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Chapter 1

 


 


Samantha Sweet circled the block, steering
her bakery van into the alley behind Sweet’s Sweets. Driving the
distinctive vehicle with its images of baked goods and the logo of
the shop, she’d made the morning deliveries, grabbed some lunch,
and was back to tend to the early afternoon crowd. Ivan Petrenko’s
little car was parked behind his bookshop next door. She noted that
Riki Davis-Jones wasn’t at her dog grooming shop to the east, since
Riki had taken a long weekend to drive to Albuquerque for supplies
and a little shopping spree.

Sam reached for the door handle, gathering
her bag and baker’s jacket, just as her phone rang. Zoë. Her best
friend for more years than either of them could remember.

“Hey, what’s up?”

“Hey, Sam. I’ve only got a second, but wanted
to ask—have you heard from Victor Martinez recently? I’m not
getting answers to my calls.”

Sam paused and took a breath. “Actually, no.
Which is kind of weird. He’s normally somewhere around here or near
the plaza, getting the flower boxes spruced up.”

“Yeah. I’m ready to have him come out to the
B&B to help me with my spring plantings, and I’ve got a couple
of dead shrubs that need to be taken out and replaced.”

“You tried both his home number and his
cell?”

“Oh yeah. And I asked Darryl to keep an eye
out for his truck. We haven’t seen any sign of him.”

“I can ask around. Maybe stop by his
house.”

Zoë sighed over the line. “We’ve done that.
Darryl went by there and says the place looks locked up tight.
Victor’s truck is there, but it doesn’t look like it’s been moved
in a while. He says Victor’s own garden is looking a little
untended, too. That’s really not like him.”

Sam spotted Becky Gurule, her chief
decorator, standing in the doorway to the bakery. “I gotta go, Zoë,
but I’ll ask around, see if anyone else knows anything. I’m swamped
this week at the bakery.”

“Right. It’s Easter really soon. Make me an
extra pan of your fabulous hot cross buns this week. We’re having
new guests coming in on Good Friday. I’ll pick up the buns that
morning, if that works for you.”

“You got it.” Sam ended the call and climbed
out of her van, greeting Becky as she walked into the Sweet’s
Sweets kitchen.

The sweet aroma of cinnamon and vanilla
surrounded Sam as Becky filled her in on the morning’s business.
Julio had trays of hot cross buns baked, and more in the oven.
Racks and racks of sugar cookies sat on the worktable, awaiting
decoration, and Becky was more than halfway done with an elaborate
wedding cake.

As they chatted, Sam set her bag aside and
slipped her baker’s jacket on over her simple clothing. The bells
above the front door tinkled, signaling the arrival of customers.
Jennifer Baca’s voice greeted them in the sales room, the familiar
chatter of voices filled the air, a comforting background noise
that Sam had come to associate with the heartbeat of her
bakery.

“Sounds like Jen’s busy already out there,”
Sam said. “I’ll go and quickly check the coffee and tea supplies,
and then I’ll get busy with the cookie decorations.” She stepped
through the curtain that separated the sales area and kitchen.

“Hi, Sam!” called out Sophie Hernandez, a
regular who always stopped by for her daily coffee and pastry. “The
lemon scones are especially light and wonderful today.”

Sam smiled, her eyes roaming toward the
little bins that held sugar and creamer. “Thanks, Sophie. Can I top
off that coffee for you?”

“Zoë Chartrain was just asking about Victor
Martinez,” she mentioned as she poured the coffee. “Any idea where
he is?”

From the next table came the gruff voice of
Willie Baca, the retired postmaster. “I haven’t seen him around
lately. Usually he’s out and about, fixing things up for folks this
time of year.”

“I heard his ex-wife say he went down to
Mexico,” Sophie chimed in. “Something about visiting family.”

Sam felt her skepticism rising. Victor rarely
traveled, and he’d never mentioned any family in Mexico.

“Sam? You okay?”

Sam forced a smile, realizing she’d been
standing still, holding the coffee carafe aloft, for several
moments. “Oh, sorry, just trying to remember if I ordered enough
Earl Grey tea for the week.”

But as she rearranged tea bags and
replenished a container of stir-sticks, she puzzled over the
comments about Victor Martinez, like an itch she couldn’t scratch,
a nagging feeling that there was more to the story.

She turned her attention back to her
customers; she could certainly gather more information the
old-fashioned way. “So, Mr. Baca,” she called out casually, “when
was the last time you saw Victor?”

