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      Do you like your romance sweet...and heavy on the chocolate? "The Great Brownie Taste-off" is the first book in the Yolanda's Yummery Cozy Mystery series. Yolanda Carter is a self-taught baker who dreams of owning her own bakery, a/k/a yummery. Employed at a small cat shelter, she stumbles across a scheme that threatens to close it down. Will her delicious brownies save them?

      

      Includes the winning brownie recipe.
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      The Yolanda’s Yummery series began as a fluke. It was supposed to contain a few sweet romance novels. When I wrote the second book, I thought that a cozy mystery was far more interesting to write. After that, the other books fell squarely into the sweet romance/cozy mystery genres. The problem began with the titles. Anytime the word love is seen, people assume it’s a romance. The covers with their uniform pink backgrounds didn’t dissuade anyone from that notion.

      The series ended up consisting of four books. The least likely to be categorized as a cozy is this one, and the title remains the same: The Great Brownie Taste-off. Although classified as a sweet romance, for those who have read the book, the sweetness was more attributable to what Yolanda baked rather than the relationship she had with her boyfriend, Zac Field. In this version, the bond between them is a little different.

      Meanwhile, I wrote more dessert cookbooks. This year, I returned to the Southern California yummery. I fixed the main problem of the magic ingredient – I removed it because it didn’t seem like a necessary addition.

      As for Yolanda Carter, the protagonist of this book series, she learns what happens when you imagine having your own bakery. How did she manage to get the yummery that she dreamed about for many years? Read on and find out!
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      Yolanda Carter took a bite of the red velvet cupcake. The swirl of sweet and tangy cream cheese frosting dissolved in her mouth, followed by the rich chocolaty goodness of the cupcake. Yes, this batch was just fine, but a smattering of sprinkles would help the cupcakes stand out even more. Sprinkles were always good to have when bringing in cupcakes for Fun Food Friday. Employees and volunteers loved the tradition of sharing different types of food every week. It had been going on at the Crown Street Cat Shelter for years, and Yolanda was always happy to bring in her freshly baked cookies, cupcakes, layer cakes, or brownies.

      Since it was February, but an appropriately gorgeous sunny day with temperatures promising to soar into the mid-80s, she thought that turquoise sprinkles would be a nice touch. She went over to the wooden spice rack that sat on her counter and found the sprinkles, which she gently shook on each swirled cupcake top. She loved that the rack had only decorations and her most used-and-loved vanilla and flavor extracts, rather than the twenty-four herbs and spices that had come with the housewarming present from her parents. Yolanda baked far more than she cooked; while she still had the standard spices, they were kept in the back of a cupboard at the far end of the kitchen. She’d shoved them next to some extra salt-and-pepper shaker sets she’d received as gifts years ago but hadn’t used.

      For a second, she admired the array of cupcakes sporting their perky blue buttons of sugar. A glance at the chalet-style cuckoo clock above the back door showed that she was running late. She swallowed the rest of the red velvet and placed the decorated cupcakes in the plastic carrier. Shouldn’t have this much sugar in the morning, she thought, knowing she’d have to be careful about what she ate the rest of the day.

      Yolanda was of average height and had an extra ten pounds on her hips that wouldn’t go away, even when she went for day-long canyon hikes or rode her bike countless miles along the beachside bike trails. She had warm hazel eyes and long chestnut hair pulled back into a ponytail. She wore baggy jeans she’d bought at a resale shop, pairing them with a purple batik shirt made by her artsy mother. Wearing comfortable clothing was necessary in her line of work.

      She thought about her upcoming day. Missy Wakefield, her boss, would be there, as would Sid, the new college student, along with a couple of volunteers. Tomorrow will be another Cat Adoption Day, so there was more work than usual. She had to make sure there were plenty of adoption forms and copies of the kitten-and-cat tips booklet. Yolanda was proud of the fact that she had helped her boss write the booklet and take cute photos of some cats and kittens to enhance it. She had grown up with cats and even a few dogs, and last year had adopted Miss Chef, a classic tuxedo cat with a white stripe down her face and a perpetually curved white smile. Her dainty white paws were always kept clean, and the stripe along the front of her body was groomed several times a day. Her official name was Miss Pastry Chef, but sometimes her name was shortened to Mischief. Once, Yolanda had left a cupcake on the coffee table in the living room, as she was going to have a snack while she watched Cupcake Battles. The cat had jumped up and devoured the sweet treat. She learned never to leave anything edible unattended after that.

      While she loved her job, especially being around a cast of approximately 175 cats and kittens 40 hours per week, she knew that earning just over minimum wage wasn’t going to get her the bakery that she envisioned. Not even if she scrimped and saved every dollar she earned. Start-up fees for a tiny bakery in Los Angeles County were very high—even if she opted for a location in Whittier or somewhere less expensive than Sherman Oaks.

      She picked up her pink-and-purple batik tote bag that was always filled with cat toys and packets of nutritious homemade cat treats. The four-legged residents staying at the shelter enjoyed eating her signature tuna and chicken treats.

      Inside the detached garage, she unlocked her car and put the carrier in the back seat of her old silver hatchback. It was good for hauling things and occasionally visiting the gas station. It was also a source of embarrassment for her boyfriend, self-professed “ragtop-man” Zac Field.

      Within a few minutes, she was approaching the small, prefabricated building with a potholed parking lot behind it.  She could tell who was there by the show of vehicles: her boss’s Toyota SUV, the Harley favored by part-timer Sid, Tatiana’s older Jetta, and Julio’s minivan. A vintage blue Schwinn bicycle with shiny chrome fenders was locked in the bike rack--Laura’s ride.

