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Lauren Denman counted the bills in the register, and frowned. A couple of hours earlier, before the lunch rush, there had been an extra ten dollars in there. Now it was gone. 

A shout of laughter made her look over at the pine tables in the café. Her new temporary hire, Darrell, a college student taking summer classes, was holding court with three of his pals.

Glancing around at the other tables, she was glad to see the merriment hadn’t disturbed her other customers. 

“Brrt?” Annie, her silver-gray Norwegian Forest Cat, asked softly.

Lauren looked over the countertop at her fur baby. Annie’s pretty face, long fur, and plumy tail never failed to raise her spirits. 

“I thought there was more money in here.” Lauren patted the register. “Maybe I was mistaken.”

“Brrp.” Annie sounded doubtful. 

She sighed. When her best friend, and cousin, Zoe, had suggested they hire someone to cover her absence, Lauren had hesitated. She’d been confident she and Annie could handle the customers themselves and if they got slammed, Ed, her pastry chef, would lend a hand. 

But Zoe wanted to make sure everything would be okay while she went on her belated honeymoon, and Lauren could see the sense in the suggestion. 

They’d decided on Darrell. He’d made a good first impression on both of them, and since Zoe and her husband Chris had booked a last-minute deal to Puerto Rico, there hadn’t been time to interview a ton of candidates.

Now, Lauren wondered if she’d been right in the first place, and should have run the café with just Annie and Ed. 

Checking her practical white wristwatch, she saw it was almost two-thirty. Good. Darrell worked from eleven to three each day, and soon she would have the café to herself again – well, herself and Annie. 

“Are you okay, Lauren?” Ed poked his short, shaggy, auburn head through the swinging kitchen door.

“I’m fine,” she assured him. He’d been checking on her frequently each day, ever since Darrell had started. 

With monster rolling pins for arms, Ed made pastries like a dream. Golden brown, light, flaky, and tender, her customers recommended them, as well as her cupcakes and coffee, to their friends. She prided herself on her baking but knew her pastry wasn’t as good as Ed’s. 

“I can stay longer if you need me.” He frowned in Darrell’s direction. “He should be helping you, not having a good time.”

Brown hair flopping over his eyes, Darrell lounged back in his chair, along with two girls and a guy, all around the same age – twenty.

“There’s not much to do at the moment,” she said truthfully. The lunch rush was when they were really busy, and Darrell had been a help then. Besides, the three friends who were with him now usually came in every day, which increased business a little.

“Are you sure?” Ed asked. “I was planning on helping out at the shelter this afternoon, but they’ll understand if I’m late.”

“Go. I’ll be fine. Besides, Mitch is just around the block.”

He nodded at the mention of her police detective husband. 

Since Ed started early, he finished early as well. In his spare time, he volunteered at the local animal shelter, along with his cat AJ, a brown tabby Maine Coon that Annie had discovered in the garden one day as an abandoned kitten. Ed and AJ had bonded instantly, and now she made friends with the other cats at the shelter, hanging out with them while Ed cleaned litter trays, cages, and did anything that needed doing. 

Just as Ed retreated into the commercial kitchen, Darrell sauntered over to the counter. 

“Hey, Lauren, the guys want another cappuccino.”

“Okay.” She stood back and allowed him access to the espresso machine. Grinding and hissing ensued. 

He wasn’t as good at texturing the micro foam as she and Zoe were, but she’d only had time to give him a couple of crash courses.

When they were busy, she tried to make all the lattes, cappuccinos, and mochas herself and gave him the role of plating the sweet treats.

“You’ll be finishing up soon, won’t you?”

He glanced at the clock on the pale yellow wall, his eyes lighting up. “Yeah. Only fifteen minutes to go.” When she didn’t say anything, he added quickly, “Not that I don’t like working here. Your coffee is the best.”

“Thanks.”

He peered over the counter at Annie, who was still standing there. “What are you up to, kitty?” 

Annie stared up at him thoughtfully with big green eyes but didn’t reply.

“How come she doesn’t speak to me?” he joked, sprinkling a liberal amount of hot chocolate powder on all four large cappuccinos.

Lauren had noticed Annie talking to him when he first started the previous Saturday, but hadn’t spoken to him since yesterday. Since the café was closed on Sunday and Monday, today was his third day of employment. 