“Oh gosh, it was when I saw him heading up
the ski valley road. Must’ve been, what, early December?”

That was months ago. Sam gripped her
washcloth as she casually wiped the beverage bar area. The
mountains in winter? That didn’t sound like Victor at all. He’d
always avoided snowy days, preferring to hunker down in town during
the coldest winter months.

“Really?” she found herself saying before she
could stop herself. “You saw Victor in the mountains?”

The postmaster looked up, surprised. “Why,
yes, Ms. Sweet. Spotted him on the road to Taos Ski Valley. Thought
it was odd, him being out there on a snowy day.”

“Did he say where he was going?”

“No, just waved as he drove by. Seemed in a
hurry, now that I think about it.”

“Hm, okay. Well, if any of you happen to see
him, can you ask him to call Zoë Chartrain at the B&B?”

The bells above the door interrupted Sam’s
train of thought. She turned to see Kelly breezing in, her
red-brown curls bouncing with each step.

“Mom!” Kelly called out, enveloping Sam in a
warm hug that smelled of sunshine and wildflowers. “How’s the
Easter prep going?”

“Oh, you know, the usual chaos,” Sam murmured
with a chuckle as they walked back toward the kitchen. “But we’re
managing. How’s my favorite granddaughter?”

Kelly grinned. “Ana’s been asking when she
can come decorate cookies again. I think she’s more excited about
that than the actual Easter egg hunt!”

“Tell her I can use help anytime.” Sam gave a
nod toward the worktable filled with cookies.

“Kelly,” Sam interjected gently, her voice
lowering. “Have you heard anything from Victor Martinez recently?
Zoë and Darryl haven’t been able to reach him.”

Kelly bit her lower lip. “You know, now that
you mention it, I haven’t seen him since … gosh, it must have been
early winter. Remember that big snowstorm we had?”

Sam nodded, pondering. She’d hoped Kelly
might have some more recent news, but this only deepened the
mystery. “That long ago? Did he say anything about taking a trip or
…”

Kelly shook her head thoughtfully. “No,
nothing like that. He was supposed to come by and help Scott with
some repairs on the greenhouse, but he never showed. We figured he
got busy with other jobs, but …” She trailed off. “Mom? You don’t
think something’s happened to him, do you?”

Sam forced a reassuring smile. “I’m sure he’s
fine, honey. Probably just got caught up in something. You know
Victor, always willing to lend a hand wherever it’s needed.”

“Yeah, probably. Sounds like a mystery that
needs solving, Mom. Right up your alley …”

“Oh, no, no. Not right now. I’m sure he’ll
turn up. Anyway, there’s no use speculating. How about we focus on
something we can actually manage?” She gestured to the trays of
undecorated cookies cooling on the worktable. “Since you’re not
working at Puppy Chic today … these Easter bunnies aren’t going to
frost themselves.”

Kelly’s face brightened, her green eyes
sparkling. “Sure!”

They settled into a comfortable rhythm, Sam
piping delicate outlines while Kelly filled them in with
pastel-hued royal icing. The familiar scents of the bakery hung in
the air, the warm aromas of chocolate, sugar, and Julio’s
herb-crusted breadsticks.

“Remember how we used to do this, when I was
little?” Kelly mused, carefully adding polka dots to a lavender
egg. “You’d let me go wild with the sprinkles.”

Sam chuckled, her hands steady as she frosted
a bunny’s ear. “Oh, I remember. You once dumped an entire jar on a
single cookie. I was finding those tiny beads in the oddest places
around the house for weeks after that.”

As they worked, Sam’s mind drifted, thinking
of her spring flowers. “You know, Victor helped me plant those
tulip bulbs in front of the shop last year, the ones that are
absolutely gorgeous now. He had this knack for knowing exactly
where each color should go.”

Kelly nodded, a fond smile playing on her
lips. “He does have quite the artistic eye for gardening. Remember
how proud he was when those sunflowers he planted for Ana reached
taller than the fence?”

“Sí, pequeña, they’re reaching for the
sky, just like you!” Sam said, mimicking Victor’s slightly accented
English and warm tone. The memory of his ready smile and twinkling
eyes as he’d shown Ana the towering flowers brought a bittersweet
pang to Sam’s chest.

“I miss seeing him around,” Kelly said
softly, her icing tip hovering over a half-decorated egg. “It’s not
just the handiwork, you know? It’s … him. His stories about the
desert animals, the way he’d make up funny voices for them, to make
Ana laugh.”

