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​About the Author  

SANKULAHUB writes contemporary romance with emotional honesty, small-town texture, and heart-forward turning points. Each story centers on ordinary people facing a very human kind of risk, the kind that asks them to tell the truth, make one brave choice, and rebuild what mattered all along.
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​Cast Snapshot
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Dahlia Hart is a big-city crisis strategist who knows how to control a headline, but never learned how to survive being one. She returns to Sycamore for a legal summons she can’t ignore, carrying the one question she has avoided for years and the one apology she never received.

Silas Mercer is Sycamore’s youngest code enforcement officer, respected for being steady and fair, and quietly resented for being the man who signs the papers that change lives. He has built his reputation on doing what is required, even when the required thing costs him the most.

Ruth Hart is Dahlia’s grandmother, the kind of woman who could fill a room without raising her voice, and who left behind a will that reads like a final act with a twist no one saw coming.

Kellan Hart is Dahlia’s younger brother, loyal in ways that are clumsy but sincere, and the only person who still says her name like it belongs in Sycamore.

Maeve Winslow is the town clerk who never misses a detail and never forgets a debt, the gatekeeper of records, minutes, and whispered history.

Harper Lane is Sycamore’s preservation chair, relentless about saving the town’s past, and practical enough to know sentiment does not pay contractors.
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The first thing Dahlia noticed was the banner across Main Street, stretched between two lampposts like the town had learned to decorate without her. Winter Festival, it said, with painted snowflakes and a cheerfulness that felt almost defiant in the gray December afternoon. The second thing she noticed was the Sycamore Theater marquee, half-lit, letters missing, the sign looking like a smile that had forgotten how to hold.

She hadn’t planned to see it on day one. She hadn’t planned to see anything on day one. The plan was simple, clean, professional, the kind of plan she built for other people’s disasters. Drive in. Handle the legal matter. Drive out. No lingering. No detours. No walking into memories just because the air smelled like damp leaves and chimney smoke and the particular kind of cold that made her think of waiting for the school bus.

Her phone buzzed again in the cup holder, lighting up with the same message she’d already read twice.

Town Clerk’s Office: Final notice. Attendance required. Reading of will. Sycamore Municipal Building. Four p.m.

Attendance required. Like she was back in class. Like she was still someone who had to show up when Sycamore told her to.

Dahlia tightened her grip on the steering wheel as she turned onto Elm. The road narrowed the way she remembered, the trees taller than they looked from the highway, their bare branches knitting a thin canopy. Sycamores, of course, pale bark peeling in patches, the trunks mottled and unmistakable. She caught herself looking for the one she used to call the leaning giant, the one by the old footbridge, and her throat tightened for a second before she forced her attention back to the road.

She was not here to romanticize a tree.

She was here because her grandmother was gone, and because someone in this town had decided she didn’t get to grieve privately. A will. A summons. A last act that arrived in her inbox like a meeting request from the past.

At three fifty-two, she parked on the street outside the municipal building, fed a meter that looked newer than everything else, and stepped into the cold. The air pressed against her cheeks, sharp and clean. She could have been anywhere. Any city block. Any courthouse. But then she heard the distant sound of someone laughing outside the coffee shop, a laugh that carried too easily across the street, and she was suddenly aware of how quiet it was beneath the small-town noise.

As she crossed the sidewalk, her heel clicked on the concrete, and she hated that she’d chosen these boots, and hated that part of her had dressed like armor. She’d told herself it was for professionalism. Neutral lines. A long coat. A face that said she belonged in boardrooms. But she knew how Sycamore read people. It read her as a statement, whether she intended one or not.

Inside, the building smelled like paper and old carpet. A few wreaths hung in the hallway, a string of lights taped around a bulletin board. Someone had tried. Someone always tried. Dahlia signed in at the front desk, and the woman behind it looked up with eyes that widened just enough to tell Dahlia that, yes, she was recognized.

“Ms. Hart,” the woman said softly, as if saying it louder might cause something to break.

Dahlia gave a small nod. “I’m here to read.”

The woman’s gaze flicked to Dahlia’s hands, as if searching for a ring, a sign, a story that would make Dahlia’s return make sense. Then she looked past Dahlia’s shoulder, and something shifted in her expression.

“He’s in the conference room,” she said, and it took Dahlia a beat too long to realize the woman did not mean the lawyer.

Dahlia turned before she could stop herself, and the hallway seemed to narrow, the air thickening in the space between one breath and the next.

Silas Mercer was standing near a framed photograph of Sycamore’s founders, his head bent slightly as he read the notice board like he was looking for something he’d misplaced. He wore a dark jacket, not a suit, and his hair was a shade darker than she remembered, or maybe the hallway lighting was unkind. He looked older in the way people looked older when they’d learned to hold their shoulders differently. Steadier. More rooted. Like the town had pressed its hands to his back and said, stay.

He looked up.

For a second, neither of them moved. The moment was painfully ordinary and unbearably loaded, as if someone had pressed pause on a scene that should not exist. Dahlia felt the strange, immediate urge to apologize for taking up space. She felt the equally immediate anger that she still had that instinct here.

Silas’s eyes met hers, and his face did something controlled, a careful blankness that did not reach his gaze. She saw recognition, yes, but also a flicker of something she couldn’t name, something that made her stomach tighten as if she’d swallowed cold water.

“Dahlia,” he said.

Hearing her name in his voice was worse than hearing her name at all. It wasn’t warm. It wasn’t hostile. It was precise, like he’d practiced saying it without letting it do anything to him.

“Silas,” she managed, and hated that she sounded like she’d been the one caught off guard.

A door opened down the hall, and a woman in glasses stepped out, holding a folder tight against her chest. “Ms. Hart?”

Dahlia turned gratefully toward the interruption. “Yes.”

“I’m Maeve Winslow,” the woman said. “Town clerk. Come in, please. We’re ready.”

Dahlia followed Maeve into the conference room, the kind with a long table and too many chairs, like the town expected crowds for its decisions. She took a seat nearest the door. Habit. Exit strategy.

