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      Welcome to the second instalment of The Cupcake Capers series—where irresistible desserts, sharp instincts, and perfectly timed trouble are always on the menu.

      For me, the best stories mix comfort and suspense: the warmth of a bustling kitchen, the smell of something sweet in the oven, and a mystery that refuses to stay buried.

      This book has been professionally edited, proofread, and carefully beta read, but the odd typo may still have slipped past—humans do miss things from time to time. If you spot anything, feel free to send it through to pollyholmes@pollyholmesmysteries.com and I’ll make sure it’s sorted.

      That’s enough from me. Grab a snack, get comfortable, and step into Cupcakes and Curses. The trouble is just beginning.

      Love

      Polly xxoo
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      SWEAT BEADED CLAIR McCorrson’s forehead as she pulled her aging, red Toyota to an abrupt stop outside the old Sweets mansion. Her gaze caught Mr Hapworth’s charcoal-grey BMW, parked across the street. The words Hapworth Settlement Agents were branded across the door in bright silver script. Clair could barely contain her excitement.

      “I can’t believe this beautiful old house is going to be ours in a matter of minutes.” It was the perfect location to expand their business and open a new coffee and cupcake shop, CC’s Cupcake Haven.

      She’d worked her butt off since opening CC’s Simply Cupcakes with her sister, Charlotte, three years ago. It was Charlotte who had put them on the map, with her divinely scrumptious award-winning cupcakes while Clair kept the business side under control. Their youngest sister, Cassidy, stayed out of the kitchen and focused on her interior design company. What she loved most about CC’s Simply Cupcakes was eating them. Cassidy’s interior design skills had wowed the town folk. Especially, her beautifully designed, vintage-chic-themed interior of the shop.

      They were all in agreeance. It was time to branch out. With Charlotte taking charge of the Ashton Point store and Cassidy focused on her interior design company, it freed Clair to make CC’s Cupcake Haven her own success story. She even had her bank loan approved and was ready to start renovations as soon as the property settled.

      They couldn’t believe their luck when the local real estate agent had found this old mansion in a matter of days, and at a very reasonable price, considering the current real estate market in Australia.

      “Thank goodness Charlotte loves this house as much as I do,” she muttered as she stepped out of the car balancing the box of silver frosted cupcakes in one hand, and her bag and phone in the other. “I hope you have a sweet tooth, Mr Hapworth,” Clair said, her mouth still salivating from the aniseed taste tester she’d sampled before leaving the shop. It was Charlotte’s idea to bring a box of cupcakes, specially designed with Mr Hapworth’s company logo. As a thank you.

      Although Cassidy was away visiting their parents in New York, her tastes mirrored their own. They really couldn’t go past the house when they’d found out it was originally owned by a woman named Sweets. According to Charlotte, it was an omen.

      It was meant to be.

      Clair quickened her step, hopping over a raised paver by the rickety garden gate. She held her breath as the box of treats precariously rocked in her hand, almost tumbling to the ground. “Whoa, that was close. Charlotte would never forgive me if I dropped her master creations.” She glanced at her phone and it flashed seven-fifteen. “If there’s one thing I hate, it’s being late.” Her nerves twisted her gut into knots.

      Mr Hapworth’s words rolled around in her mind. There’s no reason we shouldn’t settle on time. Don’t you worry about a thing, my dear. I’ll take care of everything.

      She hadn’t heard from him, so, fingers crossed, everything went through as planned.

      As she approached the stained-glass door, she frowned, her gaze searching for Mr Hapworth. They’d agreed to meet on the porch at seven. She bit her bottom lip. Maybe he was waiting inside.

      Should I knock or just go straight in? Mum always said never go in uninvited. Her mother had always taught her good manners. She smiled to herself. Even though her parents lived in New York, she still missed them every day, especially her mother. Clair sucked in a lungful of salty air and tapped her knuckles on the glass.

      Silence.