Sam reached out, giving her daughter’s hand a
gentle squeeze. “I know, sweetheart. There has to be a simple
explanation. I’ll ask around, maybe some of his customers have seen
him.”

And then there was Joe at the hardware store,
she thought. Their handyman friend bought supplies there often. If
anyone would know about Victor’s recent projects, it’d be him.

“Mom,” Kelly said, a hint of amusement in her
tone, “I know that look. You’re going into sleuth mode, aren’t
you?”

Sam grimaced. “These next ten days are going
to be crazy around here. I really have no time for chasing down
someone, just because I haven’t seen him around in a while. But …if
something’s happened to him, we need to know. I’ll find out if Beau
has heard anything. And if Victor’s just … I don’t know, taken an
impromptu vacation to Acapulco, well, then we can all breathe
easy.”

But even as she said it, Sam knew in her gut
that the answer wouldn’t be that simple. Victor Martinez wasn’t the
type to vacation in exotic locales, and certainly not the type to
vanish without a word to anyone. Somebody had to know where he’d
gone.

The bell above the front door went off
several times in a row, heralding a fresh wave of customers into
Sweet’s Sweets. She realized that a couple of hours had slid by
while they decorated.

“Kelly, can you help Jen man the register?”
Sam asked, organizing the finished cookies.

“On it, Mom!” Kelly replied, springing into
action.

Sam carried the tray of finished cookies to
the front and watched with pride as her daughter effortlessly
engaged with customers, her enthusiasm showing as she described the
Easter specials. She and Jen moved in perfect sync.

Back in the kitchen, Becky showed off her
results on the wedding cake. “It’s gorgeous, Becky. Let me get a
box for it, and I’ll deliver it on my way home.”

“Mom?” Kelly’s voice came through. “We’re
running low on the lemon tarts.”

“Right,” Sam said, handing a large, open-top
box to Becky. As she moved to retrieve more tarts from the walk-in
fridge, Sam thought briefly of the carved wooden box on her dresser
at home.

“I wonder,” Sam murmured to herself as she
loaded a tray with lemon tarts, “if I could use my … gift … to find
out what happened to Victor.”

As a last resort, maybe.

“Here we go,” Sam announced, emerging from
the kitchen. As she arranged the lemon tarts in the display case,
she switched her focus.

The bakery buzzed with the cheerful chatter
of customers, the clinking of spoons against cups, and the warm
aroma of baked goods. A sense of contentment washed over her,
momentarily pushing aside her worries.

“You know, Kel,” Sam said, turning to her
daughter with a soft smile, “days like this remind me why I love
this place so much.”

Kelly nodded, her eyes twinkling. “It’s
pretty special, Mom. You’ve created something amazing here.”

Sam’s gaze swept across the bakery, taking in
the walls adorned with local art, the afternoon shadows through the
windows, and the faces of her regulars.

Walking back into the kitchen, Kelly grabbed
her bag, ready to head out. “I should get going. Ana’s probably
driving Scott crazy with her latest ‘experiment’.”

Sam chuckled, picturing her precocious
granddaughter. “Give that little scientist a hug from me, will
you?”

“Will do,” Kelly said, planting a quick kiss
on Sam’s cheek. “Love you, Mom. And don’t worry too much,
okay?”

Sam pulled her daughter into a tight hug,
breathing in the familiar scent of the herbal shampoo that always
clung to Kelly’s curls. “Thanks, sweetie. I appreciate that more
than you know. And thanks … for everything.”

Watching her daughter drive away, Sam turned
her attention to the window displays she had recently updated with
Easter decorations. Her eyes drifted to the empty street beyond.
“Where are you, Victor?” Now that others had begun talking about
him, the absence of his cheerful presence felt like a void in the
fabric of their close-knit community.

The last of the customers had left, and as
she began to tidy up the tables and chairs, Sam moved mechanically.
Julio and Becky had already left for the day; Jen was at the
register, running the day’s receipts, gathering the money so Sam
could make a bank deposit.

“Mrs. Budagher mentioned seeing him at the
hardware store,” Jen mused aloud, her voice quiet in the empty
shop. “And Tom Fields swears he spotted Victor’s truck near the old
Martinez place just after Thanksgiving.”

