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          A GRUMPY GUEST AT TEA HOUR

        

      

    

    
      Lavender Lane Bookshop on a Friday morning was a sanctuary designed for exactly two types of people: those who sought comfort in predictability, and those who mistook it for safety. Iris Chen, who hovered somewhere in between, had developed a fondness for the illusion of both. At nine sharp, she arranged fresh scones—orange zest and cranberry, by unwritten consensus the only correct flavors for spring—onto the middle tier of the mismatched porcelain stand. Clotted cream, spooned with mathematical precision, sat in a hand-painted ramekin on the side. The real showpiece, the old-fashioned Forget-Me-Not Teapot, waited center stage, its blue flowers faded but the shine on its spout fresh from Iris’s polishing cloth.

      Alma Lin emerged from the back office already in her lavender cardigan, hands dusted in flour, carrying the air of someone who’d baked her way through a small crisis and lost only to the yeast. She nodded approvingly at Iris’s arrangement. “Excellent symmetry,” she said, and meant it.

      The shop hummed in those early hours with the muted energy of the familiar. The regulars—Mrs. Downes and her crossword, Mr. Howard with his battered copy of The Hobbit, a silent university student in an army-green parka—performed their rituals with the solemnity of monks. Sunlight filtered through stained glass above the door, dappling the pine floors with soft purples and gold. The only discordant note was the scent of bergamot, which overpowered the books and threatened to linger in the rare editions.

      Iris kept a wary eye on the teapot as she filled it, feeling the hot pulse of steam on her fingers. The teapot’s legend was older than her tenure at the shop: hand-painted in Staffordshire, passed down from Alma’s mother, and according to Alma, the last survivor of a set shattered in the Blitz. Iris didn’t believe half of it, but she’d never seen Alma let anyone else touch the thing. The act felt like a test, or a ceremony. She set the lid with a gentle click and exhaled.

      The front bell jangled with a violence that drew every head in the room. Iris looked up in time to see the reclusive legend of Bellflower Bay himself—Arthur Penhaligon, in the flesh—fill the doorway like the ghost of a headmaster. He wore a coat better suited to November than March, the collar popped haphazardly over a checked scarf. His boots left wet tracks on the mat, and his left hand gripped a battered leather folio as if it contained state secrets.

      The shop fell into a hush so profound that even the student’s earbuds seemed to pause in anticipation. Mrs. Downes’s pencil hovered mid-square. Mr. Howard adjusted his spectacles with theatrical slowness.

      Arthur advanced with a gait best described as “accusatory.” He neither nodded nor smiled at Alma, but Iris sensed a relationship built on the bedrock of mutual disappointment. “A word, if you please,” Arthur said. His voice had the resonance of a BBC drama narrator but the warmth of a North Sea gale.

      Alma straightened her spine by at least half an inch. “Of course, Arthur. The poetry section?”

      He made a sound that wasn’t quite assent but moved in the direction of the poetry alcove, all the same. Alma followed, her hands unconsciously patting down her apron before she remembered she wasn’t wearing one. As they passed the counter, Iris caught the tremor in Alma’s fingers—a betrayal of nerves unthinkable in a woman who’d survived three decades of customer service and at least one catastrophic plumbing incident.

      From her post, Iris strained to overhear. The shelves defeated her, but the optics were more interesting than the audio: Arthur looming, Alma refusing to shrink, the two of them bracketed by T. S. Eliot and Plath like reluctant participants in an intervention. Arthur withdrew the leather folio and held it to his chest with both hands. He said something in a low, sharp rhythm. Alma’s response was softer, but Iris saw her grip tighten on the edge of the shelf.

      When Arthur thrust the folio toward Alma, it was with the abruptness of a magician revealing the final trick. The gold embossing on the cover, “The Bellflower Secret,” gleamed beneath the track lights. Alma took the folio as if it might bite her.

      For a moment, both stood motionless, caught in a tableau more suited to a theater than a Cotswold bookshop. Then Arthur, mission evidently accomplished, turned and strode out, leaving Alma with the folio pressed flat to her chest and the faintest sheen of tears in her eyes.

      The bell jangled again, and the spell broke. Customers resumed their patterns, but the hush lingered like the aftertaste of strong tea. Iris moved to the end of the counter and pretended to busy herself with receipts, but really she watched Alma, who stood for a long time staring at the faded gold letters.

