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Chapter One
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There’s a muffled cough, the mechanical creak of a hospital bed and then I hear it. A thin, reedy voice that mumbles half a dozen words.

“You know, I’m not dead yet.”

This comment might have been a bit more reassuring if it hadn’t been almost entirely drowned out by the beeps and whirs of a dozen different machines my decidedly unwell - but apparently still living - father is currently hooked up to.

“Ronnie?” He pulls the oxygen mask away from his face and tries again. “I said I’m fine!”

“You’re not fine, Dad.” I eye the open door to his hospital room and hastily replace his oxygen mask before an officious nurse can come and do it for him. “You had a heart attack.”

Myocardial Infarction, according to the doctor I’ve just spoken to. He’s lucky to be alive. I draw in a shaky breath and check my watch. 

“Mmmf-hmmmf-mmm-buh?”

His oxygen mask is still obediently in place but I can see the twinkle in my dad’s eyes which reassures me that he certainly isn’t dead yet. I arch an eyebrow and he eases the mask by an inch, just enough for him to speak without every word being indecipherable.

“You got somewhere else to be, sweetheart?” He bats his eyelashes at me on the last word, then obediently replaces his mask before waving me towards the door. Go right ahead, the gesture says. Don’t let me keep you.

“You don’t get rid of me that easily.” I perch next to him on the bed, then stoop and press a kiss to his forehead. “Now can you at least try to get some rest until Dr. Stephens comes back?”

“Mmmf-hmmf-mmm-buh!” 

“Hey!” I swat him lightly on the shoulder and obediently get to my feet. There’s no need for him to translate that particular insult. I would if you weren’t taking up so much space. 

“Hey! No beating up the patient on my watch, please!” 

As if on cue, Dr. Stephens strolls back into the room with an affable smile on his face. He glares at my dad and I sense him dropping his hand before he even tries to move his mask.

“Mr. Swan, how’s that IV treating you?” He rounds the bed and examines the line in Dad’s arm, before consulting his chart and making a note of something. “Well, things are looking a lot better than they were this morning! I don’t suppose I need to tell you that. Feeling better?” He lifts his gaze just for a moment and smiles as Dad rolls his eyes. “You will be soon, I promise. Ms. Swan?” He turns to me. “Can I have a word?”

I glance at Dad but I can see his eyelids are already starting to droop, and I decide that us stepping out of his room for a minute might be just what he needs to actually sleep. I follow the doctor into the corridor.

“Ms. Swan.”

“Veronica.” My polite smile falters at the serious note in Dr. Stephen’s voice. “How’s he doing, really?” I didn’t see Dad when they brought him in, but I remember the panic I felt when I got the message that he had been rushed to hospital with a suspected heart attack. If the frail and pale version of my father that’s haunting that hospital bed is him looking a lot better then I can only imagine how dire things were earlier today. I shiver, thinking of how they might have turned out. Or might still turn out. Black spots appear at the edge of my vision and I casually lean one hand on the wall to steady myself. I’m not as good at playing casual as I think. Dr. Stephens steers me toward a bank of chairs lining the corridor.

“How are you?” he asks, frowning at me. “You don’t live here in Westhaven do you?”

“Lincoln,” I say. “It’s not far.” Especially if you take the back roads and ignore all the speed limits. I think back to my chaotic journey here and thank my lucky stars I didn’t pass a police car.

“Hmm.” Dr. Stephens is certainly a lot more perceptive than I usually expect doctors to be but maybe that’s the difference between an occasional visit to a crowded city ER and a small town hospital like this one. 

“I can stay here as long as Dad needs me to,” I say, firmly redirecting Dr. Stephens back to the matter at hand. “How is he, really?”

“Well, he had a very serious episode this morning.” Dr. Stephens glances over his chart. “And it looks like this wasn’t the first attack he’s had, although this was a much more serious incident.” He pauses. “He’s very lucky, Ms. Swan. Next time, he might not be.”

Next time? Dr. Stephens must hear my shocked intake of breath because he lifts his gaze and smiles at me.

“But we’re going to do everything it takes to make sure there never is a next time.” He begins outlining a plan that starts with tests and medication, lifestyle changes, and regular monitoring. “And of course, there’s always a surgical option on the table.” His lips quirk. “If you’ll pardon the pun.”

“Surgery.” I let out a breath I wasn’t even aware I was holding.

“It might be avoidable.” Dr. Stephens shrugs his shoulders. “At the moment there is so much we still don’t know. So I’m going to suggest - very strongly - that your father makes himself comfortable here at St Joseph’s because he’s going to be here for a little while.”

“Right.” I try to smile, but I feel like crying and it’s pretty obvious my attempt at cheer isn’t the least bit convincing. “Well, we’ll do whatever you think is best.”

“Of course you will.” He pats me gently on the shoulder. “I can see you’re a good daughter, Veronica. And your father has a strong will. He’s a fighter. That’s good.”

I pull a face and Dr. Stephens chuckles.

“Trust me. It’s a good thing. He’s got a lot of reasons to keep living, and number one is sitting right here in front of me. We’re going to take good care of your father, and with you here to help we’ll soon get him back on his feet.”

***
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WALKING ALONG THE WESTHAVEN high street is like walking through a memory. It’s actually kind of eerie seeing how little has changed in my hometown since I’ve been gone. It’s only been a few years, I remind myself. What were you expecting? I come to a stop outside the Slice of Life and look up at the retro diner that has been like a second home for me for as long as I can remember. Instead of babysitters, I spent my childhood getting underfoot and eating my body weight in cookie dough. As a teenager, I was either studying in one of the booths here or pulling a waitressing shift to earn my allowance. And not a single thing about it has changed.

“Are you coming or going? Or just blocking the path for fun?”

I turn at the cantankerous, old-man voice and see its owner change from a scowl to a smile.

“Veronica Swan!”

