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Chapter 1

 


 


Jingle Bells played merrily in the
background as Samantha Sweet carried a two-tiered cake to the sales
counter. The customer wanted snow—lots of snow—for her holiday
party, and Sam had created an icing that flowed in soft ridges and
peaks, then sprinkled the whole thing with transparent glitter that
perfectly captured the sparkly appearance of a fresh snowfall in
sunlight. Small edible pine trees clustered near the base of the
lower tier and red garland made a festive swag around the top.

“Merri will love it,” Jen said, looking up
from the cash register. “She told me Christmas is her birthday—it’s
the reason she got her name—and she loves to play it up big with a
combo birthday and holiday party.”

“I ordered the red and green candles she
wanted,” Sam said, setting the cake into a protective box. She
fished around in her baker’s jacket pocket and came out with a
small box, which she placed alongside the cake.

Jen glanced at the clock. “She’s supposed to
pick it up in an hour. Your timing was perfect.”

Sam surveyed the sales room. One of the
three bistro tables was occupied; the others were clean and waiting
for anyone who came in. She walked over to the beverage bar to
check supplies of sugar and cream and make sure the large carafes
of her signature blend coffee were adequately full. As usual, Jen
had made sure the area was spotless. Sam made eye contact and gave
her a subtle thumbs-up just as the small bells over the front door
tinkled.

Jingle Bells gave way to Let it
Snow. Chilly air whooshed in, along with a tall young woman in
a camel colored wool coat and fluffy black scarf. Her long,
honey-blonde hair glistened with tiny specks of sleet, which
quickly turned to water as she stepped into the warm bakery. She
gave Sam a bright smile, showing perfect teeth.

“I hear that Sweet’s Sweets is the
place for the best cheesecake in the whole state,” she said, a
little breathlessly.

Sam laughed and pointed toward the glass
display case in front of Jen. “I’m glad you heard that. Word gets
around.”

“Oh, this place is the talk of Albuquerque.
You’ve got fans.” The young woman pulled off her black
mittens and extended a hand to Sam. “I’m Emily Plankhurst. I
recently moved to Taos and your place has been tops on my to-do
list, although it’s taken longer than I expected to unpack and
settle in.”

Sam introduced herself and Jen, thinking the
newcomer was probably in her late twenties, a bit younger than Jen
and Kelly.

Emily turned to the display of pastries, and
Jen went into the descriptions of the current cheesecake
offerings—plain, pumpkin with a ginger crust, and their signature
amaretto—all seasonal favorites. Emily chose the amaretto and
turned back to Sam while Jen scooped the slice onto a plate and
added a fork and napkin.

“I’m supposed to tell you hello from one of
your Albuquerque fans, Charlie Parker. She said she knows you and
has ordered from your bakery for a few years now?”

Sam smiled, remembering the first time she’d
met Charlie. It was at a spa resort in Santa Fe, where Charlie was
attending an event and Sam was delivering the pastries. There had
been an odd connection, something Sam later attributed to her
having handled the wooden box that had only recently come into her
possession at the time. It was her first experience with her own
ability to provide a healing touch. She wondered how much Charlie
had told Emily.

“Thanks, Jen,” Emily said. “And I’d love a
nice cup of tea to go with this.” She set her plate on an empty
bistro table and Sam showed her the box containing their selection
of teas.

“Are you a longtime friend of Charlie?” Sam
asked.

“No, not really. We met a few months ago at
a funeral. Well, really, at the gathering after. A neighbor of mine
passed away and it turned out Charlie had helped Linda and her
daughter reunite after many years. Long story, and I was just a kid
when the daughter went missing … Anyway, we talked a bit. Charlie’s
office is in the neighborhood and I’ve run into her a few more
times since. When she learned I was moving to Taos was when she
told me about your place.”

“What brings you here?” Sam filled Emily’s
mug with hot water. “Taos typically isn’t a hotbed of job
opportunity for young people. But maybe you’ve found something. I
didn’t mean—”

Emily laughed, a pleasant sound. “Oh, no. No
offense. I actually inherited a job. I’m the new librarian.”

“At the public library? I’m in there all the
time,” Jen piped up.

