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Two hundred and eighty-three days.

That was how long it had been since Luke Mercer — two-time CMA Award winner, the man Billboard once called "the most natural songwriter Nashville has produced in a generation" — had finished a single song.

There was a notebook on the table in front of him. Blank. There was a whiskey beside it. Not blank. He was working on fixing that.

Rex had called at seven that morning. The label can't keep waiting, Luke. You deliver the songs or they walk away from the contract. Luke had hung up, grabbed his keys, and driven without deciding where he was going. That was how he'd ended up here — Stella's Bar, tucked into a side street off Lower Broadway, the kind of place the tourists never found. No neon signs out front. No cover charge. Just a hand-painted name above a door that didn't quite close all the way, and inside, the particular quiet of people who'd come to drink rather than be seen drinking.

He heard her before he saw her.

It wasn't even a song. Just a fragment of melody, barely above a whisper — the kind of sound a person makes without knowing they're making it, the way someone hums while washing dishes or waiting for coffee to brew. But something in it stopped Luke's hand on the door. Something landed square in the center of his chest, in a place that had been very still for a very long time.

She was clearing tables near the back. Twenty-something, dark hair pulled into a loose knot, a faded apron tied at her waist. She moved through the room with the easy efficiency of someone who'd worked this floor a thousand nights, stacking glasses without looking at them, wiping surfaces without slowing down. And the whole time, she was mırıldanıyordu — no, that wasn't quite right. She wasn't humming a song she knew. She was following something, tracing the edges of a melody that seemed to be arriving in real time, note by note, like she was discovering it as she went.

Luke found a table and sat down without taking his eyes off her.

She paused at a four-top near the wall. Reached into her apron pocket, pulled out a pen, and grabbed a paper napkin from the dispenser on the table. Wrote something fast — three lines, maybe four — her head bent close, her whole body gone quiet except for the hand moving across the paper. Then she straightened up, read what she'd written, and her expression shifted. Not satisfied. She folded the napkin and pushed it into her pocket, picked up her tray, and kept moving.

Like she hadn't just caught something out of thin air.

Like this was ordinary.

Luke ordered a whiskey when the other server came by. He opened his notebook. Looked at the blank page, then looked back across the room at the woman, who had moved to a new table and was mırıldanıyordu again, already somewhere else inside her own head, completely unaware that anyone was watching.

Twelve years in this city. He'd sat across from legends who couldn't hold a conversation and kids with three chords who could break your heart open. He'd learned to read people the way some men read weather — a glance, and he knew. The hungry ones. The ones in love with the idea of music rather than music itself. The ones who checked the room when they played to see who was watching.

This woman hadn't checked the room once.

She didn't know anyone was listening. That was the thing. That was exactly the thing.

Luke pressed his pen to the blank page.

And for the first time in two hundred and eighty-three days, he wrote something down.

Two words. Just two words.

But they were two more than he'd managed in the last nine months, and his hand was already moving toward a third when his phone buzzed against the table.

Rex. Fourth call of the day.

Luke didn't even glance at the screen.

He told himself it was the whiskey.

Stella's poured a decent bourbon — nothing fancy, nothing that would make a list anywhere, but honest. That was the word that kept coming back to him on the drive over. Honest. The bar was honest. The drinks were honest. It was quieter than anywhere else on that end of Broadway, and a man could sit in a corner and think without someone recognizing him and wanting something.

That was what he told himself, anyway.

She was there. Same apron, same loose knot of dark hair, same unhurried way of moving through the room like she'd made a private peace with every square foot of it. She didn't recognize him tonight any more than she had the night before. In twelve years, Luke had come to understand that anonymity was the rarest luxury Nashville offered, and this woman was handing it to him without knowing she was doing it.

"Whiskey again?" She'd appeared at his table without him noticing her approach.

"Whiskey again."

She nodded and left and came back and set the glass down with the efficient grace of someone who'd done it ten thousand times. Luke wrapped his hand around it and made a decision.

"You were writing something last night," he said. "On a napkin."

She stopped. Looked at him — not defensive, just measuring. Taking his temperature. "You noticed that?"

"Hard not to."

Something moved across her face. Not embarrassment. More like the mild surprise of someone who'd assumed they were invisible. "Something came to me. If I don't write it down right away, it's gone by the time my shift ends."

"What kind of something?"

She was quiet for a moment. Then she reached into her apron pocket and pulled out a crumpled napkin — not last night's, a different one, the ink still looking fresh — and set it on the table between them. "Song lyrics," she said. Her voice carried no apology and no pride, just the flat honesty of a simple fact. "I know. It's silly."