“I have no idea,” she replied honestly. Annie chose tables for the customers and “chatted” to them in a series of brrts and brrps. She also had her favorite people, and Lauren suspected that Darrell wasn’t one of them. She didn’t know why, unless her fur baby disapproved, like Ed, about Darrell’s work ethic – or lack of it. 

When it wasn’t busy, he seemed to think sitting at a table with his friends constituted “work”. 

And now there was ten dollars missing from the register. She didn’t think she was mistaken.

Lauren couldn’t wait until Zoe returned from her honeymoon – only four days to go!

Darrell carried the tray over to his friends. She watched them smile and sip their coffee, talking and laughing among each other. She thought Tanya, a girl with long, wavy hair, was Darrell’s girlfriend, but the other girl with medium-length brunette hair also seemed interested in him. And then there was another guy around Darrell’s age, who had a wiry build and was more serious looking, who’d said he was Darrell’s science tutor.

“Don’t forget we have to check in with our professor tomorrow,” Darrell’s tutor reminded him. He pushed his chair back from the table with a scrape and stood, grabbing his backpack. “Nine o’clock.”

“You said that already,” Darrell replied with a long-suffering tone. “I’ll be there.”

“Make sure you are.” His tutor – Lauren hadn’t caught his name, as they hadn’t introduced themselves to her – gave him a concerned look. “It must be important if he wants to see us separately. Maybe it’s about the exam we just did – you studied for it, right?”

“Don’t worry, he probably wants to tell us how good I’m doing.” Darrell winked at his pal. “Maybe he’ll give you a medal for tutoring me or something.” He chuckled. 

Tanya laughed appreciatively, while her brunette companion looked like she wished she’d laughed first.

Lauren wondered what was so humorous – maybe she was getting old, except she wasn’t quite thirty.

Darrell’s tutor nodded to Lauren and Annie as he left the café. 

She checked her watch. Only five minutes to go.

“I’d better leave as well.” The brunette girl pushed back her chair. She waited for Darrell and her friend to reply, but they were busy gazing at each other.

“Whatever.” She slung her purse over her shoulder and strode out of the café. 

“Is that the time?” A couple of minutes later, Darrell suddenly checked his watch, as if he’d suddenly realized his shift had ended, and scraped back his chair. “Guess I’d better get going. See you tomorrow, Lauren. Bye, kitty.” 

His blonde girlfriend followed him out the door. 

“Brrt,” Annie said. She’d remained by the counter but now her gaze followed the departing figures, and then focused on the cash register.

“You’re right.” Lauren shook her head. No one had paid for those four cappuccinos. “I guess I can take it out of his paycheck.” But somehow, that made her feel a little mean. She and Zoe made drinks for themselves all the time, plus took home leftover cupcakes and shared them with their guys. 

Was Darrell’s behavior any different?

But she knew why it bugged her. He hadn’t asked, he’d just taken. And, she’d assumed that his friends had paid for their orders that week. Had he been giving them everything for free this whole time? She was definitely going to have a talk with him tomorrow. 
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The next morning, Darrell was late. He finally strolled in at 11.20 a.m. 

“Hey Lauren,” he greeted her, as if he was right on time. 

“How did the meeting go with your professor?” she asked.

He shrugged. “Nothing to worry about.” But he didn’t sound as sure of himself as usual. 

The café was half full, and she had two lattes to make, as well as cupcakes to plate. She set him to work with the sweet treats, and loaded his tray with the finished beverages. 

“Take this over to the table with the two ladies with gray hair,” she directed him. If Zoe had been here, she wouldn’t have needed to be specific. 

Annie was over at their table, keeping them company. “Where Annie is,” she added, so he didn’t get the tables mixed up. That had happened more than once.

“Sure thing.” He carried the tray carefully, which was one point in his favor.

Lauren shook her head. She liked seeing the best in people, so she didn’t know what was bothering her about Darrell. Was it a generational thing? She couldn’t be more than nine years older than him. That wasn’t a huge age gap, was it? 

Somehow, she just didn’t know anymore.

