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Lauren Denman and her cousin Zoe peered at the pages of the Gold Leaf Valley Gazette. Lauren’s cat, Annie, a big, silver-gray Norwegian Forest Cat with long fur and a plumy tail, hopped up on the café chair next to them.

“Brrt?”

“Listen to this, Annie,” Zoe enthused. “I hear wedding bells are ringing, and Father Mike is officiating. Who is the lucky lady?” 

“We’re reading the new gossip column,” Lauren told her fur baby. “Although, I guess it’s not that new. It appeared in the newspaper about six weeks ago.”

“That’s right.” Zoe’s brunette pixie bangs flopped against her temple in agreement. “Ooh – I bet I know who this is! Ava.”

Ava was a local girl who’d been dating the same guy for a few years. Everyone was happy they were finally tying the knot.

“Didn’t someone tell us she was getting married soon?”

“I think it was Brooke.” Zoe screwed up her face. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure it was her.”

Lauren touched her light brown locks. “I think I should get my hair trimmed soon. It’s getting a little long.”

“Want me to do it?” After a beat, Zoe giggled. 

Lauren met her gaze and realized they were both thinking of the same thing – the time Zoe had cut a little too much off and they’d made an emergency dash to the hair salon, and met Brooke for the first time. 

“I’ll make an appointment with Brooke later,” Lauren replied good naturedly. She checked her white practical wrist watch, her eyes widening. “Is that the time? We’d better open up.”

Zoe jumped up and unbolted the oak and glass entrance door. 

Lauren glanced around the coffee shop with a sense of pride. Her Gramms had left her this café, as well as the adjoining cottage. Not long after she and Annie moved here from Sacramento and turned it into a cat café – Annie the only feline – Zoe had visited for the weekend, and decided to stay. 

The walls were pale yellow, and the furniture consisted of pine tables and chairs. A string-art picture of a cupcake with lots of pink frosting decorated one of the walls – evidence of one of Zoe’s hobbies.

Lauren prepared the cupcakes and paninis, and they both made the cappuccino, lattes, mochas, and hot chocolates. 

The faint rattle of pastry trays in the commercial kitchen signaled Ed, her burly pastry chef, hard at work. Although Lauren prided herself on her cupcakes and coffee, she knew some of their customers came for his Danish pastries, which were light, flaky, and tender. 

A few minutes later, a woman in her late forties entered the café. Dressed in light-weight beige slacks and a rose blouse, she looked cool and comfortable for the spring weather.

“Hi, Cee Cee,” Lauren greeted her.

“Brrt?” Annie trotted up to her as she stood by the Please Wait to be Seated sign.

“I only have time for a quick to go order today, Annie.” Cee Cee Convale smiled down at the feline, her short blonde locks falling forward.

“Brrp.” Annie looked disappointed.

“We’ve just read your latest column.” Zoe zipped over to her. 

“Did you guess who’s getting married?”

“Ava,” Lauren replied.

“It was pretty easy,” Zoe added.

“You’re right.” Cee Cee nodded.

“What can I get you?” Lauren asked.

“A large latte and one of your delicious cupcakes, please,” Cee Cee replied. “Hmm, I can’t decide between your lemon poppyseed or red velvet.” She eyed the glass case where a tempting array of cupcakes awaited.

“Red velvet,” Zoe prompted. “The cake crumb is flavored with cocoa and vanilla and just melts in your mouth, and the cream cheese frosting is awesome!”

“How can I resist?” Cee Cee smiled.

“Coming right up,” Lauren promised.

“How do you get all the gossip?” Zoe’s brown eyes sparkled in curiosity.

“I have my sources.” She tapped her nose and laughed. “Gold Leaf Valley might be a small town, but it’s amazing how much people talk.” 

“But you’ve only been here a short time, haven’t you?” Lauren steamed the milk.

“True, but my boss has been here a while, and his wife – that’s how I got the job. We used to be in college together, and reconnected after my divorce.” She looked pensive for a moment. “Katherine knew I was looking for a job and when the position opened up here for a gossip columnist, she recommended me to her husband.” She laughed. “We used to love poring over celebrity news in college.”

“I don’t think there are any celebrities living around here.” Zoe sounded disappointed.

“I like to think that in my column, the local residents are the celebrities.” Cee Cee smiled.

“That’s a nice way of looking at things.” Lauren placed a lid on the cardboard cup and put the red velvet into a paper bag. 

“Yeah, ever since you’ve mentioned Lauren’s cupcakes and Ed’s Danishes in your column, business has increased,” Zoe told her.

“I’m glad. Lauren, do you have a new creation I can mention?”

“Not yet.” She felt guilty that she hadn’t come up with anything lately. She’d married Mitch, who was a police detective, less than a year ago, and they were enjoying being newlyweds. So was Zoe, with her husband Chris. 

“We’ll have to think up something so you can put it in your next column.” Zoe glanced down at Annie, who’d been listening to the conversation. “Can you think of something?”

