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  To Jim. Here’s to many more adventures!








  
  About Book One: Murder At The Summer Cheese Festival

When Laura Evans leaves her high-pressure Boston restaurant job for managing Silver Springs General Store’s café, she’s hoping for a change of pace. Except the Summer Cheese Festival is fast approaching and an esteemed food critic is in town, ready to review the establishment for a second time. The first nearly closed the business. And the day after it hosts a pre-festival tasting…Laura discovers a dead body. 
Suddenly Laura’s boss Maggie is the prime suspect, her new job is in jeopardy, and her dreams of a peaceful Vermont life are crumbling faster than a block of cheddar. Determined to save her boss and her fresh start, Laura teams up with her observant landlady Evelyn Chan and sharp-witted coworker Jasmine Williams to uncover the truth. But as Laura digs deeper, she discovers this charming small town harbors dangerous secrets...
This cozy mystery serves up the perfect blend of charm, community warmth, and intrigue. Ideal for readers who savor small-town settings, quirky characters, and clever puzzles.
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      [image: ]About The Series: Silver Springs Mysteries

In Silver Springs, everyone knows your name. And your secrets. In this Green Mountain State town, Laura Evans isn’t just the General Store’s café manager...she’s the town’s unofficial detective. Alongside her observant landlady Evelyn Chan and sharp-witted coworker Jasmine Williams, Laura discovers dangerous secrets hiding beneath the picturesque veneer. But they don’t have to do it alone. They’re members of the Maplewood Crafters Club. 
This seemingly innocent club are also the town’s secret helpers. Over craft projects and potluck dinners, they arrange random acts of kindness...and help solve mysteries.
What makes this series irresistible: a stunning setting, delectable culinary details, quirky characters, and ingenious mysteries with satisfying endings. 
If you love culinary cozies, craft cozies, Ellie Alexander, Agatha Frost, Laura Childs, Maddie Day, Diane Mott Davidson, or Jenn McKinlay…or you enjoy books with close-knit communities, amateur sleuths, found family, personal growth, secret helpers, and food as comfort and connection…you’ll love Silver Springs.
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Characters In Murder At The Summer Cheese Festival

Listed in order of appearance.

Laura Evans: the new café manager at the General Store. 
Eli Carter: the café's barista.
Maggie Brook: the store's co-owner and Laura's boss.
Jesse O’Connor: a café employee.
Jasmine Williams: another employee at the General Store.
Anton Reynolds: the chef at the General Store.
Dakota: a young girl who visits the café.
Thomas Whitman: the festival's head judge.
Evelyn Chan: Laura's landlady. 
Jeremy Blackwood: a food critic from Boston.
Benjamin ‘Ben’ Ashby: works at the hardware store.
Diana Martinez: festival committee member.
Rosalind Prescott: festival director and committee chair.
Alexander ‘Alex’ Caldwell: festival marketing manager. 
Detective Sergeant Ramirez: a policewoman.
Katie Fowler: an assistant at the local yarn store. 
Martha Henderson: Evelyn's friend.
Judith Yoon: Evelyn's friend.
Kathleen ‘Kathy’ Quinn: Maggie's wife and co-owner.
Isaac ‘Izzy’ Lennox: works at Goldenleaf Apple Farm.
Francesca 'Fran' Palermo: attends the Crafters Club.
Christopher O'Reilly: attends the Crafters Club.
Yanni Petros: owns Wanderer Pantry.
Marcela Torres: the town clerk.
Joyce Adler: the adult circulation librarian.
Todd Miller: a local dairy farmer.
Victor: chef from Beaumont Bistro.
Larry: front-of-house manager for Beaumont Bistro.
Colette: chef from Chez Colette. 
Claudia Alard: food writer from Boston and guest judge.
Professor Harvey Lín: guest judge, teaches Food Science.
Herbert Emerson: retired cheesemaker and guest judge.
Vernon Reed: An apple farmer.
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      [image: ]Chapter One

