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Chapter One
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The sweet, rich smell of
chocolate wafted from the oversized oven, dancing around
stainless-steel appliances crammed into the tidy kitchen before
slipping into the small waiting area where customers could wait
patiently for their morning cup of Joe and a sweet treat. Della
Delacroix arched a brow and strained her ears for any jingles of
the mounted bell on the entry door indicating incoming or exiting
customers. Not a sound—if she discounted her mother humming show
tunes. If her mother was humming, it meant no customers. Della
closed her eyes and sighed. Her hands settled on her hips as she
circled her head, relieving the tension created by her constant
downward glance while cooking. Her dark ponytail danced with the
action.

Here she was within spitting distance of
thirty, working hard to make her dream of owning a bakery a
reality. It wasn’t a bit like that movie where a guy built a
ballpark and all the baseball greats of old came to play. She’d
thought it would be enough to bake delicious cakes and pastries at
reasonable prices to ensure a thriving business.

Her nose wrinkled, and her top lip curled at
her former optimistic outlook about how easy running a bakery would
be. The oven buzzer’s shrill tone had her hurrying to check her
chewy brownie cookies. Timing was everything—too long and they’d be
dry. She donned mitts, opened the oven doors, received a blast of
heat, and removed the finished cookies.

Her mother, Mabel, strolled into the room,
placed her hands on her ample hips, and sniffed the air
appreciatively. “Yummy. Gimme a sample.”

“No, you don’t,” Della teased and pivoted,
moving the tray of fragrant sweets out of her mother’s reach.
“Aren’t you trying to lose weight for your dating profile pic?”

“Seriously! You act like you don’t know me.”
Mabel jerked her chin upward ruffling her carefully dyed auburn
curls. She gestured to her well-proportioned figure. “Haven’t you
heard men prefer women with a little padding?” A chuckle punctuated
her comment before she sighed. “Besides, I think putting up a
dating profile is a bit too soon for me.” She pointed a manicured
finger in Della’s direction. “However, not you.”

Not this again. It was the twenty-first
century, and women could live full lives without marrying and
having the usual two children. As a good daughter, Della chose not
to mention she wasn’t interested in dating. More accurately, she
wasn’t interested in anyone her mother, her friends, or distant
relatives, thought were suitable for her. They never were.

“Mother, it’s been seven years since Dad
died. He’d want you to be happy.”

A snort sounded, and Mabel narrowed her
eyes. “If he wanted to make me happy, he would have taken better
care of himself, ate better, and exercised.”

Mabel waited until the cookie tray went onto
the counter before picking up a spatula to lift off a freshly baked
cookie. She missed the irony that she just complained about her
deceased husband’s eating habits while reaching for a calorie-rich
goodie. A rapturous expression crossed her face as she chewed.

“This is good!” she declared. With her mouth
still full, she reached for another cookie. “Really good.”

The praise made Della smile. Compliments on
her cooking were always appreciated. “Thanks, Mom. Maybe you could
be my testimonial person for an ad. We have to get more people
acquainted with our scrumptious fudgy brownie cookies.”

“So true.” Her mother agreed, giving an
emphatic nod while gesturing with a cookie. “There’s got to be
something we can do. I didn’t invest your father’s insurance money
just to watch it go down the drain.”

The words made Della cringe. As the
unexpected, only child who showed up as her mother approached forty
and had given up all hope of procreating, her mother went out of
her way to be the ultimate parent. Della had in no way intended for
her cake decorating dreams to suck in her mother, too. Even though
she never asked for help, Mabel insisted on forwarding her the
money when the bank refused to do so. Businesses failed every day,
but Della had no intention of being just another statistic.

She even came up with a cute name, Cupid’s
Catering Company. Maybe that was a mistake. People who wanted a
simple cake, a donut, or even a fast lunch assumed a catering
company didn’t do basic food. A large wooden sign with the bakery
name and tiny chubby cupids with rosy cheeks cavorting on it had
cost her plenty. She couldn’t afford to change the name on the sign
or on her website. Her energy would be better served to concentrate
on the catering side.

She took the spatula from her mother and
used it to carefully maneuver the chocolate cookies onto lace
doilies. “At least we have the McCormick/Lawson wedding coming
up.”