      The whisper of a warm sea breeze coasting through the nearby trees caught her attention. Clair tapped once more, a little harder this time. The cold sting of the toughened glass was a sharp contrast to the warm summer evening. “Mr Hapworth, are you there? It’s Clair McCorrson.”

      As the wind picked up, the rustle of the trees grew into a dull roar, as if they were coaxing her to enter. Well, he did say meet him here at seven, and his car is parked out front. He has to be inside.

      Excitement spurred her into action as she turned the rickety, old door handle. The high-pitched creak of the door scraping along the tiles resembled fingernails down a chalkboard.

      “Oww,” she said, her entire body cringing at the familiar sound. “This door is definitely the first thing to get fixed.”

      She peeked inside and it took a moment for her eyes to adjust to the semi-darkness. The slowly fading, golden rays of sunset streaming through the front windows were enough light to brighten parts of the dull interior. While it was after seven in the evening, they still had daylight savings on the central coast of New South Wales, which meant it was light ’til around nine. A perfect balmy Australian evening.

      “Mr Hapworth, are you here?” Clair called from the door. Again, silence met her words. Making her way inside, Clair’s gaze scanned the semi-empty house. Her mind raced, excited by the plans she’d already drawn up. She hoped when Cassidy started designing the interior, she’d be able to accentuate its unique charm by keeping most of the old antique furniture left by the previous owner. It would fit perfectly into their vintage-chic branding.

      A shiver ran through her spine, as if someone had just walked over her grave.

      Something’s not right. Where is he? And why hasn’t he come out to meet me? The hairs on the back of her neck stood to attention.

      Edging herself farther into the house she called once again. “Mr Hapworth, it’s Clair McCorrson. I’ve some yummy cupcake treats here for you.” She froze, her words stuck in the back of her throat. All the wind rushed from Clair’s lungs in one forceful exhale. Her gaze fell on the limp body of Mr Hapworth, lying twisted at the base of the staircase.

      “Mr Hapworth,” she said barely above a whisper. The tormented stare of his lifeless eyes glared straight at her. She gasped and her hand shot to her mouth, muffling an impending scream. Clair stared down in disbelief and her hands started to shake as she caught sight of the pool of thick crimson blood beneath his head. There was no question in her mind. James Hapworth was dead.

      The blood ran cold in her veins. She’d never seen a real dead body, other than her beautiful Grandma when she’d said good-bye at the funeral. This was different, other end of the scale different. It wasn’t at all like in the movies. She stood frozen to the spot for what felt like forever. Clair’s mind raced with what to do next, a million thoughts bombarding her all at once. What do they usually do in the movies? Run.

      Running from your problems never solves anything, her teenage years had taught her that. Clair’s gaze caught the edge of a tattered sideboard to the right of the formal lounge room. She managed to place the cupcake box down before dropping it. Dialling the police, her fingers shook so hard she nearly dropped the phone. “Come on, get it together.”

      In the distance, the creak of the front door was like a clap of thunder rolling in from the sea. She spun, coming face to face with the cold barrel of a gun. Terrified at the prospect of death, her heart skipped a beat.

      “Don’t move.” Robert’s stern voice held her frozen to the spot.

      “R-Robert?” Clair said with a quiver.

      His brow furrowed. “Clair…Clair McCorrson?”

      “Yes, Robert, it’s me.” She glanced down the steely barrel of his gun. “Do you think you could take that gun out of my face? You’re scaring the bejesus out of me.”

      “No can do, I’m afraid. We got an anonymous report that a murder had been committed in this old house.” He peered around behind her, absorbing the scene before him. “And by the looks of it, they may have been right.” His eerie tone stole her next breath.

      Clair’s gaze shot to the lifeless body. “You can’t possibly think I had anything to do with Mr Hapworth’s death.”

      Robert’s eyebrow raised in suspicion. “Mr Hapworth, the settlement agent?”

      Clair’s jaw dropped. Oh, my goodness, he does. Her shaking knees were barely holding her upright. “Um…yes, we were meeting here, only I was running late,” Clair’s voice rose an octave higher with each word. “I was just about to call you,” she said as she held her phone up. “See?”

