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The bus was fourteen hours late. Annie figured that was the universe's way of telling her she wasn't ready.

She stepped off into Millhaven's tiny terminal at quarter past three in the morning with a duffel bag on one shoulder, a carry-on that had seen better decades, and a knot in her chest that had been tightening since somewhere around the Tennessee border. The terminal was empty except for a security guard asleep at the counter, chin tucked against his chest, a cold cup of coffee beside his elbow. The fluorescent lights buzzed overhead with that particular hum that only exists in places nobody wants to be at three in the morning.

Annie pushed through the glass door and stepped outside.

The smell hit her before anything else did.

Pine and wet earth and something baking somewhere — something with butter and brown sugar, maybe a diner two blocks over running its overnight prep. She hadn't smelled Millhaven in twelve years, and her body remembered it before her brain caught up. Her stomach turned over slowly, not quite nausea, not quite comfort. Something in between that she didn't have a word for.

She checked her phone. No taxis. Of course there were no taxis; this was Millhaven, not Nashville. She pulled up Lena's number, hovered over it, then put her phone away. It was three in the morning. Lena would come — she'd always come — but that wasn't a debt Annie was ready to add to the pile she already owed this town.

She grabbed her bags and started walking.

Main Street was quiet in the way that only small towns can manage, a silence that felt inhabited rather than empty. The pharmacy on the corner still had its yellow sign, faded to the color of old mustard. The municipal building's oak tree had grown so wide its roots had started lifting the sidewalk. The middle school's iron gate still hung slightly crooked on its hinges. Twelve years, and Millhaven looked like a photograph of itself — preserved, sealed, waiting.

She almost let herself feel something soft about that.

Then she saw it.

Where the old vacant lot had been — the weedy quarter-acre where she and Ben used to sit on the hood of his truck and watch thunderstorms roll in from the mountains — there was now a building. Clean lines. Floor-to-ceiling glass. A hand-painted sign in matte black letters above the entrance, elegant in its simplicity.

MERCER'S TABLE Farm to Fork Cuisine

Annie stopped walking.

Her heart knocked once, hard, against her ribs. Just once. She was grateful for that — for the fact that her body still had the decency to be subtle about it.

Ben Mercer. The quiet kid who'd rather read cookbooks than talk at parties. The boy who'd spend entire Saturday afternoons in his aunt Dot's kitchen, reducing stocks and testing herb combinations like it was the only serious work in the world. The boy Annie Dalton had fallen for at sixteen, loved badly, and left at twenty without a note, without a phone call, without a single word of explanation.

She stood there on the empty sidewalk with her bags at her feet and stared at his name on that sign.

The restaurant was dark inside, curtains drawn. No sign of life. Just the name, lit faintly by the streetlamp above it, steady and unbothered, as if it had been there forever and expected to be there long after she was gone again.

Move, she told herself. Keep walking.

She moved.

Dalton's Diner came into view two blocks later, and the tightening in her chest pulled a notch tighter. Her father's restaurant. The place where she'd learned to dice onions at age seven, had burned her first batch of biscuits at nine, had discovered that feeding people could feel like an act of love if you did it right. The place she'd been running from and running toward for the better part of her adult life.

It looked small. It had always been small, but now it looked diminished somehow, like something important had been pressed out of it. The front window had a crack running diagonally through the lower pane. The sign above the door had lost two of its letters. One of the plastic chairs out front had toppled over and nobody had bothered to right it.

Annie bent down and set the chair back on its feet before she went inside.

The back door opened the way it always had — you had to lift the handle slightly before you turned it, a trick she'd learned at age twelve when her father kept saying he'd fix the latch and never did. The kitchen smelled the same as it always had, oil and cooled cast iron and the faint sweetness of the old wooden prep tables that no amount of industrial cleaner could ever fully strip away.

Frank Dalton was asleep in the back room.

He'd fallen asleep in the armchair the way he always did, a magazine open in his lap, his glasses sliding to the end of his nose. But he looked smaller than she remembered. His shoulders had narrowed. The hands folded in his lap were more veined, more weathered. His hair had gone completely white.

Annie stood in the doorway for a long moment and just looked at him.

She crossed the room quietly and reached out, touching his shoulder.

He startled awake. His glasses slipped and she caught them — the same way she'd been catching them since she was ten years old — and held them out to him. He took them, put them on, and looked at her.

He didn't say anything for what felt like a full minute. Just looked, the way you look at something you'd stopped expecting to see.

Then: "You're late."

Annie laughed. She'd wanted to cry but she laughed instead. "The bus was delayed."

"Twelve years delayed," he said. No anger in it. Just weight.

She pulled a footstool close and sat down beside his chair, the way she used to when she was small and the world had been too loud and her father's armchair had been the quietest place she knew. "I'm here now," she said. "That counts for something."

Frank looked at her for another long moment. Then he reached over and covered her hand with his. His grip was still strong.

"The restaurant's in bad shape, Annie."

"I know, Dad."

"You don't," he said. "Not yet. We'll talk in the morning." He squeezed her hand once and let go. "Get some sleep."

She slept on the old couch with a dish towel for a pillow, and she didn't sleep well. The ceiling was white and unfamiliar in the darkness. Every time she closed her eyes, she saw the sign two blocks away, matte black letters, calm and certain.

Mercer's Table.

Ben was still here. Not just his name — he was here, had built something here, had planted roots in this town while she'd spent twelve years running from everything this place meant. She didn't know yet what that would cost her.

She found out sooner than she expected. When she finally drifted off near five in the morning, her last conscious thought was that morning was already coming, that Millhaven did not believe in giving anyone extra time, and that she had never in her life been as unprepared for a sunrise as she was right now.

