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“HOW MANY RED VELVET cupcakes are you going to make?” Zoe Crenshaw asked her cousin Lauren, her brown eyes sparkling. 

“I was thinking ten dozen,” Lauren replied. “Do you think that’s too many?”

“Brrt.” No.

“I think Annie’s right.” Zoe grinned at the silver-gray tabby who sat with them at one of the pine tables. They’d just closed the cat café for the day and were taking a quick breather before cleaning up and going home to their cottage next door.

“I’m not sure how big a crowd will be attending the pizza competition on Saturday.” Lauren furrowed her brow. 

Vince, the owner of the local pizza shop, in conjunction with Ed, had come up with an idea for a pizza making contest, with all proceeds donated to the local animal shelter. 

Since Ed, Lauren’s pastry chef who made the most mouthwatering Danishes, volunteered at the shelter, Lauren had been pleased when he’d asked her if she’d be interested in making cupcakes for the event. 

“It’s a shame we can’t make lattes and cappuccinos for everyone at the park,” Zoe mused. 

“Even if we managed to bring the espresso machine—” Lauren glanced at the large piece of equipment on the counter “—we’d need electricity to plug it in.”

“Brrt.” That’s right.

Lauren smiled at the Norwegian Forest Cat. She’d inherited her Gramm’s café in the small town of Gold Leaf Valley in Northern California a couple of years ago, and in honor of Annie, had renamed it the Norwegian Forest Cat Café, certifying it as a real cat café in the process. However, Annie was the only cat in residence. Sometimes, though, her friend AJ, who was a Maine Coon, came to visit, with amusing – or chaotic – results at times.

“Make sure you save a red velvet cupcake for me.” Zoe wiggled her feet. 

“Don’t worry.” Lauren smiled at her cousin. “I thought I’d save one for all of us – you, me, Mitch, Chris, and Ed.”

The red velvets were her latest creation, and had proven to be a hit with their customers. The red cake crumb, flavored with cocoa and a hint of vanilla, melted in your mouth, and combined with the tangy flavor of the cream cheese frosting, was a delicious explosion of baked goodness. 

“Chris said he’s definitely going to come and watch me compete.” Zoe’s eyes lit up at the mention of her boyfriend. “I hope I win – you know I love pizza, and it would be great if I won the first prize of twelve free pizzas.”

“I know.”

“Is Mitch coming?” Zoe asked.

“He’ll try to make it.” Lauren smiled as she thought of her boyfriend, Detective Mitch Denman. They’d been dating for over a year now, and it was serious. 

“Good. The more people who cheer me on, the better!”

“Brrt?” Annie asked. 

“I think it will be too busy and noisy if you came with us,” Lauren told her cat. “I’m sorry.”

“Brrt.” Annie stuck out her lower lip slightly. 

“We’ll tell you all about it when we come home,” Zoe added. “Hopefully I’ll be able to show you my trophy.”

“Will there be a trophy?” Lauren raised her eyebrow.

“Probably not,” Zoe conceded. “All the proceeds are going to the animal shelter. But it would be fun if I got one!”

“Brrt!”

Lauren and Zoe scraped back their chairs and started cleaning up. Zoe stacked the pine chairs, then plugged in the vacuum, while Lauren took care of the dishes in the kitchen. She had a dishwasher but sometimes it was quicker to wash up a few by hand.

“When we get home, I’ll make pizza for dinner,” Zoe called out cheerfully after turning off the vacuum.

“Uh-huh.” Lauren hurried through the swinging kitchen doors back into the café space. She didn’t like to tell her cousin that she was getting tired of pizza for dinner. Normally she loved it, just like Zoe, but they’d had the same meal every evening that week – pepperoni (Zoe’s favorite) with one extra topping.

“Let’s see.” Zoe tapped her cheek. “I’ve made pepperoni and mushroom, pepperoni and peppers, pepperoni with extra pepperoni, pepperoni with arugula, and pepperoni with artichoke.”

“What about basil?” Lauren suggested. The rules of the competition stated only two toppings for the pizza, with all ingredients supplied by the local pizza shop, but contestants could provide one of the toppings if they wished. 

“Ooh.” Zoe brightened. “Why didn’t I think of that before?”

“There might be some in the herb garden.” Lauren nodded toward the kitchen. She’d started growing herbs a couple of years ago, but usually used them as a garnish on the paninis they served. Most of their offerings comprised of sweet treats and espresso-based beverages.

“Awesome idea!” Zoe rushed through the kitchen and out the back door, Lauren following. Annie stayed behind in the café area, as she knew that she wasn’t allowed in the commercial kitchen. 

“Yes!” Zoe crowed, plucking a broad, green leaf. She held it up in the June afternoon sunshine. “This is basil, isn’t it?”

“Yes.” Lauren stifled a smile. 

