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For every woman who ever had the courage

to choose herself.

And for the cafés that hold our stories.
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The GPS announced "You have arrived at your destination" in its annoyingly cheerful voice, but Emma Hayes wasn't sure she believed it. She sat in her Honda Civic, engine still running, staring at what used to be Sunrise Café through rain-spotted windshield wipers that squeaked with each pass.

This couldn't be right.

The charming yellow cottage with white trim that lived in her childhood memories had been replaced by... well, technically it was still there, but it looked like it had been through a hurricane. The cheerful yellow paint had faded to a sickly mustard color, with chips and peeling sections that revealed rotting wood underneath. The white shutters hung at odd angles, and one of them had fallen completely off, lying forlornly in the overgrown garden bed.

Emma turned off the engine and stepped out into the October drizzle, her designer heels immediately sinking into a puddle she hadn't noticed. Perfect. She looked down at her black blazer and pencil skirt—her New York armor, Richard used to call it—and realized she was completely underdressed for small-town property inspection.

The front porch sagged under the weight of what appeared to be several seasons' worth of dead leaves, and the hand-painted sign that once proudly declared "Sunrise Café - Where Every Day Begins with Hope" was now barely legible, the letters ghostly shadows against weathered wood.

"Gran, what happened to your beautiful café?" Emma whispered to the empty air, feeling tears prick her eyes for the hundredth time since the funeral three weeks ago.

She pulled her phone from her purse, fingers automatically moving to call Richard before she remembered—again—that she didn't do that anymore. The divorce papers were final, the apartment in Manhattan was his, and she was officially, completely on her own for the first time in eight years.

Which was why she was standing in front of a building that looked like it belonged in a horror movie rather than her nostalgic childhood memories.

Emma squared her shoulders and approached the front door, fishing the keys from her purse. The lockbox had been exactly where Gran's lawyer said it would be, hidden behind the loose brick third from the left. Some things, at least, hadn't changed.

The key stuck in the lock, and she had to jiggle it for a full minute before the door finally creaked open. The smell hit her immediately—musty dampness mixed with something that might have been coffee from about five years ago. She fumbled for the light switch, said a small prayer to the electricity gods, and flicked it on.

One bare bulb illuminated what had once been the cozy dining area of Sunrise Café. The mismatched vintage tables and chairs were still there, though now they were covered in dust sheets that made them look like ghosts. The built-in bookshelves along the far wall were empty except for a few forgotten paperbacks and what appeared to be a family of spiders who'd made themselves quite at home.

Emma's phone buzzed. Text message.

Richard: "Em, I know you said you needed space, but this is crazy. Come home. I found us a great couples therapist, and Thompson & Associates offered you that senior designer position. We can fix this."

She stared at the message for a long moment, then slipped the phone back into her purse without responding. Home. Funny how he still thought of his apartment as their home, when she'd never felt like anything more than an expensive accessory there.

"Okay, Emma," she said aloud, her voice echoing strangely in the empty space. "You wanted a fresh start. This is... definitely fresh."

She made her way carefully through the café, noting the water stains on the ceiling, the warped floorboards near what used to be the coffee bar, and the general state of abandonment that seemed to permeate everything. How had Gran let it get this bad? The lawyer had mentioned that Eleanor Hayes had been struggling with the café for the past few years, but Emma had been so wrapped up in her own life, her marriage, her career, that she'd barely paid attention.

The guilt was another weight she carried these days.

Behind the counter, she found a note in Gran's familiar handwriting, tucked under the old brass cash register:

"My dearest Emma, if you're reading this, then I've gone to join your grandfather, and you've decided to come see what this old place has to offer. I know it doesn't look like much right now, but remember—every sunrise is a chance to begin again. The bones are still good, sweetheart. Just like yours. Love always, Gran. P.S. - Don't let the handsome man next door intimidate you. His bark is worse than his bite."

Emma smiled through fresh tears. Even from beyond, Gran was still trying to matchmaker. She'd always insisted that Emma would find her true love in Cedar Falls, not in "that cold city full of people who forgot how to slow down and really see each other."

A crash from outside interrupted her thoughts, followed by what sounded like creative cursing. Emma peered through the grimy window toward the building next door—Chapter & Verse, according to the neat black and gold sign hanging above the door. It was a bookstore, she realized, and apparently one that was having its own architectural issues, judging by the ladder propped against the side and the pile of roof shingles scattered across the small parking area between the two buildings.

As she watched, a man appeared on the roof, and Emma's breath caught in her throat. Even from her awkward angle, she could see he was tall and broad-shouldered, wearing jeans and a flannel shirt that had seen better days. His dark hair was just long enough to be tousled by the wind, and when he turned slightly, she caught a glimpse of a strong jawline and the kind of stubble that suggested he'd been too busy to shave for a couple of days.

He was holding what appeared to be a shingle in one hand and a hammer in the other, and he was glaring at both of them like they'd personally offended him.

"Come on," she heard him mutter, his voice carrying through the thin walls. "One simple roof repair. That's all I'm asking for."

The handsome man next door, presumably.

Emma found herself smiling for the first time in weeks. At least she wasn't the only one having property problems.

She turned away from the window and began exploring the rest of the café. The kitchen was in slightly better shape than the dining room, though the ancient espresso machine looked like it hadn't been used in years. The upstairs apartment where Gran had lived was tidy but basic—a small living room, tinier kitchen, one bedroom, and a bathroom that featured the kind of avocado green fixtures that had been outdated when Emma was born.

But the windows. Oh, the windows were perfect. Large and numerous, they let in light from every direction, and from the bedroom window, she could see clear across the town square to the mountains beyond. Even on this gray October day, it was breathtaking.

Emma sat down on Gran's floral-print sofa and pulled out her phone, scrolling through her messages. Seventeen from Richard, ranging from concerned to frustrated to pleading. Three from her former boss at the design firm, asking when she'd be back from "personal leave." Two from her sister in California, wondering if she'd "completely lost her mind."

Maybe she had.

A month ago, she'd been Emma Hayes-Richardson, senior graphic designer at one of Manhattan's most prestigious firms, married to a successful investment banker, living in a penthouse apartment with a view of Central Park. Her life had been perfectly planned, color-coordinated, and utterly, completely empty.

Now she was Emma Hayes again, sitting in a decrepit café in a town with one traffic light, with no job, no husband, and no plan beyond the vague idea that she needed to figure out who she was when no one was watching.

Another crash from next door, followed by more creative language.

Emma stood up and smoothed her skirt, then looked down at herself and laughed. She was dressed for a board meeting, not for exploring abandoned cafés and potentially introducing herself to attractive roofers. But then again, maybe it was time to stop worrying so much about looking perfect.

She made her way back downstairs and out the front door, locking it carefully behind her. The rain had stopped, and weak afternoon sunlight was trying to break through the clouds. She walked the few steps to the bookstore's front door and knocked.

"We're closed!" came the voice from the roof. "And if you're here about the noise, I'm almost done!"

"I'm not here about the noise," Emma called back. "I'm your new neighbor!"

There was a pause, then the sound of boots on ladder rungs. A moment later, the front door of
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