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Chapter 1

 


Samantha Sweet pushed her way through winter
coats and touched the keypad on their closet safe. The numerals
came naturally to her now and the door swung outward with a tiny
electronic beep. Moving Beau’s spare service pistol aside, she made
room for the large brown envelope she had brought home from town. A
year of marriage and they’d finally gotten around to rewriting
their wills.

“I hope I don’t have to look at you again for
a good long time,” she muttered to the envelope as she shoved it to
the bottom of a stack that included their marriage license and
birth certificates, a home inventory list and both passports.
Writing a will seemed morbid, even though she knew it was a
necessity.

Her hand grazed the curved surface of a
wooden box she’d placed there for safekeeping months ago. She felt
a little rush of emotion, as if the box’s history with her was akin
to that of a person. It had saved her life, actually, on a
couple of occasions. It had imparted the energy she needed to start
her dream enterprise, her pastry shop, Sweet’s Sweets. For all she
knew, perhaps a nice side benefit might have been the near-instant
attraction with Beau—they had met shortly after Sam received the
box.

On the other hand, there were times when the
odd artifact scared the heck out of her, most recently during a
showdown over it between two rival organizations. Sam still wasn’t
sure what or whom to believe about the meaning of the box’s powers,
and that was a big reason it now stayed in the safe—out of reach to
herself or anyone else. She closed the safe, pressed the buttons to
lock it and backed out of the closet.

A pair of strong arms closed around her and
she shrieked.

“Gotcha!” Beau pulled her to his chest and
nuzzled her neck. “Which would you rather have—homemade waffles for
breakfast or thirty minutes upstairs?”

“Umm…. Could I choose both?”

He backed toward the leather sofa in the
living room, reaching for the buttons on her baker’s jacket. “I
suppose if we were to skip the part about climbing the stairs
…”

A musical tone chimed and his glance slid
toward the end table beside them. The readout on his phone showed
the department dispatcher’s extension.

“Rats!” He reached for the phone. “Dixie,
this better be important.”

Sam could hear the familiar voice apologizing
for the early call. “Sheriff, I’m sorry. You didn’t respond to the
radio.”

“Because I’m supposed to have a half-day off
today.”

“I know. It’s just that all of a sudden we’re
real shorthanded. Remember how Rico felt like he was coming down
with the flu yesterday? Well, five more have it today. Three
deputies and a couple others from admin. We need you to reassign
duties, and if you could maybe fill in some of the gaps yourself
…?”

Beau sighed. “Okay, then. I’m on my way.”

Sam started to pull her jacket over her bare
shoulder but his mouth was suddenly in the way. He planted a moist
kiss on her collarbone.

“Save that for later. If I can rearrange
things at the office maybe we can meet up to continue this line of
thought around lunch time.”

She indulged him with a long kiss and a
smile. They both knew the odds of breaking away for a midday tryst
were next to nil. Their lives didn’t work that way. He sighed and
climbed the stairs, unsnapping his plaid western shirt.

“Don’t worry,” she called out. “I’ll feed the
dogs and put something in the crockpot for dinner before I head
out.”

He returned in under five minutes, strapping
on his leather belt crammed with radio, holster, cuffs and other
gear, and she could tell that his mind had switched to law
enforcement mode just that quickly. She watched his cruiser head
down their long driveway before she turned her attention to her own
day. The simple chores occupied her hands, and her mind began to
focus on business.

With the crisp September days had come
seasonal changes to the offerings at Sweet’s Sweets—apples,
cinnamon and cranberries fit her customers’ desires now. Sam had
spent several days developing new recipes, especially looking for
ways to include the season’s abundant Hatch green chile into her
savory breads and muffins. As she checked the lock on the French
doors to the back deck, she thought of another twist she might add
to the chile-cheese pull-apart loaves she’d been working on
yesterday.

Ranger and Nellie, their black Labrador and
border collie, watched complacently as she filled their water bowl
on the porch and then climbed into her bakery van with its colorful
all-over design of pastries. The road to town was crowded this time
of day; Sam had nearly forgotten that even little Taos had a rush
hour, since she was normally way ahead of the crowd at four-thirty
each morning.

She had to admit that adding hired help at
the shop was nice. Julio could practically get the store open with
his eyes closed, stocking the cases with their signature items in a
flurry of pre-dawn baking. Jen would be there by now, arranging the
displays and brewing coffee and tea. Becky, Sam’s decorator, always
arrived shortly after she’d taken her kids to school. Sam thought
back to the days when she did every bit of baking from her home
kitchen, back when business consisted of specialty cakes and
cookies and she also delivered everything herself.

