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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      The scent of cinnamon and fresh coffee filled The Daily Grace Café an hour before opening, just as it had every morning since Faye Morris had taken over three years ago. She moved through her pre-dawn routine with practiced efficiency, her chestnut hair twisted into a messy bun, flour already dusting the front of her apron. Outside, the Smoky Mountains were still dark silhouettes against the slowly lightening sky, but inside, warmth glowed from the old copper pendant lights her mother had installed decades ago.

      Faye hummed as she rolled out dough for the day's first batch of cinnamon rolls. The familiar motions—stretching, spreading butter, sprinkling brown sugar and spice—were meditative. This was her sanctuary, this small kitchen with its worn wooden countertops and the recipes written in her mother's slanted handwriting. The recipe book lay open beside her, its pages smudged and dog-eared from years of use.

      "Just a little more cinnamon," she murmured to herself, adding an extra sprinkle before rolling the dough into a tight spiral. Her mother would have measured precisely, but Faye had learned to trust her instincts.

      As the sweet rolls baked, Faye wiped down the café's tables, straightened chairs, and checked that the Christmas garland along the windows was still properly hung. December in Maple Hollow meant pine boughs and twinkling lights, cold mornings and customers grateful for hot drinks. She'd decorated simply this year—evergreen branches with red berries, white lights, a small tree in the corner. Nothing flashy, just touches of warmth against the chill.

      The timer dinged, and Faye slid the golden-brown cinnamon rolls from the oven, their aroma filling the café with the promise of comfort. By the time she unlocked the door at six, steam rose from the coffee pot, pastries lined the display case, and a fire crackled in the small stone fireplace.

      Mrs. Hughley arrived first, as she had every morning since Faye's mother ran the place. "Morning, dear," she said, unwinding a scarf from her neck. "Smells like heaven in here."

      "Good morning," Faye smiled, already pouring the woman's usual—black coffee, no sugar. "Fresh cinnamon roll today?"

      Their exchange was the first of many—familiar faces, familiar orders, a rhythm that structured Faye's days. She knew which customers wanted conversation and which preferred silence with their coffee. She remembered preferences, asked about children and grandchildren, offered extra napkins before they were needed. This was the role she'd crafted for herself—caretaker, listener, the steady hand that poured coffee while life happened around her.

      It was the second Tuesday in December when he first came in. Tall, with salt-and-pepper hair and paint-stained fingers, he stomped snow from his boots before removing his worn canvas jacket. Faye noticed him immediately—a new face in her café of regulars. He chose table five, the one by the east window where morning light streamed in, casting long rectangles of gold across the wooden floor.

      "Coffee, please," he said when she approached, his voice deep but gentle. "And whatever pastry you'd recommend."

      "Cinnamon roll," Faye answered without hesitation. "Still warm from the oven."

      He smiled, the corners of his eyes crinkling. "Perfect."

      When she brought his order, she noticed a sketchbook open on the table, his hands moving across the page in quick, sure strokes. He thanked her with a nod but didn't engage in conversation like most newcomers did. No questions about how long she'd owned the place or comments about the weather. Just quiet focus as he alternated between sketching and gazing out the window at the mountains.

      The next day, he returned. Same time, same table. And the day after that. By Friday, Faye found herself watching the door at quarter past seven, wondering if he would maintain his pattern. He did, hanging his jacket on the same hook, setting his sketchbook on table five, ordering coffee and a cinnamon roll with a smile that was friendly but not inviting more.

      "Never seen someone so consistent," Martha, Faye's part-time helper, whispered one morning as they watched him settle in. "What's he drawing in that book, anyway?"

      "No idea," Faye replied, wiping down the counter. "Not really my business, is it?"

      But she was curious. In a town where most people shared their life stories between ordering and receiving their coffee, his quiet presence stood out. His focus seemed complete—on his sketch, on the view outside, occasionally on his coffee as he took a sip. He never scrolled through a phone or engaged with other customers.

      A week into his new routine, Faye learned his name when he paid with a credit card. Buster Gaines. It suited him somehow—solid, unpretentious. She rolled it over in her mind as she watched him from behind the counter.

