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Chapter 1

 


Cold sunlight glittered on the frosted stalks
of dead carnations and gladioli that rested against Iris Cardwell’s
headstone. Samantha Sweet took a deep breath against the tears that
wanted to clog her throat. She reached for Beau’s gloved hand. He
gave a squeeze.

“It’s been a month but I still haven’t quite
accepted it,” she said. Sam’s experiences with the healing touch
she’d acquired from a local bruja worked wonders in some
cases but none of her efforts, it seemed, had been quite good
enough this time.

“She had good doctors and they tried. That
second stroke was just too much.” He blinked hard and Sam,
noticing, stared at the ground.

Beau pulled her hand upward and kissed her
fingers through her purple woolen mitten.

“I should bring some bags out here and clear
away the flowers,” he said.

“They look sad.”

“Mama had a good, long life. She held on for
a long time after Dad ...”

She sniffed and nodded, letting the silence
settle into a comfortable one.

Beau blew out a white cloud of warm breath.
“Well, darlin’, it’s Monday morning and I gotta be at my desk
pretty soon.”

He placed a gentle hand at her back and
guided her toward his department cruiser parked at the edge of the
small cemetery.

Me, too, Sam thought. Although it was barely
daylight, she was already late to open the bakery but she’d been
unable to refuse Beau’s wish to stop by his mother’s gravesite
after he’d spent a night of restless dreams. Her own thoughts were
filled with plans for their upcoming wedding.

 


* * *

 


At Sweet’s Sweets, Sam’s assistants were busy
and the kitchen felt toasty warm and redolent with the spicy smell
of apple-cinnamon scones and her nutmeg-laced crumb cake. Sam
picked up the design sketches for her wedding cake. The three tiers
would be iced in pale ivory buttercream with just a hint of rose, a
champagne tone that she would match exactly to her dress. Mauve
roses, stargazer lilies, and clusters of sugar daisies would form a
thick bouquet on top, then trail down the tiers between swags of
traditional bunting and delicate piping.

“It’s going to be fantastic, Mom.” Her
daughter Kelly stared over Sam’s shoulder.

“A year ago, I would have never imagined
marrying Beau Cardwell.” He, the county sheriff who could be posing
for sexy men’s cologne ads, and she the pudgy baker who’d met him
while on her other job, breaking into a house.

“But you are. And Valentine’s Day is the
perfect time.”

Sam looked back at the sketches. “This is way
too much cake for such a small gathering. And I was thinking of
doing a groom’s cake for Beau, as well. Maybe a law enforcement
theme, or, I don’t know, perhaps something whimsical with his ranch
animals on it.”

Kelly smiled, no doubt imagining the two dogs
cavorting over the top of a chocolate cake, Beau’s favorite. “Well,
you’ve got only a week to decide.”

One week. Her stomach fluttered.

Sam scanned the kitchen, trying to fix her
mind around the crazy amount of work this Valentine week. Her
stainless steel worktable was covered with heart-shaped cakes on
turntables, awaiting decorations. She’d become so adept at piping
out freeform hearts that she could do them in her sleep. Her
assistant, Becky Harper, stood at the far end with a fat pastry bag
in hand, looping rose petals onto a waxed paper square on top of a
flower nail nearly as quickly as Sam could do it herself. A tray of
the finished flowers—red, white and pink—sat on the table, and as
Becky filled each one she carried it to the large walk-in fridge so
the flowers could properly set up. Sam would need them for
replacement cakes and cupcakes, which had been practically flying
out of the display cases all week.

“We went to the cemetery this morning,” she
said in a low voice.

Kelly bit at her lip. “I really miss her,
Mom.” She had worked for Beau as caregiver to his aging mother
until a stroke in December put Iris into the hospital then in a
nursing home. Kelly quickly found employment at Puppy Chic, the dog
grooming shop next to the bakery, and the hours were reasonable
enough that she often went by the home during the holidays and
stayed with Iris through the evenings, reading books to a group of
the elderly inhabitants. Until that second stroke.

Sam slid her arm around Kelly’s shoulders and
planted a kiss on the top of her brown curls.

“I better get going,” Kelly said. “Riki’s got
a full house this morning.” She gave her mother a quick hug before
heading toward the back door.

Meanwhile, Sam had her hands full with
wedding plans. The thought of her parents and sister coming from
Cottonville, Texas here to Taos, spending time with Beau whom
they’d only met once, less than a month ago, and all the little
details of the wedding in the parlor at her best friend’s bed and
breakfast—it was all beginning to make Sam’s head hurt.

