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By five-thirty in the morning, Willow Creek was already beginning to wake for the day.

A pale wash of sunlight stretched across Silver Pine Lake, which turned the still water soft shades of gold and blue. Above, a mist hovered over the surface of the lake, somewhat like a lingering dream. 

In the distance, the docks gently creaked, gulls called overhead, and somewhere down Main Street, a delivery truck rumbled past Rosie’s Flower Shop.

Inside Lakeside Café, Maggie Lawson slid a tray of her award-winning blueberry muffins onto the cooling rack, and took a moment to breathe in the comforting scent of sugar, butter, and the farm-fresh, Maine-grown berries.

This was her favorite hour of the day.

It was the time before the tourists crowded the sidewalks. 

Before the banners for the upcoming Summer Lakeside Festival could be seen fluttering overhead. 

Too early for conversations, expectations, and before memories of the past had a chance to settle too heavily around her shoulders.

Just the quiet and familiar routine Maggie had built for herself one careful day at a time.

She reached for the coffee pot near the counter, poured herself half a cup, and carried it toward the front windows. 

She watched as, across the street, volunteers were already hanging strings of white lights between storefronts for the Summer Lakeside Festival.

Every summer, the festival always transformed Willow Creek into something truly special.

The tiny lakeside town doubled in size every July. 

Families returned year after year to rent cottages near the water. 

Boats lined the marina. 

Musicians played at the gazebo every afternoon and evening. 

Adorable children ran through town laughing and clutching melting ice cream cones, while everyone oohed and awed over the fireworks that lit the lake every Saturday night.

Most people in Willow Creek loved summer festival season.

Maggie usually managed to tolerate it.

It was true that the festival, and summer in general, brought good business to the café, and she appreciated that. 

But summer in Willow Creek also carried memories too vivid to completely escape.

Especially this time of year.

The bell over the café door jingled softly.

“You’re here before sunrise again,” Ellie Lawson announced as she stepped inside carrying a crate of peaches against her hip.

Maggie smiled despite herself. 

“You say that like you aren’t.”

Ellie nudged the door shut with her foot. 

“That’s because I’m delivering produce. Everybody expects their deliveries to be waiting at their back doors when they arrive for work. You’re voluntarily awake.”

“Somebody has to make coffee and muffins for the tourists.”

“Such a tragic burden you carry.”

Laughing quietly, Maggie crossed the café to help unload the crate onto the counter. 

Ellie brushed a loose strand of dark hair from her face and glanced around the café with approval.

Maggie was proud of her café. 

The space always looked warm and welcoming, especially in the early morning light.

The walls were white, painted with navy blue trim. 

Baskets of ivy hung near the windows. 

Small mason jars filled with wildflowers adorned each red checkered tablecloth.

Maggie had spent years turning the once shuttered old corner storefront into something steady and comforting. 

Somewhere dependable for both the citizens and visitors of Willow Creek, unlike so many things before it.

“You baked the blueberry muffins already?” Ellie asked.

“Three batches on the cooling racks.”

“You’re over-preparing.”

“No, I’m just preparing.”

“You always do this before festival week.”

“That’s because festival week is nothing short of complete and utter chaos.”

“True, but it’s a fun kind of chaos. Not the bad kind of chaos.”

Maggie lifted an eyebrow. 

“Spoken like someone who doesn’t run the town’s busiest café during tourist season.”

Ellie grinned and reached for one of the still-warm muffins.

“You’re impossible,” Maggie said.

“And yet so lovable.”

The bell above the door jingled again as old Mr. Hargrove shuffled inside wearing his usual bucket hat.

“Mornin’, girls.”

“Morning, Walter,” Maggie called automatically.

“Coffee ready?”

“It’s always ready.”

“That’s why this is the best place in town.”

Walter settled into his usual seat by the window, while Maggie poured his coffee without asking how he took it. 

After ten years of owning the café, she barely had to think anymore. 

She knew all the orders for her regular customers by heart.

Outside, the town slowly brightened beneath the growing warmth of the summer morning. 

More people appeared along Main Street carrying flowers, signs, and festival supplies.

Ellie leaned against the counter and watched as Maggie worked.

“Are you nervous about the crowds this weekend?”

“No.”

“You’re lying.”

Maggie slid a tray of the freshly baked blueberry muffins into the display case. 

“I’m busy. There’s a difference.”

“Maggie.”

She sighed. 

“Fine. Maybe I’m a little nervous.”

“The festival always goes off without hardly a hitch,” Ellie said.

“The festival always ends with me exhausted and surviving on caffeine and adrenaline for three days.”

Ellie laughed softly. 

Then her expression shifted just slightly. 

It was subtle enough that most people wouldn’t notice, but Maggie did notice. 

She knew Ellie through and through.

“What’s going on?” she asked immediately.

“Nothing,” Ellie said, almost too quickly to be believed. “That was absolutely a nothing face.”

Ellie hesitated which instantly made Maggie wary.

“What happened?” Maggie demanded.

“It’s just that I saw someone.”

Maggie reached for the coffee pot again. 

“Okay.”

“At the hardware store.”

“Who did you see? What’s the big mystery?”

Ellie studied her carefully. 

“Jack Mercer’s back in Willow Creek,” she said quietly.

The coffee pot stopped midway to the mug, and for one suspended second, Maggie heard nothing at all.

Not the espresso machine steaming behind her.

Not Walter turning the pages of the newspaper.

Not the gulls squawking outside.

“No, you must be mistaken,” she said automatically.

