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(A Dana Sweet Cozy Mystery, Book 10)

Murder strikes again in the small town of Berry Cove. Dana Sweet, a part time mystery riddles blogger who inherited the Cozy Cupcakes Café from her late grandmother, is once again drawn into a strange murder with a bizarre twist. 

The search is on for the next celebrity baker! All eyes and cameras are on the small town of Berry Cove when the crew comes in to film an episode of The Annual Chocolate Bake-Off Competition. As Dana gears up to enter her famous Chocolate Chip Cupcakes in the televised reality contest, she has no idea that murder would be on the plate when a womanizing celebrity judge, who happens to be a renowned chef, is found dead on the set.
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“One of the best things in life...warm chocolate chip cupcakes.”

-  Dana Sweet

Cozy Cupcakes Café Quote of the Day

––––––––
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“OH, THERE YOU ARE,” Madge Kimble, the producer of The Annual Chocolate Bake-Off Competition, said as she sauntered over to Dana’s table in the studio, stepping over cables on the floor. “Mmm, your chocolate chip cupcakes smell delicious,” she continued. She inhaled a deep breath and took in the sweet aroma of rich chocolate, vanilla and cinnamon that permeated the air.

The producers were about to film Dana’s segment for the show that would be aired in the fall as a reality series. Four other bakers had already filmed their segment. Each contestant was a popular café owner in their small town. Dana was proud to represent Berry Cove in the annual reality competition. 

“Thanks,” Dana said. Her belly did a gymnastic flip as her nerves knotted up. 

“You’re not nervous, are you?” she asked, holding a brown clipboard to her chest, as if she could read Dana’s mind—or body language.

Dana’s heartbeat pounded like a base drum in her throat. Sweat beaded on her forehead. “Of course not.”

“Good.” Madge looked concerned. “We’re going to be filming your part in a little while. Just wanted to check on a few things.”

Katie stood by the far side a few feet away, giving Dana an encouraging thumbs up. 

Dana gave her an appreciative smile—albeit a nervous one. She tried to swallow the lump in her throat but it just wouldn’t go down.

Dang those nerves of hers. 

She was grateful to have her cousin there for support. Dana glanced around. The studio was busy as sin. There were people everywhere and yet when her segment was done, viewers would think that she was alone in the kitchen. She never realized how many people were on camera sets working behind the scenes to make things go smoothly. There were people in dark clothing standing behind tall cameras on dollies and people operating the studio lights, people with clipboards walking back and forth with headsets with microphones secured on their heads. Dana had already been given her microphone by the sound crew that was attached to her apron.

She’d been used to the tall glass buildings in New York’s business district when she worked in a prestigious ad agency. She even felt cozy in the little Victorian home her grandmother left to her in the will, along with the Cozy Cupcakes Café. She loved spending time in the kitchen at the Café with the scent of cake mixture, vanilla, sugar in creamy butter batter and the scrumptious taste of freshly baked vanilla-based cupcakes topped with dreamy whipped frosting in various flavors. She loved the scent and taste of the freshly brewed coffee and the sounds of chatter and cutlery scraping plates in the café’s dining room. That felt like home to her.

But this? 

Being in a studio filming a segment for a reality baking competition was nothing like being at the café, or anything she was used to. 

This was a different slice of cake altogether. 

The glaring studio lights made her skin perspire. The daunting experience of having huge television studio cameras focused on her was overwhelming. 

The make-up artist, Fleura, kept dabbing Dana’s face to take off the moisture. Fleura wore a make-up artist apron tied around her waist with a variety of different make-up brushes, blushers, cosmetics, nail files, eyebrow scissors, and fingernail clippers in the pockets of the black apron. Talk about being well-prepared.

Fleura continued to fuss around Dana, fixing up her hair.

“Do you really use everything in your apron on the set?” Dana asked Fleura.

“Oh these?” Fleura pointed to her gear. “I use different brushes for different things. These are for touch ups,” she pulled out a few items, “blusher brushes, air brushers, lip brushes, tweezers, scissors...”

“Why the tiny scissors?”

“It helps give people a nice polished look on their eyebrows. We use it with the eyebrow brush to shape and trim.”

“Really?”

“Yes, really.”

“Cool.”

“Your eyebrows look just fine, so don’t worry.” Fleura smiled.

“Thanks.”

“As I said before,” Madge continued the conversation while Fleura continued with Dana. “You already have the luscious cupcakes in the oven. The timer will go off soon and you’ll have five minutes tops to prep your ingredients so the viewers can see what you did to make those lovely cupcakes of yours. Then they’ll see the finished product. We’re just going to film you whipping up your magical ingredients, then you’ll look into the camera and tell everyone what you’re doing as you spoon the mixture into the cupcake tin. Then your timer should go off and you will bring out the cupcakes. At that point, Chef Markrod will come out and will sample your cupcake and tell you what he thinks. Got that?”

Dana drew in a deep breath and nodded. “Right, got it.” Not.

Her heart pounded in her throat.

Okay, her customers at the Cozy Cupcakes Café told her how much they enjoyed her Chocolate Chip Cupcakes of the week and how tasty and succulent the cakes were, topped high with creamy whipped frosting which accentuated the tasty chocolate chips in the vanilla-based cupcake. But what if the famous Chef Markrod hated it? What if he shamed her on national television?

