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      Maddie Kohl woke at four thirty in the morning because that was when coffee needed to be roasted and she had never figured out how to explain to the beans that they could wait.

      She showered, dressed in jeans and a canvas apron that smelled like last week's Ethiopian Yirgacheffe, and walked the six blocks from her apartment above the shop to the front door of The Grinding Room. The Haymarket was still dark at that hour, the brick streets empty, the antique malls and breweries and boutiques all buttoned up for the night. A single streetlamp caught the chrome on the Burlington Northern steam engine in Iron Horse Park and made it glow like a ghost.

      Maddie unlocked the door, killed the alarm, and flipped on the lights. The shop opened at six thirty, but the roaster needed attention first. A 1952 Probat drum roaster that she had bought from a defunct coffee company in Omaha, restored herself, and named Bertha. Bertha was finicky about heat distribution and deeply opinionated about ambient humidity, and Maddie loved her like a difficult child.

      She filled the hopper with green beans from Guatemala, fired the burner, and listened to the first crack like she always did. Pop. Pop. Pop. The sound of cell walls breaking. The sound of a bean becoming itself.

      By five thirty the shop smelled like home.

      Maddie pulled the cooled beans, bagged a test batch, and started the morning brew. Her first customer arrived at six ten, before the sign was even flipped.

      Maya Chen was twenty three, a grad student in food science at UNL, and Maddie's best customer on sheer volume alone. She came every morning, ordered a sixteen ounce Americano with oat milk, and sat at the same corner table with her laptop and her textbooks and her permanent expression of academic exhaustion.

      "You're early," Maddie said, pouring her usual.

      "Might as well sleep here. My apartment's above a fraternity." Maya took the cup with both hands. "Your coffee is the only reason I haven't transferred to a school in a state where people go to bed before two AM."

      "Lincoln has a ten PM last call."

      "Tell that to the bassoon major on the third floor who discovered EDM."

      Maddie laughed and wiped down the counter. "How's the thesis going?"

      "Not great. My advisor wants me to redo the statistical analysis on my fermentation data from June. He says the margin of error is too wide." Maya stirred her Americano with a tiny wooden stick. "I told him the margin of error is wide because fermentation is alive and alive things don't follow a perfect bell curve. He did not appreciate my attitude."

      "He will appreciate it when your defense committee quotes you."

      "That's what I told him. He said I remind him of a student he had in 1997 and it was not a compliment."

      Maddie laughed. "That's the best compliment you're ever going to get."

      The shop filled slowly. A woman from the antique mall who wanted a pour over with room for cream. Two cyclists in Lycra who ordered a single espresso to split and then argued about who would drink it. A man in a cowboy hat who bought a pound of the house blend and told Maddie she had "the best beans in Lancaster County," which she suspected he said to every coffee shop in town but she appreciated the sentiment anyway.

      "Where does he buy his other coffee?" Maya asked after he left.

      "Nowhere. He's a loyalist. He just wants me to feel special."

      "Is it working?"

      "Every time."

      At seven fifteen, Leo Brennan walked in.

      He wore a blue button down with the sleeves rolled twice, khakis that had been pressed but not recently, and the easy expression of a man who had nothing to prove. He was sixty years old and looked like the kind of person who could fix a leaky faucet, name every state capital, and keep a secret without it costing him anything.

      He carried a cardboard box.

      "You're here early," Maddie said.

      "The antique mall doesn't open until ten, and I have something to show you." He set the box on the counter and opened the flaps. Inside was a wooden sign, roughly two feet by three feet, painted in faded cream and red. It said DALBEY DAIRY — FRESH MILK SINCE 1952.

      Maddie picked it up. The paint was chipped. The edges were worn smooth. It smelled like a barn that had been converted into a garage that had been converted into storage, which was probably exactly its history.

      "Where did you find this?"

      "Estate sale out in Seward. The family was selling everything. I thought of you."

      "You thought of me because of the Dairy Store."

      "I thought of you because you're the only person I know who still talks about the Dairy Store like it's a point of civic pride."

      Maddie ran her thumb over the painted letters. "My father used to take me there when I was a kid. Butter Brickle was my first ice cream. I was five. I remember thinking it was the best thing I had ever eaten, and I remember being right."