She took Camino de la Placita as a
less-congested back way and passed a block west of the famed Plaza,
cruising past the front of her shop. The charming storefront in its
Depression-era adobe building, with her own purple awnings and
pastry-filled display windows, made life a lot more fun even when
it wasn’t especially easier. She stifled a picture of the upcoming
crazy holiday season as she steered into the alley behind the row
of shops, vowing to simply enjoy the beautiful autumn weather right
now. The scent of roasting green chile from a nearby vendor greeted
her as she got out of the van. She took a deep breath and went
inside.

“Sam! Oh, thank goodness you’re here.” Becky
Harper stood at the stainless steel worktable with a bag of
hot-pink frosting in one hand and a customer’s sketch in the other.
A two-tiered cake stood on the table, base-coated in white. It was
nothing like the drawing.

“How is this,” Becky said with a nod toward
the cake, “supposed to become this?” She waved the drawing
toward Sam.

“Good morning to you, too,” Sam said, hiking
the strap of her bag over her shoulder and taking the sketch and
order form.

Sure enough, the cake was described as two
round tiers—which it was—but the design clearly showed a hot pink
fashion purse, a modified hatbox shape with quilted fondant
covering it and black ropey handles.

“I made the buttercream and loaded the bag
before I pulled the layers from the fridge,” Becky said.

“Maybe the cake was mislabeled. Did you check
that?”

Becky nodded. “The same name—Perdida
Sanchez—is on both.”

“Let’s check with Jen,” Sam said with a sigh.
“She took the order. She’ll probably remember the
circumstances.”

Jennifer Baca, her front counter assistant,
had recently shown a few little lapses of attention in her work but
this was the biggest error so far. She was probably going to have
to sit Jen down for a talk. All she really wanted to do was start
on the batch of molded chocolate magnifying glasses she’d
envisioned for the Chocoholics Unanimous book group’s meeting this
evening. They were on a Sherlock Holmes kick this month.

She hung her bag on a hook at the back of the
kitchen, tugged her jacket straight, and headed toward the sales
room. Female voices came from the other side of the curtain
separating the two rooms.

Jen stood behind the counter while the only
customer stood at the display windows, which faced the street,
admiring the elaborate autumn-themed wedding cake Sam had put on
display yesterday.

“Jen, I’ll take over here. Becky needs
interpretation of an order she’s working on.” Sam moved into the
room. Jen pointed toward the customer’s back, trying to convey some
message, then shrugged and headed for the kitchen.

“Yes ma’am—how may I help you?” Sam
asked.

The woman turned and Sam got her first close
look at the customer. She stifled a gasp. The woman’s blouse was
torn at the shoulder and a bloody scrape blazed across one cheek.
Her dark, layered hair had an obviously good cut but was dirty and
stood out in tangles. Her skirt and blouse were disheveled and she
fiddled with a ripped nail on her right hand.

“What happened to you?” Sam blurted it out
without thinking.

“I—I don’t …” The stranger turned aside.

“I’m sorry. That was rude of me,” Sam said.
“Can I get you some coffee? Or would you like to use our
bathroom?”

The woman shook her head, as if she were
clearing away bad thoughts. Sam began to notice more details. Her
clothing was of decent quality although she didn’t have a purse,
and a glance out the window revealed no car in the parking lot,
suggesting the visitor had arrived on foot. However, the lady’s
complexion and bearing defied the idea that she might be a street
person.

“Let me at least get you a cup of tea and a
scone or something,” Sam said. “Take a seat and just relax for a
little while.”

The woman pulled out a chair at one of the
small bistro tables, a seat facing the door, Sam noticed. She
brewed a cup of tea and set it down for the lady.

“Blueberry, almond or cranberry?” Sam asked.
“Or maybe a muffin or brownie?”

The woman shook her head again, flinching in
pain.

“Look, it’s obvious something happened to
you,” Sam said, taking the chair across from her visitor. “Were you
in an accident? Did someone attack you? My husband is the sheriff.
He can investigate and find the person.”

The woman’s vivid blue eyes grew wider at the
mention of the sheriff and she set her tea mug down. Sam leaned
forward.

“Okay, we don’t have to report it until you
are ready. Can we just start with your name?”

The shapely dark brows furrowed for a
moment.

“Your name, sweetie. What’s your name?”

Her mouth opened, then it closed again. Her
eyes widened again and a flicker of fear crossed her face. Sam
reached out to take her hand but the woman drew back.

“You don’t have to tell me,” said Sam gently.
“Are you sure about the muffin—?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then a slice of our banana nut bread.”