“Mr. Hamilton!” My old English teacher looks a little older and frailer, but he’s in the same plaid button-down and faded chinos that I remember from every third-period literature class I took in high school. 

“You might as well call me George now,” he says, peering down at me from over the top of his wire-rimmed spectacles. “I ain’t Mr. Anybody no more.” He tucks his thumbs into the waistband of his pants and pulls them up, surveying me with suspicion. “So, which is it? Coming? Or going?” He furrows his brow. “Or just standing between me and my afternoon coffee?”

I laugh and jump to the side, ushering him through the door ahead of me.

“That’s more like it,” he grumbles, as he shuffles into the diner. “Matthew! Found a stray. Where’s my coffee?”

As I cross the threshold of the diner my heart plummets. Matt is here? My mind catches up a moment later. Of course Matt is here. Where else would he be at three o’clock on a Tuesday afternoon?

“Coming right up, Mr. Ham - ah - George.” 

The familiar voice of my oldest friend floods me with such warmth and affection after the emotional turmoil of the past twenty-four hours that I barely have time to process it before he comes into view, his cheerful expression shifting into a grin as he recognizes me.

“No way!”

Before I have time to protest, he vaults over the counter, sliding nimbly past George Hamilton to wrap me in the kind of bear hug I haven’t experienced since leaving Westhaven to go to college. It’s exactly what I’ve needed, and I lean into it for all of a moment before we both stiffen and break apart, feeling shy and sheepish at the realization we aren’t kids anymore, and we haven’t seen each other - or even spoken to each other - in years.

“How’s your dad?” Matt asks, taking a step back and beckoning me further into the diner. “I couldn’t believe it when I heard what happened. Is he allowed visitors yet?”

I shake my head.

“Not yet. Hopefully in a day or two. They’re keeping him in for a little while for observation and while they tinker with his meds. Then home.” I smile, wryly. “And a lifestyle overhaul.”

“Oh, he is going to love that.”

“It’s better than the alternative,” I say, shaking my head before the worst-case scenario alternative can settle for too long in my imagination. “They’re threatening him with surgery if we can’t make some major changes.”

“Oof.” Matt glances over his shoulder at a rack of pre-cut cakes and pastries. “I guess I’d better work on some heart-healthy alternatives to all this then, huh?” He winks. “Don’t want to lose my best customer.”

Mr. Hamilton pointedly clears his throat as he makes his way slowly to a booth and carefully slides in.

“One of my best customers.”

“That’s better.” The old man smacks his hand against the tabletop. “Now where’s my coffee?”

“Coming right up.” Matt shoots me an amused look. “You want a slice of pie to go with that? Or can I persuade you to try my apple pancakes? I’m still tweaking the recipe and could use your expert opinion...”

“I’m assuming those apple pancakes come doused in cinnamon?” 

Matt nods.

“Better not, in that case. I’m allergic, and despite having me on pills for just about every other ailment there is they haven’t cured that just yet.” Mr. Hamilton shimmies in his seat. “So many pills I practically rattle. Trust me, you two, getting old ain’t for the weak, that’s for sure. Veronica!”

He shifts so quickly into barking my name that I jump.

“Come and sit down. You can tell me everything you’ve been up to since you left this dead-end town.”

Exchanging a glance with Matt I obediently hurry along to Mr. Hamilton’s booth and slide in opposite him.

“There’s not much to tell,” I begin, feeling the sharp scrutiny of his dark eyes from behind his glasses. 

“I find that hard to believe. Westhaven High’s star pupil gets an academic scholarship to a top college and shoots off like a rocket, never to be seen again.”

“Until now.” I’m grateful when Matt appears, carrying two cups of coffee that he places silently on the table before winking at me and retreating. 

We both grew up with George Hamilton as our English teacher and I’m sure he’s been a victim of this kind of inquisition himself before now.

“So how is your dad, really?” Mr. Hamilton asks, after taking a sip of his coffee. “Heart attack, wasn’t it?” He thumps his chest. “’Bout the only thing of mine that still works without help is the old ticker.” He frowns. “You tell him we’re all pulling for him, won’t you?”

I’m touched by the affection in the older man’s eyes and reassure him that I will.

“’Course I’m pretty sure he just did it to get out of paying his debts.”

“What?”

“Gambling debts. Poker.” Mr. Hamilton snorts into his coffee. “Don’t look so scandalized. We only play for pennies. And bragging rights.” He knocks on the surface of the table. “You tell Ed I’m keeping track and we can pick right up where we left off once he’s back on his feet.”

“Here! I made a fresh batch just for you.”

Matt appears at our table again, this time with two plates boasting a freshly made stack of pancakes. The scent of sugared apples makes my mouth water and I eagerly dive in, relishing my first bite and realizing just how long it’s been since I ate anything.

“Dig in,” Matt encourages Mr. Hamilton, who’s warily eyeing his stack. “There’s no cinnamon, I promise.”

“Well, alright.” He takes a dubious bite, then smiles. “Very good.” A second and third bite follow swiftly before he lifts his fork in an appreciative salute. “You know, Matthew, you should think about running a diner. You’ve got the knack.”

Matt laughs and retreats to the counter, leaving me and Mr. Hamilton to enjoy our meal in peace.

“So, how’s work?” Mr. Hamilton asks after a minute or two. “They ok with you taking some time off?”

“I can work remotely,” I say, automatically. 

“What about your friends? Boyfriend?”

“They’re fine. They understand.” This particular line of questioning does a number on my appetite and after a few more bites I push my plate away, half-finished.

“So you’re going to be staying in Westhaven for a while?”

“Looks like it.” I drum my fingers on the table, wondering how and when I’ll be able to extricate myself from Mr. Hamilton’s grip. It’s not that I don’t enjoy catching up with my favorite former teacher, but I can live without his scrutiny. Maybe if my life wasn’t such a disaster before I got called home...