      "Refill, Mr. Gaines?" she asked the following Monday, approaching his table with the coffee pot.

      He looked up, surprise flickering across his face before being replaced with that same warm smile. "Buster, please," he said, lifting his cup toward her. "And thank you."

      She caught a glimpse of his sketchbook as she poured—a charcoal drawing of the mountains visible through the window, rendered with surprising detail. The ridge lines, the bare winter trees, the way morning mist clung to the valleys—he'd captured it all with what looked to Faye like remarkable skill.

      "That's beautiful," she said before she could stop herself.

      "Thank you," he replied, neither hiding the sketch nor elaborating further.

      As December deepened, so did the snow, and Buster Gaines became as much a fixture in The Daily Grace Café as the old fireplace. Table five might as well have had his name on it. Sometimes he stayed for an hour, sometimes longer, but always drawing, always quiet, always watching.

      And despite herself, Faye found her gaze drawn to him more often than she cared to admit. There was something in his stillness that intrigued her—a calm presence in her bustling café. Something in the careful way he observed the world around him made her wonder what he saw when he looked at her café. At Maple Hollow. At her.
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        * * *

      

      Five-thirty in the morning looked different in December—darker, quieter, with frost etching delicate patterns on The Daily Grace Café's windows. Faye's breath formed small clouds in the air as she unlocked the front door, balancing a bag of fresh cranberries she'd picked up from the market the evening before. Winter had settled firmly over Maple Hollow, bringing with it shorter days and the kind of cold that made her customers linger longer over their coffee cups.

      Inside, Faye flipped on lights and turned the thermostat up. The old heating system groaned to life, a sound as familiar to her as her own heartbeat. She hung her coat and scarf on the rack by the door, trading them for the apron that hung on a hook in the kitchen. The café was still and peaceful before opening—no voices, no clanking of cups and saucers, just the quiet hum of the refrigerator and her own footsteps on the worn wooden floor.

      This was her favorite time of day. Before the rush, before the demands, when The Daily Grace was entirely hers. She moved through her preparation ritual with practiced ease: starting the coffee, prepping dough for the day's pastries, wiping down already-clean countertops. There was comfort in the routine, in knowing exactly what came next.

      She was elbow-deep in cranberry muffin batter when she heard it—a soft knock at the front door. Faye frowned, checking the clock on the wall. Six-fifteen. Still forty-five minutes before opening.

      The knocking came again, more hesitant this time. Faye wiped her hands on her apron and peered through the front window. A familiar figure stood on the sidewalk, shoulders hunched against the cold, a leather messenger bag slung across his chest. Buster Gaines.

      He'd been coming to the café for nearly three weeks now, always at the same time, always to the same table. But never this early.

      Faye hesitated only a moment before unlocking the door. "Morning," she said, stepping back to let him in. "You're early today."

      "Sorry about that." Buster stamped his boots on the mat, dislodging clumps of snow. "Didn't mean to interrupt your prep time. The light was on, so I thought I'd chance it." His voice was rough with the morning cold, but warm underneath. "I can wait outside if you'd prefer."

      "Don't be silly." Faye closed the door against a gust of wind. "It's freezing out there." She gestured toward his usual spot. "Table five is all yours. Coffee will be ready in about five minutes."

      "Thank you." The genuine relief in his voice made her wonder how long he'd been out in the cold.

      As Faye returned to her muffin batter, she watched from the corner of her eye as Buster settled into what had become his place. He unwound a gray scarf from his neck, shrugged off his heavy coat, and pulled out his ever-present sketchbook. There was something methodical about the way he arranged his space—sketchbook centered on the table, pencils lined up along the right edge, coffee mug (once she brought it) positioned precisely at the upper left corner.

      By the time Faye carried over a steaming cup of coffee, Buster had already begun to sketch. His hand moved confidently across the page, making bold, sure strokes that somehow seemed at odds with his quiet demeanor.

      "Here you go," she said, setting down the mug. "Black, right?"

      He looked up, his focus breaking. "Perfect. Thank you." His fingers were stained with what looked like charcoal or graphite, permanent shadows under his nails despite their obvious cleanliness.

      "Muffins will be about twenty minutes," she added, unable to resist a glance at his sketchbook.

