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CHAPTER 1
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“What a gloomy day.” Lauren Denman looked out of the large window. The sidewalk was empty. It seemed most of her customers had decided to stay home this morning, instead of braving the late January rain to visit the café. 

“Yeah, Mrs. Finch, Ms. Tobin, and Hans haven’t been in yet.” Zoe, her cousin, nodded, mentioning their regular customers – and friends. Her brunette pixie bangs flopped against her forehead. 

“Brrt?” Annie, her silver-gray Norwegian Forest Cat, looked up at her inquiringly. 

“I think it’s too chilly and wet for people to visit us,” Lauren told her fur baby.

The sudden, extra-cold snap had taken the whole town of Gold Leaf Valley by surprise, and most citizens were staying warm and toasty indoors. Not even Lauren’s coffee and cupcakes were tempting them today.

“I guess that means we’ll have to eat all the goodies ourselves,” Zoe joked. “Let’s see – there’s your new pistachio cupcake, super vanilla, and salted caramel. What a dilemma!” 

“Maybe I’ll have a honeyed walnut Danish.” Lauren glanced at the glass case full of the tempting offerings. The pastry wouldn’t whittle down her curves, but it would taste mouth-wateringly good. While she made the cupcakes and the lattes, cappuccinos, and mochas, her pastry chef Ed made the Danishes. He had a feather-light hand that she envied, although she took pride in her baking. 

“When is Mitch going on his training course?” Zoe asked. 

“Tomorrow.” Her police detective husband was going to Los Angeles on a training course for a few days. They’d only been married for one year and four months, and hadn’t been apart since their wedding day. 

“That means we can get up to all sorts of stuff, right Annie?” Zoe winked at the feline.

“Brrt!”

“Apart from making cupcakes and serving our customers, and craft club on Friday night, I have no idea what sort of stuff you’re talking about.” Lauren looked at her with a hint of suspicion. 

Zoe could be impulsive at times, while Lauren was more of a thinking things through type of person. But her cousin had a good heart and was always there for her. She hoped she was always there for Zoe. 

“Oh, you know, eating cupcakes, drinking too many lattes, and ...” Zoe drew in a big breath. “... you could read my princess script!” She rushed out the last part. 

“Really?” Lauren smiled. Zoe had been working on the screenplay for months and she’d been looking forward to seeing it. 

A while ago, all three of them had been hooked on two princess movies they’d seen on TV – multiple times. She thought Annie had watched them the most. Annie’s feline friends, AJ and Mrs. Snuggle, loved them too. 

That was what had inspired Zoe to try and write a sequel, although she’d never attempted anything like that before.

“I think it’s ready for someone to look at, and I know you’ll be honest with me,” Zoe continued. “Chris said he wants to read it. But what if it’s terrible? He won’t want to tell me that, will he?”

Chris was her paramedic husband, and a great guy. Lauren had always thought the two of them were perfect for each other, and so far, she had been proved right. 

“You know I’ve wanted to see it,” she assured her. “I bet Annie wants to read it, too.” She glanced down at the silver-gray tabby.

“Brrt!” Yes! 

“Okay, you can look at it together.” Zoe beamed, then bent down behind the counter and popped back up again, brandishing a sheaf of white papers. “Now?” She looked at them hopefully.

“Why not?” Lauren surveyed the room. The interior 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 former hobbies. The space was just waiting for customers to fill it up – chatting, laughing, sipping coffee, and enjoying cupcakes and Danishes.

“I’ll make you a mocha while you read it.” Zoe held out her script.

“Okay.” Lauren took the loose pages to a nearby table. Annie hopped up on the pine chair next to her, looking at the typewritten papers curiously.

The hiss of the milk wand signaled Zoe making the promised beverage.

She started reading the first scene, when the oak and glass entrance door opened. A girl in her mid-twenties stood in the doorway. Her blonde hair was pulled back in a ponytail, and she wore dark slacks, and a simple but stylish periwinkle sweater. 

“Hi. I’m looking for Lauren and Zoe?” There was an up-note at the end of her voice. 

“That’s us.” Zoe looked up from the milk wand and smiled. “I’m Zoe, and that’s Lauren. With Annie.”

“Ohh.” The girl spotted Annie and smiled. “She’s gorgeous!”

“Brrt.” Thank you. She attempted to look modest. 

“How can we help you?” Lauren put down the script and looked at the newcomer curiously, noting her smooth complexion and dusting of freckles on her nose. 

“Well.” The girl twisted her hands together. “This is going to sound weird.”

“Really?” Zoe looked intrigued. “Tell us.”

“My boss – who was my friend – died three months ago. The police haven’t found who did it. But someone told me you solve murders, so I want you to find out who killed her!” 
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 2



[image: ]


“I think,” Lauren said slowly, “you’d better sit down.”