“You’ll be here for the pie festival, then.”

“The what?”

Mr. Hamilton eyes me over the top of his glasses, then carefully puts down his knife and fork and speaks slowly, as if addressing a very small child.

“The Westhaven Winter Pie Festival. I mean, I guess October isn’t exactly Winter, but...”

“They still have that?”

“They most certainly do. It’s the highlight of the social season for some people.” He raises a hand and waves to get Matt’s attention, then beckons him back over to join us.

“What’s up?” Matt notices my plate. “You didn’t like them? Let me make you something else.”

“No, no!” I keep hold of my plate and smile at his eagerness to please. “They’re great. I’m just not very hungry.”

“In that case...” Mr. Hamilton leans across the table and spears one of my untouched pancakes with his fork, adding it to his own pile. When he speaks again, his words are muffled with chewing and I see Matt stifle a laugh. “Matthew, tell Veronica here she ought to take part in the pie festival.”

“You ought to take part in the pie festival,” Matt repeats automatically, then nods at me. “No, really. You should!”

“Are you entering?”

“I’m not allowed.” He lays a hand over his chest. “No professionals permitted.” He winks. “But you....”

“Well, I’m the daughter of a professional.” I think of my dad, and then remember his cooking skills didn’t exactly pass to me. “I’ll think about it,” I say, privately vowing to avoid both competing and attending the festival. There’s nothing like a small-town gathering to get the gossip circling, and if there’s one thing I can live without, it’s Westhaven’s Women’s League zeroing in on me and my failure to reach my potential.

“Matthew can’t take part, but he could certainly help you out, couldn’t you, Matt?” Mr. Hamilton eyes Matt with a mysterious gleam in his dark eyes. “That is if his girlfriend hasn’t already got a claim on every free hour he has...”

Girlfriend? I look at Matt but he’s already retreating to greet his next customer, who comes flying through the door, filling the diner with a shrill, one-sided argument.

“Well, of course I tried that, Erik. I’m not stupid. But -” She seems to notice for the first time that she’s in a public place and her whole demeanor shifts. “I’ll have to call you back.” She ends the call and drops her phone into the kind of designer purse I’ve only ever seen knock-off versions of up close. I turn away but not quickly enough.

“Veronica? Is that you?” Heels clatter noisily on the diner’s worn parquet floor as my former high-school nemesis stalks towards us and I see Mr. Hamilton settle comfortably into his side of the booth to watch our reunion with amusement. “It is! I can’t believe it!” She leans down and drops a noisy air kiss somewhere in the vicinity of my cheek. “Veronica Swan!”

“Bella Duke.” I try and fail to inject my voice with enthusiasm.

“Not Duke.” Bella shakes her head and then shoves her left hand into my face, almost taking my eye out with the huge rock that adorns her ring finger, alongside a matching wedding band. “Bella Villodan now.”

“Oh.” I smile. “Well, congratulations.” I sift through my memories for why that last name sounds familiar. “Wait, Villodan like Erik Villodan?”

“That’s right.” Bella nods smugly. “We’ve been married two years now.”

“Congratulations,” I say again, biting my lip to keep from asking what happened to Erik’s first wife. Christina had been a couple of years older than us at school like Erik was, but they’d been the golden couple for years and got married right after graduation. They always seemed so perfect together but I guess appearances can be deceptive.

“So what are you doing here?” Bella bumps me along the booth and slides in next to me, not giving me a chance to protest. “I thought you were some high-flying...something...” She looks at me, her smile faltering into a barely constrained grimace and I self-consciously brush a lock of loose hair behind one ear, hastily buttoning up the faded knit cardigan I pulled on at stupid-o’clock this morning when I first got the call to come home. I haven’t even looked in a mirror and dread to think what I look like next to prim, perfect Bella Duke. Bella Villodan. That’s going to take some getting used to.

“My dad,” I begin.

“Oh, yes of course!” Bella’s voice drips with faux concern. “I heard all about it. A heart attack, wasn’t it? Well, how lovely that he could hang on long enough for you to come home and say your goodbyes.”

“He’s going to be just fine,” I say, frostily. “But your concern is appreciated. I’ll tell him you said hello.”

“Oh!” Bella giggles awkwardly and slides back out of the booth. “Of course. Well, if you need anything, anything at all, you know exactly where to find me!” She glances dismissively in Mr. Hamilton’s direction then turns to find Matt and order her coffee. If I didn’t know him better, I’d say he was hiding, but then he appears out of nowhere, clutching a refillable cup that boasts an elegant diamante B and holds it out to Bella.

“Your usual,” he says, then hovers in place for a moment.

“Thank you, Matthew, darling! Now, about this evening. I told Erik we’d meet you and -”

“Yep, great!” Matt cuts her off and turns abruptly to me. “Did Veronica tell you she’s planning to enter this year’s Pie Festival?”

“Really?”

I was all set to deny this allegation, but something in Bella’s snort of amusement sets my teeth on edge. She is still the same mean girl I remember from high school, only with a cash injection and a new husband to prop up her power stance.

“I’m thinking about it,” I say, tilting my chin to look her in the eye. “It’s been a while since I baked anything, but -”

“Well, it’s an open competition,” Bella says, with a disdainful sniff. “Even to amateurs.” Her phone starts buzzing noisily in her purse and she reaches for it, glancing warily at me and Mr. Hamilton before accepting the call and hurrying away without another word.

“If I didn’t know better, Veronica, I’d take that as a challenge.”