      Robert paused, lowering his gun slowly. “Would you mind moving over here, away from the body?”

      With pleasure. Her head was pounding so hard she thought it might explode.

      Robert holstered his gun. Checking the body for signs of life, he pulled out his radio and called it in. Flicking open his notebook, he cleared his throat and asked, “Can you tell me what happened?”

      The shrill of his phone blaring through the silent house was like a flock of galahs at feeding time. He frowned as he noted the number on the screen. “I need to take this.”

      Clair nodded squeezing her jittery hands together. “Of course.”

      Robert shuffled her toward the formal lounge room away from the scene of the crime. “Are you okay to wait in here while I take this call? Then we can talk.”

      “Sure,” she said willing his call to be quick. Seems I don’t have much choice. He parked himself by the front door keeping a watchful eye on her, his voice so quiet she could barely make out a word.

      “Go ahead, I’m listening…”

      I can’t believe this is happening. I knew I shouldn’t have read my stars today. “Life is going to throw you a curve ball.” Some curveball. She stood waiting, the distorted image of the body stuck in her mind like mud.

      The lingering pungent stench of blood filled her nostrils. Why would anyone want to kill poor Mr Hapworth? She took a moment to think and then the full realisation of her situation finally sunk in.

      Holy cow, with the timing of the anonymous tip, they’re going to think I murdered him. Means, motive and opportunity, isn’t that what they say on CSI? She had no motive to kill him, but the other two may appear debatable since she was found alone with his body in an empty house full of potential murder weapons. Is two out of three enough to convict her of murder?

      Not if I have anything to say about it.

      Robert’s voice still babbled away, his attention now diverted toward the body. She only had about forty minutes of daylight left. It was now or never.

      Clair ignored the nervous pain in her chest and casually studied the room as if she was admiring the aged decor. If questioned, she could pretend she was planning renovations. She shuddered, goosebumps assaulted her arms. It was as if she could sense the spirit of old Mrs Sweets still there in the room.

      Time stood still. A dense layer of dust coated the leftover antique furniture. It looked just as it had on her final inspection, when she had walked through with Mr Hapworth. Her gaze fell on the top of the phone table by the lounge room entrance and she paused.

      What the...? A dim ray of sunlight gleamed off the fresh clean circular surface. A perfect circle about the size of a wine bottle base. It’s gone, whatever was there is gone. Could it have been the murder weapon?

      Robert cleared his throat and her body snapped to attention. “Sorry about that. Listen, Clair, it’s not my place to judge, but I’m afraid you’re going to have to come with me down to the station for further questioning.”

      “Station? In the back of your police car? But I didn’t do anything. I only just arrived about ten minutes before you did. I knocked several times and when there was no answer, I came in and found Mr Hapworth already lying on the ground…dead.”

      He nodded. “That may be so, but with the anonymous tip we can’t leave any stone unturned.”

      He pocketed his phone. “Now, if you’ll come with me, we’ll wait in my vehicle until the coroner arrives for the body.”

      “Wait.” Clair paused biting her lip.

      “Excuse me?” he asked, with a raised eyebrow.

      Should she tell him about the missing object? The truth always wins had been the motto in the McCorrson house since she could talk. In this instance, she wasn’t so sure. She shook her head. “Nothing.”

      Robert held the front door open. Clair’s feet trudged along the tiled floor as if walking through molasses. She glanced over her shoulder one last time at the phone table, racking her mind over the missing object. Maybe she was jumping to conclusions and there was a simple explanation.

      Clair flinched as she headed out of the house and into the backseat of the police car as if she were a common criminal. Thank goodness it wasn’t the middle of the day, in broad daylight, for every nosy bystander to see.

      She buried her face in her hands. This can’t be happening. It just can’t be. I must be in some sort of nightmare. Any minute, I’m going to wake up and see Charlotte’s cheeky grin laughing at me, telling me to stop being so silly.

