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“Oh, look, it’s Rachel.” Zoe Crenshaw nodded to the twenty-something girl entering the café. 

They’d just opened at nine-thirty, and the March sunshine streamed through the large glass windows, and through the oak and glass entrance door.

Lauren Denman smiled at the sight of their new friend. They’d met her a few weeks ago when she first visited them, and enjoyed chatting with her when business was slow.

“Brrt!” Annie, Lauren’s large, silver-gray Norwegian Forest Cat, trotted to the Please Wait to be Seated sign. It was a certified cat café, and Annie was in charge of deciding where customers should sit. 

“Hi, Rachel,” Lauren greeted her. 

“Hi.” Rachel smiled shyly, her tawny hair pulled back in a ponytail. Although the sun shone, it had a chilly bite, and she was wrapped up in a blue sweatshirt and jeans. Her hand rested on her black cane. 

“Brrt.” This way. Annie led her slowly to a large round table near the counter. 

“Thanks, Annie.” Rachel followed her, favoring one knee, and sat down in the pine chair. 

“What can we get you?” Zoe zipped over. 

Usually, customers ordered at the counter, and Lauren and her cousin brought their goodies to them, but they relaxed the rule for the elderly, infirm, harried, or when it was slow, like it was just now. 

“I’d love a cappuccino,” Rachel said, without looking at the laminated menu on the table. “And one of your cupcakes please.” She peered over at the glass counter. “Oh, is that a lemon meringue?”

“Yep,” Zoe answered cheerfully. “One of my favorites.”

“And mine,” Lauren added ruefully. Unfortunately, too many treats would add to her curves, so she tried to be “good” about her cupcake intake. 

“Ed’s apple Danishes are just about ready if you’d like one of those,” she offered. 

“Thanks, but I think I’ll get the lemon meringue. I know it’s early, but I’ve been working for a couple of hours already, and I really need a break.”

“I don’t think I could do medical transcription.” Zoe scrunched up her nose, her brunette, pixie cut bangs seeming to bounce against her temple in sympathy. 

“It’s not that bad.” Rachel sighed. “But I do get tired of wearing headphones all day, and I don’t like using earbuds for long.”

“I can understand that,” Lauren said sympathetically. 

“At least you’re not stuck in an office all day,” Zoe said. 

Lauren glanced at her, remembering when her cousin was an office temp, hopping from one company to another in San Francisco. 

After Lauren’s Gramms had passed away, she’d inherited the café and the attached cottage in Gold Leaf Valley, a small town in Northern California, dating from the Gold Rush era. 

Since she’d often visited Gramms and helped out on the weekends, she quit her sometimes humdrum office job and moved herself and Annie down here. When Zoe visited her one weekend, she’d decided to stay permanently, and they’d been roomies in the cottage, along with Annie.

After they’d both gotten married, Lauren’s husband Mitch moved into the cottage with her, and Zoe and her hubby Chris lived in a rental nearby, until they lucked out and managed to lease the house next door to Lauren. 

Rachel glanced at the large glass window at the front of the café. 

“I wish I could work outside again,” she said wistfully.

“You were a landscaper in San Diego, right?” Zoe checked.

“Yes.” Rachel nodded. “I loved being outdoors all day, although it could be rough when it was cold or raining. But if the weather was too bad, we weren’t able to get the job done, and we got to go home.” She smiled. 

“Did you hurt your leg at work?” Lauren asked delicately.

“No.” Rachel’s lips tightened, and she glanced down at the menu.

Lauren took her cue. “I’ll make your cappuccino.” 

“And I’ll get your yummy lemon meringue.” Zoe zoomed to the counter. 

Annie sat next to Rachel, bunting her arm. She obliged by stroking the silver-gray tabby, her expression relaxing. 

“Brrp,” Annie murmured in approval, closing her eyes to appreciate the caress more. 

When they brought Rachel’s order over, she smiled in appreciation. 

“Your cupcakes are the best, Lauren. My brother, Patrick, thinks so, too.”

“Thanks,” she replied, glad their friend’s spirits seem to be restored, with help from her fur baby. 

“Is that the tall guy with short hair that’s a bit darker than yours, and does garden work?” Zoe asked.

“Yes, that’s him.” Rachel forked up a bite of billowy meringue, savoring the first taste. “Mmm.”

“He’s bought some of the triple chocolate ganache cupcakes,” Zoe remarked. 