She set the sketches back on her desk and
picked up a pastry bag full of hot pink icing. With a number 32
decorating tip, she began piping a shell border on one of the heart
cakes. The squeeze-relax rhythm of the work put Sam into the place
she liked best, the world of creating beautiful objects from butter
and sugar. Minutes passed and her mind settled. She switched tips
and added string work to a couple of the cakes, then retrieved a
tray of roses from the fridge and began setting them in place. A
few leaves, her neat lettering proclaiming Happy Valentine’s Day,
and she soon had six cakes ready for the displays out front.

She balanced one cake on each hand and headed
for the sales area where a customer was picking up a box of
cupcakes she’d just purchased.

“Here, Jen, can you grab one of these?”

Her assistant turned from the register and
reached for the cake, sliding the glass door of the case open with
her free hand.

“I’d swear that they get prettier all the
time,” Jen said.

It was a little hard to come up with
brand-new ideas when the standard Valentine colors of pink and red,
and the standard gifts of roses and chocolates remained favorites
with the customers. But she had to admit that she’d been pretty
successful at adding little twists; the bright fondant coatings,
classic brocade textures and sparkling gold and silver accents had
gone over so well with her custom designed cakes that she’d thrown
in a few of those details for the stock cakes as well.

“There are more in the back,” Sam told Jen.
“Give me a hand?”

The only two customers were taking their time
about deciding, so Jen excused herself and followed Sam to the
kitchen. The minute they walked back into the sales room with the
new creations, both patrons spotted what they wanted. One woman
took an oval cake covered in red fondant with quilting and gold
beads, topped with white frosting carnations and an impressive
fondant bow. The other exclaimed over one of the heart-shaped cakes
with traditional red roses and ribbons of icing which trailed over
the sides. Jen rang up their sales and sent them out with her
customary, “Have a magical day!”

Sam stood at the beverage bar, where she
poured herself a mug of their signature blend coffee and closed her
eyes as she took the first sip.

“Good thing we got the two extra bakers,
huh,” Jen said, stepping from behind the counter to organize and
wipe down the bistro tables that looked like they’d seen several
visitors already this morning.

“No kidding. I don’t know what I’d be doing
right now.” Sam sipped at the coffee and willed some extra energy
into her limbs. “What I should be doing is working on my
chocolate techniques. I don’t know ... I’m just not getting the
results Bobul did.”

“Well, he was really experienced. You can’t
expect to be that good right away.”

“I’d just like to be a hundredth as good.
Skilled enough to produce something I could put out for the
customers without embarrassment.”

When the mysterious European chocolatier had
showed up before Christmas, his delectable creations wowed the
customers, sending Sam’s holiday sales skyward. Then, just as
silently as he’d arrived, he’d left on Christmas Eve. Sam had
stopped by his rented cabin, but the place was abandoned. Eerily
abandoned. She had no idea where he’d gone, but felt sure he wasn’t
still in Taos. She would have heard about it if his chocolates were
being sold anywhere else—it was a small town.

Meanwhile, Sam had spent every Saturday of
the past month driving to Santa Fe for classes on chocolate-making
techniques. Although she’d managed to turn out a passable Belgian
chocolate for dipping strawberries, and she could now mold and
unmold shaped pieces without breaking half of them, nothing she’d
created so far came even close to the flavor, texture and whatever
magical thing that Gustav Bobul had done to turn her clients into
raving chocoholics.

A customer walked in, grabbing Jen’s
attention, and Sam carried her own mug to the kitchen. At her desk,
she reached for the bin where she stacked the order forms for all
their custom work. She verified that all the pages were in sequence
by delivery date, discovering what she already knew—the early part
of the week had practically nothing due, but the weekend and
Valentine’s Day, they’d be slammed.

Twelve proposal cakes and four weddings in
addition to her own—what on earth had she been thinking, agreeing
to February fourteenth as her wedding day? Beau didn’t care; he’d
told her that a lunch-hour ceremony in the judge’s office would be
fine with him. Typically male, he was only thinking of the fact
that they would soon be living together, sharing their lives.

Sam wanted that, too. But she also wanted
their wedding day to be special. It was her first time at this, his
second. His first marriage lasted five years and ended with his
model-gorgeous wife deciding that life in this little town would
never suit her and figuring out that she would never convert Beau
to a city guy. Sam’s past included a hot time with the charmer who
fathered Kelly, an escape from commitment there, and thirty years
of sporadic dating while she raised a kid on her own. No man had
ever struck a chord with her the way Beau did; there’d been
absolutely no one she could envision committing to for a lifetime.
Until now.

