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      Though my sister had warned me, I still wasn’t prepared for a six-and-a-half-foot-tall skeleton to greet me after I rang the doorbell. Startled, I almost dropped the boxes of cupcakes I clutched in my arms.

      “Buenas tardes, señorita.” His deep, rumbling voice sounded ominous. “We’ve been expecting you.”

      The fragrance of burning beeswax candles drifted from the dark interior of the Spanish-style home. The skeleton’s face and hands—well, to be more precise, the man’s face and hands—were elaborately painted to resemble a skeleton, and he wore a black charro suit, the traditional garb of mariachi musicians. Detailed gold embroidery bordering the jacket’s lapels and edges resembled marigolds, one of the symbols of today’s celebration.

      He turned as he opened the door wide and swept his arm across his body. “Please enter. I will show you to the kitchen.”

      I took a tentative step across the threshold, my vision trying to adjust to the dim lighting of a double-story foyer built in what appeared to be a round tower. The room was lit only by flickering candles, and it looked like the upper windows had been covered by heavy black drapes. The center of the floor boasted a marble mosaic medallion in cream, rust, and amber. It was at least ten feet in diameter, and a matching mosaic ribbon rimmed the tower floor edges.

      “Emory! I’m delighted to finally meet you in person and taste your wonderful creations.” A woman dressed in a lace-covered, Victorian-style black dress liberally embroidered with yellow marigolds and red roses swept toward me. Her face had also been painted as an elaborate and colorful skeleton’s face, as were her hands. She reached out to shake my hand. “Your sister has told me so much about you.”

      I juggled the cupcake boxes and stuck my right hand out toward her. “Mrs. Alvarez. It’s so nice to meet you as well.”

      She gripped my hand with her right hand and placed her left hand over mine. “Please, you must call me Belita. I hope my husband didn’t keep you waiting at the door too long?”

      “Not at all.” I shifted the boxes again, and Belita let go of my hand. “If you don’t mind showing me where to set up the cupcakes, cookies, and cake, I’d be happy to get to work.”

      “Of course.” She waved the tall man over. “Isidoro will show you the way. And if you need any strong muscles to help carry anything in, you have my permission to put him to work.”

      “Thank you for your offer. I might need a hand bringing in the cake.” A cake large enough to serve one hundred people was not only huge, it was heavy too. I didn’t want to risk my sister hurting herself by trying to help me.

      Belita rubbed her hand up and down her husband’s bicep. “Isidoro is at your service. Right, mi amor?”

      “Your wish is my command, mi querida.” He lifted her hand and bent over to kiss her palm. When he rose, he pulled her by her waist and held her close to his side as if loath to let her go.

      “I’ll leave you to it. I must make sure the children are getting ready.” She turned to leave, her full skirt swishing with the movement, but Isidoro pulled her back and clasped his arm around her shoulders, his gaze never straying from his wife’s. Her mouth thinned, then she said, “Did Carrie mention my sister, Dalila, will see to your makeup and hair before the party?”

      A flash of irritation—or could it even have been anger?—crossed her face when she said the word “sister,” then it vanished. Perhaps it had only been the glimmering candlelight on her painted face. Or perhaps she found Isidoro’s grip on her shoulder annoying.

      “Yes, and I received the dress two days ago. Thank you. It is truly beautiful.” While not as elaborate as the one Mrs. Alvarez wore, the turquoise-and-gold embroidered designs on the white peasant blouse and matching mid-calf-length ruffled skirt were quite festive.

      “No pasa nada. It is nothing.” She nodded her head. “I want our guests to be fully immersed as we celebrate Día de los Muertos. It is truly a meaningful experience. Now I really must see to the children, and then I’ll come sample one of your cupcakes.”

      Isidoro released Belita then followed in her wake, so I followed. With lit sconces lining the walls, the hallway was brighter than the foyer, and late-afternoon sunlight filtered in as we got closer to the great room, lifting my mood. My sister, Carrie, had described the Spanish-style mansion and its impressive views in great detail. Still, my breath caught when I finally gazed upon the floor-to-ceiling doors and windows that opened onto an expansive and perfectly manicured yard with the Pacific Ocean in the background.