Silas entered last and sat across from her, not beside her, not near her, leaving the width of the table like a river between them. Maeve sat at the head. A lawyer she didn’t recognize sat at Maeve’s right, arranging papers with methodical calm.

Dahlia’s pulse did not need to be mentioned. It was not the point. The point was her grandmother was gone, and her life had been pulled back to Sycamore by a piece of paper.

The lawyer cleared his throat. “Thank you for coming, Ms. Hart. My name is Daniel Wright. I represent the estate of Ruth Hart. I’ll keep this straightforward.”

Straightforward, Dahlia thought. That would be new.

Maeve watched Dahlia as if she was a line item in the ledger. Silas did not look at Dahlia’s hands or her coat or the city polish she wore. He looked at her face, and it felt like standing under a spotlight you didn’t choose.

Daniel began reading. There were the expected details first, the kind Dahlia tried to absorb without reacting. Personal items left to Kellan. A donation to the library. A note about a quilt that had to go to Harper Lane because Harper would actually use it and not store it like a relic. That made Dahlia’s throat tighten unexpectedly, and she pressed her tongue to the back of her teeth, refusing to let grief spill in a municipal conference room.

Then Daniel turned a page, and the air changed.

“I leave the Sycamore Theater building, located at 18 Main Street, and all associated rights and liabilities, jointly to my granddaughter, Dahlia Hart, and to Silas Mercer, contingent upon their agreement to serve as co-trustees of the property for a period of thirty days. During that period, no sale may occur, and no demolition permit may be executed. At the conclusion of thirty days, if the theater remains open and operational, the deed transfers solely to Dahlia Hart. If it does not, the building is to be offered to the town at fair market value, with first right of refusal held by the Sycamore Preservation Committee.”

Dahlia did not breathe.

She stared at the paper in Daniel’s hands as if it might rearrange itself into a sentence that made sense.

Jointly. To her and to Silas.

Across the table, Silas went still, the kind of stillness that meant he had been hit, too, and he was refusing to show where it landed.

Maeve’s pen scratched against a notepad. “This clause is properly filed,” she said. “Your grandmother was very specific.”

Dahlia’s voice came out rougher than she intended. “Why is his name on it?”

Silas’s gaze lifted to hers, and there it was again, that flicker of something behind his control. Not triumph. Not smugness. Something closer to resignation, like he’d been drafted into a war he didn’t start.

Daniel adjusted his glasses. “Ruth Hart included a letter to accompany that clause. It is addressed to both of you.”

He slid two envelopes across the table, one toward Dahlia, one toward Silas. Dahlia’s envelope was thick, her name written in her grandmother’s hand, the familiar loops and decisive strokes that used to label jam jars and birthday cards.

Dahlia’s fingers hovered over it without touching. Her mind raced through possibilities, each one sharper than the last. Ruth had been sick. Ruth had been private. Ruth had been stubborn about the theater, about the town, about Dahlia’s leaving. But this was something else. This was leverage disguised as inheritance. This was a test. This was a trap. Or a gift she didn’t understand.

Silas picked up his envelope but did not open it. He held it like it might burn.

Maeve looked between them. “You should be aware,” she said, “that there is currently a demolition permit in process for the theater due to structural concerns. The board meets tomorrow morning to finalize it.”

Dahlia’s head snapped up. “Tomorrow.”

Maeve’s expression did not soften. “That’s why your grandmother insisted on the thirty-day clause. It pauses the process if both trustees accept.”

Trustees. Accept. As if she could just nod and become a different person.

Dahlia turned toward Silas, unable to stop herself. “You knew about the demolition.”

Silas’s jaw tightened. “I knew about the inspection.”

She heard what he didn’t say. She heard the part that mattered.

“What did you sign,” she asked, and she kept her voice calm because she had built a career on calm. Calm was how you survived when everyone else wanted you to shatter.

Silas looked at her for a long second, and when he spoke his voice was low, steady, and not kind. “I signed what the report required.”

The words landed like a verdict.

Dahlia’s hands finally closed around the envelope. The paper crinkled slightly under her grip. She could feel her grandmother in it, the way Ruth could put a whole argument into a single sentence, the way she could force people into the same room and call it family.

Dahlia could leave. She could stand up right now, refuse the clause, let the town do what it wanted, let the theater collapse into dust like the version of her that had once believed Sycamore could be home again.

But then she thought of the marquee, half-lit, letters missing, still trying to say something.

She thought of the banner over Main Street, the town pretending it was fine.

And she thought of Silas Mercer, sitting across from her with an envelope he hadn’t asked for, looking like a man who had done the right thing and hated the cost.

“Thirty days,” Maeve said. “You have until nine a.m. tomorrow to accept the trusteeship. Otherwise the board proceeds.”

Dahlia’s breath came slow and measured. She could feel the tension in the room like a wire. She looked down at her grandmother’s handwriting again, and a different kind of anger rose, not at Ruth’s control, but at the way Sycamore still got to decide the shape of her life.

Then Dahlia lifted her eyes to Silas.

“I don’t know what game she thought she was playing,” Dahlia said, “but I’m not letting this town tear down her theater while I’m standing in it.”

Silas’s gaze sharpened. “This isn’t a game.”

“Then tell me the truth,” she said, the words leaving her mouth before she could make them safer. “Tell me why the report ‘required’ you to sign away the one place she loved.”

Silas didn’t answer. Not yet.

But he held her stare, and in that silence Dahlia realized the turning point had already happened. She had come back for a reading. She was leaving with a deadline, a partnership she didn’t want, and a man she never finished with.

Maeve gathered her papers. “Nine a.m.,” she repeated, and the sound of her pen clicking closed felt like a door locking.

Dahlia stood, the envelope still in her hand. Outside the conference room, the hallway lights buzzed faintly, and the town waited like it always had, ready to watch what she did next.

Silas rose, too, slower, as if choosing each movement. He tucked his envelope into his jacket and said quietly, “If you accept this, you’re accepting the building as it is. The problems. The liability. The truth.”

