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      “…there is enough action, including a few surprises—plus baking—to maintain a steady momentum. The breezy book concludes with a collection of unique recipes. An engaging cozy best enjoyed with a plate of cookies.” – Kirkus Reviews

      “You are going to love this delicious new cozy mystery! Kim Davis pens characters who come to life and a story you won’t want to put down, not to mention recipes that will make your mouth water. Don’t miss this scrumptious treat! – Paige Shelton, New York Times Bestselling author of the Farmers' Market, Country Cooking School, Dangerous Type, Scottish Bookshop mysteries, and Alaska Wild suspense series

      “Sparkling prose, a deliciously twisty plot, and a colorful cast of characters make this debut cozy a surefire winner!” – Linda Reilly, author of the Cat Lady Mysteries and Deep Fried Mysteries

      "Sprinkles of Suspicion contains all of the necessary ingredients for a fun culinary read – a charming heroine, an intriguing mystery and recipes to die for."– Catherine Bruns, USA Today Best Selling Author of the Cookies & Chance mysteries and the Italian Chef Mystery Series

      "A delightful new cozy with a cool California setting and an imminently likable heroine." Ellen Byron, Best Humorous Lefty Awards winner and author of the Agatha Award-winning and USA Today Bestselling Cajun Country Mysteries and The Catering Hall Mysteries.

      “This very well-written first-in-a-series from Kim Davis is a great read, hard to put down, and filled with intense “comeuppances” and realistic family dynamics.” – Kathleen Costa, Kings River Life Magazine

      “If you love cozy mysteries, murder stories, and a great plot, then Sprinkles of Suspicion is a must-read.” – Trudi LoPreto, Readers’ Favorite

      “This book has all the qualities of a top notch cozy mystery.” – Karen Kenyon, Reviewer

      “. . . .a fun debut. . . Sprinkles of Suspicion sets up a promising new series. You’ll enjoy meeting Emory here and be anxious to find out where cupcakes and murder take her next.” Carstairs Considers

      “This story moves along at a great pace and doesn’t lag anywhere. There is always something happening, drama, twists, and yes, cupcakes. So well-plotted, I was totally taken in by the entire story and flabbergasted when the real killer was revealed.” Escape With Dollycas Into A Good Book
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      A low roar filled my ears right before a whoosh of hot blue flames raced toward my face. Blistering heat singed my bangs, but I stood still, rooted in place. I couldn’t move. My mind screamed for me to get a fire extinguisher, except I had no idea which cabinet held it. Large hands shoved me aside then slammed the oven door shut. I watched, mesmerized, as the flames flickered out.

      “What are you trying to do, burn my grandmother’s house down?” The deep voice sounded angry.

      I turned to see dark-green eyes that smoldered in a classically handsome face. A scowl created furrow lines in his forehead that his carefully coiffed blond hair didn’t quite cover up. He must have been the heir apparent to the Skyler family business and fortune. I had been warned about him… by his own grandmother. Just my luck he had caught me in the middle of a bad cupcake experiment.

      “Uh, no. That was definitely an accident.” I held out my hand. “I’m Emory Martinez. Thanks for putting out the flambé.”

      He looked at my offered hand, studied my ample figure, then turned away. Apparently, he didn’t want to get his impeccably manicured fingers sticky with the smear of buttercream on my palm. After I washed and dried my hands, I smoothed my frizzy red hair away from my face. I had made an impression, but unfortunately, it wasn’t a good one.

      “What’s all this?” He gestured at the row of liquor bottles lined up on the butcher block island. “My grandmother isn’t supposed to consume more than four ounces of red wine with dinner each day. Has my father allowed an alcoholic to care for my grandmother?”

      My face burned, and I wished someone had warned me that Theodore Preston Skyler was going to make a surprise visit. I would’ve scurried back to my pool house after preparing his grandmother’s breakfast and hidden until the coast was clear. The man seemed as pretentious as his name.

      “No, definitely not. I almost never drink.” That might have been true up until almost three months ago. However, since I’d moved there to care for Tillie, the feisty octogenarian had made it her mission to educate me on the finer points of creating then sipping cocktails every evening by the pool. Tillie’s favorite, the gimlet, had become one of mine. Of course, her son and grandson’s recommendation that she limit herself to four ounces of wine with dinner had been met with outright disdain from the woman herself. When I voiced my concern, Tillie assured me that her doctor saw no reason to limit her consumption to the small quantity because she was in perfect health.

      “Well, what is all this alcohol doing in the kitchen? Are you stealing from my grandmother?”

      “No! These are my own supplies. Tillie—”

      “That would be Mrs. Skyler to you, Ms. Martinez,” said the pompous man, who was only a few years older than my twenty-eight. “I’ll have a talk with my father. It’s obvious you’re not the right sort of caretaker for this position.”

