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          LEAVES OF LEGACY

        

      

    

    
      Fat droplets pinged off rain drums as Mei Tanaka ground the stone pestle into her tencha leaves. In a few short weeks, she would no longer be here. It was imperative – for her own peace of mind – that she make enough matcha to get Yuji through the next few months without her.

      The moon was full, lending her the light she needed to complete the spell. She turned her wrist just so, whispering the words her mother had taught her as she watched the dark paste turn to an emerald green, a faint sheen illuminating beneath the moonlight as she worked.

      The shimmer deepened with each circular motion of her wrist. Feeling the familiar tingle in her fingertips – the old magic responded to her touch and intention. This batch would be different from the commercial powder Yuji had grown accustomed to buying from the market. This matcha would carry her protection, her love, woven into every grain.

      A soft knock at the sliding door made her pause. ‘Mei?’ Yuji’s voice drifted through the paper screen, thick with sleep. ‘Are you still awake?’

      She glanced at the glowing powder in her stone bowl, then at the moon hanging low in the sky. Dawn would come soon, and with it, another day closer to her departure. ‘Just finishing some tea preparation,’ she called back, her voice steady despite the ache in her chest.

      Mei scooped the glowing matcha into small pot-bellied teapots, sealing each one with a whispered blessing. The rain drums sang their ancient rhythm, drowning out the sound of her quiet tears. By morning, the green powder would look ordinary enough, though it would still carry the weight of her intentions. She tucked the containers into a wooden box, arranging them carefully between layers of silk cloth.

      It wouldn’t be enough, she knew, to mend Yuji’s broken heart. But she hoped it would ease his pain, if only a little, so he would feel her with him. Always.
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          MATCHA MADE IN HEAVEN

        

      

    

    
      Grace had arrived at her parents’ house in Lavender Hollow with her tail between her legs and her wedding dress stuffed inside a gown bag. She wasn’t exactly proud of doing a moonlight flit, leaving London, her career and her fiancé like some cowardly Houdini … but when fight-or-flight mode kicked in, there had been only one answer. Run like hell.

      Sitting in her cat pyjamas on her parents’ sofa, she had eaten, cried and napped her way through the best part of a month before her mum popped her head round the door and suggested she might want to start looking for a job. In fact, Millifer was so worried about her, her voice had slid into that strangled high-pitched dog whistle, that frantic look in her eyes that said, Any job will do and just please, will you take a shower?

      She could deal with her mother’s worried look. Unlike with her brother James, whom her mother deemed successful and happy in his stable relationship with his girlfriend, Sab, Grace often felt Millifer’s fussy concern when it came to her. Now that her mum’s worry was spilling over into disappointment, Grace finally felt she should do something about it. Peeling herself off the sofa, she spent the best part of an hour with a wide-toothed comb and a handful of conditioner, getting the rats’ nest out of her hair.

      Once she was presentable, her first port of call was the high street. The bookshop, The Lavender Ledger, had always piqued her interest, but she hadn’t been in since she was a teen. Trips home to visit her parents had become a twice-yearly event and although a quiet guilt had been gnawing away at her over it, things had become … a little tricky. Memories of Oliver not wanting to stay at her parents’ home danced on the edge of her consciousness. Not today, not now, she warned herself. You need to get a job.

      Grace adored books and wouldn’t mind burying herself in The Lavender Ledger to forget everything for a little while. However, when she had enquired about any potential vacancies, the pale man behind the counter gave her the once over, stuck his tongue in his cheek and was so downright rude to her, she didn’t think she could go in there – even as a customer – ever again.

      After a few more we’re sorry, but nos she landed on the final storefront in the village. The cherry blossoms outside the pretty teashop were in full bloom, a peppering of pink confetti fluttering down in the breeze as she stopped before the pistachio-coloured – or she supposed matcha-coloured – teashop called Matcha Made in Heaven. A tiny card in the window advertised ‘Help Wanted’.

      With butterflies warring in her stomach, the little bell above the door chimed as Grace pushed inside. The warm, earthy scent of green tea and something deliciously sweet enveloped her. Honey cakes and lavender shortbread lined the glass display next to the till. The teashop’s interior was even more charming than the exterior suggested: mismatched chairs clustered around small round tables, fairy lights strung along exposed wooden beams, shelves lined with an impressive collection of teapots in every imaginable shape and size and vintage Japanese posters.

      The teashop was empty, save for a couple in the corner sharing a pot of something fragrant and an elderly Japanese man standing behind the counter. He wore a silver badge pinned to his green apron that read YUJI.

      Grace cleared her throat. ‘Hello,’ she said as she approached him. ‘I’m enquiring about the help-wanted sign? My name’s Grace.’ She held out her hand, and he took it with a smile.

