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“You know you’ll be sorry.” The words landed like a venom-powered missile, jolting Seffi Wardwell to a halt with her hand reaching for the doorknob. She’d been about to enter the library at Smelt Point’s Beachside Inn, watering pot in hand, when the woman spoke from within. Now Seffi strained her ears to catch more of the drama, grabbing the end of her long grey braid just in time to keep it from thumping against the door.

“Pay attention. I mean it.” The speaker was Zaria Carver, one of five participants in the Artists’ Residency currently occupying the Beachside Inn. In the five days the painters and writers had been at Smelt Point, Seffi wasn’t the only villager to develop a dislike of Carver’s piercing New York accent and caustic sneer, not to mention propensity to venom. But to whom was Zaria speaking?

Seffi peered through the gap between the double library doors. All she could see was Carver’s back, so she turned to put her ear to the crack instead. It was undignified and probably immoral, but irresistible. The woman’s tone suggested she wasn’t offering kind advice, and Seffi strained to hear. Curiosity easily triumphed over manners with the retired science teacher. 

The other voice was harder to hear, lower and calm. “...can’t do that.” It was a man’s voice, annoyingly unrecognizable.

If the target of Zaria’s venom was a man, there weren’t a lot of candidates. Arden Patterson, co-owner with his wife Chloe, was probably somewhere around, but this wasn’t his deep, confident voice. Anyway, he and the local handyman were repairing one of the storm windows outside the dining room. Seffi had seen them just minutes before. The innkeepers were preparing for the blizzard bearing down on the coast of Maine with frightening ferocity.

That left the landscape painter, River Daniels—all the other artists were women. River had been lamenting the deep January cold and gloomy skies during breakfast. He’d sounded more confident then.

“I suggest you rethink that.” Zaria’s words were calm, but her tone dripped ice. “I can make you regret bad choices.”

The man laughed, sounding forced. “You’re assuming I care.” He’d have been more convincing if his voice were less weary and more firm.

“You will.”

That was a threat, however you read it. Seffi shifted the watering pot from one hand to the other. She had work to do, which meant going into the library and tending the ferns atop the bookcases. The young innkeepers were good at many things, but gardening wasn’t one of them. It was up to Seffi to keep their plants alive.

She’d already dealt with the glassed-in solarium at the south end of the house. Now she wanted to finish up in the library, go home, and put her feet up.

Still, she hesitated to open the door, her ears still straining to hear what the argument was about. Did she want to get mixed up in this conflict between writer and painter?

When the silence in the room stretched to half a minute, Seffi reached for the doorknob.

Chloe Patterson came down the hall at a trot. “Seffi! Thank goodness you’re still here!” As happened too often—Chloe really needed to learn to relax if she was going to survive as an innkeeper—the young woman appeared frantic.

“I was just going to water the ferns and head home.” Seffi had learned to respond to Chloe’s panics with calm.

“I shouldn’t have gotten Boston ferns,” Chloe said, momentarily distracted from the crisis that had sent her in search of her much older assistant. “They are so messy.”

“They’re lush and pretty, but they do shed a lot in winter. It’s hard to keep them happy in this dry air. I hadn’t counted on the winter being so dry here by the ocean.” Seffi defended the plants, whose purchase she’d approved.

“It’s the heat running all the time. Wasn’t it dry in California?” Chloe remembered her crisis and continued without waiting for an answer. “Forget the plants. I need your help!”

So much for putting her feet up in her own little house. With the inn full, Seffi had been helping with breakfasts in addition to tending the plants, and by now she’d been at work long enough to feel it. Suppressing a sigh, she followed Chloe down the hall. “What’s wrong now?”

“What’s wrong is that Amelia Puck’s agent just phoned to say she’s coming tonight and staying the weekend!”

“Didn’t you tell her you’re out of space?”

“Of course I did! I said we’re fully booked with the residency and couldn’t take any other guests. She laughed and said she was sure I’d cope, given who she was. As though I care about anyone’s agent—and as though I could wave a wand and make another room appear! I told her I couldn’t, but she’s coming anyway—said I could find some corner for the person who made this residency happen. Some corner.” Chloe snorted. “Want to bet she’d think our best suite is just too rustic for words?” 

Seffi shook her head. “I didn’t know Amelia Puck had anything to do with organizing this—or her agent. I thought it was the Down East Arts Commission.”

“It was! I don’t know what this Karola woman is getting at, unless she thinks having Amelia was necessary to pull it off or make it legit or something.”

“Ugh.” Seffi glanced back at the library, where Zaria Carver had resumed speaking, now in a tone too low to be overheard as they moved away.

“Oh, she was polite enough, I guess,” Chloe said, calming herself. “I mean, she made it sound like a big vote of confidence, like she believes I can rise to any occasion. But if you ask me, there was steel underneath.”