      My stomach clenched, and my mouth went bone-dry. Ever since I’d discovered that my no-good cheating husband was having an affair with my supposed best friend, my life had spiraled out of control. This job had been a second chance for me to get back on my feet, and I truly loved the elderly woman I lived with. Besides, if I got fired, my mother would kill me.

      “You’ll do no such thing, Teddy.” His grandmother marched past her grandson and stood at my side to face him. “This is between your father and me. We both happen to think Emory is perfect for the job.”

      He blanched. “Grandmother, please call me Theodore. It’s absurd that I have to keep reminding you.”

      “You’ll be called Teddy until you remember to call me Grams or at least Tillie. Honestly, ‘Grandmother’ reminds me of my former mother-in-law, and those memories are best forgotten.”

      I cringed. Words like “forgotten,” “memories,” and “remember” were best not brought up. Her son thought she suffered from dementia and wanted me to spy on her so they could move her into a care facility. It appeared her pretentious grandson shared or hoped for the same outcome. I wondered if both men were after her money and property. Despite what they thought, Tillie’s mind was as sharp as a tack, and she lived life to the fullest. It would crush her to lose her independence.

      I tuned out their bickering as they went back to the living room to wait for David Skyler, Tillie’s son, to arrive. He’d scheduled a family meeting and requested that I prepare muffins and tea for his sons and mother. Since it was autumn, I had baked pumpkin-spice muffins and put them in the warming drawer. Tillie had recommended a chai blend from her favorite tea shop, and I would steep the tea when Mr. Skyler arrived.

      Mr. Skyler paid my generous salary and allowed me to live in Tillie’s luxurious pool house. In exchange, I cooked for his mother and did some accounting and administrative chores for him. The arrangement suited me and left me plenty of time to experiment, bake, and deliver the cupcakes for my fledgling cupcake catering company.

      My specialty was creating cupcakes that tasted like cocktails. Fireball Pumpkin-Spice Coffee Cupcakes had been the morning’s experiment. Apparently, I had used too much Fireball in the recipe, which had caused it to flambé. I giggled when I realized the whiskey had lived up to its name. Unfortunately, the centers of the little cakes had cratered like giant sinkholes when I removed them from the oven.

      I needed to get the recipe right, since I planned to showcase them at Tillie’s Halloween party the following evening, two weeks before the actual holiday. I hoped the cupcakes would generate some new orders from the seventy-five guests. My sister would cater the party food while I provided the desserts. Besides the Fireball Cupcakes, I planned to make Poison Apple Cupcakes and Poison Apple Cake Pops. Smashed Pumpkin Cupcakes were already in the refrigerator, ready to be consumed. Tillie had arranged for a live band and a bartender, which was more evidence of her living life to the fullest.

      The gong of the doorbell made me jump, and I rushed to fill the teapot with steaming water to steep the chai blend. I placed the warm muffins on a serving tray and covered them with a pumpkin-print cloth napkin before putting the teapot beside it. I jumped again when a deep masculine voice whispered in my ear, “Let me carry that for you.”

      Tillie’s youngest grandson, Brian, was standing right behind me. He could’ve been the twin of his slightly older brother, but whereas Theodore seemed uptight and pretentious most of the time, Brian was happy-go-lucky and quite thoughtful of others. Well, I might have been a bit biased because Brian was a huge flirt and stroked my ego whenever he visited his grandmother.

      “Thanks.”

      “My father wants you in on this so-called family meeting.” He picked up the tray.

      “Why? I’m not family.”

      He shrugged. “I’m only his messenger boy.”

      I followed Brian into the living room and noticed a woman standing next to Mr. David Skyler. She looked to be in her late twenties, but it was difficult to tell because of the dramatic makeup troweled onto her face. I suspected that regular visits to a salon resulted in her perfectly coiffed shoulder-length golden-blonde hair, while her toned figure was probably the result of hours spent with a trainer. I took in her designer dress and stiletto heels, which pushed her height to about five foot eight, but she was still six inches shorter than Mr. Skyler.

      “Thank you for joining us, Emory. Please make yourself comfortable.” Mr. Skyler motioned toward the couches. The slim European cut of his trousers made him appear lean, while his eyes appeared darker than their normal light-blue hue because of the sky-blue of his buttoned-down shirt.

      I sat next to Tillie on the uncomfortable formal loveseat and stared out the window to watch a sailboat bob past in Newport Bay. Tillie squeezed my hand before she picked up her teacup.

      “Let me introduce you to my new wife, Barbara.” Mr. Skyler smoothed back his graying hair before putting his arm around the young woman’s waist. “While I realize this is sudden, I hope you’ll be happy for us.”

      I finally noticed the quail egg–sized diamond that sat on her ring finger. The teacup clattered against the saucer in Tillie’s hand. I reached out to take it from her before the hot chai spilled onto her cream-colored slacks. The color drained from her face, and she placed her shaky hands back on her lap.

