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Sweet Holidays

This book is third in the Samantha Sweet
series which features a fifty-something woman who breaks into
houses for a living. Her sideline business—baking delectable cakes
and goodies—has now blossomed into a full-time pastry shop and Sam
is about to experience her first holiday season as entrepreneur,
which she juggles with the commitments of her previous job and a
budding romance with Beau Cardwell, the county sheriff.
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Chapter 1

 


Samantha Sweet tucked a sprig of sugar holly
against the Yule log cake she’d just created, her final one for the
day. She tapped a sprinkling of powdered sugar over the chocolate
rolled confection and called out to the front room. “Jennifer, this
is ready for the display case.”

Her petite assistant walked into the kitchen,
dusting cookie crumbs from her purple apron with the Sweet’s Sweets
logo embroidered on it. The shop slogan, “A Bakery of Magical
Delights” seemed especially appropriate this time of year. Sam
always marveled at how Jen’s makeup and dark hair in its neat
chignon seemed nearly as fresh in the late afternoon as first thing
in the morning.

“It’s snowing out there,” Jen commented,
sending a smile toward the holiday pastry as she lifted it from
Sam’s work table.

“Think it will stick?”

Jen shrugged. “Hard to say. Probably
not.”

Sam washed her hands at the sink and followed
Jen out to the sales area, pleased to see that the usual late
afternoon customers had not let her down, despite the looming
weather front. The first week of December was a little early for
lasting snow, but the mountains of northern New Mexico could expect
just about any weather this time of year. She walked over to the
front windows of her shop and peered out into the deepening dusk.
White pellets blew horizontally across the parking lot, gathering
in small drifts against the curb.

“I can close up if you want to leave early,”
Sam told Jen. “I have to take a quick inventory and order more
supplies anyway. That order for the county employees Christmas
party wiped out a few of our necessities.”

The younger woman looked up from the bistro
tables where she’d been giving everything a quick wipe. She tucked
a single strand of dark hair behind her ear and rinsed out her
cleaning rag. “You sure? It’s been a busy day for you, too.”

“Luckily.” Sam turned from the window. “I
thought we’d have a big slowdown after all the Thanksgiving pies
were gone, but it just hasn’t happened. It’s like everyone’s on a
sugar binge.”

Jen wiggled her eyebrows. “And you’re loving
it!”

Sam felt her smile widen. “You bet!”

“I know we’ve talked about this before ... A
few customers have asked about candies. You know, chocolates,
truffles and stuff like that.”

Sam bit her lip. She’d definitely considered
adding candy to the normal bakery offerings, but other than the
cocoa she used in flavoring her frostings and decorations, she
didn’t have much experience with chocolate—only enough to know that
it could really get tricky if it weren’t tempered and handled
correctly.

“I need to think about it, Jen. I can’t
afford to risk the reputation of the shop by putting out anything
that isn’t top quality. And I sure don’t have the time this season
to take classes and learn how to do it. Maybe later.”

“Sure. Just passing along customer
requests.”

“I know. Thanks.” Sam smiled as she glanced
out the window again. “Go on now. And be careful—the visibility
sucks.”

Jen pulled off her apron and hung it on one
of the hooks inside the work area. Sam locked the front door behind
her, turned over the Closed sign, and dimmed the lights to their
nighttime settings. Pulling the cash from the register, she carried
it to the small desk she’d set up for herself in the back room and
began counting. But her mind zipped in a hundred directions, and
she found herself going back for a third count before she gave up
and pulled out her calculator.

She liked the idea of adding candy to their
offerings. Plus, they’d had several requests for Jewish holiday
treats as well. Hanukkah would begin only four days before
Christmas this year, so she really needed to address both holidays
at once. Taos didn’t have many Jews so Sam was only now learning
about those traditional foods, let alone how to make them. Luckily,
she thought her friend Zoë might have some of the recipes, and Sam
planned on begging for help from that quarter. And, she’d already
gotten orders for two Christmas themed weddings and another on New
Year’s Eve—cakes, table favors, and even some rather randy
bachelorette treats.

Then there was her other job. Sam broke into
houses—legally, for the US Department of Agriculture—her main
source of steady income before the bakery came into being. Now that
finances were more stable and she had a little nest egg, she could
easily afford to quit that one, but there was the little matter of
her government contract. Her supervising officer, Delbert Crow,
didn’t seem inclined to simply let her out of it. For the moment,
she’d had a short breather. Lawns and shrubs took the winter off,
thank goodness, leaving Sam with only two properties where she had
to stop in for a few minutes a week, just to be sure no pipes had
frozen or roofs had leaked. So far, so good on that count.

Her cell phone startled her out of that train
of thought. She pulled it from the pocket of her slacks.

“Mom?” Kelly’s voice held a note of
urgency.

“Yeah, hon?”

“I need a ride home. I’m at Romero’s
Garage.”

“Problem with your car?”

“Kind of.” Kelly stalled, in the same way Sam
remembered from her daughter’s teen years. “Well, it’s got a bent
wheel rim.”

Sam bit the inside of her cheek, forcing
herself not to ask.

“Okay, okay. I went off the road.”

Kelly’s years of living in southern
California hadn’t exactly prepared her for winters back here in the
mountains. “I’m just leaving the bakery. I should be there in ten
or fifteen minutes.” Normally a trip to the garage that had
serviced her vehicles for years would take five minutes, but
tonight she had a feeling the streets were getting messy.

She stuffed her bank deposit into a zippered
bag, gathered her coat and backpack, and rechecked the doors and
lights before walking out into the alley behind the bakery. Her
delivery van, with its elaborate design that looked like an
overflowing box of baked treats, now sported a light powdered-sugar
coating, and a skiff of white coated the ground. She scuffed the
toe of her sneaker across the pavement to test the slickness of it.
Not that bad. Kelly had probably just panicked. Unless she was
texting. Sam sighed and muttered all the choice words she wanted to
say to her daughter but probably wouldn’t. There’s only so much
lecturing a mom can do after the kid hits thirty.

She unlocked the van and tossed her backpack
inside, her thoughts darting from her daughter’s predicament, to
the supply order she’d not had time to place, to the ever-nagging
question of what she could make for a quick dinner. She’d only
begun to edge one hip toward the driver’s seat when a man stepped
out of the shadows.

Sam’s heart thudded.

“Madam of the sweet shop? Please—do not
leave.”

His accent was European, something with hints
of French and German, but not quite. She let the van’s door stay
between herself and the large man who walked slowly toward her. His
clothing was rough—a heavy wool coat of dark brown or black, dusted
with snowflakes, dark pants, thick boots, a soft wool hat. The
six-foot frame and heavy facial features belied the delicate hands
that reached toward her, palms upward.

Sam started to make an excuse for not digging
into her wallet for some cash, but he interrupted.

“Please, Madam, I am here to helping
you.”

