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            Book Description

          

        

      

    

    
      The successful launch of Yolanda’s Yummery in the trendy Brentwood area of Los Angeles has Yolanda Carter working seven days a week. Her delicious desserts are garnering many repeat customers and in just a few weeks the adjoining Beverage Bar will be opening. She’s involved in a budding romance with sophisticated British tea baron, Nigel Garvey.

      

      The mystery involves Captain Angus, a regular homeless customer who disappears. Clues point toward Yolanda being involved in foul play. Lead investigator Detective Churchill thinks she’s a murderer, along with her best friend, Teagan Mishkin.

      

      Will Yolanda’s name be cleared, and can those bestselling Magical Cakes of Love save her and the yummery?

      

      Includes two new recipes!
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            Preface

          

        

      

    

    
      Formerly known as Magical Cakes of Love, this second book in the series is a genuine cozy mystery. While the Magical Cakes of Love are still a featured item at Yolanda’s Yummery, the magical secret ingredient that was touted in all the books is no longer part of the plot. There is no paranormal angle, although this series still fits into the genre of a sweet romance/cozy mystery.

      

      Since beginning this series back in 2014, I’ve learned a lot more about baking. I was able to test out various recipes and a couple of years later I became so obsessed with macarons that I ended up writing not one but two cookbooks about these lovely French pastries. However, in the former edition of this book, the only recipe I managed to give out was a lemon coconut oats energy bar recipe. I’ve since scrapped that and have gone with a recipe for chocolate energy bars and Valencia orange cupcakes with buttercream frosting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Tuesday, early June

          

        

      

    

    
      “I still can’t tell whether it’s the middle of the night or the middle of the morning,” said Yolanda Carter, the owner of Yolanda’s Yummery. She was addressing BB Gustafson, the plump young assistant pastry chef who had just been let inside the bakery’s front door. Beneath the cupcake shaped clock that read 3:01, the younger employee was smiling, and the froth of curly ash blonde hair was tied back with a pink ribbon that matched her T-shirt. Her heart-shaped face was aglow with the warmth of her upbeat personality as she giggled at Yolanda’s statement.

      “You’re right, I can’t tell either!” In the parking lot behind her were a few cars and trucks beneath one of the tall light poles. Mist glistened on the vehicles surfaces and kept the asphalt shiny in the three-hour-old Tuesday morning. Inside the bright and warm yummery, the mixing of the ingredients would commence, and the Magical Cakes of Love would be baked along with dozens of cookies, brownies, and cupcakes.

      All wasn’t quiet in the yummery as next door the empty storefront was three weeks away from being turned into the Beverage Bar. The nonalcoholic assortment of drinks would range from imported coffees and teas to smoothies, malts, shakes and ice cream sodas. From ten at night to six in the morning, the once quiet store to the west was now a-clatter with whining buzz saws, lots of hammering and pounding, and assorted construction noises. The man in charge was Gil Resnick, general building contractor, and his team of two younger carpenters: Lance Norton and Pepe Menendez.

      Gil strode into the yummery through the open area the size of a large double door and called out, “Morning, ladies! Nice of you sweeties to join us!”

      “Morning, Gil. Coffee will be ready in a minute.” Yolanda hid her grimace at the loud noises and voice she encountered the instant she arrived every morning after her twenty-five-minute drive from her home in Sherman Oaks. She was of average height and had extra weight on her hips that wouldn’t go away, even when she was working in the kitchen over twelve hours a day. The young woman had warm hazel eyes and long chestnut brown hair pulled back into a ponytail.

      BB’s smile was unwavering as she greeted the boisterous chief of construction. “Hey, Gil,” was her meager contribution to the conversation as she was shy around men, especially such a tall, rangy man with leering indigo eyes. A man old enough to be her father and wearing a wedding band. Off limits, BB’s mama would have said.

      BB went into the small employee’s lounge at the back of the kitchen. Eight lockers lined part of a wall, and a perky yellow table and four matching chairs were on the opposite side. Colorful pegs stuck in the wall sported the employees’ aprons and jackets. BB always found the room quiet as it was the furthest spot away from the hubbub of a busy bakery, or as it was always referred to as the yummery due to all the sugary goodies found within the new Brentwood store.

      BB looked at the large two-burner commercial coffee maker and the glass decanter was dark with the rich Fair Trade roast Costa Rican coffee guaranteed to wake up any sleepy employee or customer. Oops, she had better not even think the word customer as Yolanda called anyone who walked through the front door an appreciated guest. BB liked that term the instant she heard it, which happened to be last Monday. She was interviewed on Monday, began work on Tuesday, and today began her second week on the job. It was a whirlwind for the teenager who had only arrived in Los Angeles in mid-May. The big city was a two-day drive from Clarktown, Oklahoma.