Two hundred and twelve miles from Boston, Laura Evans had hoped crushing disappointment wouldn’t follow her. It had, but the morning whirlwind at the Silver Springs General Store café was an excellent distraction. 
Cutlery clinked, the espresso machine hissed, and customers chatted while the August sun streamed in through the windows. Starting as the café manager in late summer, while not intentional, had been a welcome change of pace. A little calm before fall—with its gorgeous scenery and leaf-peeper crowds—arrived.
“Do you have those delicious herb and cheese scones?” a middle-aged woman asked. “I’m getting into the spirit ahead of the festival. You’re new here, right? You’ll love it! The trivia is so much fun!”
“You’re in luck,” Laura said. “Layla delivered a fresh batch just this morning. And yes, I can’t wait. Thank you so much for the recommendation!” She handed over the woman’s to-go order.
Layla Ahmed, the owner of Red Trillium Bakery next door, supplied the café’s pastries and baked goods. One just had to investigate when there was that much fuss over a café staple. Tasting a small selection on the first day of work had been bliss!
With the annual Summer Cheese Festival looming in less than two weeks, everyone had spilled into the café with questions, requests for help, and the latest gossip. Such a frenzy!
“It seems I’ve wiped out the clean mug supply,” Eli Carter, her colleague and the café’s resident barista, said, sidling up to the sink with an armful of dirty dishes. Today’s shirt—always a shade of green—contrasted well with his dark-brown skin. 
“Leave it with me,” Laura said, pivoting and pushing up her sleeves. “I’m on it.”
It was good to be part of a team again.
Maggie Brook, the store’s co-owner and Laura’s boss, descended the stairs from her office on the upper level. She was a tall woman with pale, freckled skin who favored simplicity, which reflected in her all-black wardrobe and no-nonsense attitude. She managed a quick smile. “Is everything ticking along alright?”
“Keeping pace so far!” Laura replied. 
“Just!” Jesse O’Connor added with a grin, selecting pastries for a customer. 
“Good, good.” Maggie’s eyes dimmed. “Now brace yourselves. The lead-up to the festival is no picnic.” She nodded at them all and spun on her heel, heading to the retail section, which occupied the rest of the building’s first floor.
Jasmine Williams, another General Store employee, emerged from the back room. Her red-tipped box braids were pulled back, and she had a Woodland Watch badge—a local land steward organization she belonged to—pinned to her apron. She carried a stack of glossy pamphlets. 
“The festival brochures have arrived! I’ll put them on the table under the community notice board.” Jasmine held one up for Laura to see, her smile bright against her dark-brown skin and sharp cheekbones.
“That’s great, thank you!” Laura glanced at the proffered colorful foldout. It detailed event schedules, vendor profiles, and competition categories.
Jasmine smiled. “This is like reading the menu and thinking you’ve tasted the meal. Just wait till you see it in person.”
The kitchen bell chimed, and Anton Reynolds, the General Store’s chef, gestured to a completed order. Three golden-brown buttermilk pancakes were topped with a pat of Whitman Family Creamery butter, a ceramic pitcher of local maple syrup beside them. He’d added a fresh blueberry and raspberry compote and a light dusting of powdered sugar. Laura thanked him, took the dish, and dropped it off to a delighted customer.
As the morning rush subsided, the café fell into an easy rhythm. Eli restocked cups by the espresso machine, Jesse arranged pastries in the display case, and Laura refilled sugar and salt shakers. The café hummed with conversation and the occasional hiss of the coffee machine.
“It’s hard to believe you left Boston for our patch of Vermont,” Eli said, reaching for another stack of ceramic mugs. “Are you still holding up okay? Two weeks in?”
Laura set down a just-filled shaker. “What can I say? There’s something special about this town. It’s in all the thoughtful touches. The café has them too, like the little plant centerpieces. They always make me smile.”
“See?” Eli said, glancing at Jesse. “She likes my succulents.”
Jesse grinned, the expression lighting up their pale face. “Alright, botanical prodigy. I’ll let you win this time…but only because I’m feeling generous.”
Eli rolled his eyes as he prepared a coffee, raising his voice over the hissing steamer. “Anyway, my grandpa always said it was the best little town in New England.”
Jesse snorted, adjusting a cinnamon roll in the display. “Of course. The noble lie of the lifelong local.”
Eli grinned. “Says the arts school graduate who chose the country over city lights.”
“That’s different,” Jesse said, straightening. “I spent four years in Providence among people who treated exhaustion like a badge of honor. I was unsure what came next.” They shrugged. “I visited here one October two years ago, and the valley looked like a painting. Two weeks later, I signed a lease.”
“I’ve heard the fall colors here are breathtaking,” Laura said, polishing water glasses. “My Gran always brought me in summer, so this’ll be my first fall in town. I can’t wait to see it for myself.”
“Let’s just survive the summer rush first,” Eli said. “The festival’s…a little chaotic.”
Laura paused, cloth in hand. On the chalkboard, Jesse had added a festival-themed illustration—a wheel of cheese wearing a tiny crown. “I’ve managed my share of busy shifts, but this’ll be new.”
“New is an understatement,” Jesse said. “The whole town transforms. Every restaurant and café gets swamped with food writers, bloggers, and critics, all thinking they’re the next cheese taster extraordinaire.”
“Speaking of critics,” Eli said, “last year’s festival was something else. Remember the whole incident with Jeremy Blackwood? The guy looked as wilted as an over-watered plant when he lost his notebook!”
Jesse rolled their eyes as they passed. “It’s just as well you found his notes for him. He treats them like state secrets.” They must’ve seen Laura’s surprised look, because they continued with, “Once upon a time, his reviews could shutter a place. Now? He’s background noise. The last exposé worth mentioning was years back. Something about mislabeled halibut in Boston’s fine dining scene.”