      Theodore didn’t hold back, though. “What the…? Your third wife is barely cold in the ground, and you have another to replace her?”

      Theodore was the son from Mr. Skyler’s first wife, while Brian was the son from the second. Both marriages had ended in divorce, and Mr. Skyler still paid out a substantial amount of money in alimony each month. I knew because I wrote and mailed the checks to the two women. Brian had told me the third trophy wife had died in a tragic hit-and-run a few weeks before I started working there, and the case hadn’t been solved. Trophy Wife Number Four appeared to be at least thirty years his junior… right around my age.

      “I realize this is sudden.” Mr. Skyler’s voice sounded low and angry. “But I expect you to show respect for my decision and for Barbara.”

      I glanced at Barbara, expecting to see her to seem embarrassed or shy, given Theodore’s outburst. Instead, she looked like she was gloating over the family’s squabble. Tillie shivered beside me.

      “Welcome to the family, Barbara.” Brian’s face looked as if he had bitten into a sour lemon. “How did you two lovebirds meet?”

      With her age and her Barbie-doll looks, I expected her voice to be high and breathy. Instead, it was sultry with a hint of an accent, possibly French. I tried to focus on what she was saying instead of her looks.

      “We met at a tea shop in London over Easter, and it was love at first sight.” She beamed up at her new husband, who returned her gaze with adoration. “I quit my job and returned to my home in Washington, DC, so we could be together more often.”

      Tillie gasped. I might have done the same. Mr. Skyler had still been married to Wife Number Three during Easter. The new Mrs. Skyler had just insinuated that they had been carrying on an affair for quite a while. I found it suspicious that Wife Number Three was conveniently out of the way, with no arrests in the hit-and-run.

      “And what’s your job?” Theodore’s question sounded more like an interrogation. “Are you still working in DC?”

      “Not that it’s any of your business, but I’m a consultant. I’ve completed the work for my clients and moved here permanently. Being your father’s wife is my top priority.”

      Her description of her background was so vague that I wondered what she consulted on.

      Theodore scowled, Brian kept his face bland, and Tillie’s hands still shook. I questioned why Mr. Skyler’s remarriage bothered them so much, aside from the fact that he was making a fool of himself by marrying someone who was clearly in it for the money. Then it dawned on me. Mrs. Skyler would take money from her new husband that otherwise would have gone to his sons.

      Mr. Skyler’s voice invaded my thoughts. “Emory, you’ll be providing social secretary services for my new wife,” he said. “Since your mother has connections to the best clubs and philanthropist societies in Orange County, I want you to facilitate getting her introduced and involved.”

      I gulped. My cupcake business kept me busy as word of mouth was spreading. I had gotten used to working on Mr. Skyler’s accounting on my own time… like late at night or at the crack of dawn. Being a “social secretary” wasn’t anything that appealed to me, and I didn’t like the sound of my new responsibility. I especially didn’t like the way the new Mrs. Skyler looked at me—her new minion.

      “Um, sure.”

      “We’d better go.” Mr. Skyler looked at his Rolex. “I’ve chartered a jet to take my bride to St. Thomas for our honeymoon. Theodore, I told the managers that you’re in charge while I’m gone. I don’t want to be disturbed unless it’s an emergency.”

      Theodore’s eyes grew wide, and his face turned red. “I hope you have a prenup.”

      Mr. Skyler glared at his eldest son. “That is none of your business. I demand respect for myself and my wife.”

      “If your new marriage impacts the family business, then it is my concern.” Theodore’s voice was loud in the quiet room.

      “Remind me, is your name on the ownership papers of the Skyler Development Company?” Mr. Skyler turned his back on his son and held out his elbow to his bride. “Now, my dear, let’s go start our honeymoon.”

      Theodore and Brian exchanged looks that would have ignited a feud if their father had seen them. Witnessing the family quarrel was embarrassing, and I tried to quell my unease over the marriage. I didn’t want to be that woman’s social secretary because I was sure she would go out of her way to make my life miserable.
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      We sat in stunned silence after the front door had slammed shut. Tillie looked as if she might pass out. Theodore’s face was still molten red, and I prayed he wouldn’t have an aneurysm. I had no idea what to say or do and wished that I had stayed hidden in my pool house with my golden Labradoodle mix, Piper, instead of attending this awful family meeting.

      Brian broke the silence. “So… we have ourselves a new stepmommy. I wonder what Daddy dearest has in store for us this time.”

      I didn’t like the bitterness in Brian’s voice. He was the happy-go-lucky brother. Tillie had once confided in me that Trophy Wife Number Three had convinced Mr. Skyler to cut off his trust fund unless he worked full-time in the family business. Brian had a creative flair and was half owner of a hip Laguna Beach restaurant into which he had poured his heart and soul. While popular, the restaurant wasn’t making a livable income yet, and so Brian relied heavily on the monthly income provided by the trust. Since he didn’t work full-time for his father—and, as far as I could see, hadn’t changed his lifestyle—I assumed Mr. Skyler had relented and reinstated the fund after the accident.

