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Chapter 1


Lisa dipped a tasting spoon into the big mixing bowl and brought it up to her lips. Her eyes told her the faintly purple goo should taste like blueberry or grape, but her mouth confirmed it as the heavenly sweet and tart mix of lemon icing. The other bowl on the counter held a similar mixture, tinted green and flavored with lime.  
Lisa tossed the tasting spoon in the sink and grabbed two fresh ones, dipping one in the lemon and one in the lime and dabbing a spot of each icing on one of her tester minimuffins. Mama Cat rubbed against Lisa’s legs and chirped an encouraging meow. 
“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Lisa said to the purring black and white cat. “Here goes nothing.” 
She lifted the tester muffin and took a bite. Sweet mingled with tart, along with little pops of crunch from the poppy seeds and the zing of ginger and pineapple. A smile spread across Lisa’s face as she chewed. 
“I think it’s good. I think it’s really good.” 
The wind howled outside, the early spring storm making the old house creak and complain. Lisa considered the disaster of the fruitcake muffins she’d tried to sell around Christmas. She’d only unloaded the last of the candied fruit confections in February, and at a deep discount. This time, she would be smarter. This time, she would have other people taste-test her creation before putting it on sale. 
She grabbed her phone and called her boyfriend Mo. His phone went right to voicemail. Lisa checked the clock. Nearly seven. She dialed Mo’s office. 
“Moss Creek Veterinary. This is Shelby.” 
“Hi, Shelby. It’s Lisa. Is Mo still there?” 
“Sure is, hon. I’ll get him.” Shelby’s maternal smile came through the phone line. 
“Hello?” Mo said a moment later. 
“Hey, it’s me.” 
“Hi.” The warmth he put into the single syllable made a blush creep across Lisa’s cheeks, leaving her glad the café was closed for the day. 
“Are you busy tonight? I have a recipe that needs taste-testing.” 
Mama Cat rubbed against Lisa’s legs again. Lisa smiled at the cat. 
“I’d love that,” Mo said. “I just need to finish up here and I’ll be right over.” 
Hanging up the phone, Lisa shoved the device in her pocket and set about cleaning up the kitchen for the second time that day. She spread icing on the rest of the test batch of muffins and arranged them on a tray, putting the tray out of her way in the library. In the café’s commercial kitchen, she washed dishes, scrubbed counters, and then cast a sad eye on the floors. She and Annette had moved the rubber mats aside at the end of the café’s service hours to sweep and mop. Was it really necessary to mop them a second time? On the one hand, there were the health regulations. On the other hand…
A crash on the front porch tore Lisa’s attention away from the state of her floors. 
“What was that?” 
Another bang and crash echoed, followed by a groan. Mama Cat arched her back, the fur standing on end. Lisa’s stomach clenched. Could Mo have tripped on the stairs? 
Lisa ran for the front door. She drew the bolt and flung the door open. 
“Mo?” she said into the darkness. 
A rough voice uttered a string of curse words. Lisa flipped the light switch, bathing the front porch in yellow. 
The man on the porch growled another curse word and hauled himself to his feet. Lisa leaned on the doorframe and stared at him. A bulbous red nose mapped with broken capillaries sat square in the center of his over-tanned face. He straightened his brown suede sport coat and ran a hand through his hair, patting the longer strands of his comb-over into place. 
“Those steps are a hazard. Lucky if you haven’t been sued yet,” he said when he noticed Lisa standing there. 
“I…” Lisa began. 
“No light on stairs. What kind of a way is that to treat customers?” 
“Actually, we’re closed,” she said. She drew back inside the house and started to close the front door. 
He pushed his foot forward into the gap, keeping the door open. “What kind of business is this?” He leaned in and squinted at her. 
“This is a coffee shop, sir, and if you come back during regular business hours I’ll be happy to …” 
“Coffee! Just what the doctor ordered.” 
“Sir, I’m afraid you don’t understand. We’re closed.” 
The man shouldered the door open and brought his face close to hers. “Coffee,” he said. 
Up close, she could smell the whiskey on his breath. She shivered, as every warning she’d ever heard as a girl came crowding into her mind. Watch out for strange men. Drunks are dangerous. Avoid pushy men. Don’t let a man into your home alone. They only want one thing. 
“As I said, we are closed.” She wished for a moment that she’d brought the mop with her to answer the door. 
