riley's breathing against her own chest. It had quickened. The back of Riley's neck, visible above the sweatshirt collar, was flushed pink.

Riley turned her head. Just slightly. Enough that Maggie could see the edge of her profile — the dark lash, the high cheekbone, the mouth slightly parted.

"I think I've got it," Riley said. Almost a whisper.

Maggie pulled back. One step. Two. The cool air where Riley's warmth had been felt like a punishment.

"Good." Her voice was gravel. She cleared her throat. "You're a natural."

She busied herself with the next goat — Juniper, who was not calm, who required wrestling into the stanchion, who gave Maggie something to do with her hands that wasn't thinking about the way Riley Chen's body had felt against hers, warm and small and vibrating with a tension that had absolutely nothing to do with dairy farming.

Riley finished milking Clover. Slowly, imperfectly, with a few misfires that made the bucket ring, but she finished. She stood up and looked at the half-full pail with an expression of genuine pride that cracked something in Maggie's chest.

"I milked a goat," Riley said, like she was announcing a verdict.

"You milked a goat."

"That's going on my résumé."

Maggie's mouth did the thing — the almost-smile, the ghost-twitch. She turned away before it could become anything more. "Wash up. Breakfast in twenty."

•  •  •
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Breakfast was Maggie's favorite part of the day if she let it be, which she usually didn't, because favorites were soft and Maggie Hart did not do soft.

But the kitchen at seven a.m. — warm from the stove, smelling of butter and coffee and whatever she was cooking — was as close to a sanctuary as she'd ever built. Today: scrambled eggs from the morning's collection, toasted sourdough from the loaf she'd baked two days ago, goat cheese crumbled over the eggs, honey in a jar on the table. Simple. Good. The kind of food that tasted like what it was instead of pretending to be something else.

Riley came in from the cabin showered and changed — jeans now, a plain T-shirt, her hair down and damp. She'd scrubbed the farm off her skin but something about her posture was different. Looser. The woman who'd arrived yesterday in silk and panic had been replaced, slightly, by someone who'd done two hours of physical work and was hungry in a way she could actually feel.

She sat at the table and Maggie put a plate in front of her without asking what she wanted.

Riley looked at it. Picked up her fork. Took a bite of the eggs with the crumbled chèvre and her eyes closed.

"Oh my god."

"It's just eggs."

"These are not just eggs. These are — what's in this?"

"Chives. Cheese. Salt." Maggie sat across from her, her own plate already half-finished. She ate the way she worked: steadily, without ceremony. "The eggs are fresh, so they taste like something. Store-bought are usually weeks old by the time you get them."

Riley was eating like she hadn't eaten in a week. Not shoveling — she was too controlled for that — but with a focus and an appreciation that made Maggie want to cook her a seven-course meal just to watch her face.

Stop.

She pushed the honey jar across the table. "Try that on the bread."

Riley drizzled honey on the toast, took a bite, and made a sound that should have been illegal at the breakfast table. A small, involuntary, close-mouthed mmm that came from somewhere deep and genuine, and Maggie's hand tightened on her coffee mug because that sound went straight through her like voltage.

"This honey," Riley said, pointing at the jar with her toast, "is not the same substance that I've been buying in a plastic bear at the bodega."

"No," Maggie agreed. "It's not."

"This is — I don't even know what this is. This is what honey is supposed to taste like and I've been lied to my entire life."

"Wildflower blend. The hives are near the clover field and the apple orchard, so you get clover, apple blossom, a little bit of goldenrod. Changes every season."

"Maggie." Riley said her name like it was a complete sentence. Like it was the opening argument in a case she intended to win. "This is extraordinary."

Maggie looked at her plate. There was absolutely no reason for a compliment about honey to make heat climb up the back of her neck. She'd sold a thousand jars at the market. People said nice things. It was commerce.

But Riley said extraordinary like she was tasting the word the same way she'd tasted the honey — slowly, with her whole mouth — and Maggie's neck was hot and that was a problem.

The screen door banged open and Wren blew in like weather.

"Morning, humans. Are those eggs? Please tell me those are eggs." They dropped into the chair beside Riley, grabbed a plate from the counter without standing up — a move that required the kind of core strength that came from throwing hay bales since age nineteen — and started loading it. "So. First morning. How'd she do?"

"She screamed at Bruce," Maggie said.

"Everyone screams at Bruce. Bruce is a menace. How was milking?"

A silence that lasted one beat too long.

"She did fine," Maggie said.

"I milked a goat," Riley said, and the pride was back in her voice, bright and warm. "Clover. She was very patient with me."

