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Sarah Hardwood is out of luck and out of money, when she receives an inexplicable inheritance from an uncle she hasn't seen for decades.
Romance and adventure have been off the table for so long, she's not expecting anything from her return to the town she left behind more than thirty years ago. The most she can hope for is to get back to her old life, a little better off than she was before.
But a handsome firefighter, old friends, and the quirky inhabitants of Canada's Star's Hollow, turn the tables on Sarah and her all-business plans.  
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  Chapter One


 “Oh, hello, Sarah,” Leila Qing said sweetly, approaching the booth in Leila’s Diner where Rob Crowe and Sarah Hardwood had seated themselves.   
She cast a disparaging look at Rob and her smile turned poisonous. 
“Hello Rob, the man who takes my daughter to do very dangerous things and makes me have a waitress problem.”  
She smiled again at Sarah.
It was a busy Friday at Leila’s - nothing unusual about that - and they’d gotten the only available booth, or seat, in the whole restaurant. The diner was mostly normal:
What seemed like the entire police force (the OPP) of Northumbria County was there, seated near the front of the restaurant where they could keep an eye on their vehicles. 
The locals who frequented Leila’s almost every day were cloistered around a big table at the back of the restaurant. They were drinking endless cups of coffee and imposing themselves on whatever conversation they overheard.  
Because it was Friday, there were also “Friday people.” These were locals who only visited the sacred community institution of Leila’s on Fridays.  
Everyone pertaining to these groups grinned discretely into their mugs and busied themselves looking like they hadn’t overheard Leila’s last comment to Rob.  
By now, it was old news that Rob Crowe, the chief of Cedar Creek’s volunteer fire department, had recruited Leila’s daughter Nicole to be a firefighter. Which was well-deserved: Nicole was uncannily cool-headed in emergencies and, according to Rob, “a natural firefighter.”
Since then, Leila alternated between two moods about it. One was fierce, motherly pride for Nicole. The other was a quiet fury, delivered through gritted teeth, about her new career path. Leila directed most of the latter mood at Rob. 
It was hard to know how she really felt about it, but there was nothing new about that. Leila ran very hot or very cold about almost everything, sometimes at the same time. The only reliable indication of her emotions was her English, which varied from almost-perfect to amusingly mangled, depending on her mood.     
Like any other Friday, a few tourists had also wandered in for a late lunch. It was easy to distinguish tourists from locals, because they all had the same dazed expressions on their faces. 
Leila’s Diner was the sort of place where the unspoken laws of Canadian diner service, customer behavior, and even food, broke down completely.  
For one thing, your table wasn’t necessarily yours for the length of the visit. People moved around and sat down - uninvited - at your booth, all the time. The large table in the back was a free-for-all, where you were expected to sit wherever there was an empty space. It didn’t matter if it was next to the people you arrived with or not.  
Your conversation was also the business of anyone who happened to be there and overhear it, and you could expect that you would also hear about whatever came to mind about that business from anyone else in the diner. Regulars frequently posed questions to the entire diner, and they expected answers.  
The diner also smelled weird, for a diner, and this was due to the fact that while Leila served regular, Canadian diner food that deserved some sort of monument to its perfection - she also churned out an assortment of Chinese dishes that she seemed to choose to make on a whim on any given day.  
So everything was just as strange and charming as it always was. 
What was unusual on a Friday was the presence of Leila.
The perennially silk-clad, flawlessly coiffed Chinese-Canadian owner, and manager, and chef, and public relations specialist of the diner, was not usually here on Fridays.
On Fridays, Leila usually left her diner in the care of her daughter Nicole; the mysterious “Witchy Wendy;” her line cook, Mike; and Bobby Brown, the town’s beloved errand-runner, dishwasher, and go-to solver of problems that were largely invented to give him something to do. Bobby had Down’s Syndrome, but lived “independently” thanks to the efforts of the entire town. 
“Isn’t today Friday?” Rob responded, with a warm smile. Rob Crowe wasn’t the kind of man to take Leila’s barbs about Nicole personally. 
Leila, with her red lipstick, silk dresses, beauty-queen hair, and penchant for abruptly screaming in Chinese, scared almost everybody - even the cops - a little bit. 
But not Rob. “Whatcha doin’ here, Leila?” he continued, brazenly.