“Look, I’m really—”

He removed the hat, revealing dark hair that
fluffed away from his scalp in thin wisps. “I am Gustav Bobul.”

And I’m supposed to know you?

“Chocolatier extraordinaire.”

She felt her eyebrows draw together in
puzzlement.

“I create such lovely confections ... the
exquisite tastes to delight one’s vision and one’s palate. You need
me.”

Had Jen set this up?

“I’m not really looking to hire anyone right
now. The holidays ... we’re very busy.”

“I know this. Is no need to pay. I come to
answer a great need for you.”

How did he know?

“I’m really in a hurry right now, Mr.—”

“Bobul. You simply call me Bobul.”

“Yeah, well. I have to—”

“I understanding. I come back tomorrow.” He
did a little flourish with the hat, plopped it back onto his head,
and walked up the alley. In under ten seconds he had disappeared
into the storm.

Sam stared at the end of the alley, where
sleet raced through the cone of light from a streetlamp. Only the
sound of the wind greeted her.


Chapter 2

 


Kelly was waiting under the tiny awning in
front of Romero’s Garage, hunched into her thin, inadequate coat,
staring toward the street when Sam pulled up.

“I’m so sorry, Mom. It happened so fast. I
didn’t even feel the car going out of control.” The words tumbled
out before Kelly had even closed her door.

The encounter with the mysterious stranger,
Bobul—and watching out for crazy drivers on the road—had so
occupied Sam’s thoughts that she’d not prepared a lecture.

“Danny Romero says they can have the rim
replaced sometime tomorrow.”

Kelly fluffed the snow out of her brown curls
and chattered on, something about getting parts from a dealership,
but Sam’s mind was elsewhere. Maybe she could meet with the
chocolatier—if he really showed up again—and see what he had to
offer. She would check with Jen; perhaps her assistant really had
sent him over.

Putting that subject on the back burner, she
began a mental inventory of what she had at home for a quick
dinner. With the early darkness and the fact that she’d stayed late
at the shop, she couldn’t seem to summon up the energy for a
made-from-scratch meal or for a trip out of the way to grab fast
food. The little van seemed determined to take the shortest way
home and Sam merely followed along.

Shallow drifts coated the long driveway
beside Sam’s house. The van gave a little sideways shudder when she
made the turn, but she straightened it and kept a steady pace to
her normal spot near the kitchen door. Her cell phone rang before
she’d shut off the ignition.

Delbert Crow, her contracting officer for her
USDA job, rattled out a bunch of data about a new property and Sam
missed most of it.

“Hang on just a second, Delbert. I’m not even
in the house yet. Let me get inside and take a few notes so I can
get out to the place tomorrow.”

“No deal. I need you to check this one
tonight.”

She groaned. Kelly glanced in Sam’s direction
and nodded toward the house. She got out and headed toward the back
door while Sam tried to concentrate on what Delbert was saying.

“It’s not officially in foreclosure yet.
Mortgage is only ninety days in arrears,” he said. “But it’s a
valuable property and we don’t want frozen pipes and water
damage.”

Sam stared out at the whipping snow. The
temperature didn’t seem that low.

As if he could read her mind, Delbert said,
“Forecast is for the snow to move out within the next couple of
hours and the temps to drop. A lot. Just give it a quick check and
make sure the heat is on. If the guy is as delinquent in his gas
and electric as he is with the mortgage, everything could be shut
down.”

So much for getting off her feet and spending
a snug evening at home. She clicked off the call and grabbed her
backpack.

In the kitchen, Kelly was standing in front
of the open refrigerator door, staring.

“Find whatever you want,” Sam said. “I think
there’s some canned soup, or there might be homemade chile in the
freezer if you want to take the time to thaw it. Delbert informs me
that I have a must-do job tonight.”

Kelly sent a sympathetic look. “I could make
something and have it ready for when you get back.”

“That’s okay. I don’t know how long it will
take. You go ahead. I’ll grab something when I get back.”

One thing about breaking into houses—you
never really knew what you were in for until you got there.

Sam slipped out of her heavy coat and went
into her bedroom to change into something more suitable than her
lightweight work slacks and baker’s jacket. She took off her
favorite gold earrings and put them into the odd, lumpy wood box
that had come into her possession a few months earlier. As usual,
the wood began to glow with warmth when she handled it. She quickly
set it back on her dresser.

Ten minutes later, attired in sweats and
sturdy boots, with a moisture proof jacket, she walked out to her
big red Silverado 4X4 and let it warm up while she swept the
coating of sleet off the windshield. Residual energy from handling
the mysterious box ran through her but Sam really just wanted to
get Delbert’s chore over with. She put the truck in four-wheel mode
and headed out.

She turned right at the end of her lane, away
from the center of town and the plaza, where there were likely to
be more traffic problems. A few more jogs along back roads and
she’d bypassed most of the congested areas.

By the time she reached the south end of town
and the tiny community of Talpa, she felt as if she were alone on
the road. Tire tracks in the few inches of snow indicated where
people had come home and turned at their driveways. Soft golden
light, diffused by the whiteness in the air, glowed from most of
the windows.

Darn it, that’s where I want to be, she
grumbled to herself. She gunned the truck just a little and came to
the final turn, a narrow lane with only a few houses. She spotted
her goal, a walled property that she guessed to be two or three
acres, thickly treed behind the house. Sam stopped next to a heavy
wooden gate in the adobe wall, which closed off the driveway. She
grabbed her flashlight from under the seat.

An oversized wooden mailbox stood by a
smaller walk-through gate and a peek inside showed that no one had
picked up mail in ages. Sam closed the door on it and re-fastened
the little hook that kept it in place. She put her shoulder to the
gate and shoved, managing to get it open enough to squeeze through.
Her latest diet clearly wasn’t accomplishing quite as much as she’d
hoped.

She looked toward the house, a large adobe
with territorial style porch and pitched metal roof. A lawn
stretched in a smooth unbroken expanse, and winding flowerbeds held
snowy clumps of dead stalks that had never been trimmed back at the
end of the summer. Neatly trimmed junipers, coated now with ice,
flanked both sides of the front entry. Sam let out a frosty breath
and started up the flagstone walk, watching her balance.

The front door appeared to be firmly locked.
No surprise there. It was an expensive lock. In fact, an expensive
door—carved wood with a little window inset near the top with a
rustic iron grid over it. Tied to one of the small iron bars was a
flame-red tag. Sam recognized it as the type normally left to
inform the owner that the electric company planned to cut the power
for non-payment. Sam held the tag up, and shined the flashlight’s
beam at it. The penned-in date for cut-off was the next day.

From her coat pocket she pulled her cell
phone and speed-dialed Delbert Crow’s number. He grumbled when she
explained the situation and asked whether his department could make
a plea to keep the power on.

“Doubt they’ll do it,” he said. “You better
shut off the water line.”

