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”The truth has a way of rising, like good dough.”

- Engraved on a Seiko watch, provenance unknown
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Chapter One: Homecoming 
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I have eaten in forty-three states, eight countries, and one food truck that was legally registered as a boat. I have reviewed a Michelin-starred restaurant in Paris where the chef wept openly when I didn’t finish the amuse-bouche. I once described a bowl of ramen in Hokkaido as “a hug from the universe filtered through pork fat,” and my editor called it the best sentence of my career, which either says something about the ramen or something depressing about my career.

None of that prepared me for Millhaven, Illinois, on a Wednesday morning in October, with a dead grandmother’s house key digging into my palm and the GPS confidently telling me I had arrived at my destination while I sat in a gas station parking lot that had not, to any objective observer, changed since 1987.

The pump said PAY INSIDE ONLY. Inside smelled like pine-scented air freshener and forty years of cigarette smoke making a truce they both hated. A man behind the counter looked at me the way people in small towns look at you when you are from Chicago and your rental car has the wrong plates - not hostile, exactly. More like he was already composing what he would tell his wife.

“You June’s girl?” he said.

I had been in Millhaven for eleven minutes.

“I’m Lenora Cole’s granddaughter,” I said, which was accurate and also a deflection so old I could do it in my sleep. “She passed last month. I’m here to clear out the house.”

He nodded slowly, the way people nod when they already knew what you just told them and are being polite about it. “Mara, right?”

“Right.”

“Donnie Pruett,” he said, extending a hand across the counter. His palm was dry and warm and he shook with the firm sincerity of a man who had spent his entire life in a place where handshakes still meant something. “Lenora was a good woman. Best corn casserole in three counties. You want coffee?”

I wanted to sell a house, drive back to Chicago, and pretend that Millhaven, Illinois was still just the return address on the occasional birthday card I’d never opened. But the coffee smelled honest, and I was running on four hours of sleep and a gas station granola bar from somewhere around Kankakee.

“Sure,” I said. “Thank you.”

He poured it in a Styrofoam cup without asking how I took it, handed it over, and waved off my card. “On the house. Welcome home.”

I did not correct him on the home part. It wasn’t worth the explanation.

The coffee was terrible in the very specific way that gas station coffee in small towns is terrible - too hot, too old, aggressively mediocre - and I stood in the parking lot with my rental car making settling noises and drank every drop of it, because it was exactly what I needed.

Lenora Cole’s house was three blocks off Main Street on a road called Pear Tree Lane, which had no pear trees on it that I could see, just maples going spectacular in the October cold and a tabby cat who watched me park from the middle of the road with the calm authority of someone who had decided the laws of traffic didn’t apply to her personally.

The house was smaller than I remembered. Or I was bigger. Probably both.

White clapboard, green shutters, the kind of porch where you could imagine someone spending an entire summer without guilt. Flower beds that had gone to seed for the season but still showed evidence of serious attention - someone had deadheaded everything before frost, cut things back with care. The neighbour, probably. Small towns have people who do that. They show up with casseroles when someone dies and cut back the dahlias so they’ll come back in spring. It’s one of the things I don’t know what to do with.

The key turned in the lock the way old keys do, with a satisfying weight, and I stepped inside into the smell of my grandmother’s house - lavender and old wood and something faintly sugary, like the ghost of a thousand baked things.

I stood in the hallway for a moment without moving.

She’d been dead for six weeks. Long enough for the probate court to finalize the estate paperwork and get it to me via certified mail, which was how I’d found out. A letter from a lawyer named Gerald Fitch, informing me that Lenora Anne Cole had passed at the age of eighty-one, in her own bed, in her own house, and had left said house and its contents to her granddaughter, Mara Louise Cole. Full stop.

I hadn’t been to Millhaven in fifteen years. I’d sent Christmas cards when I remembered, which was roughly every third year. Lenora had sent me birthday cards every single year without exception, on the right date, in her careful handwriting, and I had felt guilty about the gap in our correspondence every time one arrived.

Now I was the last Cole in Millhaven, standing in a dead woman’s hallway, holding a Styrofoam coffee cup, and the plan was simple: three days maximum. Call the realtor Gerald Fitch had recommended. Box up the things that mattered, donate the rest. Sign papers. Leave.

Forty-eight hours felt optimistic. Seventy-two was the outside edge. Beyond that lay a category of risk I refused to name.

I was not here to dig up anything. I was here to bury it properly.

The kitchen was the hardest room.

Every grandmother’s kitchen is a specific kind of archaeology - layers of decisions about who she was and what she loved, built up over decades until they become furniture. Lenora’s kitchen had a rooster-themed border along the top of the walls and a collection of ceramic chickens on top of the refrigerator and a wall calendar still showing October, which meant someone had been here recently enough to flip it.

The lawyer, maybe. Or a neighbour.

The calendar had nothing written on most of the squares. But October fifteenth - six days from now - had a note in Lenora’s handwriting: Pearl’s. Friday pie.

I stood at the counter and looked at that for a while.

Pearl’s Diner. I remembered it the way you remember things from before twelve - at a remove, like a dream about a place you’ve been. Counter stools with red vinyl tops. A pie case under glass. Someone always knowing your name.

After my mother left, Lenora had brought me to Pearl’s every Saturday for the year I’d lived with her before the foster care system got its paperwork together. I’d always ordered chocolate milk and waffles. Lenora had always ordered coffee and whatever pie Pearl said was best that day.

I found the bedroom Lenora had always kept made up for me - same blue quilt, same white curtains - and I sat on the edge of the bed and did not cry, which I considered an achievement, and called my editor.

“You there?” Sasha said. She was eating something. She was always eating something.