Last night, she’d talked the matter over with her husband, Mitch. He’d done a background check on Darrell before she hired him, but said Darrell had a clean record. Mitch had even come to the café last Saturday to meet him in person, and had ended up staying for the morning, bussing tables, which had made Lauren smile, and generally having a protective air about him. Later, he’d admitted to her that he didn’t care for Darrell, and she should watch him.

Now, Lauren realized her husband had a point. 

When there was a lull before the lunch rush, she pulled Darrell aside. 

“Don’t forget to pay for your friends’ cappuccinos,” she told him pleasantly. “The ones they enjoyed yesterday afternoon.”

He shifted his feet. “Oh, yeah, sorry.”

“You can have yours on the house, but I can’t afford to give out free food and drink to everyone who comes in.”

“Yeah, I get it.” He nodded, his brown hair flopping over his eyes. 

“You can put the money in the register right now.” She gestured to the machine, glad she was being assertive. 

“Um, yeah, about that.” He twisted his lips. “I’m a bit short.”

Somehow, that didn’t surprise her, but having mentally rehearsed this scene most of the morning, she had a ready answer.

“Then why don’t I take it out of your paycheck on Saturday?”

“Sure.” He nodded, then hurried over to a suddenly empty table, gathering up the crockery. 

She’d decided not to mention yesterday’s missing ten dollars from the register. After closing last night, she’d recounted all the cash carefully, and she’d been right. Last evening, she’d vowed to herself to check the money before Darrell started in the morning, and throughout the day. Then, she’d have a better idea of exactly when any more cash disappeared. Hopefully, it wouldn’t. 

Her cell phone buzzed and she answered it automatically, her face lighting up when Zoe’s face appeared on the screen. Her brunette pixie cut looked energetic, and she had a tan on her face.

“Annie!” Lauren waved the phone in the air.

“Brrt!” Annie jumped down from her chair and scampered over to the counter. Zoe was one of her favorite people. 

“How’s Puerto Rico?” Lauren asked, before showing the phone screen to Annie.

“Hi, Annie.” Zoe grinned at the feline through the screen.

“Brrt!” Hi!

“Awesome! How’s Darrell working out?” Zoe asked. 

Lauren didn’t want to ruin her cousin’s honeymoon by telling her the truth. 

“I’ll be glad when you come home on Sunday,” she replied.

“Me too!” Zoe giggled. “Not that I’m not loving it right here.” She waved the phone in the air and Lauren caught a glimpse of blue skies and sandy beach. 

“How’s Chris?”

“Awesome.” Zoe’s eyes glowed with love. “He’s over here.” She moved the phone to her left and Chris waved, slipping an arm around Zoe. He had a slight tan and his even, attractive features lit up in a smile.

“How’s Mitch?” Chris inquired. 

“He’s fine,” she replied. Mitch and Chris had been friends before Chris had met Zoe.

“You and Mitch should go to Puerto Rico for your next vacation. It’s great!”

Lauren and Zoe chatted for a few more minutes, then Zoe said they had to get ready for their boat tour. She promised to call again before their plane landed in Sacramento on Sunday.

Putting her phone down on the counter, Lauren smiled at her fur baby. “It was good to talk to Zoe, wasn’t it?”

“Brrt!” Yes!

The entrance door opened, and Ms. Tobin walked in. Annie scampered over to greet her.

“Hello, Lauren. Hello, Annie, dear.” The tall, slim, middle-aged woman smiled at both of them. She wore a fawn skirt and cream blouse, perfectly suited to the summer weather.

“Where should I sit today, Annie?”

“Brrt.” This way. Annie led her to a two-seater near the counter. 

Lauren joined them. At one stage, Ms. Tobin had been their prickliest customer, but after they’d saved her from an internet scam, she’d become one of their most loyal patrons, and good friend. 

Ms. Tobin sat down, then glanced near the rear, where Darrell bussed a table.

“I’m afraid I do not like that fellow, Lauren,” she began. “There is just something I cannot put my finger on.”

“I know what you mean,” Lauren murmured. “But everything will be back to normal on Tuesday. Zoe and Chris are coming home on Sunday, and we’re closed on Mondays. She said that will give her enough time to unpack and get into café mode.”

“I’m glad to hear it.” Ms. Tobin smiled. “And of course, I’m looking forward to hearing all about her trip. I’ve never been to Puerto Rico before. Have you?”