      [image: ]A little girl, shy of four, stared at the chalkboard menu, shifting from foot to foot and chewing her lip. 
Laura walked over and leaned down. “It’s tough to choose! Would you like some help?”
The girl nodded, studying her feet.
A woman who must’ve been the child’s mother approached with a bashful smile. “Sorry she’s taking so long to choose a drink.”
“It’s no trouble at all!” Laura turned to the girl. “Hi there! I’m Laura.”
The girl’s eyes brightened. “...Hi. I’m…Dakota.”
“Lovely to meet you! What about something warm? I could make you a hot chocolate!” After looking to the mother for confirmation, Laura added, “Let’s make it extra special. Peppermint syrup? Marshmallows? Whipped cream?”
A giggle. “Yeah!”
“Great! Coming right up. Where would you like to sit? I’ll bring it over for you.”
Dakota’s face lit up with a huge smile. “Thank you! I wanna sit…over there!”
“Anytime!” That’s one thing Hargroves, her previous restaurant management job, never had—kids and their endless enthusiasm. A little while later, Laura crowned her creation with a swirl of whipped cream and the finishing touch—a few marshmallows on the saucer—with a flourish. 
Placing the drink on a tray, she approached the chosen table. 
The mother mouthed ‘thank you’ as Laura set the hot chocolate down. As she walked away, Dakota pointed at the drink for her mother to admire, then looked back and waved.
Laura returned the gesture and turned to the sink, warmth blooming in her chest. Moments like that lifted the job above the usual rhythm of tasks. Hard to name, but it was something she hadn’t felt in Boston for years.
Jasmine sidled up beside her at the sink, grabbing a stack of washed-and-dried plates ready to put away. “Dakota comes in every Tuesday with her mom. I’ve never seen her smile like that for anyone!”
“If I can make someone’s day even a little better…I will,” Laura said.
Wasn’t that what hospitality was all about? Especially in a place like this: not just a shop, but a community hub. The main retail space sprawled across the first floor of the town’s oldest mercantile shop. Exposed brick walls and timber beams spoke of the building’s hundred-and-forty-year history, while tall windows flooded the curated local produce and artisanal goods with natural light. The café occupied the sunny front quarter, overlooking the Village Green, while Maggie’s office and the staff area were on the upper level.
Behind the main building, a stone path lined with overflowing mosaic-tiled planter boxes connected the carriage house and the old stables—used for storage and events.
This place had stories to tell. Maybe Laura’s would be one of them.
The café bustled with locals and visitors. It was the height of Vermont’s summer tourist season, cars with license plates from Massachusetts, New York, and beyond, filling the Main Street parking spaces.
The work wouldn’t be easy, but she was here for the long haul. For now, that was enough.

