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To Ajah, my favorite baker
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Blair busied herself on the atrium level of her prestige art gallery. It was opening day for Horny Confections, the brand-new cupcake shop that had moved into the old soda shop space. Between the new shop and Cronuts in the City, the donut shop across the hall, the atrium had a delicious aroma of baked goods permeating the air. 

Interested in the process of preparing unicorn bliss cupcakes, the new shop’s specialty, she stood outside the bakery’s large front window and watched. She admired the way the owners had set up the shop—from the bright, multi-colored unicorn wall prints and chairs, to the small white tables with iridescent sparkles and matching countertops, and the big, smiling unicorn head set dead center of the dining area floor. The owners, Rose and Mary Ann Horne, had taken extra care to ensure their kitchen area had been set up so that visitors could watch as they created every single one of their confections. In addition to their specialty, they also offered a wide range of styles and designs in either cupcake or cake form. 

Blair had high hopes for this shop. She had every convenience in the atrium except for an ATM machine, and she’d already ordered that. It would arrive in a few days, and her little “mall” would be complete. 

She turned away from the bakery as her two favorite shop owners bustled through the entrance. It was a particularly hot day in the city, and sweat gleamed on their foreheads, even though the walk from their vehicles to the entrance was a short one. 

“Carmen! Hester! Good morning. Are you going to join in the shop opening festivities today?”

Carmen inhaled deeply and nodded. “I’ll be the first customer in line.”

“Well, if I’m minding your soda shop, you better bring me one, too,” Hester said.

“Of course. You didn’t even need to ask!”

“I have some coupons for the cupcake shop. They’re only good for a week. Do you mind handing them out to your customers?” 

Blair held out two rectangular cardstock bundles secured by rubber bands.

“I’ll make sure the servers add it to their bill presenters. One per table or one per customer?” Hester asked.

“Depends on the number of people at the table. It’s a buy one, get one coupon, so one coupon would give two people cupcakes. I circled the expiration date on the coupon, but I’m letting the store decide if they want to honor them after the expiration date—with consideration, of course. Those ladies are greedy, though, so I don’t expect it to last long. Can’t turn a profit if you give stuff away, right? I just hope the cupcakes taste as good as they look.”

“We’ll know soon enough. I wouldn’t worry, Blair. Nothing could be worse than what happened with Carmen’s soda shop. I have to get Razzlebaums ready for opening. Here’s hoping the cupcake shop has a successful opening day. Will we see you for lunch?” Hester asked.

Blair nodded. “Of course. I wouldn’t miss your rustic pumpkin sandwich for anything in the world.”

“Great. I’d much rather stay and chat, but the diner won’t open itself.” Hester turned the key in the lock and opened the door. 

“I’ll be a minute,” Carmen said.

“I’m not opening Bleu Pops for you.”

Carmen laughed. “I don’t expect you to. I just want to talk to Blair for a minute.”

Hester laughed. “You just want to be the first person to get a cupcake. I know all about your sweet tooth, you know. You’ve never turned down a sweet in all the years I’ve known you. Even Nana knew it was you and not the dog who stole those cookies she made for the neighbors.”

Any response was cut short by the arrival of Razzlebaums general manager, Tristan Burgess, as he entered the building.

“Right on time, as always,” Hester acknowledged. 

They chatted as they disappeared behind the swiftly closing door.

“For the record, I never stole the cookies. Well, maybe one or two. I always got blamed,” Carmen said, laughing. “I know you have a busy day ahead of you, but I need a minute.”

Blair looked at her watch and sighed. “If you want the first cupcake, you best get to the door. The shop opens in less than a minute. Give me a few minutes, and I’ll give you a few in return. How’s that sound?”

Carmen pulled a coupon from the pack and waited in front of the glass door. One of the women smiled at Carmen as she approached to unlock the entrance. The sweet scent of vanilla and sugar wafted from the bakery as the door opened, and joy lit Carmen’s face.

“Good morning. I’m Rose Horne, one half owner of Horny Confections. I’m positive we have a cupcake to suit your taste buds. Welcome!”

