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Chapter 1


Someone was pounding on the front door. Lisa Chance pulled her sweater tight around herself and tiptoed down the stairs. With the winter nights still long, it had been dark for hours already.  
She definitely wasn’t expecting anyone, and Lisa’s Last Chance Café was closed for the day. 
The pounding came again, shaking the doorframe. 
In the front hall, she hesitated a moment, then pulled out her phone. She dialed the police but didn’t hit Send. 
Lisa flipped on the porch light and opened the door. At the same time, she stepped to the side and cringed back into the shadows, peering out to see who was there. 
The porch light gleamed off Claire Comstock’s beaky nose. Her frown deepened as she faced the empty doorway. 
Lisa stepped into the light again, a sheepish smile on her face. 
“Miss Comstock! What a surprise.” 
Claire shook a piece of paper at Lisa. “Do you know what this is?” 
Lisa shook her head. There was writing on the paper but she couldn’t make it out. 
“Your rent check bounced.” 
Lisa swallowed and shifted her weight to her other foot. “It did?” 
“This isn’t a game. I could still sell this property to Jake Peterman for a nice profit.” 
“No, please! I might have had a little cashflow problem mid-month, but I can write you a new check. It’ll clear! Please don’t make me close the café.” 
“You are an immature, irresponsible young woman. What makes you think I’d accept another check from you?” 
Lisa took a deep breath, preparing to defend herself. After a second, she let it come whooshing out again. “I’m sorry. I won’t let it happen again. I’m still getting my legs under me with the café, but I know I can do it.” 
“Why should I believe that?” 
“Please, just listen. This town is better off with this café in it than without it. You’re a Comstock, your family helped found Moss Creek. Surely you can give me another chance, for the town’s sake.” 
Lisa held her breath, a bubble of fear expanding inside her. Without the café, she would be lost again, adrift. 
A muscle in Claire’s jaw flexed. The bubble of fear expanded more as Lisa saw the hardness in her landlady’s expression. 
A soft meow interrupted them. Mama Cat padded into the hallway, her tail swishing. Lisa wished she could pick up the black and white cat and bury her face in the soft warm fur. Mama Cat meowed again and rubbed up against Claire’s pant leg, leaving a dusting of fur. 
Claire looked down at the cat and smiled, her face appearing decades younger. “Hello again, kitty.” 
Claire reached down to gently pet the cat’s head. A soft purr rumbled against her hand. Just months earlier, Claire had adopted one of Mama Cat’s kittens, a playful roly-poly fellow she’d declared the perfect double of the cat she’d grown up with. 
Lisa shifted her weight again, making the floorboard squeak. 
“Very well,” Claire said. “Write the check. Don’t forget to add the fifty-dollar bounced-check fee as stipulated in your rental agreement. But this is your only warning.” 
“Yes! Absolutely. Let me just get my checkbook.” Lisa raced up the stairs to her second-floor apartment and scrambled through her top dresser drawer for the checkbook. 
When she came back downstairs, Claire was squatting down to pet Mama Cat. She straightened up to her full height and held out her hand. Lisa placed the check in it. Claire stuffed it into her purse and turned on her heel. 
Lisa sighed in relief as she closed the door behind the angry patrician. “Mama Cat, you really saved my bacon.” 
Mama Cat meowed at her and ran up the stairs. Lisa locked the door and followed. 
She sank into a chair at her tiny kitchen table and opened the check register. Despite her assurances to Claire Comstock, she didn’t have enough in the account to cover the rent. 
She put her chin in her hands. Opening the café had been a dream come true. But like many dreamers, she woke up to find that the reality wasn’t quite as rosy as the pretty picture in her mind. 
“How am I going to cover that check, Mama Cat? There aren’t enough plasma banks in the whole state of Arizona to make that kind of money. Plus, of course, the whole risk-of-death-from-lack-of-plasma thing.” 
The cat looked at her and gave a long slow blink. 
“I love you, too. And don’t worry, no matter what, your tuna treats will always be a priority.” 
Lisa stared down at the check register, chewing her lip. Her plans for a profitable Christmas season at the café had not panned out. She’d hoped that the tourists coming to the area to ski might stop in Moss Creek. They didn’t. She’d ordered a hundred pounds of dried and candied fruit to make a special holiday recipe, fruitcake muffins, which no one had bought. And she’d ignored her mother’s suggestion to make up a selection of holiday gift baskets with items like mugs, coffee beans and fancy cocoa, all wrapped up with cellophane and topped with a fancy bow. Lisa hadn’t wanted to feel like a retailer selling out for the season. But the slowdown to business as people did their Christmas shopping and avoided spending extra on themselves had cut into her revenue stream in a serious way. 