Life would be so much easier if people just
handled their business. Every one of these houses had a different
situation, and Sam wasn’t even sure whether this place had a hookup
to the city water main. She trudged around
the side of the house, aiming the light beam about, until she came
to a small outbuilding that apparently housed the well and pump. At
least this was something with which she’d had experience. She
quickly located the shutoff valve and heard the water settle into
the tank. If there truly were a hard freeze before she could get
power back to the place, there might still be damage. And that
would end up becoming the problem of some insurance company.

Sam completed her circle of the house, not
finding a single open door or window to ease the task of getting
inside. A trip back to the truck would provide the tools to drill
the lock, but she belatedly remembered that she didn’t have a spare
lockset and it wouldn’t be smart to leave the place unsecured. She
faced the solid front door again, stomping snow from her boots as
she debated what to do.

On the off chance that the owner had left a
hidden key, Sam ran her hand along the top of the door frame.
Nothing. Large potted evergreens stood at each end of the covered
porch but a thorough inspection of the pots, the drainage dishes
they sat upon, and the earth around the plants yielded nothing.
There wasn’t a whole lot more she could do at this point, with all
the hardware stores closed. She took a peek at her watch and saw
that it was nearly ten. And she had to be up by five to open the
bakery. It had been a long day. She gave the heavy door one more
tug and turned back toward her truck.

The icy pellets stopped flying before she got
home and when she stepped out of the truck she caught a glimpse of
a few stars in the black sky. She would definitely need to get
anti-freeze into the drains at the Talpa house tomorrow.

She kicked snow off her boots and opened the
connecting door from the service porch to the kitchen, realizing
belatedly that lights blazed in every room.

“Kelly? What’s up?” Sam called out.

Her daughter appeared from the living room,
wearing a pair of men’s pajama bottoms and a fuzzy top, along with
vivid purple furry socks. Her face was suffused with red and her
eyes looked unnaturally bright.

“Kel?”

Her fingers twisted at the waist cord on the
pajamas and her voice came out high and wavery. “Oh, Mom, I’m so
worried. Beau called. They think Iris had a stroke.”


Chapter 3

 


Sheriff Beau Cardwell’s elderly mother was
already wheelchair-bound with arthritis and severe osteoporosis.
This couldn’t be good. A wave of heat coursed through Sam—a hot
flash, or simply the layers of winter clothing? She ripped at the
zipper on her coat and slipped it off her shoulders, struggling to
find her cell phone somewhere down deep in a pocket. She saw that
she’d missed two calls.

“What else did Beau say?”

“They took her to the hospital. It must have
been right after I left their house,” Kelly fretted. She’d worked
for the Cardwells ever since Sam began dating Beau, and they’d both
developed strong affection for the older woman.

“Is she—?”

“I don’t know. He said the doctors were still
in there with Iris when he called. It was maybe an hour ago?”

Sam was already punching the speed dial
number for Beau’s cell. No answer. It went immediately to voice
mail. She snapped her phone shut and set it on the counter while
she pulled off another layer of too-warm clothing.

“What happens with a stroke, Mom? Will she
come home right away?”

“I don’t think there’s any way to know yet,
hon.” Sam glanced at the clock. It was way past their normal
bedtimes, but she knew neither of them would get any sleep at this
point. “Want some tea?”

Kelly nodded blankly.

“Here, Kel. Untangle your fingers from that
pajama cord and sit down.” Sam steered her daughter toward the
kitchen table. “I’ll try calling Beau again in a minute.”

She turned a burner on under the tea kettle
and reached for the canister of tea bags on the counter.

“I don’t want anything to happen to Iris,”
Kelly said, sniffling into a tissue that Sam had handed her.

“I know, hon.”

“She’s such a sweetie. I mean, she’s kind of
like a better grandma.”

Sam gave her daughter a sideways look.

“Well, you know what I mean. Since we never
spent that much time around Gramma and Grampa ... ”

Sam patted Kelly’s shoulder before she was
interrupted by the whistling kettle on the stove. She knew exactly
what Kelly meant. Beau’s mother was one of those spirited old women
with a sunny outlook on life and a keen sense of humor. Her own
mother tended to be sharp-edged, with a “things are done a certain
way” attitude. It was one reason Sam had gotten out of her small
Texas hometown the minute she graduated from high school and had
never looked back.

She picked up the two mugs of tea and headed
for the kitchen table at the same moment her cell phone began to
vibrate on the countertop.

“Here,” she said, stretching toward Kelly
with one of the mugs. “It’s Beau.”

Grabbing up the phone, she answered with,
“Beau, I’m here.”

“Hey, darlin’. Sorry I missed you earlier.
Did Kelly tell you what—”

“Yes. How is she?”

“Mama’s hanging in there.”

That wasn’t exactly a positive report.

“They have her sedated for the night and I
need to go home and see to the dogs. I’m only about a block from
your house.”

“Come on over. Well, if you can spare the
time.”

He clicked off with a promise to stop by, and
she heard the engine of his blue Explorer in the driveway less than
three minutes later.

She watched him step out of the SUV and tug
the collar of his sheepskin jacket tighter around his neck. Tiny
flakes were coming down in fitful little slivers, a fraction of the
earlier blizzard. He greeted her at the service porch, with a quick
kiss and a frosted arm around her shoulders. His eyes looked tired,
his normally ready smile a bit on the wan side.

“Hi, Kelly,” he said, as he entered the
kitchen after stomping his boots.

Sam held up the second mug of tea to him but
he shook his head.

“I better not stay. Need to get feed out for
the horses and dogs and then get back to the hospital.”

“What are the doctors saying?” Kelly
abandoned her own cup and walked toward Beau.

“Mama could go just about any direction at
this point,” he said. “She’s got some loss of motion on her left
side, and we haven’t been able to get her to talk yet. But they say
that’s not uncommon. Aside from the problems that keep her in the
wheelchair, she’s a pretty healthy old bird. Strong heart and lungs
... we’ll just have to see how much everything else is
affected.”

Kelly’s eyes welled up again.

“Hey, as Mama would say if she were sitting
here, don’t borrow trouble. I was with her when it happened and we
got her to the hospital right away. Now we can only wait and see
what happens. A lot of stroke victims recover really well.”

Kelly nodded. Sam watched her expression
brighten, but she wasn’t so sure how well a woman in her eighties
would rebound. She kept her silence.

“Well,” said Beau, “I just wanted to stop
by.”

“If there’s anything we can do ... ” Sam knew
the words sounded hollow. It was something everyone said, but in
reality what could they actually do? “Let us know when she can have
visitors.”

“She’ll be in the hospital several days,
minimum, and then a rehab facility.” He didn’t say so but Sam knew
from his expression that Iris was nowhere near safe yet.