“I don’t know my name.” Her eyes darted back
and forth, taking stock of her clothing, her hands, her
surroundings. “I don’t even know where I am.”


Chapter 2

 


“Jen, can you come back out here?” Sam asked,
keeping one eye on the new mystery sitting at her bistro table.
“Keep her company. I’m calling Beau.”

She slipped into the kitchen as Jen walked
toward the case full of pastries. Without asking, Jen picked up a
plate and fork and served up a slice of cheesecake. Sam let the
curtain fall and walked to the back door. On the small stoop
outside, she pulled her cell phone from her pocket and tapped
Beau’s number.

“Hey you,” he said. “Look, I’m afraid a lunch
break doesn’t look possible—”

“I’m not worried about that, honey, and I’m
sorry to bother you but I wasn’t sure what else to do.”

“Something wrong?” His casual voice had given
over to his all-business one.

“There’s a woman in my shop and I think she’s
been hurt. She’s extremely nervous and seems to have amnesia and I
have no idea who to call.”

“You did the right thing. I’m on my way.”

He must have been on patrol nearby because he
walked in the back door less than three minutes later.

“Jen’s serving her cheesecake and tea in the
front,” Sam told him as she pulled chocolate and sugar from the
shelf for her next project. “Other than that, I know nothing about
her.”

“Go in there and introduce me so she won’t
freak out at the sight of a lawman,” he suggested.

Sam led the way. Her visitor had taken only a
few bites of the cheesecake, despite its being their most popular
flavor.

“This is my husband, Beau,” she said gently.
“He’s the sheriff and he can help you figure out what to do
next.”

The woman swallowed hard and pushed her
dessert plate away, watching Beau with a wary eye. He sat across
the table and took a small notebook from his pocket. A few standard
questions and it became apparent the lady couldn’t tell him
anything.

“Think back,” he repeated patiently. “Right
before you walked into the bakery, where were you?”

“I … I seem to have forgotten …” The woman
cupped her mug in her palms and took a breath. “I … saw your shop
from across the street.”

She stared toward the front windows. “I guess
I crossed by that stop sign and just started walking. The cakes in
the window are so pretty.”

Of all the shops in the small strip, cakes
had been more appealing than the books at Mysterious Happenings or
the doggie logo at Puppy Chic, the grooming shop on the other side.
That fact might tell them something about the woman and her past.
Or, it might have simply meant she was hungry at the moment.

“You have some injuries,” Beau said. “Any
idea when or where you got them?”

Jane Doe, as Sam had begun to think of her,
raised one hand to her face and gingerly touched the abrasion on
her cheek. She noticed the broken nail on her right hand and stared
at it. Her hands had other scrapes, as if she’d fallen and caught
herself as she hit the ground.

“Oh, heavens. I should have washed up before
eating.” Jane started to get up.

“That can wait for a minute,” Beau said. He
indicated her torn blouse. “I need to ask this. Do you think you
might have been molested? Sexually.”

Jane’s eyes went wide and she crossed her
arms protectively over her chest. “No—I mean, I don’t think so!”
She looked at Sam, perhaps hoping for verification.

“We should get you in for an exam,” Beau
said. “I’ll call a social worker who can take you to the hospital
for that part of it. If your injuries aren’t serious we can get you
into the women’s shelter until we figure out what to do next.”

“A shelter?” Clearly, Jane felt some distaste
for this idea.

“Can you remember anything about where you
live or where you work? The names of any friends or relatives?”

At each suggestion, Jane seemed more
bewildered. She shook her head sadly and Sam felt pangs of pity for
the poor woman and her situation.

“I don’t want to go to the hospital,” Jane
insisted. “I’m not hurt that badly.” She held up the scraped palms
as evidence.

Beau sighed. “I can’t force you. But seeing
as you have no purse, ID or money, I really do think the shelter is
the best idea until we can find out where you belong.”

“I like the cake shop better. Can I just stay
here?”

Oh boy. Sam could see this stretching out all
day, and then what was she supposed to do with Jane when it came
closing time? She sent Beau a frantic look.

“How about this?” he said. “I’ll get out in
the neighborhood and ask some questions. Maybe someone on the plaza
saw an incident or knows you. If Sam doesn’t mind your staying here
for an hour or so, we may have this whole thing solved pretty
quickly. If I can’t find out where you belong, I’ll send Melissa
Masters over. She’s a lady who works for the county and she can
find you a place for the night.”

“That’s a good idea,” Sam said. “I know
Melissa. She’s very nice. And I’m sure Beau will get this figured
out soon.” Really soon. Please.