It was rumored, but not exactly proven, that Leila and her sisters played mahjong on Fridays in Leila’s attached apartment in the back. They then returned to collect Witchy Wendy in the evening, smelling of smoke and noticeably tipsy. 
It was also rumored, but not confirmed, that the women went back to Leila’s apartment with Wendy for something mystical, like seances or Tarot card readings. 
The only people who had been back there and could possibly know what went on were Nicole - who just rolled her eyes if you asked her about it - and Adam Cezanne. 
Adam was Sarah’s friend Emily Talley’s stepbrother: a devastatingly handsome “cidiot” who had moved to Cedar Creek. He had never fully rehabilitated his image as a city-slicker businessman, despite ditching his ill-fated plans for Cedar Creek and upending his entire life in the process. 
Adam also spoke Chinese (having learned it while living in Beijing for business-related reasons) and Leila was obviously sweet on him, so he was allowed in Leila’s apartment for these mysterious goings-on. 
But Adam steadfastly refused to disclose the truth about Leila’s Friday nights. Sarah had developed kind of a hobby watching the various ways Adam deflected and avoided answering questions about it.
Leila’s perfectly make-upped features formed another cloying smile for Rob. 
“Well,” she said, coquettishly placing rolled silverware on the table for them. “As you know, a certain person in this town has poached my wait staff.” 
She narrowed her eyes at Rob, then waved dismissively, her mood changing again. “Adam, he’s busy with his big-fortune spa, and Mike, he burned himself on the deep fry machine and had to go to the ER.” 
Leila smoothed her apron and put a hand on her hip. “So now I’m all alone, abandoned old lady with no help. What you want to order?”
“Oh,” Sarah said, gasping. “Is Mike okay?”
Leila waved this away. “He was okay, but that’s before he goes to Grayson ER.”
“Won’t catch me goin’ there unless I’m already done for,” someone offered from the dining room.
Leila whirled around and pointed a pen in the direction of the voice. “You know, that’s what I tell him, Troy?” She turned back to Rob. “It’s a two-degree burn. Wendy, she can fix that. But no, he says he gotta see a doctor.”
“He’s gonna have way more problems than that burn by the time he gets back,” Troy affirmed.
The entire dining room began chattering loudly about the ER in Grayson, occasionally seeking confirmation of their worst fears from the OPP at the front. 
The cops studiously avoided confirming or denying any of it. 
“Well, I hope he’s okay,” Sarah said, diplomatically. “Uh, what are you out of today, Leila?”
“Nothing. I have Bobby washing dishes and running the food. I don’t have time for that.” 
“That,” would presumably be allowing supplies to run out so that Bobby had something to do all day.
“What’s the Chinese dish?”
“No time. Regular menu.” 
There were no menus at Leila’s, just a huge, outdated sign hanging over the take-out counter that no one could really read. When tourists asked for a menu they were told, usually by Nicole in a dry and apathetic voice, to order “Whatever. Regular diner food.”
“Okay,” Sarah said, thoughtfully. Her go-to method of ordering at Leila’s on Friday was to get the Chinese dish. “I need to think a second.”
Rob arched an eyebrow at her. “Better think quickly, Sarah, we’ve got to be on the road again by twelve-thirty.”
Leila’s interest was piqued. She sat on the edge of the booth next to Sarah, forcing Sarah to move over. “Oh? You two have an appointment of some kind?” she inquired shamelessly. Leila loved gossip.
By the looks of it, everyone else did, too. The dining room became suspiciously quiet, the diners focused theatrically on their plates.
Sarah gave her bangs a quick, unnecessary swipe, blushing. She looked to Rob for advice.
“I’m looking at a few houses today, for me, Leila. Sarah’s joining me. So we have to meet Syd Jones on Eighth Line at one.”
Leila seemed disappointed by this information, because there wasn’t much news to it. 
“It takes fifteen minutes to get to the Eight Line,” she protested. 
Rob unwrapped his silverware and arranged it neatly on the napkin, smiling. “Well, now, Leila, I have a thing about being on time. I’ll have a grilled cheese and tomato soup, and a water with ice.” He looked at Sarah, who was squinting at the menu to remind herself what “regular diner food” consisted of, exactly.
Nicole usually sorted her order out for her.
“Uh,” she said uncertainly. “Same?”
“Okay,” Leila said, sighing and getting up. “But no ice. I’m out.”