      When at last Alma returned to the counter, the folio remained clutched under her arm, a secret unwilling to stay secret for long.
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      The rest of Friday morning passed in a strange, suspended animation. Customers rotated through their usual cycles—scone, tea, book, scone, tea, book—but the rhythm felt off, like someone had rewritten the meter of a well-known poem and refused to scan it aloud. Even Alma moved differently: efficient as ever, but with a haunted inattention that left a trail of uncapped pens and unevenly stacked returns.

      Iris ran the register with one eye on the counter and the other on Alma, who had parked herself behind the new arrivals shelf, cradling the leather folio like a child with an overdue apology. From the occasional snippets of conversation—Alma murmuring “No, thank you, just browsing,” or “Let me know if you need anything”—Iris could tell she was avoiding all but the absolute necessities of interaction.

      When the customer lull allowed it, Iris made her approach. She slid behind the counter with a deliberate quiet, respecting the unspoken etiquette of trauma. “You alright, Miss Lin?” she said, gently, as though the words themselves might trigger a collapse.

      Alma didn’t look up right away. She pressed her lips together and exhaled a breath heavy with bergamot. “It’s nothing, really. Arthur and I go back a ways. He has a… flair for dramatics.”

      Iris knew better than to believe in “nothing.” She hovered at the edge of Alma’s personal space, aware that comfort was best offered in increments. “Is that what he gave you?”

      For the first time since the encounter, Alma glanced directly at Iris. Her eyes were still damp, but her gaze was steady. She flipped open the folio, just enough for Iris to glimpse a stack of yellowed pages, some typed, others crowded with red pen annotations. On the top page, the title was centered in Arthur’s precise, old-fashioned hand: The Bellflower Secret.

      “It’s his last manuscript,” Alma whispered, as if the words themselves might draw Arthur back through the door. “He says it contains truths that should be kept safe until… well. Until it’s time.”

      Iris processed this information in the same way she processed the arrival of a rare first edition or a customer in urgent need of the restroom: as a puzzle, a logistical challenge with an optimal solution. “Why you?” she asked, then instantly regretted the bluntness.

      Alma’s smile was crooked, but not unkind. “Because he trusts me not to read it.”

      They both knew this was a lie. Or, at the very least, not the whole truth. Iris scanned the shop for eavesdroppers—Mrs. Downes was lost in a maze of black squares, the student had retreated into his headphones, and Mr. Howard had disappeared entirely. The main threat was outside, where Victor Sterling had planted himself in a bench across from the window, fanning through a stack of business cards with the slow menace of someone sharpening a deck of knives.

      Sterling was new in town, or at least new to Iris’s awareness. He wore a suit tailored for slimmer decades and a cologne that fought a turf war with the lavender planters. His first visit, two weeks ago, had been under the pretense of seeking “authentic literary experiences for metropolitan clients.” He’d left with nothing, but returned every few days, each time lingering a little longer by the front entrance, peering at the staff like a talent scout at a youth soccer match.

      “He’s been watching since Arthur left,” Iris muttered, nodding toward the window.

      Alma sighed, shutting the folio with a careful firmness. “He’s persistent, that one. When Arthur published his second novel, Sterling courted him for a decade. When Arthur refused to sell, Victor set up a rival press in London just to outbid the original publisher. Petty, but effective.”

      “Is he a risk?”

      Alma hesitated, then tucked the folio under her arm so tightly the leather creased. “He’s a risk to Arthur’s peace of mind. But not to me, I think. Still—let’s keep an eye out. For now, I’ll put this somewhere safe.”

      She stepped past Iris and disappeared into the back office, where the shop’s only safe sat behind a faded print of the Cotswold hills. Iris watched her go, then turned her attention to the front window. Sterling noticed, offering a slow, two-fingered wave that was more threat than greeting.

      It took less than a minute for the next disturbance. Out of the corner of her eye, Iris spotted a movement by the garden entrance—a hunched shape in a pea coat and trilby, peering through the frosted glass before ducking away in a panicked lurch. Mr. Henderson, the local eccentric, known for his collection of spoons and his aversion to paying full price for anything. If he was sniffing around, the rumor of the manuscript had already begun to metastasize.

      Iris made a mental list of protocols: double-check the safe, monitor the back door, intercept any suspicious browsers. For a brief moment, she considered texting Arthur, but doubted he’d carry a mobile, much less answer it.

      By the time Alma returned, face set in a mask of composure, the shop had regained its earlier hum. But now the warmth felt artificial, a patchwork of forced cheer stretched over the bones of something fragile.

      “We’ll carry on as usual,” Alma declared, as if that had ever stopped
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