“Then I’m making pepperoni and basil pizza tonight!”
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“I’M SURE TO WIN THE competition.” Zoe pushed away her empty plate that evening in the homey cottage kitchen. True to her word, she’d made pepperoni and basil pizza, and Lauren admitted to herself that it had been her best effort so far.

“It was really good,” Lauren complimented her.

“Brrt!” Annie agreed, even though she hadn’t been allowed to have any. Instead, she’d dined on beef and liver in gravy.

“Just think – twelve free pizzas for us – well, us and the guys. Oh, I should give Ed a couple of my free pizzas because this whole competition was partly his idea.” 

“I think he’d like that.” 

Lauren hoped that if her cousin did win the contest, that the prize had a long expiry date. It would be nice to take a break from that particular meal for at least a week or so.

“Brrt?” Annie hopped down from her chair at the table and stretched up to the kitchen counter. She gazed at a plant with green leaves growing in a pot.

“Would you like dessert?” Lauren asked her fur baby. She hadn’t wanted Annie to have any pizza because of the preservatives in the pepperoni but she knew that catmint was suitable for cats. 

“Brrt!” Yes! Annie’s long, plumy, silver tail waved in the air. 

“Okay.” Lauren placed the pot on the floor. She’d recently bought the treat, but this was the first time Annie had tried it.

Annie sniffed the leaves, then stuck out her pink tongue and touched it to the green leaf. 

“She loves it!” Zoe gazed at Annie feasting on the leaves.

“Do you think she’s having too much?” Lauren cast a worried eye on the silver-gray tabby munching on the greenery.

“We know it’s safe for cats to eat,” Zoe pointed out. “I guess she’ll stop when she’s had enough.”

As if Annie had heard her, she turned away from the pot and raced into the living room.

Lauren placed the plant back on the kitchen counter. 

Jingle.

The sound of Annie’s ball with a bell inside sounded from the next room.

“I guess we’d better do the dishes.” Lauren gathered up their empty plates.

“I’m definitely going to make pepperoni and basil for the competition,” Zoe declared. “I can’t wait for Saturday!”

The thud of galloping paws echoed as Annie ran into the kitchen, then ran out again. 

A few seconds later, she cantered in again, her green eyes wide and dilated. 

Lauren stared at her – Annie loved playing with her toys, but usually didn’t race around like this – unless she had a feline friend visiting and they zoomed around the house together.

“Uh-oh.” Zoe spoke. “I think Annie’s high!”
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ZOE WAS CORRECT. LATER that evening, Annie threw up, looking miserable.

“Oh, no.” Lauren stroked her velvety soft fur. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know you would have such a reaction to it. I thought it would be a treat.”

“Yeah,” Zoe commiserated as they all sat on the pink sofa in the living room. “I’m sorry, too.”

“Brrt,” Annie murmured, her head lying in Lauren’s lap, and her body between the two twenty-somethings. 

“I don’t think you should have any more of that catmint,” Lauren said firmly.

“I think you’re right.” Zoe nodded. 

“Brrp.” Annie sounded sad as she agreed.

They watched a show about fashion designers for the rest of the evening, the sound on low so as not to bother Annie, who took a while to recover from her sudden high and equally sudden low. It made a change from Zoe’s usual choice of a crime or spy drama. 
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THE NEXT MORNING, FRIDAY, Lauren debated whether to bake the cupcakes for the pizza contest that evening or wait until the next day.

“What do you think?” she asked Zoe as they unstacked the pine chairs, readying the space for their first customers.

“Brrt?” Annie called from her pink cat bed. She’d seemed to have recovered from her reaction to the catmint the previous evening.

“When should I bake the red velvet cupcakes for the pizza contest, Annie?” Lauren asked. 

“You could mix up the batter today and bake them tomorrow,” Zoe suggested.

“Brrt!” Yes!

“Then that’s what I’ll do.” She’d already been leaning toward that suggestion, as she preferred her cupcakes to be as fresh as possible.

“Hey, Lauren, is it okay if I come in real early tomorrow?” 

Ed stuck his auburn head through the swinging kitchen doors. Big and burly, with monster rolling pins for arms, he made featherlight pastry like a dream. Lauren knew she was lucky to have him working his magic in the kitchen. While she prided herself on making great cupcakes, her pastry didn’t come close to his.

“Of course.” She smiled. Ed had his own key to the café, as he often got there before them, getting a jump start on his Danishes.

“Thanks.” He nodded. “I told Vince from the pizza shop that I’d bake some Danishes for tomorrow – just like you’re doing with your cupcakes. I’ll pay for the ingredients myself – and the cost of the electricity for the oven.”

“There’s no need to do that.” Lauren was touched at his thoughtfulness. “The café can cover those costs.”

“Brrt,” Annie agreed from her basket.