“Pshh, you’ve got something in there. Just get me some coffee.” The whiskey fumes tickled her nose. 
“You have to leave. We are closed.” 
“This whole town is a dump. You’re a bum. You’re all bums.” He waved his arms in the air, addressing an imaginary audience. “I won’t be treated this way. I’m an important man. Do you know who I am?” 
“No.” 
“I’m Gary Barlow.” 
Lisa blinked at him, not recognizing the name. 
“Gary Barlow? Barlow Industries?” 
She shook her head. 
He rolled his eyes, weaving slightly as the change in perspective affected his balance. “What a bum. What a dump.” 
Lisa backed up a step, thinking again of the mop leaning against the counter in the kitchen. A soft hiss startled Lisa. Mama Cat stood beside her, waving a tail puffed out to twice its size. She hissed again as Barlow lurched forward. 
“Mr. Barlow, you need to leave. Now.” 
“I just want some coffee.” His face twisted into a sneer as he let loose with a new string of curse words. “They’d never treat me like this in Scottsdale.” 
Lisa’s phone vibrated in her pocket. She took another step back and pulled out the phone. She had a text message from Mo. “Almost done, can’t wait to taste-test. Love you.” The reminder of his love stiffened her spine. 
“Mr. Barlow, you can leave or I can call the police to escort you off the premises.” 
“You’ll call the cops on me for ordering coffee? You’re just like the rest of them. You, Peterman, your fancy-pants mayor—bums, the lot of you.” 
Lisa held up her phone and snapped a photo of him, the camera’s flash bright in the dimly lit front hall. 
Barlow reared up with a yell, then rushed toward the blinding light. Lisa stumbled backwards, her arms over her head. Mama Cat’s hiss crescendoed to a yowl as Barlow stepped on her tail. The cat swung around, claws extended, and tore into the meat of his calf. 
Barlow shouted and kicked at the cat, then hopped on one leg. A ripple in the rug unbalanced him, and he crashed to the floor. 
A streak of black and white fur flew past his fallen form and out the front door. When Lisa had first met Mama Cat, the animal was feral, living in the hay loft of the carriage house. In times of stress, the cat sometimes retreated to her old haunt. 
Silence filled the house as Lisa stared at Barlow, laid out on her floor. The March wind gusted in and banged the door wide open, making her jump. Barlow didn’t even twitch at the sound. Dread gripped Lisa’s throat as she knelt beside him to check for a pulse. 
When her fingers touched his neck, Barlow spasmed and then spewed vomit on the rug. Lisa recoiled, suppressing the urge to gag in response. 
A shadow fell across them. 
“That’s not a result of the taste-test, right?” Mo said from the doorway. 
Lisa jumped up to hug him. 
“You’re ok, right?” Mo said as Lisa snuggled into his shoulder. 
“Yeah. But my rug might be a goner.” 
“Who is this guy?” 
“Gary Barlow.” 
Mo waited for her to continue, a quizzical expression painting his handsome features. “Who is Gary Barlow?” he said when she remained silent. 
“Honestly, I don’t know. When I heard him on the porch, I thought it was you.” 
“You thought this guy was me?” 
“He tripped in the dark. That could have been anyone.” 
“Are you forgetting my catlike reflexes?” 
She winked at him. “Never.” 
“That’s good. But I still don’t get why this Gary Barlow is here.” 
“Me neither,” Lisa said with a sigh. “He barged in, demanding coffee. He was drunk and abusive, and now he’s devaluing my rug. When I told him to leave, he said everyone in Moss Creek is a bum.” 
“Charming fellow,” Mo said, wrinkling his brow. “But as much as he might want to sleep it off here, I doubt you want to keep him overnight. So, what are we going to do with him?” 
Lisa pulled out her phone. “I guess I’ll call Toby.” 
Mo nodded. “A night in the drunk tank for Mr. Gary Barlow.” 
Barlow stirred at this mention of his name. He pushed himself to a seated position, one hand squishing in the soiled spot on the rug. He lifted the offending limb and squinted at it. 
“What in the devil is this? What did you do to me?” 
“I’m afraid you did that all by yourself,” Lisa said. 
Barlow got onto his hands and knees and lumbered to his feet. He stood blinking at them, swaying slightly. He pointed a finger at Lisa. “I’ll sue,” he muttered. 
