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Chapter 1

 


Ladies and gentlemen, please raise your
seats to their full upright position, came a too-loud voice
over the 747’s intercom system. Samantha Sweet gathered the soft
blanket which had covered her during the overnight flight, gazing
over the short divider between their seats to find that Beau was
already sitting upright, looking as fresh as if he’d showered and
shaved.

“Morning, Mrs. Cardwell,” he said with a
grin. He’d taken to using her new last name ever since their
wedding two days ago. She liked the sound of it.

Sam smiled back at him then pressed a button
on the console beside her. The automatic seat began doing about
four different things, lowering her legs, raising her back,
switching from the flat bed where she’d actually slept awhile, to
an upright airline seat. She ran her fingers through her hair and
wished she’d wakened a tad earlier. Freshening up would now have to
wait until they were inside the terminal.

Beau handed her a small napkin-wrapped
bundle. “You missed breakfast but I saved this for you.”

The savory slice of meat enclosed in soft
bread tasted heavenly, although she would have loved a cup of
coffee to go with it. No time. The first-class cabin attendant
passed through, collecting the napkin and reminding passengers to
stow their loose items.

Welcome to Shannon, Ireland, where the local
time is six a.m.

They had pre-cleared customs back at JFK so
the trip through the airport went quickly. Slightly past the
baggage claim area Sam spotted her name on a placard. The young
woman holding it brightened as soon as they headed her direction.
She had blond hair that grazed her shoulders in a ragged cut,
brilliant blue eyes, and a ready smile with perfect teeth.

“Good morning, Ms. Sweet. I’m Kathleen, your
driver to Galway.” She reached for the handle of Sam’s wheeled bag
and led the way, with Sam and Beau close behind. Across a parking
lot she stopped in front of a large black car. “We’re right
here.”

As Kathleen deftly stashed the bags in the
roomy trunk, Sam looked around. Beyond a row of small warehouses
she caught a glimpse of brilliant green. Small puddles dotted the
lot and the pavement was dark with moisture. She touched her hair;
it had already begun to curl with the humidity.

“Rained all night,” Kathleen said. “And it’ll
rain again today. And every day for the foreseeable future.”

“But it makes all this beautiful green.”

“Yeah, you got that right. Mr. Ryan says you
come from New Mexico?” She sighed. “I’d love to see that myself
sometime. All that blue sky. Sunshine every single day.”

She had walked around the car and opened the
back doors.

“That part is nice,” Sam said as she slid
into the back seat. “I guess we always want to go places that are
new to us.”

Beau had joined Sam on the roomy bench seat,
while Kathleen started the engine and pulled away, driving on what
felt like the wrong side of the road. Beau asked how long it would
take to get to Galway and, after telling him it would be about
ninety minutes, Kathleen went into a story about how her brother
had taken a wrong turn once and spent two hours getting back on
track. Apparently the car service was family-owned and he’d cost
their father a fair amount of cash for the mistake.

Sam found her thoughts drifting as the young
woman chattered on. Less than a month ago she’d been completely
occupied with her bakery, Sweet’s Sweets, plus her little sideline
of breaking into houses, along with planning her wedding. She had
known nothing of a family connection to Ireland, much less the fact
that she and Beau would be taking their honeymoon trip here. The
unknown still awaited—an inheritance of some sort. When the letter
and first class air tickets came from a law firm in New York, she’d
first discounted it as a hoax. But Beau had used his pull as Taos
County Sheriff to do a background investigation, discovering that
the attorney, and the news of the inheritance, was real. Now they
would meet with the lawyers in Galway, where her great-uncle
Terrance O’Shaughnessy had lived. She had verified the family
connection as well; the main thing she didn’t know yet was what,
exactly, she’d inherited.

“You’ll love the Harbour Hotel,” Kathleen was
saying. “It’s right beside the dock for the small boat harbor. Big
excitement there last year when the racing yachts came in. Galway
was the finish line for the race that went round the whole world.
We partied for a week, begorra!”

She went on to describe fireworks and
cannons, food vendors and more than a few people who overindulged
as they listened to shows by rock bands. Sam found herself
wondering just how noisy an area it might be.

“This time of year should be quieter, even
though the hotel will be full,” Kathleen told them. “The horse
races start soon but that’s off on the other side of the city.”