There had to be a way to cover the rent. And the next month’s rent, which would come due in just a week. She would do anything. Anything except admit to her mother how bad things had gotten. Lisa couldn’t stand to imagine the I-told-you-so look in her mother’s eyes. No, she would find a way to make it work without having to admit how badly she’d messed up. 
Mama Cat jumped up on the counter next to the little pile of the day’s mail. An envelope fell on the floor. Lisa went to pick it up. It had the logo of one of her credit card companies. More bad news. She ripped it open. 
Inside, the credit card company had sent a set of checks with her statement. Lisa caught her breath. She could write herself one of these checks and deposit it in her account to cover the rent. Then, all she’d need to do was increase revenue in the month of January so she could keep up with the payments. Maybe she could find a way to move those fruitcake muffins, or use the ingredients in a recipe that would actually sell. 
She ignored the uneasy feeling in her stomach and got her pen, ready to write her second check for the night. 
*
“Watch out for the reindeer!” 
Lisa looked up at Annette’s shout and was rewarded with a giant, rapidly deflating Christmas reindeer to the face. She backed out from under the droopy antlers. 
“Flying reindeer after Christmas?” Lisa said. 
“Sorry, boss,” Annette said, peeking over the edge of the porch roof. Her phone appeared in her hand and she snapped a quick shot of Lisa tangled in the slick fabric. 
“It’s ok,” Lisa told the teenager. “Rudolph is pretty soft and squishy.” 
“That can’t be Rudolph.” 
“No?” 
“Black nose.” 
“Hmm.” Lisa studied the nearly empty decoration. “Dasher, maybe. Or Comet.” 
“Ready for the last one?” 
“Go for it,” Lisa said, backing up a couple of feet. 
The last bit of Christmas decoration came floating down from the roof of the Folly. Lisa had decided, for her first year in business, to decorate Lisa’s Last Chance Café to within an inch of its life. The majestic Second Empire Victorian had sparkled with lights and glittering snowflakes and blow-up reindeer on the roof through the month of December. All month, Lisa walked around humming carols as cold mountain winds whipped through the mountains to dump snow on Lisa’s tiny hometown of Moss Creek, Arizona. After years in Los Angeles, Lisa found it to be a winter wonderland. 
Annette climbed down the ladder and dusted off her hands. “Ok, boss, what’s next?” 
“Are the snowflakes all wrapped and packed?” 
“Yep.” 
“The lights, too?” 
“Sure are.” 
Lisa had been reluctant to ask her young employee to come in on a holiday, not being used to being anyone’s boss. But Annette had assured her that she didn’t particularly celebrate New Year's Day and that she’d rather get in the hours during the holiday break from school than sit at home watching the Rose Parade on TV. Lisa was about to mention that she used to go to the Rose Parade in Pasadena every year when she lived in LA, when Annette had continued by saying that only Olds liked the Rose Parade. 
“Ok, then let’s get these guys deflated and packed, and then you can knock off for the day.” 
“Thanks, boss.” 
They made quick work of packing away the inflatable decorations. Annette hung up her apron to leave, but paused by the door with her phone in hand. 
“You’ve already got fourteen nibbles,” she said. 
“Nibbles?” Lisa said, wondering if she’d misheard or if this was new teenage slang. 
“Yeah, on Krumbsi. See?” 
Lisa looked at the screen and saw the picture of herself with Comet in an app with a series of little cookies below the bottom of the picture. 
“If you post a cookie krumb that people like, they nibble, like this,” Annette explained, swiping across the screen with a thumb and making another little cookie appear. 
“Social media app?” Lisa said, feeling out of touch. 
“Of course. Everyone is on Krumbsi now.” 
Lisa nodded. “Right, everyone.” 
“Really, everyone,” Annette insisted. “Like movie stars and everyone. See? Kaden Nicolini just posted a cookie krumb and…” 
Annette’s mouth dropped open as she stared at her phone. 
“What is it? Nothing bad, I hope,” Lisa said. She remembered seeing Kaden Nicolini in a low-budget action martial arts movie that her ex, Dylan, had wanted to watch. His acting had been good for the kind of movie it was and, with his looks, she wasn’t surprised when he started to show up in bigger pictures. 
