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For everyone who ever left the corporate world
to chase a dream over a cup of coffee.






  
  
Dear Reader, 
Welcome to Willow Creek and the Moonlight Café!
This is the first book in a new cozy mystery series featuring Emma Hartley, a former corporate lawyer who traded depositions for lattes and courtrooms for cinnamon rolls—only to discover that running a small-town café comes with mysteries of its own.
If you enjoy Emma's adventure, I'd be grateful if you'd leave a review and look for the next book: The Lighthouse Keeper's Secret, coming soon.
Thank you for reading!

Lucy Winters

Visit zeninks.com/lucywinters for more information and subscribe for updates.






  
  Chapter 1

"Tuesday Morning Rush"


The scones were lopsided again. 
Emma Hartley stared at the cooling rack, where twelve golden lumps sat in varying states of structural integrity. Three were respectable. Four were passable if you squinted. The rest looked like they’d been assembled by someone who’d only had scones described to them over a bad phone connection.
She picked up the worst offender—a sad, flat thing that had spread across the baking sheet like it was trying to escape—and took a bite. At least they tasted good. Her grandmother’s recipe was apparently idiot-proof when it came to flavor, if not architecture.
The kitchen clock read 6:04.
Claire would arrive in eleven minutes, full of relentless morning cheer and pointed observations about Emma’s baking. Henry would show up at seven and say something diplomatically kind that would somehow make Emma feel both better and worse.
Six weeks. She’d been running the Moonlight Café for exactly six weeks, and she still couldn’t make her grandmother’s signature lemon scones look like anything other than a crime against pastry.
Emma brushed crumbs off her apron. The café’s industrial oven hummed behind her, warm and steady. Early morning was her favorite time, before customers arrived and she had to pretend she knew what she was doing. The kitchen smelled like butter, lemon zest, and coffee—comforting smells. Grandmother smells.
She’d left a corner office in Seattle for this. Eight years of negotiating contracts and reviewing merger documents until the words blurred together and she started dreaming about arbitration clauses. Her mother had called her insane. Her ex-fiancé had called her selfish. Her grandmother, in the letter left with her will, had called her “the only one brave enough to choose a different life.”
The café had been a surprise. So had the fact that Grandmother had thought Emma would want it.
But here she was—making deformed scones at six in the morning in a coastal Oregon town of eight thousand people, most of whom still thought of her as “that city girl living in Maggie’s place.”
The back door opened with its familiar squeak.
“Morning!” Claire Sullivan bounded in, tying her hair back in one smooth motion. “Ooh, you made scones. They look… rustic.”
“They look like geology specimens.” Emma replied.
“I was trying to be nice.” Claire picked up one of the better ones. “This one’s almost symmetrical. That’s progress.”
Emma started the first pot of coffee. Grind, measure, pour. The espresso machine gurgled softly as it warmed.
“Henry’s going to say they have character,” Emma said.
“Henry would say that about a brick if you put lemon zest on it.” Claire laughed and pulled milk from the cooler. “You going to the town council meeting tonight?”
“Absolutely not.” Emma said.
“It’s going to be dramatic. Richard Cooper’s organizing opposition to that marina development. There’s a petition.”
Emma focused on the coffee grounds. “I’m staying out of it.”
“Staying out of what?” Henry asked
Henry Chen appeared in the doorway, punctual as always, his lucky cupcake apron already tied.
“Town politics,” Emma said.
Henry washed his hands carefully. “Your grandmother always said the café should be neutral ground. A place where people disagree over coffee instead of at each other’s throats.”
“Smart woman,” Emma said.
“She was.” Henry studied the scones, then smiled. “The shape’s not important. People come for how they taste.”
“That’s what I said,” Claire chimed in.
“You said they looked rustic.”
“Well, they do taste amazing.” Henry broke off a piece and nodded. “Your grandmother would be proud.”
Emma wasn’t sure about that—but she appreciated the sentiment.
The morning routine took over after that. Emma unlocked the front door at exactly seven o'clock, flipped the sign to "Open," and watched Willow Creek wake up through the café's front windows. The town looked like someone's postcard of Perfect Coastal Oregon—weathered buildings with character, boats bobbing in the marina, the old lighthouse standing watch over everything. Mountains in the distance, dark green and permanent.
It was nothing like Seattle. That was most of the point.
The café filled quickly.
Tom from the post office claimed his usual stool and black coffee. The Hendersons shared a cappuccino and the morning paper. A few early commuters filtered in, shaking off the coastal chill.
The rhythm of the morning settled around Emma—orders called, cups clinking, the soft hiss of the espresso machine.
For a while, everything felt normal.
Then the door opened again.
And around nine-fifteen Thomas Blackwood walked in.
The café didn't exactly go silent, but there was a definite shift in energy. Conversations got quieter. People looked away or looked closer, depending on their relationship with the man.
Blackwood was fifty-five and carried himself like someone who'd never been told no in his entire life. Expensive suit, expensive watch, expensive haircut. He looked like he belonged in Seattle, not Willow Creek. Maybe that's why Emma recognized the type instantly—she'd spent eight years in rooms full of Thomas Blackwoods.
He walked up to the counter like he owned the place, which—given his real estate development company—he probably wished he did.
"I'll have my usual," he announced, not looking at Emma. "And I expect it to be perfect this time. None of that burned espresso you gave me last week."
Emma felt Claire stiffen beside her, but kept her own expression neutral. "One grande Americano, extra hot, two pumps vanilla, room for cream."
"At least you can follow instructions." Blackwood pulled out his phone and started scrolling, clearly done with the interaction.