She touched the antique garnet ring on her
left hand, remembering how Iris had pressed it into Beau’s palm
Christmas night, insisting that he should give it to Sam to
formalize their engagement. The ensuing six weeks had become a
flurry of plans and decisions saddened by the sudden absence of
Iris. Now—in memory of that sweet older woman—Sam wanted to make
their wedding a special day, with her beautiful creamy lace dress,
her friends and family near, and the cake of her dreams.

She’d made hundreds of lovely cakes for
lovely brides but there was that one fantastic creation, still in
her head, that she’d never made for anyone else. It wouldn’t be the
biggest cake of her career—far from it—but it would be hers. She
glanced again at her sketches.

“Ms Sweet?” It was Sandy, one of her
temporary bakers. “I just wanted to check this with you? These four
layers are to be carrot cake, right?”

The woman phrased every sentence as a
question, from I’d like a job here? to I guess I’ll go
home now? The first few days of this had annoyed Sam to no end
but she finally made up her mind that she couldn’t let it get to
her. Sandy would only be here this month, and she really did know
her way around a commercial bakery.

“That’s correct,” Sam said. “Hey, thanks. I
was just glancing through the orders and it looks like you’ve
checked off quite a few of them.”

Although the ideal situation was to bake,
decorate and deliver a cake within two days, they simply didn’t
have the staff or oven space to handle the volume this week. So Sam
had decided that they would bake a lot of the layers and put them
in the freezer for a few days before decorating. This morning when
she’d arrived she noticed that Sandy and Cathy were taking that
decision to heart.

Still, most of Sam’s work would necessarily
fall right at the end. Friday through Monday were going to get
absolutely crazy. And Tuesday was her wedding day. Of course, there
was one way ... but it involved calling upon her source of mystical
power—dare she call it magic?—something she’d resolved to cut from
her life. Something she still hadn’t fully revealed to Beau.

“Sam?” Jen poked her head past the curtain
that separated the kitchen from the sales area. “A lady who wants a
custom cake.” She tilted her head toward the front of the shop.

“Be right there.” Sam sighed and wondered how
she was going to live through the coming week.


Chapter 2

 


A woman sat at one of the bistro tables,
hands folded in front of her. She was about Sam’s age, with
salt-and-pepper hair in a short, layered style. When she looked up,
the lids over her dark brown eyes seemed tired. Deep lines of
long-term sadness etched the corners of her mouth. A smile
flickered and she introduced herself as Marla Fresques.

“Did Jennifer offer you some coffee?”

“Yes, she did. I don’t care for any, thanks.”
The thin fingers went back into their clasped position.

“What can we make for you?”

Marla’s mouth opened and then closed again,
as if she had one answer in mind but thought better of it. She took
a deep breath.

“I know this is short notice,” she said. “But
I wonder if I can get a cake by tomorrow afternoon.”

As if this week weren’t busy enough already.
Sam worked her mouth into a smile. “It would depend on what you
have in mind.” Please do not let it be another wedding.

“It’s for a small gathering in my home.”

“A birthday? A shower?” With hope, Sam
envisioned a quick, standard cake.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t more specific.” Marla
stared at her hands for a few seconds. “It’s a remembrance. For my
son.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry.” Sam filed away her cute
birthday cake ideas.

“Tito, my son ... He disappeared ten years
ago. I believe he is still alive, somewhere. We get together and
pray for his safe return, every year on his birthday. It’s
tomorrow.” Marla fixed her with a steady stare. “I know that
someday he will come back.”

Sam had no idea what to say to that.

“What type of cake did you have in mind?”

Marla’s shoulders relaxed. “The white cross
is a sign of hope. Red is Tito’s favorite color. I want the cake to
contain those things ... but I am not sure in what way.”

Sam directed her pen at the order sheet she’d
brought out with her. Sketching quickly, she suggested that the
cake itself could be in the shape of a cross. It was simple to
create but always carried a lot of impact—she tended to get lots of
orders for them around Easter.

“Then we can put red flowers in a garland,
draping it like so.” She sketched some shapes to indicate what she
had in mind. “What’s your favorite flower?”

Marla gazed upward for a second. “I love
daisies. Tito always liked roses.”

“Perfect.” Sam filled in the rest of the
details on her form. “We can have it ready for pickup around three,
if that’s good? Or, I can deliver it.”

Sam almost bit her lip as soon as the words
were out. Where did she think the extra time would come from?

