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“No more murders, whoo-hoo!” Lauren Crenshaw held up her hand to high-five her cousin.

“No more murders, boo-hoo,” Zoe returned glumly.

“Brrt?” Annie, Lauren’s Norwegian Forest Cat, trotted up to them. 

“I thought we could celebrate the fact there haven’t been any murders for a while, Annie,” Lauren told the silver-gray tabby. She looked quizzically at her cousin.

“I know murder is wrong – and horrible.” Zoe shivered. “But it was fun sleuthing around with you and trying to discover who the guilty party was.”

“I understand,” Lauren replied. And she did. So far, in the small town of Gold Leaf Valley, there had been three murders that she and Zoe had helped solve. But it had also been nice not to worry about suspects, or wonder if every customer who came into the coffee shop was a killer. 

Lauren and Annie ran the Norwegian Forest Cat Café in the northern Californian town. Lauren had inherited it from her grandmother, as a regular cafe. When Zoe had visited, she, too, fell in love with the place, and had eagerly accepted Lauren’s job offer. 

Annie led the customers to the table she chose for them, Lauren baked the cupcakes, and Zoe acted as her right hand. A couple of months ago they’d recently attended an advanced latte art class, and now decorated their customers’ lattes and mochas with swans and peacocks, as well as the usual hearts, rosettas, and tulips. 

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

“Right now, we’re involved in catering for the twentieth anniversary of the local senior center,” Lauren reminded her cousin.

“Are all the cupcakes frosted?” Zoe’s expression brightened. “I could do some.”

“I only have a couple more,” Lauren replied quickly.

Zoe was a whiz as a waitress and made a pretty good latte, as well as having a zest for life that sometimes Lauren envied. But frosting a cupcake generously but neatly, without getting into a sticky mess, was not one of her skills. Sometimes Lauren had a difficult time avoiding splodges of frosting on her apron when she iced them, and Lauren was the resident cupcake baker.

“Okay.” Zoe nodded. “You are going to put some aside for us, aren’t you? I’m loving your new recipe – white chocolate cherry – mmm.”

“Thanks. One each for us, and one for Ed when he comes in tomorrow,” Lauren replied.

Ed was their baker – his pastry was featherlight and legendary in the small town. But he stayed in the kitchen where he didn’t have to interact with customers.

“Oh, good.” Zoe grinned. 

“Brrt?” Annie asked, looking up at them. Her green eyes looked impossibly cute and imploring.

“I don’t think cupcakes are good for cats,” Lauren said gently. “What about an extra helping of chicken in gravy for dinner tonight instead?”

“Brrp,” Annie grumbled, then sighed. Although the café was closed on Mondays, she’d decided to accompany them while Lauren made the cupcakes, and Zoe made herself a latte.

“What time should we head over to the senior center?” Zoe asked. “I can’t believe this is our first catering job, can you?”

“So far everything’s gone well,” Lauren said, not wanting to jinx anything. Making two hundred cupcakes hadn’t been as time consuming as she’d thought. And it had been fun coming up with a new recipe – she’d wanted to create something to celebrate the fact that the local senior center had been operating in the town for the last two decades. A white chocolate cupcake with white chocolate frosting and a maraschino cherry on top seemed fitting. 

“Maybe we should have a mocha,” Zoe suggested a minute later. She drummed her fingers on the counter. “So we get an extra caffeine fix before tonight.”

“I’m okay. But you have one.” 

Zoe hopped off the wooden stool and started grinding the beans. The aroma of chocolate and heady spice tantalized. 

Lauren almost regretted her reply, but reminded herself she’d already had two lattes that morning. She did not need another one.  She just hoped tonight would go smoothly. 

Maybe frosting the last couple of cupcakes would help calm her.

“I’ll be in the kitchen for a few minutes,” she told Zoe over the hiss of the milk wand.

“No worries.” Zoe focused on creating as much micro foam as possible and barely looked up.

Lauren walked into the clean kitchen. 

On the large bench were two hundred cupcakes – only two remained to be iced. 

Lauren grabbed the bowl of frosting from the large refrigerator and set to work, careful not to leave a sticky mess on her apron. 

“There,” she murmured, surveying the result with pride. The sweet treats looked delicious. She hoped she’d made enough – although they’d been informed there would be around fifty guests tonight. 

Taking off her apron, she washed the frosting bowl – not that there was much left in it. Now all they had to do was pack up the cakes and load them into the car.

“Have you finished?” Zoe poked her head through the swinging kitchen door, her brunette pixie bangs springing upward. “I’m caffeinated and ready!”

“Yes.” Lauren joined her cousin in the main area of the café. 

“Brrt?” Annie stood up in her cat bed and stretched, her spine arching. 

“We’re going home now,” Lauren told the feline. 

“Brrt!” Annie hopped out of her bed and trotted to the door that guarded the private hallway. The passageway led to the attached cottage, which Lauren had also inherited from Gramms. Not only was Zoe her colleague, she was also her roommate. 

Lauren unlocked the door, watching Annie scamper down the short hallway. She shimmied through the cat flap and disappeared into the cottage.

If Lauren was right, Annie would be sitting next to her food bowl.