Frank was up at seven, and the coffee was already bad by the time Annie made it to the kitchen.

She'd been awake for a while, lying on the old couch with her eyes on the ceiling, listening to the sounds of Millhaven coming alive outside. A delivery truck grinding its gears on the hill. Birds going at it in the oak tree by the back fence. Someone down the block dragging trash cans to the curb with no particular concern for how much noise they made. She'd spent twelve years trying to forget what this town sounded like in the morning. Apparently it hadn't forgotten her.

Frank handed her a mug without a word. She drank it. It was over-roasted and over-brewed and tasted like something that had given up on itself, but she wrapped both hands around the mug and didn't put it down.

"When did you last clean the machine?" she asked.

"It works, doesn't it."

"Working and working well are two different things."

Frank sat down at the small table by the window and folded his hands in front of him, the way he always did when he was about to say something he'd been rehearsing. "Before we talk about the restaurant," he said, "you need to understand how bad it is." He didn't look at her. "Three months behind on rent. Two suppliers cut us off. The walk-in cooler needs a new compressor." He paused. "And there's a food festival. Six weeks out. Town's been building it up for two years now — local chefs, farm vendors, the whole thing. If we enter and do well, the prize money covers part of what we owe."

"Then we enter," Annie said.

Frank looked up. "There's a sponsor. Everything runs through the sponsor. Without his sign-off, vendors can't participate." Another pause, longer this time. "I went to see him before you came. He didn't give me five minutes."

Annie waited.

"Ben Mercer."

She didn't move. The mug stayed at her lips and she didn't move.

Frank kept his eyes on his hands. "He turned the festival into something real two years ago. Now it's his show. I thought maybe, if I explained the situation—" He stopped. "He was polite about it. That almost made it worse." He finally looked at her. "Maybe he'd hear it differently, coming from you."

Annie set the mug on the counter. "I need some air," she said.

She didn't wait for a response.

Walking through Millhaven in the early morning felt like flipping through a photo album she hadn't asked to look at. Every block handed her something. The pharmacy on the corner gave her fourteen — the afternoon she and Ben had stood at that window pretending to look at the display while their hands found each other for the first time, both of them staring straight ahead like nothing was happening. The bench by the park gave her seventeen, the night after graduation when they'd sat there until four in the morning talking about everything they were going to do, all the places they were going to go, the way the future had felt like something they could actually hold.

She walked faster.

A bakery she didn't recognize had opened in the spot where the old hardware store used to be. New sign, new awning, no history attached to it. She pushed through the door mostly out of gratitude for that.

It was warm inside and smelled like brown butter and cinnamon and yeast doing exactly what it was supposed to do. The girl behind the counter looked up.

"What can I get you?"

"Coffee," Annie said. "And whatever's good."

The girl smiled. "Cinnamon roll. Just pulled."

"Perfect."

She took the table by the window and watched the street. Millhaven at eight in the morning was exactly what it had always been — shop owners rolling up their gates, an older couple moving through the park at the pace of people who had nowhere to be, a school van making the corner with more confidence than the road probably warranted. Ordinary. Unhurried. The kind of town that made you feel guilty for ever wanting to leave it and guilty all over again for coming back.

"Annie Dalton."

She nearly put her elbow through her coffee.

Lena Park was standing in the doorway with a reusable grocery bag in one hand and an expression that was equal parts surprise and something older, something that had been sitting in a drawer waiting for exactly this moment. She was wearing her work overalls, hair piled up on her head, and she looked almost exactly the same as she had at twenty-two except for the way she was looking at Annie, which was new.

Lena crossed to the table and sat down across from her without being invited. She set her bag on the empty chair and looked at Annie for a long moment without speaking.

"Twelve years," she said finally.

"I know."

"Two messages, Annie. In twelve years. Two."

"The first year I sent more than—"

"Two that counted." Lena's voice wasn't loud. It didn't need to be. "The rest were noise."

Annie looked at her coffee.

Lena leaned forward, dropping her voice. "I know about Frank. Everybody knows about Frank — this is Millhaven, people know things before they happen here. And I know Ben Mercer is running the festival." She sat back. "So you're here because you ran out of other options."

"I'm here because my father is sick and his restaurant is failing."

"Those are the same sentence." Lena studied her for another moment, and then something in her face shifted, not softness exactly, but the particular look of someone who has decided to keep being your friend anyway, against their better judgment. "I've gotten used to watching you leave. It's going to take me a minute to get used to watching you stay."

"Me too," Annie said quietly.

Lena stood and picked up her bag. She was almost to the door when she stopped and turned back. "I'll be at Dalton's at five. I don't know if Frank still wants me there, but if he needs help, I'm not going to make him ask twice." A beat. "You be there too."

The door swung shut behind her.

Annie looked down at her untouched cinnamon roll. The coffee had gone lukewarm. Outside, Millhaven kept moving, indifferent and steady, the way it always had, the way it always would.

She thought about Ben Mercer sitting behind a desk somewhere two blocks away, running a festival, running a restaurant, running his life with the calm efficiency of someone who had decided that the best way to survive losing something was to build something better in its place.

She thought about walking through that door and asking him for a favor.

She picked up the cinnamon roll, took a bite, and stared out the window.

It was the best thing she'd eaten in months. Of course it was. That was exactly the kind of day this was turning out to be.

Annie arrived at a quarter to five and Lena was already there.

She was working a cloth over one of the tables in slow, careful circles, the way you clean something when you're trying not to think about what you're doing. She looked up when Annie walked in, gave a single nod, and went back to the table. No ceremony. That was Lena — she'd said what she needed to say at the bakery, and now they were just two people in a room that needed work.

Annie stood in the doorway and
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