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  Chapter one
Sugar, Spice, and Spite


If anyone ever asked her about her hometown in the fall, Dalai Winters would be happy to tell them that 'in Red Cape Bay, the air in early autumn offers the faintest whiff of nutmeg and gossip. It's a small-town ‘there’s something in the air’ kind of thing that makes people bake pies, then judge their neighbors over who made the flakiest crust.' 
And it made her phone ring off the hook.  
Seated on a stool at the foot of her new pipeless pedicure spa chair, Dalai could feel it even now, the hum of the season working its way under everyone’s skin. 
As the town's only massage therapist turned accidental sleuth, she was wrist-deep in a peppermint foot scrub, trying—but failing—to help Marigold Murphy, the town’s librarian, relax. 
But Marigold was not having it. She was too busy filling Dalai in on the latest gossip.
 "She said it again, Dalai," Marigold whispered, "right there in the produce aisle at Mooney’s Market—she told everyone she’d be the only bakery in town by Christmas." 
Dalai lifted Marigold's feet out from the bubbly spa water and into a hot towel. “Let me guess. We’re talking about Carol Wise?”
Marigold gave her a look. “Do you know any other pie and cake-making czars in this town with a vendetta against anyone else who bakes?” 
Dalai chuckled under her breath. “They say our words have energy… After all, God created the entire universe by His spoken word. Maybe she’s just speaking her desired outcome into being?”
 “Maybe,” Marigold said. “But if saying something a thousand times over will make it happen, then I’m going to declare that I'll have enough money to take a cruise next spring!” 
Outside, a sudden gust of wind rattled the porch chimes. 
Boyfriend, Dalai’s shepherd-chow mix and unofficial security detail, gave a grumble from his snooze place on the rug in the reception area, then resumed snoring. 
Marigold stood and wiggled her toes. “My feet feel better already. I can’t say old age does a body good, but your foot massages give new life to these old feet.”
 “Well, thank you, Marigold… but I just rub stuff,” Dalai replied with a grin. “The miracle is that you sit still long enough to let me do it.” 
Marigold reached for her shoes. “Mark my words, Dalai; this bakery business nonsense is about to get messy.”

      ***Twenty minutes later, Dalai emerged from her shop into the warm, golden light of the late afternoon. With Marigold as her final appointment, she was free to leave early and make her way home.
 Dalai sniffed the air, swearing she could still smell toasted vanilla-raisin goodness. 
Red Cape Bay wore autumn like a flannel coat—pumpkins on porches, wreaths on doors, and the scent of cinnamon somehow sneaking out of every storefront. 
The busy street was humming, and down the block, Rachel Ann Redding’s chalkboard sign outside the Bookery & Buzz read: ‘Today's Forecast: 90% chance of eavesdropping and espresso.’ 
Dalai grinned. Anything to entice more foot traffic, she thought as she walked the two blocks towards the Bookery. 
The bells over the bookstore door jangled as she walked in. 
Rachel Ann was behind the front counter, stacking used cookbooks for her upcoming 'bake-someone-something' book sale. 
“Have you seen the most recent declaration of baking war, Dalai? Carol’s been outside for the past three hours posting fliers on anything that will hold up under her staple gun,” Rachel said. “She’s also added sourdough to her bread menu and wants the world to know.” 
“Let me guess… She found out the newcomer in town is a cottage industry bread baker?” 
“That she did. And it brought out a whole new side of Carol. She was livid!” 
“Is she still using that slogan on everything?” Dalai asked. 
Rachel held up one of the fliers. It read: ‘One of these days, I’m gonna be the only bakery in Red Cape Bay.’ 
Dalai whistled. “She really should get that tattooed… somewhere. Maybe on her butt.” 
Rachel laughed, then leaned over and whispered, “Did you hear about Kim’s Kookie House?” 
Dalai blinked. “No; what about it?” 
“Closed down yesterday. Something about a mixer shorting out and blowing a bunch of fuses. I heard half her equipment died. That’s the third cottage industry accident in the past six weeks. First, it was Heather’s oven going kaput, then Shelby found moths in her pantry dry goods, and now this.” 
Dalai frowned. “What are the odds? Two of the three home bakers have had to close, and now Kim’s?” 
Rachel raised an eyebrow. “In Red Cape Bay, the odds are better than the lottery.” 
Dalai took her latte to go, then walked a few blocks more down the street to Kim’s Kookery on Bowery Boulevard and paused outside the bakery. A handwritten sign was taped to the door that read, ‘Closed Until Further Notice—Equipment Malfunction.’
Dalai stared into the darkened windows. She and everyone else in Red Cape Bay loved Kim’s cookies. No event, large or small, ever went without having placed a hefty order. 
Her giant oatmeal-raisin cookies were better than sex. 
Dalai sniffed the air, swearing she could still smell that yummy toasted vanilla-raisin scent wafting from inside the bakery. 
Was it just a coincidence that the bakeries in town were all in cupcake chaos? 
Probably.
But in Red Cape Bay, where grudges were homemade and tempers rose faster than sourdough, Dalai had learned one thing: Where there’s smoke... there’s usually a pie burning.






