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GRAND REOPENING NERVES

The espresso machine hissed like it had opinions of its own, and this morning, apparently, its opinion was that Clara Whiskerton did not know what she was doing.

"You're flooding the portafilter again," Priya Anand said without looking up from the pastry case, where she was arranging cranberry scones into a pyramid with the concentration of a woman defusing a bomb.

"I know what I'm doing." Clara did not know what she was doing. She twisted the knob the other way, and the machine sighed out a thin, sad stream of coffee that looked more like tea. "Mostly."

"Mostly is not a word customers want to hear about their caffeine."

Outside the tall front windows of The Purring Kettle, Maple Hollow's Main Street was waking up the way it always did in early October — slow, golden, smelling like woodsmoke and wet leaves. The maple trees lining the square had gone properly scarlet overnight, the way they did every year like they'd agreed on a schedule, and a handful of tourists with cameras were already photographing the gazebo before the shops even opened.

Clara loved this town. She'd loved it as a kid, visiting her Aunt Frances every summer, and she loved it now, six months into owning the crooked Victorian house that used to be her aunt's home and was now — after four months of renovation, two nervous breakdowns, and one truly regrettable decision to try wallpapering herself — a cat café.

A cat café that currently could not make espresso.

"Let me." Priya nudged her aside with a hip check honed over eleven years of friendship, cracked her knuckles like a concert pianist, and had a perfect shot pulled in under thirty seconds. "It's not that hard, Clara."

"You went to barista school."

"I went to a two-day workshop in Burlington."

"That's basically school."

From the sunroom addition off the main café — separated from the food service area by a glass partition and a door that was, Clara had confirmed with the health inspector three separate times, absolutely up to code — came a thump, a rattle, and the specific, wounded yowl of a cat who believed himself gravely inconvenienced.

"Earl Grey," Clara sighed, already walking toward the sound.

Her orange tabby was sitting in the exact center of the window seat cushion he'd knocked halfway off its frame, looking up at her with the injured dignity of a cat who felt the furniture had attacked him first. Around him, in various states of disinterest, lounged the café's other five residents — all rescues, all up for adoption, all far too comfortable in their new lives of napping in sunbeams and being photographed by tourists to actually want new homes.

"You're going to give our reopening a bad review," Clara told him, resettling the cushion. Earl Grey blinked at her slowly, which she chose to interpret as an apology.

The bell over the front door jingled.

"We're not open for twenty minutes," Priya called out without looking up.

"I know. I'm not here for coffee." The voice was clipped, a little impatient, the voice of a man who had never in his life waited in a line he didn't have to. Clara came back through to the front and recognized him instantly — you couldn't run a business on Main Street for six months without knowing Harold Instone by sight, even if you'd tried to avoid him, which most of Maple Hollow had, at one point or another.

He was somewhere in his late fifties, silver-haired, wearing a wool coat too expensive for a Tuesday morning in a town this size, and carrying the particular energy of a man checking his phone every four seconds.

"Mr. Instone." Clara wiped her hands on her apron. "We open at nine, but if you want to wait—"

"I always come in at nine-fifteen." He said it like a fact of physics, not a preference. "Usual table. Usual order." He was already moving toward the corner table by the window — his table, apparently, though Clara had never noticed him claim it before — and settling in with the specific irritability of someone whose day had already gone sideways before nine a.m.

"I don't actually know your usual order," Clara said, following him over with an apologetic smile. "This is only my second week with you as a regular."

"Oat milk latte, extra shot. And a plain croissant, warmed, not toasted." He didn't look up from his phone. "Priya knows."

"I know," Priya confirmed from behind the counter, already pulling a shot.

Clara filed away the faint sting of being outranked by her own best friend in her own café and told herself it didn't matter. It was good, actually — regulars who had orders, who had tables, who came back. That was the whole point. That was what six months of sawdust and structural beams and one memorable afternoon spent underneath the sunroom floor discovering that her aunt's "minor plumbing issue" was, in fact, a major one, had all been for.

She was setting his croissant down — warmed, not toasted, she'd made a note of it on a sticky pad behind the register — when the door jingled again, harder this time, and a woman in a paint-stained cardigan stormed in with the energy of someone who'd been building up to this entrance the whole walk over.

"Harold." Denise Okafor's voice cracked across the café like a dropped plate. "You cannot be serious about that letter."

Every head in the room — not many yet, it was early, but enough — turned.

Harold didn't look up from his phone. "I don't discuss business over coffee, Denise."

"You discuss it in a letter taped to my shop door at seven in the morning, apparently."

"That's called notice. It's required by law."

"It's called cruel, is what it's called—"

"Denise." Clara stepped in, gently, the way you did with a kettle about to boil over. "Can I get you something? On the house?"

Denise looked at her like she'd forgotten anyone else existed. Her hands were shaking — not from anger alone, Clara thought, but something closer to fear. "No. No, thank you, Clara. I just—" She turned back to Harold one more time. "Thirty days, Harold. You can't do this to my shop with thirty days' notice."

"Talk to my lawyer." He still hadn't looked up.

Denise's mouth pressed into a thin line, and for a moment Clara thought she might say something else — something worse. Instead she turned on her heel and left, the bell jangling angrily behind her.

The café exhaled. A tourist near the window pretended very hard to be reading a menu.

Harold finally glanced up, catching Clara's eye with something almost like an apology, though it didn't quite make it all the way there. "Not everyone appreciates a landlord who reads his own lease agreements," he said, and went back to his phone.

Clara didn't say anything. She'd learned, in six months of running a business on this street, that you could hear an awful lot about a town's grudges over the sound of a milk steamer, and that the smartest thing to do with most of it was smile, nod, and keep the coffee coming.

She had no idea, yet, how wrong that instinct would turn out to be — or how much she'd wish, in a week's time, that she'd paid closer attention to exactly how frightened Denise Okafor had looked.

• • •
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TOWN SQUARE BLOWUP

The Maple Hollow town council met the second Tuesday of every month in the basement of the library, a room that smelled permanently of old carpet and the particular anxious energy of small-town governance. Clara had started attending three months ago, ever since she'd learned — the hard way, via a strongly worded letter — that the sunroom addition on the café technically required a zoning variance she hadn't known to apply for.

Tonight's agenda, according to the photocopied sheet on each folding chair, had exactly one item that anyone in Maple Hollow actually cared about: the proposed redevelopment of the old mill building on Silver Lake.

Clara took a seat near the back, next to Mabel Cross, who ran the antique shop next door to the café and who attended every council meeting with the enthusiasm most people reserved for the Super Bowl.

"You're going to want to watch this one," Mabel murmured, patting Clara's knee. "Harold's been trying to get that mill rezoned for two years. Trevor Baine's been fighting him the whole time."

"Fighting him how?"

"Every way a councilman can fight a developer with more money than sense." Mabel's eyes glittered with the particular delight of a woman who loved a good public argument almost as much as she loved a good piece of Depression glass. "Watch."

Trevor Baine was a compact, wiry man in his sixties with the permanently furrowed brow of someone who took very seriously things other people found boring — zoning codes

















d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