      The sun cast a golden glow, and a few sailboats could be seen in the distance. Tables and chairs were scattered around the yard, with heat lamps strategically placed to keep guests comfortable. A half dozen servers spread black linens over the tables and placed yellow-gold napkins and flatware at each place setting. A florist followed behind and put vases containing marigolds, chrysanthemums, and baby’s breath on the tables.

      “The kitchen is this way, señorita.” Isidoro’s sonorous voice, with its melodious accent, pulled me from my gawking. “Carrie will show you where to set up. When you have need of my help, come find me at the altar.”

      My sister gave me a distracted wave as I walked into the kitchen. Its size and appliances rivaled that of the commercial kitchen at Oceana, my fiancé’s restaurant in Laguna Beach.

      Isidoro gave a curt bow, clicked his shiny black boots together at the heels, spun back toward the doorway, and departed.

      “You must be loving having this gorgeous kitchen to work in.” I set the cupcake boxes down then ran my fingertips over the white marble countertop. It was cool and smooth. I couldn’t help stopping to admire how the diamond sitting on my left-hand ring finger glittered in the overhead pendant lighting.

      “You’ll hear no complaints from me.” Carrie flashed a quick smile then rubbed her growing belly. “Well, aside from being utterly exhausted. I can’t wait for this party to start so I can head home and prop my legs up. I need the swelling in my ankles to go down, and being on my feet all day isn’t doing me any favors.”

      My sister, six months pregnant with her fourth child, glowed with happiness despite her laments that she’d never weighed so much or looked so frazzled. In my opinion, her red—verging on auburn—hair still looked glossy and smooth, while my almost-clown-red hair was always frizzy, no matter how I tried to tame it. “Are you sure you want to close your company for good?”

      Carrie’s full lips turned downward. “No. I’m not sure, but I think it’s the best choice for my family. I can’t keep up with three kids, much less four, working weekends and evenings catering.”

      “You make a good point. But what about your employees, especially Katrina? Wouldn’t she want to fill in or take over for you?”

      Carrie wouldn’t meet my gaze. Instead, she lifted her wrist and glanced at her watch. “She’s already found another position, and we don’t have the time to go into details now. Let me show you where the desserts need to go, and then the playroom where Belita wants the cookie and marshmallow crafts to be set up.”

      “She still has at least a couple of teens to help with the younger kids? I can’t cover for you and deal with twenty-five little kids hyped up on sugar.” I loved my nieces and nephew dearly, but even they got to be a bit much after too many sweets.

      “It’s taken care of.” She motioned for me to follow her.

      We walked back to the great room and through a double-wide doorway that opened onto a dining room with a soaring ceiling. A bank of windows at least ten feet high lined the wall facing the ocean. A twenty-foot table had been covered with a black tablecloth—not a single wrinkle in sight—and decorated with marigold-filled vases and flickering opaque votive candles.

      “It seems dangerous to have so many lit candles left unattended.” I could be a bit clumsy, and I worried I might knock one over and start a fire. “Especially if there’s going to be a lot of kids running around.”

      “None of them are real candles. They’re battery operated.”

      “Seriously?” I walked over and picked one up. Sure enough, a plastic “flame” bobbled, making it appear as if the candle was burning. “But it smelled like beeswax candles when I walked into the house.”

      She shrugged. “It’s amazing what can be done these days. I need to get back to the kitchen to tend to the paella. Why don’t you get the cake, cupcakes, and cookies set up, and then I’ll show you to the playroom.”

      “That works for me.” I put the candle down then started clearing a space in the center of the table to fit the cake. “I’m supposed to find Isidoro by the altar. Do you know where that is?”

      “It’s in the library. I can show you if you hurry.” Carrie led the way from the room, and I followed her down several hallways that turned and twisted. All the doors we passed remained firmly shut.

      “I’m going to need a map to find my way around.” It was true. I lacked a sense of direction.

      “You’ll have Isidoro to show you the way back. The only areas you need to be concerned with are the kitchen, dining room, and patio.” Carrie stopped in front of double doors with elegantly carved wooden panels. Each panel depicted scenes from famous love stories like Romeo and Juliet, Cleopatra and Marc Antony, and even the modern-day Princess Bride. I wanted to take more time to examine each panel, but Carrie was all business. “Come find me once you have the desserts set up.”

      She gave me a quick peck on my cheek then waddled back the way we’d come.