      [image: ]Thomas Whitman, the Summer Cheese Festival head judge, entered, his proper posture a quiet display of his trademark attention to detail. The last time he visited, he’d mentioned his toast was ‘a touch overdone’ but had complimented the excellent coffee. Someone sat at his usual table.
He might’ve been disappointed, but Thomas didn’t seem bothered as he surveyed the busy café. His tanned smile lines spoke of his earlier years spent outdoors at Whitman Family Creamery.
Laura nudged Jesse, pointing at the latte in progress. “Would you mind finishing this one for me, please?”
Jesse nodded.
Laura slipped around the counter and approached Thomas. “Good morning, Thomas! So glad you stopped by. We’ve had quite a morning rush.”
“Laura, great to see you,” he said. “Busy morning indeed. Always good to see the local businesses thriving.”
Laura nodded. “It’s lovely to see so much excitement around the festival. I’m glad I’m not the only one looking forward to it. Your usual table’s taken. Would you like me to find you another that’s just as nice?”
Thomas’ eyes crinkled at the corners. “Change keeps the mind fresh, doesn’t it? Though I admit to being a creature of habit.” He glanced around the café. “Perhaps that corner table? The lighting is excellent for reading the morning paper.”
“Perfect choice,” Laura said, leading him to the spot he’d shown.
As he settled in, Thomas arranged his napkin on his lap. “The usual breakfast would be wonderful, if it’s not too much trouble.”
“Let me take care of that for you,” Laura said before returning to the counter. “Jesse, would you mind putting in Thomas’ regular order?”
Jesse flashed a quick thumbs-up and glanced over at Thomas’ table. “Thirty years in the artisanal food world, and he still says please and thank you. Incredible.”
“He’s such a gentleman,” Jasmine said as she collected a waiting meal from the kitchen window. “And a sharp mind, too, but you’d expect that from someone with so much experience. The town revolves around his opinion for those three days of the festival.”
Laura checked the cold drinks stock. “I just hope my hospitality skills pass muster. I’d hate to be the reason for a festival scandal in my first month here.”
Jasmine huffed a laugh. “Trust me, if Thomas has a problem with something, you’ll know about it. But he’ll tell you in the most courteous way possible.”
Laura ferried orders and attended to customers. The café buzzed with energy around Thomas, and he nodded to familiar faces and exchanged a few pleasant words with an older couple at the next table. 
When he finished, he approached the counter.
“Everything was delicious, as always,” he told Laura. “Please give my compliments to the chef.”
“Of course! I’ll make sure he hears that. Have a wonderful day, Thomas.”

      [image: ]The older woman was tiny but determined, her warm golden-brown features alight with her usual cheer, weaving through the crowded café toward the counter.
“Good morning, Evelyn!” Laura said. “What brings you in today?”
“Seeing how my new tenant is managing!” Evelyn Chan replied with a twinkle. “And sampling a scone.”
“Perfect timing!” Laura stepped out from behind the bench and guided Evelyn toward a table, pulling out a chair. “There’s one with your name on it.”
After Laura took Evelyn’s order, the older woman asked, “How are you? And don’t fib.”
“I expected slower days, but it’s been a good kind of busy,” Laura said.
“Sounds like you brought the chaos with you,” Evelyn joked.
“I hope not,” Laura said. “My mom’s already bracing for the ‘I’m done’ phone call.”
“You’re not going to, are you?” Evelyn said. It wasn’t a question. “You’re stronger than you think.” Her eyes brightened. “Say! If you’re free next Monday, which you will be because it’s your day off, come to the Maplewood Crafters Club meeting. Your grandmother never missed it during her summer visits.”
Laura smiled. “Gran always said the potluck nights were her favorites.”
“You’ve got great timing, because it’s the next one!” Evelyn said. “The other weeks are more casual. You’re not obligated to bring food on those nights, though nobody complains if you do. Shall you come?”
Her landlady wouldn’t take no for an answer. “I’m looking forward to it!”
Evelyn beamed.