"Clover's a saint." Wren looked between them with the razor-sharp perception of a twenty-two-year-old who missed nothing and filtered less. "You know, the last guest we had lasted two days. Asked for a refund because the rooster woke her up and the barn smelled 'agricultural.'" They used air quotes. "Her word. Agricultural."

"What did you tell her?" Riley asked.

"Maggie told her it was a farm and farms smell like farms and then she just stared at the woman until she left." Wren grinned. "Maggie's real good at the stare."

"I noticed," Riley said, and her eyes flicked to Maggie for a half-second — quick, warm, a flash of something shared between them that Wren absolutely clocked.

Maggie stood up. Took her plate to the sink. Washed it with more attention than a plate required.

Behind her, Wren and Riley were talking — about the goats, about the town, about whether Leonard the goat had really eaten a bra ("He really did; I have photographic evidence"). Riley was laughing. That full-body laugh from last night, the one that changed her face, the one that made her look like someone who'd been funny and easy and vibrant before the city ground it out of her.

Maggie washed her plate and told herself to stop listening to Riley Chen laugh.

•  •  •
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The morning moved on. Riley went back to the cabin — to work, she said, laptop and emails and whatever remained of the life she'd brought with her. Maggie went to the barn. Equipment check, feed inventory, afternoon milking prep. The physical tasks that kept her body moving and her mind from wandering.

Her mind wandered anyway.

She kept thinking about the milking. Not the instruction — she'd taught dozens of guests to milk; it was part of the experience, a selling point on the website that Wren had written because Maggie didn't do websites. She'd guided hands before. Adjusted grips. Demonstrated pressure.

She had never stepped behind someone and pressed her body against their back and felt the other person's breathing change against her chest and stayed there three pulls longer than she needed to.

She'd felt Riley's heartbeat. Or maybe that was her own. Hard to tell when two bodies were that close, when the rhythm of the milking synced with the rhythm of their breathing and everything went warm and thick and slow.

Maggie leaned against the barn wall and pressed the heels of her hands into her eyes.

She's a guest. A city guest. She's here for four weeks and she'll leave and she'll go back to her firm and her life and her expensive luggage and this will be the quirky anecdote she tells at dinner parties — "one time I milked a goat in Vermont, can you believe it?" — and you will be the background character. The local color. The farmer who was part of the experience.

She knew this. She'd lived this. Carla had loved the farm like a tourist loves a foreign country — with delight and fascination and the serene confidence that she could leave whenever it stopped being novel.

And she'd left. On a Tuesday in February, with the driveway iced over and the pipes threatening to freeze, Carla had packed her car and said, "I can't compete with this place anymore, Maggie. The farm is your real relationship. I'm just the woman who sleeps in your bed when you're not too tired."

Three years later and the words still sat in Maggie's chest like a stone she'd swallowed. Not because they were cruel. Because she'd never been sure they were wrong.

She pushed off the barn wall. Went to check the bulk tank. The motor was making a sound she didn't like — a grinding whine that spoke of aging parts and deferred maintenance and money she didn't have. She'd need to call a technician. Another bill. Another spreadsheet she'd stare at after midnight, trying to make numbers do something they couldn't.

The Whitfield letter was still on the kitchen counter. Unopened.

She left it there.

•  •  •
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Evening came slow, the way it did in June — light lingering, stretching golden across the fields. Maggie was on the porch with a glass of water, watching the goats settle in the pasture, when Riley emerged from the cabin.

She'd changed again. Different jeans, a lightweight flannel — her own, Maggie noted, not borrowed from the cabin closet — and she'd done something with her hair, pulled it back in a low knot that exposed the line of her neck. She crossed the yard toward the house, and Maggie tracked her the way she tracked the weather: automatically, attentively, noting every detail before she could decide it wasn't her business.

Riley climbed the porch steps and leaned against the railing. "Is it always this pretty at this hour?"

"Every day."

"That seems excessive."

The ghost-smile. Maggie fought it. Lost.

Riley was watching the same view — the fields, the mountains, the sky going peach and amber at the edges — and her face was open in a way it hadn't been yesterday. The jaw wasn't clenched. The shoulders weren't up around her ears. She looked, for the first time since she'd arrived, like she was actually inside her body instead of hovering somewhere above it, managing it remotely.

"Thank you," Riley said. Not looking at Maggie. "For this morning. I know I was terrible."

"You weren't terrible."

"Maggie. I screamed at a chicken."

"A rooster. And he deserved it." Maggie took a drink of water. "You showed up. That's more than most people do."

Riley looked at her then. The evening light caught her face and made her eyes very dark and very warm and Maggie thought, with the clarity of someone stepping off a cliff: This is going to be a problem.

"Same time tomorrow?" Riley asked.