Dahlia’s mouth went dry. “And you,” she said. “Am I accepting you, too.”

Silas’s expression changed, just a fraction. “You’re accepting that we don’t get to run from it this time.”

Dahlia walked out into the cold with the weight of her grandmother’s letter in her hand and a deadline ticking behind her ribs.

Tomorrow at nine, she would have to decide whether to take Ruth’s last dare, whether to bind her name to Silas Mercer’s for thirty days, and whether to step back into the story Sycamore had written about her and finally rewrite it.
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Dahlia didn’t open the envelope in the hallway. She didn’t open it on the steps. She didn’t open it the moment the municipal door swung shut behind her and the cold air slapped her awake like a warning. She walked to her car the way she walked into rooms for work, shoulders steady, expression managed, as if composure could rewrite whatever had just been read aloud at that long table.

Inside the car, the heater coughed warm air that smelled faintly like old fabric and stale coffee. She stared at the steering wheel without turning the key. Her hands were still curled around the envelope, knuckles pale, her grandmother’s handwriting pressed into her palm.

Jointly, the lawyer had said. Thirty days, the clerk had said. Demolition tomorrow, her mind repeated, as if saying it enough times would make it a fact she could file and defeat.

Across the street, the café windows glowed. Someone moved inside, carrying a tray, living their ordinary day in a town Dahlia had sworn she’d never let swallow her again. She could see Main Street from here if she leaned forward just a little, the line of storefronts and the bare trees, and beyond them the shadow of the theater’s marquee like a bruise the town refused to cover.

Silas’s voice kept replaying, low and steady. I signed what the report required.

The words were clean. The meaning wasn’t.

Dahlia let out a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding and finally looked down at the envelope again. The paper was thick, the flap sealed with a dot of wax the color of dried roses. It was the kind of detail her grandmother loved, the kind that said this mattered, even when the world tried to tell you it didn’t.

She could rip it open right here. She could read every line and give herself something solid to stand on.

Instead, she set it on the passenger seat like it might bite, started the car, and drove toward the only place in town where her grandmother’s absence would feel the loudest.

The house sat on a quiet street with sidewalks that buckled where tree roots rose like knuckles under the concrete. Dahlia remembered riding her bike here as a kid, the porch steps always swept, the front window always glowing at night like a promise. Now the porch light was off. The wreath on the door looked like it had been hung with a tired kind of love.

Dahlia parked at the curb and sat for a second, watching her own reflection in the windshield. Her face looked the same as it had this morning, the same careful makeup, the same controlled mouth, the same eyes that didn’t want to admit they were already burning.

She forced herself out of the car and up the walkway. The cold made the air sharp in her nose. The gravel crunched under her boots. Every sound felt too loud, like the town was listening.

The key was where she expected it to be, because of course it was. A small ceramic dish on the porch table, the kind her grandmother kept for loose change and hairpins and tiny daily lives. The key sat on a sycamore leaf, dried and pale, veins like a map.

Dahlia’s throat tightened at the sight. Ruth couldn’t resist a flourish, even at the end.

She picked up the key, slid it into the lock, and turned it.

The door opened on a smell that hit her so hard she had to brace one hand against the frame. Lemon polish. Old books. A trace of cinnamon that might have been a candle or might have been her grandmother’s hands after baking.

For a second, Dahlia forgot the will. Forgot the demolition. Forgot the cold outside. She stood in the entryway and felt grief move through her like a slow tide, heavy and quiet and unstoppable.

“Dahlia.”

The voice came from the living room, and her whole body went still.

Kellan stepped into the hallway, and for an instant she saw the boy he’d been, lanky and hopeful, the one who used to trail after her like she was the sun and he was determined not to miss it. Now he was taller, broader in the shoulders, his hair longer than she remembered, his face marked by the kind of tiredness you get from living where everything mattered because there wasn’t anywhere else to disappear into.

He stopped as if he wasn’t sure if she’d let him close.

Dahlia’s chest tightened, and the word that wanted to come out first was sorry. Sorry for leaving. Sorry for staying gone. Sorry for not coming back sooner when Ruth got sick, for letting distance become an excuse.

She didn’t say it yet. She opened her arms instead, and that was all it took.

Kellan crossed the space in two steps and pulled her into a hug that didn’t ask permission. His arms locked around her like he’d been holding this moment in his muscles for years. Dahlia let herself lean into him. She shut her eyes and inhaled, the familiar scent of detergent and cold air and something faintly woodsmoked, like he’d been outside before she got here.

“I didn’t know you’d come,” he said into her hair, voice rough.

“I didn’t know I’d be summoned like a delinquent,” Dahlia managed, and it came out like an attempt at humor that didn’t land.

Kellan’s grip tightened. “She did that on purpose.”

Dahlia’s throat worked. “I know.”

He pulled back enough to look at her face, his eyes searching. “Are you okay?”

No, she wanted to say. I’m not. I’m a person who built a whole life around never needing this town again, and now your grandmother has put me back inside it like a hand closing around my wrist.

“I’m here,” she said instead, and it was the closest she could get to the truth without breaking open.

Kellan nodded like he understood everything she didn’t say. He stepped aside, gesturing toward the living room. “I’ve been staying here since... since the hospital. Keeping things from getting weird. Maeve had the keys, but she let me in. She’s being... Maeve.”

“Efficient,” Dahlia said, and heard the strain in her own voice.

Kellan gave a humorless laugh. “That’s one word.”

The living room looked almost the same. The couch had a throw blanket folded with care. The bookshelf still held Ruth’s old cookbooks and the novels she reread until the spines went soft. A framed photo sat on the mantel, Ruth in a sunhat, smiling at the camera like she’d caught someone trying to take her too seriously.

Dahlia stared at the photo. Her vision blurred, and she forced a slow blink.

Kellan watched her for a beat, then moved toward the kitchen. “Do you want tea? Coffee. Anything.”