      “Did you notice the size of that rock on her finger?” Theodore sputtered. “And a private jet to St. Thomas? She’s already digging her fingers into our inheritance. Why can’t he see these women are only after our money?”

      Tillie spoke up, but her voice held a tremor. “You mean your father’s money, don’t you, Theodore?”

      “Well, yes, but eventually it will be our company and our money.” He glared at his grandmother. “Either way, it’s bad for all of us.”

      “Unfortunately, I have to agree with you.” Tillie sighed. “The gall of that woman to come right out and say they’ve been having an affair all this time. It’s disgraceful.”

      I needed to get back to preparing the desserts for the party the next night. I was happy that Mr. Skyler and his “bride” would be out of the country for a while, since I didn’t think I could bear having to work for her anytime soon. Not after that parting glance she gave me. Just thinking about the malice in Barbara’s eyes before she left the room made me shiver again.

      I stood up and placed the teacups and saucers back on the serving tray. “Let me get out of your way so you can talk about this.”

      “Nonsense, this marriage concerns you too.” Tillie snorted. “‘Social secretary’! The nerve of him.”

      “I know. It sounds awful.” I wasn’t happy about my new responsibilities, but I desperately needed this job and a place to live. I couldn’t afford not to do what they asked of me. “Maybe it’s not as bad as it seems. But right now I have to get the cupcake recipe figured out for the party tomorrow.”

      Theodore’s scowl deepened. “Party? What party?”

      Uh-oh. Me and my big mouth. Brian had been invited, but “Teddy” hadn’t.

      Even though Tillie was in her early eighties, she never failed to impress me with her ability to think up lies at the drop of a hat. “Didn’t you get the invitation? I mailed them out three weeks ago.”

      “No, I never received it.” Theodore looked annoyed, like he wasn’t sure whether he believed his grandmother or not.

      “I wondered why you hadn’t RSVP’d yet.” She pursed her coral-colored lips together and patted down her short platinum hair kept coiffed by frequent salon visits. “I thought you were ignoring me, since costumes are mandatory.”

      “Costumes?” He scrunched his eyebrows together. “Uh, I just remembered I have a board meeting tomorrow night, so I can’t make it.”

      “Oh, that’s too bad, dear. I’ll be sure to hand deliver the invitation for the next party.”

      “Thank you.” Theodore studied his grandmother. “We have bigger problems than lost invitations. What are we going to do about Barbara?”

      I took that as my cue to leave the room and the emotionally charged conversation behind, so I returned to my refuge: the kitchen.

      As I mixed the ingredients for a new batch of Fireball Pumpkin-Spice Coffee Cupcakes, I thought about the reactions to Mr. Skyler’s bombshell announcement. Theodore and Brian’s concerns about Barbara going after their father’s fortune and their inheritance were understandable. But Tillie’s reaction had been odd—her pale face, her shaking hands, the tremor in her voice. Then I realized she wasn’t angry… she was frightened.

      What is she worried about? I wondered.

      I placed the cupcake tin into the preheated oven and crossed my fingers I wouldn’t see any more blue flambé flames. With the timer set, I went to work on the buttercream frosting. Something magical happened when butter and confectioners’ sugar were whipped together until fluffy. The concoction was an empty canvas waiting for whatever flavors I chose, then that first bite would melt in my mouth with a rush of deliciousness. I would even say that a cupcake was a pedestal for the ethereal buttercream frosting.

      When the timer chimed, I checked on the cupcakes. So far, no flambé, and they were rising like they should have. I opened the oven and turned the tin around to help them bake and brown evenly. So far, so good. The smell of pumpkin spice filled the kitchen as I whisked the glaze ingredients together and heated the mixture in the microwave to dissolve.

      One secret to really moist cupcakes was to give them another layer of flavor using a simple syrup infused with complementary ingredients. So as soon as they came out of the oven, I pierced them several times with a fork, going about halfway down, then brushed the tops with the simple syrup. A few minutes later, I put them on a cooling rack. Once they were completely cooled, I would pipe on the creamy buttercream and garnish them with a candy pumpkin.

      After I had put the last sticky dish into the dishwasher, Tillie came into the kitchen. Her face was still pale, and she had chewed off most of her lipstick. This was the first time I’d ever seen her so feeble. My heart ached for her.

      I rushed over to give her a hug. “It’s going to be okay.”

      “I’m not so sure, my dear.” Her voice quivered.

      “Sit down and let me fix you some tea.” I led her to the small kitchen table that hosted two chairs. “Did you eat this morning?”

      Tillie sank into an offered chair. “I had some cereal and fruit before you arrived. I planned on eating one of your pumpkin muffins once David and the boys came, but with that bombshell…”

      “Let me fix you some strong black tea with honey and a splash of brandy and lemon.” I touched her shoulder. “I hate seeing you so upset. Do you know Barbara?”