“Kaden Nicolini is coming to Moss Creek!” 
Lisa clapped her hands over her ears at the piercing shriek of teenage glee. “He is?” 
“They’re going to be filming here. Oh, I can’t believe it!” Annette hugged the phone to her chest and twirled around before skipping out the door. 
Lisa shook her head as she watched her employee skip down the path. The sun was going down and Lisa was looking forward to a relaxing evening at home in her apartment above the coffee shop. Not quite as nice as a relaxing evening with Mo, but as the town’s only veterinarian, he had a busy schedule. Lisa took her phone out to send him a quick text. “Looking forward to our date tomorrow XOXO.” 




Chapter 2


“ Sorry about the heater,” Mo said.  
Lisa blew out a breath. With the cab of Mo’s truck almost as cold as the frigid iciness outside, her breath turned into a cloud of vapor. Her wool hat and mittens and down-filled coat meant that only her cheeks and the tip of her nose felt the chill. She was certain that all three were bright pink with cold. 
“Don’t worry about me. I’m all bundled up,” she said. If she were being honest with herself, she would admit that the winter cold of Moss Creek was bothering her more than she’d expected. All those years in LA had thinned her blood, and it would take more than one season to thicken it up again. 
“I need to get it fixed, but the garage said they couldn’t fit me in until after the holiday.” 
“I could have driven us today,” Lisa said. 
Mo chuckled. “No offense, but I don’t think I’d want to ride in your little car on these roads. Did you get the snow tires put on?” 
Lisa blew out another cloudy breath. “I meant to, but…” 
“See all this white stuff?” He gestured at the snowy ground whizzing by on both sides. “That’s snow, and on the roads it can turn into ice. This isn’t LA.” 
“I grew up in Moss Creek. I know it’s not LA.” 
He sighed. “Don’t be upset. I’m worried about you. I see what can happen in car accidents all the time.” As a veterinarian, Mo treated myriad animals hit by cars on icy roads in the winter. Lisa knew that every time he saw that innocent suffering, it tore him up inside. She’d never met anyone else who cared as much about animals as Mo did. 
“Ok, sorry, I’ll get it done.” 
“Promise?” 
She looked at his handsome face scrunched up with worry. How could she say no to that face? 
“Snow tires. I promise.” 
“Good.” 
“Where are we going anyway? It’s almost dark out,” she said. 
“When I took over the veterinary practice, Dr. Schrader left me a list of places to check for illegal traps. I check them pretty regularly.” 
“You’re taking me to check for illegal traps?” 
“Actually, I went through the whole list over the weekend. But one of the places on the list is just… I don’t know. I had to show you.” 
Lisa was quiet as they wound through the forest. The light outside was starting to turn bluish as the afternoon wore down toward evening. Finally, he turned off the road and drove slowly through a short series of twists and turns, and then around a bend where he stopped the car. 
When they got out and ventured a few feet from the truck, Lisa gasped. They were in the mouth of a tiny canyon. Snow had drifted into glistening waves under the red of the rock walls. Ponderosa pines gathered in a stately parade, their boughs heavy with virgin snow. 
Mo put his arm around her, and Lisa snuggled into his shoulder and sighed. 
“It’s so beautiful,” she said. 
“You’re beautiful.” He put his hand on her face and tilted it up to his. Their eyes met, and she fell into the warm chocolate brown. Her heart beat faster as he leaned in to kiss her. She met his lips, loving their soft eagerness. 
When they broke apart, she sighed. “Sometimes I wish we could just spend all our time up here, away from the drama.” 
“Drama?” 
She groaned. It was hard to think about everything going on with her family, much less talk about it, even with someone as loving as Mo. 
“Let’s walk the trail,” he said, knowing that the activity would make it easier for her to talk. It was one of the little ways he was always looking out for her. 
They were glad of their boots as they broke through thin crusts of ice over the soft snow on the trail through the woods. A distant tap-tap-tap of a downy woodpecker’s beak in a treetop echoed through the forest. A puff of snow fell from a ponderosa up the trail, hinting at the bird’s location. Hand in hand, Lisa and Mo took in the wintry beauty of the canyon. 
“Drama?” he said again. 
“Maybe not drama. Maybe tension. My dad and Aunt Olivia spending Christmas together, Toby acting like it doesn’t bother him, my mom’s sadness.” She shrugged. “I still wish it could go back to how it was before.” 