“No, this is a private library. Well, I
mean, we do have books to check out but mainly it’s a research
library. People come in who need to find obscure historical facts
or photos. It started as my great-grandfather’s collection of books
and just grew as each generation added more. My grandpa was really
crazy for history, and he added a lot. While he could.” Emily had
shed her coat and taken a seat.

The other customer left, and Sam busied
herself clearing and wiping down the table while Emily took her
first taste of the amaretto cheesecake. Her eyes rolled upward and
she let out a slow moan. “Oh my gosh, Charlie was so
right.”

Sam smiled. “Glad you like it.”

Jen spoke up. “So your grandfather is gone
now? Is that how you inherited?”

Emily paused with a bite halfway to her
mouth. “Kind of. He’s in an Alzheimer care facility in Albuquerque.
My grandmother Valerie passed earlier this year and left me the
library. At first I thought I should stay home, you know, to be
there for Grandpa. But he doesn’t know me anymore, doesn’t
recognize anyone, so I wasn’t doing any good there. And it meant a
lot to Grandma to keep the library open. So, here I am, and I love
it. I was ready to get out of the city anyway.”

Sam studied the newcomer for a minute, torn
between getting back to the bustle of the kitchen and learning more
from Emily. “I’d like you to meet my daughter, Kelly, sometime. She
says the same thing about moving to this little town. She was in
southern California for a few years and, well, I guess she began to
feel the same way. She works part time next door at the dog
grooming salon.”

Emily brightened. “I’d like to meet her.
Frankly, most of the patrons at the library are much older people,
and I really don’t know anyone close to my own age. I live in the
adobe house right behind the library building. I guess it was
originally a carriage house or something that went along with the
home—way, way before my time. Even when I spent summers up
here with my grandparents it was already a library. It’s a cool and
interesting place. Lots of little nooks and crannies to
explore.”

“Hey, we girls go out once a week or so,
just dinner and a movie or something,” Jen said. “You’ll have to
join us sometime.”

“Cool,” Emily said, taking a sip of her tea.
“And great cheesecake. I will definitely be back for this. Oh—that
reminds me … before I go, I also need to order a cake. I’m hosting
a little open house at the library on Saturday. I’d love for all of
you to come.”

Sam promised to check her calendar, and Jen
sat down with Emily and an order form to get the details for the
party cake.

“Emily seems nice,” Jen told Sam twenty
minutes later when she brought the order form to the kitchen.

“Very mature for her age, I thought. Okay,
sorry, was that an ageist remark in reverse?”

They both laughed.

“She’s twenty-nine, so yeah, a little
younger than Kelly, Riki and me. But I think she’ll fit in to
socialize.” Jen handed Sam the cake order and they looked it over
together.

“This will be a fairly easy one,” Sam said.
“Shaped like an open book. I’ve done them for Ivan’s bookshop
before. All we need to do is add a Christmas theme …”

“And voila, you’re done! You’ve got until
tomorrow.”

“And about twenty orders ahead of it,” Sam
reminded, lifting a sheaf of order sheets from the worktable.
“Luckily, I have excellent help.”

She said this last bit with a nod toward
Julio, a guy who certainly knew how to get the most out of the
large bake oven, and Becky, her head decorator. They’d hired three
other decorators for the holiday season, experienced helpers who
worked in shifts, and Sam set her own schedule which was,
admittedly, more hours this time of year than she normally put
in.

“We’re all invited to the library open
house,” Jen said. “Emily included me and said I should pass the
word to Kelly and Scott, Riki and Evan, and everyone from the
bakery who wants to come.”

Sam looked again at the cake order. “Maybe
I’d better throw in a box of cupcakes or something. It sounds like
she’s getting generous with the invitations.”

Jen shrugged and left to answer the tinkle
of the front door chimes. At nearly the same moment, the back door
to the alley opened, admitting Kelly and Anastasia.

“Hey,” Sam said, opening her arms for a hug,
“how’s Grammy’s girl?”

Four-year-old Ana ran to her, holding out a
folded piece of construction paper. “I made you a Christmas card
for the bakery.” The red paper was decorated with white cutout
circles that formed a snowman and green triangles for pine
trees.

“It’s beautiful! I love it,” Sam told her
granddaughter.

“We just got back from arts and crafts class
at Chris’s Crafts,” Kelly said

“Santa was there. I waited my turn
patiently,” Ana added.