“Brrp.” Not yet.

“How about placing an ad in the paper?” Cee Cee suggested. “Brooke from the hair salon has just put one in, and Gus, the local mechanic, says he’s gotten new customers since his first ad with us, and now has a weekly one.”

“Really?” Zoe grabbed the newspaper she’d left on the table. Flicking through the pages, she stopped near the back page. “I see it. Ooh, Lauren, he has a used car for sale.” Her eyes lit up. “Maybe I’ve saved enough to buy my own wheels – if it’s very cheap.”

Cee Cee laughed. “You never know. I’m sure he’ll give you a good deal.”

“Mitch has taken his car to him for service and was pleased,” Lauren remembered. 

“A lot of people are recommending him,” Cee Cee agreed.

“And the handmade shop has new yarn!” Zoe tapped the same page. “We have to check it out.”

“That sounds like fun.” Her last knitting project was a red and purple scarf she’d presented to Zoe at Christmas. Perhaps it was time to start something new.

“I’m afraid I have to dash.” Cee Cee picked up her treats. “It was nice talking to you. Remember, if you have any gossip to share, let me know.”

“We will,” Zoe promised.

“I think we should only share nice gossip,” Lauren said after Cee Cee had left. “Like Ava getting married, and Father Mike officiating.”

“Agreed,” Zoe replied.

“Brrt!”
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The rest of the morning whizzed by in a flurry of customers and the hum of background conversation.

When Mrs. Finch tapped her way into the café, Annie trotted to greet her.

“Brrt!”

“Hello, Annie, dear.” Their elderly friend smiled down at the cat, the orange rouge on her cheeks looking like the California poppies she grew in her garden. She wore a fawn skirt and a short-sleeved blue blouse. Her gray hair was caught up in a bun, and wire-rimmed spectacles perched on her nose. 

“Hi, Mrs. Finch,” Zoe called out. “What can we get you?’

“A nice pot of tea, I think, this morning.” She slowly followed Annie to a four-seater near the counter. “And one of your delicious cupcakes, please, Lauren.”

“Red velvet, lemon poppyseed, or Norwegian Apple?” She ran through the day’s offerings. 

“Norwegian apple, dear.” Mrs. Finch’s eyes twinkled at Annie.

“Brrt,” Annie said in approval.

They chatted with Mrs. Finch for a few minutes, as the rest of the customers were enjoying their lattes, cappuccinos, and treats. 

Showing her the gossip column, Zoe said, “We guessed who the bride was right away.”

Mrs. Finch smiled as she read the small item. “It’s Ava.”

“You probably know all the gossip around here,” Lauren observed, sitting down at the table for a moment.

“You girls might know more than I do, these days.” Their friend looked wistful for a moment. “I don’t get out that much now.”

“But you have phone chats with your pals, don’t you?” Zoe asked.

“Yes.” Mrs. Finch nodded. “You’re right.” She smiled. “And I do love coming here.”

“And we love visiting you,” Lauren replied.

“Especially on craft club night,” Zoe added. “We’ll be at your house on Friday as usual.”

“I’ll look forward to it.” Mrs. Finch’s smile grew. “You must update me on your projects.”

“We will,” Lauren promised. Now she really should check out the new yarn at the handmade shop before Friday.

They stayed at Mrs. Finch’s table for a few extra minutes, before more customers entered the café. 

Annie seated the newcomers, then returned to Mrs. Finch’s table until she was ready to leave. They waved goodbye to their friend, Annie escorting her to the door, and promised to see her on craft club night, if not before. 

“I think we should definitely visit the handmade shop after work,” Zoe proposed.

“Will they be open after five?” Lauren asked.

“I’ll check.” Zoe pulled out her phone, her thumbs busy. After a few seconds, she said, “Yes, it’s open ’til five-thirty today.”

“Okay.” Lauren nodded. “Mitch said he has to work late tonight, so he won’t be home until seven.”

“Chris has a shift this evening.” Zoe made a face. “I miss him when he’s in paramedic mode.”

“Would you like to have dinner with us?” Lauren asked.

Zoe looked tempted, then shook her head. “Thanks, but I should do some more work on my screenplay.”

“How’s it going?”

“Good.” Zoe nodded, as if convincing herself. “It’s definitely coming along – I’m just a little stuck at the moment.” Her expression brightened. “I know! I think I should organize a script meeting with Annie, Mrs. Snuggle, and AJ. There’s a plot idea I came up with after talking to Annie and Mrs. Snuggle a while ago, but I think I really need to see it acted out.”

Lauren tried to stifle a smile. “You want the cats to act out your script?”

“Yes.” Zoe’s brown eyes sparkled. “Why not? I think it will really help me picture it.”

“Are there cats in your screenplay?” 

“Brrt?” Annie joined them.

“Not yet.” Zoe drew in a big breath, excitement flickering across her face. “That’s a great idea, Lauren! The princess can have a cat – or maybe she meets a cat – yes! And brings it home and the cat can help her prove her real identity – or something!”