      On the other side of Crown Street, she noticed two men in dark shirts and slacks talking to each other. The man with a wispy fringe of blond hair was peering through a late-model camcorder as he focused on filming something behind her. The other man, with gray hair and a matching beard, was clutching a minuscule point-and-shoot digital camera. He stood on the sidewalk taking photos of what looked like the shelter or the small warehouse next to it. He happened to notice her and quickly turned, heading farther down the block.

      As she reached into her car to grab her stuff, she saw them scurry over to a burgundy Lexus sedan and get inside. It took off in the opposite direction and turned down Warren Street, disappearing from view. That’s odd, she thought.

      She balanced her tote bag in one hand and the carrier in the other and opened the back door of the cat shelter. The smell hit the instant she stepped inside, the ripe stench of dozens of cats. She couldn’t wear her favorite perfume, as some of the cats were allergic to harsh aromas, even though it smelled like freshly baked cookies. So, she had to close her nose and concentrate on her adored little charges. The meow-chorus greeted her, as a group of cats made it evident that they knew she had special treats for them. Even as she walked up to the back entrance, she could hear the kitty cat glee club as her diehard fans called out.

      Resembling the Pied Piper of cats, Yolanda rushed to the closed door with the NO CATS/EMPLOYEES ONLY sign prominently displayed. On cue, it opened for her. She gratefully stepped inside, as the size-twelve track shoe of Sid gently nudged the large calico leader aside.

      “So sorry I’m late,” she said, the door slamming behind her. In the hallway, the meowers doubled their efforts, underscoring the ruckus with their frantic claws scratching the door.

      Gangly young Sid, who wore his usual faded black jeans and T-shirt, looked in the direction of the noise and laughed. “Reminds me of zombies,” he said.

      “I know what you mean!” She placed the carrier on the scratched former dining room table in the center of the room. In the shelter, the break room also served as a conference room. She plunked her tote bag next to it. The room, walled in cinder blocks and painted in gaudy neon like a sunset on steroids, always made her eyes hurt for a few seconds. “I have red velvet cupcakes.”

      Missy walked in and kept the strident cats at bay with her fast entrance. The older woman had hip-length black hair with graying roots. Baggy cargo pants sported bulges of telltale cat treats in the multitude of pockets, and a bulky navy sweatshirt attempted to hide her girth. “Hey, Yolanda,” she said, observing the younger woman removing the lid from the carrier. “You brought my favorite cupcakes!”

      “You always say that, Missy.”

      “It’s always true. Good news! This time, we have plates and napkins.” Missy went over to the small table that held a coffee maker with a fresh pot that was almost full. “Discount store sale so we got the pretty ones!”

      Yolanda walked over to the table and saw a stack of pink-patterned cupcake-motif plates and matching napkins.

      Sid ambled over, poured himself a cup of coffee, and plated a cupcake. In one bite, he managed to remove all the frosting. A second large bite, and the cupcake was gone. “I’m a frosting-first kinda guy.”

      Yolanda laughed. “Just like my dad!” She touched her nose, seeing a smudge of frosting on the tip of his nose.

      Sid smiled and wiped it away. “I love any cupcake with cream cheese frosting. Or chocolate. But yours are always the best.”

      She beamed. “Thanks, Sid.”

      Another clamor from the cats as they tried to catch their attention when the door opened a crack. A flash of wavy golden-brown hair and the angular face of the morning volunteer, Laura, was seen when she peeked in and waved.

      “Missy, you have a call on line two.”

      “Hey Laura, have a cupcake,” Yolanda said.

      “Are they gluten-free?”

      “Sorry, no,” Yolanda replied.

      “Bummer,” Laura said as she closed the door. There was a yelp from a cat that almost got its tail caught in the door.

      Yolanda took a red velvet for herself, foregoing the coffee in favor of a bottle of water from the fridge. This’ll be my last cupcake today, she thought. Opening the bottle and taking a sip, she closed it and quickly finished her snack. The remaining cupcakes tempted her to stay longer and indulge her sugar craving. Her next job was anything but sweet. She mentally braced herself for the dreaded duty of litter box cleanup. Stashing her tote bag in her locker, she removed a packet of the tuna treats and put them in her back pocket. Then it was time to face the feline hordes in the sunroom, where they roamed free.

      She tentatively pulled the door open a crack to see if there were any nearby. Fortunately, there weren’t any, so she was able to leave the break room without having to fend any off. Sometimes she had to resort to throwing spare treats in the hallway about ten yards to the right so she could leave unscathed and not have to chase any strays around the room.

      The large sunroom was where dozens of cats spent time together on a daily basis. All sorts of carpeted climbing and sleeping towers kept them off the floor. Secondhand couches and chairs served as beds, as did the cushions. The wooden floor was also home to lounging cats. Small groups of them occupied a few carpets and rugs. Three strategically placed litter boxes were in dire need of waste disposal. Yolanda stopped off at the supply closet to don a pair of latex gloves, grab a clean plastic scoop, and take a wheeled garbage can with her. Just as she approached the first litter box, a young tabby leapt out of it, leaving behind an uncovered mess. Worse than that was the diarrhea deposited about a yard away from the box. Sid walked in carrying a young tiger cat and noticed the situation. “I guess Doc couldn’t make it to the box in time.”

      Yolanda shook her head. “At least two or three times a day he goes there. Someone was being sarcastic when they named him Doc.”

      “Diarrhea Doc,” Sid said.

      After she finished cleaning out the plastic boxes and refilling them with generic-brand cat litter, she sprinkled a layer of baking soda on top of the clean clay surface. That gesture wasn’t appreciated as she was almost shoved aside by a couple of eager cats. Returning her cleaning supplies, she walked down the hallway and saw Laura putting a large calico cat into its cage. “This is the sixth time Cameo’s been passed over for adoption,” she said.

      Petting the cat, Yolanda saw the animal’s downcast expression. She reached into her back pocket and pulled out two squares of the treat. Cameo enthusiastically ate them and purred. “Don’t worry, Cameo, you’ll find a good home.”

