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      The neon sign in the window flickers twice before settling into its steady red glow, announcing "Sal's Diner" to the empty street. Inside, fluorescent lights hum against the lingering darkness, illuminating worn vinyl booths and a counter polished by thousands of elbows. It's 4:45 AM, and the coffeemaker gurgles to life, the only living sound in a place that feels like it's still half-dreaming.

      Sal Hawthorne pushes through the back door, her breath visible in the cold kitchen. She doesn't bother with the lights yet—she knows this space by heart, could navigate it blindfolded after fifteen years. Her fingers find the light switch by memory, and the kitchen springs into sharp, unforgiving relief. She winces, the light stabbing through her eyes and straight into her brain, where a headache has set up shop and is now unpacking its bags.

      "Morning," she mutters to no one.

      Her baseball cap is pulled low over eyes that have seen too many dawns from the wrong side of consciousness. Her silver-streaked hair, chopped short because it's easier, not because it's flattering, pokes out in rebellious tufts. The mirror in the staff bathroom confirms what she already knows—she looks like death warmed over. Dark circles cradle bloodshot eyes, and last night's whiskey has left her skin with a grayish undertone that no amount of splashed cold water will fix.

      But her customers don't pay for pretty. They pay for food that tastes like someone cares, for coffee that could strip paint, and for a place where nobodies can be nobodies together.

      The first pot of coffee is for her. She pours a mug, wraps her hands around it, and breathes in the steam. It doesn't chase away the hangover, but it gives her something to hold onto while the world settles into focus. She checks the clock—5:15. Fifteen minutes until Earl shows up. He's always first.

      Her hands shake as she reaches for the sugar. Not much, just enough to notice, just enough to make her angry at herself. She clenches her fist, unclenches it, watches the tremor that runs through her fingers like an electrical current. She's fine. She'll be fine.

      The grill hisses as she turns it on, a sound that has become as familiar as her own heartbeat. There's comfort in routine, in knowing exactly what comes next. Prep the bacon. Slice the tomatoes. Check the egg supply. She moves through these motions mechanically, muscle memory taking over while her mind tries to outrun the headache.

      A memory slips through her defenses—her ex-husband's voice, slurred with drink, telling her she'd never amount to more than this greasy spoon. Her jaw tightens. She may not have amounted to much, but she's here, she's standing, and that's more than some can say.

      The bell above the door jingles exactly at 5:30. Earl, punctual as sunrise.

      "Morning, Sal," he says, sliding onto the same stool he's claimed every day for a decade. His trucker's cap is stained with sweat, his face lined from years on the road.

      "What'll it be?" she asks, though she already knows.

      "Coffee, black as midnight. Two eggs over easy, bacon crisp, toast barely toasted."

      She nods and pours his coffee. Her hand shakes again as she sets it down, sloshing a drop onto the counter.

      "Rough night?" Earl asks.

      "Night wasn't the problem. Morning's the culprit." Her voice is a gravel road, worn down by cigarettes she quit five years ago and whiskey she hasn't.

      "Ain't that always the way," he says, not really a question.

      The door jingles again, and three more regulars shuffle in, taking their usual spots. Lou at the end of the counter, Marge and her husband Pete in the third booth from the door. Sal acknowledges them with nods and pointed glances at the coffeepot, a silent question they all answer with equal silence. Yes, they want coffee. They always want coffee.

      "Weather's turning," Lou says to no one in particular. "Felt it in my knee when I woke up."

      "Your knee tell you the lottery numbers too?" Sal shoots back, sliding a mug toward him.

      "If it did, you think I'd be eating here?"

      "You'd eat here anyway, Lou. Where else serves food as bad as you deserve?" The insult is delivered with the hint of a smile—this is their dance, performed daily.

      Lou's laugh is a raspy thing, evidence of a life spent smoking things he probably shouldn't.

      The breakfast rush begins in earnest as the clock ticks past 6:30. More regulars, a few truckers passing through, a bleary-eyed nurse coming off night shift. Sal moves faster now, her headache pushed to the background by necessity. She flips pancakes, scrambles eggs, barks orders at the short-order cook who finally showed up at 6:00, twenty minutes late.

      "You trying to get those eggs to hatch?" she snaps at him. "Turn up the heat."