      ‘Nice to meet you, Grace. I’m Mr Tanaka. But everyone calls me Yuji.’ His eyes crinkled at the corners as he shook her hand. His grip took her by surprise. ‘Grace,’ he repeated, as if he could assess her by her name alone. Suddenly, his smile dropped as his eyes darted down to her hand and back up again. He let go immediately.

      He’d seen the small moon and stars tattooed between her finger and thumb, and her painted black nails.

      ‘I’m sorry, but the sign is old,’ he said, his voice gentle but firm, and she felt his warmth towards her leave the shop like a passing ghost. Grace’s shoulders slumped. Another rejection. At this rate, she’d be in those cat pyjamas until retirement age.

      ‘Please,’ she said, tucking her hands behind her back and hating the desperation in her voice. ‘If you have any work available, I promise, I’m a hard worker. And I learn quickly.’

      Yuji studied her face, his own expression unreadable.

      ‘Do you have experience with tea?’ he asked finally.

      ‘Um, I love to drink it,’ Grace offered him her winning smile. ‘Earl Grey. PG Tips. Sometimes chamomile before bed.’

      Yuji’s mouth twitched, almost a smile. ‘That is all? What about faces? Are you good with them? Will you be able to remember a customer’s order before they even ask?’

      She chewed on the inside of her cheek. Her memory was terrible, especially with faces and she was even worse with names. ‘I can learn,’ Grace said quickly, looking him square in the eye. She was not going to do what she’d done in the other shops, dip her head low and apologise for existing before scuttling out of the door again. She needed something to pass the time … and she needed money. As quickly as possible. No way could she ask her parents and bear their look of disappointment. ‘I … I need this job, Mr Tanaka. More than you know.’

      Something in her voice must have touched him, because Yuji’s expression softened slightly, his dark eyes shining. ‘Do you at least have experience with people? With listening? With making someone feel welcome when they are having a difficult day?’

      ‘I worked in HR…’ she offered.

      His face soured. ‘That’s a no, then.’

      Shifting her weight from one foot to the other, she bit her lip. This is a car crash, she thought desperately. Before he could dismiss her, she offered every last thing she had … which was less than nothing. ‘Here’s the thing, Mr Tanaka. I left my fiancé. I hated my job, and I couldn’t afford to rent my apartment on my own. So, I’m back here, in the town I grew up in, living with my parents … and I’m just so … lost.’ She heard her voice wobbling, the tears stinging the corners of her eyes.

      He bowed his head and sighed. ‘Okay, okay! Do not cry, please. One week. I’ll give you a one-week trial period. Come at seven a.m. tomorrow. Do not be⁠—’

      ‘Late. I won’t,’ Grace promised, smiling. ‘Thank you so much, Mr Tanaka. I won’t let you down.’ She shook his hand again, turning for the door before he could change his mind.

      ‘Please, call me Yuji!’ he called after her.
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          LAWYERS AND LATTES

        

      

    

    
      Max Owens raked his hands through his dark hair. Sitting opposite his wife Natalie, he searched her cold expression for something, anything to show him that their marriage hadn’t been one long lie. They had been sitting in this stuffy lawyer’s office for almost three hours, and she hadn’t conceded on one thing. Not that he really cared a damn about any of that other stuff. He only cared that the woman he had vowed to love until death do us part had decided someone else would be far better in his place.

      ‘Natalie.’ His voice came out rougher than he intended. ‘Let’s not drag this on. I have somewhere I need to be.’

      She finally looked up from the stack of papers, her manicured fingers drumming against the table.

      ‘You always have somewhere you need to be.’ She blew out a bitter laugh. ‘You never did have time for me.’

      ‘We’re going round in circles,’ he said through gritted teeth.

      ‘I agree. Let’s go through the rest of the assets next time. My train to Cornwall leaves in an hour.’

      Max felt his pulse quicken. ‘You’re going to stay with Alistair?’ he asked, his voice barely audible.

      She didn’t answer, but the way her fingers stilled on the table told him everything. The silence stretched between them like a chasm, filled only by the distant hum of traffic outside and the scratch of their lawyer’s pen against legal pad. She picked up her takeaway coffee and took a swig.

      ‘Seriously, Natalie.’ Max slumped back in his chair, feeling like he’d been punched.

      Mr Wilkes, their mediator, cleared his throat uncomfortably. ‘Let’s not get distracted by⁠—’

      ‘No.’ Max’s eyes didn’t leave Natalie’s face. ‘I want to know how long you’ve been staying there.’

      Natalie’s composure finally cracked, just a fraction. A flush of pink crept up her neck.

      Max continued, his voice cutting, ‘I want to know why he gets to spend more time with my wife than I do.’

      Natalie’s jaw tightened. ‘He’s not some stranger, Max.’

      She might as well have gutted him.

      ‘I know he’s not a stranger. That’s half the problem, isn’t it! How long? Weeks? Months?’ The words came out strangled. Max felt the room tilt slightly, his vision narrowing at the unrecognisable woman across from him. ‘How long, Natalie?’

