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      Iris Chen had been sitting in the same corner of Lavender Lane Bookshop for three hours, laptop balanced on her knees, dark hair falling forward to conceal her face—and no one had asked her a single question about herself, which was just how she liked it.

      Her cursor hovered over an article about ergonomic office chairs. Ten Tips for Treating Lower Back Pain. She was aware of the irony: she had spent five years writing about topics she would never use, for people she would never meet, and in a voice she didn't fully own. However, she found it easier to express herself here than in her quiet flat, where the silence was harsher. Here, the quiet had texture—pages rustling, floorboards creaking, customers murmuring. The quietness here felt as if it had been lived in.

      Six months ago, she'd arrived in this town with a laptop, a suitcase, and a carefully crafted story about "needing a change of pace". The reality was more complex: a relationship that had abruptly disintegrated, a freelance career that was teetering on precarious ground, and a mounting doubt that she had dedicated her entire adult life to prioritising efficiency over connection. Productivity trumps presence. Prioritise safety over risk.

      The bookshop had been an accident. While searching for the post office, she found herself lost in these twisting streets, only to stumble onto Lavender Lane as the rain began to fall. The purple door had been propped open, warm light spilling out, and she'd ducked inside without thinking.

      That was twenty-six Fridays ago.

      Iris saved her document and checked the time. Four forty-five. Almost tea hour.

      Exactly at that moment, Alma appeared from behind the counter, a small smile adorning her face as she headed towards the reading corner. She moved with the unhurried grace of someone who knew every inch of this place by heart—the third floorboard that creaked, the shelf that needed adjusting every morning, the exact angle of afternoon light that made the dust motes dance.

      Alma was a woman in her early sixties, though "woman" felt insufficient to describe her. She was a presence. Silver-streaked hair pinned back in a loose bun that never quite stayed put. Her lavender cardigan, soft from years of washing, had pockets brimming with bookmarks and reading glasses. Her hands moved with precision when she was shelving books, but they trembled slightly when she thought no one was watching.

      "Still working, dear?" Alma asked, though it wasn't really a question. She asked the same thing every Friday.

      "Almost done," Iris replied, which was what she always said, whether it was true or not.

      Alma smiled and turned her attention to the small alcove by the window—the reading corner, as everyone called it. A round table with a lace tablecloth that had been mended so many times, the original pattern was barely visible. The room contained four mismatched chairs, likely acquired from four different estate sales, each displaying a history of scratches and wear. There was also a shelf on the wall that held the tea things: a sugar bowl with a chipped rim, a cream pitcher in the shape of a slightly cross-eyed cow (which somehow made it more endearing), tins of Earl Grey and chamomile, and⁠—

      Alma stopped.

      Her hand, reaching for the shelf, hovered in midair. Her fingers, unconsciously reaching for where something should have been, grasped at nothing.

      The air in the bookshop seemed to shift. Iris felt it before she understood what she was feeling—a wrongness, like a note played flat in a familiar song.

      "That's odd," Alma murmured.

      Iris glanced up from her screen. "What's wrong?"

      "The teapot." Alma's voice had gone soft, uncertain in a way Iris had never heard before. "It's not here."

      Iris frowned and looked at the shelf properly. Sure enough, the space where the teapot usually sat—front and centre, always in the exact same spot—was empty. Just a clean ring in the dust where it had been, and beneath it, tiny scratches in the wood where the base had been set down thousands of times, always in exactly the same spot. The absence was almost physical, like a missing tooth you couldn't stop touching with your tongue.

      "Maybe you moved it?" Iris suggested, already knowing the answer.

      "I never move it." Alma turned, scanning the bookshop as if the teapot might have wandered off on its own. Her hand went to her throat, fingers finding the small locket she always wore. "It lives on that shelf. It's always on that shelf."

      There was something in Alma's voice that made Iris close her laptop. There was a hint of panic in Alma's voice, but it wasn't quite that intense. Alma's composure, which she wore like armour, cracked.

      The bell above the door chimed, and two regulars walked in—Mrs Beatrice Holloway, a trim woman in her seventies with perfectly coiffed white hair and the posture of someone who'd once been told to balance books on her head, and Marcus Webb, the local artist who always wore paint-stained jeans and looked perpetually distracted, as if half his mind was still wherever he'd been painting.

      "Good evening, Alma!" Mrs Beatrice called out, her voice bright with the practised cheer of someone who'd spent decades on church committees and charity boards. Then she noticed Alma's expression, and her smile faltered. "What's happened?"

