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DISCLAIMER

This  is  a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events, and incidents are either the 

products  of  the  author’s  imagination  or  used  in  a  fictitious  manner.  Any  resemblance  to  actual 

persons,  living  or  dead,  or  actual  events  is  purely  coincidental.  Millhaven,  Tennessee is a fictional 

town.

This novel contains mature romantic themes intended for readers aged 18 and over.
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For the ones who came back.

And for the ones who waited.
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“Every porch needs two chairs. It’s nobody’s business whose the second one is.”

— Bill Carter
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PROLOGUE

The Night She Left

Jake — Millhaven, Tennessee. Ten years ago.

He'd been waiting at Cane Creek Bridge for forty-five minutes when the text came through. 

The  bridge  had  been  their  place  since  the  summer  they  were  fifteen,  when  Emma Carter  had  shown  him  the  gap  in  the  fence  line  behind  the  old  Hendricks  property  and they'd ducked through and followed the deer trail down to the water and sat on the wooden planks  with  their  feet  hanging  over  and  talked  until  Emma's  mother  called  her  in  for dinner. Seven years of coming back to it. Seven years of it meaning something that neither of them ever had to say out loud because the bridge itself said it. 

He'd  told  her seven o'clock. He'd been there at six-forty because he was always early, and because tonight felt like a night to be early, and because he had something to say to her that  he'd  been  carrying  around  for  the  better  part  of  three  weeks  in  the  way  you carried something fragile — carefully, aware of its weight, aware of what would happen if you set it down wrong. 

He was going to ask her to stay. 

Not in the dramatic way, not on one knee with a ring he couldn't afford on a hardware store salary. Just the plain version. The true version. Emma, I want you to stay. I want us to figure this out together. I want the life we've been building in the margins of high school and  then this last year, post-graduation, figuring out what came next — I want that life to be the actual life. The whole thing, not the margin. 

He'd been practicing it for three weeks. It never sounded exactly right in his head, but he'd  stopped  waiting  for  it  to  sound  right  because  he  understood,  finally,  at  twenty-two, that there was no version of the important things that sounded right before you said them. You just had to say them. 

So  he  stood  at  Cane  Creek  Bridge  in  the  warm  July  dark  and  listened  to  the  water moving below him and waited for Emma Carter. 
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His phone buzzed at seven-nineteen. 

* * *

The text read: Jake. I'm so sorry. I couldn't do it face to face. I'm leaving tonight. I have to go — I need to explain and I can't do it right now and I know that's not fair but please know that I love you and I'm so sorry. I'll call you. I promise I'll call you. 

He read it once. 

He read it again. 

The  creek  moved  under  the  bridge  the  way  it  always  moved  —  the  same  particular sound  it made in July, lower than spring but still running clean, coming off the mountain through  the  limestone  and  the  roots  of the old oaks and over the smooth stones he could see in the daytime but not now, not in the dark. He'd been listening to this creek his whole life.  He  could  identify  it  by  sound  the  way  he  could  identify  his  father's  truck  by  the particular knock in the engine. 

I'll call you. I promise I'll call you. 

He put the phone in his pocket. 

He  stood  there  for  a  while  longer  —  he  couldn't  have  said  how  long,  ten  minutes maybe,  maybe more — and then he straightened up from the railing he'd been leaning on and  walked back up the deer trail to the gap in the fence line and through it and out onto the road. 

He did not run. 

Running was for emergencies, and what this was, he understood with the specific, dull clarity  of  a  man  who  had  just  had  the  ground  shift  under  him,  was  not  an  emergency. Emergencies were sudden. This — whatever this was — had a shape to it. It had a weight. It felt  like  something  that  had  been  coming  for  a  while  and  that  he  had  not  known how to read the signs of, and now that it had arrived he was obligated to carry it out of the woods and back to wherever he was supposed to go next. 
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He walked home. 