“So, are we going to rise to the occasion?” Seffi had been all over the rambling old Maine farmhouse and couldn’t think where they would shoe-horn in another guest. “Are any of the third-floor rooms ready to use?”

“The housekeeper’s room is close to done. We’ve been working on that because Arden’s niece is coming in March to work through the summer. She’s graduating early,” Chloe explained before returning to the point. “It’s awfully small and plain, and it’s up two long flights of stairs, but we’ve finished the repairs, and there’s furniture. And a functioning bathroom next door.”

That was the most important thing. For the rest, how bad could it be?

After panting up to the top floor—“I have no idea how this New York City woman is going to react to these stairs”—they surveyed the room. Seffi’s heart sank.

The chamber still sported a lot of sawdust and debris from the repairs Arden had done to the walls and built-in dresser. The pieces of a twin-sized metal bedstead leaned in a tangle like a giant brain-teaser puzzle, against the wall that would be improved by some fresh paint.

“Yikes.” Seffi suppressed several stronger oaths in an effort not to distress Chloe more than she already was. 

“Where do we even start?” Chloe’s voice rose toward a wail.

“Brooms, dustpans, and cleaning rags,” Seffi instructed briskly. “It’s not as bad as it looks.” It couldn’t be. They’d need someone larger than them to help haul up the mattress. Arden and the handyman could do that.

Chloe responded to Seffi’s confident tone as had generations of students worried about their ability to complete a lab or pass a test. She stood up straighter and took a deep breath. “I’ll get the supplies and let Arden know.”

“Once it’s clean,” Seffi went on, “we make up the bed with the nicest bedding you have, put in a nightstand—surely you have something somewhere that will work—and add flowers. Call Bernice and order a bouquet.” Flowers could cover a multitude of ills, like the worn paint which there was no time to fix.

The younger woman nodded and disappeared into the next room, which would eventually be another bedroom, if they ever needed that much hired help. She returned in a minute with a broom, a small shop vacuum, and a handful of rags.

In less than an hour they had the room and the bathroom clean. Seffi and Arden worked to assemble the bedframe, while Chloe went in search of linens. The agent would no doubt gripe about the lack of a bathtub, but she, Seffi, would be happy to tell her how lucky she was they could accommodate her at all on such short notice. If Ms. Karola didn’t like it, she could drive the half hour back to Ellisport and stay at the Motel 7.

“Ken can help me haul the mattress up.” Arden volunteered the handyman’s services once they had the bedframe ready. “He’s out in the barn building a new frame for that broken storm window.”

He came back in five minutes, bringing with him a somewhat faded redhead of middle years.

“Hullo.” That seemed to be all Ken Long had to say. He and Arden dragged the bedframe into position, then wrestled the twin-sized mattress up three flights of stairs from where they’d stored it in the basement, brand-new and wrapped in plastic. He fled back to the barn, followed by Arden, as soon as the bed was in place and the heavy lifting finished.

“Is Ken always like that, or is he angry about something?” Seffi asked.

“He’s always quiet,” Chloe said.

“Taciturn” was the word Seffi would have used.

Chloe added, “He’s also kind of mad about your tools and classes at the library. He’s worried it might cut into his business.”

“I hope not,” Seffi said, though part of the point was to save the locals from having to hire help. Nothing was simple. She was old enough to know that.

By the time the women had the room ready it was almost noon, but it looked like a place you could put a paying guest, if they were a bit tolerant. No guarantee there, of course. 

Seffi’s friend Pearline had brought a box of chocolates and some fancy shortbread cookies from the Smelt Point Market to sweeten the deal, along with the bouquet Bernice put together. “We put it all on your tab,” Pearline told Chloe. “But the goodies are half off—left over from Christmas, which you don’t have to tell anyone. I’ve got to get right back to work, but I think you’ve worked wonders here.”

They had. The room was bright and cheerful, and the view out the freshly cleaned dormer window was to the Gulf of Maine. Even the paint had scrubbed up pretty nicely.

Chloe cheered up and got back to her regular chores, and Seffi went to tend the neglected ferns. Zaria and River, if that was who it had been, were long gone from the library. She took a minute to tidy the books as well, then put on her winter jacket and boots and started for home at long last.

She called Nikka while she walked. “I’m going to be late getting over there. I’m just getting off work and I need lunch, a shower, and to put my feet up for an hour.”

“Crisis at the inn?” As her closest friend, Nikka knew all about Seffi’s work.

“Of course.”

“Which one of them this time?” The collection of artists already had a reputation in the village, though it was mostly driven by Zaria Carver. The other artists were mostly pleasant enough.

“None of them, oddly. Amelia Puck’s agent called to say she’s coming and wouldn’t take no for an answer. Seemed to think Chloe could produce a room out of nothing.”

