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Chapter 1 – The Woman at Table Seven
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By seven o’clock, the restaurant had already become loud enough to blur into one endless sound.

Glasses clinked against polished tables. Expensive laughter rose beneath soft jazz music drifting from hidden speakers. Servers moved quickly between narrow spaces with practiced smiles that rarely reached their eyes.

Sirena Vale balanced three plates carefully along one arm while dodging a bartender carrying champagne buckets in the opposite direction.

“Table twelve still waiting on oysters,” Marcus called from behind the bar.

“I know,” Sirena answered without slowing.

“And table five says their steak is overcooked.”

“It isn’t.”

Marcus grinned. “I know that too.”

Sirena rolled her eyes and pushed through the dining room toward the ocean-facing windows.

Outside, rain misted gently over the harbor, turning the city lights soft and blurry across the water. Luxury yachts rocked quietly in the distance while tourists wandered beneath umbrellas along the promenade.

Inside, everything smelled like garlic butter, wine, and exhaustion.

It was Friday night at Maribel’s.

Which meant wealthy guests pretending not to stare at each other while silently comparing watches, dresses, and bank accounts.

Sirena set down the plates at table twelve with an apologetic smile she no longer had to force.

“Thank you for your patience.”

The older man barely glanced at her. “About time.”

His wife continued scrolling through her phone.

Sirena walked away before irritation could settle visibly across her face.

Ten-hour shifts had taught her emotional discipline.

Smile.
Nod.
Apologize.
Repeat.
By now, she could perform politeness almost mechanically.

Still, her feet ached.

Her shoulders burned from carrying trays.

And somewhere beneath the exhaustion lived a quieter ache she tried not to think about too often—the feeling that her life had somehow stopped moving while everyone else’s continued forward.

At twenty-nine, she had imagined something different.

Not glamorous.

Just meaningful.

A small restaurant someday.
A kitchen of her own.
Recipes that belonged to her grandmother and mother and eventually to her.
Instead, she memorized wine pairings for rich strangers who never remembered her name.

“Sirena.”

She turned toward Elena, tonight’s hostess.

“You’ve got a new guest at seven.”

Sirena blinked. “Seven’s reserved?”

Elena nodded. “Requested the window specifically.”

Table Seven sat near the far corner overlooking the harbor. Quiet. Private. Usually reserved for couples celebrating engagements or discreet affairs.

“Anything special?” Sirena asked.

Elena lowered her voice dramatically. “Beautiful woman. Definitely heartbreak material.”

Sirena snorted softly. “That a professional classification now?”

“After ten years in hospitality? Absolutely.”

Sirena grabbed a menu and headed toward the corner table.

The woman sitting there looked up as she approached.

And for one strange second, Sirena forgot what she was supposed to say.

She was stunning in a restrained, almost dangerous way.

Dark hair brushed elegantly against one shoulder. Her black coat remained folded beside her chair despite the chill outside. Sharp cheekbones softened slightly beneath warm amber lighting.

But it wasn’t beauty alone that caught Sirena off guard.

It was the loneliness.

The woman sat perfectly still beside a table designed for two, staring toward the rain-soaked harbor like she’d been waiting for something that never arrived.

Sirena recovered quickly.

“Good evening. Welcome to Maribel’s.”

The woman looked toward her fully then, eyes dark and unreadable.

“Thank you.”

Her voice was low. Calm. Controlled.

Sirena handed her the menu. “Can I start you with wine tonight?”

“The cabernet you recommended last Thursday.”

Sirena paused.

Recognition arrived slowly.

“You were here last week.”

A faint smile touched the woman’s mouth.

“I was beginning to think I imagined you.”

Sirena surprised herself by laughing softly.

“Well, I’m unfortunately very real. I can bring the wine right away.”

“Please.”

Sirena walked back toward the bar trying not to think about the strange warmth lingering beneath that interaction.

“She’s gorgeous, isn’t she?” Elena whispered immediately.

Sirena focused on pouring wine. “You say that about everyone.”

“Not true. Sometimes I say terrifying.”

