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The coffee stain spread across Clara Bennett’s planner like a slow-motion catastrophe, succeeding in bleeding straight through three weeks of color-coded appointments in a muddy brown wave.

“Oh, no, no, no!” She lunged for the napkin dispenser, but it was already too late.

Her entire April schedule was now obliterated into nothing more than an illegible smear of espresso and regret.

“I am so sorry.” The man behind the counter looked genuinely horrified by the spectacle before him. His hazel eyes grew wide as he grabbed for a handful of paper towels.

“I swear I had that cup balanced perfectly. I’ve never, ever had this sort of accident happen before, and it will never happen again. Right now, I’m just…mortified.”

Clara pressed her lips together and willed herself not to cry over ruined paper. No one died. No one was injured. It was just a planner, and planners could easily enough be replaced. 

Lucky for Clara, she had backups. Everything was synced to her phone.

This was fine. Everything was fine.

“It’s okay, really, it is. It’s not a big deal,” she said, though her voice came out strangled. She frantically dabbed at the pages, but she knew it was a useless endeavor. There was no saving it. She sighed with resignation as she watched her 2 PM venue walk-through dissolve into pulp.

“It’s absolutely not okay.” The man grabbed a cloth towel and came from behind the counter. His apron was dusted with what looked to be cinnamon. “You’re too nice. That was clearly important. I was reaching for the vanilla syrup, and my elbow caught the cup. Right now, I’m genuinely the worst person in Evermere.”

Despite herself, Clara felt the corner of her mouth twitch. His distress seemed disproportionate to the crime, which was oddly charming.

No. Definitely not charming.

She no longer found chaos charming.

“Really, it is fine. I have backups.” She closed the ruined planner with a definitive squelch.

“At least let me replace your coffee. Do you need a new planner? I can buy you a new planner.” He was already pulling out his phone. “What kind is it? I’ll order it right now.”

“You don’t need to buy me a new planner,” she insisted.

“I’m already searching. Let’s see, pink leather, looks quite expensive. Is it one of those ones where you can move the pages around?”

Clara blinked. “Well, yes, it is, actually.”

“I found it, and now I’m ordering it for you. It states that it should arrive in two days. Give me your number and your email, and I’ll send you the tracking once it’s available.” He looked up and grinned with the kind of optimism that suggested he’d never met a problem he couldn’t solve with strong enough enthusiasm.

She knew she should refuse his kind gesture of replacing her planner. 

It was best to simply accept his apology and leave the coffee shop. An apology was more than enough. He hadn’t ruined her planner on purpose. It was just an accident. 

Yet there was something about his earnestness that made her pull out her phone and rattle off her cellphone number and email address for her business, Clara Bennett Events.

There really wasn’t a Clara Bennett Events.

Not yet, anyway.

It was still in the planning stages.

Still, she had already purchased the domain for the website that would be coming soon. It was never too early to set up a landing page for the website, and to have an email address where she could be contacted by prospective clients. 

Currently, she was working out of her apartment while she continued to search for office space for her business.

The jobs she handled at the present time were referrals from larger, well-established event planning companies. These were the jobs that were considered too small or too insignificant. This included birthday and graduation parties, small weddings, and company functions. The large companies took a fee, and passed on the work to smaller event planning companies.

Clara was grateful and more than happy to accept the work and build her clientele. She enjoyed planning small, intimate events more than huge corporate events or large weddings.

Best of all, the work was always plentiful.

“Clara Bennett,” he read from his screen, and then extended his hand. “By the way, my name is Ethan Moore. I am the owner of this establishment and apparently your new arch-nemesis.”

His handshake was warm and firm, his palm slightly rough in a way that suggested he performed actual hands-on work, rather than just pointing at things and delegating to others.

“You own Hearth & Mug?” Clara glanced around the café with new appreciation. She’d been coming here for about three weeks, ever since she moved into her sweet little apartment located above the Heavenly Heather floral shop on the next street.

She had assumed all the cheerful chaos at Hearth & Mug was down to poor management. From the mismatched vintage furniture, the stone hearth that never once had a fire going during the chilly mornings, the chalkboard menu that seemed to change daily, to the haphazardly strung white fairy lights that created more ambiance than actual illumination.

It all now suddenly seemed intentional rather than accidental.

“Yes, indeed.” Ethan grabbed a new cup. “Which means I’m doubling down on the replacement coffee. What were you drinking?”

“It was just a latte.”

“Just a latte,” he repeated, mock-offended. “There’s no such thing as just a latte. Whole milk or oat? Extra shot? Flavor?”

“Whole milk, single shot, no added flavor.”

He paused and studied her with a certain intensity that made her shift her weight. 