      She set down her coffee cup with deliberate care. ‘That’s not relevant to⁠—’

      ‘I think it’s very relevant,’ he snapped, trying and failing to keep the anger from his tone.

      ‘I’ve been staying there on and off since Cassie’s wedding,’ she said, averting her eyes.

      Max went deathly still. ‘Eight months ago,’ he said quietly, the pieces clicking into place. ‘At your sister’s wedding…’ He could barely finish the sentence. ‘Why are you deliberately trying to hurt me? What have I done that’s so awful?’

      Mr Wilkes shuffled his papers nervously. ‘Mr Owens, perhaps we should focus on the specifics of the arrangement rather than⁠—’

      ‘Does it matter now?’ Natalie snapped, ‘whether I’ve stayed with him two times or ten times, why does the number matter?’

      ‘It matters,’ Max said, his voice dangerously low, ‘because even after a decade you don’t even have the decency, or the respect for me, to give me a shred of honesty.’

      He could feel the mediator’s discomfort radiating across the table, but he couldn’t bring himself to care. The revelation that Natalie had been spending time with Alistair for eight months without his knowledge felt like a betrayal so profound he could barely breathe through it.

      Natalie tucked a strand of dark hair behind her ear and pressed her lips into a line, both gestures he had once found endearing but that now seemed calculated.

      She glanced at her watch. ‘I have to go.’ She reached down to retrieve her handbag and began gathering her things.

      Max stood, the chair scraping behind him. ‘I want this done, Natalie. You can take whatever it is you want, take it all, but it’s over. I don’t see why you’re dragging this out.’

      Natalie stood and turned to leave.

      The door clicked shut behind her, leaving Max alone with the mediator and the bitter taste of his own desperation. Mr Wilkes cleared his throat and began shuffling through his papers with unnecessary vigour.

      In an uncharacteristic show of solidarity, Wilkes then gave him a consoling tap between his shoulder blades. ‘Take some time off while we get everything together. Do you have anywhere you could go to escape for a while?’

      Max pushed a dark lock of hair back from his face and nodded. He would stick to the plan, return to Lavender Hollow.

      He’d hoped that the anchor of being back where his mother had spent her final years would provide him some kind of answer, or perhaps in some adverse way make him feel less alone. If anything, his sister Abigail was there, and she made the best peaches and cream pie he had ever tasted. So, there was that.
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          THE FIRST CUP

        

      

    

    
      ‘Gracie darling, you’ll get something more … proper, won’t you?’ Millifer asked.

      Grace’s mother had been grilling her for half an hour on her new job. She was about to object, when her father jumped to her defence.

      ‘Come on, Millie, you told her to get a job. It’s just for now,’ Tom grumbled, putting his paper down. ‘And that Japanese man, Yuji? He seems like a nice fellow. Poor man’s lost his wife⁠—’

      ‘You only know that because I told you,’ Millifer cut in, ‘You’ve never even spoken to him.’ She cut back to Grace, that concerned expression there again in her hazel-green eyes. She placed a cool hand on top of Grace’s. ‘I just don’t want you to get stuck there.’

      Grace shrugged and picked up a piece of her father’s untouched toast.

      ‘Mum, it’s fine. It’s really a beautiful little place, it’s peaceful and I think it will be the perfect change of pace.’

      ‘But you have so much potential, darling,’ Millifer continued. ‘All those years at university, your career in London. This is just a temporary setback.’

      Grace couldn’t make her mother see that serving tea to strangers sounded infinitely more appealing than returning to a corporate job where she’d spent her days with colleagues who all hated each other and endless mountains of paperwork. And after a monotonous day, she would return home, never sure what mood she’d find Oliver in. She glanced up at the clock on the wall.

      ‘No!’ She almost choked on a piece of toast. ‘I’m late! Why didn’t you tell me I was late!’

      Grace abandoned her coffee, rushing out into the hall and pulling on her shoes and coat.

      ‘Break a leg!’ her dad shouted as she flung open the door and raced into the brisk April morning.

      Grace flew down the blossom-lined street like a bat out of hell. Thirty minutes late. She’d promised Yuji, and she’d already failed at the first hurdle. If you could call ‘being on time for work’ a hurdle.

      She scolded herself as she ran breathlessly past the florists, the bakery, then the bookshop, hoping no one would see how sweaty and out of breath she was, her long golden hair streaming wildly behind her.

      The green façade of Matcha Made in Heaven came into view, and Grace’s heart sank when she saw the lights already on inside, the silhouette of Yuji moving behind the steamed-up windows.

      She remembered her father mentioning that Yuji was a widower, and Grace felt a pang of sympathy. That explained the sadness she’d glimpsed behind his kind eyes, the way he’d asked about making people feel welcome when they were having a difficult day.