I glance at Mr. Hamilton and see his dark eyes twinkling behind his glasses. I don’t have the energy for challenges right now, but if it means knocking Bella off her perch at last, then maybe I can make an exception...
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Chapter Two
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In some ways, it’s like nothing has changed at home, either. Sure, the yard is looking more than a little overgrown, the porch needs a fresh coat of paint and there’s a stack of unread mail, unpaid bills, and old newspapers piled high just inside the door, but home is still home. I step carefully over the threshold and draw a breath, then grimace. It doesn’t take me long to find the source of the smell. Old pizza, stale and greasy, along with dirty dishes lining just about every available surface of the kitchen. I survey the place, taking in one domestic disaster after another. It’s a good job I came home when I did, I think, wrinkling my nose as I open the empty refrigerator. If the heart attack hadn’t got Dad, then e coli would! 

“Well,” I declare to the empty house. “I do need to keep busy!” 

I start with the kitchen, stacking and rinsing plates before loading the dishwasher. I can’t find any evidence of cleaning supplies, and that brings my impromptu session to a sudden stop. I whip out my phone, open up the notes section, and start composing a shopping list. Clorox. Lots of it. I trace a path through the kitchen into the living room and run a finger along the mantelpiece. Furniture polish. Garbage bags... I open the door to the dining room and abruptly back out, closing it again. The dining table is drowning under piles of paperwork and I realise Dad hasn’t been coping for a while. More than a while, I think as I pass a stack of bills marked urgent that haven’t even been opened yet. I frown, wondering just when my confident, capable father stopped managing to run his own household. It’s not like he hadn’t had practice! After losing Mom when I was still in elementary school, the Swan household had functioned pretty well just the two of us, with the occasional visit of my grandmother or my aunt whenever life got especially hectic at the diner. But I guess things have changed here in all sorts of ways I didn’t notice at first.

Snatching up my car keys I head straight for the door, planning on a quick dash into town before returning and setting to on the house. I haven’t even ventured upstairs yet, but I’m willing to bet there will be plenty to do before I can even think of turning in for the night. I stifle a yawn and pull the front door open, then reel back in surprise to find a woman standing on my front porch with her hand raised as if about to knock.

“Oh!” A brassy laugh sounds and the woman totters backwards. “That can’t be Veronica, can it?”

“It most certainly can,” I will myself to smile. “Good afternoon, Mrs. Kaufman.” I’d recognize that laugh anywhere. And that hairstyle, which I don’t think she’s changed in the last twenty years. “How can I help you?”

“Actually, I’m here to help you, dear.” It’s then that I realize Mrs. Pamela Kaufman hasn’t come empty-handed. She shoves a covered casserole dish in my direction and waits expectantly for me to take it, which, after a moment’s hesitation, I do. 

“Thank you?” I can’t stop my voice from rising at the end of my sentence, turning my words into a question.

“You’re welcome, dear.” Mrs. Kaufman looks at me, then leans in, frowning. “How is your poor father?”

“Oh!” Truth dawns on me and I hug the pie dish a little closer. The Westhaven Prayer Chain must have been working overtime. And I dread to think what the rumor mill has been up to! “He’s - he’s doing ok, thank you.” I smile or try to. “It’s going to be quite a long road from here, I think. He’ll be staying in the hospital for now.”

“That poor man!” Mrs. Kaufman clucks her tongue. “But at least you’ll be here to look after things when he comes home, now, won’t you? I always think it’s a shame for these poor older gentlemen, widowers, and bachelors, you know, well, it’s just not right, is it? They live alone, they never see other people, and well, you can’t tell me a man is really capable of keeping house without a woman there to run around after him.” She beams at me, and I feel my inner feminist firing up to set Pamela Kaufman straight on a few things, like the fact that we are living in the actual 21st century and men are just as capable as women of keeping a house clean and tidy. Then I recall the chaos I’m leaving behind me and I slip carefully out of the house, letting the front door swing closed behind me. The last thing I need is for her to realize just how badly my father has been managing without me here. Guilt gnaws at me and I shift my hold on the heavy casserole dish.

“Well, at least you won’t have to worry about cooking tonight!” Pamela says. “You enjoy that pot roast, dear, and I’ll be back tomorrow with something else. You eat normal food, still, don’t you?”

“I -”

“I know a lot of you young people get all sorts of ideas when you move to the city.” She purses her lips. “My Julia came home from college for the summer and declared she was a vegan. ‘Course that only lasted long enough for us to take her down to the ice cream parlor on Seventh and Main, but you know -”

“This is very kind of you, Mrs. Kaufman,” I interject, wondering if I’ll ever make it off my porch and on with the rest of my jobs before Pamela Kaufman tells me another long and meandering story about her high-achieving daughter. I’m trying to think of a way to delicately extract myself from her story when the shrill beep of a car horn interrupts us and we both turn to see a close-cut grey bobbed head bent over the steering wheel of an old minivan.

“Goodness! There’s that Jennifer Gould not giving me five minutes to pass the time of day! Wave, Veronica, dear, so she can see I’m not just standing around chattering without a purpose.”

I clumsily shift my hold on the casserole dish, only narrowly avoiding dropping it as I free one hand to wave.

“I supposed I’d better go,” she says, with a regretful glance my way. “Your house was the first on our list, but there are quite a few different townsfolk we have to deliver to today.” She drops her voice to a whisper. “Older folk, you know. Alone. Infirm. Without family.”

Without family? I prickle and can feel my cheeks start to burn. What am I? Chopped liver?

“Now you feel free to sing out if you need anything while you’re in town, won’t you, dear?” Mrs. Kaufman seems entirely oblivious to any slight as she bustles back down the path toward her friend. “And you tell your father we townswomen haven’t forgotten him!” Her eyes sparkle as she turns back to me. “We like to do our bit to make sure these old dears don’t feel entirely forgotten by the world!”

Old dears? Forgotten by the world? My embarrassment turns to amusement and I manage to hold in a snicker until Pamela and Jennifer drive away. My father is a lot of things, but even laid up in the hospital I can’t conceive of him being old. And forgotten? He owns the most popular diner in all of Westhaven. Without Eddie Swan, there’d be no Slice of Life diner, and without the Slice, Westhaven would be a very different place indeed.