Poor Beau, she thought, as he brought in a
camera and snapped a few pictures of Jane. He had no time to go
door to door looking for someone who knew this woman, especially on
a day when half his deputies were out sick.

Jen came to the table with a refill for
Jane’s tea.

“Stay here until you hear from me,” Beau
said.

Jane seemed preoccupied with her own hands,
picking dirt from her cuticles as Beau left.

“Would you like to wash up?” Jen asked.

As long as Jane had no intention of going to
the hospital for an exam, she might as well make herself a little
more comfortable, Sam thought. She offered to show the way to the
restroom at the back.

In the kitchen, Jane stared at the large
worktable. A smile came over her face. “How pretty!”

Becky had obviously gotten the designer purse
cake figured out, and the quilted pink fondant with gold trim was
coming together nicely. She sent a smile toward the visitor.

Sam got Jane equipped with a clean washcloth
and soap, and found a box of adhesive bandages in the medicine
cabinet. “Help yourself to whatever you need,” she offered. “I’ll
be right out here in the kitchen.”

 


* * *

 


Beau sat in his cruiser behind the bakery.
“Dixie, sorry to put you on detective work but being so shorthanded
…”

“No problem, boss. What can I do?”

He gave Jane’s description: White female,
aged late-thirties to early-forties, a hundred twenty pounds,
shoulder length brown hair, blue eyes. Wearing a straight black
skirt and blue silky blouse.

“See if there are any missing person reports
for the county, then go statewide if you need to. Call me if
anything close comes in and email me a photo if you come up with
one.”

“Got it.”

He started his cruiser and drove the half
block to the plaza. Canvassing was the least exciting part of a
cop’s job but then sometimes it yielded exactly the right
information to put the whole puzzle together. He stared at the
crosswalk where Jane indicated she had come over to Sam’s shop. It
was a small intersection, but a bustling one, with traffic
constantly on the move and a number of pedestrians. Everyone was on
his or her way somewhere. No vendor carts or school crossing
guards. No real reason for someone to hang around here. He turned
and entered the first plaza shop he came to, a gallery.

“Sorry, I just got here ten minutes ago,”
said an effeminate man who bustled about with an air of busyness.
Clearly, the sheriff had not come in the door to buy anything and
was, therefore, an unwanted distraction.

Beau went on, getting the same result at a
fine jeweler, a pottery shop and an upscale clothing store. The art
crowd didn’t get out early and no one had been around an hour ago.
At the drugstore, which actually still had an old-fashioned soda
fountain, the clerk was the bored sort who rang up trinkets such as
keychains and shot glasses that proclaimed to be from Taos although
they were manufactured in China. Beau’s inquiry met with, “You
gotta be kidding me, man. A thousand people a day come through
here.”

“I’m asking about the last hour or so. At
least look at the photo. She has scratches and dirt on her face—you
would have noticed that.” He held up the digital screen.

The eye-roll told Beau this guy probably
never even looked at faces. The man shook his head.

Out on the sidewalk, he took stock. On the
opposite side of the plaza the hotel might provide a lead. He
should have thought of it first. He edged between parked cars and
crossed the street. In the shady square he circled wrought iron
benches and scanned the ground. How much simpler this morning would
become if he spotted a scuff on the pathway and a purse with
“Jane’s” ID lying on the ground. He checked the area carefully but
had no such luck.

On the south side of the plaza he crossed the
street and entered the hotel’s lobby. Four people stood in line to
check out, with one busy young clerk trying to handle it all. As he
was deciding whether to push ahead and piss them all off, his radio
squawked. He stepped outside; maybe Dixie had news.

“Sheriff, we have a next-of-kin notification.
APD needs you to get right on it.”

Notifying a family of a death was higher
priority than a woman who, although she had problems, was happily
eating her way through the pastries at Sam’s shop.

“Who do I need to see?” he asked.

“We don’t have a name. You’ll need to speak
with the detective in charge.”

“I’m nearby so I’ll come in. Anything on the
missing person I had you checking?”

“Not yet but it’s been a little crazy here.
I’m still looking.”

“Thanks, Dixie.” He quick-walked to his
cruiser and edged out of the congested plaza. Less than five
minutes later he was pulling into his assigned spot at the
department.

 


* * *

 


Jane Doe emerged from the restroom looking
much better. Aside from a bright red scrape on one cheek, her face
was clean. She’d put Band-Aids over the abrasions on her palms and
the shoulder seam of her blouse was no longer gaping open.

“I found a safety pin in your medicine
cabinet,” she explained. “I hope it was okay to borrow it.”