“Right over here.” Zoe rushed around the counter and gestured to a four-seater nearby. 

“Brrt.” Annie jumped down from her chair and trotted over to the girl.

“What’s your name?” Lauren asked.

“Oh – sorry, I totally forgot. I’m Tabitha.”

“Would you like a hot chocolate?” Zoe eyed her critically. “I think some sugar might help you.”

“Good idea.” Lauren nodded. 

“Well, if it’s not too much trouble.” Tabitha glanced at the counter. “I’ve driven from Sacramento to see you.”

“Then you definitely need a hot chocolate,” Zoe declared. 

“Brrt!”

“I knew it.” Zoe steamed milk, the hiss of the wand punctuating her words. “I knew one day our sleuthing success would spread past Gold Leaf Valley!” 

“Brrt!” Annie hopped up on the chair next to Tabitha. 

“Can I pet her?” Tabitha asked. 

“I think she’d like that.” Lauren smiled at her fur baby.

“Brrp.” Annie closed her eyes as Tabitha gently stroked her silver-gray fur.

“Drink this.” Zoe carried the hot chocolate to the table. “I put plenty of marshmallows in it.” She pointed to the mini pink and white confections dotting the dark, velvety concoction.

“Thanks.” Tabitha eyed the drink in appreciation. 

“Perhaps you’d better start at the beginning.” Lauren sat beside Annie. 

“Yeah. Who recommended us?” Zoe asked eagerly, plopping down opposite Tabitha.

“It was someone in my sewing group. We make dresses for girls in Africa. I’m not that great at sewing, but I can manage to sew a small dress with simple lines.”

“I can’t.” Zoe shuddered and scrunched up her nose. She was not known for her sewing, but recently she had managed to sew a button back onto her sweater, although it was a little crooked. 

“That sounds like a great cause,” Lauren said. “I haven’t done much sewing, but I have made a cushion cover.” It might have been slightly wonky, but she was proud of it.

“And I think it looks great,” Zoe added. 

“You must be an advanced sewer if you can make dresses.”

Tabitha flushed at the praise. “That’s nice of you to say. However, my boss was the real sewing whiz – and fashion designer.” 

“Really?” Zoe leaned forward. “Tell us about her.”

Tabitha sipped her drink, then drew in a deep breath. “Well, Robin was a wonderful person and very talented. She hired me and my sister Vicky a few years ago and we became friends. She created her own label, Jay Linda Fashion Designs.” She looked at them expectantly. “Have you heard of it?” 

Lauren racked her brains. “No, sorry.”

“Nope.” Zoe shook her head.

Tabitha looked disappointed. “She named it after her parents, and business was going well. I’ve got a photo on my phone of us.” 

She reached into her purse and showed them an image on her device – a pretty girl in her late twenties with sandy-blonde hair cut in an attractive lob, looking happy and cheerful. Tabitha stood next to her, and on her other side stood another girl with dark blonde hair and features faintly similar to Tabitha’s. 

Lauren guessed that must be her sister Vicky. 

In fact—” Tabitha took another sip of the hot chocolate “—we were going to expand. Robin had already signed the lease on a second location, and she was going to make me the manager.” She smiled at the memory, then her expression fell and she bit her lip. “I still can’t believe she’s gone.”

“It’s okay,” Lauren said gently.

“Brrt.” Annie bunted Tabitha’s arm. 

“Thanks.” Tabitha attempted a watery smile. 

“So, what happened?” Zoe urged. 

“Robin told Vicky, who wants to be a designer as well, that if her designs were good enough, she’d include them in her new line to celebrate opening a second location. Vicky was thrilled. And she was also getting a promotion – she was going to be in charge of online orders. Robin had decided she might as well start a website as well. Everything was going great.”

“What happened?” Lauren asked. 

“Then ... then she was murdered.” Tabitha’s voice faltered. “She stayed late at the store one night to work on her sketches for her new line, and when I arrived there the next day, I – I found her.” She blinked back tears.

“I’m sorry.” Lauren glanced helplessly at Zoe.

“Me too.” Zoe patted Tabitha’s arm.

“Brrp.” Annie gently touched Tabitha’s hand. 

“Sometimes I still can’t believe she’s gone,” Tabitha mumbled. She drew out a tissue and dabbed her damp eyes. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s perfectly understandable,” Lauren told her.

“Yeah, I’d be crying forever if Lauren died,” Zoe said. 

“Thanks – I think.” She didn’t want to even think about her own demise – she had too much to live for, with Mitch, Annie, Zoe, and her family and friends.

“Is everything okay?” Ed, her pastry chef, stuck his shaggy auburn hair through the swinging kitchen doors. “Thought I heard something – oh.” He glanced at Tabitha’s tear-stained face and hesitated.

“Everything’s fine,” Lauren assured him. 

“Brrt,” Annie added. 

“I’ll be in here if you need me.” He ducked back into the kitchen. 

