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      The funeral was on a Tuesday, under a sky so blue it felt like a betrayal.

      I stood at the edge of the cemetery in my Houston heels—completely wrong for the soft Texas earth—and watched them lower my grandmother into the ground. Around me, half of Copper Creek had gathered to say goodbye to Rosie Martinez, the woman who’d fed them coffee and comfort for forty-three years.

      I should have come home more often. Should have called more than once a month. Should have been here when her heart gave out in the kitchen she loved, surrounded by the smell of cinnamon and coffee.

      “She talked about you all the time, you know.”

      I turned to find Earl standing beside me—ancient, weathered, unchanged from my childhood memories. He’d been old when I was a girl spending summers at my grandmother’s café, and he seemed to have stopped aging sometime around then, preserved like the limestone hills that surrounded us.

      “She was proud of you,” he continued. “That fancy marketing job in Houston. Making something of yourself.”

      “I should have been here.”

      “She didn’t want you here. She wanted you out there, living.” Earl’s weathered hand found my shoulder. “Rosie lived her whole life in this town, and she loved every minute of it. But she wanted more for you. Don’t dishonor that by feeling guilty.”

      I wanted to argue. Wanted to wrap myself in guilt like a familiar blanket. But Earl had known my grandmother for sixty years, and if he said she was proud, she was proud.

      That didn’t make her death hurt any less.

      The reading of the will happened two hours later, in Tom Bradley’s office at First National Bank.

      I sat in a leather chair that probably cost more than my first car, watching Tom shuffle papers and avoid my eyes. He was younger than I’d expected—maybe forty, with kind eyes and a wedding ring he kept touching nervously.

      “Your grandmother left you everything,” he said finally. “The café, the building, the apartment upstairs. Her savings—what’s left of them.”

      “What do you mean, what’s left?”

      Tom winced. “Rosie took out a second mortgage three years ago. Business has been… slow. The debt stands at approximately forty thousand dollars.”

      The number hit me like a physical blow. “Forty thousand?”

      “The café has been struggling. Copper Creek isn’t what it used to be. Young people leave, don’t come back. The regulars are loyal, but loyalty doesn’t pay the electric bill.” He paused. “There’s also a timeline. The loan comes due in ninety days. If you can’t make the payments or pay off the principal, the bank will have to foreclose.”

      Ninety days. Forty thousand dollars. A café I hadn’t set foot in for three years, in a town I’d fled the moment I turned eighteen.

      “What are my options?”

      “You could sell. The building has value—not forty thousand worth, but close. You’d walk away with something.” Tom hesitated. “Or you could try to save it. Turn the business around, make the payments, prove to the bank the café is viable.”

      “In ninety days.”

      “In ninety days.”

      I thought about my apartment in Houston. My job at the marketing firm, the one I’d worked so hard to get. The life I’d built brick by careful brick, far away from this small town and its small expectations.

      I thought about my grandmother, standing behind that counter every day of my childhood summers, sliding me free cookies and teaching me that food was love made visible.

      “I’ll save it,” I heard myself say. “Whatever it takes.”

      Rosie’s Café looked smaller than I remembered.

      I stood on the sidewalk as the sun set, studying the building that had been my second home for every summer of my childhood. The paint was peeling on the window frames. The neon “OPEN” sign flickered uncertainly. The awning had a tear in it that someone had tried to patch with duct tape.

      But the bones were good. Solid limestone walls that had stood for a hundred years. Big windows that let in the Hill Country light. A porch with rocking chairs where old men had been solving the world’s problems since before I was born.

      I unlocked the door and stepped inside.

      The smell hit me first—coffee and cinnamon, even now, as if my grandmother’s presence had soaked into the walls themselves. The lunch counter stretched along one wall, red vinyl stools that had been reupholstered at least three times in my memory. Booths lined the windows. A jukebox sat in the corner, the same one that had been playing country standards since the 1970s.

      And everywhere, my grandmother. In the hand-painted menu board above the counter. In the photos on the walls—generations of Copper Creek residents, celebrating birthdays, anniversaries, and ordinary Tuesdays at Rosie’s Café. In the coffee maker that had been ancient when I was young and somehow still worked, churning out cup after cup of the strongest brew in the county.