      "The teapot," Alma said quietly. "It's gone."

      Marcus blinked, his messenger bag sliding off his shoulder. "Gone? What do you mean, gone?"

      "I mean, it's not here. Someone's taken it."

      The words lingered in the atmosphere, akin to a misplaced note in a well-known melody.

      Mrs Beatrice's hand flew to her chest, and Iris noticed—not for the first time—how thin her fingers were and how the rings she wore spun loosely. "Taken? But who would—" She stopped, scanning the shop as if any of them could be a thief.

      Marcus scratched his head, genuinely puzzled. "Are you sure you didn't just put it somewhere else? I'm always misplacing my brushes. Found three in the refrigerator last week."

      "I'm sure." Alma's voice was firmer now, but Iris could hear the tremor beneath it, like a foundation starting to crack. "I used it Wednesday evening. I washed it, dried it, and put it back on the shelf. I haven't touched it since."

      "Wednesday," Mrs Beatrice repeated, her tone shifting into something analytical, almost sharp. Her eyes darted to the shelf and to the door, calculating. "So it's been two days. Anyone could have—" She caught herself again, pressing her lips together in a thin line.

      Iris watched Mrs Beatrice carefully. There was something off about her reaction—too quick, too defensive. She clutched her handbag tightly, her knuckles white. She avoided making eye contact with anyone.

      The bell chimed once more. An elderly man shuffled in—Mr Howard, who came every Friday and always ordered chamomile tea, even in the summer—followed by a young woman in a university sweatshirt that Iris recognised but couldn't quite place. Both were regulars; both headed straight to the reading corner out of habit, guided by muscle memory.

      "No tea hour today?" the young woman—Sophie, Iris remembered, the barista from next door—asked, noticing the empty table.

      Alma managed a smile, though it didn't quite reach her eyes. The smile was all wrong, stretched too tight, held too carefully. "Just a small delay. Shall we all take a seat?"

      They arranged themselves in the mismatched chairs with the unconscious choreography of ritual. Mrs Beatrice took the chair nearest the window, where she always sat. Marcus sprawled in the one with the wobbly leg that he never remembered wobbled. Mr Howard needed help settling into his usual spot, and Sophie hovered near the edge, as if not quite sure she belonged at the main table.

      Alma fetched regular mugs—not the delicate teacups that went with the teapot, but everyday ceramic with chips and stains and history. She poured from the electric kettle she kept behind the counter, and the sound was all wrong. The sound was not the gentle glug of water from a teapot's spout, but a mechanical hiss.

      Mrs Beatrice read from a dog-eared Agatha Christie, her voice steady but her hands trembling slightly on the pages. Every few sentences, she'd glance at the empty shelf, then away, then back again, as if checking to make sure the teapot hadn't magically reappeared.

      Marcus kept glancing at the empty shelf too; his brow was furrowed in a way that suggested he was working on a problem. His fingers drummed against his thigh—not nervously, but rhythmically, the way they did when he was painting.

      Mr Howard seemed confused, asking twice where the "pretty teapot" had gone, and both times forgetting the answer almost immediately.

      And Sophie—Sophie's eyes were red-rimmed, Iris noticed. As if she'd been crying recently or hadn't slept well. She held her mug with both hands but never drank from it, just stared into the tea as if it might hold answers.

      Alma sat at the head of the table, holding her mug with both hands, staring at nothing. Or perhaps she was staring at everything—the years of Fridays spent in this corner, the tradition her mother had initiated and vowed to uphold, and the space where something irreplaceable once stood.

      It was just a teapot, Iris thought. But of course, it wasn't.

      Tea hour ended earlier than usual. People murmured their goodbyes and drifted out into the evening, their faces troubled. The ritual had been broken, and they could all feel it—the wrongness of it, like a familiar song played in the wrong key.

      Mrs Beatrice lingered near the door, saying something to Alma in a low voice that Iris couldn't quite hear. But she saw Alma's expression shift—surprise, then concern, then something that might have been pity.

      Marcus left with a distracted wave, already pulling out his phone. Through the window, Iris watched him stop on the sidewalk, typing furiously, his face illuminated by the screen's glow.

      Sophie slipped out without saying goodbye at all, her shoulders hunched, hands shoved deep in her pockets.

      Soon, only Iris and Alma remained.

      Iris closed her laptop and stood, slinging her worn canvas messenger bag over her shoulder—the same bag she'd carried from her old life, stuffed with notebooks she never wrote in and pens that had run dry. The bag had been a gift from Daniel, back
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