“I should sue you for the price of that rug you’ve ruined,” Lisa snapped. “Now get out before I call the police.” 
Mo put up a hand. “Where are you staying?” 
Barlow snorted. “What business is that of yours?” 
“I can’t let you drive in this condition.” 
Lisa’s eyes widened as she realized she could have let the drunkard get behind the wheel. “Are you at the Lucky Horseshoe?” Moss Creek’s only motel was on the other side of town. 
“Are you corporate spies? Get away from me, both of you!” Barlow stormed outside and slammed the front door. 
Lisa and Mo went to the window and watched as he stomped across the lawn, seeming to take special care to tread on patches of newly blooming crocuses as he went. They followed his progress from the Folly, where Lisa’s Last Chance Café was housed, across the town square and into Nero’s. Lisa’s shoulders relaxed, knowing the streets were safe from Gary Barlow. Nero was known to fill wayward drunks with bread to soak up some of the alcohol before packing them into a cab to be taken home. 
Mo stroked a finger down Lisa’s cheek and pushed a strand of blond hair behind her ear. “Now, I believe I have some very important taste-testing to do.” 




Chapter 2


“ A drunkard broke in and you didn’t call your cousin to have him arrested?” Penny pursed her lips and shook her head.  
“Mom, it’s fine. Everything is fine. Well, almost everything,” Lisa said. “I don’t have to call Toby for every little thing.” 
“Almost everything?” Penny set her coffee cup on the table and gave her daughter a knowing look. 
“He threw up on the rug in the entry hall.” 
Penny frowned. “I noticed the rug was missing when I came in. It’s a shame to have so much bare floor in the winter; makes it harder to heat a house this size.” 
“It’s practically spring. Did you see the crocuses blooming in the yard?” 
“I did. Speaking of crocuses, you absolutely cannot call these new muffins of yours crocus muffins. It sounds like croak. Not appetizing, dear.” 
“But Mom, they’re my special recipe for early spring. And I’m going to pipe a crocus on top of each one in icing.” 
“Another bad idea. The colors are not appetizing either, and it’ll take you extra time to draw the flowers. Time you could better spend doing something else. A simple drizzle would suffice.” 
Lisa folded her arms. “I can draw fast.” 
Penny took a sip of coffee. “An unsteady hand or a moment of distraction, and do you know what your little flower comes out looking like?” 
Lisa furrowed her brow, trying to picture the crocus looking like anything but a flower. 
“I give up.” 
“I have to go.” Penny put her empty cup on the table and stood up. 
“But what does it look like?” 
“You can ask your Aunt Olivia.” Penny kissed her daughter on the cheek and turned to leave. “Or any twelve-year-old boy,” she said over her shoulder. 
Lisa thought back to the sixth grade, the first time she noticed what the boys were drawing in the margins of their notebooks. She’d innocently asked if it was a rocket ship. All day at recess the boys had chased her around pretending to shoot rockets out of the zippers of their pants. 
Her face felt warm at the memory. She looked at the last taste-test muffin on the plate in front of her and tilted her head to the side. There it was. Not a flower. 
Lisa stood up to bus the table so it would be available for the lunch rush. She hated to admit it when her mother was right, but Penny had a point about the muffins. At least she’d approved of the way they tasted. 
Lisa would simply have to think of another name for the muffins. She nodded at a regular customer coming through the front door and went to the espresso machine to make his regular order. As she frothed the milk, she tried out different names in her mind. Lemon ginger muffins. Spring muffins. Lemon ginger spring muffins. 
She sighed, finishing the cappuccino and bringing it to her customer. Would any muffin name live up to her first recipe, the Good Morning Muffins? She’d developed the recipe to taste like the hopeful feeling of spring, when the gray clouds finally parted and the sun came back. 
Mama Cat pattered through the room and jumped onto the windowsill, making a pale yellow sunbeam gleam off her fur. That’s it, Lisa thought. Sunshine Muffins. Everyone likes a little sunshine. 
She whistled her way back to the kitchen to prep for lunch. 
The phone in her pocket buzzed, and she checked the message. “Can’t wait to see you tonight” and a little series of hearts from Mo. 
Lisa grinned and texted back. “Me too!” 
