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​Chapter 1: Demolition Day
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There is a specific frequency at which the human soul begins to vibrate out of the body, and I had discovered that it is exactly the same pitch as a commercial-grade jackhammer.

I stood behind the counter of the Perk & Puzzle Roastery, staring down at the stainless steel pitcher in my hand. My goal was simple. I wanted to steam a pitcher of oat milk to a glossy, micro-foam perfection for a customer named Steve. Steve was a nice man. He tipped well. He did not deserve what I was about to serve him.

The floorboards beneath my boots shuddered violently. The espresso machine rattled against the granite counter, creating a metallic chattering sound that drilled straight into my molars. I was currently living in a construction zone, and my sanity was rapidly becoming structural collateral damage.

"Here goes nothing," I muttered to the vibrating room.

I dipped the steam wand into the milk and turned the knob. Usually, this resulted in a gentle hissing sound, like a contented snake. Today, it sounded like a jet engine trying to take off inside a tin can. The jackhammer in the basement hit a particularly resonant note, and my hand jerked.

The milk exploded.

It wasn't a subtle splash. It was a volcanic eruption of hot, frothy oat liquid that coated the front of my apron, the side of the grinder, and my glasses.

"Perfect," I said, wiping a glob of foam from my left lens. "Just the aesthetic I was going for. Deranged barista chic."

I was covered in drywall dust, and now I was covered in milk. The layer of fine white powder had settled over everything in the shop over the last three days. It coated the tables. It coated the puzzle boxes on the retail shelves. I was pretty sure my lungs were now forty percent gypsum.

"Is my latte okay?" Steve asked. He had to shout to be heard over the industrial cacophony echoing up from the floor vents.

"It is distinctive!" I shouted back. I poured the milk into the cup. I tried to make a heart. The floor shook again. The heart became a kidney. "Here you go, Steve. It represents the internal organ I am currently tempted to sell on the black market to pay for this renovation."

He took the cup, gave me a pitying look, and retreated to the only corner of the shop that wasn't draped in plastic sheets.

The Perk & Puzzle was barely recognizable. Heavy plastic tarps hung from the ceiling, dividing the "safe zone" for customers from the disaster zone that was the entrance to the basement. I was trying to run a business while jackhammers pulverized the foundation directly beneath my feet.

I looked at the calendar on the wall, which was hanging crookedly thanks to the vibrations. We were two weeks behind schedule. I was desperate to reopen the basement for a new tasting room, a cozy underground expansion that was supposed to double my seating capacity. Instead, it was currently doubling my blood pressure.

The front door opened. I knew this because a gust of cold October air cut through the humidity of the shop, momentarily blowing the drywall dust into swirling vortexes.

I squinted through the haze.

"Oh, good heavens," I said. "My retinas."

My friend, Mavis, had arrived. Mavis was technically my employee, though she treated the concept of "work" more like a performance art piece. Today, she was dressed for the occasion. She wore a jumpsuit that I suspected was originally designed for a paratrooper, cinched with a gold belt. But the centerpiece of her ensemble was on her head.

She was wearing a neon pink hard hat.

That alone would have been signature Mavis. But she had taken it a step further. She had bedazzled it with rhinestones. Hundreds of them. They caught the light from the Edison bulbs and sent disco-ball refractions spinning across the dusty room.

She marched up to the counter, her boots clicking loudly on the hardwood.

"Madison!" she shouted. "I have arrived! The site safety inspector is here, and she is fabulous!"

"You are not the safety inspector," I said, leaning over the counter. "You are the chaos coordinator. And please tell me you did not glue those rhinestones on with a hot glue gun inside the shop. The fumes make the customers dizzy."

"I used industrial adhesive," Mavis said, tapping the side of her blindingly bright helmet. "It is sturdy. I need to be visible. A construction site is a dangerous place for a delicate flower like myself."

"Delicate flower," I repeated flatly. "Mavis, you once punched a vending machine because it ate your quarter."

"It was a dollar," she corrected. "And it yielded to my superior will."

She turned her attention to the plastic tarp separating us from the basement stairs. The sound of the jackhammer stopped for a brief moment, leaving a ringing silence in its wake.

"Where is he?" Mavis asked, adjusting her belt. "Where is the man of the hour?"

"If you mean the foreman," I said, "he is downstairs trying to keep the building from collapsing on us."

"Big Tony," Mavis sighed. The name came out like a caress.

