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Lauren Crenshaw glanced around the Norwegian Forest Cat Café. Her cousin Zoe had just unstacked the last pine chair, placing it on the floor with a little scrape.

Her cat, Annie, a beautiful silver-gray tabby with a long, plumy tail, sat in her pink cat bed, ‘supervising’. 

A rattle of tins in the kitchen signaled that Ed, their pastry chef, who made the flakiest, lightest Danishes, was busy making one of their customers’ favorites – honeyed walnut. 

A sudden knock on the glass paneled oak front door made her start. It was only twenty past nine – they didn’t open for another ten minutes.

“Who’s that?” Zoe frowned. 

“I’ll see.” Lauren unlocked the door, her eyes wide as she stared at the blonde newcomer. Wasn’t she ...

“I’m Stefnee. Co-host of the breakfast show Stop Yawning, Sacramento.” The glamorous woman thrust out her hand. “I must speak to Lauren immediately.”

“I’m Lauren.” She blinked, admiring Stefnee’s beach tousled shoulder length hair, and immaculate make up. Her blue eyes were artfully mascaraed and outlined, and her pink lips glistened with gloss.

Stefnee shook her hand, then swept into the café, scanning the empty space before sliding elegantly into a chair at a big table. She set her designer handbag down. It looked perfect with her pink Chanel tweed jacket and jeans. A faux fur boa was wrapped around her shoulders. At least, Lauren hoped it was a fake, and not the real thing dyed pink.

“I’m Zoe.” 

“And this is Annie.” Lauren smiled at her fur baby.

“Hello.” Stefnee nodded. 

“Shouldn’t you still be on TV?” Zoe asked. “I thought your show finished at nine.”

“I told my co-host I needed to leave early today,” Stefnee replied, “so he carried the last segment himself.” She checked her gold watch. “I made good time on the highway.”

Lauren, Zoe, and Annie all looked at each other, then sat down at the table with her, the pine chairs scraping on the floor.

“We shot a segment nearby last week,” Stefnee began, “and someone gave me one of your cupcakes – the divine vanilla one.”

“Oh, my super vanilla?” Lauren smiled. Her boyfriend, Detective Mitch Denman, had asked her to come up with some extra vanilla oomph in his favorite flavor, but it had taken Lauren a while to think of something unique. At least, she thought it was. 

“The divine vanilla,” Stefnee corrected her. “The surprise buttercream filling inside, and then the swirly dollop of frosting on the top, dusted with that yummy vanilla bean powder. When the crew member told me they bought the cupcakes from your little café and that Lauren was the baker—” she glanced around the empty room “—I just had to come and meet you.”

“Can I make you a latte?” Lauren offered, half rising.

“Or a cappuccino, mocha, hot chocolate, hot tea?” Zoe added.

“No, no.” Stefnee waved Lauren back down. 

“What segment were you shooting?” Zoe asked.

“This little old lady has the sweetest gnome garden,” Stefnee replied.

Lauren, Zoe, and Annie looked at each other.

“Do you mean Iris?” Lauren asked.

“She’s our friend.” Zoe grinned.

“Brrt!”

“Yes, I think that was her name.” Stefnee laughed. “A sweet old lady with sweet gnomes in the garden. The viewers are going to eat it up.”

“I wonder why Martha or Iris didn’t tell us.” Zoe tapped her cheek.

“It was a last-minute decision,” Stefnee replied. “You know how these things go. A man decided the night before that he didn’t want us to cover his award-winning garden – said he didn’t want people trampling over his ground cover roses – so we had to scramble to find something similar. Someone knew someone whose parents went to a senior center and told them about this old lady with the gnome garden, so we filmed her instead.

“Anyway,” Stefnee continued, “I have a proposition for you, Lauren.”

“Brrt?” Annie reached over the table and gently patted Stefnee’s boa.

“Careful, please,” Stefnee told her, leaning away from Annie. “This cost a lot of money.”

“Is it real?” Zoe asked, her brown eyes curious.

“No.” Stefnee laughed. “I could not wear real fur on TV. My viewers would be furious. And the station.”

Lauren relaxed slightly. 

“So, Lauren, I was thinking that your cupcakes with my name on them would be a wonderful match!”

“Excuse me?” Lauren stared at her.

“Brrt?” Annie had settled back in her seat.

“Shouldn’t Lauren’s name be on her cupcakes?” Zoe pointed out.  

“Brrt,” Annie agreed. 

“That’s a cute idea,” Stefnee replied. “But does Lauren have name recognition?”

“Yes,” Zoe said stoutly. 

Lauren smiled at her cousin. Zoe had always been her biggest cheerleader.