      Grace thought about the elderly couple she’d seen sharing their pot of tea, the peaceful atmosphere of the shop, the care Yuji had taken in arranging everything just so. Maybe this is exactly what Lavender Hollow needs, she thought. Maybe it’s not about what people think they want. Maybe it’s about offering them something they didn’t know they needed.

      She burst through the door, the little bell announcing her arrival with what felt like an accusatory chime.

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ she gasped, doubling over to catch her breath. ‘My alarm didn’t go off, and then my mum was asking a million questions, and⁠—’

      Yuji looked up from the cutlery he was polishing, his expression unreadable. For a moment, Grace was certain he was going to tell her not to bother taking off her coat.

      ‘Breathe,’ he said simply, then returned to his station behind the counter. ‘You are here now. And I do not have the energy to admonish you.’

      Grace straightened, surprised by his calm response. ‘I really am sorry, Mr Tanaka. I promise it won’t happen again.’

      Yuji gave her a grave look that implied he sincerely hoped it wouldn’t, before beckoning her to join him.

      ‘Did you not sleep well?’ Grace asked, still catching her breath.

      ‘Hmm?’ He furrowed his brows.

      ‘You said you don’t have the energy today…’

      He waved a dismissive hand. ‘I no longer worry about sleep. I read late into the night. It keeps my mind from wandering…’ He trailed off. ‘But now, there is only one important thing. Your place here will be determined on how well you make tea. Not everyone can make a perfect cup of matcha. Come, I will show you the basics.’ He gestured towards the tins of powder before collecting an apron off a hook and handing it to her.

      Grace tied the strings around her waist, the soft green fabric bearing the shop’s name in elegant gold script.

      ‘First lesson,’ he said, opening one of the tins, his hands shaking slightly. The powder inside was the most vibrant green she’d ever seen. ‘Matcha is not just tea. It is a ceremony. The art is to be respected. It is…’ He paused, searching for the word. ‘Connection. A pause in time. A moment of reflection.’

      Grace nodded earnestly, though she wasn’t entirely convinced. She usually dunked a tea bag in boiling water while checking emails.

      ‘Watch,’ Yuji commanded, taking a bamboo whisk that had been left to soak. His movements were fluid as he sifted the powder into a bowl, before adding a little bit of warm water. He began whisking in a precise zigzag pattern. Up close, she could see the precision with which Yuji worked – every movement deliberate, almost meditative. She studied his hands, mesmerised by the way his body barely moved as he flicked his hand at the wrist with practised ease, the whisk creating a soft rhythmic sound against the ceramic. Despite the tremor in his hands, which she’d noticed when he’d opened the tin of matcha, his technique was flawless. The powder transformed into a smooth, jade-coloured foam that almost appeared lit within under the shop’s warm lighting.

      ‘Now you try the first part,’ he said, sliding an empty bowl towards her.

      Grace picked up a wooden scoop, already forgetting how much Yuji had used. She selected a new whisk and added some water. Then she tried to mimic his movements. Her technique was off, Yuji said, and she was using her arm instead of just her wrist. The first attempt produced something she would have been proud of, if it wasn’t sitting directly next to Yuji’s.

      ‘Too impatient,’ Yuji observed, moving to stand beside her. ‘Don’t try to rush it. May I?’ he asked, his hand hovering over hers. She nodded, and he placed his weathered hand over hers, guiding the whisk in gentle M-shaped motions. ‘Practise,’ he nodded, ‘I will not stand and look over your shoulder.’ He left her to it while he finished filling up tiny vases with water for sprigs of pink geraniums.

      Grace paused for a moment, watching Yuji. She was all too used to looking over her shoulder, having someone breathing down her neck, checking everything small she did and criticising her. But Yuji didn’t even glance over. After a few more worried glances at her new boss, Grace took a deep breath, easing in and following his instructions. Slow, steady movements. Her confidence grew a fraction as the matcha started to look as it should.

      Once Grace had a smooth and silky froth, Yuji instructed her on the different flavours and types of matcha stocked behind the counter.

      ‘Good,’ he said, the corners of his mouth lifting with approval as he looked into the bowl, his eyes twinkling with what she swore looked like excitement. ‘Have you tried matcha before?’

      She had … and try as she might, she hadn’t enjoyed it. ‘Once. But I’m sure it wasn’t made correctly – it was a little bitter.’

      ‘My matcha is never bitter,’ he said gravely. ‘But, for your first proper cup, we will make an iced latte.’ Yuji bent down under the counter, fetching a scoop full of ice from the machine, and added it to a tall glass with a dash of vanilla syrup. Grace watched as he fetched oat milk from the fridge and poured it over the ice. ‘When you get a taste for it, you will enjoy drinking it straight from the bowl. That is how I prefer it. This is far too sweet for me, but most of my customers seem to like it best. Here.’ He poured the matcha into the glass of milk, the vivid green swirling against the creamy off-white.

