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Chapter One

GOSSIP TIME
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“Marmalade! Get down! What if someone sees you, crazy cat?” Star whisper-screeched.

The orange tabby grinned down from the ceiling fan, spinning leisurely with each slow rotation. At least once every full turn, Marmalade made a new face at Star: tongue stuck out, eyes crossed (which is tricky for a cat) and then a wide, toothy grin that was way too human.

The front bell jingled. The door to the Magic Muffin swung open, and Marmalade floated down like a leaf on the breeze, landing squarely in Star’s arms. With impish timing, she dragged a slow, wet cat-kiss across Star’s cheek.

“Yuck! Marmalade, that’s gross!” Star snarled, wiping her face with a napkin.

“How about a muffin for the pretty kitty?” Marmalade whispered in her ear, voice playful and syrupy-sweet.

“If you promise to behave,” Star said, narrowing her eyes.

“Are you... talking to the cat?” said a familiar voice.

Nancy Holderson slid into her usual booth by the window. Bell’s best friend from school, Nancy, barely hit five feet tall on her tip-toes, but the constant movement at her bar kept her slim and trim, even with a few wrinkles. She dyed her shoulder length hair a deep black that seemed, well, too much, and wore a white blouse, black pants and a tan apron. Nancy and her husband Arnold owned the bar next door to the Magic Muffin.

She raised an eyebrow. “Where’s Bell? It’s time for our weekly gossip session.”

“She called me to open, said she overslept,” Star replied, setting Marmalade down. “Bell was so wiped last night, she even left her demon cat behind.”

Star fixed a wide-eyed stare on Marmalade with her lips pursed. The cat stared back, then dropped to the floor, gave an exaggerated butt-wiggle, and strutted toward the kitchen like a fur-covered diva. At the saloon-style swinging doors, she flew effortlessly over them and disappeared in a flash of orange fur.

Nancy, still gazing out at Main Street, thankfully missed the airborne feline.

“I’ll get you some coffee while you wait. Guess I’d better feed the frustrating fur ball, too.” Star disappeared into the kitchen.

Star Sparks looked like a mash-up between a rebellious circus acrobat and an anime sidekick with her white blouse and black tie, mid-thigh red and black checkered skirt, tall striped stockings, and today’s Mohawk dyed electric blue. She moved with purpose, balancing chaos and caffeine like a juggler.

Bell hired Star the first week she opened the Magic Muffin. Star had been homeless, wandering the edges of town with a duffel bag and nowhere to be. Rodney asked Bell to give her a job. She needed a place to stay, so Bell gave her the empty apartment above the shop as part if her pay package.

Only later did Bell discover that twenty years ago, Star’s mother owned the bakery that once occupied this very spot, and lived upstairs with five-year-old Barbara Neasum. Star changed her name, and everything about herself since then. But fate had a way of stirring things together, like flour and salt.

After her mother’s death the year before, Star’s estranged father, Melvin Darling, convinced her to return to Middlebury Center. What Star didn’t know was that Melvin had also tried to frame her for his wife’s murder. Bell had cracked that case and kept Star close ever since. She was too good a friend, and too loyal an employee, to let go.

The bell tinkled again.

Bell swept in. The sixty-eight-year-old baker looked winded. Her white hair frizzed out in all directions, wearing gray running pants and a beige t-shirt. Star slipped a piping hot cup of coffee in front of her and shook her head.

“Sorry, Nance,” she said, sliding into the booth across from her friend. “I stayed late prepping for the County Fair. Thanks again for lending me your trailer. I only jogged around the block twice this morning.”

“No problem,” Nancy said, sipping her coffee. “We didn’t need it this year. The bar got the catering contract for the VIP events. Indoors. Air conditioning. Real napkins. Fancy folk. By the way, you look great. How much weight have you lost?”

“Forty-five pounds. I’ll never make it down to my one-hundred-ten pound teenage weight, but I feel better. Just wish the wrinkles would go away too.”

“This sudden need to lose weight wouldn’t have anything to do with Rodney, would it?” asked Nancy with a wink.

Bell smiled, but didn’t answer. She and Nancy had been best friends since grade school and inseparable until graduation. That was fifty years ago. Bell skipped town the day after prom, the prom where she and Rodney Halloway were prom royalty. He was the hometown boy everyone thought she’d marry. She didn’t.

Rodney stayed in Middleberry, married a hometown girl, raised a family. Now, after the farm no longer paid off, he became Sheriff. His wife Mary passed away a few years back, and his kids are all grown and gone. Bell never married and during those fifty years, visited Middlebury only to see her parents. Her dad passed away years ago, and now her mom. It finally felt like the right time to return home after retiring from decades as an FBI profiler in Philadelphia. Time to slow down and enjoy country life.

“So,” Nancy said, cocking an eyebrow, “how’s it going with Rodney?”

“Cut it out, Nance. We’re not teenagers anymore.”

Nancy gave a knowing smile.

“I mean it,” Bell said, lowering her voice. “It’s been fifty years. I hurt him once. I don’t think he’s looking for more than a friend.” She hesitated. “But... he did—”

“He did what?” Nancy leaned in, elbows on the table, eyes gleaming. “Spit it out. This is our gossip session, after all.”

Bell lowered her voice to a whisper. “He invited me to the magic show at the fair. Already bought the tickets.”

Nancy sat back with a satisfied nod. “Magic show. Huh. Well... it’s a start.”

The door opened again, and the morning rush began. Locals strolled in with their usual orders and sleepy smiles, all ready for their morning pick-me-up. None of them knew the muffins really were magic.

That was Bell’s secret. A secret only Star and Marmalade shared. Each batch carried a simple spell, whispered into the batter like a wish. Whatever emotion Bell felt while baking infused into the muffins and that feeing passed on to the customer. Her blueberry muffins were a special delight. Light, sweet, and packed with cheerfulness, they were her secret to success. When a customer leaves happy, they return.

Last night, though... there’d been no joy to her baking.
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