      Looking at the other cages, she made sure all the occupants got a couple of tuna bits. Cage number 23 was now home to a muscular shorthaired black cat with a single white whisker amid his black whiskers. Upon seeing Yolanda, he rubbed up against the bars. She handed him a few of the treats and he gobbled them down loudly. He stuck his paw between the bars, and she stroked it. “When did he get here?”

      “Mr. Whisker got here this morning. He was sitting on the back doorstep looking like he was waiting to be let inside.”

      “Another drop-off,” Yolanda said. “Seems like it’s every day now.”

      Laura nodded. “You’re right. It does.”

      Yolanda sighed and handed out treats to every cat behind bars. She felt like they were little prisoners in the cages. They always had enough food and water. They were taken out for exercise, but all needed a real home, what most people involved with the shelter called a forever home.

      Missy stopped by as Laura returned to the reception desk at the main entrance. “I think you should be selling those cat treats.”

      “Well, uh, I don’t add preservatives and I don’t have a commercial kitchen. I just like to bake cat treats on the side.”

      While she enjoyed making the feline delicacies, they weren’t nearly as fun and exciting as coming up with a new cookie or cupcake recipe. It wasn’t like determining if a chocolate caramel pecan cookie needed to be crisp or soft. Or what colors to make her favorite buttercream frosting. As she was walking down the hall to fill the food bowls, a Siamese mix ran out of the reception area followed closely by Julio.

      With his marathoner's training, it didn’t take the man long to nab the errant cat and return it to the smaller room.

      “Hey, Julio, you were here early this morning, right?”

      The older man chuckled. “You know me, I love to get up early.”

      “Did you see anything weird this morning? Like two guys with cameras and video equipment taking pictures?”

      “People make movies everywhere.”

      “But of a cat shelter?”

      He shrugged. “Why not? Location scouts, maybe? And if they made a movie here, we’d place a lot of cats in forever homes.”

      Yolanda smiled. “Wow, that’d be great. I just got suspicious. They had a real fancy new car.”

      “Even more likely they’re making a movie.”

      She looked at her watch and saw it was time to report for front office duty and deal with Ozzie the office manager. Inside the cramped office, she went to the scratched-up desk where the elderly computer sat, decorated with colorful sticky notes along the monitor’s edges. The wallpaper showed a fluffy Persian cat. The chair’s added cushion held a huge tabby that was curled up, snoring and purring. Ozzie weighed nearly thirty pounds and his general duties consisted of eating, sleeping, shuffling over to his private litter box in the corner, and returning to slumberland in his favorite chair. Working with Ozzie meant that he had to sit in the employee’s lap while they used the computer. Yolanda helped compose the email newsletter and add more names to the contact list. Ozzie noticed her, sniffed her hand, and returned to his extended sleeping schedule.

      Finally, quitting time rolled around. She would have to work on Saturday but had Sunday off.

      Only Missy was still inside doing the paperwork. Yolanda put her empty cupcake carrier in her car and did a perimeter check to make certain there were no drop-offs and no escapees. Nothing. The last place she looked at was the dumpster on the east side of the building and it was a case of saving the worst for last. The stench wasn’t for the faint-hearted, and discovering abandoned felines was something Yolanda and her co-workers dreaded finding. Picking up the stick that was kept next to the big garbage bin, she opened the lid, bracing herself for a nasal assault. It was bad, and she concentrated on looking for any movement from a bag or wads of towels or rags; gently poking the long stick around, finding and hearing nothing. Relieved, she was about to shut the lid when a loud shout of “incoming!” made her look up.

      A dark object was flying in her direction. Behind that she saw a flash of light from a pair of eyeglasses catching the last rays of the setting sun. A man on a bicycle sped westward on Crown Street, concealed by the shadowy buildings.

      The object was a backpack that fell next to the dumpster. Letting the lid fall with a crash, she bent down to retrieve it. Oh no, I hope there’s no one in here, she thought. But the weight of the bag wasn’t heavy, and she unlatched it, finding a crumpled piece of paper in the main compartment. “I should tell Missy about this,” she said to herself, knowing that no one was around.

      Rushing back inside, she found her boss putting on her jacket. “Hey Missy, some guy on a bike just dropped this off.”

      Her boss frowned, “What’s in it?”

      Yolanda put the bag on her boss’s desk. “I just checked the main area, not the pockets.”

      “Okay,” Missy said, rummaging through the navy knapsack with a broken strap. “Glad there’s no cats in here.” She pulled out the paper. “Notebook paper,” she said, uncrumpling it. “It says ‘get out of here’ in all caps.”

      “Get out of the shelter? The block? The city?”

      Missy shrugged. “I know less than you. Did you see what the man looked like?”

      “No, I was doing the dumpster check and had the lid up. The knapsack fell on the ground, so that’s why I’m super glad there wasn’t a cat in it. I only know it was a man on a bike wearing glasses. It happened so fast, you know.”

      “He threw it at you?”

      “Yeah. And he shouted incoming.”

      “Incoming? That’s all he said?”

      “Yeah. And he rode off—fast.”

      “Look, it’s Friday night, it’s Van Nuys, and people are weird. Just put it back where it belongs and forget about it,” said her boss.

      “Okay,” she said, going back to the dumpster and tossing it inside. Yolanda hurried to her car, mulling over the strangeness of the incident.
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      Miss Chef jumped on Yolanda’s bed just after nine o’clock and began purring. Grumbling, she sat up and the cat meowed and rubbed against her.

      “Okay, I’m awake.” She pushed the bedding aside and swung her legs over the bedside. Standing up, she plunged her feet into her slippers and shuffled toward the bedroom door.