*
Mama Cat sat on Lisa’s bed, licking her paw and watching Lisa get ready for her date. Lisa stood before her full-length mirror in a slip, holding up a dress on a hanger in one hand and a pair of slacks and a sweater in the other. She shifted the hangers back and forth, frowning. 
“It’s March; that means it’s not too cold to wear this, right?” 
Mama Cat purred and flopped onto her back, showing a vast expanse of furry tummy. 
“Well, of course, you wear a fur coat no matter the weather. But will I be too cold if I wear the dress? It’s supposed to get down to freezing tonight. But I’m so tired of being all bundled up all the time. I think I’ll wear the dress. It’s too pretty not to wear.” 
Lisa tossed the slacks and sweater on the bed and slipped the dress off its hanger. She pulled the dress over her head and zipped the little side zipper. Eying herself in the mirror, she adjusted the fit. The dress’s sky blue color brought out her eyes. She gave a little twirl, loving the flirty drape of the skirt. Yes, it was worth it. 
A knock on the front door sounded, and Lisa bounded down the stairs, still in bare feet. She looked through the window before unlocking it, checking to see it was Mo. He smiled at her, and she let him in. 
“Wow. You look, um, wow.” 
“Thanks, you look good, too.” 
“Wow,” Mo said again, nodding at her. 
Lisa giggled. “I should get my shoes. Be right back.” 
She left him gaping after her as she went back upstairs. 
Lisa dug through her closet until she found a little pair of ankle boots. She put them on and grabbed her coat before going back down. 
“Did anyone ever tell you you’re beautiful?” Mo said, helping her with her coat. 
She took his hand and they went outside. “Where to?” she said. 
“I have a reservation at Nero’s.” Mo’s voice trembled a little as he said Nero’s. 
Lisa studied his face out of the corner of her eye. Was Mo nervous? He gripped her hand tightly as they walked across the town square. 
Nero’s glowed with candlelight. The smell of the baking bread wafted into the street, making Lisa’s stomach rumble in anticipation. 
They walked into the restaurant, where they were greeted by Nero. 
“Bella, bellissima! And the good doctor! How are you both tonight?” He plucked a pair of menus from the hostess stand. 
“Wonderful, Nero, and how are you? How is your family?” Lisa said. 
“Every day that I get to make a little food, play a little violin, it is a good day. Let me show you to your table.” The big man made his way nimbly to a table in front of a window and pulled out Lisa’s chair. “Enjoy.” 
Lisa unfolded her napkin and placed it on her lap. She knew the menu by heart, but picked it up out of habit. Mo turned his napkin-wrapped silverware around and around in his hands, then fumbled it, sending the fork and spoon clattering to the floor. 
“Oh, sorry! Sorry,” he said, bending down to get them. He dropped the napkin on his lap and set the fork and spoon on the table. He frowned at them and picked them up again. “Um, I don’t know what I should do with these. If I leave them here it looks like they’re fine to use, but… I didn’t want to not pick them up… I wasn’t born in a barn. Though I have assisted at more than one birth in a barn. Animals, of course.” He held the offending silverware helplessly in his hand, unable to pick a place for it. 
The waiter glided to their table. “If I may,” he said. Producing a new set of silverware, he put the place setting on the table and took the fork and spoon from Mo’s hand. “Can I start you off with something to drink?” 
“Water, please,” Lisa said. 
“Don’t you want wine?” Mo said. “We should have wine.” 
“Very good,” the waiter said. “What kind of wine would you prefer?” 
“Um, white, I think,” Mo said, looking to Lisa for confirmation. 
She nodded. 
When the waiter left again, she put her hand over Mo’s. “Are you ok? You seem nervous.” 
“I do? No. I mean maybe. I just, I have something to ask you. We should eat first. And have a glass of wine.” 
Color spread over Lisa’s face and her heart sped up. She could hear it beating in her chest, and wondered if the whole restaurant could hear it, too. Was Mo getting ready to pop the question? They’d only been dating a few months, but they’d already been through a lot together, and they weren’t getting any younger. No wonder he was so nervous. 
The waiter returned with the wine and took their orders. Lisa got her usual, spaghettini with lemon. All of Nero’s food tasted good, but that particular dish really sang in her mouth. 
Mo picked up his wine glass as if to offer a toast, then lowered it and took a sip, smiling sheepishly over the rim. 
Lisa smiled back at him, hoping to calm his nerves and hers. 