      After putting her purse and knapsack in a locker, she pulled out her notebook and pen, tied on her pink apron, and went into the back of the store where the current beverage area was wedged between the curved glass cases that showed off the colorful array of baked goods. Everyone had his or her own coffee mug with the logo. It was part of the welcome package each employee received. She had been delighted to open the pink canvas tote bag and find the mug along with two T-shirts, an apron and some lotion and soap made by Heather Hathaway’s Lotions & More. Heather Hathaway was a friend of Yolanda’s who also got her start in the kitchen making lotions from scratch.

      BB took charge and poured everyone’s coffee. Chubby Pepe with the incredibly thick jet-black hair and a goatee, shyly approached her; she felt her face flush, her arm shook, and she concentrated on keeping the pot steady. He sniffed the steaming hot contents and gave her a big toothsome grin. “Thank you amiga,” he said. “You make very good coffee.”

      “Thank you but I just added it to the machine,” she patted the surface. “It does all the work.” She smiled; her dimpled chin and cheeks making her look even younger than her eighteen years.

      “Speaking of which,” said Yolanda as she added a sugar cube to her morning coffee. “Let’s get bakin’!”

      She and BB gave each other a high five. “You learn fast, sister,” said Yolanda. “Just like Rita.”

      BB smiled and nodded. “Thanks. From what you told me, Rita sounded really neat.”

      “She was – and a natural baker like us. She learned to bake when she was a kid. She never went to culinary school. Too bad her husband was transferred to Germany. But that’s life in the army--never know where you’ll be stationed.”

      Yolanda sighed, remembering how much fun it was to work with Rita, who was in her mid-thirties and had a daughter in high school. Rita had a maturity that allowed her to effortlessly give and take orders. Even in the three months she worked there, she had relied on the woman’s common sense in helping run the yummery from dealing with appreciated guests to the vendors and staff members.

      While BB was brilliant in the kitchen, she was so naïve about people that she almost gave Captain Angus her last dollar when he showed up, reeking of cheap booze mixed with tobacco and Eau de Body Odor. The thought of slipping him some cupcake shaped soap, the only kind Yolanda carried in the Gift Corner, was tempting but she didn’t want to alienate him. After all, he was a paying appreciated guest. Even if he picked coins out of fountains and off the street and panhandled the paper money. Although impoverished, he had feelings. Old Captain Angus was “bad off,” as Teagan Mishkin, her longtime friend and the yummery’s perky part time counter girl, had once commented. The captain had a crush on Teagan, who worked a few evenings and weekends as an exotic dancer at the Wicked Fun Gentlemen’s Club. Teagan was extremely interested in being seen and went out to auditions for acting and modeling parts. Her biggest goal was to marry or live with a rich man, but she was currently between multi-millionaires.

      The hammering and banging noises began as soon as the three men returned to the future Beverage Bar, but the commercial Hobart mixers that mixed and whipped the day’s sweets and treats would drown out the annoying construction sounds. Yolanda opened her recipe box that she kept locked in her office and pulled out an old-fashioned lined index card with the penciled in recipe for the new energy bars. It was the second day of the energy bar debut and yesterday’s batch of the gluten-free energy-based bars had sold out before noon. There were only two varieties, plain and chocolate chip, but she’d debuted with the right flavors.

      They diligently baked until six o’clock, making the batters for the Magical Cakes of Love including the featured flavor of the week: Valencia orange. The crate of Valencia oranges in the corner of the kitchen was reserved exclusively for the Valencia orange cupcakes, cookies, and Magical Cakes of Love. The juicer was being worked hard, and BB was getting very adept at zesting the peels for the topping.

      “Nothing like a citrusy way to start the day!” said Yolanda, gazing at the baked goods that would soon fill the cases. She glanced at the clock on the wall. “It’s already six o’clock! Break time!” Yolanda was a workaholic, but she knew when it was time to sit down and rest or go outside and breathe in the fresh morning air after a night of light rain.

      BB was putting all the trays showing off the bright orange bakery goods topped with the orange zest, into the walk-in refrigerator. There they would sit for about thirty minutes, cooling off before being placed in their final resting space: behind the super clean glass display cases where they’d be admired and then sold. The kitchen was filled with the aroma of sweet Valencia oranges and three noses from next door sniffed mightily as BB garnished the last cupcake with a sprinkle of fresh orange shavings. Gil was the first to knock on the side of the double door in progress, a mere formality, and walk into the kitchen to see the abundance of the day’s goodies.

      “Lookin’ good! Can I buy an orange cupcake?” Gil asked.

      “Not for sale now! And I think maybe Lance and Pepe might like one too?” Yolanda was approaching the tray that was on the stainless steel table near the walk-in refrigerator. Gil pulled out his wallet and Yolanda smiled and shook her head. “Free first cupcakes of the day policy.” She paused as Gil picked up two cupcakes and passed them to his employees and grabbed a third for himself.