“I bet you’re one of those people who color-codes their calendar, aren’t you?”

She lifted an inquiring brow. “What does that have to do with coffee?”

“Everything,” he said in an exaggerated tone. “You like things simple, classic, and with no surprises.” He was already steaming milk, the wand hissing softly. “Which I respect, I really do. But also, you’re in my café now, and I have a reputation for knowing what people need before they ever know they need it.”

“Well, truth be told, that sounds sort of ominous,” she remarked.

She meant it, too.

He winked at her. “You will just have to trust me on this.” 

He actually winked at her!

In response, something fluttered in her chest that she chose to firmly ignore.

She watched him work, and silently noted the easy confidence of his movements, and the way he hummed under his breath. There was a smudge of chocolate syrup on his forearm, and his hair was doing something deliberately messy that probably took no effort at all.

He slid the cup across the counter to her with a flourish.

The foam that topped the freshly made latte had been shaped into a perfect heart.

“Whole milk latte,” he announced. “With a tiny bit of honey and a mere whisper of cinnamon. If you hate it, I’ll remake it, no questions asked. I won’t be offended either.”

Clara picked up the cup skeptically. 

She did not like surprises. 

She didn’t like deviations from the plan. 

Still, she took a careful sip.

Surprise, surprise!

It was perfect.

Absolutely, positively perfect.

The honey added just enough sweetness to complement the espresso without overwhelming it, and the cinnamon provided a warmth that made the whole latte feel like a hug in a mug.

“Well?” Ethan leaned against the counter and smiled like he already knew what her answer would be before she said a word.

“It’s good,” Clara admitted.

“Just good?”

“It’s very good.”

“I’ll take that.” 

He was still smiling, and Clara realized she was smiling right back at him, which felt very strange. 

She hadn’t done much smiling of late. 

Not since the breakup, when her now ex-fiancé Jason had humiliatingly called off their engagement in front of half of Evermere’s town event planning community, at the Autumn Gala she had spent six months organizing.

The memory instantly hit her like a ton of bricks, instantly killing her smile.

“Thank you so much for the latte,” she said, now suddenly anxious to leave the café. “And though I appreciate it, you really didn’t need to buy a new planner.”

“It’s already done, and it’s non-refundable.” Ethan’s grin was unrepentant. “Call it karma balancing. Plus, now you have to come back here to pick up the package when it’s delivered.”

“You sent it here?”

“What can I say? I panicked! I didn’t know where you worked, and I don’t have your home address.”

Despite herself, Clara laughed. “You’re terrible at this, you know.”

“At what?”

“Running a business. Customer service. Basic logic.”

“Wow.” Ethan pressed a hand to his chest. “Dragged by a beautiful stranger, and it’s not even 9 AM yet! This day hasn’t started well, has it?”

Clara felt her cheeks heat.

Had he just called her beautiful?

No. 

He’d said a beautiful stranger. 

That was different. 

It was more casual and less meaningful than being called beautiful.

“I should go. I have a busy day ahead of me.” She grabbed her coffee and the remnants of her sad, soggy planner. “But thank you again. Really. I appreciate the fresh latte and the new planner.”

“So, will I see you tomorrow?” Ethan called as she headed for the door.

Clara glanced back.

He was still leaning against the counter, all rumpled charm and hopeful hazel eyes.

She knew she should find a new café. 

Somewhere that was more predictable, and where the barista wouldn’t accidentally spill coffee all over her organizational system, or send replacement planners to the wrong address so she would have to return.

Or, make her feel things she had sworn off feeling.

“Maybe,” she said. “I don’t know yet,” she teased.

His grin suggested he knew her noncommittal response actually meant yes.

***

Before returning to Evermere, Clara had been living in a sublet where the lease had come to an end. After what had happened with her now ex-fiancé, she took the first available apartment she could find outside Evermere.

She had signed the six-month sublet lease as she felt it was sufficient time for her to lay low and stay out of sight. Hopefully, after six months, everyone in Evermere who witnessed the fiasco had more or less forgotten about it, and moved on to the next scandal. 

When the tenant was ready to take back the apartment, it was a sign for Clara to pick herself up, find a new apartment she would love, focus on starting her new event planning business, and re-emerge into society.

She had found the apartment at just the right time.

Heather Montrose, who owned the floral shop, Heavenly Heather, had placed an advertisement on the Evermere community website looking for a tenant to rent the rooms above her floral shop.

One look at the place, and Clara was ready to sign the lease.

The apartment came furnished in what Heather called shabby chic.

It sat above the floral shop like a secret kept between the floorboards and the sky. 

The access was by a narrow staircase at the back of the floral shop. The staircase railing was wrapped in years of layers of white paint that were now peeling and curled like the corners of old photographs.
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