      Almost hugging her ankles as she walked down the carpeted hallway, Miss Chef jumped over her feet as they entered the kitchen. The cat ran towards the empty cobalt glass food bowl handcrafted by Yolanda’s father, Frederick Carter. It was a one-of-a-kind hand-blown glass creation. The disappointed cat looked at the empty dish, not caring that it was created just for her; it was empty and that caused her to meow loudly and repeatedly.

      “I’m getting your breakfast,” Yolanda said as she went to the cabinet and opened it. Pulling out a bag of healthy organic chicken and dried liver bits, she poured a handful into the bowl. She knew her cat was hungry by the way she gobbled it down and soon there was a look that said I want seconds. “Later, Miss Chef,” Yolanda said to the cat who cleaned her paws as though that display might elicit more food.

      The sun was shining in her favorite room of the house highlighting the stainless steel appliances. A butcher block topped island held her precious chrome KitchenAid stand mixer. Two of the wooden sides of the island held much of her baking ware, and the other two had shelves filled with her cookbook collection.

      Since it was Sunday, why not give Miss Chef a special treat? She opened a drawer where she had samples of cat food and found a packet of chicken bone broth which was slurped with gusto.

      She made her cream of wheat topped with pure Vermont maple syrup. Sitting at the kitchen table, she read an old cookie recipe book and decided to make the Brazilian coffee cookies. Adding more cinnamon and a dash of nutmeg would make them even warmer. “I’ll need to change the white flour to rice flour.” That would alter them to gluten free cookies for her mother who swore off most “glutenish products” and kept her size four figure. That’s why they were often mistaken for sisters plus the fact that Abby Carter taught Pilates as well as made batik and tie-dye bags and clothing. Thanks to her, Yolanda had a collection of customized batik-print aprons in all her favorite colors.

      While the cookies were baking, she checked her voicemail. She pulled her cell phone and iPad from a kitchen drawer and set them down on the counter. She heard one from Zac Field, her boyfriend of eight months. He must have known she would be home baking and on cue the cuckoo clock chirped twelve times.

      She was unable to hear the rest of the hourly cuckoo show because it was drowned out by the deafening twin turbo engine in the driveway.

      Yolanda didn’t need to glance out the window to hear the BMW M3 convertible’s engine being revved in front of her garage. The noise abated and his engine was switched off, filling the area with silence. When he appeared, she saw him close the door with his hip to avoid touching the gleaming surface. The jet-black car was almost a decade-old, but it had been ceramic coated, so it looked brand new. He wore his white golf shirt with the Green Palms Mini Golf Course logo on his chest. On the back it read GOLF PRO. He wore a golf cap and khakis. As he strode toward the door, he slid his sunglasses onto his hat.

      She opened the door for him, and he smiled and kissed her quickly. He sniffed the air. “Hey, Yolanda; whatcha been baking?”

      Yolanda glanced at the clock above them and rushed back to the oven, switching on the light, and looking through the glass window at the baking cookies. She put on her oven mitts, opened the door, and felt the rush of heat and smelled the perky aroma of coffee-flavored cookies. The two dozen cookies were at that golden stage, and she removed the sheet and placed it on top of a waiting towel. She sniffed them once more, shut the oven door with her foot, and took a thin pancake turner and moved them to a wire rack. Zac stood nearby and watched. After the last cookie was transferred, he reached over to grab one, but she gently slapped his hand.

      “They need to cool for about five minutes before you can…”

      He picked up a soft cookie and put it in his mouth, cringing. “This is hot.”

      “That’s why I said you need to wait.”

      “But it’s good. What kind is it?”

      “These are Brazilian coffee cookies.”

      “Nice.” He was about to reach for another one, but she moved the rack. “So, you think about working at a bakery?”

      “Nope. You know I want to own my own bakery. But I’ve decided not to call it a bakery--it’ll be known as Yolanda’s Yummery.”

      He shook his head. “Huh? Yolanda’s whatery?”

      “Yolanda’s Yummery. Because I’m going to bake everything there myself and everything will be yummy. Cookies, cakes, cupcakes, and brownies to start with.”

      “I’ve never heard of a yummery before.” He noticed her iPad sitting on the counter and picked it up. “Let me see about a yummery in…” He typed in the word and waited. Scrolling down the screen with his eyes following his fingers. “Nothing. No yummery. Yum. Yummy…but not yummery. People won’t know what it is. They’ll walk in and go ‘Are we supposed to say yum?’”

      She giggled as she went over to him, and he handed her the tablet. “See? Nothing listed.”

      “That’s good. I’ll be creating my own brand.”

      “If you want to bake so badly, why don’t you work at Costco or Ralphs? They have good bakeries.”

      “Have you tasted their cookies? They use margarine or canola oil. That’s the worst oil to use as the refined version is…well don’t get me started on that. Of course, they add preservatives. The cookies are still good past their expiration date. “

      “What’s wrong with that?”

      “Cookies shouldn’t last that long. You wouldn’t drink sour milk, would you?”

      “Yolanda, starting your own business takes lots of money and time. There’s no job security or benefits. Most businesses fail within the first year. Work at a big bakery and you get salary and benefits. I know Jay who manages the Ralphs over on Woodman because he takes his sons golfing at Green Palms. I can put in a good word for you, and you can get hired.”

      “Wow, thanks for the support, Zac.” She felt a shiver race down her spine at the suggestion. “You know how creative I am and how I care about the quality of everything I bake. I care about every ingredient that goes into my desserts.” She reached over, took a cookie off the rack, and bit into it. “This is how I want to serve them to people--warm and freshly made.”

      “They won’t stay that way.” He reached for another one and she gently pushed his hand away.

      “I’ll sell them as fast as I make them. And these are for my parents. My mom wants to stay away from wheat and dairy products.”

      “That sucks. I like my pizza to have extra cheese.”

      She chuckled. “Yeah. So do I.”