“Which you did?”

“We did. She might not be happy with it, but it’s a room.”

“Come over when you’ve recovered, and we’ll grab a bit of dinner together. I’ve got a couple of guys coming to set up the chairs and tables in the basement. We don’t have to do any of the work, but I need your moral support.”

The first of the library’s new classes in home maintenance was that night, and the librarian wanted her best friend by her side. A lot hinged on the success of the program, which they’d designed to bring more people into the library and justify keeping it open, and open more hours.

Tonight, the owner of the hardware store would teach everyone how to fix leaky faucets and toilets. Not a glamorous course of study, but the sort of thing that could save people a lot of money. No one at Smelt Point had any spare cash to pour down the drain.

Seffi gave longing consideration to the possibility of staying home with her feet up, but friendship meant sticking it out, eating pizza with Nikka (she had no objection to that part of the plan), and attending the class, which had been her idea, after all. Besides, as the new owner of a vintage home, she needed those skills, which was what had given her the idea in the first place.

§

The majority of Smelt Point residents showed up for the presentation. To Seffi’s surprise, most of the artists from the inn turned up as well.

“Not much night life around here,” Maple Becke said, her middle-aged face creasing by smile lines. “We’ll take what we can get. I, for one, am looking for conversation with someone besides my fellow artists. Just for a change.”

Seffi studied her innocent face. It might be more than restlessness that had sent the plump Maine artist out on the town—and away from the vocal and critical Zaria Carver.

“And you have cookies,” River Daniels said, grinning. He was in his mid-thirties, an athletic young man with curly dark brown hair. A hint of wrinkles forming at the corners of his eyes gave the lie to his boyish grin, but his hair was thick, dark, and attractive.

Was it his voice she’d heard that morning? Seffi couldn’t be sure, as he rambled on about needing some fresh snow to cover the dirty stuff that had been sitting around for a week or two. He seemed too full of energy to have been the tired-sounding speaker, but you never knew.

“It’s the ice that bothers me,” Tamsin said, sitting down on the other side of Maple and pushing back her long blonde hair. With Maple and River, she completed the trio of visual artists at the residency. “How do you get around without slipping and breaking your neck?” She turned to Seffi with her head tilted enquiringly.

“Microspikes,” Seffi said. Maple, a Mainer by birth and breeding, nodded agreement. Metal spikes on a rubber doohickey made to stretch over shoes or boots were a lifesaver. Seffi’s set hung by the back door of Nikka’s apartment, ready for her return home. She’d already learned how snow along the coast fell, half melted, and refroze. Her friend and former student Miah Cox gave her the spikes when she bought the house back in October.

“I know about those,” Tamsin said. She fiddled with her phone and showed the screen to Maple and Daniel. “Overnight delivery would get us some.”

“I have a pair,” Maple said.

“So do I,” River said. “I use them on icy trails at home. Too bad I didn’t think to bring them,” he added, treating them to another display of his excellent teeth. “I think of them as a hiking thing.” That was right—he was from Colorado and big on hiking and climbing.

Seffi nodded to the artists and moved on. Chloe should invest in a few pairs of the traction devices for guests to borrow. She’d tell her in the morning.

Zaria Carver paused in the entry, and Seffi fought the urge to duck out of sight. The writer’s face was scrunched, as though she smelled something unpleasant. That was nothing new. The woman was never satisfied with anything and was vocal in her criticisms of the limited facilities available in Smelt Point.

Seffi hurried across the room to help Nikka unnecessarily with the tools and props Jim would use in his demo.

“How’s the cookie supply holding up?” Nikka asked.

Seffi glanced across the room at the large percolator urn of coffee, flanked by a couple of plates of cookies.

“So far, so good, but those artists are here for the treats. We’ll have to keep an eye on supplies.”

“I wondered what they were doing,” Nikka said. “This doesn’t exactly seem like their kind of thing.”

“It’s the only excitement in town,” Seffi explained. “Plus, cookies.”

“Where’s the little old lady who writes mysteries?”

“It’s her agent who’s arriving tonight. I suppose she had to stay in and welcome to her.”

“Lucky her.”

Seffi shrugged. “If she’s reached little old lady status and hasn’t learned to deal with people who are supposed to be working for her, that’s her problem.” Seffi herself was small, and some would say old. She knew how to deal with difficult people, and hanged if she’d be a little old lady.

“How old is she, anyway?”

Seffi shrugged again. It felt kind of good, loosening the muscles that had tightened up after all the cleaning, so she rotated her shoulders some more. “She looks to be somewhere past my age, but I really couldn’t say.”

“Amelia’s younger than she looks.” The New York twang told Seffi that Zaria Carver had followed her across the room and overheard the exchange.

Seffi and Nikka exchanged glances and ignored the catty comment.

