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			A Note from Ellie

			The One with the Cabinet is a light and humorous Romance, but there are some serious themes. Everyone deserves to feel safe when reading a book, so here are some topics and subject matters found within the book.

			This book contains the following:

			Themes of emotional unavailability and relationship patterns that may be difficult for readers who have experienced being repeatedly left or chosen against. While handled gently, Wes’s history of ending relationships as a protective mechanism and Sloane’s pattern of not expecting people to stay might resonate uncomfortably for readers with similar experiences. The story also touches on the theme of sacrificing personal desires for professional success, which could be challenging for readers struggling with work-life balance or career regrets. However, the overall tone is hopeful and the resolution affirming, suggesting these themes are explored in service of growth rather than dwelling on damage.

			Premarital sex also occurs. While it happens behind closed doors, the character do engage in sexual activity outside of marriage.
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			Chapter One

			Sloane

		

		
			"I’m not saying it was a metaphor,” Tom said. “I’m saying it functioned as one.”

			Six minutes.

			That’s how long this conversation had been going on. I’d checked my phone when it started. I always checked. Yes, it was a completely useless, thirty-year habit, but I couldn’t break it no matter how many times I made it a New Year’s resolution.

			Tom didn’t actually believe the deer was a metaphor. He knew Graham did, though. He’d been pushing Graham’s buttons for thirty years and barely had to try anymore. Graham launched in, hands moving, voice rising, fully committed to explaining why a deer standing in the road for eleven seconds before walking into the trees was clearly communicative.

			Cass pointed out that nobody asked why the car was there. Maybe the car was the problem.

			Meg cut straight to the point. “Did we hit it?”

			We hadn’t.

			

			“Then why are we still talking about this?”

			She had a point, but it didn’t stop the debate. Nick was already retelling the whole incident from the beginning. He was giving us all a full-body performance, so committed that everyone within ten feet felt the phantom lurch of the car.

			Thirty years of the same conversation. Different cities, different tables, same deer.

			I noticed the patio furniture before I’d finished sitting down. The chairs were Danish—genuine Danish, mid-century, curved backs and tapered legs. These weren’t knockoffs usually found in cafes. Someone, with taste, had paired them with reclaimed wood tables that had no geometric right to work with those chairs, and yet completely did. String lights hung from the pergola overhead. They were off now, but come dusk, they’d be on, doing their best impression of the stars in the sky above them. Sunlight hit the building at an angle that made everything look like someone had arranged it deliberately and then stepped back and pretended they hadn’t.

			The patio looked like something out of a fashion magazine, the kind of thing that gets badly copied in suburbs across the country.

			Two chairs were slightly out of place. A set dresser would have rearranged them before the photographer took a picture. But there wasn’t a photographer or a set dresser here. Just two slightly out-of-place chairs that I wanted to rearrange.

			I was on vacation though. Rearranging chairs on the outdoor patio of a coffee shop wasn’t on the itinerary. Instead, I sat down, which turned out to be a tactical error, because the chair was more comfortable than it looked—dramatically more comfortable, genuinely shocking levels of comfortable for something that had clearly been acquired at a yard sale—and now there was the seating situation, too, on top of everything else.

			The sun found me, and I tilted my head back and closed my eyes, letting it warm my face for a few moments. This moment would be logged as one of my three daily mindfulness breaks I promised to take during my vacation.

			Thirty seconds later. I counted. My mindfulness break was complete. I opened my eyes and looked around the patio again. The deer debate was still going strong and didn’t look to be ending anytime soon. Not wanting to get pulled into the argument, I focused on the menu board by the door.

			The chalkboard listed the daily pastry specials and drinks in brightly colored chalk. It all looked fairly sophisticated for a small town. Except for the three-word phrase written in the upper right corner. Try Our Bagles.

			I squinted and leaned forward slightly, making sure I was reading it right. When the eye-squinting didn’t fix things, I looked away from it toward the lake before looking back at the chalkboard. Nope. Nothing had changed.

			Bagles.

			An argument from inside the shop was competing with the one happening outside. This wasn’t a new argument. Each voice had clearly staked out its position. I gathered the misspelling was deliberate, had always been deliberate, and that a woman named Lizzie had been on the wrong side of this fight for what sounded like multiple mayoral administrations. None of it made any sense to me, and I didn’t even know who to ask for clarification. If they were anything like us, it was best to ignore the misspelling.