Big Tony was the construction foreman. He was shaped like a refrigerator and had a mustache that could filter particulate matter out of the air. Mavis had been flirting with him since the moment he walked in to give us the estimate.

Just then, the plastic sheeting parted. Big Tony stepped through. He was covered in grey dust from his boots to his eyebrows. He looked exhausted.

"Ms. Perkins," Tony grunted, nodding at me. He wiped his forehead with a rag that was equally dirty. "We hit some hard patch in the brickwork. It's gonna take longer than we thought."

"Tony!" Mavis shouted. She struck a pose against the pastry case. "You look rugged. Like a statue carved from the earth itself. Do you need hydration? A moist towelette?"

Tony blinked. His face turned a shade of red that was visible even through the dust.

"I'm good, Mavis," he mumbled. He looked at her hat. "That is... that is a very bright hat. Compliant with high-visibility standards, I guess."

"I did it for you," Mavis said, batting her eyelashes. "I wanted to match the energy of the crew. We are building the future together, Tony. Brick by brick."

I rubbed my temples. "Tony, please ignore the walking disco ball. What do you mean a hard patch? We are already over budget."

"The mortar," Tony said, turning back to me. "It's old. Really old. Harder than the stuff they use nowadays. And the wall we are trying to break through? It's thick. It ain't on the original plans."

"Great," I said. "Mystery masonry. Just what I needed."

"We are gonna switch to the heavy sledgehammers," Tony said. "Give the jackhammer a break before it overheats. It's gonna be loud, but different loud."

"Different loud sounds lovely," I said. "Go ahead. Just please try not to knock the espresso machine off the counter."

Tony ducked back behind the plastic sheet. Mavis looked ready to follow him.

"Mavis," I warned. "Do not go down there. You are a liability."

"I am an inspiration," she countered.

Before she could debate the merits of her presence in a hard hat zone, the front door banged open again.

This time, it wasn't a family member. It was trouble.

A woman marched in. She was short, stout, and radiated an aura of disapproval that was so potent it almost felt like a physical temperature drop. She wore a tweed suit that looked itchy and carried a clipboard like a weapon.

Mrs. Higgins.

She was the president of the Steeplechase Historical Society. She was also, coincidentally, the woman who had tried to ban my sidewalk chalkboard sign because the font was "too modern."

"Stop!" she shrieked. Her voice cut through the shop, sharper than the grinder blades. "Cease this madness immediately!"

She stormed up to the counter, her heels striking the floor with military precision. She looked at the plastic sheets. She looked at the dust. She looked at Mavis’s rhinestone hat with a mixture of horror and confusion.

"Mrs. Higgins," I said, trying to summon a customer service smile. "To what do I owe the pleasure? Would you like a muffin? They are freshly dusted with... well, mostly sugar."

"I do not want a muffin," Mrs. Higgins spat. She slammed her clipboard onto the counter. "I want you to stop this desecration. I have heard the noise. The vibrations are being felt three blocks away at the Heritage Museum. You are shaking the vintage thimbles!"

"We are renovating," I said calmly. "I have all the permits. They are taped to the window right there."

"Permits issued by a city council that has no respect for the past," she declared. "This building is a former firehouse. It is a heritage site. You cannot just go burrowing into the foundation like a mole with a credit card."

"It is my basement," I said. "And we are restoring the brick, not destroying it. We are making it a tasting room. It will be very respectful. Very atmospheric."

"It is vandalism!" Mrs. Higgins yelled. She pointed a finger at me. "I am filing an injunction. I am calling the mayor. I will chain myself to that espresso machine if I have to!"

Mavis stepped forward. The rhinestones on her hat flashed dangerously.

"If you chain yourself to the machine," Mavis said, her voice dropping to a low growl, "you will be blocking the caffeine supply. And that, Eunice, is a surefire way to start a riot. The people of Steeplechase haven't had their morning roast yet. Do you really want to be the obstacle between a soccer mom and her latte?"

Mrs. Higgins narrowed her eyes at Mavis. "I should have known you were involved, Mavis. You always did have a penchant for tacky destruction."

"And you always had a penchant for being a joy-kill," Mavis retorted. "Go back to your thimbles, Eunice. The adults are building something."

"I am not leaving," Mrs. Higgins said. She crossed her arms. "I am staying right here until I see a stop work order. You are destroying history. You are disturbing the ghosts of this town!"

"There are no ghosts," I said tiredly. "Just plumbing and rats."

"You don't know what is down there!" Mrs. Higgins insisted. Her voice took on a strange, hysterical edge
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