      “Go on, BB, you made these.” Yolanda grinned and watched as around her the cupcakes were consumed in a matter of seconds. Lance had an orange mustache until he licked it away after Pepe pointed it out. BB chuckled. “Thanks, Yolanda.” She took one off the tray and had a small bite.

      “Next time we do this flavor we should make these filled with an orange vanilla frosting…” Yolanda looked at the cupcakes, picked up the tray, and headed towards the fridge. “Yeah, this is giving me an idea…”

      “Uh oh,” BB joked when she saw her boss walking into the cooler like a sleepwalker.

      “Well, time to pack up and call it a night,” said Lance, looking at BB with a wide grin, removing his white hardhat to reveal coppery hair tied back in a ponytail. “How late are you working, BB?”

      BB glanced at the older man’s snug and faded jeans clinging to his muscular legs and the blue tank top showing off his strong chest and arms. Oh, he looked so good… “I’m here ‘til noon or so,” she didn’t want to appear too interested in the good-looking dude.

      Yolanda snapped out of her recipe-induced trance when she briskly stepped out of the fridge and closed the door behind her. “I think maybe eleven thirty because Teagan will be in then.” She noted how he was preening for BB.

      “I think it’s supposed to be about seventy degrees and partly sunny—a good day to go to the beach…”

      BB looked awkwardly at Lance. “Yeah, sounds great.”

      “Awesome, gotta go down to Hermosa and catch the waves. Later, dudes!” He threw the liner into the trashcan. Lance went into the half-finished store to pick up his lunch tote and tool belt, hanging it over one shoulder as he turned and waved, heading for the back door. “See ya later!” The door closed behind him and a minute later BB noticed his red Toyota RAV4 screeching out of the parking lot onto San Vicente Boulevard and sighed as it disappeared from her line of vision.

      “I guess he doesn’t want to go out with me.”

      “He’s just put in a full night’s work, BB. He probably wants to surf, have breakfast, and get some sleep,” Yolanda said. “But it could be in any order!”

      BB was slumping as she and Yolanda headed for the break room. “That’s true. He’s night shift, I’m day shift. Maybe his next job will be day shift and we can go out then.” She went to her locker and opened it.

      “Maybe,” Yolanda said as she went over to the table and sat down.

      “He sure is cute. And I kinda wanted to go to the beach with him. I never saw the ocean until I got here last month.”

      Yolanda stared at her for a couple of seconds. “It seems so strange, but I guess being in the middle of Oklahoma makes sense. I grew up seeing the ocean all the time in Laguna Beach.”

      Yolanda’s parents lived in Laguna Beach where Frederick Carter was a glassblower who created hand blown creations. His cake stands were sold in the yummery and in his private studio. He also made cookie jars, glasses, and jewelry. Formerly a top-selling realtor, he now supported himself and her mother with his artistry. Her mother taught Pilates and owned Abby’s Batik Creations, another artistic endeavor where she created unique silk and cotton fabric designs.

      Last year, Yolanda was up against Freeze N Bake, an established company that dealt with “fresh, frozen products” that were sold in supermarkets and later heated up in the oven by the consumer. Their ingredients were heavy on preservatives and cheap fillers and when they sponsored the Great Brownie Taste-off, Yolanda’s brownies competed against theirs. Due to her high quality, fresh ingredients, and baking skill, she won.

      During their early morning break, BB returned her notebook and pen to her locker, having written down more recipes and instructions, and read a chapter of a romance novel. Yolanda went for a walk around the perimeter of the Brentwood Grove Shoppes mini mall. She was always trying to whittle away those extra pounds that stubbornly clung to her hips. Walking around that early June morning and seeing the blossoming purple jacaranda flowers on the trees made her realize how fortunate she was to live there. She couldn’t imagine living so far inland like the small town in Oklahoma where BB was born and raised.

      Just before the store opened at seven o’clock, she admired the sparkling clean curved glass cases that showed the colorful creations. The Magical Cakes of Love were the first products the customer saw--smaller than normal nine or ten-inch round cakes that most bakeries carried. Yolanda baked the signature cakes in six-inch round pans, enough for one or two people. As the special was Valencia orange, there were dozens of those lovely orange cakes along with decadent chocolate, fancy vanilla buttercream, red velvet, and summer strawberry. In the next display case was the choice of brownies, which ranged from the prizewinning plain to those filled with chopped California walnuts or topped with a rich German chocolate frosting, the peanut butter brownie, or the new chocolate fudge mint brownie.

      As soon as an appreciated guest entered Yolanda’s Yummery, the Gift Corner was to their left. A spiral clothes rack featured colorful aprons, T-shirts, and tank tops bearing the cute logo. Shelves behind the clothes rack boasted a half dozen colored and transparent glass pedestal cake and cupcake stands with domed lids.

