
CAKE AND  
I SCREAM
A Down South Café Mystery

Gayle Leeson

Grace Abraham Publishing
Bristol, Virginia


Table of Contents

Title Page

Cake and I Scream (A Down South Cafe Mystery Book, #7)

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter One

Copyright © 2023 by Gayle Leeson.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the publisher, addressed “Attention: Permissions Coordinator,” at the address below. 

Gayle Leeson/Grace Abraham Publishing

13335 Holbrook Street, Suite 10

Bristol, Virginia 24202

www.gayleleeson.com

Publisher’s Note: This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are a product of the author’s imagination. Locales and public names are sometimes used for atmospheric purposes. Any resemblance to actual people, living or dead, or to businesses, companies, events, institutions, or locales is completely coincidental.

Cover design by Wicked Smart Designs.

Book Layout ©2017 BookDesignTemplates.com

Ordering Information:

Quantity sales. Special discounts are available on quantity purchases by corporations, associations, and others. For details, contact the “Special Sales Department” at the address above.

Cake and I Scream/Gayle Leeson.—1st ed.

ISBN 979-8-9885385-3-0

Dedicated to Tim, Lianna, and Nicholas

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One


[image: ]


“I

f we don’t get there soon, I might have to eat this cake.” Aunt Bess peered at Scott from the corners of her eyes to see his reaction.

“Please don’t,” he said. “Although I do see your point.”

She sighed. “You’re no fun. You were supposed to spaz. I think that’s what the kids call having a hissy fit these days.”

I wasn’t sure what the kids called “it,” but I was pretty sure neither spaz nor hissy fit was correct. However, I wasn’t up to the task of arguing semantics with Aunt Bess. She, Scott, and I were on our way to Yona Ski Lodge near Beech Mountain, North Carolina. After their chef’s wife had gone into labor, Katherine Donahue had called me in a panic and asked if we could cater the lodge’s grand opening party. Even though it was only two days away—she’d called me yesterday—I’d said yes.

Scott had immediately gone into Super Baker mode, with an apron rather than a cape, and created a large, tiered cake for the occasion. Since Yona means bear in Cherokee, Scott had sculpted a black bear topper from modeling chocolate and had incorporated a trail marker tree and other elements that befit the region’s lore. 

I’d also done a bit of speedy research and prepared my menu to reflect the multi-cultural flavors of the early North Carolina region: tarte a l’orange for the French Huguenots, Cherokee fry bread, Scottish oatmeal rolls, German pork schnitzel, West-African-inspired Hopping John, Irish-roasted salmon, and English scones. What could be made ahead of the party was packed away in coolers and sat on the floor of the van we’d rented, along with Scott’s cake. I was driving while Scott and Aunt Bess sat in the back carefully supporting the boxes containing the cake’s tiers.

Mom and Jackie, my cousin and invaluable help at the café, had volunteered to run the café while we were gone. Donna, our part-time waitress, was filling in for Scott. I’d felt guilty about dumping the responsibility for the café on Mom until she’d insisted that I bring Aunt Bess along. 

Aunt Bess had started dropping hints about wanting to go with us as soon as she’d heard about the ski lodge.

“Oooh, I’ve never been to a ski lodge. I’ve seen them in the movies, and they look very nice—people sitting around sipping hot cocoa in cute little fur hats.” She watched me to gauge my reaction. “I have a cute little fur hat. Did you know that?”

“I did not,” I said. “I know you don’t like the cold.”

“I would be sitting by the roaring fire. I might get too warm and have to go outside to get cool.” Her eyes took on a dreamy wistfulness. “While I was outside, I might meet the ski instructor who’d think I was the cat’s pajamas.”

“Amy, may I see you in the kitchen please?” Mom’s tone told me it was an order, rather than a request.

Aunt Bess was actually Mom’s aunt. She was my great-aunt, but we both called her Aunt Bess. At eighty-something, Aunt Bess was what you might call a handful. 

“You know good and well that I can’t run the Down South Café in peace for two days—” 

It was really one and a half, since Saturdays were short days, but I didn’t interrupt her.

“—while worrying that Aunt Bess might burn the house down while I’m away.”

She had a point. No one ever knew what Aunt Bess might do next, probably not even Aunt Bess. Besides, Mom could do with a break. 

“All right.” I sighed. “I’ll see if I can talk her into going.”

I returned to the living room where Aunt Bess sat watching Jeopardy. “Would you like to go with Scott and me this weekend?”

“I’d love it,” she said. “I already know what I’m going to pack. Do you think there will be many Cherokee people there?”