  
  Chapter two
Crumbs of Chaos


It was just after 9 a.m., and Dalai was already on her second cup of too-strong coffee and her third heavy sigh. 
She'd been mulling over the recent baking mishaps and hoped Carol Wise was simply overly competitive rather than truly malicious. Dalai had always enjoyed the fifty-ish-year-old woman and made it a habit to visit the Pie & Cakery at least twice weekly, stopping by to chat with Carol and her sister, Dorothy… and pick up a chocolate croissant or two.
She finished her coffee and, since she didn’t have to open the shop until 11, was about to head over to Carol’s for one of those croissants when the kitchen wall phone rang. 
Every time it rang, Dalai had to smile.
 Last year, she’d attended an auction at Franks’ and saw two old phones she couldn’t live without. She’d bid on both, winning the Western Electric candlestick model with a ringer box that had a ‘Downton Abbey’ look over the Art déco style 1930s model. 
The elementary school secretary’s voice bubbled over the phone. 
“Hi Dalai, it’s Gwen. Bert forgot his science binder, and Bart spilled a breakfast smoothie all over his shirt. Can you bring the binder and a clean shirt to the office, please?” 
“Of course, no problem. I’ll be there shortly.” 
Dalai turned to put the creamer back into the fridge and saw a note from her sister, Deana, taped front and center: ‘At Henni Pratt’s herbal tea class this morning. Don’t forget it’s your day for drop-off. P.S. I’m fixing grilled cheese and tomato soup for supper. Good karma to ya!’ 
Dalai muttered under her breath that Karma had terrible aim lately as she gathered the binder, a clean shirt, put her dog, Boyfriend, on his leash, and wrangled everything out to the Vibe. 
After the drop-off to the school, Dalai was driving down Main to The Pie & Cakery on Gold Street when she spied Candy Cinnabun standing in the doorway of her bakery, The Cinnabunery, looking dazed. 
Dalai parked the Vibe and walked over, blinking at all the broken glass scattered over the sidewalk. 
Candy just stood there, clutching her broom in one hand and that ridiculous ceramic cinnamon bun-shaped cookie jar in the other… Her plump and usually pink-cheeked face was looking pale.
“It was just sitting there in my brand-new airtight display,” Candy said, pointing at the now-empty window case. “My pecan praline bundt cake. One of my best.” 
Dalai crouched down near the mess. Both the plate-glass window and the smaller display case Candy mentioned were cracked into pieces.
 “Was the window broken from the outside or the inside?” 
Candy blinked. “I… I don’t know. I just came in and found this!” 
Her hand swept the room. “Shards of sugar-coated doom everywhere, my new display case broken, and my bundt cake gone.” 
Dalai stood up and glanced around. “Did you notice any signs of forced entry?” 
Candy shook her head 'no,' her curly hair bouncing around her ears. “The front door was locked. The alarm never went off.” 
Dalai raised an eyebrow. “No alarm with the window smashed like this?”
 “Nope. And get this,” Candy added, voice lowering. “Shelby—y’know, the caramel bar queen over on Southside?—called me in tears earlier this morning. All three of her buttercream batches she’d made for today’s cupcakes had turned. Just soured in the bowl.” 
Dalai frowned. “Buttercream doesn’t sour on its own, does it?” 
“Exactly.” Candy glanced over her shoulder. “And my cinnamon stick stash?” She nodded towards the shelf behind her main counter. “Missing. I must've had two hundred cinnamon stir sticks in that glass decanter.” Candy went behind her main display counter and opened the decanter lid, showing Dalai the emptiness inside. 