      He was drawing the café—the morning light filtering through the windows, the old fireplace with its river rock surround, the antique coffee grinder her mother had displayed on the shelf above the counter. The details were precise, capturing not just the physical space but somehow the feeling of it too.

      "This place photographs itself in the morning light," Buster said, following her gaze to his sketch. "Hope you don't mind me documenting it."

      "No, not at all." Faye found herself oddly touched that he'd chosen to draw her café. "It's been here longer than I have. My mother ran it before me."

      "I can tell it has history." He took a sip of his coffee, eyes traveling around the room. "Places hold memories in their walls. The good ones feel like this—worn in the right places, cared for."

      Something about the way he said it—like he understood exactly what the café meant to her—made Faye linger instead of returning to her work. "Have you been in Maple Hollow long?" she asked, breaking her usual rule about not prying into customers' lives.

      "About a month." He turned slightly toward the window, his profile outlined against the gray December light. "Renting a cabin up on Ridgeline Road. Needed somewhere quiet to work."

      "You're an artist, then? Professionally, I mean."

      "That's what they tell me." His smile was crooked, humble. "I teach some too."

      The timer in the kitchen beeped, pulling Faye back to her duties. "Duty calls," she said, already moving away.

      "Don't let me keep you."

      As she worked, the café gradually filled with the morning crowd—Mrs. Hughley with her newspaper, the two retired teachers who always took the table by the fireplace, young mothers with children in tow stopping for a treat before school drop-offs. Faye moved between tables with coffee refills, wiped spills, tallied bills, and wrapped to-go orders.

      Through it all, Buster remained at table five, a still point in the flow of morning activity. Occasionally, Faye caught him looking up from his sketchbook, his eyes following her movements or taking in the customers around him. Once, their gazes met across the room, and he smiled—a small, private thing that felt like a shared secret.

      By mid-morning, when the rush had died down, Faye found herself drifting back toward table five. Buster had finished his coffee long ago, but showed no signs of leaving. His sketchbook now displayed a different drawing—a quick study of Mrs. Hughley's hands curved around her coffee mug, her wedding ring catching the light.

      "You see things others don't," Faye said, nodding toward the sketch.

      Buster closed the book with a gentleness that spoke of respect for his work. "I just pay attention." He looked up at her, his brown eyes thoughtful. "Most people are too busy to notice details. But the details—they're where the truth lives."

      The statement hung between them, surprisingly profound for a casual café conversation. Faye wondered suddenly what details he'd noticed about her, what truths he might have captured in his sketchbook.

      "Refill?" she asked instead of the questions crowding her mind.

      "Please." He pushed his mug toward her. "If it's not too much trouble."

      "No trouble at all for table five," she said with a smile, surprised to find she meant it.
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        * * *

      

      The mid-morning lull settled over The Daily Grace Café like a comfortable blanket. Faye moved between tables, refreshing coffee cups and clearing plates with an efficiency born of years of practice. When she reached for the empty plate at table seven, her gaze drifted instinctively to table five, where Buster Gaines sat with his sketchbook pushed aside, his attention fully on the cinnamon roll before him. She watched as he took a deliberate bite, his eyes closing briefly in what looked like appreciation.

      Something about his evident enjoyment made Faye smile. Most customers devoured her pastries without much thought, but Buster approached eating the way he approached his art—with full presence and attention.

      Faye finished her circuit of the café and, coffee pot in hand, made her way to table five.

      "Everything all right?" she asked, gesturing to the half-eaten cinnamon roll.

      Buster looked up, a small smile playing at the corners of his mouth. "This," he said, indicating the pastry with his fork, "is exceptional. And I don't use that word lightly."

      "It's just a cinnamon roll," Faye replied with a small shrug, though pleasure warmed her chest.

      "No," he shook his head, "it's not 'just' anything. You can taste the care in it." He took another bite, considering. "Most places, they rush the dough or use shortcuts. But this—this had time to develop. You can tell."

      Faye found herself oddly touched by the assessment. She did indeed make her dough the night before, letting it rise slowly in the refrigerator overnight—a technique her mother had insisted upon.

      "My mom's recipe," she admitted, refilling his coffee cup. "She always said good things can't be rushed."