      The kid—Jimmy, maybe Jason, she can't remember—nods nervously. He's new. They're always new. Nobody stays except her.

      Every so often, the tremor in her hands returns, and the nausea swells like a wave. She swallows it down, focuses on the orders, on the rhythm of the diner. Pour, flip, serve, repeat. The dance keeps her upright when her body wants to fold.

      At 8:15, during a rare lull, she slips into the back hallway. Behind the mop bucket, under a loose floorboard, is a flask. The whiskey burns going down, but it steadies her hands. Just a sip, just enough to get through until closing. She's not drunk, just balanced. There's a difference. At least, that's what she tells herself as she tucks the flask back into its hiding place.

      When she returns to the counter, there's color in her cheeks again, and the world has softer edges. The coffee she pours for herself now tastes less bitter, and the light seems less cruel.

      "You okay?" Marge asks as Sal refills her cup. "You look peaked."

      "I'm fine," Sal says, the lie as familiar as an old sweater. "Just didn't sleep well."

      "My sister has these herbal teas," Marge starts, but Sal cuts her off.

      "I don't need tea, Marge. I need customers who don't tell me I look like death."

      Marge's mouth snaps shut, but her eyes are kind. Too kind. Sal turns away before the kindness can reach parts of her she'd rather keep numb.

      The morning progresses, orders come and go, plates clatter, coffee flows. Sal moves through it all like a ghost with purpose. Present but not quite here, functioning but empty. The flask sits heavy in her mind, a gravity pulling her thoughts back to it again and again.

      By noon, the tremors are back, and the headache has invited friends. She checks the clock—six more hours until closing. Six hours until she can go home, pour a proper drink, and let the day wash away. She can make it. She always makes it.

      A new customer sits at the counter, a woman with tired eyes and a Bible peeking out of her purse. Sal feels a flash of irritation. Bible-thumpers with their easy answers and judgmental smiles.

      "Coffee?" Sal asks, voice clipped.

      "Please," the woman says, and there's something in her smile that makes Sal look away. Not judgment, but something worse. Understanding.

      Sal pours the coffee with hands that shake just enough to notice. A drop lands on the counter, then another.

      "Careful there," the woman says gently.

      "I know how to pour coffee," Sal snaps.

      "I'm sure you do." The woman's voice is soft, unbothered by Sal's tone. "I just meant⁠—"

      "I know what you meant." Sal walks away, heart hammering too fast in her chest. She needs another sip, just to steady herself, but the diner is too full, too many eyes that might see.

      Instead, she focuses on the work, on the orders and the rhythm and the familiar routine that has kept her afloat all these years. She is Sal Hawthorne, and this diner is her domain, her prison, her salvation. Outside these walls, the world is too big, too loud, too full of memories. In here, between these grease-spattered walls, she knows who she is.

      Even if who she is comes with shaking hands and a flask hidden under the floorboards.

      The woman with the Bible leaves eventually, leaving a too-large tip and a too-kind smile. Sal pockets the money and wipes away the smile with the back of her hand, as if it might be contagious. The day continues, the hours tick by, and Sal endures, as she always has, as she always will.

      Until tomorrow, when she'll wake up, hungover but functioning, and do it all again.
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      Mandy Brooks arrives fifteen minutes early for her first shift, her reflection in the diner's window a burst of color against the gray morning. She adjusts her cross necklace, a small silver thing that catches the light like a promise, and takes a deep breath. New beginnings always make her palms sweat, but they also make her heart sing—a feeling she's learned to trust more than the anxiety.

      The bell above the door announces her entrance with a cheerful jingle that matches her step. Inside, the diner smells of bacon grease and coffee—honest smells, working smells. The morning rush has subsided, leaving a few stragglers nursing refills and picking at toast corners.

      "You're early," Sal says from behind the counter, not looking up from the receipts she's sorting. Her voice has the texture of sandpaper, rough from years of giving orders and not enough sleep.

      "Thought I'd get a feel for the place before jumping in," Mandy replies, her smile undimmed by the cool reception. She wears a hand-me-down blouse that's been washed enough times to feel like an old friend, its pale blue bringing out flecks of the same shade in her hazel eyes. Her hair is pulled back in what began as a neat bun but has already started to escape in honey-colored wisps around her face.