      Tillie sighed. “I’ve never met her, but I’ve certainly met her type. She could be the identical twin of Katrina in both looks and greediness.”

      “Katrina?”

      “That’s right, you moved here after she was killed. Katrina was his third wife.”

      Even though I had never seen her give any indication of being religious before, Tillie crossed herself.

      “No one deserves to have their life snatched from them,” she went on. “But I think karma finally caught up with Katrina.”

      “Let me get that brandy for you.” I skipped the tea and pulled down a snifter glass from the cabinet. I looked at Tillie and pulled out a second glass for myself and generously poured the amber liquid into each. After I handed her a glass, I excused myself and ran out to my little slice of heaven—Tillie’s pool house—where I called for Piper. There was something comforting in having a dog to pet and stroke when I was distraught. Piper followed me back to the main house and laid her furry golden head in Tillie’s lap. I sat in the empty chair across from her.

      Tillie stared absentmindedly at the snifter, and I was startled to see tears well up in her pale-blue eyes. Another first.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” There seemed to be a personal family tragedy that had happened, and I wasn’t sure I should intrude. Yet my morbid curiosity over why Katrina could turn such a strong, independent woman into this sad person who sat in front of me made me ask. Plus, I was drawn to the unsolved crime of Katrina’s death. Maybe it had been a tragic accident… or maybe it was murder.

      “Katrina was the force behind convincing David that I had dementia bordering on Alzheimer’s. She hired someone to follow me and plant things to make me look like a fool, like putting my wallet in the freezer, an empty gin bottle in the entryway planter. Stuff like that.” Tillie took a long sip of the brandy and shuddered. “But what I’ll never forgive her for is turning my own son against me. He bought her stories about me hook, line, and sinker.”

      “Oh, Tillie, I am so sorry that happened.” I gave her hand a quick squeeze. “It’s heartbreaking.”

      “We’re in for another tough ride, kiddo.” She took a small sip of brandy with her free hand while she stroked Piper’s furry ears. “Barbara had the exact look Katrina had every time she came to my house.”

      “What look is that?” The only strange expression I noticed on Mrs. Skyler’s face was malice. While it was out of place, it wasn’t mercenary.

      “Oh yes, you were in the kitchen when they arrived.” Tillie closed her eyes like she was replaying the moment in her mind. “The second she stepped into my house, she calculated the value of everything she saw. And once she examined my artwork, she couldn’t keep that greedy look off her conniving face any longer. I’m surprised she didn’t drool.”

      “Maybe she was admiring your paintings?”

      “There’s a huge difference between admiring and appreciating art and coveting it for monetary value. It was written all over her face.” Tillie swiped at her eyes. “When she noticed me watching her, she gave me the most evil glare I’ve ever seen. She scares me even more than Katrina did.”

      I hoped Tillie was only imagining things, but unfortunately, the new Mrs. Skyler hadn’t filled me with warm and fuzzy thoughts either.

      “Is there any way you can share your concerns with your son?”

      “No. He didn’t listen to me with the last wife and, in fact, turned against me when I mentioned it.” Tillie’s gaze settled on me, her eyes filling with tears. “He should have married your mother. Then none of this would be happening.”

      “But she’s married to Lars, and as far as I know, they’re happy together.” Lars became my stepdad a couple of years after my real father had abandoned our family. I hadn’t been all that accepting of him when I was twelve, but he had slowly won over my heart. It was obvious to anyone who saw them together that Lars adored my mother, and I hoped she wouldn’t do anything to hurt him. “I suspected something might have been going on with Mother and Mr. Skyler this past summer, but I hoped it was only my imagination.”

      Tillie’s hand fluttered dismissively. “No, not now. I meant back in school.”

      “Wait, what? They dated in school?” This was news to me. My mother had never even mentioned David Skyler until I was desperate for a job and a place to live a few months ago. “Was it high school?”

      “I shouldn’t have said anything.” Tillie swirled the brandy left in her snifter. “I blame it on the shock and the alcohol.”

      “You can’t leave me hanging like that.”

      “It’s not my story to tell, so please don’t pry. I shouldn’t have said anything.” She took the last sip, stood up, and put her glass in the sink. After giving Piper a homemade puppy treat and one last pat on the head, she moved toward the doorway. “If your mother wants you to know, she’ll tell you. I suspect you have a lot of work to do for tomorrow’s party, so I’ll get out of your way.”

      My mouth dropped open as Tillie left the kitchen. How could I concentrate on baking when I needed to know what happened between my mother and Mr. Skyler all those years ago? Yet my friend was right. I had too much to do for the party, so I needed to immerse myself in sugar and spices.