      "Smart woman," Buster said. "That philosophy seems to extend to this entire place." He gestured around the café with an open palm. "There's a peacefulness here that's rare. People feel it when they walk in."

      Faye followed his gaze around her café—the mismatched wooden tables worn smooth by years of use, the bookshelves filled with dog-eared paperbacks, the string lights that cast a warm glow over everything. It was nothing fancy, just comfortable and lived-in.

      "I don't know about that," she said, suddenly self-conscious. "It's just a small-town coffee shop."

      "It's a sanctuary," Buster countered, his tone gentle but matter-of-fact. "Look around—everyone slows down when they come in here. Their shoulders drop. They breathe deeper." He pointed toward an elderly couple by the window who sat in companionable silence, their hands occasionally meeting across the table. "They're not just drinking coffee. They're resting."

      Faye had never thought of her café that way. To her, it was simply the business she'd inherited, the daily responsibility that structured her life. But looking through Buster's eyes, she could see what he meant. People did linger here, did seem to exhale more deeply once they passed through the door.

      "That's a nice way to think about it," she said quietly.

      "It's the truth. Spaces like this are important—more important than most people realize." He sipped his coffee, his gaze thoughtful over the rim of the mug. "We all need places where we can just be, without the world demanding anything from us."

      "Is that what you're doing here?" Faye asked, her curiosity getting the better of her. "Just being?"

      Buster's smile deepened, reaching his eyes. "Partly. I'm also working, in my way." He tapped his sketchbook. "Artists need to observe life before we can translate it."

      "And is The Daily Grace good for observing?" The question came out more personal than she'd intended.

      "The best," he answered simply. "It feels like a place with stories."

      A customer called for a refill from across the room, breaking the moment. Faye nodded toward the voice. "Duty calls."

      "Don't let me keep you." Buster returned to his cinnamon roll, but as she walked away, she felt his eyes on her back, observant and thoughtful.

      Throughout the rest of the morning, Faye found herself mulling over Buster's words. Was her café truly the peaceful sanctuary he described? She'd been so busy maintaining it, ordering supplies, balancing books, and managing staff that she rarely stepped back to consider what it meant to others.

      During a quiet moment, she leaned against the counter and tried to see the space through fresh eyes. The fire crackled in the stone fireplace, sending warmth across the room. Christmas garlands draped the windows, catching the late morning light. The air smelled of cinnamon and coffee and the pine boughs Martha had brought in yesterday. Two college students studied quietly in the corner, textbooks spread across their table. Mr. Johnson, retired for a decade, read his newspaper with comfortable familiarity.

      There was a rhythm to it all, unhurried and steady. Perhaps this was what Buster meant by peace.

      When the lunch crowd began filtering in, Faye found herself passing by table five again. Buster had returned to his sketching, his hand moving with confident strokes across the page.

      "More coffee?" she asked, pausing beside him.

      He looked up, seeming to emerge from deep concentration. "Please." As she poured, he added, "I meant what I said earlier. This place has a special quality. It's in the details—the way the light hits that copper pendant, the sound of the old floorboards, even the imperfections in the wooden tables."

      "They're certainly imperfect," Faye agreed with a small laugh, running her finger along a deep groove in the tabletop. "My mother always refused to replace them. Said they'd earned their scars."

      "She was right." Buster's hand brushed against hers as he reached for his coffee cup, a brief contact that felt strangely significant. "The Japanese have a concept called 'wabi-sabi'—finding beauty in imperfection, in things that show their age and use. These tables tell a story."

      "A story of spilled coffee and dropped forks, mostly," Faye joked.

      "And conversations, celebrations, quiet moments, tears, laughter—the whole range of human experience." Buster's expression was earnest. "That's what makes a place feel alive."

      Something shifted in Faye's chest, a peculiar mixture of pride and melancholy. She had never articulated it, even to herself, but Buster had somehow named exactly what she had always hoped her café could be—a place where life happened, where people felt at home.

      "Thank you," she said simply, meaning it.

      "For what?"

      "For seeing." She gestured vaguely around them. "For noticing."

      He nodded, understanding in his eyes. "That's the thing about artists," he said with a gentle smile. "We can't help but notice. Especially the beautiful things."