      "What else do you remember?"

      "Every Tuesday after his shift at the capitol, he'd pick me up from school and we'd walk over. He'd get a scoop of plain vanilla because he said you couldn't judge an ice cream shop until you tried their vanilla. I'd get whatever seasonal flavor they had. Once it was pumpkin pie and I ate it so fast I got brain freeze and cried the whole way home."

      Leo smiled. "That's a good memory."

      "It is." She set the sign on the counter. "I can't take this for free."

      "You can, and you will, because I don't have wall space in my booth and if I take it home it will sit in my garage for three years and then my daughter will throw it out when I'm dead."

      Maddie laughed. "That's a compelling argument."

      "I have them sometimes."

      "What else did you find at the sale?"

      "An ashtray from the 1964 World's Fair, a set of encyclopedias from 1958 — not a complete set, the owner apparently ate volume sixteen — and a taxidermy jackrabbit wearing a cowboy hat that I seriously considered buying for your counter."

      "I would have displayed it."

      "I know. That's why I didn't buy it. I'm trying to protect you from yourself."

      Maddie hung the sign on the exposed brick wall behind the counter, between a vintage Nebraska state map and a chalkboard menu that listed seasonal specials. It looked like it had always been there. The red paint caught the warm light from the pendant lamps and the cream letters stood out against the brick like they had been waiting for this wall their whole lives.

      "Thank you," she said.

      "You're welcome."

      Leo ordered his usual — a twelve ounce drip, black, with a biscotti he would eat in two bites and then complain about the calories. He sat at the counter and Maya looked up from her laptop.

      "That sign is cute," Maya said. "Is that the dairy that supplies the store?"

      "The Dalbeys," Leo said. "They've been supplying the Dairy Store since before it was called the Dairy Store. Back when it was Varsity Dairy and you could drink all the milk you wanted for a nickel."

      "How do you know that?"

      "I used to give tours of the state capitol. Retired people talk to retired people. The Dalbey family has been in Lincoln since the 1940s. The grandfather started with three cows and a handshake agreement with the university."

      "That's a better story than my thesis," Maya said.

      "Everything is a better story than a thesis," Leo said. "That's the tragedy of academia."

      Maddie poured herself a small cup of the house blend and joined them at the counter. They talked about the farmers market — Leo had a booth there sometimes, selling vintage Nebraska prints and old postcards — and about the new restaurant opening in the old creperie space on 8th Street. "I heard it's going to be a ramen shop," Maya said. "Which is great because the closest ramen to Lincoln is in Omaha and that's a fifty minute drive for soup."

      "It's not soup," Maddie said. "It's broth with noodles."

      "It's soup with noodles."

      "Broth is not soup."

      "Broth is soup with a graduate degree."

      Leo laughed and finished his biscotti in two deliberate bites.

      At nine thirty, Maya packed her laptop and stretched.

      "I'm heading to campus," she said. "Food science seminar at ten. Professor Strickland is presenting on enzymatic browning, which sounds fascinating until you realize it's about why apples turn brown for ninety minutes."

      "Thrilling."

      "That's what I said." She paused at the door. "Hey, are you doing your Tuesday thing?"

      "Tuesday thing?"

      "The Dairy Store run. You always go on Tuesdays."

      Maddie looked at the clock. "I do, actually. I forgot."

      "Say hi to Tyler for me. He's been working on a new flavor and he won't tell anyone what it is, but I caught him taste-testing something with honey and lavender and I think it's going to be good."

      "Tyler?"

      "Tyler Jensen. Food science senior. He works the counter. He's the one who developed that salted caramel stout flavor for the fall rotation last year."

      Maddie nodded. "I don't think I've met him."

      "You'd remember. He's the kind of person who smiles at everyone and means it. It's annoying. I've been trying to hate him for three years and I can't."

      "Sounds like a good kid."

      "The best. And his fiancée is nice too. Mallory. She's in ag communications. They've been together since sophomore year."

      "I will, Maya. I'll say hi."

      "Tell him I need a sample of that lavender thing before the seminar eats my soul."

      "I'll put it on the list."

      Maya left. The bell above the door chimed and the shop fell quiet for a moment. Maddie wiped down the counter and looked at the Dalbey Dairy sign. Fresh milk since 1952. She wondered if the Dalbeys still supplied the Dairy Store. She wondered if they knew their old sign was hanging in a coffee shop in the Haymarket.