“Did you tell him what you want for
Christmas?” Sam asked. It had been a challenge to come up with gift
ideas for a kid who didn’t care for typical toys and already had
more books and art supplies than she could possibly use.

“More markers! I need pink ones.”

“Good. I’ll bet he’ll be sure you get some,”
Sam said.

“Santa told me what he’s bringing me.” Ana
was practically dancing around the kitchen.

“And what’s that?”

“A baby brother!”

What? Sam looked up at Kelly, who
shook her head slowly and shrugged. Jen bustled in with another
order form, Kelly gave Sam a peck on the cheek and said they needed
to get home, and Sam was left wondering when guys in Santa costumes
began promising things they couldn’t possibly know about.

Verification of the bombshell news would
have to wait. Kelly was driving right now, and Sam needed to get
busy with frosting and cakes.


Chapter 2

 


 


The light was waning the next time Sam
walked into the salesroom to check in with Jen. Their customer had
come in to pick up the snow-scene cake—a super hit, according to
Jen—and the glass display cases were nearly depleted, just as she
liked to see them at the end of the day. She finished a quick
inventory of supplies for the hot beverage bar; it was amazing how
quickly cocoa, chai, and tea went, this time of year.

Leaving Jen to set things in order, Sam
quickly placed a supply order online, then prioritized the custom
orders for the two decorators who would arrive any time now and
work until ten p.m. She always felt a little guilty for leaving
while others stayed to work so late into the evening. She’d often
worked late when getting Sweet’s Sweets established, sometimes
through the night, occasionally with a little magical help. But she
put those thoughts aside and told herself that the two culinary
students—Marcie and Christopher—wanted the work, had tuition bills
to cover, and loved the practical experience. Without
interruptions, the two could easily turn out the eight dozen
cupcakes for the high school winter ball and the three sheet cakes
for other customers, within reach of their quitting time.

Julio had cleaned the big Hobart mixer and
all the baking pans, and had readied the dry ingredients for his
customary morning routine of filling the displays with coffee cake
in seasonal flavors, muffins for the breakfast crowd, cheesecake
for the lunch group, and dozens of cookies for the after school
kids and last-minute party trays. The day the tattooed biker had
steered his Harley up to the bakery’s back door had, indeed, been
Sam’s lucky day.

From the front room, Jen called out, “Good
night!” Within minutes Sam heard vehicles out back, and she set her
coat aside until she had greeted the decorators and got Marcie and
Christopher started on their evening duties.

Five minutes later she was climbing into her
hybrid all-wheel-drive SUV, noticing a bright half-moon above Taos
Mountain. Mid December, and no snow on the ground here in town.
Yet. They’d had a brief storm at the end of October, two more in
November, but clear skies and bright sunshine had quickly done away
with the four inches that fell at Thanksgiving. Up on the mountain
there was undoubtedly more, but the operator at Taos Ski Valley was
becoming antsy for a better base coat. Hotels and lodges were
accepting reservations that would bring in guests, starting next
week and filling every available room through New Year’s Day. Sam
thought briefly of her best friend, Zoë, who operated a B&B and
likely wouldn’t have a spare moment for the next three weeks.

It was nearly dark when Sam pulled up the
long driveway leading to their log ranch house beyond the north end
of Taos. Beau’s pickup was parked in front of the barn, headlights
facing a ladder that leaned against the wall. She recognized his
tall, lean shape and made out the figure of their hired hand,
Danny. She stopped in her normal spot near the front porch, got
out, and walked toward the men. Ranger the black Lab, and Nellie,
their border collie, greeted her and then followed along.

“Hey you two. You’re working late.
Everything okay?”

Beau stepped over and gave her a kiss. “It
will be by tomorrow. We’re just tackling that leak in the barn
roof.”

She’d forgotten about that. After the last
snow, Beau had mentioned a telltale wet spot inside, right over one
of the horse stalls.

“We made good progress today,” Danny said,
pulling off his work gloves and slapping them against the leg of
his jeans.

“We did. But we need to stick with it.
They’re saying another storm is on the way before tomorrow night.”
Beau shut off the pickup’s lights and asked Danny to check that the
two horses were in their stalls and the barn door was secure.

“Always something, on a ranch,” Sam said
with a warm smile toward her handsome husband. “I don’t know how
you managed it all before you retired.”