“I don’t want anything I can spill,” Dahlia said, because if she held a warm mug right now she might shake, and she did not want to give her body permission to tell the truth before her mind was ready.

Kellan hesitated at the doorway. “They told you about tomorrow.”

Dahlia’s gaze snapped to him. “Yes.”

“Are you going to do it,” he asked quietly. “Are you going to accept?”

The word accept landed wrong. Like she was accepting a gift, not a trap wired into the foundation of a building.

“I don’t even understand why Silas is involved,” she said, and the sharpness in her voice surprised her.

Kellan’s expression tightened. “Because she trusted him.”

Dahlia felt something hot flare inside her. “She trusted him to do what. Help the town rip the theater down.”

Kellan’s jaw worked. He looked away for a second, like he was deciding what to risk. “You think he wanted that.”

Dahlia stared at him. “He signed something.”

“He signs things,” Kellan said, frustration breaking through his restraint. “That’s his job. And everyone in town treats him like the villain when he does it, but when he doesn’t, they call him useless. He can’t win.”

Dahlia’s mouth went dry. The way Kellan defended Silas made something twist inside her, not because it was wrong, but because it complicated the story she’d already written in her head.

Kellan leaned against the counter, lowering his voice. “There’s more going on than you know. The theater’s been on the edge for a while. The roof. The wiring. The inspection was bad. And the board has been waiting for any excuse to push demolition through because the land is worth more than the building. That’s the part they don’t say out loud.”

Dahlia’s fingers curled around the strap of her bag. “And Ruth knew.”

Kellan nodded. “She knew. She was furious.”

Dahlia looked down at her bag, where the envelope waited like a heartbeat. “She wrote me a letter.”

“Yeah,” Kellan said softly. “She wrote you a lot of things. She kept saying she’d tell you herself, but then she’d get tired and she’d say, later. Always later. Like she could bargain with time.”

Dahlia swallowed. “I didn’t come.”

Kellan’s eyes softened. “You didn’t know how bad it got until it was... until it was fast. I’m not going to sit here and pretend it didn’t hurt her. It did. But she still loved you like it was a law. She never stopped.”

The words hit Dahlia in a place she hadn’t armored. Her throat tightened, and she stared at the window over the sink, at the bare branches outside, at the gray sky stretching over the town like a lid.

Kellan cleared his throat. “You should stay here tonight. I can take the couch. Or I can go to my place if you want.”

Dahlia shook her head. “No. Stay.”

Kellan’s shoulders loosened a fraction. “Okay.”

He pushed off the counter and nodded toward the hallway. “Her room is the same. Sheets are clean. I washed them.”

“Thank you,” Dahlia said, and meant it.

Kellan studied her for a moment. “You’re going to go see the theater.”

It wasn’t a question.

Dahlia’s gaze lifted. “Yes.”

Kellan exhaled. “I figured.”

He crossed the kitchen and pulled open a drawer, then held out a small flashlight. “Take this. The lights inside aren’t reliable.”

Dahlia took it. The simple practicality of the gesture made her chest ache. “Has anyone been inside.”

Kellan hesitated. “Harper has. She’s been trying to catalog what can be salvaged if it goes. Seats. Posters. Some of the old woodwork. She’s been fighting hard, but she’s one person, and the board is... the board.”

“Harper,” Dahlia repeated, tasting the name like a memory she hadn’t touched in years. Harper had been a year ahead in school, the girl with the sharp mind and the unbreakable ponytail, the one who always spoke up in class even when the teacher sighed.

“She’s the preservation chair now,” Kellan said. “And she’s going to be at the theater.”

Dahlia’s stomach tightened. “Of course she is.”

Kellan’s gaze sharpened. “Don’t go in there with your city armor on. She’ll see right through it.”

Dahlia managed a short laugh. “Everyone sees right through it here.”

Kellan didn’t smile back. “Yeah. That’s why it works everywhere else.”

The words followed Dahlia down the hallway like a hand at her back.

She set her bag on the bed in Ruth’s room and stood still, staring at the quilt folded at the foot, the one Ruth used to pull up to her chin when she watched late-night movies. The room smelled like lavender and paper, the faintest trace of Ruth’s presence in the closet air and the drawer wood.

Dahlia sat on the edge of the bed and finally picked up the envelope.

Her fingers found the wax seal. She hesitated, heart heavy, because breaking the seal felt like admitting Ruth was truly gone. Then she tore it open with a clean rip, like she was afraid if she did it gently she’d change her mind.

The letter inside was folded neatly, the handwriting steady.

Dahlia,

If you are reading this, then you did what I hoped you would do, which is show up, even angry. Anger means you still care. Indifference is what I was afraid of.

You are going to feel trapped by what I did. I am sorry for that. I am not sorry for the reason.

The theater is not just a building. It is where you learned to speak when you wanted to stay quiet. It is where your grandfather held my hand in the dark when the world felt too loud. It is where you stood on a stage and made a room believe you. You were sixteen and you made them believe you without begging. I have never forgotten that.

You left Sycamore believing you had no choice. I watched you leave and I knew you were wrong, but I also knew you were hurt in a way I did not know how to fix with soup and advice. I made mistakes. I made one mistake in particular. It is the kind of mistake that looks like protection at the time and feels like betrayal later. I am telling you this because you deserve the truth, and because you deserve not to carry a story that isn’t yours.

Silas is in this because I trust him to hold a line when everyone else wants to bend it for convenience. I trust him to tell you the truth even when it costs him. I also trust him because he has already lost something for doing what was right. I won’t say more here, because it isn’t my place to speak his pain into your ear. But it is my place to tell you this clearly.

He is not your enemy.

I know you will want to run. You have made a life out of running so well it looks like success. I am proud of what you built. I am not proud of what it cost you.

If you accept the trusteeship, you will have thirty days to decide what kind of brave you want to be. The town will test you. The building will test you. Your heart will test you. You will want to burn it all down just to prove you can. Please don’t.

Go to the theater tonight. Stand in the middle of it. Listen to what you feel. Then decide.