Mabel mumbled through a full mouth.
“Bridezilla.” Her accompanying eye-roll filled in the things she
didn’t say.

Dealing with Ellie McCormick for the last
six weeks had not only added to Della’s stress levels but had also
caused tension headaches. Ellie had changed the menu at least five
times. The upside was Della hadn’t ordered too many of the supplies
before each change. Other vendors had complained about the
difficulty of working with Ellie. It meant it wasn’t just Della.
This time next month the wedding would be over, and she’d be
getting bookings galore from wedding guests. A well-planned
catering spread would serve as her audition for future brides and
mothers of the brides-to-be.

“Remember! Two hundred of Owens’ best people
will be the guests.”

Mabel snorted. “I’ve heard that a half-dozen
times. You’ve probably heard it more.”

“True.” She placed the last cookie on the
doily and lifted the tray to carry it into the front area. The
breakfast crowd might be slow to non-existent, but their location
close to the courthouse had many of the workers stopping in for a
quick snack, with the cookies being a favorite.

“All I have to do is grin and bear it. I can
handle difficult people as long as they have money in their grubby
hands.”

She tossed off the last words as she backed
into the swinging door that separated the kitchen from the shop
area. A slight clearing of a throat had her turning too fast
causing the cookies to slide on her tray. Fortunately, she stopped
the slide by placing the tray on the counter and smiled at the
handsome, bearded man dressed in a pea coat suitable for the
chilly, misty weather.

“How can I help you?”

He reached into his wallet, pulled out a
ten-dollar bill and flourished it. “I got money in my grubby hand.
Hope that means I can get a black coffee and something sweet. Those
cookies you almost dropped might do the trick.”

“Ah yes.”

Color flooded her cheeks. Not only had the
man overheard her remark, but he also hadn’t hesitated to tease
her. Some people might call it flirting. The thought had her
crinkling her nose. Men didn’t flirt with Della. That much she
knew. All through school, her chunky physique earned requests to
copy her homework as opposed to dates. Some of the less nice girls
referred to her as thunder thighs and plus size nerd.

Once her baking skill emerged right around
her junior year, her brownies were another thing in demand. Some
mean girls joked she enjoyed her creations—too much. While she felt
the need to sample, she didn’t gorge herself. Nothing would make
her into a waif-thin model. She’d seen the women on her mother’s
side of the family. Wide hips and generous proportions just
happened to be the hand Fate had dealt her.

No reason to flirt back since nothing would
come of it. She poured the coffee in a to-go cup without asking if
he intended to stay. He struck her as someone who had places to
be.

“Sweetheart, I’ve got a plan to help
jumpstart your love life!” her mother called out before pushing the
door open and seeing the sole customer. “Oh, sweet pea. I had no
clue you were busy.”

Somehow, she doubted that. Voices carried,
but she hadn’t heard the front door bell ring, either. “Not too
busy.” She smiled at her customer as she handed him the capped cup
of coffee.

Her mother plopped her elbow on the counter
and rested her chin in her upturned hand. “Hello. You look
interesting. Where did you come from?”

Good heavens, not this again. The younger
men Mabel chose to chat up probably thought her overfriendly
overtures meant cougar city. In truth, her mother was shopping for
Della as opposed to herself, which wasn’t much better.

Della wrapped the cookie and stuck it into a
white bakery bag. “Okay. That will be four dollars and twenty-seven
cents.”

Bearded and Handsome grinned as he handed
over the ten-dollar bill. “Very reasonable. Hope the cookie is as
delicious as it smells.”

“It is.” Some might call her cocky, but she
knew her skills, and her fudgy brownie cookies were the best.

“I’ll vouch for that,” her mother offered
and brushed at her mouth to rid herself of any crumbs that might
reside. “I didn’t catch your name. I thought I knew everyone worth
knowing in town.”

Would the ground just open and swallow
Della? She forced a laugh. “My mom is such a jokester.”

She shot her mother a significant look,
hoping she’d tone down her attitude. As if expecting this, Mabel
turned her head away from Della and focused on the stranger, who
grinned at her. He arched an eyebrow, transferred the cookie bag
and coffee to his left hand, and stretched out his right hand to
Mabel. “I’m Ethan Stone. Pleased to meet you.”