Sirena carried the glass back carefully.

The woman had opened a small leather notebook now, pen resting lightly between elegant fingers.

Sirena set the wine down.

“Ready to order?”

“Not yet.” The woman glanced up. “Do you always look this tired?”

Sirena nearly laughed from surprise.

Most customers barely looked at servers long enough to order food.

“That obvious?”

“A little.”

Sirena crossed her arms lightly. “Long week.”

The woman studied her for a moment longer than expected.

Then she said quietly, “You should sit down sometimes.”

Something about the sincerity in her tone unsettled Sirena unexpectedly.

Because she meant it.

Not flirtation.
Not pity.
Concern.

Sirena smiled carefully. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

The woman nodded once before returning to her notebook.

But throughout the evening, Sirena kept noticing her.

Table Seven ordered slowly.

Stayed quietly.

Watched the ocean more than her phone.

And unlike most guests, she thanked Sirena every single time she returned.

Around nine-thirty, Sirena finally brought dessert menus.

“Anything tempting tonight?”

The woman looked at her instead of the menu.

“What would you choose?”

Sirena considered briefly. “The honey lavender cheesecake.”

“Do you actually like it?”

“Yes.”

“Or are you trained to say that?”

Sirena laughed again despite herself.

“I actually like it.”

“Then I’ll trust you.”

When the dessert arrived, the woman barely touched it.

She ate slowly while continuing to write occasionally in the notebook.

Sirena tried not to stare.

Failed repeatedly.

Near closing time, the restaurant finally began emptying.

Staff moved more slowly now, exhaustion softening everyone’s movements.

Sirena noticed Table Seven standing near the windows while slipping her coat back on.

Up close, she seemed even taller than Sirena first realized.

Elegant.

Composed.

Lonely.

Their eyes met again across the dining room.

Sirena walked over automatically.

“Did you enjoy everything?”

“Yes.” The woman hesitated briefly. “Especially the company.”

Sirena felt heat rise unexpectedly beneath her collar.

Professional.
Stay professional.
“I’m glad.”

The woman reached into her bag, removed cash for the bill, then closed the notebook gently.

“For what it’s worth,” she said, “you make this place feel less artificial.”

Sirena blinked.

No one had ever said something like that to her before.

Before she could answer, the woman gave her a small nod and headed toward the exit.

Rain swept softly against the windows as the door closed behind her.

Sirena stood still for a second longer than necessary.

“Okay,” Elena said immediately from nearby. “That was definitely flirting.”

Sirena grabbed empty glasses from the table. “It was not.”

“She looked at you like a sad billionaire in a romance movie.”

Sirena shook her head, though she couldn’t stop smiling slightly.

When she lifted the dessert plate a moment later, she noticed something tucked beneath the folded napkin.

A handwritten note.

She unfolded it carefully.

Thank you for making this place feel less lonely.

No name.

No number.

Just neat, elegant handwriting across expensive cream-colored paper.

Sirena stared at it quietly while the restaurant lights dimmed around her.

Outside, rain continued falling over the harbor.

And for reasons she couldn’t fully explain yet, Table Seven no longer felt like just another customer.
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Chapter 2 – Small Conversations
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The second note arrived a week later.

Sirena found it beneath an untouched espresso cup after closing.

You look less tired when you laugh.

No signature again.

No explanation.

Just the same elegant handwriting that somehow felt both careful and intimate at once.

“Elena was right,” Marcus announced while wiping down the bar nearby. “You have a mysterious admirer.”

Sirena folded the note quickly. “It’s not like that.”

Marcus raised an eyebrow. “A woman leaves handwritten observations about your smile twice in one week, and you think she’s reviewing the seafood?”

Sirena threw a cocktail napkin at him.

Still, later that night, she slipped both notes carefully into her locker instead of throwing them away.

Which probably meant something she wasn’t ready to admit.

By Thursday evening, she found herself glancing toward the entrance more often than necessary.

The restaurant buzzed with its usual expensive energy. Couples toasted anniversaries beneath candlelight while businessmen negotiated deals over bourbon and oysters.