Sam loved the young woman’s accent with its
rounded vowels and crisp consonants.

The miles rolled by and she caught herself
dozing lightly, despite thinking she’d slept fairly well on the
flight. Kathleen chatted on, prompted once in awhile when Beau
would ask a question. Soon, they began to slow for traffic. Open
fields in every shade of green gave way to neat yards surrounding
two-story brick and stucco homes, many with B&B signs out
front. Larger hotels appeared and, after a confusing series of
turns, a railway station. A large park across the road from it
seemed to be the site of an event of some sort. Kathleen negotiated
the narrow streets, the many turns, and avoided throngs of
pedestrians who walked with an intensity in their strides.

About the time boat masts appeared beside a
long concrete dock, Kathleen made a quick turn and stopped at the
entry to the Harbour Hotel. A uniformed man took their bags and
Beau headed for the long teak desk. Sam took in the polished marble
floors, pale walls, heavy glass doors leading to the wings,
groupings of chairs upholstered in primary purple and blue, with a
sleek marble fireplace against one wall and a pub entrance beyond
it. While Beau dealt with checking in, Kathleen turned to Sam.

“Mr. Ryan would like to take you out to
breakfast,” she said, after a glance at a text message. “Shall I
tell him that’s all right?”

“That would be very nice,” Sam said. Although
it wasn’t yet nine o’clock, the small sandwich aboard the airplane
might have been eaten days ago.

Kathleen began tapping keys on her phone.
“How much time would you like?”

“Thirty minutes?”

“Perfect.” She sent the message and received
a response as Beau joined them. She looked up. “Mr. Ryan will meet
you here in the lobby in a half hour.”

Beau reached into his pocket for the
unfamiliar cash he’d received in exchange for dollars at the
airport.

“No need,” Kathleen said. “Everything’s been
covered.” She flashed a smile, turned back to the limousine, and
had driven away in less than a minute.

“She’s right about being covered,” Beau said.
“They didn’t even want a credit card for incidentals when I checked
in.”

A bellman appeared, taking the handles of
their bags and leading the way toward a group of elevators. On the
third floor he opened their door, rolled the bags inside and
vanished before either of them could reach for money. Sam and Beau
exchanged a wide-eyed look. Seriously? No hand reaching out for a
tip?

With its thick duvet and plump pillows the
king-sized bed looked inviting, but Sam reminded Beau that the
attorney would show up in a few minutes.

“Look at this view,” he said, while she
opened her suitcase and rummaged for the makeup kit that held her
hairbrush.

She stepped over to the large window, which
he had opened to the fresh morning air, and saw that they were near
enough to the corner to see both the street and the boat harbor.
Below, at least a hundred small and mid-sized sailboats bobbed at
their moorings. A few people milled about, some with mugs in hand,
obviously just awakening and coming up onto their decks. Across the
busy street stood a high, moss-covered rock wall. From below, there
had been no clue what was behind it, but from this vantage point
Sam could see neat rows of tombstones. Few of the graves had
flowers and no one was in sight. Rail cars sat on a siding a few
blocks beyond the cemetery, and in the distance she heard the long,
low blast of a freighter’s horn.

“So,” she said to Beau as she brushed her
hair at the bathroom mirror, “what do you think of Ireland so
far?”

“Friendly, pretty, smells like the sea.” He
came up behind her and snaked his arms around her waist. “I’m ready
for the honeymoon to begin.”

“If we weren’t to meet the attorney in ten
minutes, I’d say yes to that.”

He nuzzled her neck.

“Seriously, I don’t have time for a shower
but I’d better brush my teeth before I have a conversation with
anyone. Do you think I should change clothes?” She’d worn stretchy
slacks and a loose top on the plane.

“You look fine. He’ll expect us to be
slightly travel-worn.” He edged away so she could finish trying to
tame her hair.

When Sam came out of the bathroom she saw
that Beau had been into the suitcases and had pulled out two
umbrellas.

“By the look of those clouds racing across
the sky, I’d say Kathleen was probably right about the rain. We
better have these with us.”