“Welcome to the library,” Nikka said. “Help yourself to coffee and a cookie. We’ll be getting started in a few minutes.”

Zaria glanced across at the percolator and paper cups, curled a lip a little further, and shrugged, causing her off-the-shoulder cashmere sweater to tremble dangerously. “I’ll pass. I prefer my coffee to be good.”

Seffi might have agreed with her about the coffee, but never would have said so. Since she didn’t drink coffee at night, the point was moot.

“What are you doing here, then?”

“I needed to get away from that dismal so-called inn for a while.”

The need to get out was understandable; the contemptuous dismissal of the Pattersons’ labor of love made Seffi and Nikka stiffen. They bit their tongues, lest they do more harm than good.

Jim ambled up to the front of the room to begin his presentation, saving them from further aggravation. Everyone found a seat, the writer with an air of amused contempt that raised Seffi’s hackles.
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“How did it go last night?” Seffi and Chloe asked simultaneously, and burst into quickly-stifled laughter as they prepared the Saturday morning buffet in the inn’s kitchen. At such an early hour, they tried to be quiet.

“You first,” Chloe insisted.

“Jim was a little awkward as a teacher, but he warmed to the job and people were appreciative. I think the program is going to be a success,” Seffi said. “Your lodgers were mostly well behaved.”

“Even Zaria Carver?”

Seffi rolled her eyes. “She had the unmitigated gall to snoot Heather’s cookies.”

Chloe gasped dramatically. “And no one threw her out?”

Since it was a rhetorical question, Seffi went on without answering. “Then she was overheard saying she’s sorry she came to such a dead-end place full of hicks who could never appreciate her writing.”

“Being a dead-end place is pretty much what we know and love about our village,” Chloe said. “And I can’t believe anyone anywhere likes her stuff. Which I shouldn’t say, since I haven’t read it.”

“Anyway, the rest of the artists seem to have been raised with manners. They acknowledged with charming frankness that they were there for the cookies and a change of scenery, and kept quiet. Now you. Is the agent woman satisfied with her room?”

“Her name’s Ulla Karola, and she’s not exactly satisfied. She came in, said ‘oh, don’t worry about me, I’ll be fine,’ then kept me hopping, fixing this and fetching that. She’ll probably be okay now we’re settled. The bouquet Bernice produced—on very short notice, I might add—was lovely, but Ms. Karola worried it might give her allergies.”

“Did you take it away?”

“No, after careful study she decided it would be okay, if she put it on the windowsill instead of on the dresser, which might be too close to her while she slept. She even admitted it was pretty. But could I bring her a heater; the room felt awfully chilly and damp. And an extra pillow. And a teapot, and a cup, and tea because it’s so far to the dining room. Which,” Chloe said, “it is. Maybe I could fetch an extra blanket because it must be cold at night up there in the attic, and some way to heat the tea water, and about a hundred other things. It was a total relief when she went into conference with Amelia. I heard a few raised voices, before Arden and I retreated to our quarters to have a late dinner.”

“Isn’t Amelia Puck happy with her agent? Or is the agent unhappy with her output?”

Chloe shrugged. “I didn’t stick around to find out. None of my business, though if I hadn’t been so hungry, I might have listened just a little,” she admitted with a grin. “Something about Amelia itches at me—there’s a woman with secrets, if you ask me. Hand me the baking powder, will you? And the cinnamon?”

The two women worked in silence for a few minutes. No one else was up so early, not until the pumpkin bread and egg-and-bacon pie in the oven began spreading their aromas. Then they heard footsteps upstairs, followed by the sound of running water. In the antique wooden building, it was easy to track activity on the upper floors.

Chloe glanced at the clock, back at the oven timer, and relaxed. “Plenty of time.”

“How are the rest getting along? Are they making each other crazy?” Seffi asked. She had some idea of the answer, after seeing the way the artists avoided Zaria.

“They’d be a great bunch if not for that writer,” Chloe said after a moment. “Zaria, not Amelia. Tamsin seems scared of her own shadow and mostly works in her room, and Maple insists on working in the dining room, where I’m terrified she’ll spill her ink, but she hasn’t so far. Those two aren’t any bother. River Daniels is a little too aware he’s a handsome fellow, but there aren’t many young women for him to flirt with and he takes no for an answer, so I don’t mind. One and all, they’re griping about the weather.”

“Who isn’t? We’ve had one decent snowfall since Christmas, and it’s gotten all dirty and icy. Clouds and gloom and freezing temps, but no snow. It’s no fun, and it’s not aesthetic.”

“You, too?” Chloe smiled. “Well, I guess they have had bad luck with the weather. That’s about to change—we’re going to get snow in the next day or two.”