“I thought you -”
“This all happen before I have time to do anything about it!” Leila was smiling, but her words were acidic. “I have no waitress. Because you poach her to go spray water on collapsing buildings with an ax in her hand like a jacklumber!”
“Nicole’s doing real good in her classes, by the way,” Rob said, amicably, unfazed. “Star student, from what I hear at -”
“Oh, what you gotta learn to do, fighting with the fires? Put a whole bunch of water on it? Break a whole bunch of things with a ax? Star student...” Leila muttered, walking off toward the kitchen. She was smiling, so it was hard to tell, yet again, how she wanted Rob to take all that.
Sarah scrunched up her face at Rob. 
“Well, there is a little more to it than that,“ Rob said, feigning defensiveness. 
“Gotta know how to hold a stop sign,” one of the OPP offered, making the cops chuckle around him. 
“Don’t you have some donuts waiting on you somewhere, McMillan?” Rob called back, without looking over his shoulder. 
Rob smiled at Sarah, who chewed a little, subconsciously, on her lower lip. The situation with Leila, Nicole, and Rob didn’t make her uncomfortable, but the whole town gossiping about her and Rob’s “house-hunting” did. 
Since March, when Rob’s grandson arrived - delivered by Nicole in front of Holly’s Rustic Roasts and Relics in one of the most emotional, exciting, and overwhelming scenes Sarah had ever personally witnessed - Rob had been looking for a new place to live. 
He had sold his house to his son, Jake, and his wife, Anna, for a bargain price to help them get on their feet after moving back to Cedar Creek. 
The new house purchase was a fraught one for their relationship, because Rob had asked for Sarah’s “input.” This was not the same thing as asking her to move in with him, which he hadn’t done, but the implication was that he wanted it to be a place Sarah would like to live, too. 
The only problem - well, problems - were that Sarah didn’t really want to live outside of town, and Rob didn’t want to live in town. Their relationship was going really well, but Sarah knew that Rob was uncomfortable with the fact that they were intimately dating and not married. 
Or at least, she thought he had a problem with it. Getting the man to say that much was not an easy task, and so far she hadn’t managed to get a direct quote to that effect out of him. 
Then there was the matter hanging over her head, which she didn’t feel like even thinking about: she had a job offer for a teaching position in Sudbury. Which was five hours away from Cedar Creek. She desperately needed to get back to work, earning real money, and since she was starting over in Ontario at age forty-nine, she couldn’t exactly be choosy.
Sudbury was very north, very cold, and resoundingly agreed upon by all to be a dump most of the year. Sarah had moved to Ontario to be in Cedar Creek, not a run-down version of Buffalo, which she’d very gladly left behind. 
But moving back to Canada after decades of living in the States had depleted her meager savings - even with the inheritance of the building on Main Street left to her by her uncle. 
Sure, she had a place to live - a beautiful apartment on the second floor. Her friend Holly owned a cafe on the first floor, and paid her rent, but most of it evaporated as building maintenance. Sarah was getting by doing odd, minimum wage jobs around town. 
She desperately wanted to have a steady, full-time job in her profession. And to do that, it looked like she needed to take whatever post she could get, at least for a few years, until she could work her way back into the very competitive teaching market in the area of Cedar Creek.
It was dilemma. If she thought Rob was serious about marriage, her financial concerns would be alleviated. But she didn’t want to get married for purely financial reasons, nor did she want him to propose to her purely on the basis of financial considerations. 
She didn’t want to leave Cedar Creek, but her only path to financial stability appeared to be through doing so. 
But financial stability at the cost of moving to Sudbury - even for a few years - defeated the entire purpose of her moving here at all. 
It was a hamster wheel of sub-optimal outcomes, and it hurt her head just thinking about it. 
Added to all of this was the fact that living with Rob didn’t seem workable. His pager was going off all hours of the night, he wanted to be in the middle of nowhere, and now he had a dog who  one of her cats, Sortuv, was not a huge fan of. Not to mention the refinished floors in her apartment that Rob had done for her when she first moved here.
Sarah had strong feelings for Rob, but she had lived on her own for so long that she was a little bit set in her ways, one of which was sleeping uninterrupted through the night. It was one of the less romantic aspects of a later-in-life romance: practical considerations, like sleep, didn’t just get thrown out of the window like they used to when she was young.
For either of them. She suspected Rob was actually like that, too - but he was sort of old-fashioned, and he didn’t like the appearance of their relationship as “casual.”