But the look of sheer gratitude on Marla
Fresques’s face was so touching, Sam knew she would make the time.
Whatever this poor woman’s story was, the expression in those
chocolate eyes was haunting.

She watched the customer get into an older
sedan, one that showed the dings and scuffs of many years’ use. It
was probably the car she’d been driving at the time her son
disappeared, and the woman held onto it like a lucky talisman. If
she kept the same house and the same car, then the young man would
come back. How unwavering, a mother’s hope for that kind of
reunion. Sam shook off the haunting feelings as Marla pulled away
from the curb.

The order called for red velvet cake, and Sam
found that the freezer contained a half-sheet of it that wasn’t
committed to anyone else. According to the tag it was baked
yesterday, so it would still be nice and fresh. She pulled it out
and made space on the stainless table. Working quickly with a
serrated knife, she cut the sheet into pieces and placed them
together to form a cross. A coating of white buttercream sealed the
raw edges and she placed it into the fridge to set. In the morning,
it would be a quick matter to add flowers and borders.

“Becky, hold back five of those large red
roses for me,” Sam called out to her assistant. “And when you get a
chance, could you do about a dozen white daisies, yellow
centers?”

“Sure thing. I could use a break from making
roses anyway.” Becky’s skills with the pastry bag had steadily
increased since the shop opened and Sam knew she could trust the
young woman for good results.

At her desk, she turned to the stack of
orders, calculating quantities, and entering an online order for
supplies from her wholesaler in Albuquerque. A couple of the
proposal cakes required special elements. One was to be in the
shape of a ring box with a giant molded-sugar diamond in it.
Apparently the groom wasn’t too intimidated by the idea that his
bride would see this thousand-carat thing right before he presented
her with something undoubtedly less sizable.

She rummaged through the bin of plastic molds
until she found the one for the 3-D monster diamond solitaire.
Another cake, for a bridal shower, needed a glass slipper for the
fairytale-romance theme, and she had a mold for that as well. The
technique for cooking perfectly crystal-clear liquid sugar was
tricky, and Sam knew that if she could get it right in one try, she
might as well make both items at the same time.

An absolutely clean pan, clean molds, and
pure white sugar were the essential elements. She let herself get
lost in the work, setting up the molds, cooking the sugar and
checking it with the candy thermometer. Watching the instrument
reminded her that she needed more practice on her chocolate
techniques. Perhaps she could make time for that a little later in
the day, she thought as she carefully poured the clear, molten
sugar into the molds.

But that never happened. Shortly after
lunch—two pizzas brought in and shared among the crew—Kelly
called.

“Mom, help! Riki left on an errand and I have
an emergency over here!”

The panic in her voice sounded genuine. Sam
dropped the phone and dashed out the back door. The grooming shop,
like Sam’s own place, had a back door to the alley and luckily it
was unlocked. Sam flung it open to the roar of what sounded like a
hundred dogs, all barking at once. In the work area, a dozen wire
cages lined the walls. The doors to two of them stood open, and the
dogs in three others loudly protested their own captivity. A deep
metal sink stood to one side, with a spray hose shooting water
toward the ceiling.

“Watch out—the floor’s wet!” Kelly scrambled
after a sudsy dog with long reddish fur but the animal was far
quicker, completely undeterred by the water that pooled over the
concrete floor in the work area. As Kelly lost her footing and went
down face-first, the dog bolted for the short hall that led to
Puppy Chic’s small reception area.

Sam headed after the dog, arms out to her
sides to keep her balance.

“You okay?” she asked Kelly as she passed the
prone figure.

Kelly pulled herself to her knees. “Not if
that dog gets away. He belongs to the mayor.”

“I got him.” Except that the dog was out of
sight now. Sam hustled as quickly as she could, following the soapy
trail.

From the hallway, she could hear the dog
shaking himself vigorously. In the reception room, a medium-sized
Sheltie stood, cornered near the glass entry door. A black Lab was
giving his best effort to mount her.

“Oh, god,” Sam yelled, “stop that! You dogs,
get over here!”

Like they were going to mind her
commands.

The wet Irish Setter had flung soapsuds all
over the room and now he circled the Sheltie from the other side.
Sam reached for him but she might as well have been trying to grab
a fish barehanded. None of the dogs had their collars on, but Kelly
had grabbed up a leash with a loop in it. She snagged it over the
head of the Lab and pulled at him. Toenails screeched across the
tile floor and it took all Sam and Kelly could muster to pull him
back to the work room.

“That’s his crate,” Kelly said, indicating
one of the ones with the open doors. “Somehow he figured out how to
open the latch.”