Mabel took the offered hand and gave it a
hearty shake. “Pleased to meet you, Ethan. I’m Mabel Delacroix.
You’ve already met my daughter, Della.”

Ethan nodded convivially, cut his eyes to
Della, and then back to Mabel.

Della could almost hear the wheels in his
head turning, wondering why anyone would name their daughter Della
Delacroix. “Expecting a boy, my parents somehow thought the name
they had picked out, Jason, wouldn’t serve for a girl.”

“I would agree with that.”

Her mother sniffed. “You always tell that
story in such a judgy way. Please remember I was still under
anesthesia. It took a while before I considered that your first
name sounded a bit like your last. By then, it was too late.”

She waved her hand to rid herself of any
condemnation and tsked. “What you must think of us. Don’t let me
keep you from your big, important job.”

He touched a finger to his temple. “I’m the
one who should be blushing now. I came here to ask you questions
pertinent to my case and ended up buying sweets and chatting. I’m a
private investigator.”

“What case? What questions?” Unease unfurled
in Della’s stomach like one of those resurrection plants you add
water to, and they miraculously come to life. Her water tended to
be the unknown and uncertain, which often were the same.

“Jeffrey Lawson. Have you seen him lately?”
The words hung in the air, changing the former light-hearted
atmosphere.

As the potential groom of Bridezilla, Della
had seen him squirm as Ellie complained about how provincial their
sample menus were. A dazed look had settled on him when Ellie
changed the menu for the fourth time. Most of the time, the
well-groomed heir to Lawson Industries acted as if he’d rather be
anywhere else other than listening to his fiancée rage against the
world and threaten financial as well as legal repercussions if she
wasn’t satisfied.

“Well, I have seen him. Maybe a week ago. He
was with Ellie.”

Ethan shook his head and grimaced. “Not
good. You were the last wedding vendor I’ve contacted. I hoped you
might know something the others didn’t. Thanks, anyhow.”

His brow furrowed as he worked out whatever
issue was troubling him. Both Mabel and Della held up a hand in
farewell, but he never even noticed. Ethan exited, clutching his
bakery bag and coffee.

Della waited until the door closed before
speaking. “Now I’m worried there might not be a wedding. The man
probably hightailed it after the fourth menu change.”

“Could be,” her mother agreed. “It’s more
likely his family had him kidnapped to prevent the nuptials.”

Out of the two of them, Della considered her
thought to be the more practical one. Only this time, her mother
might be right.

Even though it might be selfish on her part,
she needed this wedding. After insisting the menu couldn’t be
changed again, Ellie McCormick had agreed to the final menu.
However, Bridezilla could still try.

“There’s only one thing we can do—find
Jeffrey Lawson.”

Her mother rested one hand on her hip and
regarded her daughter with disbelief. “How are we supposed to do
that? It seems to me Ethan is doing that now, and he doesn’t sound
like he’s having much luck. Why would we succeed when he
hasn’t?”

Normally, she’d be the naysayer, but she
needed to cater this event and earn the money it provided.
Della walked over to her mother and hooked arms with hers. “We make
a great team in the bakery and out. We are not without skills.
Didn’t we both live with one of the county’s best detectives?”

“Your father was second to none.” A smile
danced across her mother’s face as her eyes rolled upward,
remembering. “Still,” she gave a slight sniff, “Owens is far from
big city crime. Many of the crimes he solved were partially due to
information gathered from my gossip hotline.”

Her mother tapped her head, reminiscent of
how her father had done and lowered her voice to imitate the man.
“Fred Lowenstein is missing his brand-new Mercury sedan. Who does
your gossip hotline like for it?”

“Dad couldn’t arrest someone based on
gossip!” The revelation that her father had asked her mother for
local gossip stunned, but she knew from her obsession with crime
dramas and mysteries that the casual observer knew a great
deal.