      Taking a deep breath, I turned the twisted wrought iron handle, pushed open the door, and stepped inside the room.
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      My gaze drank in the shelves filled with books soaring up at least twenty feet. A mahogany library ladder rested to the left of me, and as much as I wanted nothing more than to start browsing the titles, my attention settled on the large altar on the far side of the room. It was as wide as the room, about thirty feet, and had five tiers, giving it a height of about six feet. It had been covered with a rich red cloth, and flickering candles and vases of flowers were placed around framed portraits of people.

      Isidoro stood facing the altar, his shoulders shaking. It looked like he held something in his hands, but I couldn’t tell what it was.

      “I’m sorry to intrude, Mr. Alvarez.” It felt like I’d interrupted a very private moment.

      He placed a photo of a young woman barely out of her teens back on the altar. Her long, glossy black hair parted in the middle, and she wore a startling amount of eyeliner and mascara. Swiping his eyes, he turned to face me. “Please call me Isidoro. As I promised my wife, I’m at your beck and call to assist in whatever you need.”

      “Is she your sister?” I was making a complete guess. Given that this was Día de los Muertos, the Day of the Dead, and the entire purpose was to remember those who had passed before us and honor them, I didn’t feel like I was being insensitive by asking.

      “Yes. Francesca was murdered when she was a student at university.” He swiped his eyes again. “Her killer was never caught, even though I know the scum who did it.”

      A gasp escaped my lips. “I’m so sorry for your loss. She looks so young.”

      “Someone snatched her life away at twenty-two, just a couple of months before she was to graduate.” Isidoro’s hands clenched into fists. “That was almost twenty years ago, but it seems like it just happened yesterday.”

      “Why wasn’t the person arrested?”

      “Bah! The police in this country say they cannot do anything without proof.” He drew his thick eyebrows together until his black eyes slitted and disappeared into the black paint encircling them. “But I know who did it. Her boyfriend. We warned her against him, but she wouldn’t listen, and then it was too late.”

      “I truly am sorry.”

      He seemed to shake himself from the disturbing memories, and his red-rimmed eyes met my gaze. “Come, show me what I need to do to help you.”

      “I only need help with the cake. It’s large and heavy, at least for me.”

      Isidoro led the way to my cherry-red SUV, and I popped open the liftgate. The three-tier cake sat in the middle of the cargo hold. A cargo net secured stacks of cupcake boxes behind the cake. Because of the size and weight of the cake, I’d placed it on a thick square of plywood that I’d covered with black fabric and edged with colorful sugar skull-printed ribbon.

      “You made the cake?” He gave me an approving glance. “It is quite beautiful, and you’ve captured all the intricate details that make this celebration so meaningful.”

      The top and bottom tiers were encased in black fondant then decorated with bright orange, green, and blue fondant flowers and designs and embellished with royal icing piping. The middle tier had a background of white fondant decorated with sugar skulls, flowers, and hearts, while a framed banner held the words Día de los Muertos. Colorful fantasy roses created the borders between the tiers.

      “Thank you. I truly enjoyed creating it.” I lifted a box about twelve inches in each dimension and flipped the lid open to reveal a glass sugar skull. “I’ll use this for the cake topper. It’s made of glass, but I loved the colors and think it will finish the cake perfectly.”

      “It’s a stunning calavera, and sí, I agree it will look beautiful on top of the cake.”

      “Calavera? Does that mean skull in Spanish?”

      “That it does. Muy bien. May I ask how long it took for you to decorate?”

      I seesawed my flat hand back and forth. “Maybe about eighteen hours, or if you include cleaning up, twenty hours?”

      “Ai-yi-yi. I hope we paid you enough for the cake.”

      “Your wife is a fair customer, and like I said, I enjoyed the challenge.” Since I wasn’t a professional cake decorator—my focus was cupcakes and cookies—I had been sure to work slowly and methodically to make certain each detail was perfect. Someone who decorated cakes for a living would have been quicker. I enjoyed a good challenge, like this cake, but I didn’t let my sister talk me into taking many cake-decorating projects. I stuck with the themes that interested me, and I only agreed if I knew I’d have the time I’d need to devote myself to creating a worthy cake.

      I edged the cake closer to the opening of the vehicle. “Shall we each take a side of the cake board and carry it to the dining room?”

      “This shouldn’t be too heavy for me to carry on my own. Our height differences will make it difficult to carry together.”