Beau shook his head. “Me either. Very, very
long days. That’s all I can say.”

“Well, I started a batch of green chile stew
in the slow cooker this morning, so dinner’s ready the minute I
warm up the tortillas. Will Danny want to eat with us?”

“He told me earlier he has some other plans.
I didn’t ask what.”

Sam kind of hoped Danny had a girlfriend,
and she kind of hoped he didn’t. When he’d come to work for them
earlier this year, he’d been in the throes of a terrible breakup
and the aftermath had nearly landed him in prison. Sam loved the
soft-spoken young man as if he were her own kid, but he didn’t have
great luck with girlfriends. Anyway, lesson learned and she hoped
he would be more cautious with his relationships.

The scent of green chile, meat and onions
filled the house and Beau followed his nose, straight for the
kitchen. Sam chuckled, taking a moment to hang her coat on the rack
by the door and drape the strap of her backpack purse over a
hook.

“Yum, that’s good!” he said, nibbling on a
morsel of the tender pork he’d evidently picked out of the pot.

While he shed his coat, Sam washed her hands
and put the final touches on the simple meal, warming tortillas in
the microwave and ladling generous portions of stew into bowls.
They decided to carry their meal to the living room, where Beau
quickly started a fire in the huge stone fireplace and tuned the TV
to the basketball game he’d been wanting to catch. Any time a
commercial came on, he switched to the weather forecast, where it
looked like the storm was moving in more quickly than first
predicted. Great for tourism, not good for two guys scrambling to
get a roof repaired.

“Is that going to mess you up?” Sam asked,
after the third time he’d checked the report.

“If we wake up in the morning with the roof
covered in snow, then yes. That won’t be good. But I’m hoping it
holds off until at least noon. We got a lot done today, just need
to finish it up.” But he didn’t seem convinced.

Sam carried their empty bowls to the kitchen
and lit the burner under the kettle for their evening ritual of
chamomile tea. While it heated, she called Kelly.

“Can you talk?” Sam asked.

“Sure. Scott is herding Ana toward her bath,
and I’m safely out of earshot downstairs in the kitchen. I know
what you’re calling about, and the answer is, I don’t know. I was
totally dumbfounded when Ana told me what Santa said.”

“Who was the guy? Anyone you know?”

“I think it was Chris’s husband—she’s the
craft shop owner. I’ve only met him once, and not in costume. There
were two dozen kids there today, all running around in full
sugar-hype mode after making their card projects and being fed
cupcakes. Which, I have to say, came from the supermarket and
weren’t nearly as fantastic as yours. I need to have a talk with
Chris.”

“And maybe with her husband. Why would he
say such a thing, giving Ana the idea that she might have a baby
brother for Christmas?”

“Yeah, well, by Christmas would obviously be
impossible. I don’t know what to tell her. Even if it’s true, it
would be next fall. And I haven’t had a moment to warn Scott about
this, so she could be dropping this news on him any—”

Even over the phone, Sam could hear a loud
thud in the background.

“Oh, yikes. Mom, I’d better go check on
that.”

The phone went dead and Sam had no choice
but to wait.


Chapter 3

 


 


Kelly got out of her car in front of Puppy
Chic and held up both hands, laughing as she did so. “Sorry, Mom, I
should have called you back last night. It just got a little weird
at our house.”

Sam had assumed as much, after the strange
crash interrupted their phone call.

“The big noise was Scott. Ana somehow dumped
a toy teapot of water all over the bathroom floor and he made a
dive to stop her. Didn’t work. Obviously. He was fine but
completely soaked from head to toe since he skidded across the
spill. So, then we cleaned that up and I decided it would be best
to squash the rumor Ana managed to start. We finished her bath and
got her to bed and then my dear husband and I sat up until
late—talking about all this.”

“What does Scott say?”

“He says Ana’s mentioned a little brother
several times during their home schooling lessons. He has a feeling
Santa didn’t tell her any such thing, that she blurted out
the baby news as wishful thinking. She’d love it if Santa really
did bring a baby … but really, we’re not even trying for one. Our
lives are completely crazy right now and managing one precocious
toddler is plenty. Can you imagine if a second child had Ana’s …
abilities?”