      [image: ]With the lunch rush over, and closing time still a few hours away, foreboding crept in with the afternoon quiet. 
On her third day, Maggie had brought her to the break room during a lull. The older woman had fidgeted with a pencil in trembling hands, avoiding eye contact—never good when talking with a superior.
“A bit of unpleasant news,” she’d said. A long pause had stretched between them. “Jeremy Blackwood’s on the roster for the next festival committee meeting.” He was a food critic from Boston, a long-time festival committee member, assistant judge…and the man who nearly destroyed the General Store. Her words remained seared in Laura’s head. “Eight years ago, he came to review us. We’d just opened, still finding our rhythm, still working out the kinks. He didn’t care about any of that. Published the most vicious review I’ve ever read. Told people to avoid us at all costs.”
According to Maggie, within a week, their foot traffic halved. Suppliers started asking for payment upfront because they thought they’d fold. They had to let some staff members go. Kathy worked twelve-hour days trying to save the business. Two years of breaking even and wondering every month if they’d close.
Cruel? Harsh? Devastating? No words seemed fit to describe the fallout. 
And the next day, he’d return. Maggie had said he’d be reviewing the store for the second time.
A critic could sink a reputation in no time. She’d seen it happen firsthand during her fifteen years at Hargroves, one of Boston’s most prestigious restaurants. One harsh review had cleared their reservation book for weeks. 
One simple action from one person with so many unfair consequences. But what else could one expect in this industry, with so many things out of one’s control? 
Still…changing careers was supposed to be a crisis-avoiding strategy, not just arriving straight into another! A chance to forget those ten-hour days, covering shifts, working overtime—leading to that promised promotion to general manager that’d vanished with the sudden sale of the business.
Her phone buzzed. A text from Danny. ‘Hey sis! How’s the new job going? Bet you’re killing it!’
Despite her anxiety, Laura smiled. Trust Danny to check in right when she needed it. She typed back: ‘It’s going surprisingly well. You’d love it here.’
Another message from Danny. ‘Great! We’ll have to visit sometime! But seriously, you okay?’
Laura stared at the message and rubbed her temples, remembering the phone call with her mother right before she’d moved. The conversation still stung with a precision only Bridget Evans could achieve. “What if they don’t appreciate you there? What if you don’t fit in? And...a midlife crisis at almost thirty-eight? Really, Laura?”
The inevitable comparisons to her brothers had followed—Danny, the program director in New York, raising his son effortlessly despite his divorce, and Connor with his perfect California tech family. 
And Laura. Falling short by being herself.
Still…underneath it all…there was a loneliness her mother tried to hide.
She breathed in and out. The afternoon lull had settled in, bringing its own peaceful rhythm: chairs scooting back, low conversations, the espresso machine hissing. Customers lingered with a tranquility unlike anything she’d known in Boston, as if there was no rush to get anywhere else. 
Now this was some much-needed breathing space.
At least her Gran had supported the move—it had been her idea, after all. It’d been her first suggestion when Laura had called to tell her about being let go. She’d been so keen on Laura moving to Silver Springs, she’d orchestrated a…surprise, in her usual overenthusiastic fashion. 
Keep remembering that—not all her loved ones had thought moving was a terrible idea.
The Summer Cheese Festival preparations loomed, and Jeremy Blackwood’s name still sounded intimidating. But Laura wasn’t without experience in handling difficult critics. They appreciated attention to detail and consistency. The General Store café could provide both.
Whatever happened, she wouldn’t let Maggie down—not when she’d given Laura this chance. Facing challenges head-on was part of any new beginning. Time to prove her mother wrong.