      I didn’t want Piper underfoot while I was baking, so I returned her to my abode. It was the perfect spot for my pup to spend her days, especially when I was busy in the kitchen. Tillie had thoughtfully added a doggie door to the luxurious two-bedroom pool house and also installed a mesh pool fence to keep Piper safe, so she was free to wander the huge yard dotted with fruit trees, shrubbery, and pet-safe flowers. She loved to romp, chase squirrels and birds, and flop on the grass for a sunbath. It was heaven for both of us.

      After returning to Tillie’s industrial-sized kitchen, I sampled the cupcakes and buttercream together. Perfection. I didn’t need to tweak the recipe any more. After whipping up several more batches of cupcake batter and buttercream frosting, I turned my attention to the cake pops. I loved how fun cake pops were, but making them was time consuming.

      The trick was to do each step in stages. I had made the frosting two days ago then baked and shredded the Poison Apple Cupcakes yesterday. First thing this morning, I had removed the frosting from the refrigerator and found it was now soft enough to work into the shredded cake. After mixing the gooey mess and forming it into walnut-sized apple shapes, I dipped the ends of lollipop sticks into melted white chocolate and inserted them into the bottoms of the apples. I arranged them on a parchment-lined baking sheet and stored them in Tillie’s industrial-sized freezer to firm up.

      While the unadorned cake pops were freezing, I finished frosting the cupcakes then poured a cup of red candy melts into a tall glass measuring cup. The secret to working with candy melts was to melt them slowly using gentle heat, stirring frequently and never overheating. A double boiler worked okay, but I liked the ease of the microwave better. I zapped the candy melts in thirty-second intervals on 80 percent power and stirred after each cycle. It took some patience to get them to melt, but I’d found it was the best way to keep from making a gloppy mess that would be too thick to cover cake pops easily.

      I removed a few cake pops from the freezer and, one at a time, twirled them into the melted candy. After tapping off the excess, I stuck the lollipop sticks into a Styrofoam base. Before the candy melt mixture hardened, I added a small fondant leaf and a piece of brown Tootsie Roll candy, fashioned into the shape of a stem, to the top of the “poison apple.

      Once I finished coating and garnishing all the cake pops, I stepped back to admire my work then snapped photos of them for my Instagram account and Pinterest boards. They were as tempting as Snow White’s poison apple—without the deadly side effects.
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      Our Halloween party was in full swing, and I loved seeing the variety of creative and exotic costumes. The live band performed next to the pool, and the atmosphere was spirited, helped along by the bartender, Kenneth, who was dressed as a court jester. His girlfriend, Mandy, served drinks while dressed in a skimpy Bavarian barmaid costume that emphasized her curvaceous figure. She did an admirable job of keeping everyone’s glasses full, but I noticed she flirted aggressively with several of the men she served.

      A few women were annoyed with Mandy’s antics, and at one point it seemed as if a fistfight might break out between the Bavarian barmaid and a cone-chested Madonna. Before it could reach that level, though, Elton John grabbed Madonna and pulled her toward Tillie’s house. Even over the noise coming from the band, I could hear Madonna curse Mandy and threaten to smash her face in.

      Kenneth had created a festive presentation for our signature drink: Poison Apple Cocktails served from a large witch’s caldron, which sat inside a short box. He had decorated the outside of the box with sparkly flames, and inside, tucked around the caldron, dry ice smoldered, creating eerie smoke twining its way around the black vessel. While the special drink was tasty, it was time to water the cocktail down with extra juice and pass water bottles around. We didn’t need any more fights breaking out between inebriated guests.

      My twin sister, Carrie, had outdone herself by creating a buffet that epitomized the holiday. Guacamole spilled out of the mouth of a jack-o’-lantern, and warm queso dip was nestled in the carved pumpkin’s top. Pure genius. She had decorated her layered taco dip with baked tortillas in the shapes of tombstones and served it alongside tortilla chips. For the main course, she had chosen Chicken Cordon Boo Casserole, Yummy Mummy Calzones, mini meatloaves baked in skull-shaped pans, and Halloween Baked Potato Skin Pizzas.

      She came up beside me and gave me a hug while I surveyed the buffet table, trying to decide between getting seconds of Stuffed Mushroom Eyeballs, Bloodshot Deviled Eggs, or Monster Bread Fingers. I was already too full and wanted to save room for dessert, but there was something fun about eating decorated food.

      “Your Poison Apple Cake Pops look amazing.” She leaned in close to my ear so I could hear her over the band’s enthusiastic version of “The Monster Mash.” “I’m tempted to try one. How much alcohol do they have in them?”

      I looked at her growing baby bump while trying to do the calculations. “Not much. Less than a teaspoon per cake pop.”

      “Perfect.” She snatched one of the glossy ruby-red apples off the tiered stand and took a bite. “Oh my, these are so yummy. I think this is my new favorite.”

      I laughed, noticing there weren’t many cake pops left. Since she’d gotten over her morning sickness, most foods were Carrie’s new favorite. “I’ll make you a batch to celebrate my new nephew’s birth. Do you want to share one of the Fireball Pumpkin-Spice Coffee Cupcakes with me?”