***
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A QUICK DASH TO THE store and I’m soon home again to clean before I give my baking muscles a workout. The trouble is, it turns out I don’t really have baking muscles.

I look around the chaotic kitchen, battling a heavy weight of disappointment. All the effort I made to clean and tidy the place has been undone by my evening’s attempts at baking, and I still don’t have a pie worth eating. I sniff, and somewhere buried beneath the cinnamon, sugar, and flour that coat every available surface I smell something burning. 

“Oh no!”

Oh yes. I yank open the stove door and choke in a cloud of black smoke that billows out into the kitchen. Using the edge of a dish towel I grip the pie dish and lift it out, wincing as the edge of my thumb catches the red-hot rim of the dish. I drop it unhappily onto the stove-top, next to its cousins, and survey the evening’s three dismal attempts at pumpkin pie. The first looks pretty near perfect, except for the slice I cut to try - and discarded as soon as I discovered something had gone very wrong indeed with my efforts. For my second pie, I followed the recipe exactly, double and triple-checking every ingredient before it went into the bowl. It’s still raw in the middle, despite the edges burning to a crisp. This third effort is burned all the way through, I reckon, and I don’t plan to even attempt to chisel it out of the pan to eat.

So much for teaching Bella a lesson. The only thing that’s going to come out of my entry to the Winter Pie Contest is going to be humiliation. That’s if I don’t manage to poison one of the judges with my appalling attempts at baking!

I grab a dishcloth and start wiping up the worst of the cinnamon-coated countertop but before I clean more than a couple of inches there’s a knock at the door.

If that’s Pamela Kaufman come to bring me another meal and poke around for gossip about Dad, so help me...

I toss the dishcloth aside and hurry to answer the door, surprised to find a familiar figure on the other side.

“Matt!”

“I come bearing gifts.” Matt thrusts a bag at me and I look down at it, nodding when I see the wrapped leftovers from the diner’s day. “Some of the pastries will be going stale by now, but everything’s still edible.” He hesitates. “Or I could make you something fresh?” The scent of burned sugar and cinnamon reaches his nostrils and he pushes the door open, striding past me into the house without waiting for an invitation. “Ronnie. What have you been doing?”

“Baking!” I hurry after him, pausing to put the bag of baked goods down on the coffee table in the living room as Matt strides straight into the kitchen. “It’s a bit of a mess...” 

“A bit?” Matt laughs, then goes to examine my pies with a grimace. “Are any of these edible?”

“Not particularly.” 

He grabs a fork and digs into one, then spits out his mouthful without swallowing.

“What did you do to this pie?”

“I’m not quite sure.” I bite my thumbnail. “But I have a feeling that what I thought was sugar...wasn’t sugar.”

“Salt.” Matt looks for a clean glass and fills it from the faucet, draining the whole eight ounces before turning to look at me. “And you know the cinnamon is supposed to go into the pie filling, not onto every available surface you have.” He nods at me. “And the chef.”

I brush my cheek, mortified at the layer of dust that comes away on my hand. 

“You were serious this afternoon about entering the pie contest, then?” He leans one hip against the counter and surveys me with amusement. “Since when does Bella Villodan’s opinion matter to you?”

“It doesn’t!” I go back to cleaning, grateful for something to distract me from looking at Matt’s warm brown eyes. “I just thought it’d be good to do something community-minded while I’m back in town. Something to keep me busy and distracted while Dad’s in the hospital.”

“Ah.”

Matt’s phone pings with a notification and when I risk a glance at him he’s hastily tapping out a response to it. He catches my eye and straightens, sliding his phone back into his pocket.

“Well then. It’s a good job I’m here to help you, isn’t it?” He yanks open the dishwasher and begins stacking it with all the dishes I’ve made a mess of in my abortive baking attempts and I watch, too stunned to respond at first. “We need to clear the decks a bit before we can get started,” he says, nodding at the dripping dishcloth uselessly clutched in my hand. “You clean the countertops, I’ll wash the dishes. We can have something to eat and then, once the dishwasher is done, I’ll show you how to make the kind of pumpkin pie that will make Bella Villodan eat her words.” He grins.

My heart lifts. This is certainly a better option than how I had been spending my evening. With two of us on the task, we soon restore order to the kitchen, and then flop down on the sofa while we wait for the dishwasher to finish its cycle. I dig through the bag of food Matt brought and find there’s enough to stretch for several meals if I’m careful.

“Oh, and Pamela Kaufman dropped off a casserole, too.” I think of the dish sitting patiently in the refrigerator, then look back at the stuffed Tupperware boxes Matt brought with him. “Is that red beans and rice?”

“Of course.” Matt hands me the dish and a plastic fork. “You don’t think I’d forget to bring your favorite dish with me, do you?”

I smile and dig in, as Matt leans back on the sofa, puts his feet up on the coffee table, and grabs the TV remote. It’s almost like old times. Almost...

Ping!

Ping ping ping!

I watch out of the corner of my eye as Matt wriggles around to locate his phone, and then scrolls through his messages. He’s halfway through typing a reply when another comes in.

Ping!

Ping ping!

“Someone’s popular,” I say, taking another bite of my meal. 

“Yeah, sorry about that.” Matt smiles as he focuses on his phone, tapping it a few times before sliding it away. He looks at me and frowns. “Eat up! I saved that especially for you. Had to fight off at least three Westhaven regulars to make sure there was enough.”

“I’m honored.”

“You should be.” He winks at me then turns back to the TV and his own meal, shoveling in fork after forkful as he catches up with the football scores.

“How is the diner doing, really?” My voice sounds quiet even to my own ears and when Matt doesn’t immediately answer I wonder if he hasn’t heard me. “I mean, I can help out in whatever way you need while I’m here. I know with Dad being in hospital you’re kind of left to run things on your own, and -”

Matt switches off the TV and then turns to look at me, his features pinched with concern.