“Yeah, what Lauren and Annie said,” Zoe chimed in.

“Thanks.” Ed smiled briefly. “All the proceeds from my pastries can go to the animal shelter. I thought I’d come in at four a.m., if that’s okay with you?”

“Four?” Lauren’s eyes widened. She hadn’t even thought about getting up earlier than her usual six-thirty – yet. “No problem.”

“Great. What time are you going to bake your cupcakes?”

“Around eight?” If she wanted to make ten dozen, she needed them to cool before she decorated them.

“That should work,” Ed assured her.

“How many people do you think will attend?” Zoe asked.

“We’re hoping for a good crowd,” he replied. “But who knows? All the shelter volunteers who aren’t on duty tomorrow are coming, plus Vince said he’s told all his customers about it.”

“And we’ve mentioned it to everyone who’s been in here,” Zoe said. “Haven’t we, Lauren?”

“Brrt.” Yes. Annie answered for her.

“Do you think ten dozen cupcakes are too many?” Lauren crinkled her brow.

“Not with yours,” Ed reassured her.

“What about your pastries?” Zoe asked. “Everyone loves them.”

“I was thinking about four dozen,” he replied.

Lauren glanced at Zoe. 

“Maybe ten dozen is way too many.” Her tone was doubtful. 

“If you have any left-over you could donate them to Father Mike or the animal shelter,” Ed suggested.

“Ooh, yes, Father Mike is the pizza judge!” Zoe grinned. 

Father Mike was the local Episcopalian priest, loved by the whole town.

“I’ve heard he really likes pizza, which is good,” Ed replied. “Because he might be tasting a lot of it tomorrow.”

“Like mine!” Zoe’s eyes sparkled. 

“And mine,” Ed admitted. “I’m entering to make up the numbers, just in case there aren’t a lot of competitors.” 

“We have to pay a five-dollar entrance fee and sign up for it when we get there tomorrow,” Zoe informed Lauren. “Vince thought it would be easier that way.”

“That makes sense.” Lauren nodded.

“I’ll be there around eleven tomorrow setting up,” Ed remarked. 

“Okay.” Maybe she’d better get up a lot earlier than six-thirty.
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“IT’S CRAFT CLUB TONIGHT,” Zoe reminded her that afternoon. They’d been busy that morning, making lattes, cappuccinos, and mochas, as well as selling out of Ed’s apricot, and apple Danishes, and Lauren’s red velvets. 

“I almost forgot.” Lauren chewed her lip. “Mrs. Finch is coming to the park tomorrow, isn’t she?”

“Yep,” Zoe replied cheerfully. “The senior center is giving her a ride in their minivan.”

“That’s good.”

The elderly Mrs. Finch was their friend and regular customer. Craft club, a Zoe invention, consisted of them visiting Mrs. Finch on Friday nights with their works in progress. Since Zoe’s latest hobby was making mugs and painting Annie’s picture on them, which she sold in the café, it was impractical for her to take her pottery with her. 

Lauren usually brought her knitting in progress – the only problem was, she’d finished the leg warmers she’d made on the little knitting loom Zoe had given her for Christmas and was currently taking a break from wool. 

But Mrs. Finch didn’t seem to mind when they arrived without a project in hand. They – and Annie – enjoyed her company. 

“Do you think she’ll mind if I don’t stay very long tonight?” Lauren asked her cousin. “I’d better get up at five if I’m baking ten dozen cupcakes for the pizza contest.”

“I’m sure she’ll understand.” Zoe nodded so vigorously, her brunette pixie cut bangs bounced against her forehead. 

“Brrt,” Annie agreed. 

Lauren finished making a latte for a thirty-something woman, looking with satisfaction at her design of a swan on top of the micro foam. She and Zoe had taken an advanced latte art class a while ago, and it had really paid off. 

“I’ll take it over.” Zoe appeared at her side, nudging Lauren in the ribs. “Mitch is here.” 

“Thanks.” Lauren glanced over at the entrance door, her heart fluttering at the mention of her boyfriend’s name. Would she still have this reaction to him in twenty years’ time? If they were still together by then – which she hoped they would be.

“Hi.” She smiled at him, taking in his tall, muscular frame, clad in charcoal slacks and a blue button-down shirt.

His hair was dark and cut short, emphasizing his attractive features – a straight nose and brown eyes. When she’d first met him, his mouth looked as if he didn’t smile enough. But she hadn’t had that impression for a while now. 

“Hi.” He strode to the counter, the light hum of conversation providing a backdrop to his greeting. 

“Can you still make it to the pizza contest tomorrow?” she asked.

“Definitely.” He smiled. “I don’t have to work overtime this weekend.”

“Good.” Sometimes she didn’t see him as often as she liked because of his extra shifts. But she admired the fact that he was so dedicated to his job – just like she was with the
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