Carmen moved to the glass case where rows upon rows of cupcakes were on display. They all had unique names that matched their presentation. Shimmering green iced cupcakes with fish tail decorations on the top claimed, “Under the Sea” for a name; navy blue icing with little yellow stars were simply called “Galaxy.” The originality didn’t stop there, though. In the next case, all kinds of bliss cupcakes were lined up from chocolate bliss with their dark brown swirls of icing to the cute little fondant unicorns sitting proudly on top of rainbow icing and white cake.

Carmen held up the coupon and pointed to a unicorn cupcake. “I’ll take two of those, please.”

“Excellent choice. Those are our signature cupcakes, and the reason behind our shop name,” the other woman, Mary Ann, said. 

“It’s not for your last name?” Carmen asked. Confusion wrinkled her forehead and lifted her eyebrows. 

The sisters looked at each other and laughed softly.

“It’s both,” Rose said.

Mary Ann packaged the cupcakes and set them by the register. 

“How will you pay?” Rose asked.

“Nonsense. First customer never pays, Rose. We agreed.” Mary Ann offered Carmen a grin. “Enjoy them on the house. Tell everyone about us.”

“That’s very generous of you. I’m Carmen. I run Bleu Pops out of Razzlebaums. In fact, this used to be my shop.” Carmen looked around wistfully. “I love what you’ve done with the place. Anyway, I have to go set up my soda shop. I’d be happy to return the favor sometime, just come on by.”

“Well, thank you very much. We appreciate that. Nice to meet you, Carmen.”

The shop became busy, and Carmen had to weave through people to get back to the door. More people waited in the atrium, but they stepped aside as she passed them and entered the diner.
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Hester stood at the host podium when Carmen entered. She held up the bag and joined Hester.

“Want to do this together?” she asked.

Hester shook her head. “I can’t. Valerie just called out, so I have to cover for her until someone else comes in.”

“Fine. I’m not promising to wait, but I will save you one.”

“Thanks. I’m sure I’ll have a chance to try it by lunchtime. Roman and Charlotte should be here by then.”

Carmen nodded and moved to the corner of the diner that housed her soda shop. She took a moment to turn on her machines before opening the pastry box and pulling out a cupcake. She admired the careful attention given to the shape of the little unicorn, the way it posed on top of the icing with a secret smile on its tiny face. 

“It’s almost too pretty to eat,” she said before taking a big bite out of it. 

And she was not disappointed. It tasted of vanilla, cloves, cinnamon, and she even detected an underlying trace of coconut and almond. The cupcake had been well named. It was most definitely bliss. At least it was, until her stomach gurgled before the aching urgency of the need to go immediately hit her. 

“Oh. Oh. Oh, crap,” she mumbled as wave after wave of a sickly sweet sensation flowed through her abdomen, and she couldn’t get to the bathroom fast enough. She blew past Hester, who stared at her like she’d lost her mind.

“Don’t eat the cupcake,” Carmen hollered as she went. 

Fifteen minutes later when Carmen emerged from the bathroom, her face had paled, her breath came in gasps, and she looked like she was going to throw up.

“What’s wrong?” Hester asked.

“There’s something in those cupcakes,” Carmen said before running back into the bathroom.

When she didn’t emerge a few minutes later, Hester dialed 9-1-1. 

“What’s your emergency?” a soft voice droned through the earpiece.

“I think my friend has been poisoned.”

“Location?”

“Razzlebaums.”

“The rescue squad is on the way.”

The EMTs arrived faster than Hester expected, and she ushered them to the restroom. She knocked and stuck her head in.

“Carmen? I called the rescue squad. Do you think you can open the stall door for them?”

Carmen groaned, but the echo of the metal bar sliding across the lock was what mattered. The EMTs, all males, rushed into the bathroom and hovered over the stall Carmen had holed up in. Hester wanted to stay and help, but she was still shorthanded at the hostess stand.

The EMTs wheeled an ashen Carmen out on a gurney, stopping long enough for Carmen to say something.

“Don’t eat the cupcake. There’s something wrong with it. Turn the soda machine off, please. That’s all I managed to finish before I got sick.”

“Don’t worry, Carmen. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

Hester swiped a stray tear away as she watched them wheel her best friend out the front door and into the back of the ambulance. Blair bustled through the diner just as the rescue squad pulled off.

“What happened?”