Mo nodded and squeezed her hand. They stood in silence again, watching the play of shadows in the snow. 
“Do you smell that?” Lisa said. She took a deep sniff of the freezing air. “Snow.” 
Mo sniffed the air and shook his head. “I don’t, but I trust your nose. We should go back.” 
As they walked back up the path, snowflakes began drifting down around them. The fluffy flakes were big, like bits of down after a pillow fight. 
When they got back to the truck, the air was noticeably colder and the light was dimming. 
“Ok, now I wish the heater in here worked,” Lisa said as she sat on the seat and came into contact with the chilly fabric. 
“You get your snow tires and I’ll get the heater fixed.” Mo smiled at her. 
He turned back onto the road and headed for Moss Creek. Lisa watched his profile, admiring the little curls on his forehead and the way his nose turned up just a little at the end. 
The snow had turned the whole town white and sparkly by the time Mo pulled into the driveway of the Folly. 
*
Lisa still wasn’t used to seeing the inside of the café without the holiday decorations. Some people didn’t care for the carols or the poinsettias but Lisa had always loved them. January felt like a bleak month, with the world left to endure the cold and snow without the cheer of Christmas stockings or candy canes. 
“I am so glad we don’t have to play that silly music anymore,” Annette said, wiping down a table. “Normal, boring stuff is way easier to tune out. I kept going home and singing Rudolph the Red Nose Reindeer or Frosty the Snowman. It was embarrassing.” 
Lisa laughed. “You don’t like Christmas music? None of it?” 
“Does anybody like that stuff? It’s so goofy.” 
“I like it. I think my favorite is Walking in a Winter Wonderland. That song always makes me smile,” Lisa said. 
A customer held up his hand. “I’m fond of the old Bing Crosby Christmas songs, especially Silver Bells. Always kind of makes me wish I’d moved to the city.” 
“The city?” From Moss Creek, the city would be Phoenix. “I never saw Phoenix as the most Christmassy city,” Lisa said. 
“No,” he said, “but I could have gone to Flagstaff. Or even somewhere outside Arizona.” 
“Moss Creek always felt like a perfect little Christmas picture postcard,” Lisa said. “More coffee for you?” 
“Thanks.” 
The bell jingled as the front door swung open and Carly bustled into the café. Lisa blinked back the surprise she still felt at seeing her best friend’s hugely pregnant belly. 
“I need something with all of the sugar and all of the flavor but decaf or this kid will be doing back flips all night.” 
Annette looked questioningly at Lisa. “Want me to…?” 
“I got it.” 
Carly followed Lisa to the kitchen and watched her make a very large decaf mocha with extra foam, extra whipped cream and a drizzle of caramel on top. She held her hands out in a gimme position, eagerly taking a slurp as soon as Lisa handed it over. 
“Thank you. I am so glad you opened this place.” 
Lisa laughed. “Me too, but maybe not for the same exact reason.” 
“You mean you didn’t do all this just to serve me the treats I crave in my hour of need? So selfish.” 
“We all have our shortcomings. How’s the baby?” 
“Kicking up a storm.” Carly rubbed her belly. “This little guy or girl is going to be some kind of athlete for sure.” 
“You’re still waiting to find out the sex?” 
“Yep. We painted the nursery pale green. It’s supposed to be a soothing color, which seems like a good thing for a baby. Or a mommy. I can’t believe how much there is to do to get ready.” 
“I thought you had the house pretty much set up. What else could that little critter need?” 
“The house, mostly yes. But I’m going to be out on maternity leave for the entire end of the semester. I have to get things ready for the long-term sub like yesterday.” 
Lisa nodded. Her dad, the high school band teacher, had always fretted on his rare sick days. Of course, there were some big differences between a third grade classroom and the high school band room. Lou had mostly worried about instruments being broken, stolen, or vandalized. He never thought it was the actual band kids that would do such a thing, but the other kids. Anyone who didn’t play an instrument was automatically a tiny bit suspect in Lou Chance’s eyes. 
“Not to mention,” Carly went on, “I just realized that my life as a non-parent is nearly over. Like, poof. We need to do things before everything changes!” 
“Ok, sure. What do you want to do?” 
“Tonight is the full moon. I want to sit on your balcony with you and watch the full moon rise, and then, once we’re done freezing our butts off, we go in and get warm with hot cocoa and watch The Crow.” 