      Sal looks up then, her gaze sharp enough to measure everything about this girl in seconds. Too young, too bright, too...clean, somehow. Like she hasn't been properly scuffed by life yet. Her uniform—a simple blue apron over street clothes—is freshly ironed.

      "The feel of the place is that customers want coffee that's hot and food that's fast. Not complicated." Sal pushes a coffeepot toward her. "Start by topping everyone off. Don't ask if they want it, just pour. They'll stop you if they don't."

      Mandy takes the pot with a nod, her freckles shifting as she smiles again. She moves between tables with an easy grace, pouring coffee and introducing herself to each customer with the same warm tone, as if each one might become a friend rather than just a tip.

      "I'm Mandy, I'll be helping out around here," she tells a trucker whose name badge reads 'Dave.' "Let me know if you need anything at all."

      Dave, who has been coming to this diner for seven years and has never exchanged more than ten words with Sal, finds himself telling Mandy about his daughter's college graduation next month.

      "That's wonderful," Mandy says, and she means it. Her eyes light up as if his success is her own. "You must be so proud."

      "Yeah, first one in the family to get a degree." Dave's weathered face softens. "Never thought I'd see the day."

      "God has a way of exceeding our expectations," Mandy says gently, touching the cross at her neck. It's not a sermon, just a shared observation, offered like she's commenting on the weather.

      From behind the counter, Sal watches with narrowed eyes as the trucker—gruff, always-in-a-hurry Dave—actually smiles back at this slip of a girl. What's more, he leaves a tip that's double his usual.

      "You got any specials today?" asks an elderly woman at the counter, her glasses hanging from a beaded chain around her neck.

      Before Sal can answer, Mandy slides over. "I saw a sign for peach cobbler in the kitchen. Looks like it just came out of the oven."

      The woman's face brightens. "Oh, I do love a good cobbler."

      "I'll get you a slice. With ice cream?"

      "Heavens, I shouldn't..."

      "On a day like today? I think you should." Mandy leans in conspiratorially. "Life's too short to skip the ice cream."

      The woman laughs—actually laughs—and nods her agreement. "You talked me into it, dear."

      Sal's grip tightens on the dish towel she's holding. Who is this girl? The customers don't laugh. They eat, they pay, they leave. That's the unspoken contract of Sal's Diner.

      Mandy moves to the next table, where a young mother struggles to keep her toddler entertained. Without missing a beat, Mandy produces a small packet of crayons from her apron pocket and a paper placemat.

      "I always keep these handy," she tells the grateful mother. "My foster brother was the same age. Nothing worse than a bored kiddo in a restaurant."

      The woman's shoulders visibly relax. "Thank you. It's been one of those mornings."

      "I get it. Here, let me get you a fresh coffee. On the house."

      Sal's eyebrows shoot up. On the house? Who gave this girl permission to⁠—

      But before she can intervene, Mandy is already at the counter, filling a mug. She catches Sal's eye and there's something in her look—not defiance, not quite, but a quiet certainty that this is the right thing to do—that stops Sal's protest in her throat.

      As the morning wears on, Sal finds herself watching Mandy more than working. The girl moves with an efficiency that belies her youth, remembering orders without writing them down, anticipating needs before they're voiced. There's a smudge of syrup on her sleeve and a streak of flour across one cheek, but somehow these imperfections only enhance the impression of earnest capability.

      "You worked in a diner before?" Sal finally asks during a lull.

      Mandy shakes her head. "Cafeteria at the church, though. And I helped at community dinners growing up."

      "Church," Sal repeats, the word tasting sour in her mouth.

      "Yes, ma'am," Mandy says, either missing or ignoring the distaste in Sal's tone. "They took me in when I was fifteen. Best thing that ever happened to me."

      Sal grunts, not wanting to hear more about God's mysterious ways or whatever this girl is selling. But curiosity gets the better of her. "Took you in?"

      "Foster care before that." Mandy says it matter-of-factly, without self-pity. She's restocking sugar packets as she talks, her hands never idle. "My birth parents couldn't...well, they had their own struggles. But then the Morgans from First Grace took me in, and everything changed." The cross at her neck gleams as she reaches across the counter.