Millhaven  at  ten  o'clock  on  a  July  night.  The  Dairy  Queen  closed,  the  lights  still  on inside  where  someone  was  mopping.  The  stoplight  on  Main  Street  cycling  through  its colors  for  nobody.  The old water tower at the edge of the park with the town seal painted on it, faded from the sun. He'd been walking these streets since he was old enough to walk them alone — since his father had stood at the door of the hardware store and watched him cross  Main  Street  for  the  first  time  without  holding  anyone's  hand,  ready  to  holler  if  he needed to. 

He'd never needed to. 

He'd always known how to navigate this town. 

He just didn't know, walking home at ten o'clock on the night Emma Carter left, how to navigate a version of it with her gone from it. 

* * *

She didn't call that night. 

She didn't call the next day, or the day after that. He wrote her a letter at the end of the first week — handwritten, four pages, the kind of letter he would have been embarrassed to have  anyone  else  read,  because it was honest in the way he was only honest when he was writing,  when  the  words  came out slower and he had time to mean them. He mailed it to the address he'd found on the SCAD acceptance letter she'd left on her kitchen counter one afternoon  when  they'd  been  studying.  He  didn't  know  if  she'd  taken  anything  with  her when  she  left.  He  didn't  know if she'd gone straight to Savannah or somewhere else first. He didn't know anything, because she didn't call. 

Callie  was the one who told him, two weeks later, that Emma had been in touch with her  mother  —  that  she'd arrived in Savannah, that she was fine, that she was starting her program in the fall. She's fine, Callie said. She just needs time. 

He thought: time for what. 
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He didn't ask. 

The  letters  he  sent  came  back  unopened.  Not  all  of  them  —  he  sent  four,  and  three came back, and he took that as a kind of answer and stopped sending them. The calls went to voicemail after the fourth or fifth attempt and he stopped making them too, because he'd been  raised by a man who understood that you could love someone without making them feel chased, and that if a person needed distance, the loving thing was to give it to them. 

He gave it to her. 

He  also  gave  her  his  father's number, and his sister's, and the diner, and the church, and everything else he could think of, in a final voicemail that ran a little long and that he mostly  forgot  the  contents  of  by  the  time he hung up, except for the last part: if you ever want to come home, I'll be here. 

That was the last time he reached out. 

She didn't call. 

* * *

His father had his first heart attack in November of that year. 

Jake  had  already  been  working  full-time  at  the  hardware  store  by  then  —  had  been since  graduation,  learning  the  accounts,  learning  the  ordering,  learning  the  particular culture of a business that was less a retail operation than a community institution. People didn't just come to Mercer's for lumber and fence posts. They came because it was the kind of  place  that  had  been  there  longer  than  most  of  the  families  in  the  county  and  because Jake's father knew every customer's name and every customer's project and had an opinion about both. 

The heart attack was not the massive kind. Ray Mercer survived it, recovered from it, came  back  to  the  store  six  weeks  later  thinner  and  more  careful  and  deeply,  stubbornly committed to the idea that he was fine. Jake did not contradict this. He worked. He took on more  of  the  accounts,  more  of  the  ordering,  the payroll, the contractor relationships that 
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The UT scholarship lapsed. He never contacted them to defer it. 

He didn't think of this as a sacrifice, then or later. His father needed him and the store needed him and Millhaven was his and the scholarship had been for a version of his future that had, in the space of one July night, become unreachable for reasons that had nothing to  do  with UT or civil engineering. He stayed because he was needed and because staying was  who  he  was.  If  there  was  grief  in  it,  it  was  the  same  grief  that lived in the space the letters had come back to occupy — a quiet grief, a furnished room he didn't often go into. 

Ten years passed. 

Not the way years pass in songs, all at once, all loss. The particular way years passed in a  place  like  Millhaven:  with  the  seasons  and  the  high  school  football  schedule  and  the church calendar and the county fair, with the texture of a life that was real and full and his own. He built things. He fixed things. He coached the middle school wrestling team for two years  until  Derek  Walsh's  twins  got  old  enough  to  be  on  it  and  Derek  started  coaching instead, which Jake was fine with because Derek's competitive energy was better suited for coaching than friendship. 