They donned jackets and she decided to
lighten the load of her bag, the small leather backpack she always
carried at home. At the last minute when she was packing for the
trip, she’d reached for the wooden box that normally held her
jewelry. Undecided about what to take, she’d placed the box and its
contents into her carryon bag. A silly move, she told herself now,
but here it was. She stuck it into the room’s safe.

“Okay,” Beau said. “Let’s go find out about
your big inheritance.”

She laughed. “No one has ever used the word
‘big’ about this thing.” It was something they’d speculated about
since the day they’d verified the letter from the lawyer. Beau’s
guesses leaned toward castles, titles, and fat bank accounts. Sam
tended to think it was going to be something like a crotchety old
cat that she would be obligated to feed for life. Actually, if the
entire estate consisted of their plane tickets and a stay in this
wonderful hotel, she wouldn’t mind a bit. But she had to admit that
her pulse quickened just a little. There must be more—otherwise,
why would the attorney be so eager to meet with her immediately
after their arrival?

She tucked the folded umbrella under her arm
and preceded Beau to the elevator. A man rose from one of the
upholstered chairs near the fireplace when they stepped into the
lobby.

“Ms. Sweet? I’m Daniel Ryan, with Ryan and
O’Connor.”

“I’m Sam.” She shook hands with him, then
introduced Beau, admitting that she wasn’t yet accustomed to using
her new married surname.

“I trust first names are fine then?” Ryan
said. “How was your flight?”

“My first time to fly first class, I have to
admit, and it was wonderful.”

He pointed to a door at the other end of the
lobby. “We can eat here if you’d like, but if you’d be up for a
short walk there’s a better spot, actually, just up the way. And
it’s the direction we’re going anyway.”

“Sounds perfect.”

Daniel held the thick glass door open, then
led the way to the left. Beyond the hotel’s dove-gray walls, the
sidewalk widened and they strolled past the boat harbor. Gulls
swooped and called out, hoping that some boat owner would toss a
few scraps their way. Rigging clanked against metal masts, ringing
like chimes in the morning air.

“It’s peaceful here this morning,” Daniel
said, pressing the button for the crosswalk light when they
approached an intersection. “Weekends get pretty crazy. Always some
lot on the lash.”

By his expression, Sam took it to mean
drinking and partying were pretty common. The light changed and
they crossed, walking down a narrow street with skinny sidewalks,
in the shadows of the three-story buildings on either side. Each
time a car came along they had to move single-file.

“You’ll find the architecture a curious mix
here,” Daniel said when they reached the next cross street and
waited for the light to change. “Four- and five-hundred year old
buildings sit next to modern ones. In old times a lot of them were
built of wood, and fires were a constant danger. The stone ones
survived. The wooden ones got rebuilt in newer styles. And then
there’s the growth. Since tourism has become popular, hotels and
B&Bs are all over the place, all pretty modern by Irish
standards.”

As they walked, he gave a quick history that
involved the Normans and a lot of tribes and dates way more than
five hundred years ago. Sam started out trying to remember details,
but decided she would have to read more about it—when she wasn’t
quite so jetlagged.

“Here we are,” he said, ushering them into a
narrow café filled with people chatting and lingering over coffee.
Most of the clientele seemed to be college students and women with
babies in strollers.

“My wife started me coming here,” he
explained. “They make terrific omelets. But there’s all sorts of
other choices too.”

They placed their orders at a long counter
then edged toward the back to find a table.

“I’m sure you’re quite anxious to know about
your uncle’s will,” he finally said when they’d settled at a table,
shed their jackets and taken sips from their coffee, which Sam
found delicious. “There’s been a charitable trust in place for a
number of years, so certain items were already earmarked for that.
I know you’re here on your honeymoon, so you don’t want to spend
the whole time talking business. We’ll take a quick look at the
property this morning and there’s a little paperwork. Won’t take
too long.”

The cryptic explanation did nothing to answer
Sam’s questions, and a waitress stepped up just then, arms laden
with plates. It took a few minutes to sort out the orders and
settle into eating.

“You mentioned property … is it something
here in the city?” Sam asked.

“Oh, yes, very nearby.” Ryan spread jam on a
piece of toast and took a huge bite.

Sam suppressed her impatience. The question
had remained unanswered for weeks now, it could stay that way
through the meal. Plus, she found that the eggs and vegetables in
the omelet were working wonders to restore her flagging energy. By
the time they pushed their plates aside and started gathering their
belongings she felt ready to face the day, whatever it might
bring.