I love you in a way that does not end.

Ruth

Dahlia stared at the last line until the ink blurred.

The letter didn’t explain the clause. Not fully. It didn’t name the mistake Ruth hinted at. It didn’t tell Dahlia what had been signed, what had been required, what had been chosen.

But it did one thing Dahlia hadn’t expected.

It shifted the center of her anger.

Dahlia pressed her fingertips to the paper, tracing the curve of Ruth’s handwriting as if she could touch the woman through the ink. Her throat tightened, and for a moment she let herself close her eyes.

She had wanted Ruth to be simple. To be the comforting grandmother who made pies and offered opinions and died with clean lines.

Ruth had been a person. Ruth had been complicated. Ruth had been stubborn enough to build a trap out of love.

Dahlia folded the letter carefully and slid it back into the envelope, not sealing it, because nothing could be sealed again. She stood, grabbed her coat, and walked out into the hall with the flashlight Kellan had given her.

Kellan looked up from the living room couch, where he’d been pretending to watch something on muted television. “You read it.”

Dahlia nodded.

His gaze searched her face. “And.”

Dahlia exhaled. “And she’s still bossy.”

Kellan’s mouth twitched. “Yeah. That track.”

Dahlia’s voice went quieter. “She said she made a mistake. Something she thought was protection.”

Kellan’s expression tightened, then smoothed again. “She did.”

Dahlia studied him. “You know what she meant.”

Kellan’s shoulders lifted in a small, helpless shrug. “I know pieces.”

“Tell me,” Dahlia said, and heard the edge in her own tone.

Kellan looked at her for a long second. “Not yet. Not because I want to keep it from you. Because if I say it wrong, you’ll leave again, and I can’t... I can’t watch you do that.”

Dahlia’s chest tightened at the rawness in his voice.

“Come with me,” she said instead.

Kellan blinked. “To the theater.”

“Yes.”

Kellan hesitated, then grabbed his jacket. “Okay.”

The drive to Main Street took five minutes and felt like crossing a boundary. The town shifted around them, familiar streets turned strange by time and absence. Holiday lights blinked in windows. A few people walked with paper cups and scarves pulled up to their noses. Dahlia kept her eyes forward, but she felt the weight of being recognized, the sense of invisible eyes tracking her car like a rumor made physical.

They parked near the corner, where the theater loomed like an old ship stranded on dry land. The marquee was dark now, but the outline still held its shape, stubborn against the night.

Kellan got out first. He looked up at the building with something like grief. “She used to bring us here even when we didn’t have money for tickets. She’d say, the lobby is free. The stories are everywhere.”

Dahlia’s throat tightened. “She did that with everything.”

They crossed the street, and Dahlia saw someone on the theater steps, a figure in a thick coat, hair pulled back, a clipboard tucked under one arm. Harper turned as they approached, and her gaze sharpened immediately.

Her face hadn’t changed as much as Dahlia expected. The same direct eyes. The same mouth that looked like it didn’t tolerate excuses. The only difference was a thread of exhaustion around the edges, as if responsibility had set up camp and refused to leave.

Harper’s gaze flicked to Dahlia, then to Kellan. “So it’s true.”

Kellan’s expression went guarded. “It’s true.”

Harper’s eyes stayed on Dahlia. “You came.”

Dahlia lifted her chin. “I came because I had to.”

Harper’s mouth pressed into a thin line. “No one drags you anywhere. That’s what people said. That you don’t get dragged. You leave.”

The words hit clean and sharp, and Dahlia felt heat rise behind her ribs. She forced herself to keep her voice even. “People said a lot of things.”

Harper held her stare. “Yes. They did.”

A gust of wind shoved at the old theater doors. The building creaked softly, as if it resented being talked about like it was already dead.

Harper looked down at her clipboard and backed up. “I’m not here to fight with you. I’m here to save what can be saved. If you’re going to accept that trusteeship, you need to see the inside before tomorrow. Not the glossy memories. The reality.”

Dahlia’s fingers curled around the flashlight in her pocket. “I have a key.”

Harper’s gaze flicked to Dahlia’s hand, to the slight bulge of the key in her coat pocket. Her expression shifted, something softer beneath the steel. “She really did it.”

Kellan stepped forward. “Harper, we’re going in. Are you coming.”

Harper hesitated, then nodded once. “Yes.”

They moved to the side door, the one that used to be reserved for staff and performers. Dahlia slid the key into the lock. The metal was cold, resisting at first, then giving with a reluctant click.

The door opened in darkness and dust and the faint, stale smell of old velvet.

Dahlia paused on the threshold, feeling the building’s silence like a held breath.

Kellan’s voice came low. “You okay.”

Dahlia nodded, but her throat felt tight.

Harper stepped around them, flicking on a small lantern. The light threw a soft circle on the floor, catching floating dust like tiny drifting snow. “Watch your step,” Harper said. “There are loose boards by the lobby edge.”

They moved inside. The lobby looked like it had been frozen in time and then left to decay slowly. The ticket booth glass was filmed with dust. Old posters hung crooked in frames, their colors faded but still stubborn. A smell lingered that was part mildew, part old popcorn, part something intangible that made Dahlia’s chest tighten.

She walked forward slowly, each step measured, as if moving too fast might break something.

Her eyes caught on a poster near the far wall. A school production, years ago. A title she remembered without meaning to. Her name, printed there in smaller letters than the lead, but visible.

Dahlia’s throat tightened so suddenly she had to stop. She stared at the poster, the memory flashing bright, the stage lights hot on her skin, Ruth’s face in the crowd, proud and fierce and unwavering.

Kellan’s hand hovered near her elbow, not touching, offering without insisting.

Harper’s voice softened, just a fraction. “She wouldn’t let anyone take that down.”

Dahlia blinked hard. “Of course she wouldn’t.”

They pushed through the inner doors into the auditorium.

The room opened wide, rows of seats descending toward the stage like a slow river. The curtain was drawn, faded red in the lantern’s light. The balcony above looked like a shadowed smile. For a second, Dahlia could almost hear the murmur of a crowd, the way sound used to gather and pulse here.

