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The Neighbor App from Table Six
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Core Characters
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Ethan Cole: Lean, 25-year-old small-time software engineer, permanent resident of Table Six at Brewed Awakening, creator of the Neighborly app, in one-sided (then evolving) love with his college crush Claire.

Claire Harper: Ethan’s former college classmate and long-time crush, smart and warm, helps him rewrite the app’s copy, coach his pitch, and quietly becomes his closest ally in Maple Glen.

Mia: Sharp-tongued, big-hearted barista and de facto queen of Brewed Awakening; treats Ethan like a chaotic younger brother and acts as “COO of Table Six,” anchoring the café and the community board.

Martin Lake: Visiting venture capitalist in the fancy wool coat; spots Ethan’s idea, gives him three weeks to prove Neighborly can work, then backs him with a seed check while pushing him to grow without losing the town’s soul.
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Café regulars and town ensemble
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Mrs. Aldridge: Elderly knitting regular with a sharp eye and sharper comments; one of Ethan’s first users, trading rhubarb pie and gossip for help with groceries and rides.

Mr. Jensen: Newspaper and crossword regular, champion people-watcher, source of running commentary on everything from football to startups.

Greg: Mechanic/tractor guy in overalls, practical and kind; early power user who fixes things around town and becomes the face of “engine expert” on Neighborly.

Hank McKinnon: Retired bus driver, first “official” driver in the app; briefly and hilariously labeled a “cat yoga instructor” during the beta glitch.

Tom: Chaotic regular, human slapstick generator, nacho enthusiast, and inventor of the “badge” idea and the in-joke identity “ChairHazard.”

Mandy and Jay: College students who become Ethan’s unofficial product/design advisory duo: Mandy sketches logos and visual ideas, Jay obsesses over notifications and UX.
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Antagonist/Foil
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Derek: Polished owner of CoWork Corner, the new co-working space; smooth, buzzword-heavy foil who wants to fold Neighborly into his brand and push it toward a shinier, less authentic direction, forcing Ethan to draw boundaries in public.
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The King of Table Six
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Ethan Cole liked to pretend Table Six belonged to him.

The café did not agree, but the café also needed rent money, so it tolerated the delusion.

Brewed Awakening sat on the corner of Main and Third in Maple Glen, the kind of Midwestern town where everybody knew everybody and still misspelled their names on to-go cups. The brick front was chipped in the polite way small towns age, the bell above the door jangled half a beat late, and the chalkboard sign outside alternated between inspirational quotes and aggressive pastry threats.

“Buy a muffin,” it declared this morning, “or we tell your mom you’re back in town.”

Inside, it smelled like espresso, cinnamon, and faint panic. The panic was Ethan’s.

He hunched at Table Six, which wobbled like it had trust issues. His thin frame was folded around a battered laptop, chargers, a nest of cables, a notebook full of crossed-out app ideas, and one heroic, sweating iced coffee. His headphones sat around his neck like a fashion statement for people who had never seen a mirror.

“You know,” said Mia from behind the counter, “most folks just buy a desk if they wanna live like that.”

Ethan looked up. Mia, queen of Brewed Awakening and unofficial mayor of Maple Glen, leaned on the espresso machine with the casual authority of a person who knew everyone’s secrets and everyone’s lactose intolerance. Her hair was in its usual messy bun, her apron looked like it had survived at least three caramel incidents, and her expression said she was one eye roll away from charging him office rent.

“I am not living here,” Ethan said. “I am a remote software professional. I just... remotely live here during business hours.”

Mia snorted. “It is nine at night, Code Boy.”

He checked the time on his laptop and winced. “Different time zone,” he said weakly.

“Sure. The Time Zone of Poor Life Choices.” She wiped a ring on the counter. “Refill?”

He glanced at his nearly empty cup, then at his bank app on the corner of his screen. His bank app stared back, unimpressed.

“Top me off on the house?” he tried. “Think of it as R and D. Coffee-powered innovation.”

“You invented an app last month that calculates how long you can sit in a café before they kick you out,” Mia said. “It suggested ‘three hours.’ You are on hour... ten.”

Ethan brightened. “So, it is a pessimistic algorithm. See? Still needs funding.”

Mia walked over anyway, snatched his cup with the resigned sigh of someone who had adopted a stray cat by accident, and refilled it at the iced coffee tap.

“One more,” she said, setting it down in front of him. “Then you are paying with actual money, not ‘future equity’ in whatever you are building over there.”