In the form of a blizzard. Seffi didn’t mention that. “Fresh snow will help. What about Amelia Puck?” Seffi couldn’t get a handle on the elderly writer of cozy mysteries. Ms. Puck looked the part to perfection, with her white hair in a loose perm and a mysterious twinkle in her eye. Her voice, husky with age—had she been a smoker in her youth?—was low and quiet, and she used a cane sometimes, though not always. Perhaps she got dizzy spells. She might be old enough to have good days and bad days.

“I don’t know about her,” Chloe said. “She doesn’t ask for much, but I hold her responsible for bringing her agent here, which is unfair, but there you have it.”

“I can’t imagine she’s happy about it, either. Who wants her agent breathing down her neck while she works? It’d be like having your mom come to college with you. I hope you’re charging her plenty.”

“Not as much as I’d like, seeing the trouble she caused us, but more than I would have if Ms. Karola hadn’t tried to claim it was covered under the residency agreement. I had to show her the contract, which spells out they’ve paid for five artists. She gave in then, with pretty good grace, and paid up.”

“I should hope so,” Seffi said.

“The writers worry me, though. The painters are one thing—they make pictures of the village, or the harbor, or the people, whatever. That’s fine. But what are those writer women planning to do to our village? Amelia uses places like ours and creates a bunch of stereotypical residents—I’ve read some of her stuff; it’s pure formula, though good for what it is. She kills someone off, exposes a bunch of stupid secrets among the residents of the town, nails the killer, and moves on to the next novel. That’s bad enough. But have you read what Zaria Carver writes?”

Seffi shook her head. “I read a couple of reviews of her last book when I heard she was coming here. I didn’t think it sounded either enjoyable or enlightening. But I mostly read non-fiction. Well, and mysteries.” Would Chloe think less of her for that, given what she’d just said about Amelia’s books?

“Oh, I like a good mystery myself, especially the old ones—Lord Peter Wimsey was my first crush.”

“Mine, too,” Seffi said. Back when romance was abstract, before she knew she preferred women.

“But it’s not just what Zaria might write about us. She can be biting and cruel in print and she’s as bad in real life. You’ve seen how she is.” The younger woman looked away at the window, out of which they could see nothing. It was darker outside than in, turning the windows into mirrors, but Chloe wasn’t checking the scenery or the weather. She swallowed. “She’s complained about every single meal, sneers at the décor, and condescends to everything in the village. Every. Single. Thing. If she writes about this place, she’ll make us look like rubes and idiots.”

“Don’t let her get under your skin. A person like that isn’t worth the worry, in my opinion.”

“Easy for you to say,” Chloe objected. “If she gripes, the residency committee might decide we aren’t up to the job and take the residencies somewhere else next year. And Seffi, we need them. Smelt Point is nothing like a tourist attraction. The new reserve will bring in some people from time to time—we’ve got Professor Greer and her students for a week after this crew goes—but it’s not enough. This gig might fill us up four to six weeks a year, and in the off season. That’s huge.”

“Visiting scientists will be thin on the ground,” Seffi admitted. “We love Painter Head, but there aren’t any panthers there, and so far no new species or amazing finds to lure researchers.”

A dam had broken. Chloe’s woes poured out. “Yesterday Zaria complained that her window is drafty. The day before, her room was too stuffy. She never has a kind word for anything or anyone. The coffee is bitter, the granola’s too sweet, the baked goods aren’t fresh.”

Seffi looked pointedly at the oven, from which delectable aromas wafted. “She’s wrong. You’re a fantastic cook, Chloe.”

“I do know that. But it still hurts.” Her laugh wobbled a bit as she wiped her eyes with the back of her wrist. “That sounded a bit conceited.”

“It’s not vanity to know your own value.” The young woman would have to develop a thicker skin, and a Zen calm, if she was going to survive in the hospitality business, though Seffi couldn’t blame Chloe for some insecurity. Zaria Carver would try the patience of a saint and dent the self-confidence of Wonder Woman.

The innkeeper blew her nose, then washed her hands. “I’m okay.” The timer dinged. She opened the oven to test the bread, then removed the tray with three loaves of golden pumpkin bread.

“Smells great,” Seffi said, because it did, and because it was great to smell. The side-effects of Seffi’s tough bout with Covid two years back seemed largely behind her, thank goodness. Food was a pleasure again. She happily accepted the end slice of a loaf of the sweet, spicy bread.

“That’s about it for this morning. I can set this stuff out on my own if the coffee service is ready.” Chloe glanced at the clock again. “I’m so grateful you could lend a hand, Seffi. Arden’s no good in the kitchen, and anyway, he has his day job to manage. He’s working remotely during the residency and taking some time off, too, but he can’t keep dropping everything to help me. And we need his salary.”

“Are you doing everything yourself, then?” Seffi knitted her brows in concern.