      Isidoro was right. He was close to six and a half feet, while I was only a couple inches over five feet. “If you’re sure?”

      He carefully picked the cake up. “It’s not a problem as long as you go ahead of me and open the front door.”

      I did as he asked, and it wasn’t long before the cake was safely displayed on the table. Isidoro hadn’t even broken a sweat. I, on the other hand, could feel perspiration popping out on my forehead and temples from the stress of getting the cake to the table all in one piece. It wouldn’t take long for my foundation to fail and the freckles that dotted my face to be on full view.

      Carefully—oh, so carefully—I positioned the glass calavera on top of the cake, assisted by some sticky fondant to help keep the base in place. Because of the weight of the skull, I’d added extra support dowels inside the cake, and I’d placed a thin board covered with fondant on top of the cake, beneath the outer layer of fondant covering the tier. As long as no one tipped the cake over, the topper should remain secure. I quickly added a few more fondant fantasy roses along the base of the calavera to cover gaps between the skull and the cake.

      “Would you like me to assist in bringing the cupcakes and cookies in?”

      “That’s unnecessary. I’m sure you’re busy.”

      “I am happy to help. My wife wants to keep me busy and out from under her feet until the party starts.” He looked at his wristwatch. “That’ll be in two hours, so lead the way.”

      It didn’t take long for us to carry in the boxes, and I quickly arranged the cupcakes and cookies on the table. I placed small signs next to each platter and tiered serving tray alerting the guests to what the item was and whether there were any allergen ingredients to be aware of.

      Belita swept into the dining room just as I’d finished folding the last box. “This looks spectacular, especially with your cake taking center stage.”

      “Thank you. I’m happy I could be a part of your celebration.” I watched as she carefully read each sign until she reached a cupcake tray that indicated it was for adults only.

      “RumChata cupcakes? Don’t mind if I do!” She plucked one up and pulled the sugar skull-printed wrapper halfway off before taking a large bite. She hummed her approval and closed her eyes as if to savor the flavors. “This is simply divine.”

      “As you can see, I put the RumChata cupcakes far from the entrance and left the frosting simply adorned with a fresh marigold flower. The children’s horchata cupcakes are nearest the entrance with candy skulls and jimmies decorating the frosting. I hope that will keep little fingers away from the adults-only cupcakes, but just to be sure, I’ll have a server stationed in here to keep an eye on things.”

      “I’m sure it will be fine.” She took another bite. “Hmmm… delish. I’ll assign our nanny to come in and help your server as well. She’s about eighty, if a day, but she’ll make sure none of the little darlings knock over cupcakes or abscond with an entire platter of cookies.”

      “Perfect. I was just on my way to set up the cookie and paper crafts in the playroom. Do you have time to show me where it is?” Carrie was probably wondering if I’d gotten lost, but I’d send her a text as soon as I reached the playroom.

      “Of course, but I need you to hurry. My sister will be ready to do your hair and makeup in about fifteen minutes.” Belita readjusted a bobby pin—one of many—that held her flower headdress in place, the gold and red flowers complementing the colors in her Carina dress. “Do you need help to carry anything?”

      I picked up two hot-pink tote bags and held one up. “Nope. The cookies, marshmallows, and edible markers are all here, and the marigold paper flower craft items are in the other.”

      She opened the double French doors from the great room that led onto a paved patio. The splashing of a fountain sounded close, while in the distance, waves crashing onto the beach provided a gentle roar. I brushed tendrils of hair that had escaped my elastic band away from my face when the ocean breeze gusted off the water. We followed the stone-paved sidewalk along the length of the mansion—there was no other word for it—until we turned the corner onto a large grassy area scattered with small tables and chairs set amongst playground equipment.

      Brightly colored paper lanterns and Mexican folk-art papel picado—colorful and intricately cut tissue banners—had been strung overhead. In the corner, hanging from the branch of a mighty oak tree, a sugar skull piñata at least five feet tall and three feet wide swung in the breeze. I could barely imagine how many pounds of candy it held and how many children would go home with a tummy ache after the piñata had been cracked open, its contents scooped up by eager little hands and stuffed into their little mouths. Two carved marble mermaids, each about a foot high, held open another set of double French doors leading into the house.