“It is not ‘whatever,’” Ethan said, stung. “It is a platform.”

“Oh no,” said Mia. “He said the P-word.”

Before he could defend himself with a graph, the bell over the door chimed.

A gust of February cold blew in half the town: Mrs. Aldridge with her knitting bag, Mr. Jensen with his newspaper he refused to read digitally “on principle,” and a trio of college kids home on break, all carrying backpacks and the smugness of people still under 22. They moved past Ethan without seeing him, which was about how his entire romantic history worked.

Especially with one of them.

Claire Harper.

She came in last, tugging her beanie down over dark hair that always pretended not to know it looked good. She laughed at something her friend said, and Ethan’s brain politely unplugged most essential functions to focus on the way her eyes crinkled at the corners.

He had been in love with her since the sophomore year of college economics, where she once borrowed his pen and never gave it back. He had written three midterms and one cover letter, thinking about that pen. Claire, as far as he could tell, remembered him as “the quiet guy who sat near the radiator.”

Mia followed his gaze like a heat-seeking missile. “Oh,” she whispered. “The crush is here. Sit up straight, Table Six.”

Ethan yanked his posture upright so fast his chair squeaked. “Do not,” he hissed. “Do not make it weird.”

“You made it weird three years ago when you bought a latte, saw her, and then ordered a second latte so you would have something to do with your hands,” Mia smirked, “You shook for an hour.”

“That was not shaking,” Ethan said. “That was... enthusiasm.”

Claire approached the counter. Ethan’s cursor blinked on an empty code editor, patiently waiting for him to stop being a disaster.

“Hey, Mia,” Claire said. “Can I get a medium vanilla latte and, um, one of those blueberry muffins before Ethan buys them all in the name of innovation?”

Ethan flinched. “You... know I am here?”

Claire looked over, smiling. “You always sit at Table Six,” she said. “Pretty sure the table gets jealous if somebody else tries.”

Mia leaned in. “I keep a spray bottle behind the counter. If anybody else sits there, I shoo them off. Territorial software engineer.”

Claire laughed. Ethan tried to remember how words worked.

“Hey, Claire,” he managed. “How’s... life? The economy? Society?”

Mia closed her eyes slowly, as if in pain.

Claire tilted her head. “Life is good. Economy is... weird. Society is definitely screaming into a pillow.” She shrugged. “Still doing the coding thing?”

“Yeah,” Ethan said. “Freelance. Small stuff. Bugs. Features. Weird requests. You know.”

“He built an app that tells you when your coffee is at the perfect drinking temperature,” Mia said. “Then he spent three weeks arguing with it.”

“It was wrong,” Ethan said. “It said ‘lukewarm’ like it was a compliment.”

Claire smiled. “That actually sounds useful. I keep burning my tongue before meetings.” She pulled out her wallet. “You should put it on the App Store or something.”

Ethan’s pulse kicked. “It is not ready,” he said. “It is still... in beta. Like me.”

Mia slid her Claire’s drink across. “He is working on something bigger now,” she said. “He calls it ‘a platform,’ which I am pretty sure is Latin for ‘help, I have no idea what this is, but I am committed.’”

Ethan shot her a look. “It is a real thing,” he said. “It is... okay, picture this.”

He gestured with the sudden grandeur of a man about to jump off a very small cliff. “A place where people in town can trade favors, skills, and tiny tasks. Like ‘I will fix your website if you walk my dog.’ Only organized. With ratings. And less chance of someone stealing your dog.”

Claire shifted her muffin bag from one hand to the other, interested despite herself. “Like a hyper-local barter app?”

“Exactly,” Ethan said, relieved. “But not just barter. Micro-gigs. Neighbor stuff. Somebody needs snow shoveled, someone needs IKEA furniture assembled, someone needs...”

“Someone needs their regular customer to stop pitching in the line,” Mia cut in, ringing up the order. “Three dollars seventy-five, and one extra dollar if he keeps saying ‘platform.’”

Claire laughed, handed over a five, and moved aside. “It sounds cool,” she said to Ethan. “You gonna launch it?”

He opened his mouth to say, “I have no idea,” but his ego translated it to, “Soon.”

“Soon,” he said. “Very soon. I am just... refining the, uh, core experience.”

Mia mouthed the words along with him and rolled her eyes so hard they probably felt it two streets over.

Claire checked her phone. “Well, when you are famous and running Maple Glen from Table Six, remember who believed in the lukewarm coffee app.” She lifted her cup. “See you around, Ethan.”
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