      “I’m working till seven, so if you want to meet me at the Burbank AMC we can see a movie tonight.”

      “Okay, sounds good. I’ll text you when I leave my parents’ place, but I should be able to make it by then.”

      He glanced at the clock above the door, kissed her, and left. She watched as he got into his car and an instant later the engine rumbled to life and was gunned twice. The car raced down the short driveway and onto the street. Yolanda cringed at the thought of someone on the sidewalk or a hapless bicyclist in the area, as they would’ve been flattened by his careless driving. Fortunately, she didn’t hear any discordant noises. Miss Chef was in the living room, so the cat was safe.

      She pulled out another handcrafted piece of glasswork by her dad: a blue-and-yellow-striped cookie jar and saw there were only a few double chocolate chip cookies left. Adding three of the coffee cookies, she put the rest of them in a new plastic container that she would give to her parents. The phone rang and she answered it, surprised to see Teagan Mishkin’s name on the screen. She answered after the second ring.

      “Hey, Teagan; how’s it going?”

      “Yo, I’m doing great! You home?”

      “I’m here, but I’m going to visit my parents soon.”

      “That’s okay, I just wanted to tell you about my new job and thought you might be interested in earning $900 a night.”

      “Nine hundred a night? Is it legal?”

      “Of course it’s legal. I’ll tell you about it in person. I’ll be there around one or one-thirty.”

      “Sure, okay,” Yolanda tentatively said as the phone went dead. She set it on the counter and walked back into her bedroom. Miss Chef approached from behind and rushed into her room, jumping onto the bed. Yolanda sat down next to the cat and stroked her back. “I wonder what kind of job pays that much money? Something in sales? Something tells me it’s not in a bakery.” The cat rubbed against her knee. “Well, time to clean up and get dressed and hear what mischief Teagan’s up to!” She kissed the cat on top of her head.

      She went over to her closet, pulled open the accordion door and after flipping hangers past her, settled on a purple batik blouse that was given to her by her mother last Christmas. The lavender Capri pants came from a discount store, and she opted for black ballet flats. After showering and getting dressed, she returned to the kitchen to wait for her friend.

      A shiny red Mercedes convertible drove up to the garage door, almost hitting it. In the early afternoon sunlight, the new car sparkled and shone like a precious ruby. Yolanda opened her door and stepped outside to see the vehicle. Who was driving such a luxurious sports car? The car door opened and a model thin young woman with a mass of bleached-blonde curls piled on top of her head stepped out. A black minidress clung to her frame, leaving little to the imagination. She wore designer heels covered with rhinestones and carried a matching handbag that twinkled as ostentatiously as her car and shoes. “Hey girlfriend!” Teagan waved her hand and the obvious orange talons had tiny rhinestones affixed to the tips.

      Teagan scurried across the concrete driveway, her heels clicking with each step. “You like my new car? It’s safe here, right? I don’t have to lock it, do I?”

      “No, Teagan, you know this is a very quiet and safe neighborhood.”

      “Great. It looks nice.” Teagan looked across the street and to the left.

      “There’s a good neighborhood watch program and …”

      She stopped scrutinizing the neighborhood and looked back at Yolanda. “Listen, I have some awesome news for you.” She began jumping from one sparkly stiletto to the other.

      “Come on in, Teagan,” she said, gesturing for her friend to follow her into the kitchen. “I have some Brazilian coffee cookies and I made some iced tea.”

      Teagan patted her flat stomach, sucking it in even more to emphasize the washboard abdominal muscles. “I have to watch my weight, but thanks.”

      “You’re really skinny,” she said to the girl she’d known since they’d sat next to each other in tenth-grade English class.

      “Well, I’m rich now! And you can be too. I know you don’t want to work at that cat place and want to have your own bakery. If you work where I do you can earn as much as me--maybe even more!”

      “How do you earn $900 a night? I’m almost afraid to ask…”

      “I’m just a cocktail waitress. As long as I show some cleavage and smile a lot, I get tips. Of course, I have to serve the drinks, not spill ‘em and not mix up the orders. I gotta work really fast and wear a sexy outfit like this.” She did a spin, holding up her hands and giggling. “Oh, and sometimes I dance. I don’t have any downtime at work, and the clientele are men--professional men. Working men, but some of them are super loaded. Really rich men. The best of all the men are the rich men that are really hot.”

      “Where is this place?” Yolanda was warming up to the concept of earning three figures a night, even if she would have to wear a mini skirt and hustle drinks.

      “Near the edge of Beverly Hills in West L.A.” She pulled out her iPhone housed in a bedazzling magenta case and pressed a button. A single push of a button meant that person was highly ranked in Teagan’s world. And it was a two-sided deal as the phone call was answered within seconds. “Rocky, I have my friend Yolanda Carter here and if you can…what?” She paused. “Yeah. I know. I’ve known her since high school. She’s the same age as me.” She nodded, looking down at the floor. “Right, I’ll tell her.” She disconnected and put her phone back into her bag. “Rocky says he can see you any time before five.”

      “What do I wear for the interview?”

      “You’re fine. You don’t even need to bring a resume. Just go to 11236 Marina del Mar Street. It’s still not listed on the internet but it’s near the 405. If you don’t find any street parking, there’s a valet out back. Tell him you’re there for an interview and you can park for free.”

      Yolanda keyed in the address on her iPad. She looked at her friend and smiled. “I want my bakery and if this will get it…”

      An hour later, Yolanda was circling the block looking for a parking space, finding one in front of a martial arts school next door to the Wicked Fun Gentlemen’s Club. When she got out of the car, she saw the meter still had forty minutes on it, but the sight of the word “wicked” and the term “gentlemen’s club” made her pause. It was a two-story building. Nothing unusual looking about it except for the name.