Chapter 2

 


The rain had started again, a gentle
sprinkle, when they walked out of the café. Daniel Ryan turned to
Sam. “Umbrellas?”

She and Beau nodded, holding them up.

“We’re off then,” Ryan said. “It’s only a
couple of blocks.”

The attorney led the way along the narrow
sidewalk, as they held their umbrellas high and dodged oncoming
pedestrians who came at them in single-mindedly straight paths. At
the next intersection, they turned left into a wide pedestrian mall
rimmed with shops and restaurants in stone buildings. A young
couple stood under an awning; he strummed at a guitar and she
wailed out a folk tune while passersby ignored the open guitar case
that held more raindrops than coins. Across the way, a woman was
carrying a wire rack of postcards back inside her tiny shop. Sam
and Beau followed Daniel to the center of the open area, where he
stopped and faced the small stores.

“Well, here we are in Shop Street and this is
it,” he said.

What’s it? Sam stared through the rain
at the gray buildings.

“Just there.” He pointed directly in front of
them. “O’Shaughnessy’s Fine Books. It’s yours.”

Sure enough, high on the gray stone building,
a carved wooden sign with burgundy background and chipped white
lettering spelled out the name of the shop. A display window showed
an assortment of books with covers long since faded and curled. A
red wooden door, its upper half done in small glass panes, led to
the dim interior.

A bookstore? Uncle Terry left me a
business? She looked up at Beau, certain that her eyes must be
as wide as his. What on earth would she do with this?

She turned to Daniel and opened her mouth but
couldn’t formulate a question. There were too many.

“Come on, then,” he said. “Let’s go inside
and meet your crew.”

“So it’s open? I mean … well, it looks sort
of—dark.” Abandoned.

His forehead wrinkled. “Yes, I suppose, now
that you mention it. Better lighting in the window, that would fix
it right up.”

She managed a weak smile. Maybe it was more
inviting inside.

“The building is, as you can see, in the
historic district—eighth century. Many of the shops date very far
back.” He pointed as he led the way. “The claddagh goldsmith on the
corner, for instance, has been in that location since the 1700s,
and Aran woolens have been carried by the shop next to yours for
centuries.”

Nearly as old as the mold on some of those
paperbacks, she thought, cringing a little. Well, there was
nothing to do but take a look. In her sideline job at home,
breaking into abandoned houses and cleaning them up for sale, she’d
certainly seen worse than this. She squared her shoulders and
folded her umbrella as Daniel led the way inside.

A man stood behind the vintage mahogany sales
desk, his gray hair curling over his ears, bushy sideburns widening
his cheeks, and dark brows pulling together fiercely over the
bridge of his nose.

“Ambrose,” Daniel said brightly, “I’d like
for you to meet Terrance’s niece, Samantha Sweet-Cardwell.”

Sam stepped forward, hoping that her smile
didn’t look as frozen as it felt. No matter—the man only grunted
and didn’t offer his hand.

“Ambrose Piggott is manager of the shop,”
Daniel was saying with as much positive spin as he could muster.
“He knows every inch of it, I’m sure.”

“I’ve worked here forty years, know every
little detail of the business, too, I daresay,” muttered Ambrose.
“Except for the fact about this niece, which I never heard
of.”

Daniel cleared his throat. Sam noticed that
Beau was staying quiet as the proverbial mouse in the corner.

“Are the ladies here, Ambrose? Samantha wants
to meet them as well.”

From behind a tall wooden bookcase a
heart-shaped face, framed by long strawberry curls, peered toward
the newcomers. When the young woman stepped forward Sam saw that
she was under five feet tall, very curvy, with a ready smile and a
sparkle in her green eyes.

“Bridget, this is Samantha,” Daniel said.

“You can all call me Sam.” She extended her
hand and Bridget edged forward. Despite her shy approach, her
handshake was firm.

“Bridget O’Henry. Pleased to meet ya,” she
said, with a slight dip that might have become a curtsy in a more
formal setting.

Sam guessed she must be in her twenties,
although over the telephone her tiny voice probably made people
think they were speaking to a child.