He shuffled a little, then gave Kelly a quick
hug. Sam walked him to the back door and pulled him into her arms.
His kiss was grateful. She watched him drive down the snowy
lane.

“I should have offered to go out there and
take care of the animals myself,” Kelly said when Sam walked back
inside.

Sam gave her a look. Kelly, the girl who’d
spent the past ten years living in L.A., miles from the nearest
horse, the girl who’d never really gone through that horse-loving
period that so many pre-teen girls did.

“And how—?”

“I’ve watched what Beau does, Mom. I could
chop the ice off the water trough and scoop oats for them. He keeps
some kind of a big bin of feed out in the barn.”

“Sorry. I didn’t mean to belittle your
efforts. It would be a very nice thing to do. Why don’t you call
him back and offer to start tomorrow?”

Sam half listened to their conversation while
she tidied the kitchen and headed toward her room to change into
her nightshirt.

“He says he’s got it covered,” Kelly said,
peeking in at Sam’s bedroom door. She gave a small, dejected
shrug.

In her concern for Iris, Sam hadn’t even
thought about how the loss of her job would impact Kelly. When her
daughter had shown up in September, jobless and homeless, the
paycheck for becoming Iris’s caregiver was her lifeline to getting
caught up on some bills she’d accumulated. But Sam worried that
Beau couldn’t afford to pay his mother’s medical expenses and
continue Kelly’s salary, even with his promotion from deputy to
sheriff last month.

All those thoughts continued to ramble
through Sam’s head while she brushed her teeth and said goodnight
to Kelly. Alone in her room, she wondered how Iris’s condition
would impact the budding romance between Beau and herself as well.
They’d seen quite a lot of each other in September and early
October. Then she opened her pastry shop and Beau’s boss, the
former sheriff, had gotten himself entangled in a scandal. Sam knew
she had to take more than half the blame for the waning
relationship but she really hated to see any distance develop
between them.

Then she felt guilty for even having those
thoughts while poor Iris might be lying in the hospital,
permanently incapacitated or even dying.

She crawled into bed and pulled the thick
comforter up to her chin, willing back the tears that threatened.
Exhaustion overtook her the minute she turned out the light and she
feel into a solid sleep.

An icy chill spread through the room, seeping
even through the quilts and comforter on Sam’s bed. She rolled over
and saw that the red numerals on her clock showed 4:27. As tempting
as it felt to try to burrow further in, she knew the alarm would go
off in another three minutes. She reached a wary arm out and patted
the empty side of the bed where she’d left her fleece robe. How had
the room gotten so cold?

Even her Uggs felt chilly as she slipped her
feet into them. Out in the hall, she could hear Kelly milling
around. She switched on a lamp and slapped at the top of her clock
as the alarm began to sound, fumbled her arms into the sleeves of
her robe and headed for the bedroom door.

“Is the whole house this cold?” Kelly asked
as Sam emerged. “My room is freezing.”

“I better check the heater. Something’s not
right.” Sure enough, a hand against the hallway register revealed
only cold metal.

“Try lighting a burner on the stove,” Sam
told Kelly. “See if we’ve got gas.”

A minute later: “It works. I’ll put water on
for tea.”

Sam bundled back into her sweats and work
boots and fetched her warm coat from the hook near the back door.
They had electricity and gas, so something was wrong with the
heater itself. Stepping out into the pre-dawn yard she glanced up
to see a clear black sky and a million stars. Drawing a deep breath
she could tell that the temperature, as predicted, had dropped.
With a flashlight in hand, she made her way to the hatch that led
to the crawl space under the house. What a pain. She’d debated for
years about having a trapdoor installed inside, but the extra
expense never seemed worth it.

Ten minutes later, she’d relit the blown-out
pilot light and waited for the reassuring whoof as the heater
kicked on and the blower began to distribute warm air to the ducts.
She clumped back inside and found Kelly huddled at the kitchen
table. Having decided that tea wasn’t going to charge her batteries
this morning, she’d started a pot of coffee and was staring at the
carafe wistfully.

“Give the heater thirty minutes or so and we
should be toasty warm again,” Sam said.

Kelly sent a thankful grin her way.

Sam rushed through a quick shower, letting
the hot water run hard enough to fill the room with steam. A relief
from the chill air, but not quite enough to make the tile underfoot
bearable. She dressed in her standard black slacks and baker’s
jacket and fluffed her short hair for a couple of minutes with the
dryer. A swipe of lipstick and she was ready to walk out the
door.

“Becky called while you were in the shower,”
Kelly said. “It’s a two-hour delay for school.”

Sam grumbled a little but that was the
agreement with her assistant baker—the young mother of two had to
be home when her kids weren’t in school.

“She said she’d come in around ten.” Still in
her robe, with a biscuit and second cup of coffee in front of her,
Kelly was making the most of her car-less state. She’d told Sam
last night that a friend could take her by the garage to pick it up
as soon as Joey Romero called to say that it was ready.

“No new word about Iris this morning?” Sam
asked.

“It’s only five, Mom. Even Beau probably
wouldn’t call this early.”

Unless it were dire news. Neither of them
said it.

Sam started her pickup truck and let it warm
up while she went to the garage for a gallon of the special RV
antifreeze she used for indoor plumbing. She would need to get out
to that house in Talpa soon since the co-op planned to shut off the
power today.

Her headlights cut a swath of light down her
dark, abandoned lane. No one wanted to be out before daylight on a
morning like this. Traffic had beaten down most of the snow but
there were icy patches, formed by last night’s sleet and wind. Her
four-wheel-drive handled it fairly well but she was happy to arrive
safely at the bakery ten minutes later.

Firing up the large commercial bake oven, she
started the morning routine that had become second nature . She
stirred up batters for her special blueberry and caramel-apple
muffins and while they baked she set the mixer to blend the buttery
dough for crumb cake. By the time Jennifer arrived to open the
front door, Sam had racks of goodies ready to go and the scent of
cinnamon and cloves filled the air.

“Good morning!” Jen greeted. “I can’t believe
how I never get tired of walking in here and taking a deep
breath.”

The two women lifted racks of still-warm
muffins and headed to the sales room.

“Who’s that?” Jen asked, nodding toward the
front windows.

Sam glanced up from placing muffins into the
display case. Staring into the bakery was a giant of a man wearing
a pristine white baker’s jacket and tall paper cap. Bobul had
returned.


Chapter 4

 


He pecked at the window with a fingernail
when Sam didn’t immediately move to let him in. She sighed and set
down her tray. He bustled in the moment she opened the door, the
heavy brown coat draped over his arm.

“Mr. Bobul,” she began, “we didn’t really
have—”

“Is no problem,” he said, glancing around the
bakery, taking in the bistro tables and chairs, the window displays
with their holiday themed cakes, the vintage wooden cases that
would soon be filled with breakfast pastries. “Bobul will find
small space to work.”