“I have no idea. I believe some of Katherine’s family are Cherokee. Why?”

She gave me a saucy little shrug. “No reason. I knew a Cherokee man, that’s all. Back when we were in school. I could’ve married him.”

“That could be your next Pinterest board,” I teased. “Men I Could’ve Married.”

“I’d have more pins on it than you or your mother either one,” she said. “No offense, Jenna.”

“None taken,” Mom said.

“Why don’t you want me to be offended?”

“You’re still young.” She flicked her wrist. “You could rack up several more pins yet.”

Mom huffed. “Now, I’m offended.”

Aunt Bess loved Pinterest and had several boards, including People I’ve Outlived, Things I’d Like to Eat but Won’t Make, Lord Have Mercy, Crime Scenes, and Things That’ll Probably Kill Me.

And now, here she was in her cute fur hat with her white curls sticking out all around it sitting in the back of the van giving Scott a hard time. 

Since it was the middle of November and there had only been light snow flurries when we’d left Winter Garden, I was surprised when a police officer stopped us at the base of Beech Mountain.

“What’s going on up there?” Aunt Bess asked.

“I don’t know. A police officer has pulled us over.”

“I’ll get out and do the talking. After all, I am the charming one.”

Glaring at her through the rearview mirror, I said, “Stay right where you are.” I put down my window as the officer approached. “Good afternoon. Did I do something wrong?”

“Hello!” Aunt Bess poked her head into the front of the van and waved at the officer. “Did Ms. Donahue send you to escort us up the mountain because we’re VIPs?”

On the one hand, I wished I could be swallowed up into the back of the driver’s seat and hidden. On the other hand, maybe the officer would understand what I was dealing with and show me some mercy.

He gave Aunt Bess a grin. “I’m afraid not. In fact, I can’t allow you to proceed up the mountain because this isn’t an all-wheel drive vehicle, and you don’t have snow chains on your tires.” 

“What? Are you serious?” I asked.

“Yes, ma’am. There’s snow on the mountain, and it’s illegal to drive up there without the proper equipment. It’s too dangerous.”

“We’re ever so grateful to you for watching out for us,” Aunt Bess said, “but we’re catering a big to-do up at Yona Ski Lodge. It’s new. If you’d like to come with us, I’ll save you a seat by the fire, and we’ll have hot cocoa.”

Chuckling, he said, “I’d like nothing better, but you’re going to have to get there some way other than this van.” He took a card from his wallet. “Call this number. It’s my cousin Sylvie’s taxi service. She has a big SUV that will take you wherever you need to go.”

I took the card. “Thank you.”

“In the meantime, I’ll need you to pull into that parking lot over there.” He turned and pointed to a grocery store whose parking lot was already pretty crowded. “You can’t leave the vehicle there for more than twenty-four hours, but Sylvie will help you with all that.”

“Thank you,” I repeated.

Waving goodbye to Aunt Bess, who gave a cheery wriggling of her fingers in return, the officer strode back to his SUV. I signaled, waited for traffic to clear, and drove over to the parking lot.

“It’s a racket, if you ask me,” Aunt Bess grumbled. “Waving at us like he’s our best friend while making us call his cousin for a ride up the mountain. He’s not got me fooled.” 

When I took my phone from my purse, I saw that I had a text from Ryan. My boyfriend was a deputy with the Winter Garden Sheriff’s Department, and he’d been warning me of this very thing.

If there’s snow on the mountain, you’ll be turned back without all-wheel drive.

There was no need to mention the message to Scott and Aunt Bess. Instead, I called Sylvie, who gave me directions to her taxi service on the other side of town.
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SYLVIE’S SWIFT RIDES was basically a covered one-level parking structure and a small industrial trailer. I pulled the van up in front of the trailer.

“You guys stay here please,” I said. “I’ll be right back.”

I went inside the trailer where I found a young woman wearing jeans, a sweater, a puffy vest, and furry boots that were propped up on a coffee table in front of the ratty sofa on which she sat. “Sylvie?”

“That’s me.” She swung her feet off the table, stood, and held out a hand for me to shake. “Amy Flowers?”

“That’s me.” I smiled as I shook her hand.

“You say you’re going up to Yona? I’m glad. I’ve been wanting to check out the new place.” She ushered me outside, locked the door behind her, and gestured toward a black SUV. “Need me to help you grab your things?”

“I believe we can handle it,” I said. “Thanks.” If Scott’s cake was touched with anything less than extreme caution, he’d have a conniption. And I wouldn’t blame him. He’d put a lot of time into the cake over the past two days, and it was a masterpiece.