In a town like Cedar Creek, where everyone was more like extended family, this was a genuine concern.
Something would eventually have to give, and Sarah knew it. 
She just didn’t want to think about it. 
So far, if she just let Cedar Creek work its particular brand of magic, things had a way of sorting themselves out, and she was clinging to the hope that this would happen without her having to make a tough decision.
She’d been clinging to that hope for quite a while now, though. 
“Hello Fire Chief Rob, hello Miss Sarah,” a familiar voice said, before two sloshing, unevenly-filled glasses of water with no ice in them were set on the table. “I’m waiting for tables today.” 
Bobby was wrapped up in his usual seasonally-inappropriate attire, in this case a heavy brown canvas work jacket, Carhartt work pants, winter boots, and a knit toque with ear-flaps from which two mangled balls of yarn dangled. 
Some abandoned puppies he had cared for in the spring had eaten a significant portion of almost everything Bobby owned.
“Bobby Brown,” Rob said jovially. “You’re just the man I wanted to talk to!”
As he was speaking, the radios of the cops at the front of the diner began crackling. Two officers rose calmly, adjusting the volume and throwing cash on the table to leave for the call.
 Sarah found herself wishing - and feeling bad for wishing - that the call had come through on Rob’s radio. She could punt this house-hunting even further down the street if Rob was called away right now. 
Bobby grinned at Rob, and Rob was beginning to speak, when one of the cops who had stood up called out toward their table. “That’s an MVC, old man, you coming or what?” 
Motor Vehicle Collision, Sarah thought, her heart lurching weirdly with hope. The fire department usually had to go to those.
Rob interrupted his sentence and glanced at his radio, which was propped up on the table, as he pulled his pager from his belt and held it up to look at it. He squinted. “I’m not getting anything, Charlie -”
But just like that, a high-pitched tone preceded a red light appearing on the pager, which began to rumble violently in his fingers. The light on his radio began to blink, and it emitted a series of tones before a dispatcher’s voice began crackling through both the radio and the pager, off-set by a millisecond. It came across as a cacophony of static and, to Sarah, meaningless gibberish. 
Rob held the pager close to his ear and listened, giving Sarah an apologetic look. His free hand went to his wallet, which he set on the table and slid toward Sarah as he scooted out of the booth. 
“I’m sorry, darlin,’” Rob said, once the message ended with a sharp crackle of static. “Grab some money out of there. Bobby, you want my lunch?” 
Rob was standing up, replacing his pager on his belt, and checking his phone, all in a calm, methodical manner, as he said this. Sarah handed him his wallet, shaking her head. “I got it,” she mouthed.
“What is it?” Bobby asked.
“Grilled cheese and tomato soup,” Rob said, and then spoke into his radio. “Control, two-oh-one, call acknowledged, responding to hall.” 
He tucked the radio into his belt and looked at Sarah.
Bobby declined the meal with his usual blunt, adorable mannerisms: “No.”
“Can you do me a favor and contact Syd, Sarah? See if he can do this later this afternoon if you can.” 
“Uh, sure...” Sarah said, rattled. Rob was very blase about being called away to an emergency in the middle of his day (or night), but she still got a jolt of adrenaline when it happened. It was so exciting, and potentially dangerous.
She wasn’t sure if she had Sydney’s number, or what time “later this afternoon” meant, but she knew enough not to try and ask. 
Rob had to go. Now.
“Okay, I’ll text you when I know more,” Rob said, and then looked like he wanted to give Sarah a kiss, but Bobby was standing exactly where he had been to set down the water, and he wasn’t picking up on any of the clues that he needed to move. 
Sarah waved Rob away with a smile.
“Where’s he going to, then?” Bobby asked, as Rob left. 
“Two-vehicle MVC on County Road Twelve,” Troy said loudly, sounding like the dispatcher. “Nearest cross street Glock Road.”
“People take that turn too fast,” Witchy Wendy said, from her post at the cash register. She stood there serenely the entire day, looking a bit like she was meditating between taking payments from customers.
Bobby looked at Sarah, grinning. “I went into a ditch on County Road Twelve,” he told her.
“You went into a ditch in that exact same place, Bobby,” someone called out, laughing.
Wendy smiled smugly to herself and repeated that people took the turn too fast.
“I got to ride in a cop car,” Bobby began, his face lighting up. 
