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For every woman who was told she shouldn't be angry.
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  Late Summer



Dawn light spilled through the kitchen window, golden and promising.

Beatrice stood at the counter with her hands wrapped around a cup of tea that had grown cold while she watched the morning emerge. The garden was still misty, herbs glistening with dew that would burn off within the hour, and somewhere in the village a rooster was crowing with more enthusiasm than accuracy.

Three months.

She had been in Havenbrook for three months, and she still caught herself waiting for it to end. For the tearoom to fail. For the magic to dry up. For the universe to remember that Beatrice Kendrick did not get to have nice things and correct its oversight.

But the universe, apparently, had other concerns.

She checked the herb garden before the dew dried, a ritual now rather than a task. The rosemary was thriving. The lavender had spread beyond its original bed, creeping toward the fence in fragrant ambition. The nameless green that grew in the back corner, the one that smelled of summer mornings and tasted of possibility, had doubled in size since June.

Back in the kitchen, she selected the day's tea blends by instinct. Three months ago, she would have agonized over the choice, consulted Millicent's notebooks, second-guessed every decision. Now her hands reached for what felt right: chamomile and honey for the morning crowd, something earthier for the afternoon, the Welcome Blend that had become her signature.

Clover watched from the windowsill, her golden eyes tracking Beatrice's movements with familiar judgment. The cat had stopped actively disapproving somewhere around the second month. Now she merely supervised, which was progress.

"I know the scones need to go in," Beatrice told her. "I was just enjoying the quiet."

Clover's expression suggested that enjoyment was no excuse for poor time management.

By eight-thirty, scones were golden in the oven, three varieties of tea were steeping in their pots, and Beatrice had caught herself humming. She stopped mid-note, startled.

She could not remember the last time she had hummed before Havenbrook. Before the divorce, certainly. Before she had learned to move through her house like a ghost, making herself useful and unobtrusive, the perfect wife to a man who had stopped seeing her years before he left.

The tearoom opened at nine.

This was her life now.

She still had moments of disbelief.
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The morning crowd had developed rhythms she could set a clock by.
Mrs. Blackwood arrived at nine-fifteen, every Tuesday, for Memory Tea that helped her hold onto her late husband's face. She always sat at the table by the window, always ordered one cup and nursed it for an hour, always left with her eyes bright and her step steadier than when she had come in.

The fishermen appeared around nine-thirty, salt-crusted and exhausted after the morning catch, stopping in for strong tea and whatever pastries were fresh before heading home to sleep. They never stayed long, but they tipped generously and called Beatrice "Miss Bea" with the rough affection of men who did not know how to express tenderness except through nicknames and coins left on the table.

Callum Burrows showed up at ten with his mother's lunch order, a gangling teenager with his mother's practical nature and his absent father's restless energy. He lingered after placing the order, helping Linnea clear tables in exchange for whatever pastries had not sold. His crush on Linnea was obvious to everyone except possibly Linnea herself, who treated him with the gentle patience of someone who remembered being seventeen and hopeless.

At precisely ten-thirty, Dr. Iyer appeared at the door.

He ordered the same thing every day: Earl Grey with honey, served in the blue cup that had somehow become his without anyone explicitly assigning it. He sat at the corner table with a medical journal he rarely read, and somehow his visits always coincided with Constance's gardening breaks.

Beatrice watched from behind the counter as Constance appeared at the garden door, ostensibly to deliver fresh herbs, her timing impeccable. She and Dr. Iyer exchanged nods that contained entire conversations. Constance's hand went briefly to her collar, adjusting something that did not need adjusting. Dr. Iyer set down his journal with more care than necessary. Constance mentioned the weather. Dr. Iyer asked about her tomatoes. Neither of them acknowledged that they had been finding excuses to coincide for weeks now.

It was sweet. It was also the slowest courtship Beatrice had ever witnessed, and she had been married to a man who took six months to propose because he kept wanting to "perfect the moment."

She poured herself a cup of the Welcome Blend and let the warmth settle into her chest.

Belonging.

That was what she felt. The word she had been hesitant to use, superstitious about claiming. She had not felt it since before her marriage ended. Maybe not since before the marriage began.


[image: Scene break]


The afternoon lull brought Constance into the kitchen with a basket of herbs.
They worked together in comfortable silence, preparing tomorrow's supplies. Beatrice measured tea into tins while Constance sorted the herbs into bundles, her movements precise from forty years of practice.

"You have changed," Constance said.

Beatrice looked up, startled. Constance was not given to observations about feelings. She was given to observations about technique, about proper steeping times, about the exact moment a scone went from perfect to overdone.

"Have I?"

"Not the obvious things. The confidence, the skill, yes, those are apparent." Constance tied off a bundle of rosemary with quick fingers. "But something else. Subtler. You seem present in a way you were not when you arrived."

Beatrice considered this. "I have been sleeping better. Eating properly. Noticing small pleasures." She thought about the morning, the mist on the garden, the rooster's imperfect crowing. "Things I used to hurry past."

Constance nodded, unsurprised. "That is what happens when you stop running."

The words landed somewhere in Beatrice's chest, in the place where old wounds were slowly becoming scars.

"You have mastered the entry-level magic beautifully," Constance continued, her tone shifting into something more instructional. "The Welcome Blend, the Memory Tea, your basic comfort bakes. All consistent. All genuinely effective."

"But?"

"But there are deeper levels." Constance set down her herbs and met Beatrice's eyes. "Comfort Baking, for instance. True Comfort Baking. The kind that can ease grief, soothe heartbreak, help people through the worst moments of their lives."

"I thought I was already baking comfort."

"You are baking pleasantness." Constance's voice was not unkind, but it was uncompromising. "Pleasantness is warm and lovely and makes people feel nice. Comfort is different. Comfort can hold someone through the death of a child. Comfort can sit with unbearable loss and not look away. Comfort requires pain."

Beatrice's hands stilled on the tea tin. "I thought I already processed pain. The divorce. The estrangement. The grief."

"Grief, yes." Constance returned to her herbs, but her eyes remained watchful. "That is not all the pain you have."

The kitchen was quiet except for the rustle of dried leaves.

"I do not know if I have anything deeper," Beatrice said.

She knew she did. She was not ready.

Constance let the silence sit between them, neither agreeing nor disagreeing. That was worse than an argument would have been.
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The tearoom closed at six.
Beatrice was wiping down the counter when Gareth appeared at the door with a bottle of wine.

"From the mainland," he said, holding it up. "A shop in Bristol that specializes in things that pair well with coastal evenings."

"Is that what we are having? A coastal evening?"

"If you are agreeable."

She was agreeable.

They sat in the herb garden as the stars
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That night, after Gareth had gone home with promises to return for the roof inspection tomorrow, Beatrice checked her email.


