      “Oh, Abuela,” I whispered to the empty room. “What am I going to do?”

      The café didn’t answer. But standing there, surrounded by her memory, I made myself a promise.

      I would save this place. For her. For the town that loved her. For the grandmother who’d believed in me even when I didn’t believe in myself.

      I had ninety days.

      I’d better get started.
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      I’d been driving for six hours when I finally saw the sign: COPPER CREEK, TEXAS. POPULATION 2,847. WELCOME HOME.

      Home. The word tasted strange in my mouth. I’d never had one of those—not really. Foster homes and group houses, sure. Restaurant kitchens where I’d felt briefly like I belonged. But home? That was for other people. People with roots, families, and places where someone was waiting for them.

      I was just looking for a recipe book.

      It sounds ridiculous when I put it that way. Driving across Texas for a collection of handwritten recipes, most of which I probably knew by heart anyway. But Roberto Martinez’s recipe book wasn’t just recipes. It was my history. My inheritance. The only proof I had that someone had once looked at a scrawny, angry foster kid and seen something worth teaching.

      Roberto had taken me in when I was sixteen, let me work in his Houston restaurant, taught me everything I knew about cooking. He’d been more of a father to me than any of the fosters, and when he died five years ago, I’d been devastated to learn that his recipes—our recipes—had gone to his wife Rosie, who’d retired to some small town in the Hill Country.

      I’d meant to contact her. Meant to ask if I could copy the recipes, just have something to remember him by. But life got busy, I kept putting it off, and then I heard that Rosie had died too.

      Now the café belonged to her granddaughter. Some marketing executive from Houston who’d probably sell the place the first chance she got. I needed to get there before she disposed of everything—including the recipe book that was the only connection I had left to the man who’d saved my life.

      Rosie’s Café was easy to find. Hard to miss, really—it was right on Main Street, taking up a corner lot with big windows and a hand-painted sign.

      I parked my truck and sat for a moment, watching. Through the window, I could see a woman behind the counter—young, maybe late twenties, with dark curly hair pulled back in a messy ponytail. She was frowning at a piece of paper, her brow furrowed in concentration.

      She looked stressed. Overwhelmed. Completely out of her depth.

      Good. That might work in my favor.

      I pushed through the door, and a bell jangled overhead—cheerful and welcoming, at odds with the tension radiating from the woman at the counter.

      “We’re closed,” she said without looking up. “Grand reopening in two weeks. Hopefully.”

      “I’m not here to eat.”

      She looked up then, and I got my first real look at her. Brown eyes, sharp and wary. Flour dusted across her cheek—she’d been baking something, probably badly. A streak of what looked like grease on her forehead, like she’d been fighting with kitchen equipment.

      She was beautiful. The kind of beautiful that sneaks up on you, that you don’t notice right away because she’s too busy being real to be pretty.

      I pushed the thought aside. I wasn’t here for that.

      “Then what are you here for?” she asked.

      “I’m looking for Roberto Martinez’s recipes. His personal collection. I understand it came with the café.”

      Her expression shuttered instantly. “The recipes aren’t for sale.”

      “I haven’t made an offer yet.”

      “Doesn’t matter. They’re not for sale at any price.” She set down her paper and crossed her arms. “Those were my grandfather’s. My grandmother kept them because they were all she had left of him. And now they’re mine.”

      “I understand sentimental value⁠—”

      “Do you? Because from where I’m standing, you’re a stranger who walked into my café and immediately asked to buy my family heirlooms.” Her chin lifted. “The answer is no. Was there anything else?”

      I should have left. Should have cut my losses, found another way to get what I came for. But something about the way she stood there—defiant, exhausted, and clearly hanging on by a thread—made me reconsider.

      “You’re reopening in two weeks?” I asked instead.

      “Trying to.”

      “You have experience in the restaurant business?”

      She hesitated. “I worked here summers as a teenager.”

      “So no.”

      “I’m a fast learner.”

      I looked around the café—at the outdated menu board, the flickering lights, the equipment that probably hadn
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