“I’m coming,” she said, unlocking the door and walking into the kitchen. “Chicken in gravy?” Lauren asked, opening the refrigerator.

“Brrt!” Annie weaved back and forth next to her new lilac food bowl, her long plumy tail waving.

“I did promise an extra helping.” Lauren smiled as she spooned out the food. “I’m sorry you can’t come with us tonight, but I think there’ll be too many people there. They’ll all want to pet you and talk to you, and it will be very overwhelming for you.”

“Brrp,” Annie replied in a muffled voice as she concentrated on eating her dinner.

Maybe that was why the cat had been a little grumpy that day – she was upset at missing out on the party tonight. 

Although Annie seemed to love her role at the café, interacting with the customers and leading them to their tables, Lauren was careful that she didn’t get overtired. And tonight, with a lot of seniors vying for Annie’s attention ... Lauren shook her head. No. She had to do what was best for Annie. 

“Now all we have to do is have an early dinner and head over to the center,” Zoe said.

“What are we going to eat?” Lauren stared at her. “I haven’t organized anything for our dinner.  I’ve been so busy thinking about cup—”

“I hear you.” Zoe nodded. “Which is why I made us sandwiches. And we’ve got our white chocolate cherries for dessert.”

“Good thinking,” Lauren said gratefully. She’d also been daydreaming about her boyfriend, Mitch. They’d been dating for a couple of months now, and everything had been going well. 

“So when do you think Mitch can set me up on another blind date?” Zoe asked as she slapped turkey and cranberry sandwiches onto white plates. 

“Brrt?” Annie asked, having finished her meal. 

“Zoe wants to go out on a date,” Lauren informed the cat.

“Ooh, maybe we can double!” Zoe’s brown eyes sparkled. 

“Do you think that’s a good idea?” Lauren asked doubtfully.

“Yes! Because if the guy turns out to be a dud, then I’ve still got you to talk to.”

Zoe’s foray into internet dating several months ago had not gone well. Until recently, she’d channeled her energies into exploring new hobbies, such as knitting, crochet, and string-art.  Mitch had introduced her to a couple of his friends on the police force, but Zoe hadn’t seemed to click with them. 

“The two guys you met weren’t duds.” Lauren frowned. She’d appreciated Mitch trying to help.

“No,” Zoe admitted. “But I didn’t have anything in common with them. And they were so serious!”

“Serious can be good.” 

“Yes, but not all the time,” Zoe replied. “I don’t think either of them knew how to smile!”

Lauren tried to hide her own smile. Zoe had a point. When Lauren had met them, she’d wondered if either of them were a good match for Zoe. Her cousin had declared both dates a total fail. 

“I’ll ask Mitch,” Lauren said. 

“It’s okay, I’ll ask him.” 

“All right.” Lauren stacked the plates in the sink and checked her practical white plastic watch. “We’d better eat our dessert and get going so we’ve got enough time to set up.”

“We should have loads of time,” Zoe declared. “I bet some of the seniors will want to help us, anyway, so they can sneak a peek at the cupcakes.”

“You could be right.” Lauren bit into her dessert, the white chocolate in the frosting and crumb tantalizing her tastebuds with its sweet creaminess. 

“Brrt?” Annie jumped on the kitchen chair next to her and placed a paw on Lauren’s plate. Can I have some?

“No.” Lauren shook her head. “We’ve already talked about this.”

“Didn’t you get an extra helping of chicken?” Zoe chimed in. She took a huge bite of her cupcake.

“Brrt,” Annie replied in a downcast manner. It sounded as if she’d rather have a cupcake for her dinner than chicken in gravy.

“I’m sorry.” Lauren gently stroked the silver-gray tabby. “We shouldn’t be home too late tonight. I’ll tell Mrs. Finch and Hans you said hello.”

“Brrt!” Annie sounded a little cheerier. The two seniors were among her favorite customers.

Lauren and Zoe quickly did the dishes, then locked up.

“We won’t be long,” Lauren told the feline. 

“You could play with your toy hedgehog,” Zoe suggested.

Annie’s ears pricked up and she trotted toward the living room.

They walked to Lauren’s white compact car parked outside. Although October, the day had been warm. The evening sun made her glad she’d decided to wear her usual work outfit of pale blue capris and an apricot t-shirt. 

After a short drive they arrived at the senior center, a one-story tan brick building with an attached carport and smooth green lawn, set on a large block of land. It wasn’t as busy here as the main street, where their cat café was.

Only two cars were parked in the lot – a gray sedan and a dusty blue compact. The carport sheltered a pewter-colored minivan. 

“Where is everyone?” Zoe asked. “The party’s tonight, right?”

“I’m sure of it. I double-checked the date.” Lauren turned off the ignition. “Let’s start unloading the cupcakes.”

“Okay.” Zoe hopped out of the car and opened the trunk. 

They took a box each and walked over to the entrance, an open stained-glass door featuring orange and gold autumn leaves. 

“Hi, Lauren, and Zoe.” A short man wearing a blue and white polka dot bow tie smiled at them. He appeared to be in his sixties, and wore a navy suit and white shirt to go along with the neckwear. The jacket almost hid his slight paunch. “Come in, come in.”

