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​Chapter 1: The Daily Grind
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I was currently in a standoff with two hundred pounds of vintage German cast iron. The thermometer on the front of my roaster inched toward four hundred degrees, and I narrowed my eyes at the glass viewing port. This machine was usually my best friend, but this morning it was acting like a temperamental diva.

"Come on," I whispered to the tumbling beans inside. "Don't you dare burn on me. Not today."

This wasn't just any batch of coffee. This was the Mayor's Morning Jolt. It was the signature blend for the Bean & Brew Festival, and it was my one shot at saving the Perk & Puzzle Roastery. If this coffee didn't taste like liquid heaven, Mayor Simon would sign the paperwork to bulldoze my historic firehouse and turn it into luxury condos before I could say espresso.

I adjusted the gas flow with a trembling hand. The science of coffee roasting is a precise dance between heat, airflow, and time. A few seconds too long and you go from a rich, chocolatey masterpiece to charcoal briquettes. My reputation was riding on these beans. My mortgage was riding on these beans. My sanity was currently clinging to these beans like a barnacle on a sinking ship.

"You look like you are trying to use the Force on that machine," a voice said behind me. "Beans, let it do the work."

I turned to see Mavis leaning against the doorframe. My seventy-year-old assistant and best friend was currently wearing a neon pink tracksuit covered in silver sequins. It was six in the morning. The sun wasn't even up, yet Mavis was reflecting more light than a disco ball. She had accessorized the look with fuzzy slippers that looked like poodles.

"I can't trust it," I said, wiping my sweaty palms on my apron. "The Mayor is going to be here any minute for the pre-festival check. If this roast is off, he will have the excuse he needs to shut us down."

Mavis waved a hand dismissively. Her wrist was stacked with enough bangle bracelets to anchor a small boat. They clattered together like a wind chime in a hurricane.

"Slick Simon isn't going to shut us down," she said. "He is too worried about his reelection. Besides, he knows better than to mess with a woman who has access to industrial grinders. That is how you end up in a sausage casing."

"That is morbid, Mavis," I said, though I couldn't help but smile.

"That is Vegas, honey," she replied. She walked past me and began arranging muffins in the glass display case.

I watched her work. Mavis had been a Vegas showgirl in a past life, or at least that was the rumor. She never confirmed or denied it, but she had a high kick that could take out a ceiling fan and she treated every blueberry muffin like it was a headline act. She placed a tray of scones on the counter with a flourish that deserved a drumroll.

I turned back to the roaster. The beans were hitting the first crack, a popping sound like popcorn that signaled they were expanding. The air filled with a grassy, sweet smoke. It was the smell of potential.

"Did you remember to put out the sign?" I asked.

"The one that says Support Local Business Before It Becomes A Parking Lot?" Mavis asked. "Yes. I put it right next to the hydrangeas."

"Subtle," I said.

"Subtlety is for people who aren't fighting for their lives," Mavis said. She grabbed a spray bottle and began misting the fern that hung by the window. "Or their livelihood. This firehouse is the heart of Steeplechase. If Simon turns it into condos, where are people going to get their caffeine? The gas station?"

I shuddered. The gas station coffee in Steeplechase tasted like hot water that had been described to a coffee bean over the phone.

I released the lever on the roaster. The beans poured into the cooling tray in a waterfall of mahogany brown. I switched on the agitator, and the metal arms began to spin, cooling the beans rapidly to stop the cooking process. I leaned in. The aroma hit me. Dark chocolate. Burnt sugar. A hint of hickory.

It was perfect.

I let out a breath I felt like I had been holding for a week. "Okay," I said. "We have the coffee. We have the pastries. We might actually survive this day."

"Of course we will," Mavis said. "Now go fix your hair. You have a little..." She gestured vaguely to her own head.

I reached up and touched my messy bun. It felt like a bird’s nest made of frizz and anxiety. "It adds character," I said. "It says I am a hard-working artisan, not a beauty queen."

"It says you stuck a fork in an outlet," Mavis corrected.

I grabbed a mug from the shelf. It was one of my favorites, a chipped ceramic piece that said Espresso Yourself. I poured a small sample of yesterday’s roast and took a sip. The caffeine hit my bloodstream like a welcome friend. I looked around the shop.

I loved this place. When I bought the old Fire Station No. 4 three years ago, everyone told me I was crazy. It was a wreck. The roof leaked, the floor rotted, and the bell tower was full of bats. But I saw the bones of it. The high tin ceilings. The massive bay doors where the fire trucks used to exit. The exposed brick that held the history of the town.

We had turned the main bay into the cafe floor, filling it with mismatched armchairs and heavy wooden tables. The "Puzzle" part of the name came from the massive collection of jigsaw puzzles Mavis insisted on keeping on the back shelf for customers. It had become a community hub. The old folks came for the puzzles, the hipsters came for the single-origin pour-overs, and everyone came for Mavis’s gossip.

And Mayor Simon wanted to turn it into "The Lofts at Station 4."

"He is late," I said, checking the clock on the wall. It was shaped like a giant coffee pot.

"He is making an entrance," Mavis said. "He probably waited outside until the clock struck the hour exactly."

As if on cue, the bell above the heavy oak door jingled. The air in the shop instantly felt heavier.

Mayor Slick Simon strutted into the shop. He wore a navy suit that was too shiny and a smile that was too wide. His hair was slicked back with enough product to grease a baking pan. He looked around my shop with a sneer, his eyes lingering on the fairy lights wrapped around the brass fire pole.

"Madison," he boomed. His voice grated on my nerves like a rusty hinge. "I see you are still playing shopkeeper. I hope you are ready to pack up. The rezoning vote is next week."

I forced a smile onto my face. It felt tight. My fingers gripped the handle of my mug.

"Good morning, Mayor," I said. "We are just finishing your special blend. I think the town is going to love it."

He walked up to the counter, ignoring Mavis completely. He ran a finger along the polished wood, checking for dust. "The town loves progress, sweetie. Not old buildings that smell like burnt toast. I have big plans for this block. Modern. Sleek. Profitable."

"Historical," I countered. "Charming. Beloved."

He laughed. It
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