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There’s a muffled cough, the mechanical creak of a hospital bed and then I hear it. A thin, reedy voice that mumbles half a dozen words.

“You know, I’m not dead yet.”

This comment might have been a bit more reassuring if it hadn’t been almost entirely drowned out by the beeps and whirs of a dozen different machines my decidedly unwell - but apparently still living - father is currently hooked up to.

“Ronnie?” He pulls the oxygen mask away from his face and tries again. “I said I’m fine!”

“You’re not fine, Dad.” I eye the open door to his hospital room and hastily replace his oxygen mask before an officious nurse can come and do it for him. “You had a heart attack.”

Myocardial Infarction, according to the doctor I’ve just spoken to. He’s lucky to be alive. I draw in a shaky breath and check my watch. 

“Mmmf-hmmmf-mmm-buh?”

His oxygen mask is still obediently in place but I can see the twinkle in my dad’s eyes which reassures me that he certainly isn’t dead yet. I arch an eyebrow and he eases the mask by an inch, just enough for him to speak without every word being indecipherable.

“You got somewhere else to be, sweetheart?” He bats his eyelashes at me on the last word, then obediently replaces his mask before waving me towards the door. Go right ahead, the gesture says. Don’t let me keep you.

“You don’t get rid of me that easily.” I perch next to him on the bed, then stoop and press a kiss to his forehead. “Now can you at least try to get some rest until Dr. Stephens comes back?”

“Mmmf-hmmf-mmm-buh!” 

“Hey!” I swat him lightly on the shoulder and obediently get to my feet. There’s no need for him to translate that particular insult. I would if you weren’t taking up so much space. 

“Hey! No beating up the patient on my watch, please!” 

As if on cue, Dr. Stephens strolls back into the room with an affable smile on his face. He glares at my dad and I sense him dropping his hand before he even tries to move his mask.

“Mr. Swan, how’s that IV treating you?” He rounds the bed and examines the line in Dad’s arm, before consulting his chart and making a note of something. “Well, things are looking a lot better than they were this morning! I don’t suppose I need to tell you that. Feeling better?” He lifts his gaze just for a moment and smiles as Dad rolls his eyes. “You will be soon, I promise. Ms. Swan?” He turns to me. “Can I have a word?”

I glance at Dad but I can see his eyelids are already starting to droop, and I decide that us stepping out of his room for a minute might be just what he needs to actually sleep. I follow the doctor into the corridor.

“Ms. Swan.”

“Veronica.” My polite smile falters at the serious note in Dr. Stephen’s voice. “How’s he doing, really?” I didn’t see Dad when they brought him in, but I remember the panic I felt when I got the message that he had been rushed to hospital with a suspected heart attack. If the frail and pale version of my father that’s haunting that hospital bed is him looking a lot better then I can only imagine how dire things were earlier today. I shiver, thinking of how they might have turned out. Or might still turn out. Black spots appear at the edge of my vision and I casually lean one hand on the wall to steady myself. I’m not as good at playing casual as I think. Dr. Stephens steers me toward a bank of chairs lining the corridor.

“How are you?” he asks, frowning at me. “You don’t live here in Westhaven do you?”

“Lincoln,” I say. “It’s not far.” Especially if you take the back roads and ignore all the speed limits. I think back to my chaotic journey here and thank my lucky stars I didn’t pass a police car.

“Hmm.” Dr. Stephens is certainly a lot more perceptive than I usually expect doctors to be but maybe that’s the difference between an occasional visit to a crowded city ER and a small town hospital like this one. 

“I can stay here as long as Dad needs me to,” I say, firmly redirecting Dr. Stephens back to the matter at hand. “How is he, really?”

“Well, he had a very serious episode this morning.” Dr. Stephens glances over his chart. “And it looks like this wasn’t the first attack he’s had, although this was a much more serious incident.” He pauses. “He’s very lucky, Ms. Swan. Next time, he might not be.”