They shoved the Lab inside and slammed the
door, double checking the latch.

“We better get that other one—”

A scream came from the front.

Kelly’s eyes went wide. Her feet slithered
sideways as she headed for the other room.

Sam was right behind her daughter, and they
found a woman standing inside the reception area, clutching a
wide-eyed Yorkie to her chest.

“What is—?”

“Give us a minute, ma’am, if you could,” Sam
said.

Kelly had looped the snare over the Setter by
now and Sam found another one to use on the Sheltie. She held the
smaller dog aside while Kelly basically slid the bigger dog across
the floor on his wet feet. They disappeared into the back room.

“Sorry about that,” Sam said to the new
customer. The sound of a metal crate clanged from the back. “I’ll
just—” She tilted her head toward the hallway and started pulling
the Sheltie with the cinched-in lead.

Kelly passed her in the hall, her brown curls
sticking out at wild angles, her plastic apron askew over her
chest. She rolled her eyes as she headed toward the front, and Sam
could hear Kelly putting on her best customer service voice as she
greeted the stunned woman as if she’d not witnessed anything out of
order.

Sam found a crate for the Sheltie, across the
room from all the other occupied ones. When she had the little girl
securely locked inside, she turned off the spray hose at the
sink.

“The lady decided to wait for another day to
get the Yorkie groomed,” Kelly said as she walked into the
room.

“Gosh, I wonder why.”

Sam and Kelly both dissolved into
giggles.

“What on earth—” Erica Davis-Jones’s
silhouette showed against the open rear door.

“Oh, gosh, Riki, I am so sorry!” Kelly
grabbed up a mop that Sam hadn’t noticed before. “We had a little
mishap ...” She began mopping at the pool of water.

Sam mouthed an apology to Riki and then
headed back to the pastry shop. And she’d thought life as a baker
got a little crazy at times.

By that evening, when Kelly walked into the
house, the whole incident had taken on tall-tale proportions. Sam
had hoped to have quiet time at home to work on her chocolates, but
two people had already called to ask about the riot at the dog
groomer’s place and Jen said it was all the bakery customers could
talk about all afternoon.

“Yeah, a few people said they’d heard that
dogs were getting away and running all around the plaza,” Kelly
said. “Riki had her hands full, explaining that her shop really is
a safe place to bring your dog.”

“Sheesh, I hope that one witness doesn’t
cause her to lose too much business. It’s amazing how much harm an
old gossip can do.”

“Nah, you know Riki. She was a little peeved
with the owner of the Sheltie for bringing the dog when she was in
heat. Riki has a rule about that and the woman didn’t tell her. But
by the time she finishes telling the story in that cute accent of
hers, everyone actually gets a good laugh over the whole
thing.”

Sam handed Kelly a truffle she’d made. “What
do you think? Honestly.”

Kelly took a bite and let it rest on her
tongue. “Well, it’s not Bobul’s. Sorry, Mom. It’s good. Really.
Creamy and tasty.”

“But I don’t know about selling them in the
shop,” Sam said. “People got used to a pretty high standard when he
was there at Christmas. I’m afraid these will disappoint.”

Kelly pursed her lips and nodded. “You’re
right. They’re almost there ... but not quite.”

Sam couldn’t take the chance of losing
customers because they thought the quality had gone downhill. It
wasn’t worth the risk. She stared at the rack of truffles she’d
just finished.

“They’d make nice favors for the wedding,”
Kelly suggested. “Or I could take some to the nursing home. The old
folks love their sweets.”

Sam stared at her. Who is this girl who’s
always thinking of others? Ever since her experience with
Beau’s invalid mother she’d loved spending time with the elderly.
Even if she had to mush up the candy and spoon feed it, Sam knew
her daughter would do so, happily.

Kelly went to the refrigerator and pulled out
the makings for a sandwich. It had become her routine a couple
nights a week, to eat something quick at home and then go spend the
evening at the nursing home reading stories and holding withered
old hands. When Kelly carried the sandwich into the living room to
watch one of her reality shows while she ate, Sam began the kitchen
cleanup.

She’d tried everything with this chocolate
venture, including handling the mystical carved wooden box—a gift
from a purported witch that seemed to give Sam special abilities.
Although her chocolate making had definitely improved over her
early efforts, something was still missing. She ran hot water into
the sink, dunking her pans and bowls beneath the sudsy surface,
sending a silent plea out to the universe at large. What will it
take for me to get this chocolate-making right?