Being able to read the strange rune-like
writing in the magical book, before she turned four years old,
making offhand statements and having them come true, communicating
almost telepathically with Eliza, the calico cat. Sam couldn’t
imagine the challenge of managing a household with more than one of
these little prodigies running around. She said as much to
Kelly.

“And, not to mention, Scott’s books have
taken off gangbusters this year. His publisher is talking about
sending him on a book tour with the next one—twenty-five cities in
thirty days! And that would leave me at home alone to handle the
schooling and everything else he does for us all the time. A
newborn might just send me over the edge.”

Sam placed an arm around her daughter’s
shoulders. “Okay, first off, you know you wouldn’t be doing it
alone. I’ll help, however I can. Beau would pitch in.” She glanced
in the front windows of Sweet’s Sweets, where Jen was smiling as
she served a customer. “Even Auntie Jen would help where she
could.”

“She’s my best friend, Mom, not a miracle
worker. She has a crazy schedule already.”

“For the holidays. But things will work
out.”

“I know. They always do, and now I have the
help of a book of spells and a magical box. I’m thinking invincibly
and willing it all to turn out just right.”

“Speaking of the holidays, here’s a customer
who’s come to pick up a cake. Let me introduce you. She’s new in
town, runs a small private library, and has invited us all to a
party—I’ll fill you in on the rest later.”

Emily Plankhurst pulled her Jeep Wrangler to
a stop in front of the bakery and was halfway to the door before
she realized the shouted greeting was coming from Sam.

“Emily, hi. I have your cake ready but
wanted to take a second to introduce my daughter. I think I
mentioned Kelly already?”

Emily smiled warmly and walked toward them.
“You and Jen both have talked about Kelly. It’s great to meet you,
finally.”

Kelly greeted Emily but seemed a little
antsy to get inside. “Sorry, I’m already ten minutes late for work,
but I’d love to catch up and hear more about your library. I’m sure
my husband would too—he’s always researching something.”

She gave Emily’s hand a squeeze and turned
toward the grooming shop.

“Sam, before we go inside, can I ask you
something?” Emily said. “I’ve been looking back through the old
newspaper archives we have at the library. It’s a great way to
learn who’s who in a town this size. Anyway, I’ve come across your
name.”

“Uh-oh,” Sam said with a laugh.

“Your husband is the sheriff, right?”

“Well, he used to be. You probably haven’t
gotten to that point in the news, but there was a serious incident
a few years back. Beau was injured and has since retired from law
enforcement.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry to hear that. Is he all
right?”

“Perfectly fine. Just discovered he loves
being a rancher and was tired of chasing down bad guys.”

Emily nodded, understanding. “So, anyway …
I’m not quite sure how to explain this … I …” She cleared her
throat and started over. “Charlie Parker, in Albuquerque, told me
you had some type of special ability, and I don’t know … The
way she said it, I get the impression it’s not music or math. She
mentioned a healing touch.”

Sam felt her brows wrinkle together. “Yes,
that’s true, among other things. I’m not sure I see the
connection.”

“From the news articles—and I’ll admit to
reading between the lines—I get the feeling you’re able to see
things that lead to solving crimes.”

Sam nodded. Where was this going?

Emily drew a deep breath and blurted out,
“Do you believe in ghosts? Because ever since I’ve been living in
my grandparents’ house I believe I’ve seen the ghost of my
grandmother. She talks to me sometimes, and a couple days ago she
told me how to find a hidden space behind a wall in the library. I
went there the next morning. The space is exactly where she said it
would be, and inside the space I found a painting. It’s not where
someone would hang a picture—it was hidden there.”

“Wow.”

“I know, I’m sorry to just drop that on you.
I don’t know—”

“No, I think it sounds fascinating. I can’t
say whether I believe in ghosts or not. I’ve never seen one or
communicated with one, that I know of, but …” how to say this
without giving out any secrets? “But I don’t rule out anything.
Strange things do happen. And since the hidden space was
there and the painting was inside … well, I’d say there’s something
to it.”

“I haven’t done any research on the painting
itself, and I probably won’t have time for a few days. But if
you’re coming to the library open house tomorrow afternoon, would
you mind taking a look at it? I just—I guess I just feel like it’s
a mystery that needs to be solved. The painting could have been
hidden there for a few months or a hundred years. I really have no
idea.”