Sirena balanced a tray against one shoulder while trying not to look obvious every time the front doors opened.

“You’re waiting for her,” Elena whispered smugly beside the host stand.

“I’m literally working.”

“Mhm.”

Sirena rolled her eyes and grabbed menus.

At exactly seven-fifteen, the doors opened again.

And there she was.

Dark coat.
Rain-damp hair.
Composed expression.
The woman’s eyes found Sirena almost immediately.

Something warm and dangerous flickered low in Sirena’s chest.

Elena leaned closer. “Table Seven strikes again.”

The woman approached the host stand calmly.

“Reservation for Lolita.”

Sirena paused mid-step.

Lolita.

The name fit somehow—beautiful and sharp around the edges.

Elena smiled professionally. “Of course. Right this way.”

But Lolita glanced toward Sirena instead.

“Would it be possible to request the same server as last time?”

Elena’s grin widened invisibly. “Absolutely.”

Sirena pretended not to notice.

She grabbed a menu and approached the table carefully.

“Good evening.”

Lolita looked up slowly.

“Hello, Sirena.”

Hearing her own name in Lolita’s voice unsettled her unexpectedly.

Soft.
Deliberate.
Almost familiar.
“You remembered.”

Lolita tilted her head slightly. “Shouldn’t I?”

Sirena suddenly became aware of every small detail about herself:
the tiredness beneath her makeup,
the loose strands escaping her ponytail,
the ache in her feet halfway through another double shift.
Meanwhile Lolita looked effortlessly elegant sitting beside rain-covered windows like she belonged in expensive magazines.

The imbalance between them pressed quietly against Sirena’s thoughts.

She pushed it away.

“Same wine tonight?”

“Yes.” Lolita smiled faintly. “And the cheesecake eventually.”

“You’re getting predictable.”

“Only here.”

Sirena walked toward the bar before her expression betrayed too much.

Marcus noticed immediately.

“That bad?”

“She knows my name now.”

Marcus stared. “Tragic.”

Sirena ignored him.

But throughout the evening, Table Seven became the center of her attention without permission.

Lolita never demanded things like wealthy customers usually did.

She listened carefully when Sirena spoke.
Asked questions that sounded genuine.
Made eye contact instead of staring through her.
Small things.

Dangerous things.

By eight o’clock, their conversations had begun stretching longer between orders.

Tonight Lolita wore no visible jewelry except a silver watch beneath her sleeve.

Her leather notebook rested closed beside her wineglass.

“You write a lot,” Sirena observed while refilling water.

Lolita glanced at the notebook. “Mostly thoughts I don’t know what to do with.”

“That sounds expensive.”

Lolita laughed softly.

The sound caught Sirena off guard because it transformed her completely.

Less guarded.
Less lonely.
“What about you?” Lolita asked. “Do you write?”

“Recipes sometimes.”

“You cook?”

“I survive restaurant kitchens,” Sirena corrected. “There’s a difference.”

Lolita leaned back slightly. “Still counts.”

Sirena shrugged. “Maybe.”

“What’s your favorite thing to make?”

The question arrived so simply that Sirena answered honestly before thinking.

“My grandmother’s seafood stew.”

Lolita watched her carefully now.

“Tell me.”

Sirena hesitated.

People usually didn’t ask follow-up questions unless they were being polite.

But Lolita waited patiently.

“She taught me when I was twelve,” Sirena said eventually. “Nothing written down. Just instinct. Taste as you go. Burn your fingers learning.”

Lolita smiled softly. “That sounds like love.”

The words landed unexpectedly deep.

Sirena cleared her throat lightly. “What about you? Favorite food?”

Lolita considered seriously.

“Street tacos from a tiny place in Mexico City.”

Sirena blinked. “That’s surprisingly normal.”

“I can be normal occasionally.”

“You own expensive coats. I’m suspicious already.”

Lolita laughed again.

And for the first time all evening, she looked genuinely relaxed.

Later, while clearing
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