“Perhaps in this small town.” Stefnee’s gaze swept toward the large glass window which looked out onto the street, and the local shops. “But I can promote your treats on my show. Everyone will want to order them because they’re associated with me.”

“Will anyone know I baked them?” Lauren asked.

“Of course.” Stefnee gave her a big smile. “I can have you on the show, introduce you, and we can even shoot a segment right here.” Her hand waved in the air, indicating the pale lemon walls, and pine chairs and tables. “This interior is so cute, especially with that big pink cupcake hanging on the wall.”

“I made that when I was exploring string-art.” Zoe gazed at the huge swirl of threaded frosting on top of the cake, then focused back on Stefnee. “And you could show off the mugs I made as well, with Annie’s portrait on them.”

“Brrt!” Annie keenly looked at Stefnee.

“You must show me,” Stefnee answered. 

“This is my latest.” Zoe hurried to the counter and picked up a white piece of pottery. “See, I’ve painted Annie’s picture on them, and she’s looking at one of Lauren’s cupcakes.”

“That is so sweet.” Stefnee snatched the mug and studied it, her gaze flickering from the artwork to Annie, and back again, her eyes shrewd. “Not a bad likeness.”

“I sell them for fifteen dollars each,” Zoe told her. 

“And we also use them in here when customers order coffee,” Lauren added.

“This is even better,” Stefnee told them. “We can sell both your cupcakes and these mugs on the show and make a killing!”

“How exactly are you going to do that?” Lauren crinkled her brow. “How would people receive the cupcakes?”

“Oh, you could send them out via mail order, or have them come here to pick them up,” Stefnee told her breezily. “Or the customers can come to the studio to get their order.”

“How many cupcakes would Lauren have to bake?” Zoe enquired.

“Brrt!” Yes!

“A couple hundred per day, to start with.”

Lauren’s mouth parted. 

“Huh.” Zoe tapped her cheek.

“Problem?” Stefnee arched one perfectly shaped brow.

“I already make three different varieties each day,” Lauren replied. “Maybe two dozen of each, depending on how busy we are.”

“Then it won’t take you much extra time to make more,” Stefnee blithely informed her. 

“There’s also the frosting,” Lauren added. “I’d have to make a ton of frosting for so many cupcakes, and decorate them.”

“Yeah, even with me helping, we’ll have to work extra hours,” Zoe told her. “We also have customers to serve here.”

“But this is your chance to shine, Lauren.” Stefnee’s blue eyes homed in on her. “Don’t you want everyone in Sacramento – and beyond – to find out how good your cupcakes are?” 

“Well, yes,” Lauren admitted. It had been one of her dreams that one day a lot of people would enjoy her treats. But she’d also been content baking for her customers, working with Zoe and Annie in the café, and spending time with her boyfriend Mitch. As well as solving the occasional murder – although Zoe seemed to enjoy that part of their life more than Lauren. 

“And Zoe, don’t you want everyone to know about your pottery mugs?”

“Well, yes,” Zoe echoed her cousin.

“And Annie, don’t you want everyone to see what a pretty cat you are?” Stefnee tapped the feline’s portrait on the mug.

“Brrp.” Well, yes.

“I’m offering you the perfect business opportunity,” Stefnee proclaimed. “All you have to do is get up a little earlier in the morning for your extra baking. It’s no big deal. Why, I get up at five a.m. every day!”
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“WE GET UP AT SIX-THIRTY every day,” Zoe grumbled when Stefnee left. 

“I know,” Lauren agreed, although sometimes Zoe got up a little later than that. She made up for it by getting ready in a hurry.

“I hope we haven’t missed seeing Iris’s garden on TV,” Zoe continued. “She must be thrilled.”

“Brrt!” Annie agreed. She ambled back to her cat bed.

“It would be good for everyone to see my pottery mugs. With Annie’s portrait on them,” Zoe added in a rush. “And of course, your cupcakes. What do you think? Should we take Stefnee up on her offer?”

“I’m not sure,” Lauren replied. “Will you need to make extra mugs?”

“Why didn’t I think to ask her?” Zoe tsked at herself. “I’ll call her now.” She dug her phone out of her jeans’ pocket and paused. “I don’t have her number.”

“Neither do I.”

After Stefnee said she’d give Lauren a couple of days to think it over, she’d left. Without any way of contacting her.

“Stefnee didn’t mention money,” Zoe said thoughtfully. “Now I’m getting businessy with these mugs, and you’re businessy with the cupcakes, we need to think about that stuff.”

“Yes, we do.” Lauren was slightly amused. She was businessy every month when she went over the books and paid Zoe and Ed. She’d inherited the café and the next-door Victorian cottage from her Gramms, and had quit her office job in Sacramento, moving herself and Annie to the small northern Californian town of Gold Leaf Valley. When Zoe had arrived to help temporarily, which had turned into permanently, she’d moved in with them.