Next time? Dr. Stephens must hear my shocked intake of breath because he lifts his gaze and smiles at me.

“But we’re going to do everything it takes to make sure there never is a next time.” He begins outlining a plan that starts with tests and medication, lifestyle changes, and regular monitoring. “And of course, there’s always a surgical option on the table.” His lips quirk. “If you’ll pardon the pun.”

“Surgery.” I let out a breath I wasn’t even aware I was holding.

“It might be avoidable.” Dr. Stephens shrugs his shoulders. “At the moment there is so much we still don’t know. So I’m going to suggest - very strongly - that your father makes himself comfortable here at St Joseph’s because he’s going to be here for a little while.”

“Right.” I try to smile, but I feel like crying and it’s pretty obvious my attempt at cheer isn’t the least bit convincing. “Well, we’ll do whatever you think is best.”

“Of course you will.” He pats me gently on the shoulder. “I can see you’re a good daughter, Veronica. And your father has a strong will. He’s a fighter. That’s good.”

I pull a face and Dr. Stephens chuckles.

“Trust me. It’s a good thing. He’s got a lot of reasons to keep living, and number one is sitting right here in front of me. We’re going to take good care of your father, and with you here to help we’ll soon get him back on his feet.”

***
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WALKING ALONG THE WESTHAVEN high street is like walking through a memory. It’s actually kind of eerie seeing how little has changed in my hometown since I’ve been gone. It’s only been a few years, I remind myself. What were you expecting? I come to a stop outside the Slice of Life and look up at the retro diner that has been like a second home for me for as long as I can remember. Instead of babysitters, I spent my childhood getting underfoot and eating my body weight in cookie dough. As a teenager, I was either studying in one of the booths here or pulling a waitressing shift to earn my allowance. And not a single thing about it has changed.

“Are you coming or going? Or just blocking the path for fun?”

I turn at the cantankerous, old-man voice and see its owner change from a scowl to a smile.

“Veronica Swan!”

“Mr. Hamilton!” My old English teacher looks a little older and frailer, but he’s in the same plaid button-down and faded chinos that I remember from every third-period literature class I took in high school. 

“You might as well call me George now,” he says, peering down at me from over the top of his wire-rimmed spectacles. “I ain’t Mr. Anybody no more.” He tucks his thumbs into the waistband of his pants and pulls them up, surveying me with suspicion. “So, which is it? Coming? Or going?” He furrows his brow. “Or just standing between me and my afternoon coffee?”

I laugh and jump to the side, ushering him through the door ahead of me.

“That’s more like it,” he grumbles, as he shuffles into the diner. “Matthew! Found a stray. Where’s my coffee?”

As I cross the threshold of the diner my heart plummets. Matt is here? My mind catches up a moment later. Of course Matt is here. Where else would he be at three o’clock on a Tuesday afternoon?

“Coming right up, Mr. Ham - ah - George.” 

The familiar voice of my oldest friend floods me with such warmth and affection after the emotional turmoil of the past twenty-four hours that I barely have time to process it before he comes into view, his cheerful expression shifting into a grin as he recognizes me.

“No way!”

Before I have time to protest, he vaults over the counter, sliding nimbly past George Hamilton to wrap me in the kind of bear hug I haven’t experienced since leaving Westhaven to go to college. It’s exactly what I’ve needed, and I lean into it for all of a moment before we both stiffen and break apart, feeling shy and sheepish at the realization we aren’t kids anymore, and we haven’t seen each other - or even spoken to each other - in years.

“How’s your dad?” Matt asks, taking a step back and beckoning me further into the diner. “I couldn’t believe it when I heard what happened. Is he allowed visitors yet?”

I shake my head.

“Not yet. Hopefully in a day or two. They’re keeping him in for a little while for observation and while they tinker with his meds. Then home.” I smile, wryly. “And a lifestyle overhaul.”

“Oh, he is going to love that.”