“Thanks for keeping your ears open,” Sam
said, taking the bank bag as the two of them walked out the door,
locking up. “Those little observations could be helpful.” A memory
surfaced—Victor’s proud grin as he showed her the tomato plants
he’d coaxed to life in her garden last spring.

“‘Es como magia, Señora Sam,’” she
echoed his words, a sad smile tugging at her lips. “It is like
magic.”


Chapter 2

 


 


Sam had intended to ask Beau about Victor,
whether anyone had filed a missing person report or if there were
rumors around the sheriff’s department, but when she arrived at
home she realized he’d sent a text. I’ll be in
Santa Fe at a meeting all evening. Don’t wait up. Love
you.

She snacked on crackers and cheese, fed the
dogs, and took a shower before falling into bed. At some point she
was aware of Beau crawling in beside her, but by daylight he was
gone again. She saw lights on in the barn and knew he and his ranch
hand, Danny, were tackling the morning chores early. She dressed in
her bakery attire, then left a note beside the coffee maker before
heading out. Another holiday, another busy season, she reminded
herself with a sigh. Sometimes, she and her wonderful hubby only
connected on a hit-and-miss basis.

The aroma of Julio’s cinnamon rolls wafted
through Sweet’s Sweets as Sam bustled behind the glass display
case, carefully arranging a tray of flaky apple turnovers. The
morning sunlight filtered through the bakery’s windows, casting a
warm glow on the adobe walls and highlighting the swirls of steam
rising from coffee cups.

“Jen, can you pass me those chocolate
croissants?” Sam asked, gesturing to a cooling rack nearby.

“Sure thing, Sam,” Jen replied, her dark hair
neatly pulled back in its usual bun. She gracefully maneuvered
around a customer to grab the pastries.

As Sam placed each croissant in the case with
meticulous care, she couldn’t help but feel a sense of pride.
Sweet’s Sweets had become a cornerstone of the town, a place where
neighbors gathered to share stories over cups of coffee and
muffins, scones, and slices of her homemade cheesecakes. The steady
hum of conversation and the occasional clink of a spoon against
porcelain created a comforting melody that Sam had come to
associate with home.

Mrs. Coppell, a regular customer with silver
hair and kind eyes, approached the counter with a warm smile. “Good
morning, ladies,” she said, her gaze drifting to the cinnamon
rolls. “One of those, please. They smell divine.”

As Jen rang up the order, she posed the
question that was on all their minds, about whether anyone had seen
Victor Martinez in recent weeks.

Sam noticed Mrs. Coppell’s brow wrinkle
slightly. “You know,” Mrs. Coppell began, lowering her voice, “he
usually tends to my garden in the spring, but I haven’t been able
to reach him.”

Sam wanted answers, but wasn’t sure how much
to add to the gossip mill. Careful to keep her tone neutral, she
asked, “Did he mention any travel plans to you?”

Mrs. Coppell shook her head, accepting her
pastry from Jen. “Not a word. It’s not like him to take a
vacation.”

As Mrs. Coppell moved to find a seat, Sam
considered the woman’s statement. Victor’s reliability was one of
his most admirable traits. For him to vanish without a trace seemed
completely out of character. She thought back to the last time
she’d seen him, fixing some loose trim around the bakery’s front
window last November. His weathered face had been creased in
concentration, as he balanced precariously on the ladder.

It was as if Jen read her mind as her young
employee shook her head, her deep brown eyes reflecting Sam’s
growing concern. “It’s weird, right? He’s always around, especially
this time of year.”

Sam nodded, absently wiping down the counter.
As she watched the morning crowd chatting and enjoying their
pastries, she reminded herself again to ask Beau if he’d heard
anything through his sheriff’s grapevine, a question that would
require more than a quick text. Maybe they’d be able to meet up for
lunch.

For now, though, there were customers to
serve and a ton of holiday orders to fill. Sam pushed her worries
aside, focusing on the task at hand. She would keep asking
questions and hope like crazy that someone had the answers.

She paused midway through refilling the
coffee urns, picking up a bag of her special signature blend.

Mrs. Coppell caught her attention. “What you
asked earlier, about Victor Martinez, I’ve been thinking. It’s the
strangest thing. Several of the neighbors on DeVargas Lane have
been wondering the same thing. And Victor’s own yard is starting to
look a bit unkempt, which isn’t like him at all.”

Sam was about to ask another question when
Mr. Garcia, a portly man with a salt-and-pepper mustache, stepped
away from the counter and approached their table.