“No, he didn’t arrest them on gossip.”
Mabel’s crow’s feet gathered at the corners of her eyes as she
chuckled, making her resemble a cheerful gnome minus the beard. “He
checked them out, did the legwork, and sometimes the gossip proved
right. If nothing else, it was a good starting point. The person of
interest usually threw someone else under the bus.” Her shoulders
went up in a shrug. “In the end, your father got his man, or in
some cases, woman. I think he may have thought you’d follow in his
footsteps.”

Memories of donning one of her father’s
cast-off suit jackets and brandishing an oversized magnifying glass
when she was ten took shape in her mind. Her father used to call
her his junior detective and even give her missions to find things.
Usually, it was objects such as missing car keys, tickets to an
upcoming baseball game, or the remote he had misplaced and, on a
few occasions, he even laid out clues for her to decipher. It
boosted her confidence in her investigative skills so much that she
volunteered to discover who had helped themselves to the money from
the scout bake sale.

The troop’s original intention had been to
give the money to the local animal shelter. Della deduced the
possible thief was also her fellow scout at the time, the only one
left alone with the money who suddenly had a large supply of junk
food she hadn’t brought with her. Rather than turn her in, Della
managed to convince the girl to return the money minus the six
dollars or so she’d already spent at the nearby convenience store.
The incident ended her love of investigation and scouting.

The other scouts and leaders assumed she was
the culprit. Despite knowing her and how hard she worked for the
troop, they immediately fingered her for the crime, which made her
want nothing to do with them in the future. Of course, her parents
wanted to intervene, but Della wanted none of it. The
light-fingered scout stayed in the troop and possibly gossiped
about the incident, naming Della as the thief.

While she might not have said the actual
words, Della swore off all investigative pursuits after
experiencing the way they could come back and bite you. Now,
though, if she didn’t do something, her hopes and dreams would blow
up like her scouting efforts.

“Dad was the best,” Della admitted,
returning to the conversation. She crossed her arms and leaned
against the counter. “That doesn’t mean everyone else is
stellar.”

“Have to admit, I’ve never found anyone as
special as him.”

Della arched her eyebrows over the comment.
As far as she knew, her parent hadn’t even considered dating, let
alone re-marriage. “I assume you’re talking about detective work as
opposed to husband.”

“Both,” her mother corrected and turned
away.

Now, she’d gone and made her mother cry.
Whenever she turned away like that, it was to hide a tear. Time to
change the subject or at least steer it away from her father. She
pushed off the counter. “I’ve read most people assume everyone else
thinks like they do or works as hard as they do. That’s why they’re
puzzled by those who don’t.”

Her mother turned, her mascara smudged at
the corner of her right eye. Forcing a smile, she asked, “This is
leading where?”

“We assume everyone we meet works as hard as
we do. What if they don’t? Come on, think about it. You’ve got
plenty of people bragging about how they graduated at the top of
their class, which may or may not be true. Some of us must have
lawyers, doctors, accountants, etc., who graduated at the bottom of
their class.”

Mabel held out her hand, palm out in a halt
gesture. “I’d rather not think about that.” Her nose crinkled.
“Makes me uneasy. Are you saying half our town isn’t any good at
their professions?”

“Maybe not half. Some of those bottom of the
classers moved elsewhere. You have to admit some are better than
others.” She waited for her mother to acknowledge that with a head
bob. “This goes for any profession. Maybe Ethan looks the part, but
he doesn’t have the investment we do in locating Lawson. Let him do
his thing. We do ours. As far as tracking a missing man, you’ve got
a gossip hotline second to none that can throw light on why the man
is nowhere to be found.”

Her mother sniffed. “I may be good, but it
doesn’t take a genius to understand why Lawson is making himself
scarce. He’s found himself hogtied to Ellie McCormick. I’d chew my
leg off to get away.”

Della held up her hand. “You have a point,
but it has to be more than that. Why hire an investigator? We need
to find out why the man ran off? Or even whom the man ran off
to? Or where?”

Her mother’s expression morphed from
doubtful to curious. “That does sound up my alley. What’s your
role?”

“Analytical, of course. We know why he
ran—mostly. I need to figure out how to allay his fears, get him
back, and save our event.” Even though her words were bold, Della
had no clue how it would work, but work it had to since this was
her first wedding catering job.

“Count me in!” her mother chimed.