He turned to Jen and gave a formal little
bow. “Gustav Bobul, master chocolatier, at your service.”

She glanced at Sam, then back at the large
man with the delicate hands.

He patted the side of a canvas messenger bag
with a large strap that crossed his chest. “I bring my tools.
Kitchen is—?” He glanced toward the doorway that led to the work
area. Without waiting for Sam’s response, he headed that
direction.

“But we really didn’t—” She bustled after
him.

She caught up with him in the kitchen, where
he was running his hands over the surface of the stainless steel
work table. Before she could utter a word, he’d plopped his floppy
bag on the table and pulled out a heavy bag of cocoa beans, some
plastic molds and several small packets.

“Bobul—”

“Is no problem about the money, Miss
Samantha. Remember, I say I will work for no pay.” He turned back
to the items on the table before she could respond.

The timer on her crumb cake went off just
then and Sam hurried to the oven to check it. Scones were waiting
to go in next and Sam found herself busy for twenty minutes before
it finally occurred to her to wonder—how had Bobul known her
name?

But when she turned to ask him, she saw that
he was standing over the stove, tending a glass bowl over a pan of
hot water from which the most incredible chocolate aroma emanated.
Her voice didn’t seem to work. She gave a quick shake of her head
and turned back to her own work, trying to remember what she’d been
doing three seconds earlier.

Catching sight of her desk reminded her that
she’d never gotten around to placing her supply order the previous
evening. She wiped her hands on a damp towel and headed for the
computer at her desk.

“Will require these items.” Bobul stood
beside her left shoulder, balancing the bowl of chocolate against
his bulky belly with one hand and holding out a slip of paper with
the other.

Sam reached for the list, ready to comment,
but a glance told her that they were simple items she would be
ordering anyway—sugar, butter, chocolate—although the latter was
among the most expensive brands her supplier carried. When she
looked up again, the chocolatier was at the work table stirring the
contents of his bowl, intent upon the way the molten chocolate
drizzled from his wooden spoon. She shrugged and went back to her
order, finalizing it with a couple of clicks and printing out the
wholesaler’s confirmation page.

Trays of cookies came out of the oven and the
next time Sam glanced toward Bobul, he was working a pool of melted
chocolate back and forth with a spatula. As it thickened slightly
he sprinkled it with something from one of his mysterious little
packets, stirred again, then scooped the chocolate into a pastry
bag and began dispensing it into the plastic molds. How much stuff
had he brought with him anyway?

“Sam?” Jennifer peered in from the doorway.
“We have a customer here for her wedding cake consultation and I’ve
got four others waiting at the counter.”

Sam handed the baked cookies off to Jen.
“It’s after ten. Have we heard from Becky?”

“Uh, yeah. She called awhile ago and said
that the school has cancelled for the day. Something about the heat
going out.”

So, somebody light the pilot like I did, Sam
thought as the sounds of voices came from the sales room. But there
was nothing to be done about it. Busy days just happened, and
usually when you were short of help. She supposed she could call
Kelly in if necessary. But that would involve driving home to get
her. And by the time Kelly’s car was drivable again, the crush at
the bakery would surely slow down. She sighed and put a smile on
her face before picking up her order book and stepping out front to
meet the bride.

The twenty-something girl sat at one of the
bistro tables, looking like a timid rabbit next to an indomitable
woman with iron gray hair and a hard stare. They introduced
themselves as Miramar Southwell (“just call me Mira”) and her
mother, Sylvia. Sam greeted them as warmly as she could,
considering the unfriendly vibes from momzilla.

“I’ve heard that your cakes are ridiculously
expensive,” the older woman began.

Then shop elsewhere. What she said
was, “It all depends on what you order, Mrs. Southwell. As you can
see from the selection in the display cases, some of our standard
designs are very reasonable.”

A whimper from the young bride let Sam know
that she was certainly hoping for more.

“Did you bring pictures of what you have in
mind?” Sam suggested. At Mira’s blank look, Sam took another
tactic. “Well, let’s look through the ideas in our portfolio.” She
went to the counter behind the display cases, getting a sympathetic
look from Jen as she passed, and retrieved the oversized folder of
photos of some of her previous cakes.

After nearly an hour of hair-pulling agony,
the Southwells were in agreement on nothing. Mira held out for
spectacular while her mother demanded cheap. Sam wanted to make
suggestions but the pair couldn’t even seem to agree on how many
guests they needed to feed. And the wedding was less than two weeks
away. Twice, Sam left the table hoping to give them some space—or
to drop the hint that she had other work to do.

A peek into the kitchen revealed Bobul at the
work table, with a good-sized pile of molded chocolates in front of
him. He was in the process of dusting each one with a gossamer
whiff of translucent white powder, something that looked as light
as a single snowflake. On doily-covered servers, he’d accumulated a
collection of truffles and hand-dipped little mounds that looked
mighty enticing to Sam. A growl from her stomach reminded her that
she’d had about a quarter of a muffin for breakfast and that it was
well past lunch time now.

The chocolatier glanced up at Sam. “Must
sample,” he said, noticing the way she was eyeing the tiny blocks
of extra-dark.

“Thanks.” She reached to take one but Bobul
eased the serving plate beyond her grasp.

“This,” he said, holding out one of the
freshly dusted ones. “We offer this as Christmas specialty.”

She thought of reminding him that there was
no ‘we’ at this point. She’d not even verbally hired him yet. But
the glisten of the rich chocolate caught her attention. The piece
was molded in the shape of a pinecone, perfect down to the sharp
tips at the end of each precisely fluted bract. The cup-like inner
depths were reddish, tinted somehow to give even more dimension to
the piece. And at the outer tips, a faint hint of gold. Each was
truly a miniature work of art.

“Taste,” he said, folding his arms and
watching her.

She took a tentative nibble. The dark
chocolate broke with the snap that perfectly tempered pieces
should have. The blend of flavors that hit her palate was
indescribable—the bite of dark chocolate, a hint of raspberry, a
breath of pure sweet—but there was something else that she couldn’t
quite name. The small bit dissolved on her tongue and she stared at
the remainder of it in her fingers before popping it into her
mouth. A moan of pure pleasure escaped.

“Is acceptable,” Bobul pronounced.

Sam was pretty sure her eyes rolled back in
their sockets. When she focused again, she saw that Bobul was
headed for the sales room with a server balanced on each hand. She
trailed along, half wanting to stop him, with the wild idea that
she could keep all the exquisite chocolates for herself.

By the time she reached the outer room, he
was standing at the bistro table where Sam had left mousy Mira and
the overwhelming Sylvia in intense conversation. Each of them held
a piece of Bobul’s chocolate and Sam found herself holding her
breath as they opened their mouths. Mira took a small nibble and
Sam smiled as the girl’s reaction mirrored her own. Sylvia popped
the miniature pinecone into her mouth whole, mulled it around a
little and then swallowed. Her shoulders relaxed, her head lolled
to one side, and she raised it with a smile.