Ellie’s voice gentled. 

“Yes, it’s true. I saw him with my own two eyes.”

Maggie forced herself to continue pouring coffee, even though her hand no longer felt entirely steady.

“When?”

“Yesterday afternoon.”

“How long is he staying?”

“I don’t know.”

Maggie set the pot down and managed not to burn herself in the process.

Ten years.

It had been ten long years since Jack had left Willow Creek with barely more than a hurried goodbye, and promises that had faded quieter with every unanswered call afterward.

Ten years since Maggie had stood at the edge of Silver Pine Lake, and in her mind accepted that her entire future had disappeared down the highway, never to be heard from again.

She had spent years learning how not to think about him, but from the pounding in her chest, apparently her heart hadn’t gotten the message.

“He looked…” Ellie paused. “Different.”

“People usually look different after ten years. It’s called aging.”

“Maggie…”

Maggie lifted a hand. 

“I’m fine.”

Ellie gave her a look that clearly stated otherwise.

Before Maggie could defend herself further, the bell over the café door jingled again, and every nerve in her body instantly tightened.

She knew before she looked at the door.

Somehow she knew.

Jack Mercer stepped inside, carrying the scent of lake water, cedar, and summer air along with him.

For one terrible, almost painful heartbeat, the years disappeared.

He looked a bit older, of course.

Broader through the shoulders. 

More worn around the edges. 

His dark hair was slightly shorter than she remembered, and touched faintly with sun at the temples. 

There was an aura of something quieter about him now. 

Something more restrained.

But his eyes, those familiar blue eyes, found her dark eyes immediately, and for a moment, Maggie forgot how to breathe.

Ellie slowly straightened beside the counter.

Jack’s expression shifted with an unmistakable emotion the moment he saw Maggie. 

At first, with surprise that turned into something deeper. 

Something that looked close to regret.

“Maggie,” he said softly.

Her name in his voice, sent a painful ache straight through her chest and ricocheted through her heart.

She forced herself into motion.

“Good morning,” she replied as if she were welcoming any stranger into her café. 

She was far calmer on the outside than she felt on the inside.

Walter glanced up from his newspaper, clearly sensing the growing tension cutting through the blueberry muffin and coffee-scented air.

Jack stepped farther inside and nervously tucked his hands into the pockets of a faded gray sweatshirt.

“I wasn’t sure you still worked here.”

“I own it.”

A flicker of surprise crossed his face. 

“You do?”

“For eight years now.”

“That’s…” He looked around the café again, genuine admiration warming his expression. “It’s beautiful.”

“Thanks.”

The awkward silence that followed stretched painfully long.

Mercifully, Ellie broke the silence by clearing her throat. 

“I should go unload the rest of the peaches.”

Coward, Maggie thought instantly as her sister disappeared through the kitchen door.

Jack huffed a quiet laugh, clearly thinking something similar.

It was time to focus on business.

Maggie gestured toward the menu board behind her.

“What can I get you?”

He studied her like he was trying to reconcile memory with reality.

“Coffee’s fine.”

“Still taking it black?”

His eyebrows lifted slightly. 

“You still remember that?”

The question slipped beneath her defenses before she could stop it.

Of course, she remembered. 

She remembered everything in excruciating detail.

Maggie grabbed a paper cup before answering. 

“I remember how everyone in town takes their coffee.”

Their fingers brushed briefly as she handed him the coffee. 

Though the contact lasted barely a second, it still sent warmth racing up her arm.

Jack felt it too. 

She saw it in the slight tightening of his jaw.

“How long are you in town?” she asked, mostly because the silence felt unbearably awkward otherwise.

“All summer, probably.”

She wasn’t expecting to hear that he would be around for the season.

“All summer?”

He nodded. 

“I’m fixing up the old cabin.”

“You mean the Mercer place by the north shore?”

“Yeah.”

“That thing’s been falling apart for years. I’m surprised a storm hasn’t carried it away. I expected it would eventually be condemned by the county inspector and torn down.”

He smiled faintly. 

“That’s what everyone keeps telling me.”

Maggie hated how familiar his smile still felt to her. 

It was like muscle memory. 

Like how every summer night back then, she had spent falling more in love with him beneath starlit skies and dock lights that reflected across the lake.

She pushed the thought away immediately.

“Are you visiting your family?” she asked.

“My aunt Ruth is still here. She talked me into finally doing something with the property.”

Maggie nodded once. 

Polite, detached, and safe. 

Jack glanced toward the front windows where festival banners now fluttered in the summer breeze.

“The town still looks the same.”

“It usually does.”

“That’s not a bad thing, Maggie.”

She crossed her arms lightly. 

“Well, some self-professed renegades were pretty eager to leave it behind.”

Regret flashed openly across his face, and the air between them shifted more heavily now.

“Maggie,” he started quietly.

She decided to cut him off before he could continue.

“You’ll want to avoid Main Street this Saturday afternoon. The festival parade blocks traffic for hours.”

His expression softened to something almost sad.

“You always did change the subject when you were upset.”

“And you always left before difficult conversations,” she countered hotly.

Walter very suddenly became fascinated by his newspaper again.

Jack exhaled slowly. 

“Fair enough.”

Maggie immediately regretted snapping at him, which only irritated her more for caring.

It was now ten years later, and he could still unravel her composure in under five minutes.

“I shouldn’t have said that. It wasn’t necessary,” she muttered.

“No,” he said gently. “It probably was very necessary.”

The sincerity in his voice caught her off guard.

For a moment, neither of
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