“The Crow?” 
“Yeah! You know, Brandon Lee comes back from the dead for revenge. It’s the movie that made him a star, and the one that killed him.” 
“Oh, right, yeah. Ok, but what brought this on?” 
Carly sighed. “Don’t you remember the interview they filmed with him while he was making the movie? It was so tragic. He told the interviewer how you never know how much time you have left, how you should make sure to take the time to do things while you can. How many more times in your life will you get to see the full moon rise?” Carly sighed again and shook her head. “It was so tragic. And he was only twenty-seven. It’s the twenty-seven curse. Like Jimi Hendrix or Kurt Cobain or Amy Winehouse.” 
“Twenty-seven? Wow. That’s younger than us.” Lisa shook her head. “Did they all really die at twenty-seven?” 
“Yeah! So let’s do it. Let’s watch the full moon rise together while we still can. Because once this baby gets here, I don’t know when I’ll be able to do that kind of thing again.” 
“You’re not going to go live in a cave or something. You’re still going to be here.” 
“Here in Moss Creek, yes. But everything will get so much busier.” Carly looked pensive. “And what if having a baby changes me?” 
Lisa didn’t like to admit that she’d worried about the same thing. “Everything changes us. Without change, we’d be rocks or statues. Even rocks change. I mean,” she gestured in a vaguely northward direction, “look at the Grand Canyon. Nothing stays the same. Not even rocks.” 
“Sometimes I wish it could.” 
“Yeah.” Lisa thought of her first years in LA. She’d thought she and Dylan would be together forever. They’d lived the ramen noodles lifestyle and run on hope for the glamorous future where they’d both be movie stars. At the time, she believed that things would only change for the better. But they’d fallen out of love, or at least he’d fallen enough out of love to be able to cheat on her and break her heart. 
“Do you ever wish you could go back?” Lisa said. 
“Hmm,” Carly said, looking off into the distance. “Sometimes, maybe. I mean, I wish I could go back to certain moments. Like I’d love to go back and have blueberry pie and lemonade with Grandma. Or play with Peaches again when she was a puppy. Do you?” 
“Peaches was a good dog,” Lisa said, thinking of that wagging tail and boundless energy. “There are things I wish I could do over. I mean, not going to jail would have been nice.” 
Carly nodded. “Yeah, I can see that. But every experience shapes us. I guess that’s why I’d just want to do a rerun of greatest hits.” 
“Well that’s what you get for making so many good decisions. How’s Gideon?” 
Carly’s smile grew. “He’s the cutest thing in the world. You never saw someone so ready to be a daddy. He’s been making hand-carved wooden blocks for the baby. Every evening he’s out in the garage cutting and carving and sanding. He showed me a block last night, and it had a finish like satin, just from rubbing it with finer and finer grains of sandpaper.” 
“Aw, that’s adorable.” 
The bell at the front door jingled, and Lisa remembered with a start that she was at work. “Hey, I’ve got to keep this place running, but we’re on for tonight.” 




Chapter 3


The big round moon peeked through the snow-covered ponderosa pines surrounding the Folly. Lisa hugged her coat around herself on the third-floor balcony and snugged the quilt a little tighter around her legs. Sitting next to her, Carly grinned as the shining disk bathed them in its cold light. Her belly, covered in a thin white layer of maternity sweater, was like another moon.  
“Aren’t you cold?” Lisa said, rubbing her fingers up and down her arms and wincing at the cold wind. 
“My internal thermostat is all the way up,” Carly said. “I’d sleep with all the windows open if Gideon would let me. Seriously, this baby is like a little furnace.” 
“Weird. Well, looks like the moon has officially risen. Want to go in now?” 
Carly laughed. “Sure. Let’s thaw you out. Are you making popcorn?” 
Lisa was already up and opening the balcony doors. “Naturally. You can’t have a movie night without popcorn, can you? Rhetorical question.” 
Lisa watched the movie smothered in blankets on the couch. The early nineties goth look still pinged her radar as what the cool edgy older kids were into. 
“Can you believe this came out when we were six?” she said as the final credits appeared. 
“Can you believe we got to watch it?” Carly said. 
“Kind of. I mean, we were over at Toby’s house, and Aunt Olivia never really monitored what we watched.” 
Carly laughed. “Remember that time we rented all those horror movies and then none of us could sleep?” 