  
  Chapter Two

The oversized crate wobbled. Laura, navigating between produce display bins, caught it just in time before the zucchinis met their demise. The day of the festival committee meeting, and it was already chaos. 
“Look at you,” Maggie said as she passed with a box of greens. Today, she wore a tucked-in linen shirt, midi-skirt, and work boots. All in black, of course. “I didn’t know acrobatics were in your wheelhouse!”
From behind the counter, Eli gave Laura a thumbs-up as he worked the coffee machine. “Smooth recovery.”
Heat rushed to her face, and an awkward laugh escaped. Smooth. Right. Laura arranged the kale, mustard greens, and sweet corn. When life felt messy, it called for whatever coping mechanisms were on hand, even if it were only color-coding the vegetable display for the customers’ pleasure.
Satisfied, she passed Jasmine, stifling a smile. Jasmine had the unfortunate task of helping an affable but hapless regular to choose an item from the menu. The man’s indecisiveness was legendary.
Laura reached the counter, where Jesse stood plating up a fresh batch of scones for the display case.
Maggie followed. “Laura, if you’ve got a second, I need help with—”
The front doorbell jingled. 
A short, well-dressed man in his fifties entered the bustling store. His porcelain face wore a sour expression, like he’d just bitten into an unripe plum. He raised a skeptical eyebrow at the colorful preserves and relishes in an antique cabinet. His tailored linen shirt, burgundy bow tie, and expensive shoes seemed offended by the General Store’s rustic vibe. He adjusted his wire-rimmed spectacles on his aquiline nose.
Maggie’s eyes darkened, and she ducked down underneath the counter, muttering something under her breath.
“What’s wrong?” Laura asked.
“Don’t get him looking this way,” Maggie hissed. “I don’t have the capacity.”
“Who’s—” Laura began.
The man advanced toward the counter, clasping his hands behind his back, chest raised. “Good morning.” 
Laura steadied herself before putting on her best professional smile. “Good morning! Welcome to—”
“Yes, yes.” He knitted his eyebrows together. “I’m Jeremy Blackwood.”
Laura blinked a few times. Here, already? It was at least an hour until the meeting! He hadn’t said anything about coming in for breakfast! But…what was a food critic visit without the unexpected? Just…breathe. Don’t show anything he could latch onto. This had to work. “Oh! It’s a pleasure to meet you, sir. Since you’re here ahead of the other committee members, may I offer you something while you wait?”
Jeremy ignored her and leaned over the counter, a smirk tugging at his lips. “Maggie, I’ve always found the ostrich approach most unbecoming.”
Maggie’s cheeks reddened, and she tried not to scowl as she rose from her hiding spot. 
 He deigned to glance at Laura. “A late breakfast, thank you.”
“Certainly,” Laura said.
But he hadn’t finished. “Let’s see if your culinary offerings have improved. Though I daresay it’s unlikely.” Jeremy sauntered toward a corner table and took out a notebook, jotting a few things down.
Maggie stifled a groan. “I can’t believe it’s almost time for the committee meeting already. Are we sorted?”
Laura nodded, gesturing to a large table at the far side of the café. “I’ve made sure it’s all in place. Drinks, muffins, everything’s set.”
Maggie exhaled. “Perfect. Those foodies call themselves adventurous, but they always ask for the plainest snacks.” 
Laura swallowed a chuckle.
Benjamin ‘Ben’ Ashby, a tall youth with an earnest expression and freckled skin, chose that moment to enter from the back. He helped with maintenance jobs around town when he wasn’t at his father’s hardware store. He zigzagged his way in, balancing boxes of lights and extension cords stacked high enough to block his view. Maggie dodged around him, doing her best not to become one with the tangle as she hurried away. 
Ben opened his mouth as he approached Laura—probably to say something silly—but stopped, his load teetering. From behind his temporary cover, he leaned in. “Is that…Jeremy Blackwood?” 
Laura gave a slight nod.
Ben let out a low whistle. “I’m installing these out the front, but if you need someone to keep him calm, I’m available. Just don’t ask me to keep him happy. That’s beyond my skill-set.”
Laura had to hide a smile.

      [image: ]The festival committee meeting had come and gone. Among the attendees had been Jeremy, Maggie, Thomas, of course, and several others. Diana Martinez was one: festival committee member and the owner of Mountain Valley Dairy, a local creamery and a General Store supplier. Rosalind Prescott, the festival director and committee chair, often came in for herbal tea. And Alexander ‘Alex’ Caldwell, the marketing manager, did his weekly shopping on Fridays. The rest, Laura didn’t know by name.
Everyone had left the building except Maggie…and Jeremy. He remained at the table for some time, oscillating between making thoughtful noises and writing.
Laura monitored him in-between other duties until she filled a crystal pitcher with ice water and selected the newest of their printed menus. She approached him, but Jeremy ignored her arrival, continuing to scribble. 
“I brought you some water, Mr. Blackwood.” She placed the pitcher on a plate to catch any drips. “And here’s our lunch menu. Take your time. The ham and Whitman Family Creamery cheddar on brioche is especially good. Layla from Red Trillium bakes the brioche each morning, and the reserve cheddar is receiving wonderful feedback for its depth of flavor.”
That got his attention. He looked up from his notebook, his eyes narrowing. Jeremy swiped the menu from Laura’s hands and cast an eye around the store before his gaze landed on her.
“And you are?”
“I’m Laura Evans, the new café manager,” she said. “It’s a pleasure, sir. We’re grateful to welcome someone of your reputation.”
His eyebrows shot up, and his lips curled into a smile. “So they’ve brought in fresh blood to salvage this establishment. Did Maggie mention I’m writing a review?”
“She did,” Laura said. “We’re looking forward to hearing your feedback. Everyone here takes pride in making sure each dish feels special.”
Jeremy chuckled. “I look forward to sharing my...thoughts.”
“Take all the time you need, and if anything on the menu raises a question, I’m happy to help.”
As she walked away, he couldn’t resist having the last word. “I would’ve thought Maggie herself could spare a moment in her busy day to greet me. What a shame…”