“Ronnie, I’ve been running the diner on my own for years. Edgar signed the whole thing over to me months and months ago. Didn’t he tell you?”

The flavored rice turns to ash in my mouth and it takes me an effort to chew and swallow without choking. Matt is watching me carefully and I’m still struggling to make sense of his words.

“What?”

“Your dad sold me the diner outright. The Slice of Life is mine.”
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Chapter Three
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I hurry into the hospital on the very edge of visiting hours, scooting past the judgmental eyes of more than one nurse as I slide into my dad’s room just before the clock ticks over.

“They’ll throw you out in a minute.”

Dad’s voice is sleepy, but when I look his way he’s smiling, which makes me smile too. I cross the room and hug him, amazed at the difference in just the last few hours.

“No oxygen mask?”

“They said I didn’t need it.” He brushes an imaginary piece of lint off his shoulder, like being elevated to just room air is some great personal achievement. “I told you. I’ll be home again in no time.”

“I’m sure you will.” I settle into the chair next to his bed and stifle a yawn. I spent all of today running around trying to organize things for when Dad comes home - as well as putting in a ton of extra hours at work. I wince, recalling the less-than-sympathetic video call I had with my boss about my messy work schedule and the stark reminder that I’m not exactly irreplaceable.

And that was all around baking the perfect pumpkin pie, thanks to all the tips Matt gave me last night. I was determined to make my entry entirely by myself, but I certainly wouldn’t have been as successful without his advice. And of course, my baking efforts today led to yet more chaos in the kitchen. I managed to make a dent in the worst of the mess, but there’ll be plenty to do before I get to go to sleep tonight. The thought makes me yawn again and I turn my head, hoping Dad doesn’t notice. No chance.

“Tired?”

“We didn’t all get to spend today in bed,” I tease him. “After work, I ducked into the Slice of Life to check on things. Matt is doing a good job of keeping things ticking over, you’ll be pleased to know. And I can pitch in while I’m in town, too. So you don’t need to worry about the business.”

Dad nods, but his smile doesn’t quite reach his eyes. I watch him carefully, holding my breath to see if he’ll take this opportunity to tell me what Matt already confided. Oh, by the way, sweetheart, we don’t own our family business anymore. I probably should have mentioned that, huh?

“There’s no rush for you to get back on your feet,” I say, willing him to tell me the truth. “I’m sure Matt and I can manage between the two of us.” I feel my cheeks heat as I say this and make a show of tugging my hair out of its messy ponytail and plaiting it. This buys me a second or two to get my features back under control and when I risk a glance at my dad I see his gaze is averted. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he looked...guilty. As he should! I don’t care about him selling the business, but I can’t believe he never even told me! My stomach turns over as I think of everything else my dad has neglected to mention lately. Like maybe the fact that Matt is in a relationship. I was going to find that out sooner or later, but it would have been good to have a heads-up! 

I shouldn’t mind, and I don’t. Not really. Matt and I may have grown up together but we hadn’t been close in a long time. I just thought I still knew what was going on in his life.

“So, about the diner -”

“You don’t need to worry about that, sweetheart.” Dad reaches for my hand and squeezes. “Matt can handle everything just fine.”

I open my mouth to protest but something in Dad’s gaze stops me in my tracks. He doesn’t know that Matt told me the truth about the diner, but he’s certainly not about to tell me himself now. And if I don’t want to get into an argument, I’m going to have to let it go. For now, at least.

Fine. I arrange my features into a smile, reminding myself that my dad is in a hospital bed recovering from a heart attack and now is probably not the time to rake over his business affairs.

“I made a start on cleaning the house.” I cringe, thinking about my feminist foremothers banging their heads against the kitchen sinks they spent their lives chained to and carry on, regardless. “There’s still some more work to do, but everything will be sorted before you come home.”

“Sorted?” Dad bristles. “It was fine just the way it was.”

“Right.” I frown, wondering if he has any idea what chaos he’s been living in for the past however long. “Well, anyway, we’ll need to rearrange a few things for when the doctors discharge you.”

“How so?”

Jeez, this father of mine is suspicious!

“You might have to sleep downstairs for a little while,” I tell him, saving the suggestions for a regular visiting nurse and an exercise program and various other steps Dr. Stephens outlined for another day.

“I can climb a flight of stairs,” Dad grumbles. “You don’t need to change a thing. I’ve managed just fine until now, I -”

“And Mrs. Kaufman stopped by with a casserole,” I put in, stopping him before he can get in full Edgar Swan flow. I hear one of the machines next to him start to beep insistently and worry about his blood pressure.

“Pamela Kaufman?”

“Do you know any other?” I roll my eyes, then notice the hint of a smile on my father’s face and fight the urge to recoil. My father and...Pamela Kaufman?! Time to change the subject again, and fast! “And I ran into Mr. Hamilton yesterday. He asked to be remembered to you.”

Now it’s Dad’s turn to roll his eyes.

“He still talking about being escorted off high school property in disgrace?” He sniffs. “Or that ridiculous feud he’s caught up in with those neighbors of his?”

“He said not to worry about the gambling debts.” I lift my eyebrows and feel the tiniest glimmer of satisfaction at the way Dad hunches down into his pillows, his features pinched and blushing. “Poker, Pa? Really?”

“It was barely even poker,” he protests. “Just a chance to sit around and shoot the shi - ah, breeze.” He grins and I reach into my purse for the handful of papers I scraped together that looked the most urgently in need of a response.

“I’m sure you won’t mind me taking care of these while you’re laid up in here, then? You know, when the bills start coming with red final warning notices stamped right there on the envelope that means you actually have to do something about them.”

“I meant to get to them...” He tugs uncomfortably on the neck of his hospital gown. “If we tell ‘em I’ve just had a heart attack do you think they’ll give us an extension? Maybe waive them altogether?”