“And … oh, here’s Keeva,” Daniel said. “Keeva
Blake, this is Saman— um, Sam.”

The middle-aged woman’s quick movements gave
her a decisive air. She smiled warmly, showing straight, white
teeth in an oval face with such pure skin that it obviously had
minimal exposure to the dry air and sunshine Sam’s own complexion
had been tormented by. Her dark hair was pulled up in a clip. She
wore a dark blue dress with a tan apron. She set a cardboard carton
on the counter and wiped her hands on the apron before shaking
hands with Sam and Beau.

“So, you’ll be working with us now,” Keeva
said, as if it were already arranged.

Sam noticed that Ambrose turned his back at
the suggestion. Bridget stood with her hands clasped loosely in
front of her, looking at Sam expectantly for an answer.

“Well, I … I don’t know.” This was all
happening too quickly. “I have a business back home in New Mexico,
and a side job as well. I’m a little at a loss … But we’ll
see.”

Did she imagine that Ambrose growled deep in
his throat?

“So, anyway—” Why was it so hard to put a
bright note in her voice? “Who wants to show us around?”

Beau shot her a look—us? She smiled at
him and tried to convey, Just hang in here with me for a little
while.

“Well,” said Keeva, “it’s pretty much what
you see here.” She spread her arms and turned to indicate the
extent of the shop. “There’s a small back room for extra stock, but
we haven’t much in there at the moment.”

“Not much cash in the till, either,” Ambrose
muttered.

In other words, don’t be thinking you’ll take
an income out of this place. Sam noticed that no customers had come
in. Foot traffic outside flowed past the bookshop with barely a
glance in their direction.

“Maybe we can put together some ideas for
ways to build the business back up,” she said. What am I
thinking? I’m in town for two weeks.

Bridget sent a perky smile her way; Keeva
looked as if she wanted to say something helpful but couldn’t think
of anything; Ambrose grunted and moved a stack of bookmarks from
one side of the cash register to the other.

Sam gazed around the room, taking in details
she hadn’t immediately noticed. Mahogany bookcases that rose nearly
to the ten-foot ceiling ringed three sides of the shop. Quality
woodwork. Two heavy tables filled most of the open floor space,
piled high with books in haphazard stacks. She couldn’t discern any
labeling system or organization for which titles were located
where. A feather duster lay on one of the tables, as if someone had
begun to apply it but forgot to finish.

An elderly woman walked in just then and
Keeva approached her.

“I’ll come back later,” Sam said to the
others. “We just arrived in town and I need to get my bearings a
little bit. For now, please rest assured that I don’t plan to make
any drastic changes.”

Bridget visibly relaxed but Ambrose just gave
Sam a level stare.

The rain had stopped and the sky was
skim-milk white, with hazy shadows beginning to show on the
cobbles.

“Daniel, we need to talk,” she said as soon
as they’d walked out of sight of the shop. “Where can we grab a
coffee?” Or a stiff drink. She caught sight of a large clock on a
tall pedestal—it wasn’t even noon.

Beau took her hand. “You two need to talk
business. I think I’ll wander back to the harbor and check out the
boats for awhile. Meet you back at the room?”

She nodded. His parting kiss reminded her
that this wasn’t exactly how they’d envisioned spending their
honeymoon. Her thoughts churned as he walked away.

The lawyer led the way toward a bright green
door that stood open. Kelly’s Pub was quiet before the lunch crowd
came and they ordered coffee and carried it to a table near the
windows.

“So.” Daniel Ryan tried to make his voice
chipper. “We’ll have a little paperwork to transfer title of the
shop to you.”

Sam stared at him—she had at least two
million concerns before she could possibly sign anything.

“What on earth was my uncle thinking,
leaving me a business to run? I have a business back home. I can’t
be two places at once.”

“You have good employees here, Sam. It’ll
work out.”

Deep breath. “I can’t just depend on things
working out. The employees need leadership—that much is
clear from the condition of the place. How will I pay them? The
store isn’t exactly bustling with customers.” She felt her voice
rise and paused a moment to get control. “I would need to review
the financial statements, see if there’s any money in the bank to
keep operating …”

“I’m sure there are adequate records to allay
your concerns,” he said, picking up his mug.

“Where are they? Can I get to them?”

“I imagine they must be in the shop.”