      Sal wants to say something cutting, something that will puncture this girl's bubble of faith and optimism. But the words don't come. Because beneath the sunshine smile and relentless goodwill, Sal recognizes something—a shadow, a hint of old pain carefully packed away. This girl hasn't been untouched by life; she's just chosen to carry her scars differently.

      The lunch rush begins, saving Sal from having to respond. Mandy jumps in without hesitation, taking orders, delivering plates, all while maintaining that impossible warmth that seems to radiate from her like heat from an oven.

      "Order up!" Sal calls, slamming the bell harder than necessary.

      Mandy appears at the pass, gathering plates onto her arm with practiced ease. "These for table five?"

      "Four," Sal corrects sharply, waiting for the girl to falter.

      But Mandy just nods. "Got it. Table four." She balances the plates perfectly and turns toward the dining room.

      "And the mayo for the burger goes on the side," Sal adds, though it's already correct on the plate.

      Mandy pauses, looks at the plate, then back at Sal. For just a moment, something knowing flashes in her eyes—she's aware she's being tested. But instead of calling Sal out, she simply smiles. "Already on the side. You're good at your job, Sal."

      The compliment, delivered without sarcasm or agenda, lands like an unexpected gift. Sal doesn't know what to do with it, so she scowls and turns back to the grill.

      By the end of the shift, the diner is cleaner than it's been in months. Mandy has wiped down every surface, reorganized the condiment station, and somehow managed to make the ancient napkin dispensers work without jamming.

      "Not bad for a first day," Sal grudgingly admits as Mandy hangs up her apron.

      "Thank you," Mandy says, and there's genuine pleasure in her voice, as if Sal's approval actually matters to her. "I prayed I'd do a good job."

      And there it is again—God sneaking into the conversation like an uninvited guest. Sal's jaw tightens.

      "Well, prayer or practice, just be on time tomorrow," she says, turning away.

      "I will." Mandy hesitates, then adds, "I like it here, Sal. I think...I think maybe this is where I'm supposed to be right now."

      The statement hangs in the air between them, loaded with a significance Sal doesn't want to examine. The idea that this bright, faithful young woman belongs in this dingy diner with its worn booths and bitter owner seems absurd. And yet, watching Mandy gather her things, her cross necklace catching the late afternoon light, Sal feels a strange, unwelcome twinge—something almost like hope.

      She quashes it immediately. Hope is dangerous. Hope leads to disappointment. And Sal Hawthorne has had enough disappointment for one lifetime.

      "See you tomorrow," she says gruffly, already thinking about the flask waiting for her at home.

      "See you tomorrow," Mandy echoes, her smile like a benediction that Sal hasn't earned and doesn't want.

      The bell jingles as Mandy leaves, taking some of the light with her. Sal stands alone in the diner, surrounded by the ghosts of the day's conversations and the lingering scent of coffee. She tells herself she's glad for the quiet, glad to be rid of all that sunshine.

      But the diner feels darker than it did before.
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      The lunch rush subsides like an outgoing tide, leaving debris in its wake—half-empty coffee cups, crumpled napkins, plates smeared with ketchup fingerprints. Sal moves between tables, gathering dishes with the efficiency of long practice, her movements sharp and precise. She doesn't look directly at Mandy, but she's aware of her—a persistent brightness in her peripheral vision that she can't quite tune out.

      Three days. It's been three days of Mandy's smiles and gentle words and that cross necklace catching the light every time she leans over to refill a cup. Three days of customers lingering longer, tipping better, asking for her by name.

      "Is Mandy working today?" they ask, as if Sal's presence—Sal, who has poured their coffee and served their eggs for years—isn't enough anymore.

      Sal stacks plates with more force than necessary, the clatter drawing a startled look from an elderly man in the corner booth. She doesn't apologize. The tremor in her hands is back, a persistent reminder that it's been too many hours since her last drink. The flask in her office calls to her, but she resists. Not with Mandy around, watching with those clear eyes that seem to see too much.

      Across the diner, Mandy chats with a table of regulars—the morning coffee crew, retired men who nurse single cups for hours. They're laughing, actually laughing, at something she's said. One of them, Harold, reaches out and pats her hand like she's a granddaughter rather than a waitress he's
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