Then the reality cut in. A section of ceiling plaster had cracked and fallen. Warning tape stretched along one side aisle. A damp stain spread like a bruise near the back wall.

Harper walked down the steps with practiced care. “This is why the board is pushing so hard. They say it’s unsafe. They’re not wrong about the damage. They’re wrong about what the answer should be.”

Dahlia’s gaze swept the room, the damage, the beauty still underneath. “What’s the answer?”

Harper looked back at her. “Repair. Stabilize. Fundraise. Grants. Volunteers. The hard work. The slow work. Work that doesn’t make anyone rich fast.”

Kellan moved closer to the stage, shining his flashlight toward the ceiling. “How bad is it?”

Harper’s mouth tightened. “Bad enough that if someone gets hurt, it’s over anyway. That’s what tomorrow is about. Liability. Fear. The board can hide greed behind safety, and most people will nod and say, well, what can we do.”

Dahlia’s gaze snapped back to Harper. “And Silas.”

Harper’s eyes narrowed. “What about him?”

“He said he signed what the report required,” Dahlia said, voice tight. “Did he fight it?”

Harper’s expression changed, reluctant and guarded. “He pushed for a delay. He asked for a second opinion. He asked for an engineer from outside the county because he didn’t like the way the first report read.”

Dahlia felt something shift inside her, a small crack in the certainty she’d been clinging to. “And.”

Harper’s jaw worked. “And he still had to sign the initial condemnation notice because the building failed certain codes. If he didn’t sign, it wouldn’t magically pass. It would still be unsafe. It would just be unsafe with the town pretending it wasn’t.”

Dahlia’s mouth went dry.

Harper looked away, lantern light catching her profile. “You can hate him for doing his job, but he didn’t create the problem. He’s been trying to keep it from turning into a disaster.”

Dahlia stared at the stage, at the curtain, at the cracked plaster. Her mind kept circling Ruth’s line.

He is not your enemy.

Dahlia took a slow breath and stepped into the center aisle, moving toward the front as if she needed to stand exactly where Ruth had told her to stand. The air felt colder here, the silence heavier. She stopped in the middle of the auditorium and looked around.

For one fragile second, she could feel what Ruth meant. Not nostalgia. Not denial. Something steadier.

This place mattered.

Behind her, a sound came from the side, a soft scrape like a door being nudged open.

Kellan stiffened. Harper’s lantern swung slightly.

Dahlia turned.

Silas stood in the side aisle with a flashlight in his hand, his face half-lit, half-shadowed. He looked like he’d been here already, like he knew how to walk the darkness without flinching. His gaze landed on Dahlia, and something tightened in his expression.

“Harper,” he said first, voice low. Then his eyes returned to Dahlia. “You shouldn’t be in here without proper lighting.”

Harper lifted her chin. “We’re not throwing a party, Silas. We’re looking.”

Silas’s gaze flicked to the cracked ceiling, to the warning tape. “And what you’re looking at can fall.”

Dahlia felt her pulse sharpen, not from fear of the ceiling, but from him. “Do you always show up when I’m where I’m not supposed to be?”

Silas’s jaw tightened. “I show up when a building is unsafe.”

Kellan stepped forward, tension in his shoulders. “We’re leaving soon.”

Silas nodded once, eyes still on Dahlia. “Good.”

Dahlia’s fingers curled around the flashlight in her pocket like it could ground her. “Why are you here?”

Silas’s gaze held hers. “Because tomorrow morning the board meets. Because if you decide to accept that trusteeship, you need to understand what you’re taking on. And because Ruth asked me to make sure you didn’t walk into a hazard blind.”

The mention of Ruth made Dahlia’s throat tighten, anger and grief threading together. “Ruth asked you.”

Silas’s voice stayed steady. “Yes.”

Dahlia swallowed. “Did you know she was going to put your name on the deed.”

Silas didn’t answer immediately. His gaze dropped for a fraction of a second, then returned. “She warned me she might. She asked if I would agree if she did.”

Dahlia felt a heat flare. “And you said yes.”

Silas’s shoulders rose in a small, restrained exhale. “I said I would do what was necessary to keep the theater from being torn down without a fair chance.”

Harper’s lantern light caught Silas’s face, and Dahlia saw it then, the faint strain around his eyes, the weariness he’d been carrying like a weight. He wasn’t triumphant. He wasn’t smug. He looked like someone who’d been holding back a tide with his hands.

Dahlia forced her voice to stay level. “What is necessary.”

Silas’s gaze didn’t waver. “Stabilization. Temporary closure. A plan. Proof. Money. A lot of things this town doesn’t want to admit it needs.”

Dahlia’s laugh came out short and bitter. “And you think I’m going to be the one to provide that.”

Silas’s mouth tightened. “I think Ruth believed you could.”

Dahlia’s chest tightened at Ruth’s name again. “You keep saying what Ruth believed.”

Silas’s expression flickered. “Because she believed it strongly enough to gamble her last act on it.”

Dahlia’s throat worked. She stepped down one row closer to him, the aisle between them narrowing. “Tell me the truth,” she said, voice quieter now, sharper. “You signed the initial condemnation notice. What else did you sign.”

Silas’s gaze held hers, and the silence stretched long enough to feel like a test. Then he spoke, and the words were careful.

“I signed a notice that said the theater did not meet safety codes as of that inspection,” he said. “Because it didn’t. And I signed it because if someone came in here during the festival crowd and something failed, I would spend the rest of my life knowing I didn’t stop it.”

The steadiness in his voice hit Dahlia in a different place. Not anger. Not relief. Something closer to a reluctant respect, because she knew what it was to sign your name to a decision that people hated and live with it anyway.

Dahlia’s voice dropped. “So you signed to protect them.”

Silas’s jaw tightened. “I signed to prevent a tragedy.”

Harper shifted beside the aisle, lantern light steady. “He’s telling the truth,” she said, and it sounded like it cost her something to say.