Hester shook her head. “I don’t really know. Carmen was fine when she came in and started setting up the soda shop, and then next thing I knew, she was racing to the bathroom, came out looking sick, and ran back in. She thinks there’s something wrong with the cupcakes.”

“No!” Blair groaned. Her eyes pinched shut, and she squeezed the bridge of her nose. “The last thing I need right now is a lawsuit. I’ll go tell them to shut down for the day. Hopefully, it’s still early enough that not many people have been in there yet.”

Horny Confections was much busier than Blair anticipated, and the line was out the door. She started handing out coupons at the back of the line and telling the patrons to come back the next day. Before she could say anything to the sisters, a health inspector walked into the cupcake shop.

“I’m sorry to do this, but everyone needs to leave immediately,” he said.

The customers grumbled, but they turned around and left the store. Rose and Mary Ann were busy behind the counter filling boxes with cupcakes as if they hadn’t heard him. 

He stepped up to Blair. “You, too, ma’am.”

“I’m Blair Cromartie. I own the art gallery.”

The man’s cheeks turned pink. “My apologies. I never enjoy these calls.” He tapped on the glass case, and the two women stopped what they were doing.

“Yes?” Rose asked.

He held up his badge. 

“Rob Temple, health inspector. There’s a case of poisoning from your cupcakes in the emergency room, and so I was sent here to check it out.”

“But it’s our opening day,” Mary Anne said.

“We don’t put poison in our treats. I can assure you, Mr. Temple, we make them all from scratch. Would you like to look around?” Rose said. Her nostrils flared. 

“I’m afraid that’s protocol. I’m sorry, but you’ll have to close the shop while I investigate. Hopefully, I won’t find anything.”

“And if you do?” Blair asked.

“Then I’m afraid the shop will have to remain closed until our investigation is finished. Depending on our findings, criminal charges could be forthcoming also. Do you know how many cupcakes you sold today?”

Rose and Mary Ann looked at each other, the color draining from their faces. Rose pulled out the empty display trays. 

“These hold sixteen cupcakes each, and we have five empty trays,” she said quietly. 

“You didn’t seem that busy when I passed through a little bit ago,” Blair said.

“We weren’t, but everyone had coupons.”

Rob nodded. 

“A fine mess, indeed. Let’s hope this is an isolated incident, and your cupcakes had nothing to do with it. Otherwise, it could be very bad for all involved. Now, if you ladies would please move away from the counter and close the store, I’d appreciate it.”

“Do we have to leave?” Mary Ann asked.

“No, but don’t touch anything and don’t come behind the counter for any reason.”

“Can we get our things?” Rose said.

“Not yet. I have to search through them if I find anything. Again, I apologize. This is the not so fun part of my job.”

Rose and Mary Ann huffed, their naturally tanned skin turned the color of porcelain, and they took seats in the dining area. 

“Will you please let me know when you’re done here, Mr. Temple?” Blair asked. “I have other gallery business I need to take care of.”

Rob chuckled. 

“Don’t worry, Ms. Cromartie. You’ll have a full summary of my findings by the end of the day.”
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As Hester was short staffed, she didn’t have time to run the soda shop, so she called ReddiTemps, the same temp agency Carmen had hired when she went on her honeymoon. The temp, Connie, had done a great job, and Hester hoped they hadn’t reassigned her somewhere else yet. She wished Carmen would have hired the young woman permanently, but she hadn’t. 

“ReddiTemps, Pam speaking.”

“Hi, Pam. This is Hester Razzlebaum. I own the diner...”

“Yes, ma’am, I know who you are. What do you need?” Pam interrupted.

Hester didn’t know whether to be flattered or angry. She dismissed either emotion because neither of them would solve the problem.

“I need Connie to run Bleu Pops again, please.”

“Just a moment.”

Hester heard nails clicking on a keyboard through the earpiece.

“Connie isn’t available this week. Would you like someone else?”

Hester sighed. It was just her luck that Connie was reassigned. “I need someone with soda shop experience to run Bleu Pops. I don’t have time to train anyone.”

“It looks like the only person I have available at such a late notice is Renee. Do you want me to send Renee over?”

“Does she know how to run a soda shop?”

Pam hesitated a minute too long, and Hester shook her head. 