He dated. Not much. Not seriously. Three or four women over the years, each of them decent and each of them, at some point, saying some version of the same thing: that he was present  in  all  the  ways  a  man  was  supposed  to  be  present  and  absent  in  the  way  that mattered most. He understood what they meant. He didn't argue with them. He was sorry about it, genuinely, but sorry wasn't a solution. 

He told himself, after the last one — Dana, who had been kind and clear-eyed and had left him a note that said I hope you find what you're looking for, which was generous of her — that he was done explaining himself. That the part of him that had been waiting for a call that was never coming needed to be remodeled the way he remodeled the hardware store's back room: clear it out, put in better light, find a use for the space. 

He was mostly successful at this. 
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The bridge he left alone. 

* * *

Bill Carter called him on a Thursday morning in March, two years ago. 

Bill  had  been  a  quiet  presence  in  Jake's  life  since  Emma  left  —  not  intrusive,  not apologetic,  just  present  in  the  way  of  a  man  who  understood  that  he  occupied  a complicated  position  and  who  chose  to  manage  it  by  showing  up  at  the  hardware  store every  few  weeks  for  supplies  he  may or may not have needed and staying long enough to drink a cup of coffee and talk about things that had nothing to do with his daughter. Jake appreciated this. He had always liked Bill Carter. He continued to like him. 

The  March  call  was  different.  Bill's  voice  had  something  in  it  —  not  weakness,  Bill Carter didn't do weakness, but a particular quality of a man who had something he needed to say and had decided, finally, to say it. 

He said: I owe you an apology, Jake. I've owed it to you for a while. 

Jake said: you don't owe me anything, Bill. 

Bill said: I do. And I'll tell you why someday, when the time is right. I just wanted you to know I know it. 

Jake  didn't  push.  Bill  didn't  elaborate.  They  talked  about  the  spring planting season and  the  state  of  the  county  road  commission  and  whether  the  Titans  had  a  chance  this year, and then Bill went home and Jake went back to the accounts. 

He  thought  about  that  call  sometimes  afterward.  He  never  found  out  what  Bill  had meant.  Bill  died eight months later — a Tuesday morning in November, the kind of death that  came  without  warning  to  a  man who had seemed fine the week before, the kind that left a town with a hole in it the shape of someone it hadn't been ready to lose. 

Jake was a pallbearer at the funeral. 

Emma did not come back for it. 
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He  understood  why.  He  also  understood  that  the  part  of  him  he  thought  he  had remodeled still knew she hadn't come, the same way the bridge still stood at the end of the deer  trail,  holding  itself  together  in  all  weather,  waiting  for  no  one in particular and still somehow there. 

* * *

And  then,  on  a  Tuesday  morning  in  late  June  —  ten  years,  almost to the week, since the night  at  the bridge — Jake Mercer pulled into the parking lot behind the Millhaven Diner and  saw a dark-haired woman in a faded green jacket loading an overnight bag out of the trunk of a rental car. 

He knew her before she turned around. 

He knew her by the way she moved — the particular economy of it, the way she hoisted the  bag  onto  her  shoulder  without  looking  at  it,  the  way  she  stood  for  a  moment  in  the parking lot and tipped her head back to look at the building like she was making sure it was still there. 

She turned around. 

She saw him. 

He  was  twenty  feet  away  and  he  could  see,  even from there, the exact moment it hit her — the same moment it hit him, the same recognition, the same ten years of everything it had been landing in the space of a single second. 

He  kept  his  face  still  the  way  he  kept  his  face  still  when  a  situation  was bigger than what he wanted to show. 

He said: Emma. 

She said: Jake. 

And then neither of them said anything else, because there was too much and none of it was ready, and the parking lot behind the Millhaven Diner was not the place for any of it anyway. 
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He nodded once. 

He went inside. 

He sat at the counter and ordered his coffee and told himself, with the flat conviction of a man who had been telling himself things for ten years, that this was fine. That she was back  for  the  estate  and  she  would  be here for a few weeks and then she would leave, and that was a thing he knew how to manage because he had been managing it at a distance for a decade. 