“Who would steal cinnamon sticks?” 
“Someone who wants me to bake bland, joyless buns,” Candy sniffed. 
Dalai filed that in the back of her brain under Weird Things to Investigate Later. 
Just then, a sleek dark blue Camry turned the corner and pulled to a perfect stop at the Cinnabunery's curb with the precision of someone who took rules—and road lines—seriously. 
Detective Mick Evans stepped out of the car, his jeans and jacket all crisp lines and zero nonsense, the dark suit jacket barely moving as he strode toward the scene, sunglasses in place despite the overcast day. 
Great, Dalai thought. Stoneface is here. 
“Ms. Cinnabun,” he said, greeting Candy with a sober nod. Evans stopped beside Dalai and surveyed the glass with military-grade detachment. 
“I see you’re here ahead of me,” he said, not looking over at her. 
 “I heard you don’t like cinnamon rolls,” Dalai replied, deadpan. 
Mick gave her a sideways glance. “Not when they’re part of a potential vandalism case.” 
Candy practically curtsied. It was a known fact among the senior gossip circle ladies that she'd love to have Evans park his boots under her bed. Any day.
“Detective Evans, I didn’t want to bother you—but as you can see, my front window is in pieces on the sidewalk, and the pecan praline bundt cake that I'd made for today's masterpiece was stolen, and as you well know, this town runs on pastry.” 
“Today’s ‘masterpiece’?” 
“Yes, it’s a marketing gimmick I used to get more foot traffic. Once a week, I bake something outrageously decadent and have people bid on it. I got fifty bucks once for a turtle bundt cake I made!” 
Detective Evans' brow furrowed, which in Dalai’s book meant he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. 
Well,” he said, pulling out a small notepad, “I’ll need a list of everything that was in this display. Estimated cost, timeline of events, and whether you’ve ticked anyone off recently.”
 “Only Carol Wise,” Candy muttered. “But that’s just an everyday, normal occurrence.”
 “So normal, it’s almost boring until someone breaks glass and poisons buttercream.” 
Mick turned to Dalai, his one eyebrow twitching. “Are you talking about the Southside incident?” He paused. “You think there’s a connection?” 
Dalai smiled sweetly. “You don’t?”
He didn’t answer. But the tiny twitch at the corner of his mouth suggested she’d hit a nerve.
 “Just saying, Detective… Red Cape Bay’s sugar scene is falling apart faster than a soggy scone.” 
He said nothing, but she saw his jaw tighten. 
Progress.
The man had ghosted her for the past three weeks, and it was time she got under his skin again. 
As Mick took Candy inside to “get the facts,” Dalai turned back toward Main Street, her mind racing. 
She got in the car, passed Krafty Karen’s, and waved at Myrtle King—the elderly candy queen—through the window of Myrtle’s Turtles & Other Confections, who waved back with a peppermint cane in hand. 
Dalai’s cellphone buzzed. It was Deana. 
“Hey, you,” Dalai answered.
 "Hey there! I totally spaced out on leaving you that note—someone's been messing around in our shed. I went to pack up those salt scrub gift bags you made, and all your herbal stuff was moved around. Super weird. Plus, I think some of my paints might be gone, but you know how I am—I can never find anything, anyway. Just wanted to give you a heads up. Talk later!" and she clicked off.
Dalai tossed her phone onto the passenger seat.  Maybe a





OEBPS/cover.jpeg
A Dalai Mama Coﬂzél}ster#

I Knew You Were Coming, So...

I Baked a Wake

2 e 3 L
<4 ]
'l 3






OEBPS/images/09c0c126-3d37-4920-a19a-a53651b64b62.jpeg
A Dalai Mama Coozél Mystery

I Knew You Were Coming, So...

1 B