      Entering what had been aptly named the playroom—except it was at least three times the size I had envisioned—was like a dream come true for a child or even a teen. In the far corner, garment racks held dress-up clothes, including just about every princess gown I’d ever heard of, along with vanities with lighted mirrors. Makeup cluttered the tops of the three vanities, and high-heeled dress-up shoes were haphazardly tossed around.

      A large flat-screen TV playing the Disney movie Coco was mounted on another wall. Despite the low volume, a lump formed in my throat when I recognized the scene. I’d watched the movie a few times with my nieces and nephew. It was a sweet and sentimental production based on the traditions of Día de los Muertos, and it almost always made my eyes feel dewy. A console table beneath the screen held gaming controls, and comfy sofas and beanbag chairs were strategically placed for movie watching and video games. Arcade games and tabletop games were in another section of the playroom, and a full-sized ping-pong table sat folded against a wall. Four eight-foot tables in the center of the room were covered with plastic tablecloths printed with colorful sugar skulls. Forty padded folding chairs ringed the tables.

      “I think if you set out a plate, one cookie, two marshmallows, and a set of edible markers at each seat on two of the tables, the children can come in and help themselves to the decorating. The teen helpers can dole out additional sweets and markers as needed.” She handed me a stack of sugar skull-themed paper plates. “Set out the marigold-flower paper craft at the other two tables. I doubt most of the children will bother with that one. If you need more plates, you’ll find them in the walk-in kitchen pantry on the top right-hand shelf.”

      “This looks like there will be more than enough.” I began placing the plates at each seat on two of the tables, wondering why she’d bothered having me create a paper craft if she didn’t think anyone would want to do it. “As requested, I brought one hundred cookies covered with royal icing, one hundred and fifty marshmallows, and thirty sets of edible markers. There should be enough items for the kids to make four marigolds each.”

      “The marigolds I am not worried about, but do you think four cookies for each child will be enough?” Belita pursed her black-painted lips.

      “With all the other activities going on and different food stations, I think it’ll be plenty, especially with the marshmallow craft. The cookies are fairly large.” I abandoned the plates and plucked a box of cookies from the tote bag. I opened the lid and extracted one of the cookies I’d decorated as a sample for the kids. The sugar skull sugar cookie was as large as my hand. The hardened white royal icing was the perfect backdrop for coloring with edible markers and would keep the kids entertained for quite a while. Next, I opened a sealed plastic container and extracted a marshmallow that had been decorated with edible markers to resemble a sugar skull then skewered with a popsicle stick.

      “You’re right. This will all work out.” She wrung her hands together, and I marveled at how the skeleton paint didn’t smear or come off. “I just want this evening to be perfect. My husband’s brother, sister-in-law, and their children with spouses are attending. It’s the first time they’ve joined us since… well, in about twenty years.”

      “Isidoro mentioned that his sister was killed. I’m so sorry for the family’s loss.” Pulling the yellow and orange tissue paper from the tote, along with safety scissors and pipe cleaners, I arranged them down the middle of the remaining two tables, along with samples I’d already completed. I needed to meet with the teens who would be in charge of this room and give them a quick overview of how to make the tissue flowers. Although it wouldn’t surprise me if they simply pulled up a video on YouTube or TikTok for a tutorial if I didn’t get here in time.

      “It’s been painful, and the wounds have never healed. His brother blames us for her death.” She pulled a tissue from a hidden pocket and dabbed at her eyes.

      “How can that be? I thought it was a boyfriend who killed her?”

      “He did, even though the police said they could not find proof.” Belita picked the plates up and started placing them at each setting. “But we’d met him. Hector Vasquez. We could see he was not to be trusted with our Francesca, but she refused to break up with him.”

      I followed behind and placed a cookie on each plate, along with a package of edible markers. “So why were you and your husband blamed for her death?”

      “We were supposed to watch over her at university here in the U.S. since her parents live in Mexico City.” She found several rolls of paper towels and placed them intermittently on the tables. “It was our responsibility to, how do you say, check out her friends? You know, get background checks and, above all, keep her from dating.”

      “Did she attend UCI?” Just a bit over ten miles from Laguna Beach, it was the closest university in the area.

      “No. She was in Berkeley.” Belita began stacking the extra cookie boxes on a built-in counter that held a dishwasher, microwave, and toaster oven. An oversized refrigerator capped the end of the counter. The playroom seemed fully self-contained. “But it was still our responsibility to monitor her, and we failed.”