When the food came, Lisa tried to savor her pasta, but found herself hurrying through the meal, eager for Mo to ask her. She listened with half an ear while he talked about his veterinary practice. 
At last Mo took a final bite and put his fork and knife across the plate. Lisa put her silverware down, too, and dabbed her lips with her napkin. She thought wistfully for a moment of running to the ladies’ room to touch up her lipstick, but decided to trust that long-wearing color meant what it said. 
Mo reached for her hand across the table. She melted inside as he stroked it for a moment before taking a breath. 
“Lisa?” 
“Yes, Mo?” 
“I want to ask you something.” 
“Ok.” She smiled encouragingly. 
“Kitten season and puppy season have been getting worse in Moss Creek the last few years. You know the numbers; I’ve half-talked your ear off about them already.” 
Lisa blinked, having trouble connecting with what he was saying. “Go on,” she said. 
“If I could just run a free spay and neuter clinic, an annual one, I think I could make a real difference in the number of homeless or unwanted pets in Moss Creek. But for that, I’ll need funding.” 
Lisa nodded, still trying to understand. 
“I’ve always been afraid of public speaking, and you have your acting training. You’re so good in front of a crowd.” He squeezed her hand and looked deep in her eyes. “What I’m trying to ask you is this: Will you go with me to the city council meeting and help me ask for that funding?” 




Chapter 3


Lisa arranged the first batch of Sunshine Muffins in the basket. She wound yellow and white ribbons around the handle of the basket to match the yellow muffins with their white icing. The simple drizzle of icing on top looked more appetizing than her green and purple crocus icing, just as her mother had told her. Typical of Penny Baldwin-Chance to be right again; it was one of her worst habits.  
Lisa shook off her irritation and placed the basket on the table in the front hall. The table served double-duty, blocking the stairs up to her apartment during business hours and offering a focal point for displaying her latest baked goods. She’d found that tempting people with muffins as soon as they walked in the door increased sales. 
She crossed her fingers for a second, hoping for good sales of the new muffins on their first day, then unlocked the front door and flipped the sign around to tell customers the café was open. 
Lisa stood on the porch for a moment, inhaling the cold crisp air. The sun, still minutes from peeking over of the mountains, lit the east with bands of gold and blue. A bird high in a ponderosa pine woke up, warbling a song into the brisk morning. Lisa felt a warm rumble next to her leg, and looked down to find Mama Cat sitting next to her on the porch, watching the bird intently. They enjoyed the morning together a moment before Lisa went inside to continue the opening chores for the café. 
The whole first floor of the Folly was starting to smell like freshly perking coffee when the front door opened and the first customers of the day clattered in. Lisa wiped her hands on her apron and went to greet them. 
“Aunt Olivia, good morning,” she said, spying her aunt’s multi-colored scarf and shawl trailing its fuzzy fringe. 
Her aunt stepped forward to hug Lisa, revealing her companion. Forgetting her manners for a moment, Lisa gaped at the long grizzled beard, tie-died shirt under a buckskin jacket, and nearly threadbare jeans above Birkenstocks. 
“You remember Billy Jack Hall, don’t you? Billy Jack, this is my niece, Miss Modesty.” 
Lisa held out her hand. “Actually, it’s Lisa Chance. Aunt Olivia just likes to tease me because she doesn’t share my views on bathing suits.” 
Billy Jack shook her hand with a strong grip and dry calloused skin. “Far out,” he said. 
“As you can see, you’re my first customers of the day. You have your pick of any table in the house,” Lisa said. 
“We just need to get some refreshments,” Olivia said, “to take to the protest.” 
“There’s a protest?” 
Billy Jack’s face lost its glazed expression. “They’re trying to open a corporate monstrosity on natural, unspoiled land. They need to heed the voice of the people, man.” 
“What corporate monstrosity?” Lisa said. 
Olivia and Billy Jack answered together: “Bargain Box.” 
“Oh! I hadn’t even heard they were looking at Moss Creek as a location,” Lisa said. 
“We’re not going to let those suits shut down our local Main Street businesses with their loss leaders and their shoddy imported goods. Not without a fight,” Billy Jack said. 
“That’s right,” Olivia said. “In fact, as a local business owner yourself, you should be there with us. Stand in solidarity for the integrity of Main Street Moss Creek.” 
“Oh, um… I can’t just close the café,” Lisa said. 