Dahlia’s gaze didn’t leave Silas. “Then why does it feel like you signed against my grandmother.”

Silas’s eyes darkened, the first real emotion cracking through his control. “Because you weren’t here,” he said, quiet and blunt. “And because when people aren’t here, the town fills in the blanks however it wants.”

The words landed like a slap and a confession at the same time.

Kellan made a small sound, like he wanted to interrupt, but he didn’t.

Dahlia felt her throat tighten. She forced herself to keep her chin up. “You don’t get to lecture me about being here.”

Silas’s gaze stayed on her, steady and unflinching. “I’m not lecturing. I’m stating a fact that shaped the last few years.”

Dahlia’s hands trembled slightly, and she hated it. She tucked them into her coat pockets, fingers closing around the flashlight. “And you think you’re shaped by it too.”

Silas’s mouth tightened. “I know I am.”

The admission was small, but it cracked something open. Dahlia stared at him, caught off guard by the weight behind his words.

Harper cleared her throat. “You two can have your reunion later. Right now we need to show her the back. The damage is worse near the stage.”

Silas nodded once. “Yes.”

Dahlia didn’t move immediately. She kept looking at him, as if she could pull the missing pieces out of his face if she stared hard enough. “You got a letter too,” she said.

Silas’s gaze flickered. “Yes.”

“Did you read it?”

Silas’s jaw tightened. “Not yet.”

Dahlia’s breath caught. “Why.”

Silas’s voice lowered. “Because whatever is in it, it’s going to matter. And I don’t want it to be the thing that decides for me before you decide for yourself.”

Dahlia stared at him, the unexpected restraint unsettling. “You’re waiting for me.”

Silas’s eyes held hers. “I’m waiting for the moment when you can hear it without using it as another reason to leave.”

The words hit close enough to make Dahlia’s chest tighten hard. She looked away first, toward the stage, toward the curtain and the cracked plaster. She forced herself to breathe slowly.

Harper led them down the side aisle toward the stage door. The backstage smelled different, less velvet and more old wood, damp and paint. Dahlia’s boots scuffed against the floorboards, and she remembered rushing through here as a teenager, heart pounding, whispering lines under her breath, Ruth waiting in the wings like a lighthouse.

They stopped near a corner where the wall had bubbled from moisture. Harper pointed with the tip of her pen. “This is what they’ll use against us. This and the wiring. This and the roof.”

Silas shone his flashlight upward. “And they’re not wrong about the problems,” he said, voice low. “But the solution they want is the one that benefits the same people every time.”

Dahlia’s gaze snapped to him. “Who.”

Silas looked at her for a beat, then away. “I’m not going to turn this into gossip. Not tonight.”

Dahlia’s jaw clenched. “So we’re just supposed to accept it.”

Silas’s gaze returned, steady. “No. You’re supposed to decide whether you want to fight it. If you accept the trusteeship, you’ll have legal standing to request extensions, to commission independent assessments, to block the board from moving fast. That’s what Ruth was doing. Giving you a lever.”

The idea of standing in a town meeting again made Dahlia’s stomach tighten. She could already picture the faces, the whispered conversations, the way people would look at her like she was a story they’d told each other for years.

Kellan’s voice came quietly. “Dahlia.”

She looked at him.

He didn’t plead. He didn’t push. He just looked at her with a kind of steady hope that made her chest ache.

Dahlia turned back to Silas. “If I accept,” she said, voice tight, “what do you want?”

Silas’s eyebrows lifted slightly, like the question surprised him.

Dahlia held her ground. “Everyone wants something. The board wants the land. Harper wants the building saved. Maeve wants paperwork done correctly. Kellan wants... this to stop hurting. What do you want.”

Silas’s gaze stayed on her, and for a long second he didn’t answer. Then he spoke, and his voice was low enough that it felt like it was meant only for her.

“I want the truth to be seen,” he said. “About the theater. About what happened before you left. About what was said and what wasn’t. I want you to stop carrying a story that doesn’t belong to you.”

Dahlia’s breath caught, sharp and quiet. “You think I’m carrying the wrong story.”

Silas’s jaw tightened. “I know you are.”

The certainty in his voice hit her like a hand on the back of her neck. Dahlia stared at him, trying to decide whether to trust the steadiness she heard or to treat it like another form of control.

“Then tell me,” she said.

Silas’s eyes held hers, and something rough moved through his expression. “Not here,” he said. “Not in the dark with a collapsing ceiling above us. Not when you’re angry enough to weaponize every word.”

Dahlia felt heat flare, but beneath it was something else, a reluctant awareness that he wasn’t wrong. Her anger was a tool she knew how to use. It kept her upright. It also kept her alone.

Harper’s lantern swung slightly as she stepped between them. “You can argue outside,” she said, voice firm. “We’re done here.”

They moved back toward the lobby. Dahlia’s gaze kept catching on details, on signs of neglect and stubborn survival. A stack of programs. A faded velvet rope. A row of seats with carved initials, teenage love trapped in wood.

As they reached the side door, Silas paused and looked back into the darkness of the auditorium.

“Ruth loved this place,” he said quietly.

Dahlia’s throat tightened. “Yes.”

Silas’s gaze flicked to her. “And she loved you.”

Dahlia didn’t answer because the truth of that hurt too much.

Outside, the cold wrapped around them again. The night had deepened, the street quieter. The café lights were lower now, fewer people inside. The theater’s shadow stretched across the sidewalk like a long question.

Harper tightened her scarf. “I’m going to be at the board meeting tomorrow,” she said, eyes on Dahlia. “If you accept, you need to show up. Not for the theater. For yourself. They’ll try to talk over you. Don’t let them.”

Dahlia held Harper’s gaze. “I don’t let people talk over me.”

Harper’s mouth pressed into a thin line. “Sycamore is different.”

Dahlia’s chest tightened. “So am I.”

Harper studied her, then nodded once, like she was filing the statement away. “Good.”

Kellan shifted beside Dahlia. “We should go,” he said quietly. “It’s late.”