      “Unless she lived under your roof, I’m not sure how you could have scrutinized who she hung out with, especially being over four hundred miles away.” I didn’t want to say it, but the young woman’s parents seemed to be the unreasonable ones. “Perhaps their grief at losing her made them want to blame someone, and you and your husband were the only ones available since the crime wasn’t solved.”

      “You could be right, but it’s been a long twenty years of being shunned by the entire family.”
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      Before I could think of an appropriately comforting thing to say, a woman stomped through the door on four-inch fire-engine-red stilettos. Black lace stockings showed off a generous amount of leg until her thighs disappeared beneath a short, frilly, layered black skirt. She appeared to be around Belita’s age—early to mid-thirties, if I had to guess—and beneath the layers of skeleton makeup, her face, neck, and chest glowed red. Her substantial décolletage heaved with each breath. Her lips were pressed together, and she held her clenched fists firmly on her hips.

      “How could you include him?” She spat the words out with a snarl. “What were you thinking? Never mind my feelings at seeing him, but Isidoro’s family is going to be apoplectic when they get here.”

      “Dalila, what are you wearing?” Belita looked her sister up and down, completely ignoring the questions hurled at her. “This is a day to be respectful of those who have gone before us, and you’re dressed like a… like a… tramp.”

      “Does it really matter?” Dalila patted her curls. “Besides that, I heard there were several single men attending. I might want to catch their attention.”

      “Think of the children if they see you dressed like that. You need to be a good example of how to honor our ancestors.” Belita put her hands on her hips. “Go change now before anyone sees you.”

      “How can you talk about being respectful and honoring our dead when you invited HIM?” Dalila practically screeched the words.

      Belita tilted her head in my direction, again ignoring the question. “Let me introduce you to our dessert caterer, Emory Martinez. Emory, this is my sister, Dalila.”

      “It’s so nice to meet you, Dalila.” I felt frumpy around this svelte woman. While Belita’s dress, makeup, and hair were modestly traditional, her sister seemed intent on displaying all her assets with a revealing ensemble that reminded me of an adults-only Halloween costume. Even her makeup had a sexy slant for a skeleton motif, with glittery purple eye makeup, dramatic liner and lashes, and plumped-up ruby-red lips.

      “Likewise.” She barely glanced at me before turning her anger back at her sister. “You need to go fix this and get that man out of here. Now!”

      “Who are you talking about? I went over the guest list a hundred times, and there shouldn’t be any person objectionable to anyone on there.”

      Dalila narrowed her eyes. “Then tell me how Xavier Vasquez is here wandering the grounds with his guitar.”

      Belita’s hand flew to her mouth. “No. It can’t be.”

      “I’m telling you, it’s him. I’d know my ex no matter what.”

      I looked from one woman to the other. Dalila still seethed, and Belita looked like she was close to panicking. The last name of Vasquez niggled at my mind. Wasn’t that the last name of the supposed murderer? Could they be related? It seemed possible given Dalila’s worry about Isidoro’s family seeing the man.

      “Dalila, you have to get rid of him for me. For the family.” Belita brought her hands together in a prayer position.

      “I can’t face him. If you can’t get him to leave, I’m going to head home.” Dalila stomped her foot. “How did you let this happen?”

      “It wasn’t my doing. I promise.” Belita pinched the bridge of her nose and closed her eyes before opening them and facing me. “Emory? My friend. Please find Xavier and ask him to leave. If you can get it accomplished, especially with no drama drawing attention to his presence at our home, there’ll be a five-thousand-dollar bonus for you at the end of the night.”

      My eyes widened at the amount. “I’ll do my best to see what I can do, but there’s no need to give me a bonus.”

      “Go ahead and offer Xavier five thousand to leave. He’s always been a money-grubbing jerk.” Dalila’s tone was that of a bitter woman. “It’s the only reason he married me in the first place, and the second he found out I’d been disinherited, he dumped me.”

      “Fine. Please offer Xavier a bribe to leave. Start at one thousand and go up to ten thousand, in cash, to get him to leave.” Belita appraised me. “You can negotiate, no?”

      I gulped. “Sure. If needed, I’ll get Carrie involved. With three kids and one on the way, she’s a clever negotiator.”