      She decided she would ask Tyler when she saw him.

      ---

      The walk to East Campus took twenty minutes. Maddie could have driven, but she had never owned a car in Lincoln — she lived above her shop, she walked to the grocery store, she took the bus when she needed to go further. Twenty two years in the food science department had taught her that the best ideas came in the spaces between destinations, and she had never stopped using her feet to think.

      The route took her past the Nebraska State Capitol, its art deco tower rising above the downtown skyline like a stone exclamation mark. She crossed at 14th and Q, passed the Sunken Gardens on her left — still blooming in late summer, the annuals arranged in a pattern that looked from a distance like a peacock — and cut through the UNL city campus, past the Sheldon Art Museum and the student union. The walk was familiar and comfortable and it gave her time to think about nothing in particular, which was her favorite kind of thinking.

      The Dairy Store was in the Food Industry Complex, a squat brick building on East Campus Loop that looked exactly like what it was: a working food processing facility that had been retrofitted for public sales. The storefront faced the East Campus Union, with a view of Legacy Plaza and the Dinsdale Family Learning Commons. It was not glamorous. But the line of customers spilling out the door at nine forty five on a Tuesday morning meant nobody cared about glamour.

      Maddie joined the line. The man in front of her was a UNL professor she recognized from the agronomy department. He was arguing with his wife about whether they needed a quart of Cookies and Cream. "We do not need a quart of Cookies and Cream," the wife said. "We need the half pint and we need to walk to Holmes Lake before it hits ninety."

      "The half pint is a tease," the professor said.

      "The half pint is portion control."

      "Portion control is un-American."

      "Tell that to your A1C."

      The wife won. The professor ordered the half pint and looked like a man who had lost a constitutional battle.

      The woman behind Maddie was a retired couple visiting from Omaha who had driven an hour specifically for the ice cream. "We come every year," the woman said. "It's our anniversary tradition. Forty three years. We had our first date at a drive-in and we shared a strawberry shake and I knew he was the one because he let me have the last sip."

      "That's sweet," Maddie said.

      "He didn't like strawberry. He just wanted me to think he was selfless."

      Her husband grinned. "Forty three years of that story."

      "Forty three years of me being right."

      The line moved. Inside, the store was a controlled chaos of scoops and cones and indecisive customers staring at the flavor board. The permanent lineup was painted on a wooden sign above the service window — 4H Clover Mint, Butter Brickle, Coffee Crunch, Caramel Cashew, Chocolate, Cookies and Cream, Husker Ice, Scarlet and Cream, Sweet Success, Vanilla — and the seasonal flavors were written in chalk below.

      Tyler Jensen was behind the counter, scooping with the practiced efficiency of someone who had done it a thousand times. He was twenty two, broad shouldered, with a clean shaven face and an easy smile that he aimed at every customer like they were the only person in the room.

      "Hey, Maddie," he said when she reached the front. "Butter Brickle?"

      "You know me too well."

      "It's your Tuesday thing. I pay attention." He scooped a generous serving into a cup and handed it over. "Try this first."

      He held out a small sample cup. Inside was a pale lavender ice cream with flecks of something darker — honeycomb, maybe.

      Maddie tried it. The honey hit first, warm and round, then the lavender, floral without being perfumey, then a creamy finish that lingered on her tongue like a promise.

      "Tyler."

      "Yeah?"

      "That's incredible."

      His smile widened. "Husker Honey Lavender. I've been working on it for six months. It goes into the seasonal rotation next week."

      "You developed this yourself?"

      "With help from Kenzie in the lab. She helped me nail the honey-to-lavender ratio. Too much lavender and it tastes like soap. Too much honey and it's cloying. We tested seventeen batches before we got it right."

      "Seventeen?"

      "Seventeen. Kenzie has the palate of a sommelier and the patience of a saint. She saved me from batch twelve, which I thought was perfect and she said had 'a note of Band-Aid.'"

      "She was right?"

      "She was right. I don't know how she tastes Band-Aid in ice cream, but she does."

      "Who's Kenzie?"