      The way he looked at her as he said it—direct and unguarded—made Faye wonder if he was still talking about the café. She felt a flush rise to her cheeks and stepped back, suddenly aware of how long she'd been standing at his table.

      "Enjoy your coffee," she said, turning to go. But as she walked away, his words echoed in her mind. Beautiful things. The thought followed her like a shadow for the rest of the day, making her notice her own café with new appreciation—and wonder what else she might have been missing.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Two weeks of Buster Gaines at table five had changed something in the rhythm of Faye's days. She found herself looking forward to his arrival, wondering what he might observe or sketch, curious about the quiet man who seemed to see her café—and perhaps her—with such appreciative eyes. His presence had become so consistent that on Thursday morning, when he was fifteen minutes later than usual, Faye caught herself glancing at the door with unexpected concern.

      When he finally did arrive, snow dusting his shoulders and hair, Faye felt a disproportionate relief. She busied herself with the espresso machine, pretending she hadn't been waiting, hadn't been worried. Still, she couldn't help tracking his movements from the corner of her eye—the familiar routine of hanging his coat, pulling out his sketchbook, settling into his chair with a quiet sigh.

      The morning rush kept her occupied, but as the café emptied out around ten, Faye found herself with a fresh pot of coffee and a decision. Table five sat in a pool of winter sunlight, Buster's head bent over his work with such concentration that she almost hesitated to interrupt him. Almost.

      "Your usual table was about to file a missing person report," she said, approaching with the coffee pot. "Fifteen minutes late—practically a scandal in Maple Hollow."

      Buster looked up, surprise flickering across his features before settling into a smile. "You noticed," he said, pushing his mug toward her for a refill.

      "Hard not to notice when my most predictable customer breaks routine," Faye replied, the teasing tone coming more naturally than she'd expected. "Car trouble?"

      "Nothing so interesting," he said. "Just lost track of time."

      Faye raised an eyebrow as she filled his cup. "The mysterious Buster Gaines, lost in his art?" She gestured toward his sketchbook. "You know, in a town this size, being so enigmatic just makes people more curious."

      He laughed—a warm, genuine sound she hadn't heard from him before. "Enigmatic? That's a big word for a guy who just drinks coffee and draws pictures."

      "Oh, please." Faye set the coffee pot on the table and crossed her arms, emboldened by his laughter. "You drift in here every morning, sit in the same spot, barely speak to anyone, and fill mysterious sketchbooks that you never show. If this were a movie, you'd definitely be the character with the hidden past."

      Buster's eyes crinkled at the corners, amusement playing across his features. "And what kind of movie would that be? Thriller? Drama?"

      "Definitely not a thriller," Faye decided, studying him. "You're too...calm for that."

      "I'll take that as a compliment."

      "It was meant as one." Faye surprised herself with the sincerity in her voice. "But you have to admit, there's something mysterious about a man who watches everything but reveals very little about himself."

      Buster took a sip of his coffee, considering her over the rim of the mug. "I didn't realize I was being so secretive. What would you like to know?"

      The direct question caught Faye off guard. What did she want to know about this man? Everything, a small voice whispered in the back of her mind. The thought alarmed her enough that she retreated to safer ground.

      "Oh, I don't know," she said lightly. "Why you chose Maple Hollow, for starters. Not exactly an artist's mecca."

      "But it has mountains and quiet and good light," he replied. "And excellent cinnamon rolls." His smile took any sting out of his deflection. "Not everything needs to be complicated, Faye."

      It was the first time he'd used her name, and something about the way he said it—with a gentle familiarity, as if he'd been saying it for years—made her heart do a strange little skip.

      "So you're not going to tell me you're in witness protection or hiding from the art critics of New York?" she pressed, covering her momentary confusion with more teasing.

      Buster chuckled, shaking his head. "Sorry to disappoint. I'm just a guy who likes to paint. No dramatic backstory required."

      "Now I know you're hiding something," Faye said. "Everyone has a story."

      "True." He tilted his head, studying her with those thoughtful eyes. "Including café owners who deflect personal questions by asking about others."