      Reluctantly she headed up the sidewalk and into the building. Inside she walked down a long and dark hallway. To her left she heard the muffled sound of heavy bass. At the end of the hall was a box office like in a movie theatre. Prominently displayed were NO SMOKING and MUST BE OVER 21 signs. A cashier wearing oblong red glasses pointed to the sign that showed the prices. “I know you’re a chick but admission’s still not free.”

      “I’m here to see Rocky about a job,” she explained to the cashier who was reading a current issue of Cosmopolitan magazine. The cashier nodded, picked up the phone, and hit a speed dial number. “What’s your name?” she asked.

      “My name’s Yolanda.”

      “Good name. Rocky, a Yolanda’s here to see you.”

      The cashier pushed her eyeglasses up the bridge of her narrow nose and resumed reading the magazine. “He’ll be right down.”

      “Um, thanks,” Yolanda said as she moved to the entrance between the hallway and the club. The music was a little louder.

      A short dark-haired man opened the door and stepped into the hallway, as the door slammed shut behind him. He gave her a smile as he appraised Yolanda, from her natural brunette hair pulled into a ponytail down to her black flats. In between his scouting expedition, he’d lingered on her salable assets noting her average cleavage and the hips she was self-conscious about. His narrow eyes brightened, and his flushed round face grew redder beneath the overhead chandelier.

      “You’re Yolanda … Teagan’s friend?” he asked, reaching out to shake her hand, the blue sharkskin jacket’s sleeve showing too much patterned cuff. He pronounced it as TEE-gan when it was always pronounced TAY-gan. She nodded and shook his hand, feeling the sweaty heat as she longed to wipe her hand on her pants, but he was intently observing her, so she did nothing other than stand there at the edge of the Wicked Fun Gentlemen’s Club.

      “Teagan’s really good,” Rocky said, as he continued staring at Yolanda. “Follow me,” he said, opening the door for her, and watched as she walked into the club. He chuckled. “Teagan will do anything to keep our customers very happy. She keeps them happy; she keeps the employees happy and most of all she keeps me happy.” He winked and licked his wet lips. “You and Teagan are good friends?”

      “Um yeah, we’ve known each other since our sophomore year of high school, so about ten years.” She looked around at the club. It wasn’t as tacky as she’d initially thought when she first drove up and saw the place. There were many tiny round tables with black tablecloths, plush looking burgundy booths along the outer walls, and a soft, gray-carpeted floor. Plenty of spotlights shone above the horseshoe shaped stage. Techno music pulsated and her ears began aching at the noise level. Did she really want to work in a place like this? A few men and couples gawked at the onstage entertainment. Wrapping herself around the pole was a petite woman with long hair that touched the stage floor. She arched her back and scissored her legs in various positions. All she wore was a tiny, spangled bikini bottom and an equally skimpy top.

      Yolanda spotted a scowling bouncer with an ear mic. “Come Yolanda,” Rocky said. “I audition you now.” He hurried over to a door beneath a stairwell. “Here, I get you a costume.” He opened the door and reached into a closet, pulling out something black and shiny. “Here it is.” He extended a tiny piece of spangled fabric, and she accepted it. “Now, you go to the dressing room and put it on and meet me at the stage. Go upstairs, last door on the left.”

      He scurried away before she had a chance to say anything. She looked at the flimsy bikini bottom and wondered if it would fit her. There was no bikini top. She went upstairs and walked down a burgundy-carpeted hallway with closed doors on both sides. All were numbered like in a hotel. Passing the first door, she overheard loud thumping disco music, but it didn’t mask the sounds of shouts and moans. She scurried along, not wanting to hear anything else. “Think about the yummery,” she said softly. “Think about being my own boss and baking…”

      Outside the last closed door, she knocked hesitantly. Was she supposed to go in there? No music emanated from the room. As she put her hand on the doorknob, the door suddenly opened, and a tall woman in a snug sundress stood there. “Yes?”

      “Um, hey, my name’s Yolanda. Rocky told me to change into this…” She held out the tiny bit of fabric and the woman laughed.

      “Hey, I’m Cherie and I don’t think that would fit you. I don’t think that would fit my four-year-old.” She held it up and pulled at the flimsy bottom, which broke. “There, now you don’t have to wear it.” She tossed it back to Yolanda and slammed the door, her laughter even louder than before.

      “Wow, she’s a jerk.” Yolanda said quietly to herself. She stood there for a few seconds before turning around and hurrying down the hallway. She headed downstairs to the stage. She held the bikini in one hand; her purse in the other and she thought she’d leave the costume with the cashier and go to her parents’ house. But Rocky strode over to her. “Where is your costume?”

      She held out the torn bikini bottom. “Um, it broke before I could even try it on.”

      Rocky sighed and glanced at his flashy gold watch. “Okay, okay, you go up there and dance and take off your clothes. That’s good.”

      Yolanda paused, looking at the owner, the realization of what the place was and what she was expected to do made all too clear. Dance and take off her clothes? Even her boyfriend hadn’t seen her without them. The least she’d worn was a modest one-piece swimsuit the last time they went to the beach. And she’d worn a towel over her hips until she reached the edge of the ocean.

      Nine hundred dollars a night, Yolanda. Was it possible to earn that much money? She gave a flicker of a smile. This wasn’t a forever job. It wasn’t a long-term job. It was a temporary job that would have huge benefits. Approaching the stage, she was puzzled as to how she’d get up there until she saw a small staircase at the side. Tentatively, she walked up the steps and stood near the side of the stage. Rocky positioned himself near the sunglass-wearing DJ. “Give it up for Yolanda who’s auditioning as one of the Wicked Fun Wanton Women! She’ll be dancing to a 1970s classic, ‘I Will Survive.’”

      The song began playing and she saw some customers, mostly men, move over to the stage and nearby bar area. All attention was focused on her as she stood there blindly staring straight ahead, the overhead lights too bright.