Sam hustled over to them as Bobul circled the
room and offered samples to each of the other customers. Within
moments, the room filled with exclamations and delighted whispers.
Bobul deposited the serving plates on top of the nearest display
case and walked back to the kitchen without another word.

Jen gave Sam a frantic signal.

“How much are we selling them for?” she
whispered. “People are already wanting to buy.”

“A dollar each for the large truffles? Fifty
cents for the pinecones?”

Jen leaned closer to Sam’s ear. “Better
triple that. Believe me, no one will complain.”

Sam gave a quick shrug and turned back to her
bride and mom, hoping desperately to get some decisions made so she
could get back to her other duties. And she really needed to
talk to Mr. Bobul.

The pair of Southwells had their heads
together and when they noticed Sam they both smiled widely.

“I love the truffles,” Mira said. “I want
them made up as favors for the guests. Mother and I have decided
that we—”

“We’re inviting the entire list. There’s no
point in cutting back, darling. It’s your big day, after all.”

Sam stared back and forth between them. Where
was momzilla? Who’d replaced the tense pair she’d been working with
for the past hour?

“So, Ms. Sweet,” Sylvia continued. “Three
hundred guest favors—I’m thinking four truffles to a box. Tied with
a burgundy bow.”

“And we’ll repeat that same color on the
cake. Burgundy and gold. Very holiday, very rich.” Mira spoke with
such authority that Sam had to take a look back at the mother, just
to be sure there weren’t about to be fireworks.

Within ten minutes Sam had the order written
up for the four-tier cake and had sketched out the design as she
imagined it, fondant draped, richly quilted, with gold beads and
burgundy trim. And she’d collected the deposit check.

“It’s going to be so beautiful, isn’t it,
Mom?” Mira was positively glowing as the pair walked out of the
shop.

Sam watched them get into their Mercedes SUV.
Okay, what just happened here? She marched into the kitchen,
determined to find out what kind of nonsense this Bobul guy was up
to.


Chapter 5

 


The chocolatier stood at the worktable, his
small fingers working a sugary purple substance into the shape of
petals, forming the most delicate violets Sam had ever seen. She
stared for a few seconds before she remembered why she’d come back
here.

“Mr. Bobul—”

He grunted but didn’t take his eyes off the
tiny flower in his hand.

“Is there something ... I mean ... I’m trying
to figure out what happened out there with Mrs. Southwell and her
daughter. Those two were nearly at each others’ throats until they
tasted your chocolates.”

He glanced at her, his eyebrows dipping
together in front. “The chocolate. It having many special—how do
you call it—properties.”

His attention went right back to his
creations and Sam saw that he was not to be diverted. She turned
back to the fruitcake recipe she’d decided to try, hoping to
achieve something people wouldn’t consider using as a doorstop.

She’d no sooner located the card where she’d
written it than Jen caught her attention with a
psst—standing in the doorway to the sales area and signaling
Sam to come speak to her.

“All the chocolates are gone, Sam. And now
people are asking if we’ll have gift boxes for Christmas. And gift
baskets. What shall I tell them?”

Sam debated for a fraction of a minute. “Tell
them yes to the boxed chocolates. And take orders for baskets.
Somehow, we’ll do this.”

She turned back to Bobul and noticed that
he’d completed a tray of elegant white chocolate truffles, each
decorated with a pair of the tiny violets he’d created a few
minutes ago. Displayed on a silver plate with delicately fluted
edges, they took her breath away.

“Wow.” She couldn’t seem to come up with
anything else to say.

“Is nice choice for winter or for spring,” he
answered, handing her the plate.

“May I?” She reached for one, practically
drooling for a taste.

He held up the baking sheet on which he’d
been working. “For tasting,” he said. “Those for customers.”

Good idea. Sam bit into the side of the white
truffle, to discover that the center was a rich dark chocolate
blend that literally melted the instant it touched her tongue.

“Oh my,” she mumbled. She nibbled one of the
sugared violets from the top, then the other. Did she merely
imagine that they actually tasted like flowers? Umm ...

It wasn’t her imagination that her knees went
a little weak.

Out in the sales area she heard the
distinctive voice of Ivan Petrenko, the bookshop owner from next
door. Uh-oh. This afternoon was his book group called Chocoholics
Unanimous and Sam hadn’t even begun making the peppermint brownies
she’d planned for them. She glanced at the tray of truffles.

“Stay right here,” she said to Gustav Bobul.
“We need to talk.”

She slid through the opening in the curtained
doorway and waltzed up to Ivan with the beautiful silver plate.

He stared at the truffles and his breath drew
in with a gasp. “Samantha!”

“Dark chocolate truffle that, I can attest,
is to die for. White chocolate, hand dipped. The violets aren’t
technically made of choc—”

“No matter. I can promise you ... book group
will be loving them.”

Two other customers looked longingly at the
plate as Sam carried it to the back counter and gave it a quick
cellophane wrap and signature purple bow along with a “Magical
Delights” sticker. Ivan carried the prize out, as if they were the
crown jewels of Russia. As he headed back to his bookshop, she
murmured to the other customers, “Don’t worry, there are more.”

She quickly retrieved the remaining truffles
from the tray in the kitchen and before she’d turned her back, Jen
had sold half of them.

Back in the kitchen, Bobul was contemplating
a pile of cocoa beans that he’d evidently roasted at home and
brought with him.

“Only the nibs,” he said, noticing Sam’s
puzzled expression. “I have already to taking off the chaff. Will
now grind.”

Uh huh, whatever it takes.

“Look, Bobul ... I’d like to make your
employment situation permanent.” It didn’t take an Einstein to see
that the man was good for business.

He shrugged, as if that weren’t important to
him. But Sam really didn’t want to let this one get away. She named
a figure that momentarily startled both of them.

“I’ll just need to get a little information
for our records, and then you’ll be on the payroll.”

He shifted from one foot to the other.

“You know, full name, address, social
security number?”

His glance slid to the left.

“Oh. Right. Well then, green card?”

He looked puzzled.

Oh boy. “No green card?”

He shrugged his huge shoulders.

Sam’s mind raced. There was no way she could
duplicate the confections he’d produced. The customers were already
completely hooked, Jen was out there taking orders for gift baskets
and Sam couldn’t let them down.

“Cash,” she said. “And you can’t tell
anyone.” Her stomach took a lurch. She could so be shut down
for this. Dating the sheriff and hiring an illegal weren’t the
safest combination.

But the chocolatier had visibly relaxed.

She forced all the negatives to the back of
her mind as she outlined for him the hours she wanted him to work
and explained the requirement to keep quiet about their
arrangement. She took a deep breath as he went back to work with a
mortar and pestle, grinding the cacao beans into powder.