      On the middle glass shelf sat four rows of bottles, advertising Heather Hathaway’s Lotions & More ~ The Yolanda’s Yummery Collection. Each fragrance had a small tester size available. There were also some realistic looking cupcake-shaped soaps in bakery aromas and pastel colors.

      Along the right-hand wall were eight round white metal tables, each with four matching chairs around them. They lined the wall from back to front on the other side of the cookies and cupcakes display case. The striped cushions matched the pastel pink, lemon yellow, and sea foam green wallpaper.

      In the grayish light of the morning, Yolanda noticed the arrival of the cars and the people who got out of them and headed for the yummery. Outside the front door stood Jeannie Stanton, a tall brown and silver haired woman wearing a yellow headband that matched her shirt. She clutched a pink Yolanda’s Yummery tote bag. Yolanda smiled and unlocked the door, letting the older woman in. “Good morning, Jeannie,” she said warmly.

      Jeannie stepped inside and inhaled deeply. “Good morning, Yolanda, it smells heavenly in here.” She looked up and saw BB walking in holding a tray of cupcakes. “Good morning, BB!”

      BB greeted the woman with a big smile “Hey, Jeannie! Great to see you!”

      “So glad to be here. Let me just put my bag away and I’ll help you stock up the goodies and get the coffee and tea ready!” She hurried into the kitchen behind the striped curtain that BB had just shut to show that the business was about to open. It was a thin privacy barrier between the staff and the appreciated guests.

      After the coffee pots were filled and the hot water dispenser heated up, the yummery was open for business. Jeannie unlocked the door and handed Yolanda her keys and all three employees were happy to let in almost a dozen appreciated guests.

      Al and Hilda Goldberg led the way, the senior citizens sporting matching black and white designer tracksuits and spotless cross trainers. He was the same petite size as his wife and his baseball cap hid his hairless head. Hilda had abundant champagne blonde curls that framed her well made-up face. Al went over to the counter in front of the cash register located between the two main display cases. In his hand was his platinum bankcard, which he passed to his wife. “Morning, ladies. Two cupcakes, please. One chocolate. And the healthier vanilla one.”

      “Now, dear, you know that dark chocolate is quite healthy as it’s filled with antioxidants. I saw it on PBS, so it must be true,” said Hilda.

      “And sugar,” he said, looking at Yolanda. “Right, Yolanda?”

      Yolanda smiled as she removed the first two cupcakes of the day with a wax paper tissue and carefully added them to a small, handled box that sported the yummery’s logo. “Both types of cupcakes contain some organic sugar. We use seventy-one percent cacao chocolate so there’s not that much sugar.”

      Hilda elbowed her husband in the ribs. “See?” she said in her honking New York accent. “What did I tell ya? Not that much sugar. So go on, be an old fart and say no to chocolate. Me, I’m never gonna say no to chocolate!”

      Al patted his stomach, standing straighter as he did so, and unzipped his jacket. His white shirt was tucked into his warm-up pants. He pivoted so that anyone within view could see his trim midsection. Then he reached over and patted her stomach, which protruded noticeably. “Well, who here has the flat tummy?”

      A woman in a tan suit paired with a black blouse stepped toward the cookie and cupcake area past the couple. Lydia Sloan’s brown hair was swept back into a bun and smoky gray eye shadow emphasized her dark eyes, which contrasted with her pallid complexion. She smiled at the older couple. “I think you both look great.”

      “Hear that, wise guy?” Hilda said, thrusting her chest up and lifting her arms above her head. “And who can still touch her toes?” She reached forward with her arms and swiftly bent over until her fingertips touched the tops of her shoes.

      There was a smattering of applause, most of it from behind the counter. Jeannie grinned. “Now that’s impressive.”

      BB and Yolanda both chimed in with their approval. “Gosh, Mrs. Goldberg, I wish I could do that,” BB said.

      Hilda had slowly risen to her full four feet eleven inches; her face flushed almost the same shade as her burgundy lips. “My goodness, dearie, you’re still a child, of course you can.”

      A young couple dressed in business attire watched the proceedings and ambled over to gaze at the Magical Cakes of Love in the front display case. Yolanda went over and consulted with them.

      “Excuse me, but can I get my usual fancy vanilla buttercream cupcake and a small coffee?” Lydia asked.

      Lydia’s voice had an edge to it that motivated Jeannie to wait on her even faster than usual and BB quickly went over to the coffee maker and poured the freshly brewed beverage, covering it with a plastic lid.

      The Goldbergs left the yummery amidst a hearty chorus of goodbyes and well wishes for a good day. Lydia ducked out after them just as a tall woman in
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