“Sure, no problem,” Sam said, turning away
from the pan of half-melted chocolate on the stove. A few more
minutes to reach the magical one hundred eighteen degrees and she
could take it off the heat and seed it for tempering. She responded
to the bing of a timer and pulled a tray of fragrant
mint-chocolate chip cookies from the oven then carried them to the
cooling stand.

Julio, whose concentration was focused on
measuring flour into the big Hobart mixer across the room, sent her
a look of gratitude. Sam scanned the kitchen out of habit, making
sure no one needed an immediate hand with something.

Together, Becky and Jen had sorted out the
mix-up on the cake orders. The tiers covered in white fondant now
waited at one end of the table, ready to be turned into a fiftieth
anniversary cake, while the drawing of the bright pink purse with
gold beading and black fondant handles was meant to be a triple
chocolate Kahlua cake, all along. Once Becky knew that there were
two customers named Perdida Sanchez—who would have guessed?—and
found the other cake in the walk-in fridge, she got everything
under control.

“I haven’t heard anything from Beau—uh, the
sheriff,” Sam told Jane, although she noticed that Jane hadn’t
asked. “I know he’s hoping to find out where you belong so you can
go home.”

Jane nodded, a wistful expression crossing
her face. She turned to the worktable where Becky had the fashion
purse cake nearly finished.

“That’s so clever,” Jane said.

Her eyes seemed to take in all the decorating
tools and the black gum-paste flowers Becky was tucking beside the
purse. She smiled fondly at the scene, although many people would
have found the table and the several works-in-progress pretty
chaotic.

“Do you know anything about decorating
cakes?” Becky asked.

“Oh, I don’t think so. I don’t recall,” Jane
said. She looked a little lost again.

Not surprising, since you can’t remember
anything. Sam stopped herself. That line of thinking was petty
and unkind. It wasn’t as if Jane was in the way or disrupting the
work. After all, didn’t most of Sam’s life consist of one
distraction coming along to override another?

She thought of her brief contact with the
mysterious wooden box in the wall safe at home this morning. If
only she had handled it longer, more thoroughly. The box had led to
visions in the past—seeing auras around people, spotting
fingerprints that were otherwise invisible. It might have assisted
her in observing some unseen fact about Jane this morning,
something that would help identify the woman.

“Sam!” Jane’s voice held a new, sharp edge.
“I think your chocolate is about to burn!”

The stranger was sniffing the air, facing
toward the stove with the now-bubbling pot. Sam sprinted across the
room and lifted the pan off the double boiler. The chocolate looked
fine but there was a tiny whiff on the steam rising above it.
Another few seconds and the batch would have been too far gone to
save.

Sam turned off the burner and rapidly stirred
the chocolate to cool it. A few pieces of solid chocolate helped
bring the temperature down.

“Wow, good catch,” she said, turning to Jane.
“How could you tell?”

Jane blinked three or four times and bit at
her upper lip. “I really don’t know.”

Sam retrieved the pan, dipped a clean spoon
into the chocolate and tasted it. Thank goodness, the flavor hadn’t
been compromised. Now if it would just temper properly, she could
finish the chocolate magnifying glasses for the Sherlock bunch and
get on with the day. Except that the day had gone off track the
minute this strange woman had walked in the door.


Chapter 3

 


Beau walked into the empty squad room. Every
deputy not sick at home with the flu was out on patrol and, judging
by the radio chatter, the department was stretched pretty thin. In
the dispatch office Dixie was speaking into her headset, typing at
her keyboard and looking as unflappable as always.

She caught sight of him from the corner of
her eye and held up a handwritten message while tapping computer
keys with her left hand. Her eyes rolled slightly as she said,
“Yes, ma’am, I’m going to put you on hold for just one moment.”

“Sorry I haven’t had much time to work on
your missing person search,” Dixie said, handing Beau the pink slip
of paper.

“I can see you have your hands full.” For all
he knew, the woman at Sam’s might not be missing at all. She could
have had some small mishap where she struck her head and walked
away without her ID. Those things happened.

“This,” said the dispatcher, pointing at the
message, “is the info on the death in Albuquerque. The caller was
an APD detective. His name and number are there.”

The phone console beeped, reminding her of
the woman still on hold.

“I’d better …”

“Yeah, fine. I got this.” Beau read the note
as he walked toward his office. The detective’s name was Kent
Taylor. Beau decided to call him before contacting the local
family. According to the brief note, the victim had been found in a
hotel room. People always asked questions when they received word
of a loved one’s death, and knowing something of the circumstances
would help him know what to tell them. A death that took place in a
hotel was fraught with unknowns. People died in hospitals, in cars,
in their own bathtubs—they generally didn’t go to a hotel to die,
and families were always a little freaked out by the news.