The sound of a truck outside in the alley
caught her attention. She couldn’t believe that it was already
after two o’clock. She met the driver at the door and directed him
where to put the new supplies while she reviewed the packing list
and signed for the delivery.

A glimpse of the brilliant, clear sky
reminded her about winterizing the house in Talpa which was now
under her care. She really couldn’t afford to be away from the
bakery at this moment but there was no choice. The power was to be
cut off today and by tonight the temperatures would surely drop
even lower.

She checked the sales room and found that the
earlier crowd had cleared. Jen had enough cookies, cheesecake and
scones in the displays to tide her over through the mid-afternoon
coffee break rush. Bobul seemed content at the stove, adding cream
and sugar to something in a double boiler.

She would have to be careful around Beau. He
was pretty smitten with her, but he was also a man of principle and
she couldn’t see him simply looking the other way if he figured out
what was going on. And keeping secrets from him ... it wouldn’t be
easy.

She put those thoughts out of her mind while
she went into the hardware store to purchase a new lockset for the
Talpa house. How did it all get so complicated?

 


* * *

 


Away from the center of town Sam kept the
truck in four wheel drive and took the turns cautiously. Out in
Talpa, it appeared that lots of folks had opted to stay in for the
day. One yard was filled with kids romping in the snow and trying
to make snowballs from the scant piles of slush that remained in
the shaded areas. Otherwise, the neighborhood was pretty quiet. She
parked once more in front of the large gate, gathered her tools and
the new lockset, and walked through the smaller gate.

Her tracks from the previous night had melted
away and the red tag was gone from the front door, replaced by a
notice of some kind. She ripped it down and glanced at it—an
emergency phone number the owner could call in order to bring the
account up to date and get electricity restored. Low income
customers could make arrangements for a payment plan or apply for
assistance. A glance around the sizeable house and costly
landscaping told Sam lack of money was probably not the issue
here.

She stared again at the expensive lock on the
front door. Shame to ruin it with the drill. She trudged over the
brown lawn toward the back of the house. Two sets of doors faced a
wide flagstone terrace. A quick perusal revealed that one of those
led to a bedroom, where an unmade bed dribbled blankets and sheets
off the edge and onto the tile floor, as if the owner had just
risen for his or her morning coffee and hadn’t yet returned to tidy
the room. Thick Persian rugs gave the place a rich appearance.

Peering through the panes of the other doors
she saw a great-room, obviously made for entertaining. Large
leather couches faced an oversized kiva fireplace and two other
groupings of chairs made up conversation areas. Paintings hung on
the wide, expansive walls. A long dining table was surrounded by
high-backed carved chairs, so many of them that they disappeared
into the dark distance of the room. A granite bar marked the
dividing point to a kitchen that Sam could barely see.

It was this door Sam decided to drill. The
process took about ten minutes, including replacing the old lock
with the newly purchased one, whose keys she jammed into her coat
pocket. She pushed the door open.

The whole place felt like a walk-in
refrigerator. What had Delbert Crow told her about it? The mortgage
was ninety days in arrears. So it may have been early September
when the owners left. She walked through the rooms, finding two
thermostats, both at summertime settings. She shone her flashlight
into the darker corners. The house must be three thousand square
feet. A library held a large ornately carved desk and a pair of
leather chairs, all surrounded by floor-to-ceiling bookcases.
Between the leather-bound books were bits of travel memorabilia and
a few hammered silver frames with photos of smiling people in
settings like ski lodges and white-sand beaches. The face that
appeared in all of them was a man in his late forties with light
brown hair, good looking in a breezy, almost European way. She also
discovered three bedrooms—two neatly made up, formal feeling,
guestrooms—the third and largest was the one she’d seen from the
terrace. The one where it appeared that someone had just arisen for
the day. Aside from that, nothing seemed out of place.

In the luxurious master bathroom, a man’s
toiletries lay on the tile vanity top—electric razor, a comb with a
couple of brown hairs stuck to it, two bottles of designer
colognes. A surreptitious peek into the medicine cabinet revealed
all the normal stuff, including toothbrush, deodorant and two
prescription bottles. She recognized one as a blood-pressure
medication. The name on both bottles was William J Montague. No
sign of a female occupant.

Okay, Sam, snooping the contents of the
medicine cabinet isn’t part of the job of winterizing the
house. She quickly closed its carved wooden door. She went back
to the kitchen for a gallon of the antifreeze she’d left there and
poured a bit down each of the drains in the massive bathtub,
separate tiled shower, sink and toilet. She repeated the action in
each of the smaller, slightly less-glamorous bathrooms.

By the time she got back to the gourmet
kitchen, with its granite counters and stainless appliances, she
was into her second gallon of antifreeze. As she went to pour it,
she saw that the kitchen sink contained a couple of knives with
food encrusted on their blades. On the breakfast bar was a bowl
with a scab of dried milk and about a dozen wizened old Cheerios
embedded in it. A spoon was welded to the disgusting mixture. A
glass with a half-inch of suspicious orange muck at the bottom
further attested to the fact that Mr. Montague had left right in
the middle of his meal.

Sam checked the double-wide refrigerator,
finding it full of food that was way past gone.

What on earth happened here?


Chapter 6

 


Sam had shoved the last of the rotten
vegetables into a garbage bag when her phone rang. Fishing in her
pocket for it, she saw the number of the bakery and flipped it
open. She felt a guilty jolt—she hadn’t meant to be gone this
long.

“Sorry, Sam, I know you’re busy,” Jen said.
“But I’m really swamped here and the new guy is no help
whatsoever.”

“Problems?”

“Not that so much.” Jen’s voice dropped to a
whisper. “It’s just that he keeps bringing out new stuff. All these
chocolates that are just so beautiful. The customers are
grabbing them up and I can barely keep up with that, plus the baked
goods, plus the special orders. I hate to say it but
help!”

“I’ll get right back. I’m probably fifteen
minutes away.”

Jen breathed a relieved thanks and hung up.
Sam called Kelly.

“Have you picked up your car yet?”

“Just now. Why? What’s up?”

Sam worked as she talked, carrying the trash
bag out to the front porch. “Would it be possible for you to get
over to the bakery and give Jen a hand until I can get there? She’s
getting slammed right now.” Belatedly, she thought to ask, “Have
you heard anything about Iris today?”

“I haven’t. I wasn’t sure if I should call
Beau.”

“I’ll call him. I can let you know. Just
please head toward the bakery now.”

“Yes, Mother.” Kelly’s jab was only
half-teasing.

Sam didn’t take the time to stress over her
daughter. She posted the USDA notices and put one of the keys into
a lockbox before dashing to her truck. She speed-dialed Beau’s
personal phone as she drove. His cell rang four times and went to
voice mail. She left a message expressing her concern and told him
to call anytime, that she’d probably be at Sweet’s Sweets at least
until six or so.