Dahlia nodded, but her gaze stayed on Silas.

Silas stood on the steps, flashlight still in his hand, the beam angled down. The posture should have looked ordinary, a man in his town doing his job. Somehow it didn’t. Somehow it looked like he was guarding a place that had already taken pieces of him.

Dahlia took a slow breath. “If I accept,” she said, voice tight, “you don’t get to control the narrative.”

Silas’s gaze lifted fully to hers. “I don’t want to control it.”

“Then what.”

Silas’s mouth tightened. “I want you to finally hear it.”

Dahlia’s throat worked. “What.”

Silas’s eyes didn’t waver. “The part you missed,” he said. “The part you think you know.”

Dahlia felt a sharp pull in her chest, like something inside her recognized the shape of a truth she’d been avoiding. “And you’re going to tell me.”

Silas’s voice dropped. “If you stay long enough to listen.”

Dahlia held his stare, anger and grief and stubbornness twisting together. For years she had told herself leaving had been power. Now it felt like unfinished business with teeth.

Kellan touched her elbow gently. “Dahlia.”

She turned just enough to acknowledge him, then looked back at Silas.

“I’ll be at the meeting,” she said, the decision forming in her mouth before she fully understood it. “Nine a.m.”

Silas’s face didn’t soften, but something in his shoulders eased, just a fraction, as if he’d been holding a breath.

“Good,” he said quietly.

Dahlia nodded once, then turned and walked with Kellan toward the car, her boots clicking on the sidewalk, her coat pulled tight against the cold.

Halfway across the street, she glanced back.

Silas was still on the theater steps, the flashlight beam resting on the threshold like a line drawn in light. Harper had already disappeared into the night.

Dahlia slid into the passenger seat, the car door shutting with a dull thud that made the world feel briefly smaller. Kellan started the engine, and the heater stirred the air again.

Neither of them spoke for a moment.

Then Kellan reached into his jacket pocket and pulled out a small folded piece of paper. He held it toward Dahlia without looking at her, like he was afraid his face would give him away.

“I found this,” he said quietly. “In one of her cookbooks. It was tucked in there like she wanted it hidden but not lost.”

Dahlia’s fingers closed around the paper. The fold was old, the edges softened from time.

“What is it,” she asked, voice barely above a whisper.

Kellan’s eyes stayed on the road, even though they weren’t moving yet. “It’s addressed to you,” he said. “And it’s not in her handwriting.”

Dahlia’s breath caught as she unfolded it.

The first line hit her like a door opening onto a room she’d locked for years.

Dahlia, I need you to know I didn’t sign what you think I signed.
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​Chapter 2: The Letter In The Cookbook
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Dahlia sat in the passenger seat with the paper open in her hands and the car idling like it couldn’t decide whether to stay or leave. The streetlights blurred across the windshield, turning the glass into a moving wash of pale gold, and for a moment she couldn’t tell if the trembling in her fingers was cold or something deeper that had finally found a crack.

Kellan kept both hands on the wheel, eyes forward, posture too careful. He looked like someone trying not to spook a wild animal.

Dahlia stared at the first line again.

Dahlia, I need you to know I didn’t sign what you think I signed.

The sentence was plain. No flourish. No performance. The kind of line a person wrote when they were tired of being misunderstood.

Her voice came out quiet, like the inside of the car had swallowed it. “This is from Silas.”

Kellan’s jaw flexed. “Yeah.”

“You knew,” she said, and there was no accusation in it at first, only the dull shock of realizing how many conversations had happened around her while she built a life that didn’t leave room for Sycamore.

Kellan didn’t look at her. “I knew there was a note. I didn’t know what it said until you opened it.”

Dahlia’s grip tightened on the paper, and she forced herself to loosen it before she tore the edge. “Where did you find it?”

“In one of Ruth’s cookbooks,” Kellan said. “The one with the lemon bars recipe she guarded like it was a state secret. It was tucked behind the page, like a bookmark, like she wanted it to be found but only by the right person.”

Dahlia stared at the ink. The handwriting was neat, slightly slanted, controlled in a way that felt familiar now that she’d seen it tonight. Not Ruth’s looping certainty. Silas’s steadiness, pressed into paper.

She swallowed. “When did you find it?”

Kellan hesitated long enough to be an answer by itself. “A while ago.”

Dahlia turned toward him. “How long.”

Kellan’s mouth tightened. “After the inspection notice. After it became clear the board was going to push demolition. Ruth was already sick, and she was angry in this quiet way that scared me more than when she yelled. She told me to look for something in her books. She didn’t say what. She just said, "When Dahlia comes, I want her to have every piece she needs.”

The words hit Dahlia with a strange mix of warmth and grief. Ruth had planned for her return like it was inevitable. Ruth had believed in a future Dahlia wasn’t sure she deserved.

Dahlia looked back down at the paper. The first line had yanked something loose inside her, but it wasn’t enough. She needed the rest. She needed the full truth, not a hint.

She unfolded the note completely, smoothing it on her knee.

Dahlia,

I need you to know I didn’t sign what you think I signed. I never filed the complaint that started the inspection. I didn’t ask for the theater to be condemned. I didn’t want any of it to happen the way it did.

When the report came back, I signed the part that was required by law, because the building failed safety codes and people were walking into it anyway. I pushed for a delay and a second assessment. I asked for time, and I was told time was not an option.

I know what the town said about you when you left. I know what they said about me too. I didn’t correct it the way I should have. I thought if I stayed quiet, the noise would die. It didn’t. It just hardened into a story.

Ruth told me you might come back one day. She told me you deserved to hear the truth from someone who was there. If you’re reading this, then she was right about you.

If you want the full truth, meet me before the board meeting. I’ll be at the theater steps at seven. Bring this note. I kept copies of what I could.

Silas

Dahlia read it once without breathing. Then she read it again, slower, letting each line land where it wanted to land.

A complaint that started the inspection.

Copies of what I could.

Meet me before the board meeting.

She stared at the last word
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