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If there’s one thing I love about working at the cutest little cafe in Silver Brook, it’s that everyone else loves to hang out there, too.

“Oh, Merry! These rose cupcakes are to die for!”

Officer Kate Kelly - my best friend - flinches mid-bite, then offers me a sheepish smile. “Not literally, you understand.”

I laugh and take the opportunity to top up her coffee.

“Not everything is about murder and mayhem, you know,” I remind her. “I thought you came in here to talk weddings!”

“I did.” Kate shoves the rest of the cake into her mouth and starts talking before she even has time to swallow. “Jeremy and I have got so many ideas! We want to get married at church, or maybe we’ll have one of those destination weddings and have the ceremony right on the beach. Or perhaps -”

The door to the cafe swings open and another of Silver Brook’s residents walks in. Spotting Kate and me he adjusts his direction, marching directly over to join us. I feel the energy in our little corner shift long before I notice the scowl on Peter Stalker’s face.

“I thought I’d find you here.” He sniffs. “Your police chief assured me you were busy, but I see this is just code for taking an extended break to gossip with your friends.” Silver Brook’s bad-tempered bookstore owner fixes his beady eyes on me next. “I suppose you’re to blame for this?”

“Good coffee and even better baked goods?” I bat my eyelashes at him, amused at the way this seems to infuriate him further. “Guilty as charged. Fortunately, Officer Kelly is right here on hand to arrest me.” I giggle, but notice too late that my friend isn’t joining in. Kate has brushed the last crumbs from her fingers and straightened almost imperceptibly in her chair, becoming Officer Kelly in an instant, and leaving good-natured Kate in the shadows.

“I quite apologise, Mr. Stalker,” she says, with a demure nod in his direction. “How can I be of service to you today?”

“You can be of service, Ms. Kelly, by solving my case. Or have you forgotten that my store was broken into three days ago?”

“Wait, hold on,” I interrupt. “There was a break-in?”

“Attempted break-in,” Kate says, under her breath. “There was no actual damage done, and nothing was taken.”

“That is not the point!” Peter Stalker’s face goes red. “They tried, Ms. Kelly. And there’s no guarantee they won’t try again - and succeed. I’m fortunate that I took my latest delivery of exceedingly rare and expensive books home or they would have been the first casualties. Must I wait until my entire inventory is snatched from under my watching eyes before the Silver Brook police decide to do anything about it?”

“Of course not.” I’m amazed at Kate’s composure, but I guess there’s a reason why my friend - and not me - is the voice of reason in our small town. She gets to her feet and shoots me a look that indicates she finds Peter’s usual demanding attitude as irritating as I do. She’s just better at hiding it than I am. She winks, and I’m satisfied that Kate will handle him - and this would-be burglary case - with her trademark wit and wisdom. It also tells me that our impromptu catch-up is very much over. If I want to hear all about her wedding plans, I’m going to have to wait a while. Well, the least I can do is offer her a bit of a reprieve from having Peter Stalker breathing down her neck.

“Peter! Why don’t you stay for a coffee?” I wave the pot hypnotically in front of his narrowed eyes. “On the house. You can tell me all about what happened.” His eyes narrow even further as if he thinks I’m laying a trap for him. I hurry to reassure him with a tired smile. “We small business owners of Silver Brook have to stick together, now, don’t we?”

“Well, I’m not so sure about that...”

The door to the cafe swings open a second time, and I hear one side of a raucous, laughter-filled phone conversation.

“Of course I told her that. You think I’m going to let her win on a technicality? But there’s no beating the rap on this one, my friend. I am guilty six ways to Sunday...”

Rory Thomas catches my eye and shoots me a grin.

“Oh, I’d better go, Brad. I just walked into the best coffee shop in town, and I’ll be damned if I don’t see something new and delicious on offer in the pastries...” He makes a show of ending his call and waves at me. “Meredith, what are those pink things? They look amazing.”

“They are amazing,” Kate says, earning herself another glare from Peter. She hastily slides off her stool and hurries to the door, throwing a goodbye over her shoulder as she returns to real life and the pursuit of a gang of would-be robbers and thieves, with Peter Stalker hot on her heels. It feels as if the entire cafe lets out a sigh of relief when they leave.