“He loves those.” Rachel smiled, her eyes widening as she spotted the art on the top of her cappuccino. “Oh, you’ve made a peacock.”

“I hope you like it,” Lauren replied. 

“Of course I do.” Rachel stared appreciatively at the bird formed on top of the micro foam, hot chocolate powder sprinkled delicately around its figure. 

Lauren glanced at Zoe, pleased. The advanced latte art course they’d taken a while ago had really paid off. 

They chatted to Rachel for a few minutes before more customers arrived.  

“I’m glad I came,” she told them when they got to their feet. “You’ve cheered me up this morning.” She included them all in her smile, giving Annie a last stroke before the feline tended to the newcomers.

Lauren was making two lattes when Rachel came to the counter to pay, leaning on her cane. 

“I’ll definitely be back tomorrow.” She pulled her wallet out of her cream purse. “Knowing I’ll be treating myself to a coffee and cupcake helps make the work day bearable.”

“I hear you.” Zoe nodded as she plated two lemon poppyseed cupcakes. “I love working here, but sometimes we need a break when it’s quiet. That’s when we sit down with a latte and sometimes a goodie as well.” She giggled. 

They waved goodbye to Rachel before returning to the trickle of orders. 

Lauren had just finished dusting chocolate powder on a cappuccino when a burst of noise caught her attention. The door opened and a crowd surged inside. Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed Rachel’s face outside the window. She’d paled, and her fingers tightened around the handle of her cane. Then she whirled around as quickly as she could without falling over, and limped away. 

She didn’t have time to wonder what that was about, as Chris came up to the counter. 

“What are you doing here?” Zoe’s eyes lit up.

“We thought we’d treat ourselves before our shift starts,” he said, his even, attractive features breaking into a smile as he replied to his wife. “And I wanted to introduce our new crew member.”

“You mean you’ve got someone permanently?” Zoe’s eyes widened in delight.

“Yeah,” he said in satisfaction.

“That’s great,” Lauren put in. His paramedic crew had been short-staffed for a while, which meant extra shifts for everyone.

“Thanks.” He glanced behind him. “We’ve also got our dispatcher, Ellen, and her husband, Jed, joining us. Hey, Brendon.” He beckoned.

A guy in his early thirties stepped up. “Hey.” 

He wasn’t quite as tall as Chris, and had slicked back brown hair. He wore a black leather jacket and blue jeans.

“Chris didn’t tell me two good looking girls worked here.” He smiled in a flirty way. “One brunette and one with pretty brown hair.”

“Two good looking married women,” Zoe told him.

“Knock it off, Brendon.” Chris frowned at him. 

“Sorry.” Brendon held up his hands. “I can’t help what I’m seeing.”

Zoe looked like she wanted to roll her eyes. 

“Brendon’s our new crew member,” Chris told them. 

“If I’d known what a great town Gold Leaf Valley was, I would have moved here five years ago.” He winked at them. “Chris tells me this is the only place to get coffee and cupcakes.”

“You’ve got that right,” Zoe replied. 

Lauren glanced over at the Please Wait to be Seated sign. Annie waited patiently for Chris and Brendon. “Annie will show you to a table.”

“I hope she’s as cute as you two.” Brendon smirked.

“You mean you haven’t told him about Annie?” Zoe mock-widened her eyes at Chris.

“I thought I’d surprise him.”

“I love surprises.” Brendon grinned, and surveyed the room, the pale-yellow walls and pine furniture making it a welcoming place. “Where’s Annie?”

“Brrt,” Annie replied from behind him.

He turned around, his gaze passing swiftly over the feline. 

“Where?”

“Right in front of you.” Lauren gestured to her fur baby.

“That’s a cat.” His eyes widened as he looked down and finally registered Annie’s presence.

“This is a cat café,” Chris informed him. “Annie will show us to a table.”

“You could have told me,” Brendon grumbled.

Lauren stifled a giggle as the crowd followed Annie to a four-seater at the rear. 

“That fixed him,” Zoe murmured to her.

“Yes.” She watched them all sit down at the table. Chris said something to Annie, and she waited next to his chair. After a moment, they both came to the counter. 

“Four large lattes and red velvet cupcakes for everyone,” he requested. “I saw them on the way in and told the crew.”

“How long has Brendon been working with you?” Zoe asked. “You haven’t told me about him before.” 

“This is his second day on the job. I thought it would be nice to introduce him to everyone, help him get settled in, but now I’m not so sure.” He looked pensive.

“Where’s he staying?” Lauren asked curiously. Rentals were hard to come by in the small town. 