      The observation was so accurate that Faye felt a flush rise to her cheeks. "Touché," she admitted. "We're not talking about me, though."

      "Maybe we should be." His tone was light, but his eyes were intent.

      A strange tension hummed between them. Faye was saved from responding by the cheerful jingling of the bell above the door as new customers entered. "Duty calls," she said, grateful for the interruption.

      Buster nodded, but as she turned to go, he spoke again. "Faye?" She paused, looking back at him. "I'm just seeing the world one brushstroke at a time. Nothing more mysterious than that."

      The simple statement hung in the air between them, both an answer and not an answer at all. There was something in his voice—a quiet conviction, a gentle certainty—that made the words feel more significant than they should have.

      "Is that what you're doing here?" she asked, echoing a question she'd asked days earlier. "Seeing the world?"

      "Seeing it. Trying to understand it." His smile was thoughtful. "Trying to capture some small piece of truth in the everyday moments most people miss."

      "And have you? Found truth in Maple Hollow?"

      Buster's gaze held hers, steady and warm. "I find a little more each day."

      Something about the way he said it made Faye feel as though he wasn't talking about landscapes or buildings or even the café. She felt suddenly exposed, as if his artist's eye could see past her carefully maintained exterior to the loneliness beneath.

      "Well," she said, reaching for the coffee pot, needing something to do with her hands, "I hope our little town doesn't disappoint."

      "It hasn't," he replied simply. "Not even close."

      The new customers called out a greeting, breaking the strange, suspended moment. Faye nodded and stepped away, her mind still caught on Buster's words: seeing the world one brushstroke at a time. There was something beautiful in the idea, a patience and attentiveness she rarely allowed herself.

      Throughout the day, she found her gaze returning to table five, watching Buster's hand move across the page, wondering what truths he was finding, what beauty he was capturing. And wondering, too, what he saw when he looked at her with those observant eyes—whether he could see past her carefully constructed smile to the empty spaces she worked so hard to fill.

      By closing time, long after Buster had packed up his sketchbook and headed out into the snow with a quiet goodbye, Faye found herself thinking about brushstrokes—how life might look different if she slowed down enough to see each moment clearly, rather than rushing through her days in a blur of coffee grounds and order tickets and polite, surface conversations.

      One brushstroke at a time. The thought followed her home through the snowy streets, a quiet challenge from the mysterious man at table five.
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      December's third weekend brought a storm that dropped eight inches of snow overnight, transforming Maple Hollow into a postcard-perfect mountain town. It also brought every cabin renter, ski enthusiast, and holiday shopper in a thirty-mile radius into The Daily Grace Café, seeking warmth and caffeine before braving the winter wonderland outside. By nine o'clock Saturday morning, Faye had already run out of peppermint syrup, dealt with a broken espresso machine, and called Martha in three hours early for backup.

      "Large mocha, extra whip," Faye called out, sliding the drink across the counter before turning to the next order. Her hair was escaping its bun, her apron bore the battle scars of a morning rush gone wild, and somewhere between the fourth and fourteenth peppermint latte, she'd given up on maintaining her usual composed demeanor.

      "The machine's acting up again," Martha whispered, banging the side of the espresso maker with perhaps more force than necessary.

      "Just sweet-talk it," Faye replied, managing a smile despite her frazzled nerves. "Pretend it's that guy you've been seeing."

      Martha snorted, but her next attempt at the machine was gentler and, miraculously, more successful.

      The line at the counter seemed endless—tourists in bright ski jackets, locals bundled against the cold, children bouncing with excitement over hot chocolate topped with whipped cream and candy cane sprinkles. Faye moved through it all with practiced efficiency, if not her usual grace. Name, order, payment, next. Name, order, payment, next. A rhythm broken only by the occasional complicated request or confused tourist.

      It was during a momentary lull that Faye noticed him—Buster, at his usual table, seemingly untouched by the chaos swirling around him. While other customers fidgeted, checked watches, scrolled through phones, or craned their necks to see if their orders were up next, he sat with the same quiet focus she'd come to expect. His sketchbook open, his coffee mug half-empty, his expression peaceful as his pencil moved across the page in steady strokes.