“Did I interrupt something?” Rory asks, with another boyish laugh.

“Only Peter cracking the whip on our poor put-upon police officers.” I shake my head. “Something about a break-in.”

“Oh yeah?” Rory raises his eyebrows. “Around here?”

“At the bookstore. Something about rare books he’s keeping safe at home. You’d have to ask him for the details.” I feel a flicker of annoyance that he didn’t give me many. If someone is going around breaking into small businesses around here - or trying to - it might be nice to know about it!

Two other customers finish up their drinks and wave at me as they head out into the high street, and I survey the empty tables. More than a couple of them need clearing off and wiping down, and my trusty sidekick and co-worker, Phoebe Simms, is nowhere to be seen.

“So what can I get you today, Rory?” I ask, ringing up his order as I talk. “To drink, I mean. I already know you want one of these cupcakes to eat.”

“I certainly do.” He grins, leaning over the glass-fronted pastry display for a closer look. “Only, these chocolate things look pretty good too. And - oh, is that rocky road?” He sighs, meditatively rubbing his midsection. “You’re going to make me rejoin the gym at this rate, Ms. Gray.”

I laugh as he considers his options. If the worst thing I can be accused of is making my regulars gain a few pounds, I suppose that’s not a bad thing. Ever since I took over the reins at the Jitterbug Junction, I feel as if I’ve found my calling. It took a while to get to this point, but I can’t help but feel happy I made it. This cafe has been my home away from home and I know a lot of other people feel the same way. 

Home and office, too, I think, glancing over to a corner booth that has been occupied all day by an exhausted-looking young man. Lloyd Nelson takes off his thick-rimmed glasses and rubs his eyes, letting out the kind of sigh you can feel in your bones. He shuts his laptop with a click and starts to gather up his paperwork, but too late, I notice that one of the pieces he moves is caught underneath a coffee cup I hope and pray is empty.

It isn’t.

“Argh!”

I move quickly, but nobody could be quick enough to stop the wave of cold coffee that spills all over the table, the paperwork, the laptop, and - last of all - Lloyd himself.

“Here, let me!” I scoop up his laptop with the reflexes of a girl who’s done this sort of thing herself more than a few times, shake off the worst of the wet, then wipe it down. The paper is less easy to salvage, and I move it damply into a pile, dabbing at puddles of lukewarm coffee as best I can. Finally, I look at Lloyd, whose white shirt and brown slacks are now boasting a few additional splotches of color than they were a moment ago.

“Uh...here.” I offer him the cloth, but he just stares at it, and I don’t blame him. I’m pretty sure I could wring it out with the coffee it’s soaked up, and it certainly won’t help him now. “Let me make you a fresh cup,” I say. “On the house.” I glance at his papers. “And maybe some of this will dry off while you wait...”

“Forget it.” He shakes his head and for one perilous moment I think he’s going to cry. I would, if I’d just lost all the work I’d spent the morning slaving over. Instead, he scoops up the paperwork, tucks his salvaged laptop under his arm, and squelches morosely towards the door, leaving a trail of damp, sticky footprints in his wake.

“Poor guy.” I hear the shake in Rory’s voice and am grateful he at least had the sense to wait until Lloyd was out of earshot to laugh at him. “Maybe I’ll get my drink in a takeaway cup.” He winks. “With a lid.”

“One cup with a lid coming right up,” I say, tossing the used dish rag on the floor and kicking it out of the way. “And your pastry. Did you decide?”

“Sure did.” Rory grins at me. “Make it a pain au raisin. Healthy, you know?”

Healthy isn’t exactly the word I’d use to describe the buttery, flaky delicacies, but if it helps me make a sale, who am I to disillusion the guy? I smile and ring it up, then angle the card machine towards Rory so he can easily make a payment.

“Coffee and pastry coming right up.” I hear the door to the cafe open again - another customer - and decide it’s about time my right-hand-woman came back out here to help me. “Phoebe!” I shout without lifting my head. “What are you
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