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The bell above the door had a thin, reedy sound — not loud enough to startle, just enough to be heard over the lunch rush. Calla didn't look up.

She had three tables going, a pot of lentil soup working on the back burner, and the dishwasher doing that rattling thing it always did around noon. Four years of running Finch's Table alone had taught her to split her attention without losing any of it. She kept her hands in the dough and tracked the newcomer by sound. Slow footsteps. A pause just inside the door. The kind of pause that belonged to someone who didn't know the room yet.

She looked up.

He was somewhere in his early thirties, dark-haired, wearing a jacket that had seen a long drive. He stood at the entrance the way people do when they're not just looking for a seat — he was reading the place. His eyes moved across the family photographs on the wall, the hand-lettered chalkboard above the counter, the pressed-tin ceiling her great-grandfather had installed in 1951. Then his gaze landed on her.

Calla looked back down.

"Find a seat," she said. "Menu's on the table."

He chose the window corner. Most strangers picked the middle of the room. Corner tables were for people who wanted to watch without being watched.

Lena appeared at the service window, chin propped on her hand. "Who's that?" she murmured.

"Don't know."

"Not from here."

"Obviously."

Lena's mouth curved. "Not bad, though."

Calla gave her a look that needed no translation, wiped her hands on her apron, and walked out to take his order.

"What can I get you?"

He looked up from the menu. His eyes were a quiet shade of brown, and there was something behind them — not restlessness exactly, more like a man carrying a question he hadn't yet decided how to ask.

"What's the special?"

"Lentil soup. Comes with house bread."

"I'll take that." A beat. "And coffee. Black, please."

She didn't write it down. She never did.

She was turning back toward the kitchen when he spoke again.

"Does the Merritt family still live around here?"

The words landed like a stone dropped into still water.

Calla stopped. The soup bubbled on the stove. The dishwasher knocked against its housing. Everything in the room continued exactly as it had a moment before, and yet something had shifted — something small and internal, the way a floorboard shifts under weight it wasn't expecting.

She turned around slowly.

He was watching her with a careful expression, as if he already understood that the question had cost something, and was waiting to see how much.

"Why do you ask?"

A short pause. "My name is Owen Merritt. I came back to settle some things my grandmother left behind."

Merritt.

The name moved through her like a cold current. She thought of Bette going quiet at the kitchen table whenever that word surfaced. She thought of her mother, who had never once spoken it aloud in her presence. She thought of the particular tension she had carried in her chest for as long as she could remember — sourceless, she'd always told herself. Just one of those things.

Not sourceless. Never sourceless.

She kept her face exactly as it was.

"Soup'll be up in five minutes," she said, and walked back into the kitchen without looking at him again.

But her hands, when she reached the stove, were not quite steady.

The recipe book had been on the counter since six in the morning.

Calla had pulled it from the shelf the way she always did when something was bothering her — not to cook from it, but to sit with it. The cover was worn brown leather, the pages gone soft and yellow at the edges, and her grandmother's handwriting filled the margins in that particular slant Bette had never lost. Go easy on the salt. Let it rest. Don't make this one in winter — it needs a summer tomato. Calla had every note memorized. She read them anyway.

The restaurant's numbers had been slipping for two months. A chain café had opened on the far end of Main Street, all clean lines and loyalty apps and coffee that tasted the same everywhere. Calla knew what she was up against. She also knew the only real answer was to update the menu — and updating the menu meant making decisions about recipes that hadn't been touched in thirty years. Recipes that weren't just food. They were her grandmother's hands. Her mother's voice on a Sunday afternoon. The specific weight of everything Finch's Table had ever meant.

She wasn't ready to touch any of that. Not yet.

The bell above the door rang.

"We're not open," she said, without looking up. "Ten minutes."

"I can wait for coffee."

She recognized the voice before she turned around.

Owen Merritt stood just inside the door, one hand in his jacket pocket, the other holding a small wooden box that looked like it had been stored somewhere for a long time. He wasn't quite smiling, but there was something different about him this morning — less guarded, maybe. Or maybe just tired in a way that made the guardedness harder to maintain.

"I owe you an apology," he said. "Yesterday."

Calla leaned against the counter. "You weren't rude."

"You were cold to me."

"That's a different thing."

Something moved across his face — not quite a smile, but close. Calla hadn't expected it, and she liked even less that it made her want to smile back.

She turned to start the coffee without another word.

He settled into the corner table again. The same one. She noted that without meaning to.

When she brought the cup over, he was looking out the window at the empty morning street, the wooden box sitting in front of him with his hand resting on top of it, as if he'd set it down but hadn't let go.

"When did you lose her?" Calla asked. She didn't entirely know why she was asking.