“Oh, here we go...” Troy said, lifting his mug in Bobby’s direction.
“But I didn’t get arrested.”
“Oh yeah, Bobby, why not?” 
This question came from the back of the diner.
Bobby scratched his head. “Because,” he said, to the amused dining room. “You can’t get arrested in an ATV.” 
To Sarah, as though confiding an important secret, he said solemnly, “But you have to wear a helmet at all times. But Leila doesn’t believe in that. I have to go now, Miss Sarah.”
Sarah smiled at Troy, and lifted her water to her lips. Bobby had obviously taken the lecture from the cops who had retrieved him from the ditch in his infamous ATV crash literally, which was how Bobby took everything. He notoriously wore his crash helmet everywhere he went, ATV or not.
Except for when he was working at Leila’s, which Sarah supposed accounted for his decree that Leila didn’t believe in “that.”
Well, she thought. Saved - at least for now - by the pager.






  
  Chapter Two


Sarah ate her lunch quickly at the diner, hoping to avoid the conversation turning back around to her.  
She was so preoccupied with her own troubles that she didn’t even get the pleasure of hearing any gossip, which was the main reason she went to Leila’s. 
Like everyone else. 
She tried to cancel Rob’s order, because Bobby hadn’t wanted it, but Leila was really busy and the soup and sandwich combo came out anyway. 
“Hey, Wendy,” Sarah said, approaching the cash register. 
“That’s $14.50,” Wendy said, without Sarah having to provide a ticket or the list of food she’d ordered. Wendy seemed to be meditating, but she somehow overheard and committed to memory everything that had been ordered at every table, so the most paperwork you could hope for on a Friday was the receipt printed by the cash register. 
“Here’s a twenty, keep the change,” Sarah said. It was an unspoken rule that locals tipped big at Leila’s, in exchange for her retro diner prices. “Can you find me a box, Wendy? And do you know of anyone who would want this? Bobby didn’t.”
Wendy took the money and slapped a box and soup container on the counter. “Jean-Claude,” she said. 
Sarah smiled and thanked her, then shuffled to the side to box her own food. She was never exactly sure what to make of Wendy, or her lack of normal mannerisms. She wasn’t unfriendly, but she could be a little intimidating. 
She was also shrouded in mystery, even more so now than ever: her property had flooded, and she’d simply purchased another one and started a pet rescue and pet supply store within weeks - before she even sold her old property. Rumor had it that she was “loaded.”
Wendy was watching Sarah. “Did you call Sydney Jones?” she asked her, in a supremely neutral tone. 
“Oh, shoot!” Sarah said, abandoning her soup transfer and digging into her bag. “I forgot all about... it...” 
She swiped through her phone book, marveling at how few Cedar Creek numbers were stored in her phone. 
This wasn’t the kind of town where calling or texting someone was the best way to get a hold of them. She loved this aspect of her new life: it felt more real somehow. 
But it was terribly inconvenient at a time like this. 
“Hey,” she said aloud to the diner. “Anyone know Sydney Jones’ number?” 
“Six-three, eleven,” Wendy said, looking out the window.
Sarah smiled. Landlines in Cedar Creek all began with the same area code and first three digits, so local people gave out four-digit numbers to other locals when they asked for their number. 
It had taken her nearly three months to figure out what was happening with that: she had assumed she had been losing her mind. 
“Eh,” she complained, looking behind her. “I think I need his cell. Anyone have that?”
Several people pulled out their phones without answering her, so she assumed they were looking for it.
“Jean-Claude,” Wendy repeated tonelessly.
“Oh,” Sarah said, confused. She looked down at the half-transferred soup. “Yeah, well, I didn’t forget, I just...” She looked at Wendy, who was absorbed fully in her view out the window and didn’t appear to be listening to her at all.
“I’ll just pack this up,” she said, mostly to herself. 
“I don’t have it, Sarah,” Troy called out. 
“Check the website!”
Sarah picked up her takeout and smiled around the diner. “I’ll figure it out, guys, thanks,” she told the dining room in general. “See you later.”
She was pleased that numerous people lifted their mugs in her direction and wished her a good day before getting back to the conversation that was circulating through the eating area: something about a Lilac Festival and someone taking too long for lunch. 
“Jean-Claude!” Wendy reminded her cheerfully, as she walked out the door. 