“No, Kristi Bates is helping out with dinners. She’s taking January term off.” To earn enough money for spring semester, they didn’t need to say. Kristi’s mother ran the local market and her father worked on the line at the fish-processing plant that was the village’s primary employer.

Chloe frowned, also thinking about money. “I wish you’d let me pay you more.”

“Boost Kristi’s wage if you feel guilty. She can use it. Me, I’m fine with minimum wage. You’re giving me breakfast every day, and I’m having fun. Winter is... harder than I expected.”

Chloe nodded. “It’s being so far north,” she said with a knowing nod. “There’s a lot of darkness, and the weather’s been awfully cloudy the last few weeks. It’ll be better with fresh snow and sunshine. You’ll see.”

“I can’t wait. I’m off to check the plants.”

Seffi tended the plants, then headed home as Chloe served breakfast. There, she took off her shoes, put on fuzzy socks, and plopped into her recliner to read for an hour. During the week she’d worked later, as they served a formal breakfast. Saturday was buffet, so she could leave early and enjoy the luxury of a catnap. Then she bundled up, strapped the much-discussed microspikes on her boots—she had no intention of slipping on the ice and becoming a statistic—and headed for the bakery.

She visited Sweet Dreams most days, at least for a cup of coffee and a pastry. Some days she had lunch. Saturdays, most of the villagers dropped in sooner or later, and she could catch up with all the local gossip.

Seffi didn’t spread a lot of gossip, no more than was necessary to grease the wheels, but she liked hearing the news, as her great aunt Tilly used to say.

She was a little early, but Hank Wheeler was already in his usual spot, flipping through an old issue of Organic Gardens. Most Smelt Pointers gardened, and nearly all the older people, along with a fair selection of the younger ones, were in the garden club, which now also served as the Friends of the Library. Smelt Point took libraries and gardens seriously. Planning for spring was part of how they got through the winter.

Seffi sat down opposite her friend. “Annie still under the weather?” Hank’s wife sometimes accompanied him to the bakery, but today he was alone.

Hank nodded. “Literally. She doesn’t care to go out when there’s ice on the ground. Her scooter can’t get traction.” Annie Wheeler rode a mobility scooter around the village, but a bad cold and the icy weather had kept her in for most of the last week.

Seffi and Annie had never quite hit it off, but she enjoyed chatting with Hank, who had been one of the first to accept her after she’d moved to the village. Six or seven months in, most villagers still treated her with a reserve that wouldn’t ever completely vanish. Purchasing her house made it clear she meant to stay, and the gardeners couldn’t ignore the fact that she was a botanist by training and a gardener by passion. Not to mention now owning the best old-fashioned flower garden in town and working hard to preserve it.

“Winter is hard on gardeners.” Seffi nodded at the magazine Hank laid down when she joined him. “Does it help?”

He grinned. “Not much. Mostly it seems to be telling me about the stuff I should have done last fall before snow flew. It’s getting harder to keep up,” he said in a near-whisper, lest anyone else hear and decide he was growing old.

Seffi wouldn't rat him out. She knew all about not being able to do what you thought you should be able to. Hank studied her.

“Looks like your new job at the inn agrees with you. Chloe doesn’t work you too hard, I hope?”

“Not at all. I’m enjoying it.”

“As long as you don’t have to deal with the customers, hey?”

Seffi didn’t answer. He was right, but she needn’t broadcast it. Nothing said in the bakery was private. Without a malicious bone in her body, Heather Fields was nonetheless the biggest gossip in a village that ran on gossip. Taciturn Mainers, maybe, but they talked plenty among themselves.

Other villagers drifted in, several members of the garden club and a few who must be on break from the fish plant. The handyman Ken Long, and local cleaning woman Barbara Callahan each hurried in and left with coffee in thermos cups. They must have jobs to get to, neither being above working weekends as needed. Most others stayed, gathering in clusters at various tables.

Several garden club folks joined Seffi and Hank and began a lively discussion of the merits of commercial fertilizer vs. fish guts (the latter easily winning when Seffi’s friend Pearline pointed out you had to buy the former while Mr. McKendrick at the fish plant gave the offal away free for the hauling).

A few minutes later the door opened again, letting in an icy draft and the entire collection of artists from the inn. Most wore wooly pants and bulky down jackets to combat the cold, but Amelia Puck had supplemented her trademark below-the-knee skirt with thick leggings, boots, and a heavy wool coat. The stranger who followed her in must be the as-yet-unseen agent.

Ulla Karola could have been a twin to Zaria Carver as far as style went, though her hair was a more believable brunette and her expression more pleasant, an admittedly low bar. At the moment, she didn’t appear to be on completely friendly terms with her client, who ignored her and went to the counter to order. It was the other writer, Zaria, who sat at the table the agent claimed and leaned in for a private conversation.