"Five-fifteen."

"I'll be ready."

She smiled — not the polished, professional smile from yesterday's check-in but something smaller and realer and worse — and went inside to help with dinner.

Maggie sat on the porch and watched the light leave the fields and thought about the way Riley had said extraordinary about a jar of honey. About the sound she'd made eating eggs. About the flush on the back of her neck during milking and the stillness of her body when Maggie's arms had come around her.

She thought about Carla, who'd left on a Tuesday.

She thought about the Whitfield letter, still unopened.

She thought about the fact that Riley Chen smelled like Maggie's own soap now — the same plain bar that the cabin stocked, that the farmhouse used, because Maggie bought in bulk and didn't see the point of variety. Riley had washed with Maggie's soap and come to breakfast smelling like something that lived here, and that small, domestic, meaningless detail had hit Maggie somewhere beneath the ribs with a force she hadn't been prepared for.

The cat — Gerald, orange, fourteen years old, loyal to no one — jumped onto the porch rail and regarded her with the expression of a creature who'd seen every bad decision she'd ever made.

"Don't," Maggie told him.

Gerald blinked, slow and judicious.

"She's a guest. She'll leave."

Gerald had no opinion on this. Gerald had never had an opinion on anything except the temperature of his food and the exact center of whatever surface you needed to use.

Maggie went inside. Washed the dishes from breakfast that she'd already washed once. Wiped the counter. Picked up the Whitfield letter, felt its weight, put it in the drawer with the other two.

Went to bed early. Lay in the dark. Listened to the farm settle.

Didn't listen for sounds from the cabin.

Didn't.
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Chapter 3
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Honey & Mess

Four days in, and Riley Chen could identify every muscle in her body by the specific way it hurt.

There were the obvious ones — arms from pitchforking, thighs from crouching beside the milking stanchion, shoulders from hauling feed buckets that Maggie carried one-handed like they were filled with air instead of forty pounds of grain. But then there were the surprise contestants: muscles along her ribs she didn't know existed, a band across her lower back that lit up every time she bent over, something deep in her forearms that throbbed when she gripped anything tighter than a coffee mug.

She was sore in places she'd never been sore. She was filthy by seven a.m. in ways her dry cleaner would have wept over. She woke at five to a knock on her door and dragged herself into the cold morning dark and did things with her hands that would have made her law school classmates collapse.

She had never felt more alive in her life.

That was the thing nobody told you about physical labor — real labor, not the curated suffering of a spin class or the performative exertion of a Pilates reformer. Real labor hurt and smelled bad and made you eat like a trucker at breakfast and fall asleep before nine p.m. and it also, somehow, made the world stop spinning. For two hours every morning, Riley's brain went quiet. Not silent — she wasn't built for silent — but quiet. The anxious chatter, the email scroll, the constant hum of you're not doing enough, you're falling behind, someone younger and hungrier is gaining on you — all of it receded when she was elbow-deep in hay or chasing a goat that didn't want to be caught or standing very still in the bee yard while Maggie talked about colonies in that low, reverent voice.

Her inbox had 214 unread emails. She'd checked it twice since Monday. Both times she'd opened the app, felt her chest tighten, and closed it again. Progress.

She was in the cabin after morning chores, trying to decide whether to open her laptop or take a nap, when her phone buzzed with a text from an unknown number.

Extraction day. Meet at the honey house in 20 if you want to help. Wear something you truly don't care about. — M

Riley stared at the text. Maggie had her number — it was on the booking form — but she'd never used it before. Every communication so far had been delivered in person, face to face, in that clipped, low voice that Riley's nervous system had developed an embarrassing Pavlovian response to.

And now here was a text. Signed with an initial. Like they were people who texted each other.

She changed into the oldest clothes she had — which were still nicer than anything Maggie owned, a fact that made Riley feel like a very specific kind of asshole — and walked across the property to the outbuilding Maggie called the honey house.

It was a converted shed behind the bee yard, small and tidy, with screened windows and a concrete floor and the kind of purposeful organization that Riley recognized as a mind that valued efficiency over aesthetics. Stainless steel extractor in the center. Worktable along one wall. Jars — hundreds of them, empty, clean, waiting — on shelves. And the smell: warm wax, dried flowers, something caramelized and sweet that hit the back of Riley's throat and made her mouth water.

Maggie was already there, pulling frames from a stack of white boxes — supers, she'd called them during the hive check, the sections the bees filled with surplus honey. She wore the beekeeping veil pushed back on her head like a crown, long gloves stripped off and tucked in her back pocket, forearms bare and golden with a sheen of sweat and what appeared to be a thin glaze of honey.
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