      “Move those hips!” shouted a bearded man.

      “Take off your shirt!” This from the woman who had moved aside, giving Yolanda the spotlight.

      Rocky lifted his arms and waved them. “Use the pole!”

      Startled, she looked at her potential boss, then at the shiny chrome pole that she almost walked into. What the previous “wanton woman” had been doing on it in her minimal attire wasn’t something that she really wanted to contemplate. All she’d seen was what the acrobatic woman had been up to, and her own skills in that area were nonexistent. She had some upper body strength due to lifting lots of cats in and out of cages and carrying food and litterbags around the shelter. Baking wasn’t for the weak, either, as it entailed lots of stirring, pouring, lifting and moving--often very rapidly to avoid anything being burned in the oven. It also required quick thinking and decent math skills.

      As Gloria Gaynor sang the theme song for two generations of women who’d endured heartbreak, Yolanda Carter was trying to figure out how to navigate a 12-foot pole. Maybe if she grabbed it and swung around it like a playground ride in a park that would suffice. She had to take off her clothing and pilot herself around a slender immovable object and it seemed like a loser take the prize situation. The music played as she contemplated her next move. Projecting her personality to the audience: zero percent. Likelihood of obtaining the job: also, zero percent.

      The real exotic dancer returned, followed by the haughty Cherie who shoved her aside and began climbing up the pole; she flashed her shimmering silver bikini.

      Rocky walked over to the steps and signaled to Yolanda. “I don’t think this is the job for you.” He shook his head. “My mother was beautiful when she was young, but she couldn’t do it. My wife is very beautiful, but no, she couldn’t do it. You see, men don’t want you to be shy. They want you to be sexy like your friend Teagan, and just dance and show off your beautiful body. And she must be an excellent cocktail waitress also.”

      Yolanda stepped down to ground level and still was taller than Rocky. “You’re right. I’ve done office work and…”

      “You type letters like a secretary?” he asked.

      “Yes, of course I can type.”

      “Good, I can pay you really good. I will give you a typing test and if you type a lotta words you get the job. No taking off your clothes.” He turned and headed for the back of the club.

      She followed him through the club and past a svelte woman sporting a red bikini. Her pale skin was enhanced with glitter dust, and it was also sprayed in her wavy hair. Another woman walked closely behind and sneered at Yolanda.

      They entered his large office. On a corner of the table sat a new laptop. A sectional tan leather couch ran along one side of the office. Yolanda thought that he’d have to pay way more than what she earned at the shelter to get her interested in his place. She knew the salary wouldn’t come close to $900 per night but the thought of leaving her clothing on was appealing.

      “Now if this doesn’t work, we got a kitchen. We make good bar food … burgers, fries, chicken strips, and chicken wings. Sometimes one of the cooks don’t show up. Can you cook?”

      Totally taken aback, Yolanda just nodded.

      “But first let’s see about the secretary, no, administrative assistant job.”

      He leaned over his desk and grabbed a piece of paper, handing it to her. She saw that it was a letter; he told her to type it and that he’d be back in two minutes. He glanced at his watch and walked out. She sat down and saw an icon-covered main screen. Hurriedly, she found the word processing program, clicked it open, and began typing the contents of the letter.

      

      Mr. Rocky Montoya

      Wicked Fun Gentlemen’s Club

      11236 Marina Del Mar Street

      Los Angeles, CA 90064

      Dear Mr. Montoya:

      Subject: Acquiring the Crown Street Cat Shelter--12049 S. Crown Street, Van Nuys, CA 91401

      We have thoroughly explored the options of leasing this property and/or other nearby properties for the purpose of acquiring the building now housing the Crown Street Cat Shelter.

      As agents of the corporation known as Freeze N Bake Corporation, Inc. [formerly Montoya Enterprises], headquartered in Altadena, California, we have chosen the site at 12049 S. Crown Street, as it meets all our agents’ needs to have a facility that can adequately house the storage required for a regional warehousing unit for the Freeze N Bake Corporation.

      It would be necessary to have the current residents, both humans and felines, to be moved out no later than July 31 of this year. Our interest is in being able to adequately and completely reconstruct the premises so that they may conform to our usual high quality and hard-line controlled facilities in which to store our fine fresh frozen products. We consider it of utmost importance that we will be fully functional by November 1 of this year at the Crown Street location.

      We have outlined the terms in our enclosed contract, which you may have your lawyer scrutinize.

      We expect to hear from you shortly.

      Sincerely yours,

      W. E. Thurston, Esq.

      

      Just as she typed the period, Rocky returned. She looked at him but didn’t see him. The cat shelter was being bought out and shut down? Where would the cats go? Where would her coworkers go? Did they even know about it? Did Missy know about it? If she did, why didn’t she mention anything? After all, Missy had been there the longest.

      “So, you just print out the document and I look at it,” Rocky said.

      She nodded, hitting the print button and seeing the paper shoot out of a printer behind his desk. He sat down and looked at it. “My secretary left me on Friday. I need to…” The phone on his desk rang and he paused, realizing it wasn’t in front of him but buried beneath the contents strewn across the glass surface. He knocked over a sheaf of papers and found his cell phone. He flipped it open, looking at the screen. “What is it?”

      There was a pause, and she overheard a high-pitched voice of either a woman or a child. Yolanda looked around the room and then down at her lap. The contents she’d just typed were numbing in their portent.

      “Yes, right. I be right there.” He clicked his phone shut and shoved it into his suit coat pocket. “I have to go. My wife needs … maybe you come back here tomorrow? We can continue our interview then.” He glanced at his watch. “Yes, come here Monday at six and we’ll talk more. It’ll be a second interview. I offer a great competitive salary and maybe some benefits. If you agree with terms, you can start then.”