      The contrast was so stark it almost made Faye laugh. How could anyone remain so calm in the middle of this storm of humanity?

      When the next rush subsided, leaving only the gentle hum of conversation and the clink of cups, Faye grabbed the coffee pot and made her way to table five. Her feet ached, her shoulders were tight with tension, and she could feel a headache forming behind her eyes, but something about Buster's peaceful presence drew her like a magnet.

      "Refill?" she asked, already tilting the pot toward his mug.

      Buster looked up, a smile warming his features. "Please." He closed his sketchbook and set it aside. "Quite a morning you're having."

      "That obvious, huh?" Faye brushed a stray lock of hair from her face.

      "Only to someone who's been watching." His tone was gentle, not intrusive. "You handle it well, though—the chaos."

      "Barely," Faye admitted, surprising herself with her honesty. "Days like this, I feel like I'm just keeping my head above water."

      "But you are." Buster gestured around the busy café. "Everyone's happy, the coffee's flowing, no one's stormed out in frustration. In my book, that's success."

      Faye glanced around, seeing the café through his eyes—customers chatting contentedly, the fire crackling, the holiday decorations lending a festive air despite the morning madness. He was right. It was working, even if she felt like she was barely holding it together.

      "I suppose," she conceded. "Though I don't know how you can sit there so calmly in the middle of all this." She gestured with the coffee pot at the surrounding tables. "You haven't moved in two hours."

      "Practice," Buster said with a small smile. "Artists learn to find stillness, even in motion. It's necessary for seeing clearly."

      "Must be nice," Faye said, a hint of envy in her voice. "Stillness isn't exactly in my job description."

      "No," he agreed, "but it might be more available than you think." He tapped his fingers lightly against his coffee mug. "Even in busy moments, there are pockets of calm—little breaths between the chaos."

      Faye considered this, realizing with a start that standing here, beside table five, she felt more centered than she had all morning. The headache that had been threatening retreated slightly. Her shoulders lowered a fraction.

      "Like this pocket right now?" she asked.

      "Exactly like this." His eyes met hers, warm and perceptive. "Five minutes ago, you were running on pure adrenaline. Now you're breathing again."

      The observation was so accurate it startled her. Faye hadn't realized how shallow her breathing had been until just now, when she found herself taking a deeper breath in the calm of his presence.

      "Do you analyze everyone who brings you coffee?" she asked, but there was no edge to the question.

      "Only the interesting ones." Buster's smile deepened. "Most people rush through their days never noticing the rhythms—the expansions and contractions, the moments of intensity and the moments of rest."

      "And you do? Notice, I mean?"

      "It's part of seeing the world one brushstroke at a time," he replied, echoing his words from days earlier. "You can't paint what you don't observe."

      A customer called out Faye's name from across the room, but for just a moment, she remained where she was, struck by the simplicity and depth of Buster's perspective. There was something compelling about his calmness, something that made her want to understand how he maintained such peace amid turmoil.

      "I should get back," she said reluctantly.

      "Of course." Buster nodded toward the customer trying to get her attention. "But Faye?" She paused, coffee pot still in hand. "Try to find those pockets of stillness throughout your day. They're always there, waiting."

      The suggestion stayed with her as she moved through the rest of the morning rush. Between orders, during the brief pauses while the espresso machine worked its magic, in the moments when she reached for a new bag of coffee beans—she found herself taking deeper breaths, noticing the small spaces between actions.

      And remarkably, it helped. The frantic edge that had characterized her morning softened. She still moved quickly, still juggled multiple demands, but with a newfound awareness of the rhythm, the natural ebbs and flows of the café's energy.

      Occasionally, her gaze would drift to table five, where Buster continued his quiet work, seemingly unaffected by the swirl of activity around him. There was something almost meditative about his presence, as if he carried his own pocket of calm wherever he went. Faye found herself drawn to that quality, curious about a man who could sit at the center of chaos and find perfect peace.

      By early afternoon, when the rush had finally subsided and Martha had the counter well in hand, Faye allowed herself a rare mid-shift break. She made a fresh cup of tea and, after a moment's hesitation, took the seat across from Buster at table five.

      "Mind some company?" she asked.

      He looked up from his sketch, surprise giving way to pleasure. "Not at all."