A knock at the back door disrupted her
thoughts.

“Hey beautiful,” Beau said, stepping in and
depositing a grocery bag on the counter. While he slipped his
jacket off and hung it on a hook near the door, Sam peeked inside.
He’d brought a roasted chicken, salads and rolls from the deli
counter at the supermarket. It smelled heavenly, the meaty scent a
welcome break from the sugary smells that surrounded her all
day.

They indulged in a lingering kiss until Sam
became aware of Kelly’s presence.

“Sorry, you two,” she said, “but I need to
get to that door.” She picked up the small paper sack into which
she’d put some of the truffles, and pulled her hoodie from the wall
hook. “Off to see the oldsters. You guys behave while I’m
gone.”

“It’ll be nice when I have you all to
myself,” Beau said, watching Kelly get into her car and back
out.

“Sorry. I should give her a little lecture
about lecturing us,” Sam said.

“Ah, it’s not that much longer. She’s a cute
kid, and she was so good with Mama.” His voice tightened.

Sam turned to the cupboard to get plates,
giving him a moment as she bustled around with flatware and
napkins.

“You know ... you can move into my place any
day now,” Beau said, coming up behind her as she pulled the food
cartons from the bag and set them on the kitchen table.

She’d taken a few things out to his big log
ranch house, basically an overnight bag and couple of changes of
clothes, but the task of really moving there—packing up her kitchen
stuff and emptying the garage of more than thirty years clutter ...
the task seemed monumental. Of course, she reminded herself that
she didn’t really have to move absolutely everything right away.
Kelly would continue to live in Sam’s house. She’d even talked
about buying the little place, rather than having Sam sell it to a
stranger. So far, it was more speculation than a real plan, and
since their engagement at Christmas Sam had found herself with very
few spare minutes to think about it.

Beau’s hands ran down her arms and he paused,
picking at something that was stuck to the sleeve of her baker’s
jacket.

“Oh gosh, I didn’t even change—” Sam reached
for the dried gob of cake batter on the sleeve. “Let me just—”

“I don’t mind,” Beau said, but she was
already on the way to her bedroom.

“Just find a bottle of wine. I think there’s
white chilling in the fridge or some kind of red in the lower
cupboard. I’ll be right back.”

She kicked aside an empty cardboard carton,
stripped off the baker’s jacket and tossed it into the hamper,
followed by the black slacks that comprised her working wardrobe.
She felt remiss in not making more effort to dress nicely for Beau
in the evenings. Once she’d moved into his place, she resolved, she
would be home for dinner every night and she would be dressed in
something that she hadn’t worn all day long. A vision of the long
drive from her shop out to his house flitted through her mind. No
more five-minute commute to her little place. She tamped down the
thought while she pulled a silky blouse from the closet and
buttoned it.

She had a pair of amber earrings that went
perfectly with the blouse, and she reached for the carved wooden
box that held her small jewelry collection. She’d come in here when
she got home a few hours ago, purposely handling the box, hoping
for some of its energy to pass on whatever mystical skill she
needed to make the perfect chocolates. The energy was there, but
somehow the skill didn’t come. She raised the lid of the box again.
The dull brown wood began to glow slightly at her touch.

She’d still not found the right moment to
tell Beau about its magical powers. When was the right time to tell
your fiancé that you may have inherited abilities from a genuine
witch? She had told him a little of it, back when Bertha Martinez
gave her the box. On one of Beau’s cases, she’d seen invisible
fingerprints in a strange plant substance. But he’d never quite put
together the fact that she also sometimes used the box’s powers to
boost her energy, to impart a healing touch, to occasionally see
auras. Now she had to tell him. Before the wedding.

“Whatcha doing in here? Dinner’s getting
cold.” From the doorway, his voice startled her.

She pulled out the amber earrings and held
them up. “Just getting these.”


Chapter 3

 


Sam continued to fret over the secret she’d
withheld from Beau, but he filled the time talking about his day
and satisfying his hearty appetite with gusto. She picked at a
drumstick and nibbled bites of the macaroni salad that she normally
loved.

“Beau?” she said as they began clearing the
dishes. He put them into the dishwasher while she scooped coffee
into the filter basket and started the machine. “Beau, there’s
something—”

The kitchen phone rang, startling her. As she
reached for it, she noticed Beau eyeing the truffles she’d made
this afternoon. She pulled a small plate from the cupboard and
gestured for him to choose their desserts while she reached for the
handset.