      She got up, too surprised to do anything other than nod her head. She followed him out the door of his office, which he shut behind him, checking the lock. A brassy blonde-haired woman with a bob rushed up the stairs, holding a garment bag. “Hey Rocky I’m gonna kill it tonight-–got a posse of homies comin’--in more ways than one!”

      Yolanda stopped and stared at her for an instant and quickly walked downstairs. She was still reeling with the news of the shelter’s impending closure. Was it legal? Could she contact the media about it? A strip club associated with a place that made crappy stuff that you microwaved into dessert and thought you were baking? She stumbled over to her car, not seeing the new red Mercedes shooting out of the parking lot. It was the same make and model that Teagan drove.
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      Yolanda took the usual series of freeways that led to her parents’ house in Laguna Beach. She rolled the window down and enjoyed the ocean breeze blowing into the car. Usually, being near the ocean helped her troubles disappear and her mind and body relax. But not today, not with what she’d witnessed on a computer inside that strip joint office. How could she tell her parents that she’d even considered working in such a place?

      She drove up Sunny Glen Drive to the white two-story, red Spanish-stucco-roofed house on a hilltop overlooking the ocean. Yolanda smiled when she saw it and parked on one side of the curved driveway. The cookie tin with the Santa Claus motif sat on the floor in the back of the car covered with a striped kitchen towel. She retrieved the tin, shut the car door, and hurried up to the driveway and over to the front door.

      Whenever her parents were expecting her, they left the door unlocked. She stepped inside the large foyer, the expanse of patterned Terrazzo floor sparkling in the late afternoon sunshine. The abundance of windows let in the sunlight.

      At the base of the dramatic curved stairway, she looked up and saw her mother heading down it, lightly touching the banister. Her long curly hair only had a few silvery streaks contrasting with the natural auburn color. She wore a turquoise and white shorts outfit that showed off her slender figure. Abby Carter was in great shape as she was a part-time Pilates instructor. Rushing downstairs, she greeted her daughter with a hug.

      “Hi sweetheart. Glad you could make it.”

      Yolanda smiled and returned the hug. “Hi Mom, missed you but…”

      She slipped off her shoes and her bare feet touched the stone floor of the hallway.

      “No buts, you’re here now,” Abby said as she made a right turn. Yolanda followed her mother. She envied her parents’ spacious French country kitchen with all the cookery amenities such as a double-door fridge tucked behind sage green cabinetry. The centerpiece was the six-burner range and new stainless steel double ovens. The green and black island housed the dishwasher, a warming drawer, and other cabinets. Just like Yolanda’s kitchen island, both end shelves were stuffed with cookbooks.

      Along the corner sat the U-shaped breakfast nook. Plush green-and-yellow plaid seats contrasted with the large, reclaimed cherry wood table. The French doors revealed a spectacular sea view. Sunset was in a couple of hours and the blue sky was already showing hints of orange that would be the main color along the coastline. Yolanda always loved the warm sunset glow.

      Abby set the cookie container on the table and opened it. “Oh, my, I can smell the coffee and the butter.”

      “Brazilian coffee cookies, Mom.”

      “They smell delicious, as usual.” Abby said as she bent over to fully appreciate the aroma.

      “Do I hear my favorite daughter?” In strode a stocky blond man wearing a red and navy batik shirt and baggy tan shorts. Frederick Carter’s blue eyes brightened upon seeing Yolanda and he embraced her in a bear hug. “Always glad to see the best baker in America.” He smiled and spotted the new addition on the table. They pulled away and went to sit down, both looking at the open cookie tin.

      Abby hurried over to the cabinet next to the sink where she pulled three small red porcelain plates from the shelf above her. “Let’s only have one each so we don’t ruin our appetite.”

      “What’s for dinner, Mom?”

      “Vegetarian burritos with my special corn salsa and baked blue corn tostada chips and…”

      “And a pot roast!” Frederick winked.

      “Very funny, dear. What kind of tea do you want, honey?”

      “Whatever you’re having, honey,” replied Frederick.

      “I’m asking our daughter.”

      “What Dad said.”

      A few minutes later, Abby placed three mugs bearing the colorful Abby’s Batik Creations logo on a tray along with the plates. She set the tray on the table and soon they all had their mugs in front of them, and cookies on the plates. Abby was the first to bite into the hours-old cookie and slowly chewed a tiny piece, closing her eyes as she did so. “Dear, this is so flavorful.”

      Frederick bit into half of his and nodded. “Our girl can bake, no question.” He finished his cookie and looked at the container, reaching for it. “That was kind of on the small side, so I need another one.”

      Abby giggled as she pulled the tin away from him. “Oh, no you don’t, Frederick.”

      Yolanda snapped hers in half and then in half again. “Glad you like ‘em so much!” She ate a quarter of it and sighed. “I wish I could bake full time in my own yummery. And I’m so worried about the shelter.”

      “What does that have to do with baking, dear?” her mother asked.

      Yolanda glanced at the ocean and then back at her parents who sat across from her. Even though they had been married for twenty-nine years, they still sat close together.

      “Well, I just found out that some company wants to shut the shelter down this summer.”

      “What are you saying, dear? What company?”

      “Freeze N Bake.”

      Frederick took a sip of tea and set his mug down. “Freeze N Bake? Isn’t that the frozen cookie dough that you buy in the supermarket and microwave it, so it looks like a real cookie but tastes like crap?”

      “Who microwaves cookies?” Abby asked.

      “You’d be surprised, dear.”

      “I’m puzzled--why would they want to buy a cat shelter?”

      “Probably the cost. It’s in the Valley in an industrial area.” He had a swig of tea. “How did you find this out? From your boss?”

      Yolanda shook her head. How was she going to tell her parents that she’d been applying for a job in a strip club? Well, that she
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