“You’re not very well acquainted with the IRS, are you, Pops?” I laugh and lean forward to brush his thinning grey hair out of his eyes. I press my forehead against his and drop my voice to a whisper. “You had me worried, you know. Don’t do that again!”

“Got you to come home for a visit, though, didn’t it?” He winks at me then grows serious. “I’ll be alright, kiddo. Don’t worry. It’s going to take a lot more than some dumb ol’ heart attack to keep Edgar Swan off the floor.”

“It better. Now you settle in and get some more sleep. Your nurse is going to come and turf me out of here any minute now.” I hear the slap-slap-slap of sensible shoes on linoleum and get reluctantly to my feet. “I’ll be back in the morning, ok? I’m going to stop in on my way to the pie festival.” I wink. “And then again in the afternoon, with my winners’ ribbon. They said you might even be able to go home if everything keeps trending upwards. But only if you rest, so you can get a jump on that now, alright? Take care.”

“You too, Ronnie.” He’s yawning now and I can see the very moment sleep sweeps over him like a blanket. I creep towards the doorway and slip through it just in time to see a nurse shoo me off the ward, and I walk towards my car, exhausted but a lot more confident about Dad’s recovery than I have been.

***
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“RONNIE?” I’M HALFWAY towards my car when a familiar voice stops me in my tracks. This isn’t the shrill, Bella-Duke-Villodan screech that makes my skin crawl. This is an older, huskier version of a voice I know only too well.

“TJ?” I turn around, startled to see my old high school friend looking a lot different from the last time I saw him. Instead of ripped denim and faded cotton, he’s in an actual white coat, looking so smart and clean-cut that I almost don’t recognize him. The hint of stubble and the tiniest glimpse of a tattoo poking out from beneath his sleeves are all the confirmation I need that this is, indeed, my old school friend. “Wow, look at you!”

“Quite the glow up, right?” He laughs, then holds his hands out to me in an awkward half-hug I am only too grateful to accept. “Are you ok?”

I draw in a shaky breath and smile, but I guess it’s not all that convincing. TJ slings an arm around my shoulders and turns me back towards the hospital.

“Come on. I’ll show you where the good snacks are.”

“You...work here?” I still can’t quite make the picture I’m seeing fit with my memories of teen-rebel TJ.

“I’m a pharmacist.” He grins and I can’t help but laugh until he starts to look a little offended. “Hey, it isn’t that funny! Let’s just say I made good use of my misspent youth.” He waves at a couple of staff members as we make our way back through the waiting room and I start to feel a glimmer of newfound respect for my old friend. We pass a couple of different doors and TJ pauses to peer through the windows of a room or two until he finds a space and claims it for us to use. “Sit.” He points me towards a chair. “I’ll be right back.”

He disappears, leaving the heavy hospital door to swing closed behind him and I look around the empty room feeling conspicuously out of place. I shouldn’t be here, and I’m about to make a break for it when TJ comes back, with two candy bars in his hands.

“Alrighty, I might have lied about the good snacks. But I did swipe these from the nurses’ station, so we’d better eat them quickly before anyone notices they’re gone. Peanut crunch or fudge mallow?”

I pick one and he drags a chair over to sit next to me. We eat our candy bars in silence for a minute before TJ starts talking.

“So you’re back in Westhaven.” His eyes narrow. “Why? I thought when you kicked the dust of this one-horse town off your feet that was it for you. Driving off into the sunset, no turning back.” 

“That was the plan.” I sigh. Of all the people I’ve seen since coming back to Westhaven, TJ is probably just about the only one I can be totally honest with. He won’t judge me if he hears my hot-shot career is little more than typing line after line of detailed but dull analysis - and now even that’s rapidly becoming obsolete. He certainly won’t judge me for falling out with my roommate, and if I tell him about my last bad breakup he’s liable to go driving off to find the guy and knock some sense into him with his own two fists. I sigh and decide all that can wait. It wasn’t any of my problems that brought me back to Westhaven, after all. “My dad had a heart attack.”

“What?” He looks up, his mouth full of chocolate, and it takes him a moment of hasty chewing and swallowing before he can speak again. “Oh, Ronnie, I’m sorry. Is he going to be ok?”

“I think so.” I nod, slowly. “It’s going to take some time though. So while he’s recuperating I’m going to be in town looking after him. It’ll be ages before he’s well enough to go back to work, so I guess you’re going to see me working back at the Slice again, just like old times.” I grin and am surprised when TJ’s answering smile is a little hesitant. “What? I’m not above making the odd coffee while I’m in town.” He doesn’t say anything and I nudge his foot lightly with mine. “We can’t all be fancy, white-coat-wearing pharmacists, you know...”

“Hello? Does anybody work in this hospital?”

A shrill voice in the corridor makes both our heads swivel towards it and I feel my features fall in a mirror of TJ’s. No way. I can’t be this unlucky. I thought I already had my high school frenemy run-in for the day under my belt, and I did. My Bella Duke run-in. Bella Villodan. This voice doesn’t belong to Bella Duke-Villodan. It belongs to her high-school bestie, the second of their trifecta of mean girls who terrorized my teenage years. Anna Chambers. The head of the hydra herself.

“I guess some things in Westhaven have stayed exactly the way I remember,” I say, as TJ gets wearily to his feet and sticks his head out into the corridor. I was going to have to cross paths with the queen of mean at some point in my time here, I think, brushing the last of my candy crumbs off my lap and following TJ. I guess there’s no time like the present.

Anna Chambers’s blonde hair is piled on top of her head in a just-the-right-kind-of-tousled up-do, and her irritated expression melts into a smile when she sees TJ and me walking down the corridor towards her.

“Veronica! And TJ.” She turns, then realizes her companion has drifted a little away from her. One superior snap of her fingers brings Caroline Mackie - the third of the Wicked Witches of Westhaven - scurrying to her side. “We wanted to hand out a few fliers.”