Emma made his coffee exactly to specifications, using every ounce of her professional restraint to keep from doing something petty like spelling his name wrong on the cup. When she handed it to him, he barely glanced at it before turning away.
From across the café, Richard Cooper called out: "Blackwood! Got a minute to talk about the marina?"
Blackwood didn't stop walking. "Nothing to talk about, Cooper. The development's happening. You might as well accept it."
Cooper stood up, his face reddening. He was a big man, weathered from years on the water, and next to Blackwood's polished suit he looked like he'd been carved from driftwood. "You're destroying businesses that have been here for generations. My family—"
"Your family built a marina that's been losing money for five years." Blackwood finally turned around, fixing Cooper with the kind of cold smile Emma remembered from depositions. "My development will bring jobs. Tax revenue. Progress. Maybe you should think about the bigger picture instead of your own pocket."
"The bigger picture is you lining your wallet by destroying this town's character," Cooper shot back.
Several other customers were watching now, some nodding in agreement with Cooper, others looking uncomfortable. Emma glanced at Claire, who widened her eyes in a "here we go" expression.
Blackwood checked his watch like he was bored. "I don't have time for this. I have actual work to do. Unlike some people." He headed for the door, then paused and looked back at Emma. "Have coffee ready at seven tonight. I'll stop by before the council meeting."
He left before Emma could respond, taking the tension with him but leaving plenty of awkwardness behind.
Cooper sat back down heavily, and several people came over to pat his shoulder or murmur agreement. Emma busied herself wiping down the counter, trying to project Switzerland-level neutrality.
"That man," Claire muttered, steaming milk with perhaps more aggression than necessary, "is the worst."
"At least you know what you're dealing with," Emma said quietly. "Types like him are predictable."
"You sound like you've met a lot of Thomas Blackwoods."
"I used to work for them." Emma dumped the used coffee grounds into the compost bin. "The secret is they're all basically the same. Remove the expensive suit and they're just people who never learned to say please."
Henry appeared from the kitchen with a plate of fresh blueberry muffins. "Your grandmother used to say you could tell everything about a person by how they treat waitstaff."
"Gram was right about a lot of things," Emma said.
"She was." Henry set the muffins on the counter. "And she would have handled Blackwood exactly like you did. With professionalism and grace."
Emma wasn't sure about the grace part, but she appreciated the sentiment.
The morning crowd thinned out after ten. The lunch rush wouldn't start until noon, leaving a blessed hour or two of relative calm. Claire started prepping sandwich ingredients. Henry mixed dough for the afternoon's bread. Emma handled the occasional customer and tried not to think about the fact that Blackwood was coming back tonight.
She'd agreed to seven o'clock, which meant staying late. Again. The café officially closed at seven on Tuesdays, but she usually stayed until eight or nine doing prep work and inventory. Adding one more coffee to that wasn't a big deal.
Except something about Blackwood's presumption annoyed her. The way he'd assumed she'd say yes. The way he treated everyone like they existed to serve him.
Emma had left Seattle to get away from people like that.
"What are you thinking about?" Claire asked, appearing at her elbow with a sandwich menu board that needed updating.
"Nothing important." Emma said
"You have your lawyer face on. I've seen it before. Usually means you're planning something." Claire probed.
"I'm not planning anything." Emma took the board and started erasing. "I'm just wondering why some people never learn basic manners."
"Oh, are we talking about Blackwood still? Because I have opinions."
"I'm sure you do."
"He's going to destroy the marina, you know. Cooper's not wrong about that. The development plan calls for tearing down half the docks and putting in luxury condos that no one who actually lives here can afford. It's going to completely change the character of the waterfront."
Emma added Tuesday's specials to the board in her careful handwriting. "Sounds like you should go to the town council meeting."
"Can't. I have a date." Claire grinned. "But I heard there's going to be a protest. Linda Chen organized it. You know Linda? Henry's niece. She teaches biology at the high school and runs the local environmental group."
"I've met her. She ordered iced coffee last week and told me about microplastics for twenty minutes."
"That's Linda. She's great, just really passionate. Anyway, she's got like half the town signed up to speak against the development. It's going to be a whole thing."
Emma finished the board and hung it back up. "Well, I'll be here. Making coffee. Staying neutral."
"Switzerland," Claire agreed. "I get it. But eventually, people are going to want to know where you stand."
"I stand with whoever orders coffee."
Claire laughed, but there was something knowing in her expression that made Emma uncomfortable. Like Claire could see right through her carefully constructed neutrality to the part of Emma that had opinions about everything—the lawyer part that couldn't help but analyze, categorize, and judge.
But that Emma was retired. This Emma just made coffee and kept her head down and tried to figure out how to make scones that didn't look like they'd survived a natural disaster.
The afternoon passed in a blur of sandwiches and lattes and small talk. Rusty came back around three to fix the squeaky door hinge, which took him all of fifteen minutes and would have cost her three hundred dollars from an actual contractor. Emma gave him a free lunch instead, which he accepted with a gruff nod that meant he was pleased.
Around five-thirty, Claire left for her date. Henry finished cleaning the kitchen and headed home, tired but smiling. Emma was alone in the café, which was how she liked it at the end of the day. Just her and the settling quiet and the knowledge that she'd made it through another day without burning anything down.
She should
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