“At the motel for now. They’ve agreed to give him a weekly rate.”

“That’s good – for him.” Zoe frowned over at the table, where Brendon was laughing at something Ellen had said. 

“Hopefully he’ll fit in with everyone – maybe he just needs a couple of days to find his feet. I’ll be his partner today.”

“Good luck.” Lauren meant it. Chris was a nice guy, and she’d always thought he and Zoe were perfect for each other. His easy-going, laid-back nature was a perfect foil for Zoe’s impulsivity and sense of fun. And they were both kind-hearted people. 

“We’ll bring the order over,” she told him. 

Zoe nodded, giving her husband a warm smile, which he returned. 

They watched him rejoin the others, then Zoe plated the cupcakes. “Oh, look, this red velvet is just the teensiest bigger than the others, so I’ll give it to Chris.”

Lauren tried not to laugh as she steamed the milk for the lattes. 

Annie had returned to her pink cat basket, waiting for the next customer to enter. 

“She’s not sitting with them?” Zoe glanced over at her husband’s table, the four of them crowded around it. 

“Perhaps Annie didn’t want to distract them getting acquainted,” Lauren suggested. 

“Or maybe she just doesn’t like Brendon. I only met him for a few seconds and I don’t.” Zoe made a face. 

“I know what you mean.” She finished steaming the milk and decorated each beverage with a swan design. “But maybe we should give him a chance.”

“True. Chris does have to work with him.” Zoe glanced at the lattes. “Ooh – they do look good.”

“Thanks.”

They brought the goodies over to the table. 

“I know you’ll give me and my partner the best calls, won’t you, Ellen?” Brendon flirted with the dispatcher. “I can’t wait to hear your voice brighten my day.” 

Ellen blushed slightly. Her blonde layered bob looked stylish, and she wore jeans and a sapphire sweater. “I distribute the calls evenly – everyone knows that.” She glanced at Chris for confirmation.

“Ellen’s the best dispatcher I’ve worked with,” Chris told them.

“Hey, should I be jealous?” Jed, Ellen’s husband, broke in. He sat next to her, and put his arm around her shoulder. He was bigger than the other two guys, and had short dark hair and a frown on his face.

“Should you?” Brendon laughed and rocked back in his chair. “I just know I’m going to love working with all of you.”

“Here are the lattes.” Lauren set the tray on the table and handed them around. 

“And the red velvets.” Zoe followed suit. 

“Wait until you try these.” Chris gestured to both treats. “You’re going to love them, Brendon.”

“I’m sure I will.” Brendon winked at Lauren and Zoe. His expression looked surprised as he bit into the cupcake, then delighted. “You’re right, man,” he said after he’d chewed and swallowed. “These are the best I’ve ever had.” Somehow he seemed to make it sound like he was talking about more than just cupcakes. 

They returned to the counter.

“No wonder Annie prefers her basket,” Zoe muttered.

“I know.” She nodded. “I don’t know what Mitch is going to make of him.” 

“Nothing good.” There was a hint of glee in her cousin’s voice. 

A few more customers trickled in, until Lauren was too busy to think about Brendon’s behavior. When someone approached the register, she looked up, surprised to see who it was.

“I’ll pay for everyone.” Brendon dug out his wallet from his back pocket, a braided leather bracelet on his wrist.

“That’s not necessary. It’s my treat.” Chris came up behind him and got out his wallet. 

“But I told Ellen just now I’d treat her – and her husband. It’s good to have the dispatcher on your side, am I right?” He gave Chris a knowing look. “And she’s pretty attractive, too.”

Chris looked like he wanted to roll his eyes. “My treat,” he said firmly, giving Lauren the cash before Brendon had a chance to.

“Thanks, man. I know we’re going to be great partners.”

***
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THAT AFTERNOON, A TALL, well-built man strode into the café and leaned across the counter. He wore shorts and a T-shirt, with a white bandage strapped around his wrist.

“Hi, Patrick,” Lauren greeted him. 

“Brrt?” Annie inquired, trotting up to him. 

“I don’t have time to sit today,” he apologized, glancing down at her. “I’ve got a lawn to mow this afternoon, if my wrist will let me.” A wavy strand of dark tawny hair flopped over his forehead, while the rest was cut short.

“What happened to it?” Zoe asked.

“I sprained it – too much pruning in one afternoon,” he said wryly. “But I don’t like to cancel all my jobs. Hopefully the mowing won
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