“I’m here.”

“How is it?”

“Small,” I said. “Smells like lavender. There’s a ceramic chicken situation in the kitchen that will need to be addressed.”

“Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. I’ll be done in three days. Can you push the Nashville piece to next week?”

“Already done.” A pause - Sasha knowing better than to ask what she was wondering. “Mara. If you need time-”

“Three days,” I said. “I’m fine.”

I was completely fine. I was so fine it was almost annoying.

I unpacked my one bag, hung up my one good blazer, and spent the rest of Wednesday going through Lenora’s things with the systematic efficiency of someone who has learned that sentimentality is a project you can always do later, when you’re braver, and that later never arrives so you might as well not start.

By Thursday evening I had fourteen boxes labelled DONATE, four labelled KEEP, and one labelled WHAT DO I DO WITH THIS, which contained a ceramic rooster, two unopened birthday cards addressed to my mother, and a green-ink pen.

I stared at the pen for a while.

Then I put the lid back on the box and went to look for dinner.
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Chapter Two: Pearl’s
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Millhaven’s Main Street ran four blocks and contained, by my count: a hardware store, a pharmacy that doubled as a gift shop, a barbershop, a bank with one teller window, a laundromat, a real estate office that was the realtor Gerald Fitch had recommended, a closed storefront with an OPENING SOON sign that had clearly been there for at least two years, and Pearl’s Diner.

The diner occupied the corner of Main and Elm like it had been placed there on purpose to be the most important building in town, which it probably had. The sign was hand-painted, red letters on white with a little pie illustration that someone with more enthusiasm than talent had added at some point. The windows were steamed from the inside. It was six-thirty on a Thursday evening and the parking lot was more than half full.

I had driven past it on my way into town and told myself I wouldn’t go. I was going to find something practical - there was a sub shop on the edge of town that the gas station attendant had mentioned - and eat it efficiently over the sink in Lenora’s kitchen and continue to be fine.

I was standing in Pearl’s with my coat still on by six thirty-five.

It looked almost exactly the way I remembered, which is a thing that happens in small towns and almost nowhere else. Same counter running the length of the left side, same stools with red vinyl that had been re-covered at some point without changing anything else. Same black-and-white checkered floor. Same glass pie case lit from inside, displaying what appeared to be four varieties in varying states of being consumed.

What I did not remember was Pearl herself, because I had been twelve when I knew her and had not been paying the kind of attention I pay now to the people in rooms.

She came through the kitchen door with a coffee pot in each hand like a woman who had been carrying two coffee pots her entire life and had simply decided to make peace with it. She was somewhere in her mid-to-late sixties, with white hair pinned up in a practical bun and an apron that said PEARL’S in the same red lettering as the sign outside. She had the kind of face that could either comfort you completely or terrify you, depending on what you’d done.

She saw me.

Something moved across her expression - not quite surprise, more like recognition - and she squared her shoulders the tiniest degree before she smiled.

“Honey,” she said, “sit anywhere you like.”

“I don’t really do honey,” I said, which was reflexive and also rude and I heard it the moment it came out of my mouth.

Pearl’s smile didn’t move. “Counter or booth?”

“Booth,” I said. “Sorry. That was - I’ve been having a day.”

“Booth it is,” Pearl said, and she was already moving. “Coffee?”

“Please.”

She poured it before I’d sat down, which is a skill I genuinely respect. The mug was white with a chip on the handle that had been there long enough to be considered a feature. The coffee was - and this is me being precise - excellent. Full-bodied, not over-roasted, kept at exactly the right temperature. I looked up in something approaching surprise.

“Good,” I said, before I could stop myself.

Pearl, who was already three steps away, said, without turning around, “I know.”

I picked up the laminated menu, which was mercifully short - six dinner options, all of which sounded like the kind of food that could fix a fracture in the universe if applied correctly. I ordered the roasted chicken and a side of cornbread and handed the menu back when Pearl returned.

“You’re Lenora’s girl,” Pearl said. Not a question.

“Her granddaughter. Mara Cole.”

“Mara.” Pearl said it the way people in this town apparently said everything - like they already knew it. “I was sorry to hear about Lenora. She came in every Friday. Best table manners of anyone on this counter, and I’ve been running this counter for forty years.”

“She liked it here,” I said.

“She liked the pie.” Pearl’s expression did something complicated and then simplified. “You’ll be here through Friday, I expect.”

It wasn’t quite a question. “Saturday at the latest,” I said.

“Then you’ll want to come in Friday.” She topped up my coffee without asking. “We do a mystery pie on Fridays. Different every week. Nobody knows what it is until Pearl cuts the first slice.”

“I’m a food journalist,” I said, because apparently that was my personality now. “I don’t usually eat things I don’t know the composition of.”

“You ate that coffee fast enough.”

“The coffee I could smell.”

Pearl looked at me steadily. She had, I noticed, very blue eyes for someone with white hair - the clear, settled blue of a sky after weather.

“Come in Friday,” she said. “It’s on me.”

“You don’t have to-”

“I know I don’t.” She tucked her pad away and smiled. “Your grandmother ate here every Friday for thirty years. Her granddaughter can have a free slice of pie.”

She said it in a way that closed the subject without slamming it. I recognized the approach. My grandmother had had it too. So had every foster mother I’d lived with who was worth the word.

I ate the chicken. It was the kind of roast chicken that reminded you why roast chicken was an entire genre of human achievement - brown and herbed and resting in its own juice with a quality of comfort that worked on some cellular level that food writing could not reach.

The cornbread was unspeakably good.

I ate the whole thing, which was not something I always did in restaurants. I took notes on my phone
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