Chapter Two
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A firm tug on the fitted
jacket of Della’s go-to business suit didn’t release the pinch it
had on her waist. It was hard to believe she used to don business
attire and head out to work at the mortgage company where she’d
delighted, dismayed, or sometimes confused people when she called
to report the progress of their application. As for the suit, she’d
only worn that to the job interview and a funeral some five years
ago. Not that they both happened at the same time, but close enough
that the suit served both occasions. Maybe she should have gone
with the shapewear her mother recommended or better yet, worn
something different.

The sound of a car door closing echoed
throughout the cavernous parking garage. Spooky. Plenty of
thriller movies had people attacked in empty car garages late at
night. Even though the sunlight didn’t penetrate to sub-basement B
or E or whatever it was, it remained daylight above ground.
Besides, Lawson Industries, ranking as one of the prime American
innovators in business and educational software, had plenty of cars
that packed the level.

She might as well get going and find out
whatever she could before disappearing for an extra-long lunch to
work the bakery crowd. She stepped out with purpose, but her
unaccustomed heels made her lurch rather like a reanimated corpse
in a low-grade horror movie. Geesh, it was hard to believe people
dressed like this every day to go to work. Swift footsteps had her
stepping out of the way when a man clad in blue jeans, a hoodie,
and carrying cardboard holder loaded with coffee cups buzzed past
her.

The combined aromas of a dark Columbian
blend, a pumpkin spice latte, along with the deeper heavier note of
chocolate wafted behind him. It could be a hot chocolate or someone
who enjoyed an extra sweetness to their brew. A single clear note
of honey had her wondering if there was a tea included. She stood,
inhaling the scent long after the man vanished. Being able to
separate ingredients served as her superpower. It still didn’t
measure up to being able to jump buildings in a single bound, but
it did serve with folks who refused to part with a
particular recipe.

The hurrying man’s clothes made her question
if he worked there or was simply a java delivery dude. Must be the
latter. After all, software folks had to make more than a humble
baker, which equaled a more elevated attire than the athletic shoes
and white cotton chef coats she bought online. Mentally, she ran
through how she’d greet the first official employee she saw.

Good morning. I’m Della. I’m the Customer
Support Advantage temp from the agency.

Truthfully, she didn’t expect to get a job
at Lawson Industries. She’d applied at the temp service a few weeks
before when a lack of steady customers threatened her bottom line.
Her mother agreed to serve as day staff if she did land a temp job.
In the end, she told herself it would be for a very short time. As
soon as the McCormick/Lawson wedding happened, she’d have plenty of
deposits from pre-bookings that would allow her to forgo any side
hustle. Then out of the blue, the agency called, shortly after she
announced her intentions to hunt Lawson down. Was it serendipity?
Hard to say, but it might serve all the same.

The agency told her it had something to do
with answering the phone, which was better than the software
engineer and front-end specialist. No way could she fake her way
through the last two positions. Her experience with customer
service consisted of listening to staticky music while on hold and
often being disconnected. That she could do. Her lips
twisted as she considered the last word in the
title—Advantage. It sounded like a bit more than putting
someone on hold until they hung up on their own. If she could comp
people stuff, that would be sweet. Usually, though, that privilege
belonged to the manager.

A thirty-ish woman in khakis and a polo
rushed by with her hand resting on the messenger bag draped across
her body. Probably a courier who carried needed forms to different
agencies. Was everyone in a hurry today? Della checked her phone
for the time and received a shock. Her moment analyzing coffee,
then speculating about her temp job ate into the cushy time buffer
she’d given herself. Better get a move on it before she lost her
fake job.

Even though her only purpose in taking the
temp job was to find out more about the missing Lawson heir, the
money she’d earn in the process would be a much-needed help. So
far, she’d made rent on time but only because her landlord allowed
her to pay online. A few times, her payment had posted minutes
before midnight on the final day. Creating cakes and memorable
sweets appeared to be a feast or famine prospect. Mainly, all she’d
endured so far was the famine side.

When her fresh cookies and pastries didn’t
sell immediately, she’d mark them down as day-old pastries. After
that, they became part of her diet, which might explain the suit’s
tightness. Della blew out a long breath as she struck out with a
bold step, only to wobble horribly. Whoever thought of high heels
had to be a sadist.