Patty put his coffee down in front of him without being asked. 

"She  got  in  last  night,"  Patty  said,  not  looking  at  him.  "Drove  straight  through from Nashville." 

"Good to know," Jake said. 

Patty  looked  at  him  then.  Patty  Oakes had been looking at Jake Mercer since he was seven  years  old  and  she  had  a  comprehensive understanding of every expression his face was capable of producing and several it wasn't. 

"You're fine," she said. 

"I know," he said. 

"I'm just saying." 

"I know what you're saying, Patty." 

She went back to the grill. He drank his coffee. The bell above the door rang. 

He didn't turn around. 

He  heard  her  order  —  sweet  tea,  the  breakfast  plate,  thank  you  —  and  he heard her voice  do  the  thing  it  did,  the  thing  it  had  always  done,  which  was  occupy  a  space  in  the room  in  a  particular  way  that  he  recognized  the  way  he recognized everything about this town: completely, without having to look. 

He finished his coffee. 
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He left a five on the counter. 

He  walked  out  into  the  Millhaven  morning  and  got  in  his  truck  and  sat  there  for  a moment with his hands on the wheel and the engine not started, and he said, out loud, to no one: 

"All right." 

Then he started the truck and drove to work. 

He had a store to open. 

He always had a store to open. 

That had always been enough. 

He told himself, pulling out of the parking lot onto Main Street, that it still was. 
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CHAPTER ONE

Coming Home

Emma

She  drove  into  Millhaven  at  eleven  o'clock  at night and told herself she was only doing it then because that was when she arrived, not because she wanted the cover of dark. 

It wasn't entirely a lie. 

She'd  left  Nashville  at  seven-thirty,  later  than planned because the estate lawyer had called with a question about the property tax records and the call had run long and by the time  she'd  loaded  the car and locked her apartment and found the interstate, the sky was already going orange behind her. She'd driven south and west through the long Tennessee summer dusk and watched the landscape change the way it always changed on this drive — the city pulling away, the billboards thinning out, the trees thickening on either side of the highway until the highway itself felt like something that had been allowed rather than built. She'd  made  this  drive  three  times  in  the  last  decade.  Her father's sixty-fifth birthday, six years ago. The Christmas she'd felt guilty enough to come. The funeral, eight months ago, which  didn't  feel like a visit so much as a wound she'd driven into and then away from as fast as the rental car would carry her. 

This time she was staying. 

Six  weeks,  maybe  eight.  Long  enough  to  sort  the  estate,  clear  the  house,  deal  with whatever  needed  dealing  with.  She'd  blocked  her  client  calendar,  sublet  her  Nashville apartment  to  a  friend's  cousin,  packed  enough  for  two  months,  and  told  herself,  pulling onto State Route 48, that this was a logistical exercise. A thing that needed doing. She was the only Carter left who could do it, and so she was doing it. 

She believed this for about forty miles. 

Then she crossed the county line and saw the water tower. 

* * *
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The water tower had always been the thing. The town's water tower stood at the north edge of  Bicentennial  Park,  white  and  round with MILLHAVEN painted on the side in the dark green letters that matched the town seal, and for her entire childhood it had been the thing you saw first when you came back from anywhere — a trip to Nashville, a long weekend at her  grandmother's  in  Murfreesboro,  summer  camp in Cookeville. The water tower meant you were home. 

She hadn't expected it to hit her the way it did. 

She  slowed  down  without  meaning  to,  and  then  caught  herself  and  brought  the  car back  up  to  speed,  and  the  water  tower  receded  in  the  rearview  mirror  and  she  breathed through  the  specific  feeling  of  a  place  you  grew  up  in  reaching  into  you  through  the  car window and taking hold. 

Millhaven  at  eleven  at  night  was  the  same  Millhaven  it  had  always  been:  quiet  and complete, the kind of town that didn't need to stay up late because everything it needed to do  had  been  done  before  nine.  The  Dairy  Queen  was  dark.  The  hardware  store  on  Main Street — Mercer's Hardware & Feed, the sign freshly painted, she noticed, white





















