      “Can I have just a bite?”

      “Sure. I’d like to see what you think.” I knew they were good. It had taken a lot of willpower not to eat more than two while I frosted them. Okay, maybe three, but who’s counting?

      I peeled away the Halloween-themed cupcake liner, sliced off a generous portion, and placed it on Carrie’s plate. At home I would have shoved the cupcake into her mouth, but I didn’t want to mess up her elaborate makeup. She’d dressed up as one of the KISS band members, her face painted pure white with elaborate black accents. She had covered up her auburn hair with a spiky black wig. Her husband, Thomas, was costumed as another member of the iconic band, although it wouldn’t have surprised me if he kept wearing the wig long after the party ended to cover his recently receding hairline.

      My best friend, Brad, joined us by the buffet table. “Hey, girls, what’s up?” he asked, eying the cupcake sitting on my plate. His wavy honey-blond hair and handsome looks paired perfectly with his Marc Antony costume.

      “I’m sampling Emory’s new cupcake flavors.” Carrie took a bite, closed her eyes, and moaned. “This is my new favorite. I love the kick the Fireball gives the spices in the frosting. You have to try the Poison Apple Cake Pops. They’re my favorite too.”

      Brad grinned and swiped a cake pop off the tiered serving platters. “I really should watch my girlish figure, but these look good enough to die for.”

      I laughed, since Brad had perfect six-pack abs. “They exceeded my expectations. I’m glad I figured out how to make the apple shape so they wouldn’t come out looking like lumpy golf balls.”

      He mumbled in agreement, since he had stuffed the entire pop into his mouth.

      I turned toward Carrie. “What did Mother and Lars have planned for the girls and Piper tonight?”

      Our mother and stepdad had agreed to let my five-year-old twin nieces sleep over so that Carrie and Thomas could attend Tillie’s party together. Even though Carrie was the caterer, she had hired extra help so she could enjoy the festivities once everything was in place. My nieces had convinced us that Piper needed to spend the night too. I was relieved my mother had agreed, because I didn’t want to crate Piper for the party, and I couldn’t let her roam free.

      “They’re taking them to the pumpkin patch carnival in Laguna. The girls are excited to give their costumes a trial run.” She gave me a sideways glance. “Did they tell you they were entering Piper in the pet costume competition?”

      “Whatever it is, I hope she cooperates with them and leaves the costume on. What did they decide to be this year?” Last year they were both Queen Elsa. They’d had a mini meltdown when they each wanted the other to be Princess Anna, but in the end, they agreed they could both be queen… along with millions of other little girls.

      “They’re both Moana, and Piper will be Pua, the pet pig. I’m glad the weather is warm enough so I didn’t have to fight them to wear sweaters over their costumes.” Carrie licked the sticky frosting from her fingers and walked toward the house. “I need to check on the food and make sure the staff knows when to begin the cleanup. Need anything?”

      I giggled, trying to imagine Piper dressed up like a pig. I knew my mother would take lots of photos and video for Instagram. “Can you have your staff bring out more cake pops and cupcakes?”

      “You bet.” She picked up another cake pop, popped it into her mouth, and headed to the house.

      I shook my head before taking another bite of cupcake. My taste buds hummed, and I think I moaned a little as I closed my eyes to concentrate on the flavors.

      “I’ll have some of whatever you’re having,” a low voice whispered in my ear before its owner blew on my bare neck.

      My eyes snapped open. It was Tillie’s grandson. “Brian. I, um, was just trying to see if I could pick out the individual flavors I used in the cupcake.”

      “Whatever it is, I want it.” He lifted the half-eaten cupcake from my hand and took a bite. “This is good but I think I like the Smashed Pumpkin cupcakes better,” he said, turning to gaze at me. “Maybe I should try another one of each to make sure.”

      “Okay, you’ve convinced me.” Brad picked up a cupcake and took a bite. His eyes widened. “You’re a dangerous woman, Em. I could eat the frosting by the spoonful. I might have to buy some Fireball.”

      I elbowed him and scanned the crowd. “So, where’s your new guy?”

      Brad pouted. “He ended up having to work late. He’ll try to drop by later, but he refuses to wear a costume.”

      “That’s okay. I can’t wait to meet him.” I gazed into Brad’s gorgeous gray eyes. “Come on, give me some background. What’s his name? What’s he do? What’s he look like?”

      I watched as Brian picked up another Smashed Pumpkin cupcake from the tray and ate half in one bite. It appeared I had lost his attention.

      “No way, girlfriend. You need to wait and take in the whole package all at once.” Brad laughed. “Where’s your guy? I thought he was coming tonight.”

      “His flight was delayed. I’m hoping he’ll make it before the party ends.” I stuck out my lower lip.