The stainless-steel parking lot elevator
gleamed like a beacon in the distance. All she had to do was reach
it. “I can do this.” She hissed the words as if to encourage her
ankle and heels to be on better terms.

“Yes, you can,” a feminine voice commented,
causing Della to pivot, almost twisting her ankle in the process.
For a second she wavered, pitching forward, close to kissing the
ground, which was the last thing she needed. Don’t fall. I don’t
have time for this.

Despite telling herself not to fall, the
ground rushed up at her until a hard yank on her left arm stopped
her descent.

“Goodness!” An unfamiliar, heavy-set woman
pulled Della back into a standing position and shook her head. “You
need to get rid of those shoes or learn to walk in them.”

“Ah, thank you.” Color climbed into her face
as she faced her rescuer. “I appreciate your help. Good advice
about the shoes, but I doubt if I’ll ever be able to walk in
them.”

“I hear you.” A wide smile brightened the
woman’s already pleasant expression as she held out her hand in
greeting. “I’m Tyesha. You new here?”

“It depends on how fast I get upstairs and
report for my temp job. Could be I’ll be fired before I even show
up for work.” Sadly, her words could be prophetic.

“Oh really?” Interest flickered in Tyesha’s
eyes. “There’s a half-dozen temp positions open at Lawson. You
wouldn’t happen to be the new software engineer?”

“Not hardly.” She grimaced. “Not part of my
skill set. I’d love to talk, but I need to get going. Don’t want to
make a bad impression on my future boss.”

“Understandable.” Tyesha fell in step with
Della but had to slow her own gait to do so. “What position are you
here for?”

“Customer Support Advantage. I was told it
was mainly answering the phones.”

The two of them had managed to get about
three yards closer to the elevator. There were six or so yards left
between her and the gleaming box that would give her feet a break.
It was hard to believe some women donned even higher heels. They
had to be an entirely different species than Della. It could be
their feet were shaped for heels like the Barbie dolls she had as a
kid.

Another person sprinted past them toward the
elevator. Tyesha called to him, “You’d better hold that
elevator!”

Once the three of them were enclosed in the
mirrored interior, smelling slightly of smoke, Tyesha nodded at the
kid in the hoodie who had held the elevator for them. “Don’t look
so worried, Todd. I’ll tell Ryan you were with me talking about the
project rollout.”

Todd blinked twice, and then shook his head.
“Why would you be talking to me about the rollout?”

Wait a minute. Della gave the male a
thorough once over from his unshaven face, which included pillow
creases in his cheek, to his bed head, which meant he hadn’t been
awake too long. He didn’t look older than seventeen, but Tyesha
talked like he worked there. Come to think of it, the woman acted
as if she was in a position of authority. The sleepy employee
missed the offered excuse for his tardiness.

Tyesha snorted. “Jump on it, Todd. Not too
many people would be that kind.”

The elevator bell rang before the doors
opened. Todd shot Della a confused glance. “Who are
you?”

Before Della could refer to herself as a
temp, Tyesha answered for her. “She’s a newbie like you, but I have
a feeling she might end up being one of Lawson’s best
employees.”

Wow. It was kind of Tyesha to say so, but
she had to wonder if it were a bit of a joke. So far, she had done
nothing to impress anyone. Her inability to walk in heels was the
only thing she had demonstrated so far. Maybe Tyesha was one of
those people who said positive things to get people to try to live
up to the good hype. That had to be it.

Todd jumped out of the elevator and vanished
down one of the corridors that veered off to the right. Hard to say
if he’d take advantage of the gracious offer. She smiled at Tyesha
as she stepped onto the carpeted hallway. “Guess this is where we
part company. I do appreciate your help.”

Sounds of typing along with chatter drifted
from different directions. While there were some number plates with
arrows adhered to the wall, it did nothing to inform Della what
direction Customer Support Advantage might be located. “Um, would
you happen to know where the temps report?”

“You come with me. I’ll even introduce you
to your new boss.” Tyesha gestured to the nearest right hall and
turned toward it
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