“Take a leaflet. If you change your mind, we’ll be in front of City Hall.” 
“Thanks,” Lisa said, sliding the leaflet into her apron pocket. “I know what would brighten up your protest. My new Sunshine Muffins.” 
Lisa led them to the basket of muffins on the hall table. Billy Jack picked up a muffin and examined it. 
“Is this organic?” he said. 
“Well, no.” 
“Thanks anyway.” He put the cling-wrapped muffin back. 
“I’ll try one, dear,” Olivia said. “I hope it’s more of a Good Morning Muffin situation than a fruitcake muffin one.” 
Lisa tried to smile. “Me too.” 
Olivia unwrapped the muffin and took a bite. A smile lit her face and she took another bite and then devoured the whole thing. She nodded at her niece. 
“Good?” Lisa said. 
“I’d better try a second one to be sure,” Olivia said, grinning. 
Billy Jack’s cell phone rang while Olivia opened the second muffin. He moved a few steps away from them to take the call. 
“He what? When? Why, that dirty—he can’t do that! No, you were right to call me. Say hi to your mom and dad. Bye.” Billy Jack shoved the phone in his pocket and snapped his fingers at Olivia. “We’ve got to go. That corporate suit is in the mayor’s office right now.” 
“He can’t do that,” Olivia said. 
“Those suits think they own the whole world,” Billy Jack growled. 
Olivia kissed Lisa on the cheek and snagged another muffin before trailing Billy Jack out the door. “We’ll have to get the coffee later. Thanks for the muffins!” 
*
The sunset glow still painting the sky, Lisa locked the door behind her and left for Carly’s house. Her best friend had become a mother only a month prior, and Lisa had offered to babysit for the evening so Carly and her husband Gideon could get out of the house and go on a date. 
She pulled up in front of the house and went to the door. Raising a finger to the doorbell, she almost pushed the button but then jerked her hand back. What if the baby was sleeping? 
She sidestepped to the front window to try to peer inside. The flickering blue light of a TV screen provided the living room’s only light. In a particularly bright moment, Lisa thought she could make out a figure under a blanket on the couch. Motion attracted her eye and she saw that someone was rocking in the recliner, and they appeared to be holding a baby. 
She gave a soft tap on the door with one knuckle and then tried the knob. The door opened with a creak and Lisa stepped inside. The recliner swiveled in her direction, and she saw it was Gideon in the chair with baby Liam. 
“Hi,” Lisa whispered. 
“Hey,” Gideon whispered back. 
The swiveling momentarily broke his rhythm of rocking. A stuttering cry rose from the baby in his arms. 
“Shhh, shhh,” Gideon said, rocking faster. 
The baby’s cry grew louder, leaving his father’s face stricken. 
“Sorry,” Lisa said, not knowing what to do. Gideon wasn’t dressed to go out, his t-shirt showing signs of being spit up on. “Tonight was the night, right?” 
“Yeah,” Gideon said. He stood up and started pacing around the room, making little shushing noises at the baby. 
Lisa knelt by the couch and gingerly lifted a corner of the blanket. Carly’s red curls lay on the couch in a matted mess. 
“Carly?” 
Slowly, as though it took the greatest of effort, Carly lifted her eyes to Lisa’s face. Her empty stare made Lisa’s stomach clench. 
“I came to watch the baby. Are you ok?” 
Carly looked at Lisa for half a minute, her stare flat and cold, before letting her eyelids droop again. 
The baby’s cries grew louder. 
“Babe, I think he might be hungry,” Gideon said. 
“No,” Carly said. “I can’t. No.” 
“But the nurse said—”
“NO!” Carly shot upright, throwing off the blanket. Her shirt had milk stains on the front, and she was wearing baggy yoga pants. 
“Carly?” Lisa said, worry making her voice come out in a mousy squeak. 
Gideon stepped toward the couch. 
“Stay away from me!” Carly pushed herself off the couch and stomped out of the room. 
Lisa stood up and looked helplessly at Gideon. “What’s going on?” 
He sighed and shook his head. “I don’t know. It’s like she’s a different person.” 
“Do you want me to hold Liam, so you can go talk to her?” 
“Yes.” He put the baby in her arms. “Just remember to support his head.” 
As soon as she had the baby, Gideon strode from the room. 