      Randall. Visions of his sapphire-blue eyes and chestnut-brown hair filled my head, but I knew better than to get my hopes up that he’d ever be “my guy.” I’d met him right before the police accused me of murdering his supposed cousin. Things had sizzled between us after the killer was caught, but then Randall moved back to Florida, and our romance fizzled. We exchanged texts daily and tried to chat when our schedules allowed, but I felt like we had become good friends and nothing more. Randall was in the process of moving back to Southern California, and my friends had high hopes for me. I, on the other hand, certainly had my doubts.

      Brad peered into my face. “Don’t worry, Cupcake. He’ll be just as smitten with you as he was before he left.”

      I wrinkled my nose. “He was never smitten with me.”

      Over the band yelling out the lyrics to the “Ghostbusters” movie theme song, I could hear heated words being exchanged by the door that led to my pool house. I turned and saw my brother-in-law, Thomas, arguing with Mandy. Even with the pure-white paint covering Thomas’s face, I could tell he was turning red. He looked enraged, which surprised me because he was one of the calmest men I knew.

      Before I realized what was happening, Brian grabbed me by my wide foam cupcake costume and placed me between him and the arguing twosome. I glanced over my shoulder and could see that he was crouched low as if hiding. I looked back at my brother-in-law.

      Mandy, who barely came up to Thomas’s shoulders, shoved him in the chest, and I could have sworn I saw his pudgy fist ball up like he wanted to strike her. Instead, he bent closer and whispered something in her ear. Whatever he said, it couldn’t have been sweet nothings because her eyes grew large and her overly tanned face went pale. He spun on his heels and strode out of the garden and toward Tillie’s house while Mandy rushed inside my pool house. I assumed she wanted to use my bathroom to compose herself after that exchange.

      Had I just imagined it was Thomas? Or had it been another guest dressed in a similar costume? I searched the dancing couples and other guests milling around with food and drinks in hand. There were two other men with KISS costumes and makeup but nothing as elaborate as the art Carrie had created on her husband’s face. I stood there, frozen, while I tried to decide what I should do: run after Thomas and ask for an explanation or see if the waitress was okay.

      Brad’s eyes were huge, and he turned his lips down in a grim line before leaning toward me. “What was that all about?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine, but it doesn’t look good.” I frowned. “I wasn’t aware Thomas knew the bartender or his girlfriend.”

      “Is she gone yet?” Brian’s voice was quiet—hidden behind my costume.

      “All clear.” I turned around halfway just in time to see Brian straighten up as if nothing had happened. “What or who were you hiding from?”

      “Psycho Mandy. I’ve been dodging her all evening.”

      “How do you know her?”

      “I made the poor decision to date her a while back.” He pulled at the collar of his shirt. “Let’s just say it didn’t end well.”

      Before I could respond, Tillie came up to us. “Hiya, Cupcake, Roman guy, and grandson.” She gushed over my cupcake costume while wiping a smear of frosting from my cheek with her paper napkin. “Great party, don’t you think?”

      “It absolutely is.” I took her hand and spun her around. “Your costume is fantastic. It looks authentic.”

      She was dressed in a beaded gold-and-black 1920s flapper dress. The headband wrapped around her head sported a peacock feather, and her hands and arms were wrapped in long black satin gloves. I had no idea how she was managing to dance in her high heels, but she did.

      Brian, who was dressed as a 1920s gangster, sidled up beside her and placed an arm over his grandmother’s shoulder and kissed her cosmetically rejuvenated cheek. “Hey, doll. Has anyone told you you’re the bee’s knees?”

      “Thanks, sugar.” Tillie bumped her grandson with her hip then turned back to me. “This dress belonged to my aunt, who was quite the Gibson Girl back in those days.”

      “I’ll bet that dress has stories to tell.” Brad fingered the beading on the sleeve of her dress. “Where did your aunt live back in those days?”

      “She was born and raised in Chicago but moved to LA like loads of other girls hoping to make it big in the movies.” Tillie leaned in conspiratorially. “There’s even rumors in our family she partied with F. Scott Fitzgerald.”

      Tillie, Brad, and Brian chatted on about the roaring ’20s. Normally, I would have been fascinated. I loved history, especially as it pertained to family stories, but the exchange between Thomas and Mandy worried me. I looked around the party area but still didn’t see the buxom waitress. Nor did I see the bartender or Thomas. I wanted to track one of them down to make sure everything was okay but wasn’t sure there was anything I could do even if I did find them.

      My sister came back, her servers in tow, as they carried trays of desserts and a few more hors d’oeuvres. She fussed over the placement of the food, scanned the pool area, then joined our group.

      “Have you seen Thomas?” she asked.

      Brad and I exchanged a quick glance. “No, he walked toward Tillie’s house about twenty minutes ago.”

      “That’s odd. I didn’t see him.” She looked around the pool area again. “Maybe he was in the restroom.”

      I doubted that was the
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