A breeze came up the sidewalk, reminding Sam
that even though the sun was shining it was a December day. “I’d
love to see it. Right now, let’s get inside and warm up. Stay for a
coffee or cup of tea, if you’d like.”

“Thanks, Sam. Don’t say anything about my
find to anyone else yet. I’d like for you to see it first. And
maybe Beau, if you think he’d know anything about it.”

Sam doubted that. Beau was much more rancher
than art enthusiast. That particular talent fell to her friend
Rupert Penrick, but Rupert had a new love in his life and was
wintering in some tropical climate, the last she’d heard.

Emily walked to the bakery’s front door and
held it open for Sam. “Sorry I don’t have time for a coffee right
now. I should just pick up the cake and get home to prepare for the
party.”

When she saw the cake, she let out a squeal.
Sam had done the book’s binding in burgundy fondant, the pages in
buttercream the color of aged paper, and had written the line
“’Twas the night before Christmas …” in a good rendition of Olde
English script. On the left hand page, she and Becky had some fun
with decorative touches—sprigs of holly, a brick fireplace and
chimney, and a bag that appeared to be overflowing with toys.

“Oh, Sam. The detail is amazing! The rug in
front of the fireplace actually looks like an old hooked rug my
great-grandmother made. It’s still in my house.” Emily looked as
though she might cry. “How will I ever be able to cut into it?”

“Maybe knowing that the cake is pumpkin
spice with a ginger crème fraiche filling will be incentive
enough.”

“You put so much into this—how can I thank
you?”

“Just tell people where you got it,” Sam
said, giving her a quick hug. “Word of mouth is how Sweet’s Sweets
stays in business.”

“Absolutely—you know I will. And I will make
a big deal of it if you’ll come to the party.”

“Planning on it.” Sam lowered her voice,
although Jen was occupied with another customer’s purchase. “I
can’t wait to see that thing you were telling me about.”


Chapter 4

 


 


Saturday at the bakery was a little crazy,
but Sam managed to break away an hour before closing. The Morton
Library was only three blocks from Sweet’s Sweets, and Sam was
surprised she’d never gone in to explore the place. It definitely
had a loyal group of patrons, judging by the way cars had double
parked to fill the small parking area and now filled both sides of
the road. Sam found a spot more than two blocks away, locked her
car, and walked toward the adobe building with its pitched metal
roof, dormers, and blue painted trim around the windows.

She spotted her son-in-law’s car in the
crowded space, happy to see Scott and Kelly had come. She’d brought
cookies as a hostess gift, regretting that she hadn’t made time to
create the special handmade chocolates her shop had featured in
past years. Selling her chocolate factory had taken her somewhat
out of that world, but maybe it was time to begin experimenting
with them again, just for the holidays.

Right, and when am I going to find the extra
time right now?

She put that thought aside and walked
through the tiny outer vestibule and into a large room filled with
people and bookcases, music and chatter. Almost automatically, her
eyes sought out Kelly and Scott. They were at the far end of the
room, so Sam took in the rest of it first.

The librarian’s desk sat squarely in front
of the entrance, the first stopping point for anyone coming in.
Although the desk now sported a tablecloth and small Christmas
tree, she could imagine Emily seated there, fielding questions,
directing patrons to one of the stacks. Neatly labeled shelves
covered various time periods and locations—Taos County, Colfax
County, Pueblo Culture, Spanish Colonization, and more. It seemed
there were sections for all aspects of northern New Mexico’s
history.

“Sam, so glad you could make it,” Emily
said, startling her.

“Oh! This place is amazing. I hope I wasn’t
staring with my mouth open. You said all this began with your
grandfather’s personal collection?”

“Great-great-grandfather. Morton
Plankhurst.”

“Ah. I wondered where the library’s name
came from.”

“Yes, apparently Morton was a huge collector
of books and papers—you won’t believe the archive room. But then
each of his sons added to it, to make the collection what it is
today. My grandfather—the one who’s now in Albuquerque—is the one
who really went to work organizing it all. Before that, there were
literally piles of books and boxes of papers. The original
generations knew where everything was, but it was basically
unusable to a patron who might walk in the door looking for
information. When I was a kid, I came up here in the summer and
Grandpa would put me to work. He taught me the Dewey Decimal System
and insisted we catalogue everything.”

“So you know the place inside and out.”