"Six weeks ago." He turned the cup in his hands. "She was ninety-two. I thought I'd made my peace with it."

"You don't, really. Make peace with it."

He looked at her then — directly, the way people rarely do with someone they've just met. "You've lost someone too."

It wasn't a question.

"My father," she said. "Four years ago." She didn't know why she told him that. She didn't tell strangers that.

A silence settled between them. It wasn't uncomfortable, which surprised her.

Owen took a slow sip of coffee. His eyes drifted to the box.

"My grandmother used to mention this restaurant," he said. "She'd bring it up sometimes, out of nowhere. Said she knew it well, years ago."

Calla felt something tighten in her chest — quiet, instinctive, the way a door feels just before it opens onto something you weren't expecting.

"How did she know it?"

Owen was quiet for a moment. He looked at the box, then back at her.

"That's what I'm trying to figure out," he said.

Bette Finch arrived at the restaurant the way she always did — without calling ahead, without knocking, as if the place were still as much hers as it was Calla's.

She was eighty-three years old and carried herself like someone who had decided, decades ago, that age was largely a matter of posture. She moved slowly now, yes, but deliberately. Every step placed with intention. She took her usual chair by the window, set her handbag on the floor beside her, and looked around the dining room the way a person looks at something they built with their own hands and are quietly checking for cracks.

"Good day?" she asked.

Calla set a coffee cup in front of her without being asked. "Decent. Slow after two o'clock."

"It'll pick up Thursday. It always does."

Calla leaned against the counter. She turned a dish towel over in her hands, folded it, turned it again. She hadn't planned to say anything. But keeping things from Bette had never worked — the woman had a way of sitting in silence until the truth simply got tired of waiting.

"There was someone in this morning," Calla said. "Early. Before we opened."

Bette wrapped both hands around her cup. "Who?"

"His name is Owen Merritt. He said his grandmother passed recently. He's in town to sort through some of her things."

The cup came down against the saucer harder than it should have.

Calla looked up.

Bette's face hadn't moved. That was the thing — her expression held perfectly still, the way a person's face holds still when they are working very hard to keep it that way. But her hands told a different story. The fingers curved around the cup had gone white at the knuckles.

"How long has he been here?"

"Two days." Calla pushed off the counter and took a step closer. "Did you know his grandmother?"

The question hung in the air between them. Outside, a truck rolled down the main street. Someone laughed on the sidewalk. The ordinary sounds of an ordinary afternoon.

Bette looked out the window for a long moment, her gaze moving over the storefronts and the old oak on the corner and whatever else she was seeing that Calla couldn't.

"The Merritt name," she said finally, "has no business being spoken in this kitchen."

"Why not?"

"Because it doesn't."

"That's not an answer."

Bette turned to look at her then. And in her grandmother's eyes — those sharp, steady eyes that had never once shown Calla anything close to fear — there was something she didn't recognize. Not fear exactly. Something older than fear. The look of a person who has kept a door shut for so long that the idea of opening it had become unthinkable.

"If that man comes in again," Bette said, her voice even and low, "you'll be polite. And you'll be brief. And you will not encourage him."

"Bette—"

"Calla." Just the one word. In that particular tone. The tone that had been ending conversations since Calla was seven years old.

Calla turned back to the counter. She pressed her palms flat against the cool surface and stared at the wall of shelves — the mismatched plates, the mason jars, the old tin clock that hadn't kept accurate time in years. She loved her grandmother without reservation. She trusted her without question.

But this — this wordless, sourceless anger that apparently ran in the Finch blood like something genetic — this she could not leave alone.

That evening, after the last chair was stacked and the lights were low, she stood in the empty dining room and thought about two things at once.

Owen's voice: That's what I'm trying to figure out.

And the sound of Bette's cup hitting the saucer.

Same secret. Two different sides of it. She could feel that much without being told.

What she couldn't feel was how long she'd be able to stand not knowing.

The Merritt house sat at the northern edge of town, pressed against the hillside like something that had grown there rather than been built.

Owen parked at the end of the long gravel drive and didn't get out right away. He sat with the engine off and looked at it — the gray stone facade, the wide porch with its peeling paint, the corner window on the second floor where his grandmother used to read on Sunday mornings. The house was exactly as he remembered it. That was the problem with old houses. They held their shape while everything inside them shifted.

He picked up his bag and went in.

His father was in the front room.

Gerald Merritt had the kind of presence that filled a space without effort — tall, broad across the shoulders, white-haired now but carrying it the way men do when they've decided age is simply the next thing to be managed. He was standing when Owen entered, one hand resting on the mantelpiece, a glass of bourbon on
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