“And who’s going to share them with me?
Ambrose Piggott? The man clearly wishes I’d never set foot in
there.”

“Ambrose is an oyster, Sam—tough outer shell
but a softie inside.”

“Really. Well, you’ll have to offer me some
ideas on how I’m supposed to break through that tough shell.”

He swallowed hard, clearly clueless. Had he
truly believed that she would be thrilled with this deal?

“Look, I don’t mean to jump down your
throat,” she said, softening her voice. “I just … I need some
ideas. I’m due home in two weeks and that’s not nearly enough time
to solve this. I can’t be flying back and forth between countries
and letting my pastry shop go downhill while I try to prop up this
other one.”

“Let me check our files at the firm. Maybe
there were additional records or instructions left with my partner,
Mick O’Connor. He was Mr. O’Shaughnessy’s representative for years
before I came along.”

It seemed the best he could do. Sam drank her
coffee and debated what to do next. When they parted company
outside the pub, she started walking. Water had drained off the
cobbled pedestrian way and the sun lit some hanging pots of
flowers. She strode purposefully until she came to a statue of
Oscar Wilde seated on a park bench with another sculpted man. The
plaque identified him as Eduard Vilde, an Estonian writer. The two
bronze men seemed relaxed and jovial. Sam wished she felt the same
way.

Okay, she thought, I can line up some
specific steps to take or I can let this whole thing worry me until
all the fun is gone out of our trip. That was not happening.
She wanted to be strolling along the boat docks with Beau right
this minute. She made a decision.

Back on Shop Street she stood back and
watched the bookshop. Her bookshop. Clearly, she needed help
with this situation. She couldn’t operate a business in a strange
town, in a foreign country, with no knowledge of the place. She
needed the employees’ cooperation and, like it or not, that meant
working with all of them, even crusty old Ambrose.

Pedestrian traffic had picked up with the
introduction of sunlight and she saw a shopper walk in. Maybe her
first impression hadn’t been accurate. She crossed in front of a
bright yellow woolens shop and a blue storefront selling quality
Irish linens, both bustling with customers. Spiffing up the
bookstore would help it draw as much attention as these other
places were getting.

The door creaked on its hinges as she entered
and she was pleased to see that Ambrose was ringing up a sale,
while Bridget talked in her high, small voice with two children
whose young mother wanted them to choose books. Sam scanned the
shelves until the customers finished and left. She realized that
all eyes were on her when she turned around.

“This morning’s events probably came as a
surprise to all of us,” she began. “Well, it did for me, anyway. I
had no idea that my uncle thought I could handle his store.”

Ambrose’s heavy eyebrows seemed attached at
the center; Keeva scuffed one foot back and forth on the hardwood
floor. Only Bridget gave Sam her open and undivided attention.

“Anyway. I think we need to talk, to make
some plans. Daniel Ryan suggested that I could find the financial
records somewhere here in the shop. I’d like to take a look at
them. But I assure you all that your jobs are safe. If Uncle Terry
needed you here, then I most certainly do.”

The air in the room relaxed a little but no
one made a move.

“Ambrose, I will especially need your help.
As manager, I’m sure you know more about the business than anyone
else, including my uncle. Could you point me in the direction of
the files I need?”

He met her gaze steadily. “I’ll get them out.
When I have the time.”

From the corner of her eye Sam could see that
Keeva and Bridget were frozen in place.

“Okay. Good enough. I’ll come back in the
morning—what time do we open?”

Ambrose looked like he planned to say
something but, luckily, two women walked in just then so the only
word that came out of his mouth was, “Nine.”

Sam sent individual smiles to each of her
employees, and to the customers, before she escaped to the street
again. She tried to get her bearings, hoping she remembered which
of the narrow streets led back to the harbor.

The walk calmed her and she found herself
noticing her surroundings. Maybe she and Beau would try authentic
pub food later, or perhaps look for a nice restaurant. So far,
their honeymoon had consisted of a long car ride following a very
long plane trip, with airport food and this morning’s breakfast,
which she barely remembered. Uncle Terry’s surprise sort of capped
a stressful few days.

She scanned the piers and debated walking the
long stretch of dock in search of Beau. They hadn’t tried their
cell phones here yet, so she wasn’t sure hers would work but in any
case it was among the things she’d left behind in the room. She
decided to go there and see if her husband would be along soon.