Jean-Claude was a Francophone man who hawked vegetables and foraged foods from a picnic table outside Leila’s Diner. 
Sarah smelled his eternally burning cigarettes as soon as she stepped out the door, and sure enough, he was sitting on top of the table in his year-round beige coat. 
She approached, aware that Wendy was staring at her through the window, rotating as she walked past like one of those scary paintings whose eyes seemed to follow you everywhere you went in a room. 
“Hi, Jean-Claude,” she said. “I have a tomato soup and grilled cheese here, they were for Rob, but he had to go on a call.”
Jean-Claude had a cigarette between his lips, and it moved beneath his hefty handlebar mustache as he answered in his thick French accent. “For me, cherie? Mais oui! Merci beaucoup. Your pompier, he keeps me fed, did you know?” 
Ever since Sarah had mentioned to Jean-Claude that she desperately needed to learn French, he seemed to have been putting a lot more of it into his conversations with her. She appreciated that Jean-Claude was careful not to introduce so much that she couldn’t understand him at all.
Yvet Dubois, who reminded Sarah - and everyone else in town - of a character from Clue, and was the co-owner of Le Chocolat, a chocolate store - had also been made aware of Sarah’s desire to learn French. 
Unfortunately, Yvet rattled off everything in speedy French and made Sarah’s head spin. (Nicole Qing had kindly introduced her to Duolingo, an online app that she was making decent progress in. Thank goodness for young people).
She set the soup and sandwich on the picnic table and surveyed Jean-Claude’s vegetables. She had originally distrusted Jean-Claude’s produce, but after living there so long and not witnessing anybody getting poisoned, she had come around to purchasing from him. She wasn’t sorry, though she had no idea how he made a profit; he sold everything for half the price of grocery produce. 
There was a frantic rapping on the window. She looked over to see Wendy tapping on the glass and staring her down. “Jean-Claude,” Wendy mouthed. 
Sarah looked at her, bewildered. Was she not giving Jean-Claude the food at that very moment?
Wendy held pantomimed opening a flip-phone and holding it to her ear.
Sarah shook her head, confused, but then received the message. 
“Oh!” she practically shouted, much louder than was necessary. Jean-Claude leaned away from her and widened his eyes, the cigarette still dangling from between his lips as he inhaled. 
“Jean-Claude, you don’t... happen to have...” As soon as she started asking it, it seemed ridiculous. If there was one thing Jean-Claude didn’t have, it was a phone. And no one even knew where he lived, so it seemed unlikely that he had any reason to know Sydney Jones’ number. 
Jean-Claude was looking at her expectantly. 
“Well, um, Sydney Jones, you know the real-estate guy? His number, by any chance?” Sarah finished fitfully. 
Jean-Claude, as always, looked philosophical for a moment and stared up at the sky as he took another drag of his cigarette without touching it. 
Then he removed the cigarette and peered at the ground, tapped the ash, and squinted. “The land line, she is 6311, but you want the cellphone, non?”
He leaned back, smoking, and twisted one hand to dip into a breast pocket on his jacket. From the pocket, he pulled out a stack of business cards, which he held away at arms-length, squinting through the smoke, as he shuffled through them. 
“Voila, this is it,“ he announced softly, selecting one and handing it to Sarah. “There you have, all the telephone digits of this Sydney Jones. You and the pompier, you are looking to buy a house?”
Sarah took the card - Sydney’s business card - and began stammering. “Um, well, no, not exactly - it’s just for Rob. The house. I just... need to call Syd because, well, I was going with him, but only to look. I’m just... for input...” 
Sarah was acutely aware that she was sounding insane. Jean-Claude, who ordinarily bore a similar expression of knowledgeable smugness, like Wendy, was squinting at her through his smoke, bemused. 
She snapped her mouth shut and shrugged. “Anyway, uh... thanks, Jean-Claude. Merci beaucoup. This is...“ She glanced at the window, where Wendy was surveying the exchange imperiously. “This is exactly what I needed, thanks.” 
“I have the strawberries, next week, cherie,“ Jean-Claude called to her, as she set out across the street, anxious to leave her babbling behind. 
“Ugh,” she told herself, as soon as she arrived at the door to Holly’s cafe. She deliberated about retreating to her apartment, to prevent herself from saying anything else dumb. 
Maybe she could come up with a set phrase to recite when people asked her about the house-hunting, so she didn’t get side-eye from everyone. Even Bobby seemed to think she was losing it, and he was fairly tolerant of rambling speeches. 
