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Maggie parked behind Greg’s Steakhouse where the gravel lot met a strip of patchy grass and the building’s back wall rose up like something permanent and indifferent to time. The late afternoon sun made the windows glow a dull amber, and for a moment she sat in her car with both hands resting on the steering wheel, watching the familiar shape of the place as if she were looking at an old photograph. It had been less than a year since she’d left for college, but it felt longer because she had been someone else when she walked out last time, lightheaded with the thrill of leaving and the certainty that she would never need this job again. Now she was back, hair tied up, nails trimmed short, shoes sensible, stomach tight with that strange mix of embarrassment and necessity that comes from returning to what you swore you were done with. She reached into her bag and her fingers closed around the small leather notebook before she even thought about it, the worn cover smooth from handling, the edges soft at the corners. It was not a diary, not really, and she did not think of it as a confessional. It was something steadier than that, something that helped her organize the noise of people into patterns she could understand. She set it on the passenger seat like a quiet companion, took a slow breath that did not fully settle her nerves, then pushed open the car door and stepped into the heat.

The back door gave the same familiar resistance it always had, swollen a little in summer humidity, and when she pulled it open the smell hit her immediately, grease and sanitizer and cooked meat, the faint sweetness of barbecue sauce clinging to the air as if the walls had absorbed it over the years. The kitchen was loud in the way kitchens always were, even before the rush, with metal clanging and voices bouncing off tile and someone laughing too hard at something that probably wasn’t that funny. Maggie stepped inside and the warmth wrapped around her like a blanket that was both comforting and irritating, because it was familiar enough to feel like home and also exactly the kind of thing she had wanted to escape. She moved through the narrow hallway toward the server station and felt the old rhythm try to reattach itself to her, the reflex of stepping aside for someone carrying a tray, the instinct to keep her shoulders angled so she didn’t take up space, the awareness of who might be behind her. She had spent two years in high school weaving through these same corridors, learning how to read people quickly, learning who snapped when stressed and who shut down, learning that a restaurant was basically a small society that ran on unspoken rules. College had taught her new language for those rules, concepts and theories and neat little models that tried to explain human behavior as if it could be measured cleanly, but Greg’s Steakhouse was where she had learned the raw version first, the version that lived in tone and posture and the way people reacted when they thought nobody was watching.

Tara was at the server station, leaning over a stack of menus with her hair in a messy bun and a pen tucked behind her ear like she’d never stopped working here at all, and when she saw Maggie her face lit up with the kind of surprise that felt real rather than polite. “Maggie Carter,” Tara said, dragging the words out like a tease as she stepped forward and hugged her, quick and tight, smelling faintly of coffee and citrus body spray. “I thought you were too good for us now.” Maggie laughed and felt herself loosen in a way she hadn’t expected, because it was easier to come back when someone acted like you belonged. “I’m only here for the summer,” Maggie said, like she needed to say it out loud to protect herself from the shame of being here at all. “Tuition doesn’t care about my pride.” Tara pulled back and looked her up and down with a grin that was both friendly and a little sharp. “Okay, college,” she said, nodding at Maggie’s arms and legs the way people did when they noticed someone had changed. “You’ve been working out.” Maggie shrugged like it didn’t matter, but she felt a private satisfaction bloom under her ribs, not vanity exactly, something more complicated, like proof that she had become someone with choices. “Just trying not to fall apart,” Maggie said, and the words came out casual, but she meant them more than Tara would probably realize.

The dining room looked smaller than Maggie remembered, but everything else was the same, the dark wood booths worn down smooth where hundreds of elbows had leaned, the framed photos of local football teams and fishing trophies, the low lighting that made everything feel warm even when it was stale. The bar sat along the far wall with its row of stools and the soft glow of beer signs, and the whole place carried that quiet pre rush tension where it wasn’t busy yet but it was about to be, where people moved with purpose even before the customers arrived. Maggie tied her apron around her waist, checked the pens in her pocket, and tried to settle into her body in the uniform again, a fitted black shirt and black slacks that made her feel simultaneously invisible and exposed. Being a server was a strange kind of performance, and she could feel the old version of herself reaching for the mask, the bright smile, the pleasant voice, the apology that came too fast. She didn’t want to be that girl anymore, the girl who shrank herself to keep everyone comfortable, and she felt that resistance in her chest like a small stubborn flame. College hadn’t made her fearless, but it had made her more aware, and awareness changed everything. It made it harder to pretend you didn’t see what you saw.