      As they sat in companionable silence—Faye sipping her tea, Buster returning to his drawing—she realized he'd given her a gift that morning: the permission to find stillness even in the busiest moments. It was a small thing, perhaps, but it felt significant somehow, like a key to a door she hadn't known was locked.

      "Thank you," she said simply.

      Buster glanced up, a question in his eyes.

      "For the reminder to breathe," Faye explained, feeling oddly shy.

      His answering smile was warm and genuine. "Anytime," he said, and something in his voice made her believe he meant it.
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        * * *

      

      The afternoon light had shifted to that particular golden quality that comes only in winter—clear and bright yet somehow gentle, casting long shadows across the wooden floor of The Daily Grace Café. The post-lunch crowd had thinned to a handful of lingering customers, giving Faye a chance to catch her breath after the morning's chaos. She wiped down the counter with slow, methodical strokes, her mind drifting to the man at table five, who had remained a steady presence throughout the day's ebbs and flows.

      Buster had stayed longer than usual, his sketchbook open before him for hours. Occasionally, he would look up, his gaze traveling around the café before settling back on his work. Faye had noticed him watching an elderly couple by the window, his pencil moving quickly as if to capture a fleeting moment between them. Later, his attention had turned to Mrs. Hughley and her crossword puzzle, then to the young mother soothing a fussy child with quiet words and gentle touches.

      There was something almost reverential in the way he observed people—not intrusive or judgmental, but deeply attentive, as if each person contained a story he was trying to understand.

      With the café quiet and Martha handling the few remaining customers, Faye made a fresh pot of coffee and carried it to table five. It was becoming a habit, this gravitation toward Buster's corner of the café.

      "You've been busy today," she said, gesturing toward his sketchbook as she refilled his mug.

      Buster nodded, taking a sip of the fresh coffee. "Days like this are a gift for someone like me—so many moments to capture."

      "What exactly are you working on?" Faye asked, her curiosity finally getting the better of her professional restraint. "I've watched you sketch for weeks now, but I still don't know what it's all for."

      Buster seemed to consider the question, as if deciding how much to share. "I'm building a collection," he said finally. "Paintings of Maple Hollow—the landscapes, the buildings, and most importantly, the people."

      "For an exhibit?" Faye leaned against the edge of the table, suddenly interested in this glimpse into his work.

      "Eventually," he nodded. "I moved here because I wanted to capture something authentic about small mountain towns—not the tourist version, but the real heart of places like this. The daily rhythms, the connections between people, the way light hits the mountains differently each morning." His eyes crinkled at the corners. "Though I admit, I didn't expect to spend quite so much time in one café."

      "Is that a complaint about my coffee?" Faye asked with mock indignation.

      "Quite the opposite." Buster's smile was warm. "This place has become the center of my project. It's a microcosm of the whole town—everyone passes through these doors eventually."

      Faye glanced around her café with fresh eyes, trying to see what Buster saw—not just a business, but a gathering place, a intersection of lives and stories. "I never thought of it that way."

      "Places like this are rare," Buster said, his tone thoughtful. "They're anchors in communities—steady points where people connect, even if just for the length of a cup of coffee."

      As he spoke, Faye noticed his eyes tracking the subtle changes in her expression—the slight raise of her eyebrows, the softening around her mouth. It wasn't obvious or invasive, just attentive in a way few people ever were. He was studying her, she realized with a small jolt, the same way he studied everyone else who entered the café.

      "May I see?" she asked impulsively, nodding toward his sketchbook.

      A moment's hesitation flickered across his face before he nodded, turning the book toward her.

      Faye's breath caught. The open page held a series of quick sketches—hands cradling coffee mugs, faces in profile, the curve of a shoulder, a child's laughing expression. They were rendered with remarkable precision, each line confident and purposeful. But it was the bottom sketch that held her gaze—her own hands, working the espresso machine, captured in such detail she could see the small burn scar on her left index finger from a baking accident years ago.

      "That's me," she said softly, more statement than question.

      "Hope you don't mind." Buster's voice held a note of uncertainty. "Artists tend to draw what captures their attention."

      Faye studied the sketch, touched by the care evident in
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