“Couldn’t help but overhear,” he said, his
eyes crinkling. “You’re talking about Victor Martinez, right? The
handyman?”

“Yes, that’s right,” Sam replied. “Have you
seen him recently, Mr. Garcia?”

The man shook his head, his expression
troubled. “Not since early winter. He came by to fix a leaky roof
for me. Did a bang-up job, as always. Even threw in some Spanish
swear words when he nearly slipped off the ladder.” Mr. Garcia
chuckled, then sobered. “But now that you mention it, it is odd. He
usually checks in about doing our spring maintenance by now.”

What if Victor had met with an accident? But
that didn’t make sense either. Accidents and illnesses were
generally hot topics of conversation around the bakery, especially
with the early morning coffee crowd. Surely she would have heard
about it. “Did he mention any plans to travel or take time off?”
she asked, trying to keep her tone casual.

“Nada,” Mr. Garcia replied, shaking
his head. “He seemed his usual self. Talked about spring planting
and some plans he had for the flower boxes around the plaza, if I
remember correctly.”

Sam stood, leaving the customers to their
coffee while she went back into the kitchen to see if Julio had
sliced the two freshly baked quiches yet. Something was definitely
amiss with this whole thing. For someone who had always been as
reliable as the sunrise over Taos Mountain, Victor’s suddenly being
unavailable was completely out of character.

She picked up the quiche pans and walked out
to the sales area, in time to see Ivan Petrenko stroll in, wearing
his usual button-down shirt and dark slacks.

“Ah, Samantha! Good morning, mon
dorogaya!” Ivan called out, as usual, mixing his Russian,
French, and English phrases.

Sam couldn’t help but smile. “Morning, Ivan.
Your normal cup of our signature blend?”

“Da, pozhaluysta. Your coffee is
better than my babushka’s tea, and that’s saying something!”

While Sam poured Ivan’s drink, she overheard
Mr. Garcia mentioning Victor’s name again. Ivan’s ears perked up
like a curious cat’s.

“Victor, the handyman, da?” Ivan
chimed in, leaning on the counter. “I saw the strangest thing
yesterday. That Rosalita, the cleaning woman—his ex—was setting an
old chair out in front of his house. Very peculiar, no?”

Sam paused in mid-step. “She’s clearing out
furniture? Are you sure?”

Ivan nodded vigorously. “As sure as I am that
Dostoevsky is superior to Tolstoy. Big red sign, offering this item
for sale, couldn’t miss it.”

Sam froze. Victor loved that little adobe
house of his and all of his things. He’d often joked about keeping
his grandmother’s furniture and about being buried in the backyard
next to his prized chile plants. And what was his ex-wife doing,
clearing out his things? Something was definitely not right.

She set Ivan’s mug down and lowered her
voice. “Ivan, did you happen to talk to Rosalita when you saw her
putting up the sign?”

Ivan’s bushy eyebrows shot up. “Oui,
actually, I did. She was all smiling, which was odd enough. Said
she was managing Victor’s affairs while he’s ‘gallivanting’ around
Mexico.” He snorted. “What is this gallivanting? Victor? That man
hasn’t left Taos in thirty years!”

Sam’s heart sank. This was the second person
to mention his being out of the country.

As Ivan sipped his coffee, Sam pondered. The
pieces didn’t fit. Victor, suddenly traveling, without a word? And
Rosalita, who was somewhat known, among her housekeeping clients,
for spinning tales that changed faster than the weather—what was
she up to?

“It doesn’t make sense,” Sam muttered.

“What was that, chérie?” Ivan asked,
peering over his mug.

Sam shook her head, forcing a smile. “Oh,
nothing. Just thinking out loud.”

She busied herself stacking empty trays, but
her attention was far from the task at hand. Rosalita’s reputation
for being devious was no secret. The woman could charm the rattles
off a snake if it suited her purposes.

Foul play? The thought flitted through
Sam’s mind like a hummingbird, there and gone in an instant. She
quickly pushed it aside, not wanting to jump to conclusions. After
all, her experiences with the carved box had taught her that things
weren’t always as they seemed.

“Everything is all right, Samantha?” Ivan’s
voice broke through her reverie.

Sam pasted on her best baker’s smile. “Just
wondering what Victor might be up to in Mexico. I hope he’s having
fun.”