“I thought I did.” A wry smile crossed
Emily’s face. “Until, well the night Grandma Valerie … well, you
know.”

Sam spotted a small plaque near the
door.

This library is made
possible by the generous contributions of our donors, including the
Eliza Nalespar Foundation Trust.

“Eliza Nalespar had something to do with
this?” Sam asked.

“Apparently she and my great-grandfather,
William, were very good friends. Maybe more than that—I don’t know.
Eliza lived out toward the north end—”

“On Tyler Road. You won’t believe this, but
her house is where Kelly and Scott live now.”

Emily’s face went still. “Okay, now
things make more sense. Scott Porter is the author who wrote …”

“The history of Eliza’s house and her work
here in Taos. She was quite a famous author in her day, too.”

“I’ve heard that. Oh my gosh, it’s amazing
how it all fits together. Scott came in, right after I moved here,
said how sorry he was about my grandpa’s condition, how he would
miss him. I didn’t realize—wow.”

Sam sensed movement at her shoulder.

“Didn’t realize how much help your
grandfather gave me in researching Eliza’s history, for my book,”
said Scott’s voice.

Sam turned and gave Scott and Kelly quick
hugs. Kelly wore a bronze tunic and skirt, which perfectly accented
her cinnamon curls that were pinned up in a messy bun. Scott looked
almost professorial in a tweed jacket and black turtleneck
shirt.

“I love this library,” he said. “I’ve spent
many, many hours here, ever since I taught at the UNM local
campus.”

Emily laughed. “I’m sure you could show me
things I don’t know about my own library. You do know that you have
free rein here, any time.”

“Your grandpa told me the same thing. I
appreciate that.”

Sam spotted Zoë across the room, near a
refreshment table, and excused herself to say hello and to see how
the cake was doing.

“Hey, girl,” Sam said, giving her slender
friend a hug.

“You know what—I’m glad you’re not one of
those who gets picky about calling any female over fourteen a
woman. I’m happy to be a girl for the rest of my days,
especially now that we both have more gray than brown in our hair.
Something about ‘old girl’ just rings a lot better than ‘old woman’
doesn’t it?”

Sam laughed out loud. Zoë had never been one
to mince words.

“I love the cake,” Zoë said, nodding toward
the half-eaten slice on her plate. “You outdid yourself with this
one.”

“Seems it’s a popular one. Emily will be
lucky to get a couple slices to take home with her.”

“Somebody said Kelly thinks she’s
pregnant?”

“Oh, don’t let her hear you say that.
I’m not sure she’s used to the idea well enough to exactly welcome
the news. At this point, it’s not a sure thing.”

Zoë made a zipping motion across her lips.
“Hey, I’ve gotta get home. Guests checked in earlier this
afternoon, but they’ll be settled in their rooms by now and looking
for dinner or entertainment suggestions. I really just popped over
for a few minutes to wish Emily well.”

Gazing around the large room, Sam noticed
the crowd had thinned. Zoë was right—it was approaching the dinner
hour for many. Sam had left the remaining green chile stew for
Beau, so she didn’t need to get home immediately. She nibbled a
couple of crackers spread with a soft cheese that was delicious.
Along with four or five carrot sticks, the snacks could easily
suffice for her own evening meal. She was just wiping her fingers
on a napkin and looking for the spot to discard her used paper
plate when Emily walked up to her.

“One of the ladies volunteered to see the
rest of the guests out and to lock up, so I’m free now if you want
to take a look at the item we talked about.”

Sam nodded eagerly. She followed Emily to
the back of the library and through a doorway marked Private. The
small storeroom held two tables stacked with boxes. “You can see
that I still have plenty to keep me busy.”

“This really is a lifetime endeavor, isn’t
it?” Sam said.

“Several lifetimes.” Emily led the way out a
back door, which she locked behind them, and they crossed a small
courtyard to the house. “I know, it’s Taos where nobody locks their
doors. My city influence is still showing, I guess. Plus, there’s
just such a wealth of irreplaceable information in the library. I’d
have to answer to three generations of Plankhursts if I let
anything happen to all their work.”

“I get it—I really do.” Sam was busy taking
in the details of the house. Built of adobe, same as the library,
the home had sort of a cozy-huge vibe. The structure itself wasn’t
massive, but the rooms inside were larger than one would guess.
White walls with bright touches of color in furnishings, pillows,
and art. Sam caught the signature of Valerie Plankhurst on at least
two pieces they passed in the hall. There were hand-carved wooden
doors throughout, kiva fireplaces in the living room and in a
smaller study, which was where Emily led Sam now.