      "Kenzie Pollard. Grad student. She works the counter sometimes." He gestured toward the back, where a young woman with a long blonde braid was pulling a tray of fresh ice cream cups from the freezer. "Best food scientist in the program. She's going to get a killer recommendation and I'm going to lose my best collaborator."

      "Maybe she'll stay local."

      "UNL pays grad students in exposure and craft services. She's got offers from Cornell and UC Davis. She's gone the second she graduates."

      Maddie finished her sample. "Maya Chen says hi, by the way."

      "Maya? Tell her I have a cup of the lavender batch reserved for her in the back."

      "I'll tell her."

      "And tell her I'm not giving her the recipe until she publishes."

      "I'll tell her that too. She'll take it as a challenge."

      "That's the idea."

      Maddie took her Butter Brickle to a table near the window. The morning light came through the glass in long stripes, warming the wood floor and catching the chrome on the ice cream freezer. She ate her first spoonful slowly. The Butter Brickle was perfect — sweet cream with toasted toffee bits that cracked between her teeth. It tasted like childhood. It tasted like her father's hand on her shoulder, like the walk home from campus in the late afternoon, like a Tuesday tradition that had outlasted her marriage and her career and her retirement from the university.

      She took another bite.

      That was when she noticed the girl in the corner.

      She was young, maybe twenty two, with dark hair pulled into a neat ponytail and a UNL sweatshirt that hung past her hips. She was sitting alone at a table with an untouched cup of ice cream in front of her. The ice cream was melting. A thin pool of pink liquid was spreading across the napkin under the cup. Strawberry, Maddie thought. Or raspberry sorbet.

      The girl was not eating her ice cream. She was not looking at her phone. She was not reading a textbook. Her eyes were fixed on the counter. On Tyler. On the moment when Kenzie came out from the back and touched his arm while asking him a question about the honey supply.

      Maddie watched the girl's face. It did not change. It stayed perfectly neutral, perfectly still. But her hand, resting on the table, curled into a fist so tight that her knuckles went white. The veins on the back of her hand stood out like thin blue wires.

      Tyler laughed at something Kenzie said. The girl's fist tightened.

      Then she stood, pushed her chair back, and walked out without looking back. The door swung shut behind her. The pink ice cream sat on the table, melting into a puddle.

      Maddie watched her go.

      "Who's that?" she asked Tyler when he passed near her table with a stack of clean cups.

      He glanced at the door. "Oh, that's Mallory. My fiancée. She stops by sometimes to keep me company."

      "She didn't eat her ice cream."

      "Strange. She loves strawberry." He shrugged, already distracted by a customer waving for his attention. "I'll text her later."

      He walked back to the counter. The line shuffled forward. A child asked for a sample of Cookies and Cream and Tyler obliged with the same easy smile he aimed at everyone.

      But Maddie did not forget that fist. She did not forget the stillness of that face. She had worked in food science for twenty two years. She had seen contamination, bad batches, cover ups, and quiet resentments that festered until someone got hurt.

      She knew a warning sign when she saw one.

      She just did not know yet how much it would cost.

      ---
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      Three days after Maddie watched Mallory Dalbey walk out of the Dairy Store with her knuckles still white, Tyler Jensen opened the cold case at nine fifteen in the morning and almost died.

      He was restocking the Butter Brickle. Five fresh half-gallon tubs had come out of the hardening room at seven, slid onto the cold case shelves at eight, and by nine the lunch rush was already starting to pick up. Tyler scooped the Butter Brickle for a woman in a UNL Horticulture Club hoodie, handed off a quart of Caramel Cashew to a man who said his wife would leave him if he came home with the wrong flavor, and turned back to the case to check the inventory.

      The Butter Brickle tub on the bottom shelf looked wrong.

      The surface of the ice cream was uneven, like someone had chipped at it with a spoon. But the tub was sealed. Tyler frowned, peeled back the foil lid, and saw it.

      Glass.

      Dozens of tiny shards, translucent and sharp, scattered across the surface of the Butter Brickle like a hazard of frost. Some had already sunk into the soft ice cream, invisible from the top. One shard was half an inch long, curved like a fingernail, and glinted under the fluorescent lights.

      Tyler did not know he had been cut. The shard in the ice cream had not touched him. But when he pulled his hand back, there was a thin red line
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