Sylvie went over to the SUV, unlocked it, and started it, and then she returned to see if she could be of any help. Spotting Scott, she said, “Helloooo, Gorgeous!”

“Hello,” Aunt Bess said. “I’m Bess. It’s nice to meet you.”

“Nice to meet you. I’m Sylvie. And who are you, handsome?”

“Scott. Do you have third row seating?”

“Yes, indeedy. Do you need me to put it down?” she asked.

“Please.” He looked at me. “If she could lay both rows of seats flat, then you and I could sit in the back with the food, and Aunt Bess could sit up front with Sylvie.”

Sylvie held up her hands. “Oh, no can do, handsome. That would be illegal. Plus, if anything happened to you, I’d be liable.”

“But your cousin is the police,” Aunt Bess said, with a wave of her hand. “He’ll give you a pass.”

“I’m sorry. We’ll take every precaution with your food and pack it in as tightly as possible if you’re afraid of it spilling, but I can’t risk having you sit in the cargo area.”

“She’s right.” I placed a hand on Scott’s shoulder. “If we’d have a wreck, your cake would be the least of our worries.”

“Not mine,” he said. “You know how hard I’ve worked on that thing.”

“You’re a cake artist?” Sylvie asked. “That’s so cool. Come on. Help me put the third-row seat down, and we’ll figure out how we can transport your cake without damaging it.”

“Between you and me, she’s either awfully flirty, or she has a little crush on Scott,” Aunt Bess said as the pair walked over to the SUV.

Nothing gets past Aunt Bess.
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SCOTT, SYLVIE, AND I carried all the food into the spacious kitchen of the ski lodge. We’d told Sylvie she didn’t need to help—Scott had tried to insist even—but she’d told us it was all part of the service. I wasn’t inclined to believe her, and I could tell Scott wasn’t either, but I appreciated her help. Scott wasn’t about to let either of us help him unload the cake, though. 

Once we’d placed the food I’d brought into the walk-in refrigerator, Aunt Bess and I went for a tour of the lodge. Scott stayed behind to make sure his cake hadn’t been damaged during transport.

“This is just like I pictured it would be,” Aunt Bess said, taking in the lobby with the river rock fireplace that took up half the wall. “How cozy.”

Floor-to-ceiling windows showcased the majestic snowy evergreens outside.

“Thank you.” Katherine beamed. “We’re awfully proud of the place.”

“You should be.” I ran my hand over the back of a buttery brown leather sofa. “Everything is beautiful.”

As Katherine showed us to our rooms, we passed a painting of some Cherokee warriors who looked ghostlike. They were standing in a valley and were brandishing spears and tomahawks. 

“Who are those spooky-looking fellows?” Aunt Bess asked.

“They’re Nunnehi.” She pronounced the word nun-nayhee. “They’re strong creatures who are fiercely protective of the Cherokee.”

“Huh.” Aunt Bess lifted her phone and snapped a photo of the painting. “I’m gonna put ‘em on my Things That’ll Probably Kill Me board.”

{  }
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C

hecking my watch, I could see it was nearly five o’clock and that Mom should have finished up at the café quite a while ago. I called her to ask how everything went. 

“We managed to save a few of the menus from the fire,” she said.

“Ha ha.”

I had the phone on speaker, and Aunt Bess could hear. “There had better not have been a fire without me being there to see those sweet firefighters.”

The firefighters actually loved Aunt Bess. She often sent food to the station, and they followed her on Pinterest. 

“Seriously, did you remember to give Dilly a biscuit for the raccoon?” I asked.

“As if Dilly would let me forget that. She was much more interested in what you and Scott were doing.”

Dilly and her husband, Walter, were usually the first patrons to visit the Down South Café each morning. There was a raccoon who’d been coming down to Dilly’s back porch in the evenings for ages to get a biscuit, and Dilly never forgot to take one home for him.

“What about me?” Aunt Bess asked. “Did you tell her I’m with them?”

“I did, and she was delighted that you were taking a mini vacation,” Mom said. 

“Oh, good. I am enjoying it so far...except maybe for those nunya-bizness things. I’ve put them on my Things That’ll Probably Kill Me board.”

Mom didn’t even ask. “Rory misses you, Amy. He hears you talking, and his little tail is wagging like crazy.”

“Aw, hi, Rory! I love you!” I paused. “I love you, too, Princess Eloise!”

Princess Eloise was Mom’s cat, but she lived with me because Aunt Bess was allergic. The white Persian adored Mom, but she only tolerated me.