			

			The air smelled
 like coffee and something baking, and the faint cool cleanness underneath from being close to a lake.

			I took a deep breath and kept my feelings about the chalkboard to myself.

			I had a lot of feelings about the chalkboard.

			Melody—the nametag confirmed it—came out onto the patio and stopped at our table. She didn’t have her pen and notepad out. She didn’t even ask us what we wanted. She just waited, like she actually wanted to hear what we’d say.

			I couldn’t remember the last time a server had done that. I didn’t think I’d ever done it when I waited tables right out of college, if I was being honest. But I didn’t say anything out loud. Small victory for the version of me that was supposed to be on vacation.

			Nick asked what she’d recommend and aimed his full attention at her—all of it, completely, like a very handsome lamp swiveled toward a person. Nick was fifty-two but told everyone forty-nine, and the entire group had been maintaining this fiction for years out of a collective courtesy that nobody had ever discussed out loud. Melody moved to the next person. I liked Melody immediately and without reservation.

			Tom said he’d take whatever was already made. This was his normal response to anything that required a decision. Meg ordered a cortado, no modifications, caught herself mid-sentence, and added please at the end. I registered the half-second pause, but was never going to mention it to anyone. Graham ordered black coffee. When Melody mentioned the cardamom rolls, his gaze went to the menu board. “I’ll have one of those as well,” he said, sounding faintly like he hadn’t planned to say that.

			Cass asked if they had loose-leaf tea. They didn’t, but she accepted the teabag with the grace of a woman who had decided in her late twenties that service industry workers deserved her absolute best, regardless of what happened, and had never wavered once. I admired this about her more than I’ve ever told her. Especially since she had tolerated more than a few wrong orders from me.

			My order was a double cortado, oat milk, extra hot. It was the most complicated order at the table by a meaningful margin, and my only defense was that it was going to be excellent.

			Melody came back several minutes later with our drinks. In the meantime, the deer debate had resumed where it left off.

			I was right about the cortado. I wrapped both hands around the mug and looked at the lake instead of thinking about whether people on vacation were supposed to evaluate their coffee. At the same time, I did my best to ignore Graham’s reason why the car’s presence was irrelevant to the question. At some point, they had moved away from whether the deer was a metaphor.

			I wasn’t sure whether it was an actual improvement or not.

			In the morning light, the lake was flat and almost pale green or maybe gray. I’d studied Pantone swatches overflowing with distinct shades, but couldn’t remember seeing anything like the color of the lake.

			A dog tied to a post outside the hardware store across the street looked at me once and looked away. The town had been here long before we arrived and was not moved by our presence. At that moment, I decided to find this observation refreshing rather than humbling.

			At least for now.

			Graham’s cardamom roll arrived, and the smell hit the table all at once. It stopped the debate mid-sentence without trying. Cass closed her eyes for half a second. Even Meg, who had strongly held opinions about cardamom dating back to an incident years ago, went completely quiet. Graham broke off a piece. The cardamom roll had him.

			At some point—I couldn’t say exactly when—Cass had set a crystal on the table. She glanced across the street and nodded. “Yep,” she said. “Definitely this one.”

			Nobody asked. We’d known Cass for twenty-five years. We knew the difference between the pronouncements that required a lengthy follow-up conversation and the ones that were just Cass confirming something privately with the universe. This was the second kind.

			Melody had come back to check on us. Graham took this as an opportunity to move from the deer to Iron Creek’s copper mining history, explaining it to her with the easy confidence of a man doing her a genuine favor. Melody’s face went very still and stayed that way. I knew that look. I had a whole professional vocabulary for that look, but I was on vacation, so I left it alone.

			Nick glanced across the street at the Crawford Community Arts Center sign. He set his coffee down. Picked it back up. Said nothing. For someone who had a strong institutional bias toward filling silences, this took real work.

			I was near the bottom of my cortado when Tom went still.

			He’d been watching Meg say something to Graham across the table, and whatever had been forming on his face just folded back in, like a door easing shut from the inside.

			“I keep thinking about Bagles,” he said, to no one.

			Nick laughed. I laughed. We moved on.

			Tom looked toward the lake and then back at the table. “It’s a nice town,” he said.

			Nobody disagreed. Meg looked at her cortado.