It was Delbert Crow, her contracting officer
for her other job. Before Sam had the money to open Sweet’s Sweets,
when baking at home wasn’t providing quite enough income she’d been
forced to look for gainful employment. And that had come in the
form of a contract to take care of properties where owners were in
default on their mortgages. Some special program that involved the
Department of Agriculture. Sam wasn’t too clear on the details of
how it worked, only that her duty was to break into the houses, if
necessary, clean them up, maintain the yards, and get the places
ready for sale—basically, jump whenever Delbert called.

She tensed at the sound of his voice. This
was one week when she really didn’t need any extra duties.
She caught Beau about ready to pop a whole truffle into his
mouth.

“Those are pretty rich,” she whispered.

“What, Ms Sweet?” Delbert Crow asked.

“Nothing. Just finishing dinner here at
home.” She’d often wondered if the contracting officer had any sort
of a life. He worked out of an office in Albuquerque and called at
the most inconvenient times. She’d never met him face-to-face but
pictured a curmudgeonly older guy who drew big red X’s on a
calendar to mark the countdown to his retirement. She forced her
mind back to what he was saying.

“... start the spring cleaning?”

Her brain raced to catch up. Something about
the unseasonably warm temperatures they’d enjoyed recently. It
happened nearly every February, a few days of such glorious weather
that everything—including a lot of the fruit trees—believed it to
be the end of winter. Then, unfailingly, wham—another stretch of
freezing conditions. Whatever some fat old groundhog back East said
didn’t matter, the familiar pattern was how New Mexico seasons were
destined to play out.

“All my properties are securely winterized,
Delbert,” she said. “I check on them every couple of weeks, but
there’s no point in doing any real landscape work or turning the
water systems back on until we know we’re past the hard
freezes.”

He grumbled a bit when she reminded him that
she would be on her honeymoon until the end of the month. And
don’t bother me until then. But what she said was that she
would call him when she returned.

By the time she’d hung up Beau had poured
mugs of coffee and carried them into the living room, where the TV
set was tuned to college basketball.

“I hope you don’t mind,” he said. “It’s one
of the few broadcast Lobo games I’ve gotten this season.” He
scooted over to make a space for her and tucked his arm around her
shoulders when she sat down.

She nibbled at a truffle and sipped her
coffee. No point in insisting that they talk about what might well
turn into an awkward subject; she put thoughts of the magical
wooden box out of her mind and savored her dessert. Now if she
could just figure out how to re-create Gustav Bobul’s techniques in
chocolate.

 


* * *

 


Four-thirty in the morning always came way
too early for Sam. Even with months of practice, there was always
that moment when she felt tempted to roll over and bag everything
until nine. It was the one aspect of opening a pastry shop that she
hadn’t really taken into account. She slapped at the button on her
clock to shut off the obnoxious electronic beep.

Turning on the bedside lamp, she rubbed at
her eyes and wondered how Beau would take to the new routine in his
life. Being a rancher at heart, he probably wouldn’t view the
pre-dawn wakening as anything unusual. She groaned her way across
the room and slipped into her work attire more from habit than by
conscious thought. Twenty-five minutes later she was unlocking the
bakery’s back door, switching on lights, and turning on the large
bake oven that would labor all day without complaint.

Mixing and baking the shop’s usual morning
offerings had become second nature. Muffins, scones, crumb cakes
and turnovers came out of the oven as if they’d put themselves
there in the first place. While Sam performed the routine tasks,
her mind zipped ahead to the specialty cake orders for the day.
Coming up with a variety of different proposal cakes for the town’s
prospective grooms had proven to be a challenge. More often than
not, the guy placing the order had no clue what he wanted, other
than to wow the girl into saying yes so he would have an unlimited
supply of early morning sex. Most of them simply wanted a fitting
accompaniment to the nice meal, which was then going to be followed
by a ring and the question.

She sprinkled a cinnamon brown sugar mixture
over a coffee cake and glanced at the shelves where her food colors
and supplies were organized. One of her customers had dropped a
hint about his girlfriend loving the delicate flower,
forget-me-nots, and Sam already a picture in her head for that
design, coating the cake with chocolate fondant, which would
contrast nicely with the pale blue flowers. She put the coffee
cakes in the oven and set the timer.

Another man wanted to go very traditional
with hearts and flowers. Sam envisioned white fondant with very
tiny piped red hearts around the sides and top border—maybe some
string work to make the little hearts flow together, then piped red
rosebuds surrounding a raised dome where he would place his ring.
She pulled cake layers from the freezer and set to work.