Tara handed her a stack of side work sheets and nodded toward the back. “You’re gonna want to check in with Mark,” she said, and the name landed with a slight weight Maggie hadn’t expected. “He’s the manager now.” Maggie kept her expression neutral even as her curiosity sharpened. “Mark who,” she asked. Tara rolled her eyes like the answer should have been obvious. “Mark Dalton,” Tara said, lowering her voice a little as if sharing a secret even though half the staff probably already knew everything about him. “He started in the fall. He’s, like, actually competent. People listen when he talks. It’s annoying.” Maggie smiled and tried to picture him, but the name didn’t attach itself to a face. She had imagined coming back and seeing the same old hierarchy, the same manager who flirted too much and didn’t help when things got chaotic, the same predictable small town routine. The idea that there was a new man in charge, someone she didn’t already know, created a small ripple of anticipation in her stomach that felt uncomfortably close to interest. “Where is he,” Maggie asked, and Tara pointed toward the office door near the kitchen, the one that always felt like the boundary line between staff chaos and authority.

The office door was half open, and Maggie could hear the faint sound of paper shifting, the click of a pen against a desk, the kind of quiet activity that suggested someone was actually working instead of pretending to. She knocked lightly, more out of habit than respect, and a voice answered, calm and unhurried. “Yeah, come in.” Maggie stepped inside and the office felt cooler than the rest of the building, the air conditioning working better back here, the walls lined with clipboards and schedules and a few framed certificates that made the place look more official than it deserved to be. Mark Dalton sat behind the desk in a dark button down shirt with the sleeves rolled neatly to his forearms, and he looked up as she entered with an expression that didn’t immediately reveal what he thought. He was older, early forties maybe, with a steady kind of presence that felt practiced, the sort of man who didn’t waste motion, who didn’t fill silence just to fill it. His hair was cut short, not trendy, just clean, and he had the faint shadow of stubble like he’d shaved earlier and it had already started to return. Maggie felt herself taking in details without meaning to, the way his posture stayed upright even in a chair, the way his eyes held steady contact like he didn’t blink as often as other people did. She recognized that kind of gaze from professors and counselors, the gaze of someone used to being listened to.

“You’re Maggie,” Mark said, not as a question, and she felt a flicker of something at the fact that he already knew her name. “Yeah,” she replied, and her voice came out smoother than she expected. “Maggie Carter. I worked here before I left for school.” Mark nodded once, as if filing the information into a system he already had in place. “Tara told me you were coming back,” he said, and there was no warmth or flirtation in his tone, just professionalism, but Maggie still felt the attention behind it, the way he looked at her like he was actually seeing her rather than just acknowledging an employee. “You ready to jump back in,” he asked. Maggie should have said yes immediately, should have played the part, but she felt a small defiance rise in her, the refusal to be automatically agreeable. “I’m ready,” she said after a brief pause, and she watched his eyes shift slightly at that pause, as if he noticed it too. “I just haven’t done this in a while.” Mark’s mouth curved into something that wasn’t quite a smile but wasn’t cold either. “You’ll remember,” he said. “It comes back fast.” Maggie nodded, and in that moment she became aware of how the air in the office felt different, more contained, and how his calmness created a kind of pressure that made people match it, adjust to it. She understood, instantly, why Tara had said the staff listened to him.

Mark slid a paper across the desk, simple onboarding stuff, and Maggie signed where he pointed without making small talk. She noticed he didn’t try to charm her, didn’t ask where she went to school the way people in this town always did, didn’t do that hungry small town thing where they tried to pull your life story out of you like they had a right to it. He treated her like an adult. That should have felt normal, but in this place it felt like a deviation from the usual script, and Maggie felt herself responding to it, the way you respond when someone doesn’t underestimate you. “You’re on the floor tonight,” Mark said. “Section three. Dinner rush starts around five thirty. If you need anything, ask Tara or come find me.” Maggie stood, and for a beat neither of them moved, and she felt that strange moment of suspended time where something unspoken almost forms. Mark’s eyes held hers, steady, measuring, and Maggie wondered what he saw when he looked at her, whether he saw a college kid home for the summer or something else, something he couldn’t quite name yet. “Okay,” she said finally, and her voice was soft but clear. “Thanks.” Mark nodded again. “Welcome back,” he said, and the words felt simple, but the way he said them made Maggie feel like she had just stepped into a different kind of summer than the one she had expected.

When she left the office and re entered the noise of the restaurant, she felt slightly altered, like the air had shifted around her and nobody else had noticed. Tara looked up and raised her eyebrows in a silent question. Maggie shrugged as if it hadn’t mattered, but inside she was already cataloging the interaction, the calm authority, the contained focus, the absence of small town performative friendliness. She could feel her mind doing what it always did, pulling the moment apart, noticing the pieces, wondering how they fit together. She slipped her hand into her apron pocket and touched the edge of her small leather notebook, the familiar reassurance of it, and she imagined, briefly, what she might write later when she was alone. It wasn’t that Mark had done anything inappropriate or even personal, not yet, but there was something about him that felt like a locked door, and Maggie had always been curious about locked doors. The thought landed with a quiet thrill that surprised her, and as she turned toward the dining room and the first customers started to filter in, she felt the beginning of something, not a decision, not a plan, just the subtle awareness that this summer might become a story she would not easily forget.
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