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      Mother’s Day always smelled like lemon and sugar to me.

      I stood inside the Moon’s Landing Community Conservatory with a clipboard tucked under one arm, watching sunlight spill through the glass ceiling and onto the long tables below. The air was already warm, carrying the mingled scents of blossoms, damp soil, and the muffins cooling in their boxes behind me. In a few hours, the space would be full—mothers laughing, families leaning close, everyone hoping the day would feel just a little bit perfect.

      No pressure.

      I was here because Sweetie’s Latte needed the catering job.

      Since the divorce, I’d learned to say that plainly, without apology. The café covered the basics most months, but events like this—seasonal, sentimental, booked well in advance—were what helped smooth out the rougher edges. A Mother’s Day brunch at the conservatory wasn’t just good exposure. It was security. It was breathing room.

      And if I was honest, it was also the kind of work I loved.

      I liked being behind the scenes of other people’s celebrations. Making sure the coffee stayed hot, the pastries were just right, and the little details didn’t unravel under the weight of expectation. I liked taking something emotional and giving it structure.

      Today, that meant lemon poppyseed and blueberry muffins, large urns of coffee, pitchers of infused water, and gift baskets tied with soft pink ribbon. It meant seating charts, place cards, and a hundred quiet decisions designed to make people feel seen.

      I glanced down at my clipboard again. Everything had to work. Mothers would notice if it didn’t.

      “Okay,” I said, turning toward my crew, “let’s make this easy on ourselves.”

      Emme Cortez looked up from her own clipboard, dark hair pulled into a sleek bun that meant she’d already slipped into manager mode. “Coffee station’s ready. Hot water’s heating. And we’re only missing one tray from the back.”

      Josh, who was wrestling a linen tablecloth into submission, looked offended. “I resent the implication that anything here is missing because of me.”

      Stevie snorted as she lined up cups. “You once lost a serving spoon in your car.”

      “That was one time,” Josh said. “And I found it.”

      I smiled, tension easing just a notch. This—this organized chaos—was familiar. Comforting. Sweetie’s Latte might have started as a leap of faith after everything fell apart, but moments like this reminded me why I’d taken it. I was good at building something steady.

      “Reid,” I said, glancing toward the drink station, “can you help Josh once you’re done there?”

      Reid looked up from adjusting a row of glass pitchers, sleeves rolled neatly to his forearms. “Sure thing.”

      Of course, he would.

      He’d offered to help as wait staff without any fuss, slipping into the role like he belonged there. No commentary, no expectation—just quiet competence. I made a mental note to thank him properly later and turned back to the staging area.

      The seating chart was clipped neatly to a board near the pastries, names arranged carefully by table. Mother’s Day events were always a balancing act. Emotions ran close to the surface, and people noticed where they were placed—even when they insisted they didn’t.

      I scanned the chart once more as the first guests arrived.

      Matilda Langford entered with an easy grace, pausing to take in the space before smiling warmly in my direction. Blanche was beside her, already mid-conversation.

      “Tenn,” Blanche called, spotting him near the entrance. “Your mother’s here.”

      Tennessee Langford turned, professionalism settling over him like a jacket as he crossed the room. He greeted Matilda with a kiss on the cheek, his voice careful, attentive. Blanche hovered for half a second, then drifted away toward the refreshment table.

      Petunia and Flora Moon arrived next, arm in arm, debating lemon versus blueberry with surprising intensity. Deputy Ben Griffins followed shortly after with his mother, Norma, who stopped just inside the door and looked around as though she wanted to memorize the place.

      “It’s beautiful,” she said softly.

      “It really is,” I agreed, making a note to pass the compliment along later.

      Ashley Oliva arrived a few minutes after that with her mother, Maria Sosa-Oliva, who immediately reached up to smooth Ashley’s sleeve and adjust her purse strap. Maria’s eyes tracked the room as if she were already cataloging everything.

      I smiled at them and turned back to fine-tuning last-second details to make everything just right. It took me five minutes to have a strange feeling about the tables.

      Something wasn’t quite right.