The morning drifted by, Sam only dimly aware
of the other girls arriving and starting their duties. Sandy and
Cathy reviewed the orders and went to work baking the correct
number of layers in the correct sizes. Becky oversaw the pastries
that came out of the ovens, helping Jen to keep the display cases
filled, coming back to her own favorite task of making flowers for
the cakes. She brought the red rosebuds, sixteen of the delicate
things, out to Sam, who placed them around the base of the
hearts-and-flowers cake.

“Okay, this is ready for storage,” Sam told
Becky, turning to the next order in the stack while her assistant
carried the romantic little cake to the fridge.

“It’s going to get crowded in there,” Becky
said when she returned.

“Be sure we set the smaller cakes close
together at one side. Once we start assembling wedding cakes, we’ll
need all the tall spaces we can create.” Sam pulled out the next of
the order sheets. “At least this cross-shaped one will be gone this
afternoon. It takes up a lot of shelf space.”

Staring at the smooth white cross with its
draping of contrasting red roses and delicate white daisies, Sam
wondered again about Marla Fresques and the family so deeply
affected by the disappearance of the son. The intense impression of
sadness surrounding the woman was understandable but there was
something else ...

Bits of Marla’s conversation filtered back
but Sam couldn’t quite pinpoint the sense of mystery surrounding
the woman.

The cross cake reminded Sam that once she’d
promised to deliver it she’d committed to two others, as well. She
would just have to make time for three stops. She turned to the
work table again and set about piping trim on four dozen
heart-shaped cookies, finishing them just as Cathy set three
flavors of cupcakes in front of her. Sam sighed. It was good to be
busy.

Busy, right up to the moment that Sandy,
carrying a huge mixing bowl of batter, stumbled in front of Sam and
drenched her with the gooey vanilla substance.

“Sam? I’m so sorry?” Her blond hair began to
work out of its net as the younger woman dropped the bowl and
jostled a row of cakes on the cooling rack.

“Slow down, it’s okay,” Sam said as she
grabbed for the rack and steadied it.

“Oh my god? Oh my god?”

Sam reached out, to keep Sandy from losing
her balance in the slick spill. “Let’s just get this mopped up
...”

Becky had set down her pastry bag and was
already reaching for the trash can and a dust pan. Before Sandy
could track the mess any farther around the room, Becky began
scooping.

“Cathy, can you take a minute to run us a
pail of water?”

Sam let Becky take charge. She wiped her feet
on the wet mop that Cathy provided, then went to work on her
clothing with paper towels. It wasn’t making much difference.

“I’ll have to go home and change,” she told
the crew. “I can’t very well make deliveries like this.”

Sandy looked like she wanted to cry. Sam
swallowed the impatience in her voice and tried to reassure her
that accidents could happen to anyone. While Becky mopped the floor
and Cathy washed the mixing bowl, Sam retrieved Marla Fresques’s
cake from the fridge and loaded it into her van, along with the
others.

“I’m not sure how long the deliveries will
take, but everyone can just keep working on what you’re doing.” She
breathed deeply of the bright outside air when she got to her
vehicle. Sometimes it really was better to put the hectic
atmosphere behind her.

After a quick stop at home where she changed
into clean black slacks, a vivid saffron top and black wool jacket,
Sam pulled out the three order forms and checked the addresses,
deciding on her route. One, a torte for a business luncheon, wasn’t
really due until the following day but Sam reasoned that they would
rather get it early than late, and tomorrow’s schedule might bring
nearly anything. The place was only a few blocks off the plaza, so
she headed there first. The second was for a child’s birthday party
on the north side of town, and leaving there set her on the path
toward Marla’s home beyond Arroyo Seco.

Passing the turnoff to Beau’s place—soon to
be her home too—she cruised past bare earth fields lying brown in
the February afternoon. Although the sky was brilliant blue, the
air felt chilly and the forecast called for increasing humidity and
the inevitable reversion to winter weather. Beyond the few
buildings comprising Arroyo Seco, the road curved twice and Sam
spotted the narrow lane she wanted.

The Fresques house sat amid a cluster of
parked cars, a small adobe with a pitched metal roof. Bare-limbed
cottonwoods and elms surrounded the place and a small yard with
brown grass and mulched flower beds stood out front. A driveway ran
beside the house but it was blocked by two vehicles, one being the
older sedan Marla Fresques drove yesterday. Four other cars sat
along the road, pulled out of the traffic lanes onto the verge of
short, tan mountain grasses. Sam slowed, hoping for a parking spot
with minimal distance to carry the large cake board, but another
vehicle had come up impatiently behind her. She edged
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