“It’s better than the alternative,” I say, shaking my head before the worst-case scenario alternative can settle for too long in my imagination. “They’re threatening him with surgery if we can’t make some major changes.”

“Oof.” Matt glances over his shoulder at a rack of pre-cut cakes and pastries. “I guess I’d better work on some heart-healthy alternatives to all this then, huh?” He winks. “Don’t want to lose my best customer.”

Mr. Hamilton pointedly clears his throat as he makes his way slowly to a booth and carefully slides in.

“One of my best customers.”

“That’s better.” The old man smacks his hand against the tabletop. “Now where’s my coffee?”

“Coming right up.” Matt shoots me an amused look. “You want a slice of pie to go with that? Or can I persuade you to try my apple pancakes? I’m still tweaking the recipe and could use your expert opinion...”

“I’m assuming those apple pancakes come doused in cinnamon?” 

Matt nods.

“Better not, in that case. I’m allergic, and despite having me on pills for just about every other ailment there is they haven’t cured that just yet.” Mr. Hamilton shimmies in his seat. “So many pills I practically rattle. Trust me, you two, getting old ain’t for the weak, that’s for sure. Veronica!”

He shifts so quickly into barking my name that I jump.

“Come and sit down. You can tell me everything you’ve been up to since you left this dead-end town.”

Exchanging a glance with Matt I obediently hurry along to Mr. Hamilton’s booth and slide in opposite him.

“There’s not much to tell,” I begin, feeling the sharp scrutiny of his dark eyes from behind his glasses. 

“I find that hard to believe. Westhaven High’s star pupil gets an academic scholarship to a top college and shoots off like a rocket, never to be seen again.”

“Until now.” I’m grateful when Matt appears, carrying two cups of coffee that he places silently on the table before winking at me and retreating. 

We both grew up with George Hamilton as our English teacher and I’m sure he’s been a victim of this kind of inquisition himself before now.

“So how is your dad, really?” Mr. Hamilton asks, after taking a sip of his coffee. “Heart attack, wasn’t it?” He thumps his chest. “’Bout the only thing of mine that still works without help is the old ticker.” He frowns. “You tell him we’re all pulling for him, won’t you?”

I’m touched by the affection in the older man’s eyes and reassure him that I will.

“’Course I’m pretty sure he just did it to get out of paying his debts.”

“What?”

“Gambling debts. Poker.” Mr. Hamilton snorts into his coffee. “Don’t look so scandalized. We only play for pennies. And bragging rights.” He knocks on the surface of the table. “You tell Ed I’m keeping track and we can pick right up where we left off once he’s back on his feet.”

“Here! I made a fresh batch just for you.”

Matt appears at our table again, this time with two plates boasting a freshly made stack of pancakes. The scent of sugared apples makes my mouth water and I eagerly dive in, relishing my first bite and realizing just how long it’s been since I ate anything.

“Dig in,” Matt encourages Mr. Hamilton, who’s warily eyeing his stack. “There’s no cinnamon, I promise.”

“Well, alright.” He takes a dubious bite, then smiles. “Very good.” A second and third bite follow swiftly before he lifts his fork in an appreciative salute. “You know, Matthew, you should think about running a diner. You’ve got the knack.”

Matt laughs and retreats to the counter, leaving me and Mr. Hamilton to enjoy our meal in peace.

“So, how’s work?” Mr. Hamilton asks after a minute or two. “They ok with you taking some time off?”

“I can work remotely,” I say, automatically. 

“What about your friends? Boyfriend?”

“They’re fine. They understand.” This particular line of questioning does a number on my appetite and after a few more bites I push my plate away, half-finished.

“So you’re going to be staying in Westhaven for a while?”

“Looks like it.” I drum my fingers on the table, wondering how and when I’ll be able to extricate myself from Mr. Hamilton’s grip. It’s not that I don’t enjoy catching up with my favorite former teacher, but I can live without his scrutiny. Maybe if my life wasn’t such a disaster before I got called home...