As Ivan launched into a story about his own
adventures south of the border, Sam nodded along. For now, she’d
keep her suspicions to herself. Maybe she could break away this
afternoon to talk with Beau. Meanwhile, she would mention the
missing gardener and handyman to everyone who crossed her path.

She turned her attention to the beverage bar,
a spot that tended to become disorganized as people helped
themselves to hot drinks and spilled granules of sugar everywhere.
She methodically restocked the tea canisters, but she kept coming
back to the subject at hand.

“Sam, watch the counter. I’m going to see if
there are more croissants ready yet,” Jen said in a low voice.

“Sure, and could you grab another box of
Darjeeling from the back?”

As Jen disappeared into the kitchen, a
regular customer approached the counter. “Morning, Sam! How’s
business?”

Sam smiled warmly, seizing the opportunity.
“Good morning, George. Business is great, thanks.” She picked up
the cranberry scone he pointed to and placed it in a bag. “Say,
have you seen Victor Martinez around lately? I’ve been meaning to
ask him about some yard work.”

George considered the question for a moment.
“Come to think of it, I haven’t seen him in weeks. Isn’t that
odd?”

Sam nodded, somehow not surprised. “It is,
isn’t it? I hope everything’s all right with him.”

George nodded in agreement. “Sounds like
another mystery for you to solve,” he teased.

When Jen returned to take over the sales
counter, Sam retreated to her desk at the back of the kitchen. She
sank into her chair, pulling out a notepad.

“What do I actually know?” she murmured,
jotting down the facts. Victor’s been missing since early
winter. Rosalita’s selling his furniture, or some of it anyway.
He’s supposedly in Mexico, although none of us really believe that.
I need to turn all this over to Beau, let the sheriff’s department
take over.

Her contemplation was interrupted by a
high-pitched squeal of delight from the front of the bakery. She
rose from her desk, curiosity piqued, and made her way back to the
counter.

A little girl, no more than five, was
standing on her tiptoes, nose pressed against the display case. Her
golden curls bounced as she pointed excitedly at the array of
cupcakes, each topped with a swirl of vibrant frosting.

“Mommy, look! They’re like rainbows!” the
child exclaimed, her eyes wide with wonder.

Sam couldn’t help but smile, her worries
about Victor momentarily pushed aside. “Which one’s your favorite,
sweetie?” she asked, crouching down to the girl’s eye level.

The little girl stared, concentrating hard.
“Um … the blue one! No, the pink! No, wait …” She giggled, clearly
overwhelmed by the choices.

Jen, who had been arranging a fresh batch of
cookies nearby, caught Sam’s eye and grinned. “How about a special
treat while you decide?” she suggested, reaching for a chocolate
chip cookie.

“Is that okay, Mom?” the child asked, looking
up at her mother with pleading eyes.

As the mother nodded her assent, Sam watched
Jen hand over the cookie with a flourish. The girl’s face lit up
with joy, and for a moment, the bakery was filled with nothing but
the simple happiness of a child with a sweet treat.

“Thank you!” the little girl chirped, already
munching contentedly.

As the pair moved away from the counter, Sam
straightened up. She headed back to the kitchen and pulled a large
pan of brownies from the cooling rack. While she mixed chocolate
buttercream, her mind drifted back to the mystery at hand.

Before I talk to Beau, I could check out
Victor’s house, she thought, spreading the buttercream over the
moist brownies. If Rosalita’s really selling stuff, there might
be clues there about what’s going on.

She cut the brownies into generous squares
and arranged them on a tray, working automatically. After carrying
them out to the sales room, she glanced at the kitchen clock,
mentally rearranging her afternoon schedule. I can swing by
after the lunch rush. Maybe I’ll catch Rosalita there, or at least
get a look around the property.

She wiped up dabs of the chocolate frosting,
placed the mixing bowl in the sink, and picked up the stack of
orders from the basket on her desk. Several of the bigger cakes
were ready to be delivered. Becky had two birthday cakes finished
and ready for customers to pick up, a wedding cake had the
rough-coat icing on it and was ready for fondant, and everything
else could wait until tomorrow.

“Becky, will it throw a hitch in things if I
skip out for a couple hours? I’ll make the deliveries first.”

Her assistant shook her head. “Go. You’re
preoccupied about this whole thing with Victor, and you’ll rest
easier if you’re able to find answers.”

“True. Maybe I’ll run into Rosalita and she
can give me a number where he can be reached. A simple phone call
might be all it takes. At least I can find out when he’s coming
back and maybe convince him that a lot of people are ready to pay
him for his services.”