She replied that no, she hadn’t, but Zoe had made it sound very interesting and fun, and then took their friend’s order of a large latte and a red velvet cupcake. She’d planned on coming up with a new cupcake idea while Zoe was away, but unfortunately, inspiration hadn’t struck. Today’s offerings also included triple chocolate ganache, and lemon poppyseed. 

More customers trickled in, Lauren serving most of them, with the occasional help of Darrell. When Ms. Tobin paid with cash, Lauren remembered to check the register for the second time that morning. Everything seemed accounted for. 

Martha barreled into the café, pushing her rolling walker. Annie trotted over to greet her, elegantly leaping onto the black vinyl seat with a cheerful, “Brrt!”

“Hi, cutie pie.” Martha beamed at the feline. Wearing pink pedal pushers and a blue T-shirt, her clothes belied her senior years, but complimented her curly gray hair. 

“Hi, Martha,” Lauren greeted her. 

“Have you got that cute fellow working today?” Martha’s eyes gleamed as she saw him in the far corner, talking to an attractive twenty-something girl.

“Yes.” 

“He’s a hoot. And not too bad on the eyes.” She grinned. “What do you think, Annie?” She switched her gaze to the feline.

“Brrp,” Annie replied thoughtfully. 

“Hmm.” Martha crinkled her brow at the feline’s reaction. “But he doesn’t make my hot chocolate the way you do, Lauren.”

“Would you like one?” she asked, although it was a warm day outside. 

“You bet.” Martha grinned. “With plenty of marshmallows.” 

It didn’t matter what the weather was doing, Martha always enjoyed a hot beverage.  

“And one of your yummy cupcakes.” She eyed the offerings behind the glass counter. “Triple chocolate ganache – or should that be quadruple chocolate including my drink?” She winked.

Lauren smiled at her friend and got to work, while Annie, still sitting on the seat of the walker, directed Martha to a table in the middle of the room with a series of brrts and brrps. 

Just before the lunch rush started, Ed stuck his head through the swinging kitchen doors, making sure she was okay. She nodded, gesturing to Darrell, who was filling the orders for sweet treats and paninis. The sandwiches were created out of bread she had delivered, and she made up a small batch each morning when she was in the commercial kitchen baking the cupcakes. 

Ed gave him a look of approval before retreating into the kitchen.

As Lauren made another latte, finishing it off with a swan design, she wondered if she’d been too hasty in judging Darrell’s work performance. Maybe the next two days would be a breeze. 

That afternoon, Mrs. Finch tapped her way into the café.

“Brrt!” Annie trotted over to greet one of her favorite people. 

“Hi, Mrs. Finch,” Lauren greeted her with a smile. She was one of her and Zoe’s favorite people, too. 

“Hello, Lauren. Hello, Annie, dear.” The elderly lady was dressed in a lightweight beige skirt, and a short-sleeved rose blouse. Her gray hair was piled up in a bun, and she wore wire-rimmed spectacles.

“Annie and I are still coming to craft club tomorrow,” Lauren assured her. The club had been a Zoe invention and consisted of the four of them. Although it wouldn’t be the same without Zoe’s live-wire presence, Lauren was still looking forward to relaxing with Annie at Mrs. Finch’s house and continuing with her knitting project. 

“That will be lovely.” Mrs. Finch beamed. “And next week, I’m sure Zoe will tell us all about Puerto Rico.”

“Brrt!” Yes!

They both smiled at the silver-gray tabby, then Annie slowly their friend to a four-seater near the counter, as if she knew Mrs. Finch couldn’t walk very fast. 

Lauren filled the order of a latte and an apricot Danish. 

“How is your new helper working out?” she asked discreetly, her hand wobbling as she picked up her cup. 

“I’m not sure,” Lauren replied. She cast a glance toward Darrell. He was taking a break, sipping from a large mug at a spare table, his legs sprawled out in front of him.

“I’m afraid I haven’t heard of him before – or seen him around town, although I haven’t visited Zeke’s Ridge for a while. Didn’t you say he lives there?”

“That’s right.”

Mrs. Finch had lived in Gold Leaf Valley for a long time, knew a lot of people, and had heard of even
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