“You’ll be here for the pie festival, then.”

“The what?”

Mr. Hamilton eyes me over the top of his glasses, then carefully puts down his knife and fork and speaks slowly, as if addressing a very small child.

“The Westhaven Winter Pie Festival. I mean, I guess October isn’t exactly Winter, but...”

“They still have that?”

“They most certainly do. It’s the highlight of the social season for some people.” He raises a hand and waves to get Matt’s attention, then beckons him back over to join us.

“What’s up?” Matt notices my plate. “You didn’t like them? Let me make you something else.”

“No, no!” I keep hold of my plate and smile at his eagerness to please. “They’re great. I’m just not very hungry.”

“In that case...” Mr. Hamilton leans across the table and spears one of my untouched pancakes with his fork, adding it to his own pile. When he speaks again, his words are muffled with chewing and I see Matt stifle a laugh. “Matthew, tell Veronica here she ought to take part in the pie festival.”

“You ought to take part in the pie festival,” Matt repeats automatically, then nods at me. “No, really. You should!”

“Are you entering?”

“I’m not allowed.” He lays a hand over his chest. “No professionals permitted.” He winks. “But you....”

“Well, I’m the daughter of a professional.” I think of my dad, and then remember his cooking skills didn’t exactly pass to me. “I’ll think about it,” I say, privately vowing to avoid both competing and attending the festival. There’s nothing like a small-town gathering to get the gossip circling, and if there’s one thing I can live without, it’s Westhaven’s Women’s League zeroing in on me and my failure to reach my potential.

“Matthew can’t take part, but he could certainly help you out, couldn’t you, Matt?” Mr. Hamilton eyes Matt with a mysterious gleam in his dark eyes. “That is if his girlfriend hasn’t already got a claim on every free hour he has...”

Girlfriend? I look at Matt but he’s already retreating to greet his next customer, who comes flying through the door, filling the diner with a shrill, one-sided argument.

“Well, of course I tried that, Erik. I’m not stupid. But -” She seems to notice for the first time that she’s in a public place and her whole demeanor shifts. “I’ll have to call you back.” She ends the call and drops her phone into the kind of designer purse I’ve only ever seen knock-off versions of up close. I turn away but not quickly enough.

“Veronica? Is that you?” Heels clatter noisily on the diner’s worn parquet floor as my former high-school nemesis stalks towards us and I see Mr. Hamilton settle comfortably into his side of the booth to watch our reunion with amusement. “It is! I can’t believe it!” She leans down and drops a noisy air kiss somewhere in the vicinity of my cheek. “Veronica Swan!”

“Bella Duke.” I try and fail to inject my voice with enthusiasm.

“Not Duke.” Bella shakes her head and then shoves her left hand into my face, almost taking my eye out with the huge rock that adorns her ring finger, alongside a matching wedding band. “Bella Villodan now.”

“Oh.” I smile. “Well, congratulations.” I sift through my memories for why that last name sounds familiar. “Wait, Villodan like Erik Villodan?”

“That’s right.” Bella nods smugly. “We’ve been married two years now.”

“Congratulations,” I say again, biting my lip to keep from asking what happened to Erik’s first wife. Christina had been a couple of years older than us at school like Erik was, but they’d been the golden couple for years and got married right after graduation. They always seemed so perfect together but I guess appearances can be deceptive.

“So what are you doing here?” Bella bumps me along the booth and slides in next to me, not giving me a chance to protest. “I thought you were some high-flying...something...” She looks at me, her smile faltering into a barely constrained grimace and I self-consciously brush a lock of loose hair behind one ear, hastily buttoning up the faded knit cardigan I pulled on at stupid-o’clock this morning when I first got the call to come home. I haven’t even looked in a mirror and dread to think what I look like next to prim, perfect Bella Duke. Bella Villodan. That’s going to take some getting used to.

“My dad,” I begin.

“Oh, yes of course!” Bella’s voice drips with faux concern. “I heard
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