      Grace couldn’t ever imagine liking the sharp, earthy taste enough to want to drink it neat, but she was hopeful her tastes would change. She’d once loathed olives, and now they were one of her five a day when she was too lazy to cook or do anything other than graze. A few weeks ago, she was set to be married to someone until death do us part … her tastes had dramatically changed in that respect, so she was optimistic she could learn to like matcha. She also hoped that this place would provide her with enough of a distraction – and, who knows, perhaps even a major reset, to jump start her floundering life.

      There was something about this small, ramshackle café that immediately enveloped her in its warmth. She wanted to do well at this job. Not just because she was a people pleaser, but the more time she spent in here, the more she realised she needed this job. Needed it to go well.

      Every moment of her life had been planned thus far. Since she was at university, she’d had a goal, a signpost to aim for. This was the first time in her life she’d felt completely adrift, and that petrified her.

      She was so ready for a distraction, something to stop her brain picking over everything that had happened over the last few months she was in London. Perhaps Matcha Made in Heaven was the perfect place to do just that.

      Not forgetting the dress to pay off as well. Her bespoke lace and satin wedding gown hung on the back of her bedroom door, a constant reminder of her previous life … and the outstanding bill she had to pay for it.

      Yuji pushed a straw in and gave it a stir, handing her the glass with a hopeful gleam in his eyes. Grace noted how the green gradient created an almost ombré effect from the pale foam at the top to the deeper jade at the bottom. She took a tentative sip, preparing herself for the bitter assault she remembered from her one previous encounter at a trendy café in London.

      Instead, she was met with something entirely different. The vanilla and oat milk had softened the earthy intensity, creating a creamy sweetness that carried just a hint of that distinctive umami. It was … delicious.

      ‘Oh,’ she said, genuinely surprised. ‘Wow, Yuji. This is really lovely.’

      His face broke into the first real smile she’d seen from him, transforming his serious demeanour. ‘Good. Very good. I use only the finest ceremonial-grade matcha. None of this rubbish they use in big coffee shops. Now, I must collect today’s pies and cakes from the bakery before we open.’

      ‘I can do that for you,’ Grace said between another long slurp of her tea, ‘what do I need to get?’

      Yuji seemed surprised, yet a little relieved not to have to go himself. ‘Miss Abigail just gives me what she thinks is best.’

      Grace nodded, taking another long sip before heading out to Abigail’s bakery. It was only two doors down, one over from the lilac-painted bookstore with the snippy bookseller. Grace had barely noticed it during her frantic sprint earlier. Now, approaching at a normal pace, she could appreciate the cheerful pale-yellow storefront with its gold-foil sign reading ‘Abigail’s Artisan Bakery’ in swirling letters. The window display showcased an array of glossy pastries, delicate tarts and what appeared to be miniature works of art masquerading as cakes.

      The bell chimed as Grace entered, and she was immediately enveloped in the warm embrace of freshly baked bread, cinnamon and butter. Behind the counter a woman loaded a heavy tray of croissants into a trolley. Flour dusted her dark hair, her cheeks pink from the heat of the ovens. She wore an apron that had clearly seen many battles with various batters and doughs.

      ‘Sorry, we’re not open yet!’ The woman glanced up, seeming a little flustered.

      ‘Hi, I’m Grace, I’ve just started work at Matcha Made in Heaven. Mr Tanaka sent me for today’s order?’

      The woman beamed, her hazel eyes gleaming as she wiped her hands on her apron.

      ‘Sorry about that! I thought you were an impatient customer. I’m Abigail.’

      Reaching for her hand, Grace felt the calloused fingers of a young woman who had built up her own armour against the various burns she must have received over the years.

      ‘How are you finding Yuji’s place so far?’ Abigail asked.

      ‘Well, I’m only on my first hour, but he seems nice, and the place is lovely.’ She meant it. The teashop had its own aura of tranquillity. Abigail’s Artisan Bakery was beautiful, clean and modern. But something here made Grace feel on edge. She could sense the rushed anxiety flowing from Abigail, the need to get things done, done, done.

      ‘He is a nice man,’ Abigail considered, ‘quiet and nice, but also … I don’t know.’

      ‘Melancholy?’ Grace offered.

      ‘Yes. That’s exactly it.’

      The word had popped out of her mouth, almost without realising, but now Grace couldn’t agree with that assessment more.

      ‘Hang on, I’ve got Yuji’s usual favourites ready. And something extra.’ Abigail disappeared into the back room, returning with two large boxes. ‘Here we have matcha-and-strawberry macarons, blueberry pie, green-tea shortbread, and some of my lemon and lavender drizzle cake … that one will pair beautifully with his green tea. Though don’t tell him I said that. Let him think that he came up with it on his own. He’s very particular about pairings and doesn’t like it when I try to boss him around.’

      Grace peered into the boxes, marvelling at the delicate pastries. ‘These look incredible. Do you make everything fresh daily?’