      She owed her sister one big apology. She shouldn’t have been so quick to dismiss Charlotte’s concerns when she had been in the same predicament not so long ago. Charlotte had mistakenly been accused of spiking her cupcakes with cyanide. The notion seemed absurd, until now.

      The flash of red and blue from another oncoming police car jolted her gaze upward. I wonder if they’ll notice the clean spot of the table. This was clearly a nightmare of the realistic kind.

      Having chattered to those who just arrived, Robert pulled away from the curb and headed south toward the station. Her gaze caught his in the rear-view mirror. “How you doing?” he asked.

      For a moment she stared at him in blank confusion. Considering my life has turned into an Agatha Christie movie, I’m doing smashingly. “How am I doing?” she shrieked. “How do you think I’m doing?”

      “No need to get hysterical,” Robert said, annoyance clearly evident in his tone. “It’s best to stay calm in situations like these.”

      “Maybe for you, but from where I’m sitting, life looks pretty grim at the moment.” Her hands trembled in her lap. “You think I’m a murderer, even though you have no evidence.”

      “I never said that. I’m just doing my job. You were found standing over a dead body. Procedure dictates that you need to be brought in for questioning and Detective Anderson is eager to speak to you, considering the anonymous caller and all.”

      She sat back in her seat and folded her arms across her chest, her spirits sinking by the second. “I’d like to tell our precious Detective Anderson exactly what he can do with his procedures.”

      “I’ll pretend I didn’t hear that,” Robert said under his breath, his eyes focused on the road ahead.

      “Pretend all you like, but if you think you’re going to pin Mr Hapworth’s murder on me, think again.” Clair sat in silence for the rest of the way. Her mind meticulously replayed each step of the evening so many times she felt nauseous.

      By the time he’d escorted her into an interview room, her jaw was tightly clenched and her body rigid.

      The truth always wins.

      Anxiousness clawed persistently at the base of her neck. She’d worked hard to build her reputation in this town and she wasn’t about to let one little misunderstanding destroy it. Her gaze caught Detective Anderson’s stern look as he walked through the door.

      “Clair, nice to see you. I wish it were under better circumstances.” He pointed to the chair in front of her. “Please have a seat and we’ll get this over with as quickly as possible.”

      “I would appreciate that,” she said as she slid into the chair. “This has been a very distressing evening.”

      “Why don’t you start from the beginning,” he said, opening his notepad.

      She fiddled with the hem of her shirt under the table. Inside she was a simmering bundle of nerves. “There isn’t much to tell. We recently purchased the Sweets place for a new cupcake and coffee shop, CC’s Cupcake Haven. I was to meet Mr Hapworth at the house at seven to receive the final settlement documents. I was running late and got there at about seven-fifteen. His car was parked across the street, so I knew he was there, but he wasn’t on the porch which is where we agreed to meet. I assumed he was waiting inside, I just didn’t know he’d be dead. I swear.” She took a gulp of the chilled water at the end of the table easing the scratchy dryness of her throat.

      “Go on.”

      “I knocked on the door and there was no answer. Then I called out, still no answer. The door was unlocked, so I went in and then I called for Mr Hapworth again. Still no answer and that’s when I spotted him lying on the floor…he wasn’t moving and there was so much blood. I knew he was dead.” She squeezed her eyes shut a moment. Remembering the beautiful way her Grandma looked at her wake is the way a person should leave this world. Old age, not murder.

      “Clair, are you all right? Do you need a break?” he asked, his voice full of compassion.

      Her eyelids flew open. “No. I’m fine. I just want to get this over with so I can go home.”

      He nodded and continued. “Whose idea was it to meet at the house?”

      She paused and shivered, the air suddenly feeling like a frosty winters morning. “Mine.”

      His eyebrow raised and he scribbled unreadable notes as she spoke. “Why meet so late at night?” he asked. “I know it’s daylight savings, but surely, you were worried about being there in the dark. After all, there’s been no electricity since Mrs Sweets passed on.”