      The names were all there. The tables were numbered correctly. But one place card sat just slightly out of alignment, angled a fraction more than the others. It was small—so small most people would never notice.

      I did.

      Probably nothing, I told myself. People hovered. Cards shifted. That was part of hosting an event like this.

      Still, I straightened the card before stepping away.

      “Everything okay?” Reid asked quietly as he paused with a tray of cups.

      “Yeah,” I said. “Just details.”

      He nodded, like that explanation made perfect sense, and moved on without another word.

      As voices filled the conservatory, the space came alive—soft laughter echoing off the glass, sunlight glinting against polished silver, spring flowers bright against white linen. For a moment, I let myself stand still and take it all in.

      This was going to be a good day.

      I just didn’t realize yet how many small assumptions it took to tip something beautiful slightly off balance.
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      By the time the conservatory settled into a comfortable hum, I’d already refilled two coffee urns and fielded more muffin opinions than I’d thought possible.

      Lemon poppyseed was still winning.

      I made my way between tables, checking that gift baskets stayed upright and that everyone had what they needed. Mothers leaned close to their families, sunlight warming the space as laughter drifted upward into the glass ceiling. From a distance, the whole room looked exactly right.

      Which was usually when I learned better.

      “Lindsay?”

      I turned to see Norma Griffins standing beside one of the back tables, her purse strap looped neatly over her wrist. She wore a pleasant smile—polite, patient, and just a touch uncertain.

      “Yes?” I said, immediately attentive.

      “I think there may have been a mix-up,” she said gently. “I should be seated with my son, but my place card is at the wrong table.”

      She gestured toward a table near the center of the room, where Ben and Ashley were seated with Ashley’s mother, deep in conversation. Maria stood briefly as she adjusted a ribbon on the flower arrangement.

      I glanced down at the card in front of her. Norma Griffins — Table Seven.

      My stomach gave a small, unwelcome dip.

      “That shouldn’t have happened,” I said smoothly. “Let me take care of it.”

      “Oh, it’s no trouble,” she said at once. “I don’t want to cause a fuss.”

      “You’re not,” I assured her. “And I want you where you’re meant to be.”

      That earned me a soft smile.

      I stepped back toward the staging area and checked the seating chart. Sure enough, Norma’s card sat under the wrong table number, neatly placed, as if it had always belonged there.

      I frowned—but only briefly.

      This wasn’t the moment to speculate.

      I removed the card from the table and smiled at Norma. “If you don’t mind,” I said, offering my arm, “let’s get you settled properly.”

      She laughed lightly. “Well, when you put it like that.”

      As we approached the table, Ben noticed us and stood. “Everything okay?”

      “Just fixing a small mix-up,” I said easily. “I’m not sure how it happened, but that’s on me.”

      Ashley looked between us, concerned. “Norma, where have you been?”

      “Oh, slight mix-up, but Lindsay has it all sorted now,” Norma said, settling into her chair. “I just didn’t want to sit where I wasn’t meant to be.”

      “You’re exactly where you belong,” I said, meeting her eye.

      From the corner of my vision, I spotted Stevie hovering with a tray. I caught her attention and gave a quick nod.

      She appeared at Norma’s elbow like magic.

      “Mimosa?” Stevie asked brightly. “We’re doing a light pour—orange and a splash of peach.”

      Norma’s face lit up. “Well. That sounds lovely.”

      Stevie poured with a flourish, then leaned in just enough to add, “Mother’s Day calls for bubbles. It’s in the rules.”

      Laughter rippled around the table, the moment smoothing itself out like a wrinkle pressed flat.

      “Thank you,” Norma said to both of us.

      “My pleasure,” I replied—and meant it.

      As I stepped away, the knot in my chest loosened slightly. The situation had been handled. No hurt feelings. No scene.

      Still, as I returned to my circuit of the room, something tugged at my attention.

      The place cards were meant to stay put.

      And someone—somewhere between setup and seating—had decided otherwise.

      I pushed the thought aside and focused on the present. The conservatory was warm, the coffee was flowing, and Mother’s Day was back on track.

      For now.
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