“If I’m going to make an extra two hundred cupcakes per day, I’ll have to get up earlier,” Lauren remarked. “It will take a while to bake that many, even with my big oven. Plus all that frosting ...”

“I can help with decorating them,” Zoe offered brightly. “I love your frosting. So smooth and creamy, but light. And not too sugary, but just delicious.”

“Thanks.” Lauren smiled. 

“I know I’m not as good as you when it comes to swirling the buttercream over the cupcakes, but you know I’ll try my best.”

“I know.” 

“Brrt?” Annie called out.

“I know you’d love to help.” Lauren walked over to her fur baby. “But—”

“Cats aren’t allowed in the café kitchen.” Zoe pointed to the swinging doors behind the counter. “Only in our cottage kitchen.” 

“Brrp.” Annie’s lower lip jutted out slightly. 

“I haven’t decided whether to take up Stefnee on her offer,” Lauren told Annie. “It would mean getting up a lot earlier and spending more time in here.” 

“You could supervise from here,” Zoe told the Norwegian Forest Cat, “and boss us around.”

“Brrt.” Annie sat up straighter in her basket, looking pleased at the idea. 

A knock on the door interrupted their conversation. 

“What’s the time?” Lauren glanced at her practical white wristwatch. “It’s quarter to ten!”

“Oops.” Zoe hurried to the door and unlocked it. 

“Everything okay?” Their friend Martha barreled in, pushing her rolling walker.

“Brrt!” Annie ran from her basket and leaped onto the seat of the walker. “Brrt!” Look at me!

“Hi, cutie pie.” Martha winked at the feline. “Where should I sit today?”

“Brrt.” This way.

Annie directed Martha to a four-seater near the counter. Lauren and Zoe followed. Annie loved leading customers to the table she chose for them – and the customers enjoyed it, too.

“You usually don’t open late,” the curly gray-haired senior told them as she plonked herself down on a chair. Annie jumped from the walker to the seat next to her friend. 

“You’ll never guess who was in here,” Zoe told her. “Stefnee Whimpress from that breakfast TV show, Stop Yawning, Sacramento.” 

“I love that show.” Martha grinned. “And you’ll never guess, because Iris’s garden is going to be on it tomorrow.”

“We know,” Lauren and Zoe replied at the same time.

“Brrt!”

Martha looked downcast. “How did you find out?”

“Stefnee told us this morning. But she didn’t say when your segment would be on,” Lauren said. 

“We can’t wait to see it on TV,” Zoe added. “Is Iris going to be in it?” Iris was a friend of Martha’s with limited mobility, but her garden gave her great joy.

“They filmed her,” Martha told them. “And interviewed her. They swore us to secrecy until now. I hope she’ll be in it, otherwise she’ll be disappointed.”

“That’s understandable.” Lauren nodded. 

“You girls make sure you watch it tomorrow.” Martha glanced at each of them in turn.

“We will,” Lauren and Zoe promised.

“Brrt!”

Martha ordered her usual hot chocolate crammed with lots of tiny pink and white marshmallows, and finally decided on a blueberry crumble cupcake. 

“But you didn’t tell me why Stefnee was here this morning.” Martha looked at Lauren. “I know! Stefnee found out about your cupcakes and wanted to order a hundred.”

“Something like that,” Lauren murmured.

“Really?” Martha’s eyes widened.

“Stefnee wants to go into business with Lauren,” Zoe informed her. “And me. With my pottery mugs.”

“You two will be rich and famous in no time.” Martha grinned.
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THE NEXT MORNING, LAUREN, Annie, and Zoe got up at their usual time.

After a quick shower and an even quicker breakfast, Lauren joined Annie and Zoe on their recently acquired pink sofa. They’d covered the old blue sofa in a matching pink slip cover.

“Brrt?” Annie looked at her. 

“We’re going to watch TV this morning to see Iris’s garden,” she told her. 

“Yeah.” Zoe nodded. “All those gnomes live in it – remember, Annie?”

“Brrt!” Yes! Annie pressed her paw on the remote, turning on the TV.

“Look, there’s Stefnee.” Zoe pointed to the woman on the screen. Her hair and makeup looked just as immaculate in the TV studio as it had in the café yesterday.

The next shot showed them Iris’s garden.

“I hope Iris is watching,” Lauren murmured. She admired their friend’s flowers: pink hibiscus, golden buttercups, and blue lilac, the gnomes peeking out from behind flowering shrubs. 

“They’re the ones we bought her!” Zoe jumped up. “See, Annie?” A gnome wearing navy trousers and a red jacket, and his friend wearing
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