“Maybe we should get you a cupcake.” Zoe eyed her critically.

“Or one of Ed’s pastries,” Lauren suggested. “The honeyed walnuts are one of his most popular.”

“A cupcake might help,” Tabitha admitted in a small voice. 

After they ran through the offerings, she chose pistachio, complimenting the touch of ground pistachios in the batter, and the pretty pale green frosting swirl decorated with pistachio crumbs.

“What did the police say?” Lauren asked.

“They questioned me, and my sister, and Robin’s fiancé, and checked the security footage, but the camera hadn’t been working for a few days. Robin was going to get it fixed but ...” she trailed off. 

“Fiancé?” Zoe sat up straight. 

“Yes, Greg Todgrove. They’d been engaged for a few months.”

“Do you think he did it?” Zoe asked. 

Tabitha hesitated. “It’s possible. I mean, Robin told us that she’d made a will leaving everything to him, and he’d done the same, leaving everything to her – although I don’t think he had that much.”

“What about her parents?” Lauren inquired. 

“They died a few years ago in a car crash.”

“What does her fiancé do?” Zoe asked.

“Brrt?”

“He’s a department store manager in Sacramento. Women’s fashion.”

Zoe glanced at Lauren, her eyebrows raised. 

“That’s how they met. Robin was browsing the clothes there; she said it gave her a break from looking at her own designs all the time, and he was walking through to his office. He spotted her and was instantly smitten. That’s what he says.” Her tone made it sound like she didn’t quite believe it. 

“Are Robin’s designs different to the department store ones?” Lauren asked.

“Oh yes, she has something for everyone. You must come and see for yourself.” Tabitha became animated. “I’m wearing one of her outfits now.” She gestured to her dark slacks and periwinkle sweater. 

“It looks really nice.” Lauren admired the simple yet elegant lines, then noticed small gold hoop earrings decorating Tabitha’s ears. “Your earrings are pretty.” 

“Thanks.” She touched one of them. “They have daisies engraved on them. Robin gave me and my sister a pair each to celebrate opening the second store and the website. But it doesn’t look like that’s going to happen now.”

“Ooh – I wonder if she has – had – any Zoe clothes.” Zoe looked at Tabitha hopefully. 

“I think you’ll find something you like.” Tabitha glanced at Zoe’s red and black zigzag sweater. “Robin tried to cater for all shapes and sizes, and tastes.” 

“When can we visit the boutique?” Zoe asked, her brown eyes lighting up.

“Is the store still open?” Lauren asked.

“For now.” Tabitha nodded. “But I don’t know for how much longer. And that’s another problem. If Robin’s fiancé closes the store, then my sister and I are out of a job.”

“That’s not fair.” Zoe frowned. 

“The lease expires in two months. I know Robin was going to re-sign, but everything’s up in the air now that Greg is in charge of everything.” 

“Maybe he did it!” Zoe flapped her hand in the air. “So he’d be in exactly this position.”

“Did the police suspect him?” Lauren asked. 

Tabitha shrugged. “If they did, they didn’t tell me. And Greg acted as if everything was totally normal, even when the police called him to the station for questioning.”

“Huh.” Zoe frowned. 

“Can you help me?” Tabitha looked like she might start crying again if they refused. 

“Brrt?” Annie gazed at Lauren first, and then Zoe, her green eyes bright with intelligence.

“Of course we can.” Zoe smiled. 

She looked sideways at her cousin. 

“You can ask Mitch about the case tonight,” Zoe informed her. She turned to Tabitha. “Lauren’s husband is a police detective.”

“Really?” Tabitha’s face brightened.

“But he works here, in Gold Leaf Valley,” Lauren told her. “Not Sacramento. I can ask him, though. Maybe he heard something in the office about it.”

“Yeah, I bet police officers gossip just as much as everyone at the senior center.” Zoe nodded.

“But Mitch is leaving for San Francisco early tomorrow morning. He’s attending a training course for the rest of the week.”

“Oh.” Tabitha’s hopeful expression dimmed.

“But I’ll ask him tonight if he knows anything about the case,” Lauren felt compelled to add. 

“Thank you.” Tabitha smiled at her.  

“We’d better check out the boutique. Maybe there’s a clue the police missed,” Zoe said. 

“Brrt!”

“That would be great.” Tabitha glanced at each of them, including Annie. “When can you come?”

“It will have to be after work,” Lauren said. 

“Or before,” Zoe suggested. 

“After would be better.” Lauren tried to make her voice firm. She baked the cupcakes fresh each morning. If they drove one hour to Sacramento in the morning, goodness knew what time they would actually open the café, let alone have any treats to offer their customers. She surveyed the empty café. If anyone braved the chilly weather this week. 

“Any day is fine with me,” Tabitha offered. “Just let me know when you can make it and I’ll stay
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