Seffi watched with interest as, after a moment, Karola got up and moved to another table, a deliberate snub. One by one, the newcomers drifted up to the counter, ordered a drink and something to eat, and waited while Heather prepared it. Zaria was quick to claim her turn when Amelia turned away with her coffee and a massive cinnamon roll. How did the writer manage to put it all away, on top of Chloe’s breakfast? She was a little padded, to be sure. And why shouldn’t she be?

Amelia took her order and went to sit with the other artists, ensuring there wasn’t room for either Zaria or Ms. Karola at the small table. Maple greeted Amelia with a smile, and River offered a blank look suggestive of preoccupation. Possibly with the menu. Tamsin kept her attention on her latte.

Zaria concentrated on her order, unaware—or pretending to be unaware—that she’d been snubbed. “Peppermint latte, two shots, with hemp milk. You did get the hemp milk, I trust?”

Heather’s lips were a little white, as though she were pressing them tightly together. She nodded, letting none of her anger out.

“And one of those cheese tarts, I suppose,” Zaria added. “I’d think you’d want to make some things that aren’t fattening.”

“A layer of fat is essential for survival in this climate.” That wasn’t Heather. It was Hank, who in fact carried no extra fat and may have been under instructions to add some. A discreet snicker went round the room, but Zariah pretended not to hear.

When Heather passed over the drink, Zariah examined it as though it might have sprouted legs. “I hope it tastes better than it looks.”

Heather opened her mouth, then closed it with a snap. The drink looked fine from where Seffi sat; Heather had done well with the new sort of milk. Not to mention her husband had made a special trip to Ellisport to buy the stuff at the one store anywhere around that carried hemp milk. She’d better be charging New York prices for Zaria’s drinks, and then some.

“And you made sure the pitcher was absolutely clean? I cannot have any milk.”

“Except in the form of cheese,” Pearline commented, sotto voce, with a nod to the cheese tart the woman had ordered. The garden club table broke out in another round of not-too-discreet snickers. That was a mistake: a wave of red crept up the writer’s face as she tasted the latte. Her nose pinched against some perceived or imagined bad smell, and she took it out on Heather.

“This is not acceptable,” she told the baker. “Please make me a latte with two fresh shots.”

Again Heather folded her lips tight, no doubt smothering an angry retort. She set about pulling the shots, exactly as she had the first time.

Teaching had never been this bad. Unlike those in the hospitality industry, Seffi could do something about insolent students and frequently did, though an occasional parent had been harder to manage.

It took one more try before Heather either produced a latte that met Zaria’s exacting standards, or the writer realized another complaint might result in having peppermint latte poured over her head. Most of the customers in the bakery, including her fellow artists, would have cheered if Heather had done it.

The presence of the artists put a bit of a damper on conversation. The locals mostly watched the outsiders eat. In the end, the visitors pushed two tables together and let both of the New York women join the rest of them, though none save the New York writer looked happy about it.

Conversation at the enlarged table wasn’t lively. Zaria seemed to be doing most of the talking. Fragments of her monologue carried to Seffi, with little other talk to mask it. She unabashedly joined her fellow Smelt Pointers in eavesdropping.

“...admit that ... illustrations. Not really art... is it?” And a moment later, “...glad to get back to The City.” Everyone in the room heard her—and heard the capital letters saying NYC was the center of the universe.

“We’ll be glad, too,” the irrepressible Hank whispered, eliciting snickers from Seffi and Violet Marsh and a hearty snort from Fred Stevens, whose wife, Layla, jabbed him in the ribs and told him to behave himself, though her own lips twitched.

Zaria moved to a new target. “Not exactly literature, you know...” That must have been aimed at Amelia and her cozy mysteries. River disagreed, his voice carrying to all the listeners.

“Writing books people want to read is as important as writing things that are... significant.” His tone put air quotes around the last word. Seffi saw his fingers twitch as he resisted making the gesture.

“Oh, I suppose someone has to cater to the tastes of the masses,” Zaria replied. River shrugged that off with the kind of grin Seffi had seen on generations of students plotting mischief. River Daniels would bear watching. He might be the sort who really would pour a latte over the woman’s head, or “accidentally” knock one into her lap.

When Amelia Puck tried to put an end to the discussion by standing up and taking her leave, Zaria got to her feet as well. “I’d better keep you company. That’s a nasty walk for an old woman.”

The emphasis Zaria put on those words caught Seffi’s attention. Was she implying the mystery writer was too old to get about on her own?

Amelia shook her head. “I’ll be quite all right. You must want to enjoy your latte, now that you have one to your liking. I have work to do. It’s why I came to this charming village.”
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Chapter 3
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Amelia Puck’s words hung in the suddenly quiet room. She’d lost a lot of sympathy in a hurry, though the “charming village” label was doubtless well meant. If Amelia noticed the change in the atmosphere, she didn’t let on. 