“What’ll you do if your kid wants to watch scary movies?” 
Carly patted her belly. “Probably say no. But with how technology is going, it’s going to be harder than it was when we were kids.” 
“True. Oh, Annette showed me something new the other day. Some social media app called Krumbsi. Have you heard of it?” 
“Yeah.” Carly nodded. “The kids aren’t supposed to have phones at school, but for some of them it’s like saying they have to leave an arm at home. I’ve seen the app. Something about cookies, right?” 
“Yeah, cookies and nibbles and crumbs and icing. The whole time she was talking about it, I was getting hungry. But apparently it’s been picked up by celebrities. That’s how I heard about the movie production coming to town. Perdition’s Cowboy, starring Kaden Nicolini.” 
“Oh, the kids love him. Last week I had to break up a whole choreographed fight sequence on the playground. They were doing a scene from one of his martial arts action movies. They were so cute I almost didn’t want to stop them, but… liability.” 
The movie credits finished, and Carly leaned forward. “Here it is, the interview with Brandon Lee. Can you turn it up a little?” 
Lisa turned up the volume and they watched Brandon Lee’s last interview. He talked about the film, and filmmaking, and his famous dad, Bruce Lee. Carly sighed wistfully as he asked how many more times in your life will you watch the full moon rise. Lisa shook her head but said nothing. Carly was enjoying the interview. She picked up her phone and looked up Brandon Lee. 
“Hey, it says here that Brandon Lee was actually twenty-eight when he died,” she said after the interview finished. “So much for the twenty-seven curse.” 
“Close enough for me.” Carly shrugged. “Ok, I should go. Help me out of this chair.” 
*
Lisa was brewing the first pots of coffee for the day and arranging the displays of muffins and pastry when the bell on the front door jingled. She wiped her hands on her apron and put on a smile as she went to greet her first customer. 
She was surprised to see it was her mother. 
“Hi, Mom,” she said, giving her a quick hug. 
“I just got a call,” Penny said. “What are you doing at lunchtime?” 
“Serving lunch.” 
“Well, you’ll need to get someone in to cover the shift. I’m taking you to Nero’s to meet Gavin Jump.” 
“Gavin Jump? Mom, I can’t drop everything to go to Nero’s in the middle of the day like that, not even to meet some Hollywood director.” 
“So you know who he is. That’s good. And he’s not just the director. He’s the writer and producer as well. A hyphenate, they call that.” 
“I know what a hyphenate is.” 
“And he’s going to be here today. The fact that he’s got time to meet with us at all was not a given, you know. He’s a very busy man.” 
“Why would he want to meet with us?” Lisa said. 
“He’s filming in Moss Creek, and he needs someone local who can help find locations for the filming.” 
“That sounds good. I’m sure you know plenty of good places.” 
“Not me, Lisa. You.” 
“Me? Why me?” 
“You know Moss Creek as well as anyone, and you also know the movie business.” Penny looked her daughter in the eye. “Are you saying you couldn’t use the extra income stream?” 
Inside, Lisa had to admit she did need the extra income stream. She needed it a lot. She nodded. “Ok, I’ll do it. And I have an idea. What about craft service? I could supply the production with goodies from the café.” 
“Good. Now you’re thinking like an entrepreneur. I’ll expect you at Nero’s at 12:30.” Penny lifted an eyebrow as she looked at Lisa’s jeans and apron. “And wear something appropriate.” 
“Fine,” Lisa said, suppressing irritation at her mother’s assumption that she would show up to Nero’s, the fanciest restaurant in town, wearing her work apron. “Do you want some coffee before you go?” she said sweetly. 
“Yes, of course. A cappuccino would be lovely. I have a showing this morning so I’ll need to make it fast.” 
*
At 12:15 Lisa raced upstairs to change clothes for lunch. She stared at her closet for a moment in despair of finding anything suitable to impress a big-deal client, then grabbed some dark leggings and a bulky sweater. She pulled on some warm boots and hustled out the door to jog across the town square to Nero’s. 
“Bella, bellissima!” Nero said, greeting Lisa at the door. They exchanged cheek kisses. 
Lisa inhaled deeply. “Something smells amazing, Nero. Whatever it is, I want some.” 
“Ah, always a smart one, you are,” Nero said. “Come, have a seat. The lovely Penny is already here.” 