Kent Taylor answered his cell phone on the
first ring and Beau introduced himself.

“Yeah, I don’t know what will be helpful to
you up there,” Taylor said. “I can copy you all the ID we found in
the guy’s wallet. I tried directory assistance and came up with
only one Robinet in Taos. First name George.”

He read off an address and Beau wrote it
down.

“Cause of death?” Beau asked. The families
always asked.

“Undetermined—yet. You should know we saw
evidence of rough sex play in the room. This was at the Kingston
Arms—not the kind of place to attract typical lowlifes. Victim has
strangulation marks on his neck, but the OMI will have to say for
sure if that killed him.” He went into a few more details, things
Beau definitely would not tell the relatives.

“So, do you think it was accidental or are we
looking at a murder?”

“I’m homicide division,” Taylor said. “But
you know, things aren’t always what they seem.”

While Beau waited for the scan of the
victim’s identification to come through, he looked up George
Robinet the old-fashioned way, in the phone directory. The address
seemed familiar. When he checked it on the map he remembered why.
Greenlee Manor was an assisted living retirement complex, one of
those places where, depending on the abilities of the resident,
they might be fairly independent or under nursing care. He’d better
check a little further before showing up at the door.

He opened his email and saw Taylor’s message.
Attached were scans of a New Mexico driver’s license in the name of
Zachary J. Robinet and a business card that showed his name as Zack
and his position as partner in a company called ChanZack
Innovations, Inc. Beau wondered who Chan was, since the rest of the
company name was obviously a play on Zack’s name. According to the
license, Zack was forty-five years old, six foot one, and two
hundred twenty pounds. He printed a copy of the scans, then cropped
the driver’s license photo of Robinet, enlarged it and printed the
face.

The residential address on the license didn’t
sound immediately familiar. Beau looked it up and found it to be on
a winding road on the south end of town, the same direction as
Greenlee Manor. With luck, he might find a wife at the home address
and she could be the one to inform the elderly parents. No matter
who he spoke to, these things were never fun. How do you tell
either a wife or a guy’s parents that he was messed up in something
unsavory in an out-of-town hotel? He grabbed a file folder and
stuck the printed pages inside, stopped by Dixie’s desk to let her
know he was leaving, and went outside to his cruiser.

Goldenrod Lane was a short, narrow road that
jutted off one of the through streets, about a half mile from Paseo
del Pueblo. The neighborhood was like many in Taos, lots of
old-time adobes patched together and added onto for generations,
mixed with the new upper middle class ones where money had allowed
the owners to build big the first time. The Robinet address was one
of the latter. A long driveway showcased a portico of thick logs
and a heavy front door with a stylized Zia symbol carved into it.
Fall asters and chrysanthemums bloomed in neatly groomed patches of
red, gold and purple. A three-car garage at the west end of the
house was closed up tight and if any cars were present they were
inside it.

Beau picked up the photo of Zack, took a deep
breath and walked up to the front door. A doorbell sent rich tones
chiming through the house, a hollow sound. He had a feeling right
away no one was home. If there was a Mrs. Robinet she was probably
at work. He gave the bell one more push but the result was the
same, so he turned back to his vehicle and headed toward the next
address on his list: Greenlee Manor.

 


* * *

 


Sam wondered when she would hear from Beau as
she smoothed the melted chocolate with her spatula, cooling it to
the proper consistency before it could be poured into the special
molds she had purchased for the mystery book group next door.

She sent a sideways glance toward Jane who
seemed content to sit on a stool and merely watch the normal
hustle-bustle in the kitchen.

Okay, she hasn’t really taken over
the day. It’s just weird having a stranger sitting here staring
at me.

Becky had stored the fashion purse cake in
the large walk-in fridge and was now piping trim onto the
anniversary cake. It was a simple, traditional one that would have
a golden 50 on top. As cakes went, it was a relatively easy one.
The real work would come later in the week with a six-tier
extravaganza of a wedding cake. Cascades of autumn flowers must be
made—Sam and Becky had estimated nearly two hundred of them. Those
would be fashioned out of gum paste and set to firm up until
Thursday, when the massive job of creating ruffles and swags would
commence.

Why isn’t this lady worried? Sam
mused. I’d be frantic to figure out where I lived, who might be
missing me. What if she has kids and they don’t have a clue that
mommy can’t get to them? She edged a glance toward Jane and
smiled half-heartedly when that blue-eyed gaze met hers.