It took two tries with the key card to get
the door open and when she did, the atmosphere in the room seemed
different somehow. Music drifted from somewhere, and the air
smelled of honeysuckle. The drapes they’d left open were now
closed, making the room dim.

“Beau?” she called out.

“In here. Glad you’re back, darlin’.”

She pressed the door shut and turned
around.

“Surprised?” he said.

Three lush bouquets stood on the nightstand,
table and dresser—roses, lilies, daisies and more. The
room-darkening draperies were closed, leaving one small lamp and
several candles to softly light the space. Although the small
bedside radio didn’t exactly offer stereo quality, it played soft
jazz.

“Beau, what did you do?” She giggled as he
stepped over to her and trailed little kisses down her neck. His
hair was faintly damp and smelled of eucalyptus shampoo.

“I made us a little love nest. I will put out
the Do Not Disturb sign and take the phone off the hook and meet
you over there.” He tilted his head toward the bed.

She gave herself over to his long and
delicious kiss. Now this was how a honeymoon should
begin.


Chapter 3

 


Sam stretched luxuriantly. They’d fallen
asleep in a tangle of sheets and sometime during the afternoon
she’d pulled up the duvet. Beau’s arm tightened around her
midsection, just a little, as he began to waken. At some point he’d
blown out the candles and the light in the room was dim.

“I think I’m hungry,” she murmured, “but I
can’t decide what I want.”

He kissed her temple, then her neck, down to
the shoulder. “Um … I could think of something.”

She rolled toward him and they somehow lost
track of another half hour.

“What would you like for dinner?” she called
out from the bathroom as she aimed the dryer at her hair.

His voice came through but she couldn’t tell
what he’d said. Silly to ask a question with a noisy appliance
running. She brushed the last few strands and switched off the
dryer. A dash of lipstick and hint of blusher and she emerged from
the bathroom.

“I’m trying to decide what to wear,” she
said. “Where would you like to eat?”

He’d donned his standard outfit—jeans and a
flannel shirt. “You can eat in that robe if you want to. We’re
dining in, and it should arrive …”

He glanced at his watch but a tap at the door
answered the question.

Sam edged aside as the waiter wheeled a
linen-draped table toward the window. Beau directed the delivery,
set two chairs beside the table, and once again marveled when the
man didn’t wait around for a tip.

“What’s this?” She eyed the covered plates
and crystal bowls of condiments.

“Salmon, freshly caught and lightly grilled.”
He lifted one of the lids. “Potatoes, some sliced veggies …”

Sam felt herself salivating. There were crisp
salads and something decadently chocolate on separate plates.

“I guessed that a white wine might be the
thing,” he said, picking up the dewy bottle that the waiter had
opened for them.

“Wow. You just might be a keeper.” She winked
as she took her seat.

The fish was wonderful and the vegetables
perfectly cooked. They ate in silence for a few minutes, until Beau
set his fork down.

“I could inhale this,” he said. “Better pace
myself. So, how did things go with the attorney after I left?”

She sipped at her wine. “I think he basically
had the impression that he would take me by the shop, get me to
sign papers which would transfer it to me, and then he’d be back at
his office before lunch.”

Beau raised his eyebrows.

“I didn’t sign anything. How could I? The
place looks like a money pit to me. A dusty, drab old money
pit. I can’t possibly run a store here while I’m keeping Sweet’s
Sweets going back at home. I’m used to being very hands-on with my
business. I’d have to turn it entirely over to the employees here
and hope for the best because I know nothing at all about running a
bookstore.”

“True. Maybe Ivan could give you some
pointers.”

Ivan Petrenko, the quirky Russian who owned a
bookstore next to Sam’s bakery in Taos, did seem to manage to keep
his little place going despite his complaints that big chain stores
and the Internet had drastically changed the world of bookselling
since he got into it. Maybe she could get some ideas from him.

“All I know is that I can’t put any money
into it. If O’Shaughnessy’s doesn’t at least generate enough to pay
the employees and support itself, all I can think to do is shut it
down.”

“Old Ambrose isn’t going to love you for
that.”