      Belita chuckled then pushed me toward the door. “Quickly now. I can’t have Isidoro or any of his family seeing Xavier. It would open wounds that are just now healing.”

      “Err, how do I recognize him?”

      “Easy. Look for the most handsome man out there, strutting around with a guitar on his back.” Dalila pursed her lips. “He’s about six foot, black hair styled like an early-era Elvis. He’s wearing a black charro suit embroidered with red roses, a red bow tie, and a black sombrero. I’m guessing he’s part of the mariachi band.”

      Belita slapped her hand across her forehead. “How stupid of me. I never thought to ask for names and profiles of the band members or any of the servers. I only dealt with Carrie for the catering and servers, and the band’s agent when booking the music.”

      “It’s too late for that now.” Dalila flapped her hands at me. “Whatever it takes, hurry and get that man off the property.”

      I trotted back the way we’d come and found the man in question. He stood in a circle with five other musicians, their backs facing out. It appeared they were in a heated discussion—in Spanish—and I wasn’t sure I should interrupt.

      A plump woman holding an accordion finally noticed me. “Is there something you need?”

      “Um. I was hoping to speak to Xavier.” My face heated, and I was certain my freckles had popped out in full force.

      “Ooh, Xavier. You already have an admirer.” The man holding an oversized, overly rounded guitar—known as a guitarrón according to Brian’s brief, yet educational, overview of the components of the party I might encounter that day—nudged the tallest man of the group with his elbow.

      Xavier, who matched Dalila’s description perfectly, turned and walked toward me. He slung his regular-sized guitar onto his back. “How may I help, señorita?”

      In his forties, Xavier was leading-man handsome with a cleft in his chin. His black hair was graying at the temples, giving him a debonair appearance. But it was his arresting sapphire-blue eyes with the thickest, longest eyelashes that mesmerized me. I might have momentarily been jealous.

      “May I speak to you in private?” I motioned him to step farther away from the group.

      Another woman, this one showing off her svelte figure in a formfitting black dress, tossed her long auburn tresses over her shoulder and glowered at me. She drew her bow across the strings of her violin, making a discordant noise that sounded just a bit menacing. Was it meant for me or for Xavier?

      “Lead the way, and I’ll follow you to the ends of the earth.” He lowered his voice to a seductive murmur.

      Oh. Ick. No wonder Dalila hated this man. He was a player. I led him to the corner of the patio then turned to face him. “You need to leave now. It’s in your best interest and the interest of the owners of this property.”

      He burst out laughing, a deep, rumbling laugh. It caught the attention of the band members. “Do I now. And what’s in it for me to abandon my band?”

      “I’ve been authorized to offer you one thousand dollars to go.” I crossed my arms in front of my chest when his eyes flitted over my body.

      He smiled broadly, and a dimple appeared in his cheek. “Oh, I think Mr. and Mrs. Alvarez can do much better than that. How high are they willing to go?”

      I gaped. Snapping my mouth shut, I put my hands on my hips. “You were already aware of who this house belongs to? And you came anyway?”

      “But of course. I’d never pass up the chance to see Dalila, my sweet wife—well I guess she’s my ex-wife now—when presented with the opportunity.” He seemed to puff out his chest. “The more I think about it, no amount of money could convince me to sneak off like a criminal in the night. They hired my band. We have a signed contract. And I’m here to stay.”

      “Would ten thousand tempt you?” I probably should have tossed out a lower number but I didn’t think Xavier was open to negotiations.

      Xavier gulped and pulled at the neckline of his bow tie. He looked up at the imposing mansion then turned to gaze out at the view of the ocean. He shook his head. “My regrets, señorita, but I won’t leave for even that.”

      As he strode off to rejoin the band, I couldn’t help but wonder if he was holding out for more money. Or was he really here to see Dalila? Given that he knew the Alvarez family and presumably knew about the loss of their sister, could he be here to stir up trouble and reopen old wounds?

      Lowering my head in defeat, I trudged back to find Belita and break the bad news.
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      After Belita and Dalila both raged about Xavier when I explained my failure, Dalila quickly made up my face in a simple skeleton design. Once she was satisfied with the design, I slid into the peasant blouse and skirt. It was heavier and bulkier than I’d have liked, especially given I would have a long night of working to serve food and supervise all aspects of the catering staff. Both women tried to convince me to don a large flowery headpiece to complete the outfit, but I flat-out refused. I needed to move freely while I worked, without worrying that the thing was going to become unbalanced and fall into food I was preparing or serving.