			I watched the lake. It was charming but temporary. That was my official position on this town, and I was sticking with it. Eight weeks. Mismatched furniture I wasn’t going to rearrange, a chalkboard that was never getting corrected, and six people who had been having the same conversation since before any of us could have afforded a trip like this. I was going to finish my coffee and go back to the lake house and be a completely normal person on a completely normal vacation.

			It was a solid effort.

			It lasted about ten minutes.

			On the way to Beans & Buns, I’d noticed a shop called Second Glance. The window had a ladder-back chair with straight legs and tight joints, a blanket chest that had been painted approximately four times in four different colors of bad judgment, and at the back, half-visible, what looked like a painted hutch with original hardware.

			I’d stopped. Just for a second, but the others had continued on and I didn’t want to be left behind. I’d been thinking about the hutch ever since.

			I pulled out some cash from my wallet and left it on the table.

			“Where are you going?” Meg asked.

			“Exploring,” I said.

			“She’s going to buy something,” Tom said.

			

			I was not buying anything. I was on vacation, and this was going to be a quick trip to look at the hutch, and then I was coming straight back.

			I did not come back for two hours.
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			Chapter Two

			Wes

		

		
			The chair had been painted yellow three times. Under the second coat I found a third—someone with a theory about yellow and nowhere useful to put it. Underneath it all was red oak. I’d known from the heft of it before I scraped the first section clear, a weight that promised it was worth the trouble. Twenty-two years had taught me to trust that feeling, the report from my hands arriving before my eyes finished looking. This meant three mornings of chemical stripper and a great deal of patience, but it wasn’t a complaint. It was just Tuesday.

			A brush was the right tool for the joint at the top of the back leg, where the paint had settled into the corner with the confidence of something that planned to stay. I worked the stripper into the corner and let it do what it was there to do. The side door was open—I’d put it in when I renovated, officially for ventilation, mostly for the lake, a distinction I’d never clarified to anyone—and the morning came through it carrying the scent of water underneath the chemical stripper and the cedar oil from a chest I’d finished last week. It was the smell of my mornings. Had been for long enough that I’d stopped noticing it except on the days when it was especially good, and this was one of those days.

			Plane blades along the north wall, sorted by length and angle. Chisels by sweep. Sandpaper from sixty to four hundred in the flat cabinet by the door, which I’d built specifically to hold sandpaper and which had never once held anything else, because I’d built it for sandpaper and that was what it held. There was a drawer in the lower left of the main bench marked misc. The misc drawer was not miscellaneous. I knew what was in every section by feel—the weight of each hinge, the difference between a blade that was done and one that still had an edge. The label was just honest. Some things didn’t fit a tidier category, and it was more accurate to say so than to call them something they weren’t.

			The lake was gray-blue through the open door. The color it turned in the hour before the sun fully arrived. It lasted about an hour before the light changed and the water went glossy and definite. I preferred the hour before. The summer people slept through it almost universally, which was the primary service they provided to the town.

			I’d forgotten to set the coffee maker. Again. Mason came through the side door at seven-thirty with two cups from Beans & Buns. Let himself in, set one on the only clear surface near the bench, took his spot on the stool by the window. Fifteen years of this. He didn’t require acknowledgment, and I didn’t offer any. The coffee was hot. That was enough.

			He looked at the chair.

			

			“Yellow,” he said.

			“Three times.”

			He received this with the gravity it deserved.

			We got through the first half of our coffees without much conversation, which was the primary pleasure of Mason’s company. He didn’t talk to fill space. He waited. The Harrington deck was done three weeks early. Talk of a pergola was starting, as it always did, with people who hadn’t been asked. And three weeks out from the smoked-meat fest, he’d already overheard my name at the hardware store—a man telling a tourist to find the Greer booth like it was inside information. Mason relayed this with genuine warmth.

			“Saw cars at the Rorish house this morning,” he said after a while. “Looked like they just got in last night. Illinois plates.”

			“Hm.”

			“Six of them, somebody at the diner said. Whole summer.” He turned his cup in his hands. “Rorish house needs work.”

			He’d been sitting with something and was finally ready to bring it up. Mason was like that—he didn’t come at things until he’d turned them over a few times, checked them from different angles.

			“The dock’s got a soft board. Third plank from the end’s been soft since September. Walt knew about it. Gutters on the east side are pulling away from the fascia. Flashing around the chimney.”

			He paused. “I’m not saying Walt’s a bad person.”

			“You’re not saying he
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