Kelly’s red Mustang was in the alley behind
the pastry shop and Sam pulled her Silverado pickup in behind it.
In the kitchen, Bobul was contentedly piping some kind of red
filling into molded chocolate shells.

“Hey, how’s it going?” Sam asked.

He grunted some kind of positive response but
didn’t look up from his work. At least she had to admit that she
was getting a full day’s effort out of him.

“When you finish those you can go home for
the day,” she told him.

From the sales area came a chatter of excited
voices.

“Bobul?”

He looked up momentarily.

“Hey, thanks. You were absolutely right about
the customers’ reactions to your chocolates. I’m really glad you
came along when you did.”

One corner of his mouth quirked upward, the
closest thing to a smile she’d seen from him yet. The little pencil
mustache angled quickly upward, then back into its straight line.
She thought for a minute he was going to give some kind of
I-told-you-so response, but he merely picked up the molded
chocolates and carried them to the refrigerator. A shriek from the
front of the shop grabbed her attention.

Two women were apparently reaching for the
same truffle—the last one—and Jen had attempted to step between
them.

“Ladies? Is there a problem?” Sam asked.

“I saw it first,” said the short Hispanic
woman with a large mesh shopping bag over her arm.

“Politeness would dictate that you let me
have it,” responded the older woman. Kind of an age-before-beauty
thing.

“We’ll have more tomorrow,” Sam said in the
most gracious tone she could muster, considering that she’d been on
her feet since five a.m.

“I want it now,” demanded the older lady. “I
was going to eat it on the way home.”

The other woman glared at Sam. There would
probably no winning this battle, but in a moment of Solomon-esque
inspiration she plucked the truffle from its display plate and cut
it in half. Handing each of them a piece, she said, “There. On the
house this time.”

They popped the treats into their mouths
before Sam could change her mind, and then both of them performed
the same eye-rolling moan that Sam had caught herself doing earlier
in the day. They walked out of the shop like the best of
friends.

“Good job, Mom,” Kelly said under her breath,
as she picked out two scones for another customer.

“It’s been like that all day,” Jen said.

“Becky should be back tomorrow,” Sam said.
“One of us can bake and the other will be out front with you. And I
might have to think about taking on some additional help through
the holidays.”

“I know someone who needs a job for a short
time,” Kelly said, as Sam stepped from behind the counter, heading
toward the bistro tables which were in need of a wipedown.

“Seriously?” Working for mom was usually
pretty low on most younger people’s list of ambitions.

“Well, depending on how Iris is doing by now.
Beau said there would be time in the hospital and then a rehab
place for her. I just got the feeling ... ”

Neither of them wanted to finish the thought
that his mother’s medical care could go long-term.

Sam gathered used cups and carried them to
the sink in the kitchen. No sign of Bobul. It was a little weird
how he showed up and vanished without a sound. But she had a lot
more on her mind at the moment.

Kelly finished cleaning the tables and Jen
rearranged the display cases. For the first time all day, the shop
was empty and relatively quiet. Until Sam’s phone rang.

She reached into her pocket and pulled it
out. Beau.

“Hey, how are things going today?” she asked,
walking out to the privacy of the sunny front sidewalk.

“Well, I’m as whupped as an old dog, but
Mama’s doing a little better.”

“I’m glad. Kelly will be relieved to hear
it.”

“It’s gonna be awhile, Sam. I don’t know what
to tell Kelly about the job. Tending my animals is hardly worth the
drive for her. I wish I could afford to pay her full time while
Mama’s doing all the rehab and stuff, but our insurance isn’t going
to cover a lot of this stuff.”

“Beau, don’t worry.” She explained about the
need for holiday help at the bakery. “If you need her back before
Christmas, I’m sure we can manage. If not, well, I can keep her
busy so she won’t go out and find another job.”

He chuckled. “That almost sounds like a
little conspiracy.”

She pictured his ocean blue eyes and the way
his face crinkled when he smiled. Her stomach got that fluttery
feeling, and it wasn’t because she hadn’t eaten any lunch.

“I can explain it to her. Hey, would you like
to come over for dinner tonight? It’s going to be something really
simple—probably spaghetti with sauce from a jar. I don’t have the
energy for much else.”

“Nothing else?” he teased.

She got a flash of him naked and felt a tiny
surge. But it quickly faded.

“Well, I’m assuming you’ll need to get right
back to the hospital. But even if you didn’t, I don’t know how long
I’m good for this world once I sit down tonight.”

“Sounds like you’ve got a lot on your
mind.”

“That’s putting it mildly. There’s a new, uh,
product we’ve just introduced.” She caught herself, just short of
mentioning Bobul.

He didn’t seem to notice. “Dinner, even
bottled spaghetti sauce, sounds great. What time?”

“Seven?”

She walked back into the sales area to find a
trio of young girls ogling the chocolate chip cookies and a woman
with a toddler who was explaining to Jen that she needed a quick
dessert because her mother-in-law had just informed her that she’d
be coming for dinner. Kelly took care of the girls, and Jen was
making a strong case for the final Yule log cake that remained in
the display.

With things under control here, Sam went back
to the kitchen to wash up the utensils, half expecting that Bobul
might have left her with a sink full of chocolate coated pots and
pans. She was pleasantly surprised to see that he’d washed and
stacked all the bowls and implements he’d used. The packets of
seasonings and his bag of roasted cacao beans were out of sight.
The kitchen itself showed no trace that he’d worked there all
day.

She gave a little head-shake.

Half questioning her sanity, Sam went to the
large walk-in refrigerator and yanked the door open. The chocolate
molds he’d been working on twenty minutes ago were not there.


Chapter 7

 


She’d specifically watched Bobul place those
molds in the fridge. What the heck was going on here? The odd
feeling that maybe she’d dreamed the entire day and had just
awakened to a different reality flicked through her mind.

Then she spotted the molds on one of the
utility shelves, safe inside a clear plastic storage bin. Of course
he wouldn’t leave them in the fridge overnight. The chocolate would
get too cold and be ruined. He’d probably placed them in there to
harden while he washed the dishes, then he’d put them for safe
keeping overnight where she’d just found them.

You’re getting too tired, Sam. The
late, practically sleepless night, the early morning, trying to
keep track of the shop and her caretaking job and now Beau’s mother
and the weather. Tonight, she promised herself, will be
an early bedtime.

“Mom?” Kelly sounded faintly impatient.
“Where were you just now? Some other planet?”

“I guess.” Sam sighed and straightened a
couple of items on the shelves.

“I called out three times before you heard
me. You’re pooped. Why don’t you go on home, leave Jen and me to
close up the shop?”

Sam glanced at the clock above the sink. It
was after five. “You’re right. I am and I will.”

“Want me to bring something for dinner?”

“No, that’s okay. I thought just spaghetti
and a simple salad—we have everything at home. Beau
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