      ‘Every morning. I prep the night before, of course.’ Abigail sighed, letting the tension in her shoulders ease slightly. ‘So, what brings you to Lavender Hollow, are you new in town?’

      ‘Not new. I grew up here, actually, but I’ve been living in London for almost ten years. I come home to visit my parents for Easter and Christmases…’ Grace trailed off, unsure of what to say. ‘But now it looks like I might be here indefinitely.’ She hoped the sense of panic she felt at that didn’t show on her face, but Abigail’s eyes softened.

      ‘Oh, honey, I know the look of heartbreak when I see it. I was you this time last year,’ she said knowingly.

      ‘I broke off my wedding,’ Grace admitted. ‘We would have been getting married in a few weeks—’ She laughed awkwardly. ‘I guess the details don’t matter anymore.’

      Abigail gave her a sympathetic smile. ‘I’ve been through my fair share of break-ups. And I’ve seen plenty come back to Lavender Hollow for the same reason. Sometimes it feels like this town collects broken hearts. Half the people here are running from something.’ She thought for a moment. ‘I’m still hoping this place has a way of healing people, too.’

      Abigail surveyed her over the tower of takeaway boxes. ‘You know what? I’m getting off at four to meet my brother. We might pay Matcha Made in Heaven a visit so I can check out how my cakes are going down.’

      ‘Great! As long as you don’t mind an inexperienced barista potentially ruining your coffee?’ Grace joked.

      Abigail laughed. ‘I’m a tired baker, I’ll drink anything as long as it’s a piping hot caffeinated beverage. Although I can’t say the same for my brother. He’s such a coffee snob he bought an expensive machine for the bookshop, even though he’s never here. He owns The Lavender Ledger next door, have you been in?’

      Urgh, no, Grace almost shuddered, the snippy pale man is her brother?

      ‘I’ve been in once, yes,’ Grace said noncommittally, before smiling and turning for the door. ‘Thanks for these. I’ll see you later, then.’

      Abigail rushed for the door and opened it to let her out. ‘See you later,’ she promised.

      Grace hurried back to Matcha Made in Heaven. The thought of facing the angry bookshop owner again made her jaw clench. It gave her that same sinking feeling she used to get when she would hear Oliver’s keys turning the lock of their apartment door … the sound of his work shoes clacking against the wooden floor. Her stomach flipped over, and she forced herself to push the thoughts aside. She had a job to do – starting with not dropping Abigail’s beautiful pastries on the pavement.

      Yuji looked up expectantly as she nudged the door open with her hip, a wild whip of wintery air following her in and jangling the bell.

      ‘Perfect timing,’ he said, clearing space on the counter. ‘We open in ten minutes.’
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        * * *

      

      By one o’clock, Grace had served exactly three people. An elderly woman was first. She’d ordered a simple green tea and sat down to read. It wasn’t until Grace heard a strange noise coming from the corner that she realised the woman had dozed off. She had to keep clearing her throat, louder each time, to rouse her. After Grace had convinced her to finish up so she could go home and get some rest, a young mother with two small children came in and bought a matcha latte and a box of macarons to go; the children pressed their faces against the cake cabinet, taking long licks of the glass while Yuji looked like he was about to have a heart attack.

      After lunchtime, a man in a suit entered and sat talking loudly on his phone with a regular breakfast tea and an untouched shortbread. He was so obnoxious that after forty minutes of him shouting down the phone, Yuji approached him, politely bowed and told him that the shop was closing early. When the man protested, gesturing wildly at his shortbread with his phone between his ear and shoulder, Yuji practically corralled him up and out through the door. With a swift turn of the CLOSED sign, he stood there for ten minutes until he was sure that the man had gone and he could flip it back to OPEN.

      As the day wore on, Grace found herself reorganising the same display of vintage tins for the umpteenth time, while Yuji sat at a corner table with his own steaming cup of matcha. Was he not bothered by the lack of customers? The silence stretched between them, broken only by the occasional car passing outside and the soft hum of the refrigerator.

      Unable to contain her curiosity any longer, Grace finally asked, ‘Is it always this quiet?’

      Yuji’s gaze shifted to her, and she caught something that looked like resignation in his dark eyes. ‘Most prefer coffee, or English tea. They think we only serve matcha and that matcha is—’ he gestured, looking around ‘—not for them.’

      ‘Matcha is super trendy,’ Grace replied, hoping to encourage him. ‘We just need to let more people know it’s here and show them all the beautiful things you offer. You have something special here, Yuji. Authentic matcha on one of the prettiest streets in England.’ She had an idea. ‘Can you show me again how to do the latte art? I want to perfect it.’

      Yuji sighed, his shoulders sloping. He seemed deflated and Grace felt her heart twist painfully. He slid off his seat and joined her at the coffee machine.