They approached a table near the window, and Lisa saw her mother sitting across from a man wearing a flannel shirt with a frayed collar. His back was to them, and she could see that his hair was thinning on top. He had his phone out and was staring at it in deep concentration. At the sound of their footsteps, he set the phone on the table and stood. He was thin but broad-shouldered, as though his body had spent adolescence fighting over what shape to take and finally settled on a compromise midway. 
She reached out her hand. “Lisa Chance. I believe you needed someone to scout some locations, and also for craft service.” 
“Gavin Jump. Nice to meet you.” He held her hand in both of his for a long moment, his gaze warm and intense. “Thank you for joining us for lunch on such short notice.” 
He pulled out her chair and they sat. 
“Oh, well, I’m glad I could make it.” Her face crinkled into a smile. 
“Miss Baldwin-Chance has been telling me about your time in Los Angeles,” Gavin said. 
“Please, call me Penny.” 
“Penny,” he repeated. “And you must call me Gavin.” 
Lisa glanced at the screen of Gavin’s phone on the table and saw the distinctive border shaped like a cookie. 
“Krumbsi?” she said. 
“Oh, you know it?” he said. 
“Sure,” she said casually. 
“We’ve been doing some promotion using their cookie krumbs, you know, on-set insider behind the scenes stuff to get the fans excited.” 
“It seems to be working. My employee Annette has been nibbling on krumbs about Kaden Nicolini so much I had to remind her to put her phone away and go back to work.” 
“Mmm, yes, Kaden Nicolini, our star,” Gavin said. The corners of his mouth moved up in the direction of a smile but the expression didn’t reach his eyes. 
The server came to the table and they got down to the business of ordering and eating. Lisa had the lasagna, which was the source of the delicious smell she’d noticed on her way in. It was hearty and satisfying, perfect for a winter day. 
“So,” Lisa said, finishing up a last bite. “What kind of locations do you need to find in Moss Creek?” 
“We’re shooting the big finale,” Gavin said through a mouthful of fettuccine. “It’s a dark, gritty, western action fantasy shootout. Our hero finally corners the villain, and they both go down in a blaze of glory, so just bullets and blood in the snow and natural beauty. He’s sending him back to hell but he knows he’s going there, too, so it has to be something pristine that they just defile with their manly violence. You see what I’m going for?” 
“Pristine natural beauty, you say? We’ve got a lot of that here.” Lisa thought of her walk in the little canyon with Mo. It was pristine, natural, beautiful, untouched. As far as she knew, no one else knew about the place. Nothing had been filmed there. It wasn’t on any destination guides. “Let me check on some permits, and I’ll get you pictures.” 
Penny smiled and leaned forward. “Permits are my department, dear. Don’t worry about that. Just find the perfect look.” 
Gavin nodded, stabbing his fork in Penny’s direction. “That’s what I like to hear. Lisa, send me some krumbs as soon as you can. I’ll nibble the ones I want to see in person, and you can crumble the rest.” 
Penny smiled and sipped her wine. “How very modern.” 
Lisa grinned. “Is that how they’re doing things in the industry these days?” 
Gavin shrugged one shoulder. “A few of us are innovating, but still plenty of people remain loyal to the old-school ways of doing things.” 
Lisa nodded. She remembered when the studios were switching from film to digital cameras. She’d spent the better part of a year overhearing a daily discussion and rant-fest among a small group of regulars at the Coffee Spot about the change. 
Gavin stuffed one last bite in his mouth, swiped at his face with his napkin, and stood up. “I’m so sorry to eat and run, but I have a conference call.” 
Lisa stood as well. 
“What about the craft service?” Lisa said before he could leave. 
“Let’s see… I’ve got a PA handling it, but if you want to take over in town…” 
“That’s perfect. I don’t need to take over. I’ll just do daily deliveries,” Lisa said. 
Gavin nodded. “Great.” He looked at the time on his phone. “I really do have to go. Send me your standard contract and we’ll get it going. Lovely to meet you both. Bye!” 
Lisa nodded at his retreating back. Penny raised her wine glass an inch in his direction before taking another sip. 
“Well,” Lisa said, “he is something.” 
“I think you made quite an impression.” 
Lisa sat down and fiddled with her spoon. “I guess. But Mom, I don’t have a standard contract.” 
Penny smiled. “We’ll write one up. I’ll call my attorney.” 
“Your attorney? Is that really necessary? I mean, you heard what Gavin said.” 
“What a client says isn’t what matters. It’s what’s in the contract that matters,” Penny
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