      “I know, but I figured it would be a great idea to finalise all the details where my next adventure was about to start. You know, take a picture out front so I could hang it inside when the shop opens. Seven was the only time Mr Hapworth could do it and since it’s still daylight savings, it doesn’t get completely dark ’til around nine, so there’d be plenty of light. It wasn’t like it was going to be a long meeting, I hadn’t even intended on going inside. Grab the docs, take a picture…” She slapped her forehead and gasped. “The cupcakes.”

      “Cupcakes?”

      “Yes, I left the cupcakes at the house. Charlotte made aniseed cupcakes for Mr Hapworth, complete with his silver logo. I know there were other people interested in the property. They were a kind of thank you for helping me secure the property and I left them there on the sideboard in the foyer.”

      “I wouldn’t be too worried about the cupcakes, unless Charlotte decided to start cooking with cyanide this time.” His smug tone taunted Clair. “Please continue.”

      “As I said, I was there to close the deal. That’s it. Murder wasn’t exactly at the top of my to-do list.”

      “So, there was nothing unusual in the house when you entered?”

      She shook her head. “No, like I said, it was so still…cold almost.”

      “Did you see anyone near the house, in a car perhaps or driving away, as you arrived?” he asked.

      “There were a few cars coming and going, none that I knew, but I didn’t really take much notice. I was there for one reason only.” Frustration was slowly bleeding through her limbs.

      He shoved an evidence bag across the table. “Are these the documents you were to receive?”

      Clair’s attentive gaze scanned the front page. A smear of blood obscured half the words. “Yes. They’re mine. What happens to them now?” she asked more abruptly than she’d meant to.

      “They’re evidence for the time being,” he said as he continued to write.

      “Evidence? But you can’t hold them. I’m really sorry about Mr Hapworth, but he was going to confirm everything went through on time when we spoke this evening. What am I supposed to do now? It’s not like he has a partner I can turn to.”

      “You’ll have to wait until this mess is sorted and Mr Hapworth’s killer is brought to justice.”

      He can’t be serious.

      Clair already had her first loan repayment due in a month, she’d go broke if she didn’t get the coffee shop up and running soon.

      “If I were you, instead of worrying about starting your next adventure, I’d be worrying about going to jail for murder.”

      Murder? Clair felt the blood drain from her face. I didn’t kill anyone. “Mark my words, Detective Anderson, I will not be going to jail for any murder. I am innocent.”

      He stood and closed his notepad. “Let me give you the same advice I gave your sister, Charlotte, not so long ago. Don’t go getting yourself into trouble or into a situation that will put you in danger. Leave the investigating to the professionals.”

      Clair stood eye to eye with Detective Anderson, anger smouldering through her veins like a potent drug. “Yes. And look how that turned out. If I remember rightly, Charlotte solved the mystery of the cyanide poisonings. Wrapped it up in a nice little bundle for you. If it weren’t for her investigation⁠—”

      “I think the correct word is ‘snooping,’ and she was lucky we arrived when we did or it could have turned out completely different,” he barked, snatching the evidence bag off the table.

      “Call it what you will, but if it weren’t for Charlotte doing your job for you, she could have been the one in jail for murder, instead of the rightful killer who almost succeeded in framing her.”

      His lips thinned and Clair could see his cheeks begin to redden. “Still, leave the investigating to the police. Don’t leave town and if we need to question you further, we’ll be in touch. I’ll have Robert take you home.”

      “Fine. But if I’m under suspicion of murder, I’d appreciate being kept in the loop since it is my future hanging in the balance.”

      “I’m sure we’ll be in touch,” he said holding the door open. “As for keeping you in the loop, we don’t normally tell persons of interest what we’ve found until we’re ready to make an arrest.”

      “Persons of interest? We’ll see about that,” she said as she stormed out of the interview room, flicking her bouncy red curls over her shoulder as she left.
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