The tiny bundle of humanity gave a squawk and a giant yawn. Lisa brought him up to her face to smell his fuzzy little head. She kissed his forehead and hummed the melody from “Don’t Your Forget About Me” by Simple Minds. 
Liam opened his eyes and stared at her. She kept humming. He yawned again and nestled close to her. She inhaled his sweet baby smell and looked down the hall toward Carly and Gideon’s bedroom door. She’d never seen Carly like this before. How long had this been going on? 




Chapter 4


“ I’m worried about her,” Lisa said.  
Penny nodded and sipped her late afternoon decaffeinated vanilla latte. “We didn’t use to talk about it, not openly, but it happens to a lot of new mothers.” 
“But what can I do? It’s like it wasn’t even Carly, like someone else had taken over her body. Does she hate her baby?” 
Penny took a bite of her Sunshine Muffin and chewed thoughtfully. “No, but she should see a doctor.” 
“Gideon said she hasn’t left the house in over a week.” 
“Then he needs to make her go to the doctor. Post-partum depression is no laughing matter, but they’ve got treatment available. You tell him to take her to her post-partum follow-up appointment and tell the doctor what’s going on.” 
“Ok, Mom.” Lisa sighed. “I just hope he listens to me.” 
“He’d better listen to you.” 
“I’ll just pretend I’m you.” 
Penny raised an eyebrow and took another bite. “And how is business?” 
Lisa suppressed a smile at her mother’s deft subject change. “The new muffins are selling almost as well as the Good Morning Muffins.” 
“And better than those fruitcake muffins, I take it.” 
Lisa blushed. “The less said about those the better.” 
“Are the sales of the new recipe cannibalizing sales of the old? Or are sales up overall?” 
“They’re up. How’s real estate?” 
A faint smile passed over Penny’s face. “You’d never guess who called me yesterday about preparing their house to be listed.” 
“I’m sure I wouldn’t guess.” 
Penny leaned forward and lowered her voice. “Fern Valentine.” 
Lisa cocked her head in confusion. “The mayor’s wife? I would’ve thought living in Moss Creek was a requirement for the job. Unless… are they getting a divorce?” 
Penny frowned. “That kind of speculation is unbecoming, darling.” 
Lisa thought of all the gossip surrounding Penny and Lou’s separation. “Sorry, Mom.” 
“But no, I don’t think it means that. I think it means he’s not planning to run again when his term is up in the fall.” 
“Mayor Valentine’s been running this town forever. I can’t imagine who could step into his shoes,” Lisa said. 
“I have to go, dear. Make sure Carly sees her doctor,” Penny said, rising. “And say hello to Mo for me. That young man of yours has really grown on me.” 
Lisa clenched her teeth into a smile as Penny left. She hadn’t told her mother about the awkwardness of her date with Mo. Embarrassment at misreading the situation rushed through her again. She busied herself clearing the table and making a round of the café looking for other tables to bus. 
The embarrassment stayed with her as she cleaned. After the close of business, Mo would show up expecting her to be ready to go to City Hall with him. She wished she could just go curl up in bed. 
Before her hibernation feelings could get stronger, the front door opened and admitted a man in a leather jacket and a pair of aviator sunglasses. When he saw her, he took off the sunglasses and favored her with a smile. His even white teeth spoke of years wearing braces. 
“Just a coffee for me,” he said. 
“Sure thing. I don’t think I’ve seen you here before. Are you new in town?” Lisa said. 
“I’m here on business.” He stuck out his hand. “The name’s Ryan Regent.” 
“Lisa Chance. It’s nice to meet you. What kind of business brings you to Moss Creek?” 
Ryan smiled. “Retail. Could I get that coffee to go?” 
“Of course.” Lisa scurried to the kitchen for the coffee. When she got back she found him inspecting the basket of Sunshine Muffins. “Would you like to try a muffin? It’s a new recipe for spring.” 
“No, thanks.” 
“Well, enjoy your stay in Moss Creek.” 
He nodded and slipped the aviators back on. As he walked out, she wondered how long it would be before he had to take off the sunglasses, or if he was one of those guys who wore their sunglasses at night. 
She hummed a few bars of Corey Hart’s 80s hit, Sunglasses at Night, as she swept up in the café, preparing to close for the night. 
Just as she finished in the kitchen, Lisa heard a soft tap on the front door. Mama Cat’s ears perked up
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