Luke picked it up.

Four lines. Rough, unpolished, the meter not quite locking into place the way it wanted to. But there was something alive inside them — an image of an old man sitting alone at a bar, and the way those four lines somehow managed to be about loneliness and also about choice and also about the specific weight of a life you'd built with your own hands and couldn't quite put down. Three things at once, in four lines, without straining for any of them.

That wasn't craft. You couldn't teach that. That was just someone seeing the world a certain way and being honest enough to write it down exactly as they saw it.

He set the napkin back on the table.

"What's your name?"

She tilted her head slightly, like the question surprised her. "Daisy. Daisy Monroe."

"This isn't silly, Daisy." He heard something in his own voice that had been absent for a while — conviction, unperformed and unscheduled, rising up on its own without anyone asking for it. "This is genuinely good."

She laughed. It was a real laugh, quick and a little disbelieving, the laugh of someone who wasn't sure if they were being handled. "You don't have to say that."

"I know," Luke said. "That's why I'm saying it."

She held his gaze for one beat longer than necessary. Then someone called her name from across the room and she picked up her tray and moved away, back into the easy rhythm of her night, as if the last two minutes had been a small parenthesis in something much larger.

Luke looked down at his notebook. Still mostly blank. But the four lines from that napkin were turning over in his head, rearranging themselves, reaching toward something.

He drove home at midnight and opened his notebook at the kitchen table. Wrote twenty lines around the skeleton of what she'd given him without meaning to. By two in the morning, he had the rough shape of a song — incomplete, imperfect, but undeniably there.

He set down his pen and stared at the page for a long moment.

He didn't pick up his phone to call Rex.

He thought about whether he'd go back to Stella's tomorrow night.

He already knew the answer.

Stella was waiting for him.

She was standing behind the bar with her arms crossed and her eyes on the door when Luke walked in on the third night, and something in her posture made it clear she'd been waiting specifically for him. She was somewhere in her late fifties, silver-haired, with the particular expression Nashville occasionally produced in people who had seen enough of the city's machinery to understand exactly how it worked and had decided to stay anyway.

"Luke Mercer," she said. Not a question.

Luke stopped just inside the door. "You recognized me."

"Second night." She picked up a glass and started polishing it with a cloth that had probably polished ten thousand glasses before it. "First night I just had a feeling."

He settled onto a barstool. The question that mattered most came out before he could consider how it sounded. "Does Daisy know?"

"No." Stella set the glass on the shelf and reached for another. "And that's my preference."

He hadn't expected that. "Why?"

She looked at him then — a long, assessing look, the kind that was making a decision rather than gathering information. "Because this city does one of two things to people," she said. "It grows them or it grinds them down. Daisy is still somewhere between the two. I want her to know where she stands before someone else tells her where she stands."

Luke said nothing.

"What do you want from her?" Stella's voice wasn't hard, but it was direct in the way of someone who had long since stopped seeing the point of approaching things sideways.

"I don't know yet." It was the most honest answer he had, and he knew it. Music, yes — what she wrote on those napkins had done something to him he was still trying to understand. But whether it was only that, he hadn't gotten there yet.

Stella studied him for a moment longer. Then she set a glass of whiskey on the bar in front of him. "Honest answer," she said. "I respect that." She paused, folding the cloth over the edge of the sink. "But understand something. Daisy didn't come to Nashville for money or for a spotlight. She came because she can't help the music. There's a difference between those two kinds of people, and you know it, because you used to be the second kind."

The weight of that sat between them.

The kitchen door swung open and Daisy came through carrying a tray stacked with clean glasses, saw Luke at the bar, and smiled. Not a polished smile, not a customer-service smile — just the unrehearsed expression of someone genuinely glad to see a familiar face.

"You're back," she said.

"Good whiskey," Luke said.

Daisy laughed and glanced at Stella. "Tell her that. I just carry the trays." She moved past him toward the far end of the bar, then stopped and turned back, like she'd been holding something and decided to put it down. "I was thinking about what you said last night. About what I wrote." She looked at the tray rather than at him. "Nobody's ever — " She stopped. Started again differently. "Anyway. Thank you."

She moved away before he could respond.

Luke turned back to his whiskey. Stella was wiping the counter, her face giving nothing away, but he had the distinct sense that she was tracking everything with the quiet precision of someone who'd been watching this particular kind of story unfold for thirty years.

"You haven't told her your name," Stella said.

"No."

"When are you going to?"

Luke turned his glass slowly on the bar. "When the time's right."

Stella made a sound that
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