      They were frothing the milk when the bell rang. Grace looked over her shoulder to see Abigail’s beaming smile, followed by a man who definitely wasn’t the crabby guy from the bookshop. This guy was a walking cliché. Tall, dark and handsome in a very obvious way. He wore a grey T-shirt, worn black jeans and boots.

      They approached the counter, deep in conversation. Grace surveyed him closer. After spending so much time with Oliver and his family, she could see this guy had money. The subtle but expensive watch, the ever so slightly sun-kissed skin, the quality cut of his clothes and the cologne that reeked of wealth.

      Grace didn’t go near guys like that. Not anymore, anyway. They always knew exactly how handsome, rich and successful they were, and they lived in a world that Grace had not been born into and could never see herself fitting into. After her relationship with Oliver, the very idea of repeating the same mistakes repelled every cell in her body.

      Grace gave Abigail a quick smile and a wave, before turning back to concentrate on pouring the milk, tipping the jug up and down just like Yuji had shown her. She managed to make a lopsided heart, her face lighting up with glee as she turned to Yuji.

      ‘Ta-da!’ she exclaimed, presenting it to him like she was on a game show.

      He surveyed it, a faint smile quirking at the corner of his mouth as he merely said, ‘More practice.’

      Abigail and the tall dark-haired man were watching them as they stood waiting.

      ‘Is that a matcha latte?’ the stranger asked.

      ‘It certainly is,’ Grace replied, ‘just a test one, though.’

      ‘Can I take it?’ he said not looking at her, suddenly distracted by something flashing up on his phone. ‘I’m in need of caffeine. Immediately.’

      Abigail scowled up at him. ‘Grace, Yuji, meet my brother Max. And please forgive his rudeness.’

      ‘Hmm?’ he said, looking up momentarily, the picture of aloofness as his eyes flicked towards the cup in her hand like it was a lifeline.

      It seemed Abigail’s brother was not the pasty guy with the attitude, then. That guy must be an employee.

      ‘Here,’ Grace said, staring at the imperfect heart, which she thought was pretty good. She handed over the cup to Max before Yuji could stop her.

      ‘Wait!’ Yuji exclaimed, but Max had already reached for the cup and was lifting it to his lips. As he took a long sip, Yuji and Grace watched him. Yuji’s face was a picture of mortification at the defective matcha sliding down Max’s throat.

      ‘This is exactly what I needed.’ Max said, pausing before taking another long drink, his blue eyes closing in appreciation. ‘I haven’t had matcha this good since I was in Japan.’

      Grace felt a flush of pride. Beside her, she could feel Yuji straightening slightly, a spark of something returning to his posture.

      ‘Please, follow me, the table by the window is lovely,’ Grace said, picking up some menus and leading the way. Yuji gave her a grateful nod. He looked exhausted, and Grace was keen to prove herself useful after being late on her first day.

      ‘I was telling Grace about your fancy coffee machine in The Lavender Ledger,’ Abigail said to Max as they walked to the table. ‘Grace grew up here, so she’s a real Lavenderite.’

      Max looked to be in his late thirties with an angular face, deep blue eyes and dark hair that matched his sister’s. No derisive look or similar features to the fellow next door … although, the tiny hint of irritation lining Max’s face was reminiscent of him.

      ‘Wait,’ Grace said, wanting to make sure the guy from the bookshop wasn’t a relative. ‘Who was the man I spoke to the other day in your shop – slight with black-rimmed glasses?’

      Max set his cup on the table. ‘That would be Theodore. He runs the shop for me.’

      ‘Our mum hired him,’ Abigal chipped in. ‘He wouldn’t be my choice. But Max won’t get rid.’

      Max gave his sister a pointed look, like they had argued over this many times before.

      ‘Our mum passed away,’ Abigail supplied. ‘And Max here won’t even repaint the shop a different colour, let alone fire the most vicious bookseller alive.’

      ‘I’m sorry to hear that,’ Grace said, ‘about your mum, I mean. Although also about the bookseller, too, actually…’ she added before she could stop herself.

      Max looked up, studying her for the first time. ‘You had one of Theodore’s famously warm welcomes, then?’

      ‘I almost got frostbite,’ she joked, heat prickling down her back under Max’s gaze.

      Max and Abigail exchanged a look. ‘I know, I know,’ Max sighed, ‘he’s a problem. I’ll talk to him.’

      ‘How many talks will that be now?’ Abigail said under her breath, but Max ignored her and perused the specials menu. ‘I’ll have an iced latte with cold foam strawberry syrup, and a slice of the lemon-and-lavender poppy seed,’ Abigail declared. ‘I’ve been thinking about it all morning.’

      ‘That sounds good,’ Max agreed, ‘I’ll have a slice of the same, please. And can I try the spiced-apple iced tea? Thanks.’ He flashed Grace a quick, somewhat dismissive smile.

      She hated that a throwaway smile could remind her so much of someone else. She tried her best to stop the heat curling around her ears and down her neck.