Becky chuckled. “I’ve never known you to give
up, Sam. Just do it.”

Sam stepped into the walk-in fridge and
started pulling out the cakes to be delivered. As she mentally
mapped out her route, she pictured the people behind each order—the
Johnsons’ 50th anniversary, Terry Garcia’s quinceañera, old Mr.
Wilkins’ surprise party. She could stop by Victor’s place on her
route, just to take a look. If he’d taken a little trip, maybe he
was back by now and the whole mystery would be solved.

“You know, Becky,” Sam said, looking up at
her head decorator, “sometimes I think we’re delivering more than
just cakes. We’re part of people’s stories, their memories.”

Becky nodded, carefully boxing up a
three-tiered chocolate masterpiece. “That’s what I love about this
job. It’s like we’re woven into the fabric of Taos.”

“And when a thread goes missing, it affects
us all.”

“You’re thinking about Victor again, aren’t
you?” Jen asked, walking into the kitchen. She picked up one of the
boxed cakes and opened the back door to access Sam’s delivery
van.

“I can’t help it,” Sam admitted as she sorted
the order sheets. “He’s been part of this town for so long. It just
doesn’t sit right, him vanishing like this.”

She picked up her bag and carried the
quinceañera cake to the back door. “I’m going to find out what’s
going on.”

“Good for you. Everyone trusts that you’ll
figure it out. But, just be careful, Sam,” Jen cautioned. “You
remember what happened last time you got mixed up in—”

“I know, I know,” Sam interrupted with a wry
smile. “But I can’t just sit back and do nothing. Not when it comes
to one of our own.”

With a final nod to her crew, Sam gathered
her keys and headed for the door. She paused for a moment as a
fresh breeze whooshed down the alley.

Everyone trusts you to figure this out.

Right. When I find the time.

In her delivery van, Sam pulled out of the
alley, making the turn onto Don Fernando Street, forcing herself to
focus on her driving and the fragile cargo in the van, at least
until the deliveries were done and she could turn back to her
investigation.


Chapter 3

 


 


She began with the delivery farthest from the
bakery, the fellowship hall at the Baptist church where the
Johnson’s anniversary party would take place this evening. A
pleasant woman from the kitchen greeted her and showed her where to
set up the cake.

Next up, Sam drove over to Lambert’s, the
restaurant near the plaza, where the quinceañera party had
apparently booked the whole place. Marveling at the elaborate
decorations, she left the multi-tiered cake with the party planner
and was on her way in under five minutes.

Victor Martinez’s home was on a side street
to the east of the plaza, only a few blocks away, so she headed
that direction, hoping she would remember the exact address. That
part of it turned out to be easier than expected—Victor’s ancient
pickup truck sat in the driveway. Good—maybe he was home.

But as she parked and walked up to the front
door, it was clear that he wasn’t. The truck had a heavy layer of
dust and winter grime, and Sam knew the local gardener took pride
in keeping his vehicle clean, even though it was old and a little
beat up. Plus, there was a layer of dust and dried-up leaves on the
front porch. She knocked at the door anyway, but wasn’t surprised
when there was no response.

Her eyes scanned the yard, noting the unmown
patch of lawn and stalks of plants that he would have cleared away
weeks ago. Hm. Maybe the rumors were true and their favorite garden
expert had gone away. She debated walking around back to see if she
could learn more, but the third cake wouldn’t be in great shape if
she left it in the van too long. She turned away and left to make
her final delivery. The Wilkins surprise party was farther south,
in a nice little development out near the hospital, and the young
woman who answered the door happily exclaimed over the cake Becky
had created for them.

When she walked back into Sweet’s Sweets,
Becky greeted her with a question about an order she was working
on. “I see that we promised these cupcakes would be done in those
bunny-shaped molds, and I can’t find them on the shelf.”

“Let me check the other storeroom. It’s been
at least a year since we used those.” Sam pulled out her key ring
and walked outside to access the seldom-used storage space at the
back of the building.

Her footsteps echoed softly against the worn
wooden floor as she navigated the cluttered storeroom. Shelves
lined with baking supplies and miscellaneous items stretched before
her, casting long shadows in the dim light filtering through the
open door. Her eyes scanned methodically, searching for the
misplaced pastry molds.

“Now where did I put those?” she muttered,
pushing aside a stack of napkin packets.

As she looked behind a precarious tower of
cake pans, something caught her
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