“No. But old Ambrose doesn’t exactly love me
anyway. Did you see that scowl?” She speared a julienne slice of
carrot. “At least I finally understand why Uncle Terrance decided
to leave the entire inheritance to only one heir. Can you imagine
me trying to divide this with my sister, much less include the
cousins? It’s a nightmare.”

“I suppose you could sell off the inventory
and maybe net enough for another trip back here to close the
deal.”

Sam nodded thoughtfully but that answer
didn’t feel right either. “I suppose I’ll think of something.”

 


* * *

 


By morning, Sam found herself chafing at the
unanswered questions.

“If nothing else, I have to get in there and
see the financial records,” she told Beau as they took the elevator
to the lobby.

“Do you want my help?”

“You don’t have to come along, unless you
really want to. With luck, maybe there are a few file folders I can
bring back with me, something I can go through in the room this
evening.”

“Maybe I’ll look into renting a car so we
could take a drive down the coast, or find out what kinds of
historic places are around here.”

They stepped out into a brisk breeze and
zipped their jackets. The boats in the slips were bobbing merrily
and Beau slowed his pace to watch them.

“Give me the morning at the shop,” she said,
“then we can meet up and have a tasty pub lunch and figure out how
we want to spend some tourist time.”

She gave him a quick kiss and headed across
the street. The narrow sidewalks and winding streets felt a little
more familiar today, and the absence of rain would—Sam hoped—make
her new bookshop look more appealing. By the time she entered Shop
Street and located the correct stone building she realized it would
take a lot more than good weather to help the old place.

“Good morning, everyone,” she said as she
walked in.

Bridget’s cute smile beamed at her from the
back of the room. Keeva must have just arrived—she was taking off
her heavy sweater. Ambrose, behind the sales counter, only
grunted.

“Could we have a little meeting before
customers arrive?” Sam asked.

The women came forward and Ambrose draped his
forearms over the ancient brass cash register, facing Sam.

“I’ll admit that I’m not quite sure what to
do first,” she told them. “Did my uncle spend much time in the shop
in recent years?”

Keeva spoke up. “Not a lot, actually. The
poor dear had so many troubles. Health, you know. In his last years
he …”

“Terry came round every week,” Ambrose
interjected. “Up until his last few months.” He stared at Sam. “He
cared a great deal for this shop. He loved every book in this
room.”

“Was business better in the days when he
spent time here?”

“Well, aye. Business was better before the
recession hit the whole world, better everywhere, as I’m sure
you’re knowin’ from your fancy cake shop.” Ambrose’s fingers
flexed, as if they wanted to curl into fists.

Sam nodded. “You’re right about that.”

Bridget spoke up. “Our regular patrons, the
ones who’ve come in from times past, they’re still comin’
around.”

The others gave firm nods.

“Mr. Ryan seemed to think that all the
business records are here.” She slid her gaze over to Ambrose. As
guardian of the register, he must surely have access to the bills
and receipts as well. The gray haired man looked like he wanted to
make some kind of remark but he merely turned toward a short file
cabinet to his right.

“And meanwhile, can I help with the dusting
or something?” Sam said. “It would help me see what we have in
stock.”

Keeva motioned Sam toward the back, where she
supplied a dust cloth.

“I wish I’d known my uncle better. My mother
remembers him fondly,” Sam said as the two of them worked on a
section of popular fiction.

“He was a good man,” Keeva said. “Hard worker
in his younger days. He took over this shop under odd
circumstances, you know. Won it in a wager.”

“Really?”

“Oh, aye. Used to say if it weren’t for a
jack of diamonds, he’d never’ve set foot in the place.”

That didn’t seem like an auspicious
beginning.

“He wasn’t much of a reader, then?”

“Oh, he became avid. Mostly took out books
about the war, got into some heated political discussions, he did.”
Keeva pushed two Ian Rankin titles closer together to make space
for a couple of Ruth Rendell’s books.

“Your uncle didn’t need book studies to be a
smart man,” Ambrose called out from the other side of the room. “He
had a brilliant mind for business.”

Sam smiled toward him but questioned the
statement. Obviously, a shop run by someone with a brilliant
business mind would be doing better than this one was. She still
hadn’t seen a customer today.

Almost in answer to that thought, a woman
pushed the door open. Walking directly to the counter
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