      When they finally capitulated over the headdress, I double-checked the kids’ craft room—everything was ready for them to be entertained—then went to assist my sister with the final preparations. I wanted to let her escape to avoid what was sure to become a huge confrontation between Xavier and the Alvarez family. I could only keep my fingers crossed that they’d do it in private and not in front of the guests, especially the children.

      As I reached the patio, I saw one of the servers, an attractive young woman in her late teens, perhaps as old as twenty, standing in front of Xavier. With her arms folded across her shapely chest, she bent her head forward as if looking at the ground. Her straight black hair partially covered her face like a curtain, and I wondered if she were trying to hide. With the leer the musician was giving her and the way he was stroking her arm, she probably was.

      I rushed to her side. “You’re needed inside to start plating.” I glanced over at Xavier and narrowed my eyes. “Our employees are working, so I’d appreciate if you didn’t interrupt their duties.”

      Xavier merely laughed at me then kissed his fingertips. “I just love redheads. How about you and I go for a drink after this party?”

      I flashed my ring at him while shaking my head, then pulled the woman toward the house. Looking back to make sure Xavier wasn’t following me, I couldn’t help seeing the trumpet player striding toward Xavier, a look of pure rage turning his face a mottled red. It was difficult to guess the trumpet player’s age since his teeth were bared and his wide eyes shone bright white against his dark-chestnut skin. His black hair was peppered with gray and had turned white around his temples, but still, he was physically fit, and his arms and neck muscles bulged as he flexed his fists.

      Without wasting another moment to watch the two men, I rushed the girl toward the house. We didn’t need to be around if there was going to be violence.

      “I’m so sorry for neglecting my duties, Ms. Martinez. Please don’t fire me.” Her voice was soft, almost as if she were afraid to speak.

      “You don’t have to worry about that…” I looked over at her, but she kept her head down and continued gazing at the floor. “I’m sorry. What’s your name? Carrie hasn’t given me the employee roster yet.”

      “It’s Janá. Estrada.” Color flooded her face as she looked up, gripping the bottom of her blouse so firmly I feared it would wrinkle. “Please don’t fire me. I’ll do better if you give me another chance.”

      “There’s no need to be worried about that. I’ve already met Xavier and know what kind of man he is.” I peered over my shoulder and caught him staring at us. Thankfully, the trumpet player was no longer in sight. “I apologize he made you uncomfortable.”

      “It comes with the job. Unfortunately.” She kept her gaze lowered as she followed me inside.

      “If you’d like, I can give you another task, away from the mariachi band and hopefully away from other letches. Plus, there’ll be an eighty-year-old nanny there to keep any untoward behavior at bay. It’ll probably be very boring, but it’s yours if you want it.”

      “I’d like that. Just tell me what to do.” She tucked a strand of silky hair behind her ear and made eye contact with me for the first time. I could finally see how lovely she was. High cheekbones with full red lips complemented her golden skin tone, and her amber-colored eyes sparkled.

      “It’s pretty simple. All you have to do is stand guard over the RumChata cupcakes and keep all minors away from them. There are plenty of other cupcakes and cookies to keep the kids satisfied when they’re ready for dessert.”

      “Okay. Do I have to card anyone?” Her voice was still tentative.

      “No. Use your best judgement. From what I can tell, there won’t be many older teens here.” That was my best guess, at least, from the activities planned for the children.

      Janá followed me to the dessert room, where I showed her the cupcakes she needed to watch over.

      “You can sample some cookies or the horchata cupcakes, if you’d like.”

      “No, thank you.” She wouldn’t quite meet my gaze. “Would it be okay for me to check messages on my phone? My grandma is in the hospital, and I’m waiting to find out what the doctor says about her tests.”

      “Of course, as long as Mr. and Mrs. Alvarez, or any of their guests, aren’t around.” I rearranged one of the cupcake platters. It looked like someone had already helped themselves to dessert. “If you need to leave to be with your grandmother, I’m sure we can make do.”

      Her cheeks turned pink. “Thank you, but I’ll stay here. I really need the paycheck.”

      “If anything changes, just let me know.”

      A chime sounded from Janá’s back pocket. She flashed me an
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