Zaria knew an audience when she had one. She threw another cutting comment before Amelia could leave. “I suppose when you churn out the books at your pace, you do have to keep your nose to the word processor. Of course, when one writes actual literature, it’s the time spent thinking that matters.”

River Daniels rose. “That will be enough, Zaria. You needn’t be a bitch just because she sells better than you do. Come, Ms. Puck. I’ll go back to the inn with you. I want to do some work, too.” With a mock bow, he offered his arm to the old lady—how old was she, anyway? Sometimes she moved like she was ancient, but she was nimble enough in pursuit of her breakfast most mornings. She had her cane with her, though she didn’t use it much around the inn. That made sense: the roads were slick enough to call for extra stability. Why on earth hadn’t the artists driven over? Most of them had cars with them.

Amelia didn’t invite Ulla Karola to join them. The agent was still eating, her face giving nothing away. Still, as soon as the others were out of sight she got up and left, saying to no one and everyone, “I need to go for my walk. Exercise is so important, you know.” Unlike Zaria, she apparently wasn’t wholly indifferent to snubs.

Maple and Tamsin took their time finishing their own pastries, ignoring Zaria, who likewise lapsed into silence. Seffi watched as the latter half rose to follow Karola out, thought better of it and sat back to sip her drink with elaborate ease.

Maple gave the room a lopsided smile. She’d been the target of the comment about illustrations—her pen and ink drawings were details of tiny things: moss sporing bodies and lichen, a single strand of seaweed on a rock—but she didn’t appear unduly upset at the accusation. She did appear upset by Zaria’s rudeness; her smile seemed to be a sort of apology for the company she was keeping.

Tamsin, on the other hand, never looked up from her plate, but wasn’t eating. She had tried to come to Maple’s defense and Zaria had scorched her work as “obvious” and “workmanlike,” which was no compliment. Tamsin painted portraits and had been talking to various people around town about doing them, taking photos and making sketches to work from.

Seffi had glimpsed Tamsin’s sketch book and been impressed. From the way the girl was retreating into herself, she needed to make a point of telling her so. That youngster—she couldn’t be more than twenty-five—was badly shaken by the writer’s sniping. Why did Zaria Carver have to be mean to the painters? They weren’t any competition to her. For that matter, neither was Amelia Puck, really, since their audiences were different. But it was perhaps understandable that the writer of “literary fiction,” whatever that was, should be envious of the far more fiscally successful writer of popular mysteries.

When the door finally closed behind the last of the artists, the volume of conversation in the bakery picked up. Apart from offended declarations that, “There’s nothing charming about Smelt Point,” the gist of the murmurings was that Zaria Carver was a real witch—or a rhyming descriptor—with examples provided of her demonstrations of rude superiority throughout the village, where she griped about the selection at the market and condescended to their “quaint little library.” They also felt the other artists seemed too willing to lie down and let her walk all over them.

That wasn’t fair. River Daniels had stood up to her. So, in a way, had Amelia Puck, and even the timid Tamsin. It didn’t take long before Seffi heard the inevitable comment.

“That Puck woman has it made. All that money just for making up stories. It’s an easy life, I guess.” That was Rhonda Reeves. Rhonda couldn’t write a coherent email, let alone a novel, if her life depended on it. She was a hard worker, though, and as dedicated to the hardware store as her husband was.

Should Seffi defend the writer? Not Zaria—there was no defense for being as rude as she was—but Amelia?

“Well, what can you expect from people like that?” That voice came from another table.

Seffi stopped biting her tongue and swiveled in her seat. “Like what, exactly?”

Carl Franks glared back at her. “From away. People who don’t really work for a living.”

“Yeah,” chimed in one of the fishermen. “They get full of themselves.”

“Unless,” Heather said, “they get so insecure they let anyone run them down, then lash out.”

“They should try fishing for a living,” was the most common opinion Seffi heard. “Or packing fish. Then they wouldn’t have energy for silly quarrels.”

Seffi tried not to grimace. Of course they’d feel that way. The villagers of Smelt Point weren’t sure there was any reason for the rest of the world to exist, and they were deeply suspicious of anything they didn’t understand. It didn’t help that the artists really were a bit clueless about the realities of life out at the end of the Cat’s Claw. Zaria made no effort to hide her contempt for the “hick town,” and Seffi hadn’t forgotten the way the agent refused to take no for an answer, then groused—however sweetly—about the accommodations Chloe produced for her. Even sweet Amelia missed the target with her “quaint village.”

Better not to say anything. Her own status as a villager was still tentative, at best. Instead of trying to open her neighbors’ minds, Seffi stood up. “I’m off to the library.”
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