      [image: ]The café grew busy as locals filtered in for lunch. Maggie emerged from her office and joined Laura at the counter, looking rattled but determined.
Laura handed a slice of carrot cake to a customer and leaned closer. “Jeremy’s still here, just so you’re aware.”
“I know,” Maggie said with a groan. “He’s here to poke around and see what falls apart.” She plated up a few sandwiches before putting them on the higher shelf for Jesse to take out. “I won’t let him try to ruin us twice.”
Laura tried to look reassuring. “We’ve got a great team, and we’ll give it our all.”

      [image: ]Laura delivered Jeremy’s lunch: a summer squash and herb frittata, sharp cheddar slices, and walnut flour flatbread. It was an elegant presentation, even if Jeremy was predisposed to find more fault than flavor. He picked up a forkful of frittata, tasting it like a detective gathering evidence.
“How are you finding everything so far?” she asked, breaking the silence.
“Served at a suitable temperature,” he replied, pausing for effect. “That’s an improvement.” 
Laura suppressed her laughter. “Is there anything else I can bring for you?”
“Not at present.”
She nodded. A ribbon bookmark sat on the open page in Jeremy’s notebook. The end had a tiny, silver, sparkling cheese wheel pendant affixed to it. “What a lovely bookmark!” It seemed sentimental for a man so sharp. 
He seemed to ignore Laura’s compliment, snapping the book shut. “I see the store has made many changes since my last visit.”
“Yes! There’s something special about what’s happening here.”
His smile was cruel. “Let’s hope it continues. This festival might prove pivotal in its…future.” 
As the early afternoon wore on, the café buzzed, but Laura’s focus stayed on Jeremy. He took his time with his meal, jotting the occasional note. She was about to head over to Jeremy’s table to refill his water when Jeremy glanced at his phone, stood, and made for the exit. Laura maneuvered around a table of chatty retirees, overhearing part of his conversation as he passed.
“Yes, we’ll need to discuss those consulting arrangements,” he muttered, the words barely audible over the lunch rush’s clatter.

      [image: ]Laura climbed the last step to the stables’ mezzanine floor they were using for the pre-festival tasting, carrying several boxes of crackers. The two ceiling fans spun high overhead. It was a more intimate space than the grand Town Hall chambers where the festival would unfold. The stables were one of many sites for pre-festival events held throughout Silver Springs. All part of the effort to drum up interest and ensure a high turnout when the big three-day event arrived.
“Looks like we’re in the home stretch!” Jasmine looked up from where she arranged cheese samples on slate boards. “What else can I help with?”
Laura smiled with relief and brought the boxes over to Jasmine, the tightness in her shoulders easing a fraction. Almost there. “Would you mind placing the crackers to the left of each setting? And could you please fill the water pitchers? I’ll go over everything one more time.”
Jasmine nodded and did both tasks while Laura distributed the handwritten information cards for each cheese variety. She’d spent far too long on them yesterday afternoon, triple-checking the aging times and milk sources. Overkill? Probably! But if Jeremy noticed even one detail amiss…she shuddered.
After they’d completed those jobs, Laura consulted her checklist. “Looks like we’re all ready. I’ll just check the chairs are—”
“In perfect sight lines.” Jasmine finished, her dimples appearing. “Though I’m sure our esteemed critic will have something to say about it. Last year, he made us change the

      [image: ]
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