Good heavens, Dana! Stop with the overanalyzing everything to death. You’ll send yourself to an early grave. Just enjoy the moment and do your best.

Okay, the self-pep talk wasn’t helping. 

“Diva Chef is at it again,” A studio executive said, walking near to where Dana stood.

“What now?” another executive asked.

“He’s an ass. Making all these crazy demands. He’s getting worse. This season he’s more brutal.”

“’Well he’s got that harassment case going on, remember?”

“You mean three harassment cases. There’re lot of women coming out of the woodwork. That guy really got around. Well, he dug his own hole.”

“He’s a wreck. I hear the studio execs want to shut him down and drop his lazy butt, but the R word is saving him.”

“The R word?”

“Ratings, baby. He gets ratings.” The two then walked off.

The chef really had a lot on his mind, Dana thought. She hoped it wouldn’t have an effect on his judging ability.

The nerves in her belly were doing an Olympic somersault thing again worthy of a gold medal. 

Could she really pull this off? What if she started to sweat again like a pig on a hot summer day-right there on camera as the film rolled? Goodness, she’d be a viral internet sensation—in a bad way. 

What was she thinking? She let Katie talk her into doing this. Katie was the former stage actress, not Dana. She should be up there, not Dana.

Okay, deep breath, Dana. You can do it. Take a moment to relax. There’s nothing to it.

Just then Madge got a beep on her cell phone. She seemed a bit annoyed at first. Dana couldn’t help but glance at the name on the screen. It read Markrod. Was that the Chef Markrod on the phone?

It was a text message: I NEED YOU NOW. PRONTO.

Madge sighed heavily, a slight grin curved the corner of her lips. “I’m sorry Dana, I’ll just be a minute. I have to um...see the boss.”

“Sure thing. I’ll be right here.”

Fleura looked stunned for a moment then continued to fuss with Dana’s hair, brushing the loose strands off her face.

Just then Katie stepped across the floor cables from the TV cameras and walked over to Dana.

“I’m sorry but you can’t go there. We’ll be filming soon,” one of the assistant directors called out to Katie.

“Sorry, I’ll just be a second,” Katie said.

“Katie, what are you doing?” Dana asked as Katie inched closer to her.

“Here, take this. You’re nervous.” Katie handed Dana a cupcake keychain with a mini baking set attached and the engraved words: Grandma. You make life sweet. Dana’s eyes misted. 

“That was Grandma Rae’s keychain,” Dana said.

“Yes, I know it was, and it’s always been a good luck charm, remember? This always helps me whenever I feel nervous going into an interview. I know this is your first time on TV.”

“You’re such a sweetie, Katie. Thank you.”

“No problem.” Katie looked around excitedly. “Not that you’ll need much luck. I mean you are the luckiest girl in town. You’re going to actually spend time on camera with Chef Markrod,” she squealed.

“Katie, he’s just a chef.”

“Just a chef?” Katie fanned herself. “He’s not just any chef. He’s so hot. I met him at a convention last year. Hot, hot, hot. He gave me his autograph.”

“Well, I saw him a couple days ago on set, yelling his heart out at that poor contestant. He seems really moody if you ask me,” Dana said in a low voice.

“He was probably just having a bad day. Wouldn’t you? Especially if the tabloids kept digging up dirt and smearing your business all over the front page.”

“I guess.”

“Anyway, catch you later. Break a leg.”

“Thanks,” Dana replied, her eyes still moist with emotion. What was she worried about? He was just a chef, right? But the chef really did have a lot on his mind. Self-inflicted drama or not, his mind must be a mess. 

Dana hoped and prayed he didn’t take it out on her while judging her cupcakes. 

Still, Katie was right. The kitchen stove might be getting hot right now, but not half as hot as Chef Markrod. He was the world-renowned pastry chef and restaurateur who had won countless industry awards. He just got over a PR scandal after getting one of his former assistants pregnant. She’d sued him and won. He was also a bit of a ladies man—a “playboy culinary prince” as the tabloids dubbed him. 

He’d since cleaned up his act and his agent got him a new contract and a new show where contestants vie for a million dollar prize. How to prepare tasty baked treats in less than five minutes—not counting the baking time, of course. So all Dana had to do was show her stuff. She’d rehearsed this a million times with Katie and Inga, the baker, at Cozy Cupcakes Café. 

Their entrée for the contest would be the scrumptious chocolate chip cupcakes. The theme for this year’s competition was Chocolate but Dana didn’t just want to go with a chocolate fudge cupcake as she’d originally planned. 

“Sorry about that,” Dana said as she turned her attention back to Fleura. Dana dabbed her eyes with the back of her hand.

“Hey, no worries,” Fleura said with a warm smile. She grabbed a tissue from a dispenser on her make-up apron and handed it to Dana.

“Thanks,” Dana said, “Is there anything you don’t carry in there? I could use a kitchen sink right about now,” she grinned.

Fleura grinned back and shook her head. “Hey, it’s no worries. I know what it’s like to lose something so dear to you. That was nice of your cousin to give you the good luck charm from your grandma. You guys are close?”

“Very. It’s nice to have family. You must miss yours being so far away from home.”

“I do,” Fleura said, longingly, “but my fiancé’s here though. So it’s not so bad.”

“Your fiancé?”

Fleura smiled. “Not too many people know this yet, but...”

Just then the security guard walked by the table. “That does smell good. Those chocolate chip cupcakes are
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