A scream erupted from the sales room, a
crash, and Jen’s voice. “Sam!”

Sam dropped her spatula on the table and
rushed through the curtained opening. Jen was at the beverage bar,
holding onto the midsection of the coffee maker, the top
precariously balanced and spilled coffee grounds scattered in a
swath around her.

“Help—grab that carafe,” she panted. “I can
barely hold this thing.”

Sam rushed to her side, feet sliding on
coffee grounds. She moved two carafes out of harm’s way and helped
to right the machine.

“I don’t know what happened,” Jen said,
wiping her brow with the back her hand. “One minute I was opening
the lid to make a fresh batch and the next minute it was coming
down on me. Maybe when I cleaned the machine yesterday I didn’t put
things back right—I don’t know.”

“At least it’s under control now. Don’t worry
about it.” Sam checked the base of the machine to be sure it seemed
steady.

“I’ll get the broom.” Jen headed toward the
kitchen but a customer walked through the door and sidetracked
her.

“Maybe I can put Jane to work sweeping it
up,” Sam said as Jen attended to the man who’d headed straight for
the bear claws and ordered two.

But in the kitchen, Jane was standing over
the chocolate Sam had abandoned. She’d scooped up the tempered
liquid and was now injecting it into the molds through the tip of a
pastry bag.

“Jane? What are you doing?”

“Oh, sorry. It had cooled and I was worried
it would set up too quickly. You would have had to reheat and
temper it again, and since it nearly became overheated earlier, I
was worried about the flavor.”

Sam eyed the perfectly filled molds. “Okay,
that’s the second time you’ve saved this order. You know something
about chocolate, Jane. Quite a lot, I’d say.”

Jane went very still. “I guess I do. I have
no idea how I would have known to do that.”

Becky and Julio had both stopped working and
were listening in.

“It could be a clue to your identity. If Beau
doesn’t immediately come up with your name, maybe we need to start
calling candy companies around the state.”

“It was as if I didn’t even have to think
about it. I just knew what to do.” She stared toward the middle of
the room. “I don’t know what—”

The back door opened and all attention went
that direction. Sam’s daughter, Kelly, stopped in mid-stride.

“Um, sorry. Didn’t mean to interrupt.” Her
brown curls bobbed a little and a flush rose to her cheeks.

Julio cleared his throat and turned back to
his task, pouring red velvet cake batter into the pan for a
half-sheet cake. Becky greeted Kelly as she placed the cake topper
on the finished anniversary cake.

Kelly looked at Jane, standing frozen in
place with a pastry bag in hand and chocolate on her fingers, with
frank curiosity.

Sam skipped introducing them—explaining
everything would have taken way too long. “What’s up?”

“Well, I know I said I would get pizza and
come out to your place for dinner tonight, Mom. But something else
has come up.”

“Okay, no sweat. Something special?”

“A date. I have a date.” The twinkle in her
eye belied her casual tone.

Sam carried the chocolate molds to the
cooling rack. “Oh yeah? Anyone I know?”

“Um, I really can’t say.”

“Ah … can’t say or won’t say?
C’mon, who’s the mystery guy?”

“Yeah, well, I better get back to work. I’ll
talk to you later.” She was out the door before Sam could
respond.

“Okay, that was weird. Becky, has she said
anything to you?” All young people kept secrets from parents but
Kelly was usually fairly candid about her friends and her love
life.

Becky shrugged. “No idea at all.”

Sam turned her attention to the devil’s food
cupcakes Julio had baked first thing this morning. They were to be
the basis for the Sherlock-themed dessert for the book club.
Devil’s food lava cakes, mocha cream frosting, molded chocolate
toppers—these folks never seemed to OD on chocolate. They even
called themselves Chocoholics Unanimous.

While Sam iced cupcakes, Becky began kneading
food color into sugary gum paste to make the assortment of fall
flowers on their biggest project of the week. After an hour she had
almost two dozen orange lilies and yellow nasturtiums done. The
time-consuming work on the individual petals of chrysanthemums
hadn’t even begun and she needed to make pansies and asters as
well.

“Jane, you were really good with those
chocolate molds,” Becky said. “Want to pitch in on these
flowers?”

Jane looked a little unsure but said she
would give it a try. She washed her hands and stood beside Becky as
the experienced decorator showed the simple technique for a
pansy.

“The secret is to roll the sugar dough really
thin. Then you cut each petal shape individually. Once you have
five of them, you gently roll the edges with this tool to give them
a pretty little shape, then pinch the five petals together at the
center to form the flower. We’ll add the shading and details with
food color later.” She handed Jane the tool and a sheet of the
thinly rolled dough, moving her own work to a new spot at the
table.