“By the time I get home on Sunday, neither Rory nor Princess Eloise will want to give you up,” I said. “I’ll have to move up to the big house with Aunt Bess, and you’ll have to stay in my house.”

Our homes are on the same piece of property. My grandfather had built them. He and my grandmother had lived in the sprawling white house with the wraparound porch on the hill, and Mom’s grandmother had lived in the smaller two-bedroom ranch-style house. When Mom got married, she and Dad—and later I—lived in the smaller house. 

When my grandmother had died, she’d left the house to Mom. Dad was long gone by then. Aunt Bess had already been living in the big house with Nana by then, so Mom inherited Aunt Bess and had to leave Princess Eloise behind. Of course, she still sees the cat all the time, but it isn’t the same as living with her.

“I don’t know about the pets, but that arrangement would suit me fine,” Aunt Bess said. “Every day, I’d put in my order from the café so Amy could bring it home to me.”

“You practically do that now,” I told her.

“Sometimes I don’t. Sometimes I have to eat whatever Jenna fixes...which is always good.” Aunt Bess screwed up her face and shook her head. “But having the entire café at my disposal all the time would be nice.”

“Speaking of dinner, I’m going to let you two go,” Mom said. “Clark is picking me up in half an hour, and we’re going out.”

Clark was Mom’s boyfriend and Winter Garden’s only resident doctor. He was a real catch.

“Where are y’all going?” Aunt Bess asked. 

“We haven’t decided. Have a good evening, and I’ll talk with you tomorrow.”

After we’d said our goodbyes, I ended the call. 

“Wonder what we’re having for dinner?” Aunt Bess asked. 

“I don’t know. Remember, the ski lodge’s chef isn’t here. That’s why I’m catering the grand opening tomorrow.”

“Right. But we have to eat something.” She flopped her head back with all the drama she could muster. “I’m starving.”

There was a rap on the door.

“Maybe that’s room service,” Aunt Bess said.

We hadn’t ordered room service. I doubted the ski lodge even had room service, especially not with a missing chef. I opened the door to find Scott standing in the hallway.

“I assembled the cake, and it looks terrific.” He came on into the room. “There were a couple of dings that it suffered during transport, but they were easily fixable.”

“I’m glad.” Aunt Bess shook her head. “We went through a lot to get here. Who knew we’d have to change horses in the middle of the stream?

“It is odd that Katherine didn’t mention the all-wheel drive law when she hired us to cater the event,” I said. “I suppose she had so much on her mind that she simply forgot about it.”

Scott stood with his hands in his pockets rocking back and forth on his heels.

“Why do you seem so concerned?” I asked.

He shrugged. “I put the cake in the walk-in fridge with plenty of space around it, but I’m still nervous that something will happen to it. Maybe I shouldn’t have assembled it until tomorrow morning. But I needed to know if there were any major repairs that needed to be done; and had I waited, I’d have really been cutting it close. Plus, if I’d had to go back to Fred’s or to Banner Elk for supplies, I’d have needed to know while the taxi was still handy.”

“Speaking of the taxi, that Sylvie was making eyes at you something fierce,” Aunt Bess said. “Did she stay while you reassembled the cake?”

“She did. Actually, she offered, and I accepted. I even offered to pay her more, but she wouldn’t hear of it.”

Aunt Bess rolled her eyes. “Of course, she wouldn’t hear of it. She’d have stayed as long as you’d have let her.”

“Not true. She got a call as I was making the repairs and had to leave.” Scott gave a little nod of triumph. “If only the cake can stay in pristine condition until the open house.”

“It’ll be fine.” I patted his shoulder.

“If you want me to, I’ll go down there and put a sign on the refrigerator door warning that anybody who messes up that cake will end up on my People I’ve Outlived board,” Aunt Bess said.

He grinned. “I truly appreciate the offer, but I don’t think it’s necessary. I doubt anybody would mess with the cake. I’m just really proud of this one—I think it’s the best cake I’ve ever done.”

“I’m proud of you too,” I said. “You were a great decorator before, but since you’ve been working with Daphne, your skills are even more impressive.”

“I agree with Amy, but I dare you to get the big head and run off to New York or somewhere to work in a five-star bakery.” Aunt Bess flattened her lips. “You don’t need that kind of stress.”

“Now, Aunt Bess, Scott needs to follow his dreams no matter where they might lead him.”

“I’m happy where I’m at,” Scott said. “You’re both stuck with me.”

“Good.” Aunt Bess smiled. “I’m happy where you’re at too.”
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