“Brrp?” Will she look like me?

“She will now, Annie,” Zoe promised. 

A while ago, they’d become addicted to watching a movie featuring a princess – all three of them, including Annie. They’d been delighted to discover there was a sequel, and had found out that Father Mike’s cat, Mrs. Snuggle, loved watching the films as well. Zoe had come up with the idea of attempting to write her first screenplay – a third princess movie. 

Since she’d already explored knitting, crochet, bead jewelry, string-art, and pottery, with her mugs selling well at the café featuring poses of Annie, she’d decided to try something else. Lauren had to admit that her cousin certainly had a vivid imagination. 

Lauren had stuck with knitting, the first craft they’d tried together, and had flirted with sewing, something that made Zoe shudder. 

“So I’ll call Father Mike and ask him if I can have a playdate with Mrs. Snuggle, and I’ll ask Ed the same thing about AJ, and we’re going to the handmade shop after closing today to check out the new yarn.”

“It sounds like you’re going to be very busy.”

“You mean we are going to be very busy.” Zoe grinned.

“Brrt!”
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“This blue – no, this red – no, this purple.” Zoe ran her hands through the skeins of yarn in the handmade shop. They’d hurried there after closing the café at five, and had just made it with ten minutes to spare.

“What about you, Lauren?” the clerk inquired. She’d run the handmade shop for a few years now and took an interest in her customers’ projects.

“I love this pale blue.” Lauren held up a ball of yarn. 

“Good choice.” The clerk nodded. “And it’s chunkier, so it will be quicker to work up.”

“Really?” Lauren looked hopefully at the skein. She was a slow knitter, and didn’t always have a lot of time to make something. 

“What about that ball of cream next to it?” the clerk suggested. “You could make a two-toned blanket or scarf.”

“A blanket,” she suddenly decided. The living room had two pink sofas and a pink velvet cushion that Mitch had given Annie a while ago. Although he’d never said anything, she did wonder at times if he thought the room was a little too pink. 

“Good idea.” Zoe fingered the cream yarn. “Blue and white – I bet Mitch will love it!” She sucked in a breath. “It would also make the perfect baby blanket.” Eyeing Lauren’s curvy figure, she said, “You’re not, are you?”

“Not what?” Lauren furrowed her brow.

“You know.” Zoe mimed a big baby bump a couple of times.

Lauren’s mouth parted. “No!” She paused. “I don’t think so. No. Besides,” she lowered her voice, “Mitch and I haven’t discussed a timeline yet. What about you and Chris?”

Now it was Zoe’s turn to look shocked. 

“We haven’t really talked about it,” she admitted. 

“Really?” Lauren looked surprised.

“I think we’ve mentioned it once, and we both want kids, but I’m not even thirty – yet. There’s plenty of time.”

Lauren nodded. She was a year older, and she wanted to enjoy time alone with Mitch first. But ... maybe she should have a discussion with him about their future family, and how many children they should have, all things going well.

“I don’t want to rush you two, but I’m going to close in a few minutes,” the clerk warned.

“Sorry.” Lauren grabbed two skeins of blue, and two of cream, the yarn soft under her fingertips. She hoped that would be enough.

“We found out about your new stock from your ad in the Gold Leaf Valley Gazette,” Zoe told her as they approached the counter. 

“I’m pleased I took the plunge and did it,” the clerk admitted. “Business has picked up already.”

“We wouldn’t be here right now if we hadn’t read about your new yarn coming in,” Zoe agreed. 

“Will this be enough for a small blanket?” Lauren asked, placing the four skeins on the counter.

“How big do you want to make it?” The clerk scanned each ball, a small beep emitting each time. 

“Not too big or I’ll never finish it,” Lauren admitted.

“Then you might want to make a lap blanket.” The clerk eyed the four skeins. “You may need a couple more, but you could see how you go.”

“I’ll buy them now.” She ran back to the small aisle and grabbed two more balls. 

“I love all the different colors.” Zoe glanced at the baskets of yarn wistfully. “But I’m not crocheting or knitting right now.”

“You’re writing a screenplay.” The clerk smiled.

“How did you know?” Zoe’s mouth dropped open.

“I think the whole town is aware by now,” Lauren remarked good naturedly.

“I guess ever since the gossip started at Brooke’s hair salon a while ago.” Zoe giggled. 

“Maybe Cee Cee could put it in her column,” the clerk suggested.

“Even if most of the town already knows about Zoe’s script?” Lauren creased her brow.

“Everyone is aware Ava’s getting married, and that was included in the column,” the clerk pointed out.

“True.” Lauren nodded. 

She paid for her yarn, and they said goodbye to the clerk. 

Walking back to Lauren’s cottage, Zoe said, “We should think about getting our own ad in the newspaper, promoting the café. All the other businesses around here seem to be successful doing it!”
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The next day, Zoe told Lauren and Annie about her plan while they readied the café for their first customer.

“So, if it
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