“She’s new. We don’t really know all her work experience and training yet, but I was told she’s a fast learner. Do you want her or not?”

The blaring sound of a ringing phone echoed through the earpiece. Hester had to answer quickly, or she risked getting put on hold. She hated being put on hold.

“I hope she knows what she’s doing,” Hester sighed. “I’m not paying for incompetence.”

“I suppose I should tell you our rates have changed. We are charging two dollars more per hour now. How many hours do you need a temp for?”

Oh, geez. They were already expensive. Another two dollars? Do you really need to hire someone? Why can’t the shop just stay closed for the day?

Hester shoved her thoughts aside. “The diner is open from eight in the morning to ten at night.” Hester glanced at the clock. It was almost noon. “Eight hours today, fourteen tomorrow, with the right to reserve for a third day if needed.”

“Are you using the card on file?”

“Yes,” Hester said. 

She knew it was Carmen’s card they had on file and not hers, but she’d square it away with Carmen later. 

“I am sending Renee to you now. I’ll put a hold on your card for the funds and bill you when the job is finished. Thanks for using ReddiTemp to fill your open spots.”

Pam hung up before Hester had a chance to say goodbye. Pam was incredibly rude. Hester made a mental note to ask Carmen why she chose that particular company to hire from. She glanced at the clock again. Lunch rush would start soon, and the lunch crowd was the soda shop’s busiest crowd during the week.

“Tristan?”

The young man looked up from the desk. “Yes, Ms. Razzlebaum?”

Hester’s eyes rolled to the ceiling. She hated formality. “It’s Hester. Do you know anything about the soda shop?”

His eyebrows knit together. “Bleu Pops? I know a little bit, but I wouldn’t trust myself to run the shop alone.”

“Do you know how to get it all up and running?”

“Ms. Bleu’s always done that, but I know how to shut it down. It can’t be much different to start it up. Why? What’s going on?”

Hester blinked back the tears that filled her eyes. “Carmen was rushed off to the hospital this morning.”

Tristan gasped as his eyes widened. “Oh, wow. Is she okay?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t had a chance to stop to check in on her, and the hospital won’t tell me anything over the phone. I even tried calling Jonas, but it went straight to voicemail. He’s probably already there.”

“I’ll go ahead and handle the soda shop today. Don’t worry about it,” he offered.

“I have a temp coming in, but she’s going to need someone to show her the ropes.”

“Don’t worry. My dad was a sailor. I know all the knots,” he said with a wink.

Hester smiled despite her worry. Tristan had a dorky sense of humor, but he’d proven his weight in gold since she’d hired him when the restaurant first opened. He was young but responsible. His first position was as a host, then a cook, and finally, she bumped him to manager. 

With Tristan there during the day, she knew she could take the day shift off, but she preferred to be at the diner rather than home alone sulking. She didn’t regret her decision to let Brad, her ex-fiancé, move across the country without her. It was just that sometimes, in the quiet of the night, she missed his warmth and his companionship. Now that Carmen was married, Hester didn’t feel right taking her best friend away from Jonas, Carmen’s new husband, so she spent more time alone than she used to.

Tristan put his pen down and tidied the desk they shared in the small office tucked away at the back of the kitchen. 

“Stop stressing. I can handle the soda shop and the restaurant if you want to run to the hospital for a bit,” he said as he stood.

Hester offered him a grateful smile. “I may take you up on that after the temp arrives. Thanks.”

It didn’t take Renee long to arrive. The woman was older than Hester had expected, closer to Blair’s age than hers, but she didn’t care. As long as the lady did her job effectively, that was all that mattered.

“Hello,” the woman said. “I’m looking for the owner.”

Hester nodded. “I’m the owner. Are you Renee?”

“Yes. ReddiTemps sent me.”

Hester’s head bobbed. “Follow me. Bleu Pops is in the corner.”

Hester led the small, frumpy woman to the soda shop, where Tristan had just finished making sure the store was set up.

“This is Renee, the temp we hired,” Hester said to Tristan. She faced Renee and said, “This is Tristan, my right hand and the manager of Razzlebaums. You should follow anything he asks of you as if it came from me. I’ll leave you in his capable hands now.”
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