“For the pie festival!” Caroline tosses her head, sending her blond beach waves back over one thin shoulder. She holds out a flier and TJ takes it, looking around for someone to hand it off to.

“Uh, thanks.” He passes it to me, then shrugs. “But this is a hospital.”

“What, sick people don’t like pie?” Caroline beams, then glances at her friend, her smile fading. “I guess sick people don’t like pie...”

“Not everyone here is sick,” I say, wondering why I feel an absurd urge to stand up for Caroline Mackie. She’s not exactly the sweet little girl next door she pretended to be in high school, but her malice was always a bit more unintentional than her friends’. Anna Chambers is still looking my way, her eyes narrowed in suspicion.

“You certainly look well, Veronica.” 

I look at the flier for one more beat before lifting my head and meeting Anna’s insincere compliment with an insincere smile. I know I’m a mess. Fortunately, after ten years away from high school, Anna’s opinion isn’t quite as crushing as it once was.

“I’m running on fumes,” I say, with a smile, as I glance at TJ. “My dad is sick.”

“How awful!”

Everything about Anna’s comment is perfectly on point, but there is zero compassion in her features, and her eyes continue to stay fixed on me without even a flicker. 

“He’s going to be ok though, isn’t he, Ronnie?” TJ comes to my rescue, stopping just short of putting an arm around me. I take comfort from his words and nod.

“He’s going to be fine. Eventually.” I pass the festival flier back to Caroline, who takes it and sighs, looking around for somewhere to dump the pile she’s holding.

“So is there anywhere we can leave these?” She stifles a yawn. “We want to make sure the whole of Westhaven knows about the festival.”

“The same festival they have every year at about this time?” TJ’s voice rings with gentle teasing.

“This is the first year I’ve been in charge of the committee.” Anna is all business, and suddenly a few things about Westhaven start falling into place for me. Of course Anna Chambers is running the festival committee. She’s no longer queen of Westhaven High so she’s determined to be queen of Westhaven proper. I watch as she smiles and waves to various townsfolk milling around the waiting area and realize that she’s pretty close to achieving her goal. The same glimmer of annoyance I felt meeting Bella Duke-Villodan earlier sparks back to life inside me and I turn back to Caroline with a smile.

“I already have my entry ready to go.”

“You’re entering?” Her eyes widen in shock and I begin to rethink my sympathy for her. She’s just as awful as her friends.

“Yes.” What’s more, I’m going to win.

“What are you baking?” 

This question comes from TJ, and he’s just as incredulous as Caroline. I shoot him a look and he stammers out a compliment.

“I’m sure whatever it is, it’ll be delicious.” He grins, then rubs his midsection. “Can’t wait to get myself a slice! Tomorrow’s going to be a good day. You’ll be making your usual, won’t you, Anna? Cherry Pie?”

“That’s right.” Anna gives TJ an arch look as if suspecting him of mockery, but he meets her gaze innocently enough. She clicks her fingers again, summoning Caroline to her side. “Come on, let’s get out of here. It’s too late to put out any more fliers now.” They walk away, pausing after a few steps when Anna turns back to me with a syrupy smile. “See you tomorrow, pumpkin!”

I frown, then realize Anna is referencing my pie. How does she know I’m making pumpkin pie? My confidence falters, just a fraction. Because knowledge is power, and if there’s one thing Anna Chambers has always had in this town, it’s power. I guess it won’t be as easy as I thought to strike a blow for democracy around here. But that doesn’t mean I’m not going to try.
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Chapter Four
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My pumpkin pie is a thing of beauty. Even in the middle of a table dominated by other entries, I think it stands just a little bit taller and shines just a little bit brighter.

And then Anna Chambers arrives.

“Oh, doesn’t everything look so lovely!” Her voice is too bright, her smile too wide, and as her gaze locks on mine I know lovely isn’t really what she’s thinking when she surveys the town’s efforts at pie-making. “I don’t suppose there’s even any space for my humble effort!” 

That’s when I notice she hasn’t arrived alone. 

“Matt?”

“Hey, Ronnie.” He looks away from me almost straight away, his fleeting smile lasting only a moment. He’s holding an elegant, ornamental pie dish, an antique if I’m not mistaken, and it might as well be priceless from the careful way he’s holding it.

“I thought professionals weren’t allowed to take part in the contest?” I hear the frostiness in my voice and try to soften it with a smile. “Or is this in another unofficial capacity?”

“What’s that, babe?”

Matt shakes his head at me, almost imperceptibly, and that’s when I realize two things at once. First, that his offer to secretly help me out with my pumpkin pie has to stay just that - a secret - and second, babe, Matt’s secret girlfriend that nobody thought to warn me about is none other than my high-school frenemy, Anna Chambers. I stare just a moment too long as she slides one perfectly toned arm around Matt’s shoulders and leans her head against him.

“I’ll find some space for this,” Matt says, slipping out of her grasp and approaching the table. Her two friends hurry forward and start clearing pies left and right, creating a central circle just big enough to house Anna’s cherry pie which - and I hate to admit this - looks delicious. Even my pumpkin pie, which I’d been so proud of a few minutes ago, pales in comparison to such perfection.

“Alright, alright! There are too many of you in here. This tent is supposed to be for judges only! So everyone who doesn’t hold the power of the blue ribbon, scoot!”

Mr. Hamilton shoos the crowd of assembled Westhaven residents outside, and I take one last wistful look at my pie, lost in a crowd of competitors, before stepping out of the tent.

“I still don’t think it’s fair that he’s on the judging committee!”

It takes me a moment to place this whisper as coming from Bella Villodan. My attention was still so hung up on Anna Chambers and Matt – Anna Chambers and Matt!? - that I almost missed the other two witches of Westhaven walking right by me.

“He’s going to mark my entry down, I just know it. On account of us being neighbors!”

“Well, you have made his
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