      ‘Coming right up.’ She nodded and shot away back behind the counter, pleased that Yuji was letting her get on with it. She found herself moving with more confidence already, the motions becoming less clumsy as she learnt where everything was kept.

      She focused on executing the ceremonial whisking, the precise temperature of the water, the gentle pour of the milk, the right amount of syrup. Next, she threw ice in the blender, along with a dash of cinnamon and some apple, then poured in freshly brewed tea.

      Despite the pressure of serving new customers, she loved the feeling of being productive, of concentrating on something else. For weeks, she’d felt like she had fallen into a deep, dark hole. But something about the shop, or Yuji, or the feeling of being useful caused an indescribable feeling of hope to wash over her; like she was finally looking up and seeing the first rays of dawn after a long and sleepless night.

      As she prepared the drinks, Grace could hear Abigail and Max’s conversation drifting from the window table. They were discussing the street, the other shops, and she caught fragments about foot traffic and the upcoming May Day festival. It was the kind of surface-level chatter that spoke of a friendly but perhaps arms-length sibling relationship. The arm in question belonging firmly to Max.

      ‘Here you go,’ Grace said, returning with a tray and setting down the drinks and cake.

      ‘Thanks,’ Abigail smiled. ‘We’re just talking about the May Day parade. Do you know if Yuji is planning to do anything?’

      ‘I’m not sure,’ Grace replied. ‘I don’t think so, I haven’t even heard him mention it. Is it good? I thought it was just an excuse for my dad to have one too many and take the mick out of the folklore club for dressing up as animals?’

      Abigail laughed, her face brightening as she seemed eager to move past whatever shadow had crossed Max’s expression. ‘It’s pretty cool, actually. The street closes to traffic, and all of the shops on the high street are invited to put up stalls outside. There’s live music, local artisans, food vendors, a maypole and morris dancers. It’s usually our busiest weekend of the year outside of the Christmas period.’

      ‘Sounds good.’ Grace smiled.

      ‘It’s in two weeks, isn’t it?’ Max mumbled into his glass. ‘I’m not sure Theodore wants to participate this year. He’s…’

      ‘An arsehole?’ Abigail supplied.

      Max chuckled. ‘I think that pretty much sums it up.’ He took another sip of his tea. ‘But … this is seriously good. A stall could really showcase this place.’

      Abigail skewered her fork through the lemon icing and popped a piece of cake into her mouth.

      ‘Ohmychrist,’ she moaned in muffled pleasure, ‘and my cake is so good.’

      ‘Sorry, I didn’t quite catch that between the chunks falling out of your mouth,’ Max said, deadpan, and Grace couldn’t help but smile.

      Abigail swallowed the cake and turned towards Grace, ‘If I know Yuji, he won’t have planned anything. Maybe you could convince him? It would really help people discover my bakery and gain visibility for Matcha Made in Heaven. What do you think? Why don’t you meet us at the pub on Friday night?’ She waved her fork between her and Max, ‘We can come up with some ideas.’

      ‘Friday night?’ Max squirmed, clearly trying to come up with a reason to get out of it.

      ‘Yes, Friday.’ Abigail rolled her eyes, ‘You’re coming,’ she said pointing her utensil at him. ‘Only if you want to, Grace, of course. But I think it would be good for this place. And it wouldn’t hurt The Lavender Ledger to put in a bit more effort either. A few dusty books out on the pavement is hardly inspiring.’

      ‘I have plans,’ Max said, twirling the golden-brown liquid in his glass.

      ‘Who with? Your First World War books? I think they can spare you for a few hours.’

      He sighed, holding his hands up in resignation. ‘I can come for one drink. But really, you should be inviting Theo instead of me.’

      Abigail stared at him like she thought he was insane, before turning to Grace with a question in her eyes.

      ‘Well, I had been planning on eating Flamin’ Hot Doritos in my cat pyjamas and watching Star Trek … but if you think it will be good for Yuji and the shop, I can’t say no. He is the only person in the whole town willing to give me a job,’ Grace half-joked.

      Although she had only just met Abigail, something about her no-nonsense, direct manner made Grace feel instantly at ease. It certainly would be nice to go to the pub with people her own age, rather than the pity-invite she kept getting from her parents.

      Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Max surveying her. He was probably picturing her in her sexy flannel pyjamas with chilli dust on her fingers and around her mouth and recoiling at the thought. She chastised herself for never being able to keep her mouth shut.

      ‘Which Star Trek?’ Max asked.

      ‘Umm … Next Generation,’ she answered, wishing she could hide away in the back of the shop and write expiry labels rather than be out front embarrassing herself in front of customers.

      Abigail surveyed them over the rim of her glass, her eyes glittering. ‘Sorted!’ She slapped the table, making Grace jump. ‘Seven o’clock Friday at The Fox and Fern. That’s where we will form our dastardly plans to take Lavender Hollow by storm…’
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