Emily pulled the drapes across the one
window in the room and switched on two lamps before she touched a
spot on the wall and a large bookcase swung outward.

“This was where the painting was hidden?”
Sam asked.

“No, actually, there’s a similar panel in
the library. I discovered this one the day after Grandma Valerie
told me about the other. I have a feeling there are secret little
cubbies all over this place.”

“Amazing that you didn’t discover some of
them when you were here as a kid. Curiosity, and all that.”

“I know—right? I wonder how often they
grabbed my little hands or distracted me just as I was about to
poke into some place I shouldn’t.” She reached into the space
behind the bookcase with her left hand and pulled out a framed
painting, about 36 by 24 inches. “This is what I found.”

She cleared the top of the carved Mexican
desk and carried the picture there, switching on another, brighter
lamp.

The image was of a winter forest scene with
snow-laden pine trees, a gray sky with shafts of sunlight beaming
onto mounds of snow on the ground.

“I like it,” Sam said, “mainly because I
love winter scenery.”

“But overall, it’s just a lot of gray and
white, right?”

“Well, kind of.”

“Watch this, which I discovered totally by
mistake.” Emily picked up the painting and stood it upright,
leaning the frame against the floor lamp beside an overstuffed
armchair.

When the light shone on the image from
above, the change in depth of the picture was immediate. Suddenly,
the trees in the forest seemed to part and reveal small details in
the distant background. The shafts of sunlight brightened and
revealed small animal footprints in the foreground.

“Amazing, huh?” Emily said. “And you can’t
believe how much changes when natural daylight hits it. There’s a
cabin back in the forest, with lighted windows and what look like
Christmas decorations.”

“Let me check something,” Sam said, moving
closer and kneeling beside the painting. “JCF. That’s the
signature, and I’m pretty sure I know who it is.”

She got back to her feet and pulled her
phone from the pocket of her slacks. “JC Freeman was a famous Taos
artist, some years ago. I’m guessing he died maybe twenty years
ago, or so … Yes—here.”

She began reading from the phone screen. “JC
Freeman, artist, born 1943, died 2001. Best known for his unusual
perceptions and ways of working hidden objects into his works.
While well known during his lifetime, Freeman’s work achieved its
highest values after his untimely death at the age of fifty-eight.
His works were often titled based on some obscure item in the
painting, which drew admirers to his shows by the hundreds, people
who wanted to be the first to find the hidden object.”

Sam turned back to look at the painting.
“There’s more to his biography, of course. You may want to look him
up and see if you can identify this one.”

“Oh, I already know the name of this
picture,” Emily said with an impish grin. She took the frame by its
upper edges and turned it around. “Right here on the back.”

She pointed to a small white card taped to
the brown paper backing which hid the back of the canvas and the
stretcher bars. Sam stooped to read it.

“The Ghost of Christmas. Hmm, why
does that sound familiar?”

“Ask Siri.”

But before Emily even suggested as much, Sam
was into a search for the title and the artist’s name. In less than
a second she had an article on her screen.

“They almost make this too easy nowadays,”
Sam said. “Your grandpa would be upset to know he wasn’t needed to
help people research things.”

“You would think. But there’s a lot in that
library that can’t be found on the internet, or so I was told.”

“According to this, The Ghost of
Christmas was one of Freeman’s most mysterious paintings and no
one could definitively spot the image the artist had hidden. Some
claimed that was mere myth, that many people had seen the image,
but popular consensus was that it was one of his trickier works of
art.” She read silently for a moment. “Uh-oh.”

“What uh-oh? I’m not sure that’s good.”

“The Ghost of Christmas was
tragically lost in a fire at the home of its owner, billionaire
Phillip Crawford, who had purchased the painting directly from
Freeman. The wealthy hedge fund manager was quoted as saying what a
great loss it was to the art world, especially since it was JC
Freeman’s last known painting. The artist was diagnosed with a
brain tumor, followed by a decline in his mental faculties, and he
never painted again. He died a few years later.”

“So … if the painting got burned up, what’s
this? It seems like it would be really tricky
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