Jane handled the gum paste well enough but
her finished petals didn’t have the right shape.

“Try again. You can reroll the dough another
time or two if necessary.”

The second effort wasn’t a whole lot
better.

“I guess I don’t have any past experience
with this,” Jane said a little hopelessly.

“That’s okay,” Sam said. She had finished the
lava cakes and placed the order on a tray to be delivered to the
bookshop next door. “I’ve got a little time before I have to finish
the baby shower cake for Carla Simms.”

Jane continued to fumble about with the
flowers but her long nails got in the way and she couldn’t seem to
master the small finger movements needed to deftly pinch and shape
the dough. It wasn’t long before she moved aside and perched
herself on a stool out of the way while Sam and Becky moved into
double-time with the flower petals.

Once Sam got into the rhythm of forming the
tiny scooped chrysanthemum petals, she found her mind zipping to
other subjects: Had Beau made any progress at all in learning
Jane’s identity? And who was this new guy Kelly was seeing?

Before she knew it, Jen was peeking through
the curtain divider to ask if anyone wanted her to order them a
sandwich for lunch.

Noon already. Sam straightened her shoulders,
rotating them to work out the stiffness. It was another reason she
desperately missed the magic box. In the past, when she had an
overwhelming amount of work, she’d relied on it—okay, maybe a
little too much at times—to give her the energy and stamina to
complete an amazing amount of work in a short time. Of course, that
was fraught with dangers too. It was impossible for the others in
the bakery not to notice how much work she accomplished and comment
on it. She massaged her right shoulder. No, it was better that she
just move at the pace that fit her fifty-four years and be content
with that.

“Let’s take a break,” she announced. “Jen,
yes, sandwiches are a great idea. I’m just going to step out
back.”

She pulled her phone from her pocket, noting
that Becky kept forming flower petals as if her hands wouldn’t stop
the repetitive movements, even though her stomach said she was
hungry.

Outside, it was a perfect fall day with a
deep blue sky, abundant sunshine and a crisp tang to the air. She
tapped Beau’s number and waited while it rang three times. Just as
she was certain she would have to leave a message, he answered.

“Sorry, darlin’, I don’t have anything on
your Jane Doe yet. I’ve been tracking down next of kin for that
Albuquerque case. I’m at Greenlee Manor right now, waiting while
they track down a couple who lives here. I’ll have to get back to
you.”

“Sure. No problem.” She felt a little letdown
that he hadn’t had time to get Jane taken care of. Not that the
woman was posing a problem here at the shop but it was just strange
having an extra person looking on.

Okay, don’t be this way, Sam. Jane did save
your ass when the chocolate was about to burn. And it’s not as if
she’s really under foot.

“I can put in a quick call to social services
if you want me to,” he was saying.

“No, that’s okay. She’s not causing any
trouble here at the shop. As long as I have somewhere to send her
before the end of the day, okay?”

She walked back through the kitchen, to the
sales room, to check in with Jen. The sandwiches were coming from
the deli a block over and if they didn’t want to wait someone
should run over to pick them up. She couldn’t very well send Jane
to do it, a woman lost and with amnesia. She told Jen she would
walk over to pick up the lunches herself.




Chapter 4

 


Beau looked up to see a gray-haired couple in
exercise clothing walking toward him. The assisted-living resident
apartment manager had already confirmed that the Robinets had a son
named Zachary, who was on record as their next of kin. George and
Nancy Robinet certainly didn’t match the picture of any retirement
home residents he’d ever met before. Both wore athletic shoes and
Spandex walking shorts and shirts. They moved with confidence and
George held out his hand.

“I hear you wanted to speak to us,
Sheriff?”

“Yes. Could we go somewhere?”

“Come along to our apartment,” Nancy said,
wiping her forehead with a tissue. “I need to shed this jacket.
Funny how chilly it seems when we start out walking but how quickly
we warm up.”

The elevator ride to the third floor took
longer than Beau liked. He didn’t want to inform these people that
their son was dead until he was certain of a few minutes
privacy.

“I have to admit that you two surprised me,”
he said. “You seem pretty young and fit to have chosen life in a
retirement home.”

“Well, that’s the operative word,” George
said. “We chose it. Hey, no more yard work for me.”

“No cooking for me,” Nancy said with a bright
smile. “Our kitchen here has never seen more than cups of coffee
and occasional sandwiches. The cafeteria provides three meals a day
if we want them.”

“Frees up our time for travel, too. Don’t
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