Too late. Holly was signaling to her from behind the counter of the cafe, by waving her arms over her head enthusiastically. Sarah glanced behind her: Wendy, the diners at the front of the cafe, and Jean-Claude, were all watching her. 
Inside the cafe, Neil was reading his paper, and Rose Hutchins was in line for a coffee, but both were looking at her now, too.
Well, she supposed that this was the price of living in a close-knit community. The benefits outweighed the costs, overall, but sometimes she longed for the anonymity of her former life.
She hadn’t even known her neighbors in Buffalo. 
“I thought you were going to look at a house at one!” Holly said, as soon as Sarah walked through the door. 
“The coppers left twenty minutes ago, and Rob was right behind them,” Neil commented dryly from behind his paper, before turning a page by closing the whole huge paper together before reopening it. As he did, he looked at Sarah with a smile.
“Why? Is there a fire?” Rose asked, her eyes gleaming. 
Sarah supposed it could be said of anyone in town that they liked gossip and being in the know, but Rose took on the appearance of a vulture whenever a morsel of news dropped. 
“Rose,” Sarah began, about to give her a standardized speech about not being able to disclose fire department business. Not that she usually could disclose fire department business. Rob never told her anything more about the calls he went on than what she could overhear on the radio, until it was already news in town. 
But she supposed the entire diner did know that the call was an MVC.
“It was an MVC,” she told Rose. 
Rose’s eyes glinted. “Where?”
“County Road Twelve was all I heard,” Sarah told her, heading to the table where she, Emily, Bobby, and Holly usually held court during slow times. 
“By Glock Road?” Rose said, indignant. She turned toward Holly. “People take that turn too fast,” she admonished. 
As usual, Rose made it sound like it was all the fault of the person she was speaking to, which in this case, was Holly.
“There are an awfully large number of accidents there,“ Holly said, placing Rose’s coffee on a saucer and arranging it pointedly with a smile. 
Sarah marveled at Holly’s diplomacy sometimes. She always managed to shut down discontent before it got any worse, at least in her cafe. Sarah admired Holly’s skills and felt a pang of jealousy: Holly always managed to say the right thing in the right tone with only seconds to think about it.
Sarah could really use some of that mojo right now.
“What I don’t understand,” Rose said, carrying her coffee to the table where Sarah was settling in, “is why they don’t reduce the speed limit there, or put in a stop sign.” She huffed derisively and sat down across from Sarah. “You’d think the fire department would complain to the municipality. All those accidents.”
Neil let one side of his paper flop down to give Sarah a pointed Sarah as she opened her mouth and dribbled out a few hesitant remarks: 
“Well... uh... maybe it -”
“The fire department does not have the power of the purse, Rose,” Neil said loudly, winking at Sarah. He shook his paper open and blocked himself from view, muttering something about taxes.
Rose cocked an eyebrow at Sarah. “That’s not what I hear. I hear that anything that new chief in Campbel asks for, he gets. And how Maple Hills is going to pay for a new rec center, and a new emergency services base, I’d like to know.”
Maple Hills was the municipality - a conglomeration of small towns under the same government, roadworks, and emergency services - that Cedar Creek belonged to.
“Taxes, my dear,” Neil affirmed from behind his newspaper. “They will raise our taxes.”
Rose looked like she was waiting for an answer from Sarah, who knew about as much about the municipality’s tax base and services as Gutter Dog, the town’s lovable, homeless, town mascot. She looked to Holly for help.
Holly was coming around the counter. She made a face behind Rose’s back and set an antique sugar jar full of sugar cubes in front of Rose. “Sorry, Rose, I forgot your sugar,” she said cheerfully. 
“I don’t take sugar, Holly, you know that,” Rose said immediately, pushing the container away with her pinkie finger. Her eyes went back to Sarah and flitted skyward. “How many years have I been coming here?”
Holly winked. Then she slid into the bench behind the table, next to Sarah. “Oh, I’m so sad you didn’t go up there today. I’m pretty sure that was one of the houses me and Jim looked at, and if it is, it is so cute. It looks like a gingerbread house, with custom shutters and box planters on every window, and the back is all this big, giant window that looks out on -”
“Those huge windows are all the rage, but you’d find that the shine wears right off,” Rose said, sipping her coffee.
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