“Thanks,” Lauren replied. 

“I’ll show you where to set up.” He led the way down a brightly lit hallway to a large room decorated in ruby with cream accents. 

“You can put the cupcakes over there.” He gestured toward a large wooden table covered with a cream tablecloth standing at one end of the room. Paper plates were stacked on top. 

“What kind did you bring?” he asked, his blue eyes twinkling with curiosity. 

“White chocolate cherry,” Zoe announced. “Wait until you taste them!”

“They sound wonderful.” 

Lauren opened one of the boxes.

“They look wonderful too.” He beamed. “Thank you, girls. I’m sure our members will enjoy eating them.”

“What about the coffee?” Lauren asked. 

“Oh yes, I’ll bring the urn out in a minute, as well as cream and sugar. If you two can serve the cupcakes and the beverages, that will be a big help. There are always last-minute things I need to do at functions like this.”

“Happy Anniversary.” Lauren smiled.

“It’s great that the center has been running for twenty years,” Zoe remarked. 

“Thanks. Tonight we’re having a special guest – the new owner of the property. I’m hoping he’s going to give us another generous lease – Mr. Lapton, the previous owner, was very good to us.”

“What did he do?” Zoe asked curiously. 

“He rented it to us for a low monthly fee, and didn’t mind what improvements we made to the building. When we first started the center, this building needed a lot of work – that’s why the rent was so low. But with our members all pulling together and volunteering, as well as their know how, we slowly improved the building. Now the landlord could rent it for many times more than we pay each month.”

“You’ve been here from the beginning?” Lauren asked.

“Yes, as well as a few others. I’ll let you in on a secret - I’m going to retire in a few months and will hire my replacement. I’ll still be a fixture here – but as one of the members instead of the director!” Barry chuckled.

Lauren and Zoe finished setting out the cupcakes. 

“We’ve got more in the car,” Lauren told him. 

“I’ll set up the beverage station for you.” He rubbed his hands together and walked out of the room. 

“I didn’t know about the special guest, did you?” Zoe asked in a low tone as they headed toward the car.

“No. Which makes me extra glad I came up with a new cupcake flavor for tonight.”

“He’s sure to like it – they all will,” Zoe reassured her. 

They made quick work of bringing in the rest of the cupcakes and arranging them on large silver platters. 

“They look amazing,” Zoe declared when they were finished. The maraschino cherry on top of each cake glistened in the overhead lighting.

“They do,” Lauren admitted. She could be very critical of her own baking efforts, but Zoe was right. 

A large stainless-steel coffee urn now sat at one end of the table, along with paper cups and stainless-steel teaspoons.

“I feel guilty about all this paper waste.” Barry bustled into the room. “But it’s just not practical using real cups for tonight. If someone gets a little wobbly and drops their cup, it means extra cleaning up as well as making sure nobody cuts themselves on one of the shards.”

“You’re right.” Lauren nodded. 

“But we always use real crockery at our senior meals,” the director continued. “Did you know about our lunch special? It’s on every day for people over sixty.”

“No, I hadn’t heard about that,” Lauren replied.

“That’s because we’re not sixty yet.” Zoe nudged her. “We’re not even half that age.” 

“Of course, of course.” Barry nodded. “But perhaps you know someone who does qualify? It’s a fun way for the seniors in our community to make new friends and enjoy a quality meal. It only costs three-dollars-and-fifty cents for two courses.”

“Goodness,” Lauren murmured. There was no way she could compete with those prices.

“I hope you won’t put us out of business,” Zoe joked. 

“People love your cupcakes,” Barry told them earnestly. “Our members are always talking about your coffee, Ed’s pastries, and of course, Annie.” He peered around the room as if expecting to see the Norwegian Forest Cat. “You didn’t bring her with you?”

“She wanted to come,” Lauren told him, “But I thought it would be too much for her with so many people here.”

“I completely understand.” He looked at his silver watch. “Our members should be arriving soon.”

Lauren and Zoe turned on the urn and Barry departed, saying he wanted to be ready to greet the first guests.

“Hello.” A woman in her fifties poked her head around the door. “How’s everything going?”

“Fine,” Zoe said cheerfully.  

“That’s good to hear.” The woman entered the room. She wore a tailored sleeveless white top and smart fawn slacks. “I’m Denise, Barry’s assistant.”

“Oh, I didn’t realize.” Lauren exchanged a glance with Zoe. Barry hadn’t mentioned an assistant.

“I’m only part-time.” Denise laughed. “Barry likes to think he can run this place himself, and for the most part he can. But sometimes I think he forgets that I exist.” She shook her head. “That’s men for you.”

“Oh, yeah,” Zoe replied. “They can be really weird, can’t they?”

“Definitely.” Denise nodded. She scanned the room. “It looks like you’ve got everything under control. Did Barry tell you about our special guest?”

“Yes,” Lauren replied. “He’s the new landlord, isn’t he?”

“That’s right. And we’re all hoping that everything goes smoothly tonight, so we can impress him. If he’s in a good mood, it might influence him to
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